
  
    
  





   





  Death on Mars


  When a shattered body is found out on the bleak red dirt of Mars, the thriving small town that has grown up around the first settlers is shocked.


  Seven years on from his arrival with Lol, Meena and Kimi, Beau finds his life utterly changed. Because the town’s first-ever incident is as serious as it gets… and he is the newly appointed sheriff.


  The hunt is on to find answers. Helping Beau is Marlee. Her talents are undoubted, but her attitude pisses him off… early and often. Can they work together and give the town the result it needs? With the nearest actual detective a hundred million kilometres away? If they do catch a killer, how will the town mete out justice? And will Marl achieve her very unhidden agenda?
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    Part 1:
Life

  





  Prelude


  Garfield County


  In rural Montana, Earth, a large but nondescript house – which could be brand new or 100 years old – stands a kilometre or so back, across the empty grassland, from the road. You wouldn’t give it a second glance. Unless you could see round the back, where the ground dish, thicket of antennas, large solar array, helicopter pad and more might draw your attention.


  Inside, Igor Chanel is bored. By his own reckoning, he is only good at three things. And pretty bad at nearly everything else. His kids are away at university. His husband Eduardo has gone to visit their daughter in Oxford. Alone. At her request. She has always been closer to Eduardo, just as their son has always been closer to Igor, so it shouldn’t hurt. But it does. And he’s bored.


  The three things are (1) seeing the full potential of a fresh idea quicker than most, (2) creating and leading a team to achieve something that’s never been done before and (3) selecting the right people to carry on the venture once it’s up and running (because once it’s up and running Igor finds it boring). It’s a pretty narrow skillset, but one the world has rewarded obscenely well. So he’s an oligarch.


  But is he? His peers spend most of their lives buying influence in world governments, especially the USA’s, oblivious of the humiliation of having to replace their “lifelong” principles every few years. Or posturing around the Caribbean or the Med on their superyachts. Or spending revolting amounts on look-at-me projects. Igor isn’t like that.


  Mind you he does have other properties. A place in Florida, where his business got its start. A place in California, because contacts in the Valley are useful and he can pass for an insider (with careful prep). A place in Brazil, near his usefully-equatorial launch site. A place in central Europe that he maintains for his parents (who wouldn’t even begin to countenance leaving home to join him here). And two places on Luna, one on the equator alongside most of the industry and the other at the south pole where he has cornered the fresh water supply. So maybe he’s a slightlygarch… But Montana is his home.


  He scans his businesses’ dashboards, again: Settlement (there are two – Luna//Settlement and Mars//Settlement), Industry (ditto), Prospecting, Space Vehicles, Spaceport, Space Apparel, Military, Research, Media, Advanced Projects, Luna//Utilities, Luna//Transit and Luna//Connect. (Igor is a keen afficionado of the double slash.) Everything is ticking over just fine. His charitable foundation has just completed its quarterly review, with all the action items assigned to others. He’s bored. If he’s honest with himself – and he believes he is – he’s hoping for something to go wrong. He needs the excitement.


  He pulls on his riding boots and heads for the stables.


  ●


  Hartmann City


  “...and, er, that concludes my remarks. Er, I guess.” And with that crash landing Todd Klein sits back in the chair.


  Why can’t I do this? he asks himself in the seconds before the lecturer resumes control. Put me in the same room and I’m fine, but over video I always come off the rails.


  “Thank you, Dr Klein,” says the lecturer. “Would you be willing to take questions?”


  “Sure,” he replies. But I doubt they made much sense of what I just sicked up, he thinks. And he’d been speaking his native English, while their first language is Brazilian. 


  Portuguese! he corrects himself rapidly.


  “Thank you for your talk, Dr Klein,” begins the first questioner. “You said that by keeping the same interplanetary vehicle in production for well over a decade you were ‘doing a Boeing’. Would you please explain what that means. Thank you.”


  “Great question! I was making a contrast with nearly every Western passenger space vehicle that came before the IPV series, which never had a production run of more than 20 craft. They were built as the minimal product for a very specific mission, with no eye to growing into other applications: always just-enough, never just-in-case.


  “When we developed IPV for Mars Settler Mission we intended it to grow and evolve to cover at least 20 years’ missions. Between passenger and freight journeys to Mars we have deployed 49 vehicles in 14 years. Test flights and VIP transfers to Luna take that to just over 60. And we’ve sold 17 to other operators, and 24 of the P-series to asteroid prospectors and leasing companies. We have stretched the body twice – by 2 metres and 1.8 metres – and there is still stretch potential remaining. That’s the parallel to Boeing: look at the fact that they kept the 737 in production for over 60 years, nearly doubling the passenger capacity in that time. No-one before had that clarity of long-term vision. Thank you for the question.”


  “Thank you, Dr Klein, but you did not say anything about Soyuz.”


  It’s a moment before he replies because he’s tracking down her mugshot from the cheat sheet. She’ll go on the list! “It’s true that the Soviets’ Soyuz program followed the sort of profile I advocate. I just thought the Boeing example would be better known.” And I wasn’t going to big up the Russkies ahead of my own country. “Thank you Senhorita Lopes.”


  The next questioner wonders why MSM sends two 4-passenger settler missions in each Mars launch window, instead of a single 8-passenger vehicle. “First,” replies Todd, “we have carried out design studies of future vehicles and will be able to go bigger when the time is right. Now that we’re launching from Luna – lower gravity, no air resistance and the 3,500 km/h slingshot effect – we could easily send eight, ten times the payload using existing launch systems, though the limiting factor would then be deceleration thrust for the Mars descent. Two reasons we haven’t done that yet. One ties back to the previous question: compared to stretching an existing vehicle, an all-new design involves more cost, more time and therefore more risk. The other is practical: carefully selected four-person crews tend to get on with each other well. We can keep them together on arrival because the habitation modules at Jaee Kaupunki are for four people, and the town knows how to onboard four settlers at a time.” What he doesn’t say is that if one IPV (InterPlanetary Vehicle – Todd had come up with the name himself) is lost and the other gets through, that receives less-catastrophic headlines than losing eight settlers in one go.


  He goes on to answer other questions. “Yes, we designed IPV for easy disassembly because it was always going to be the first source of materials for settlers” — “No, I had no involvement in the serial numbering. I was surprised as anyone when Star Wars fans took 4CBWU to their hearts” — “Yes, I am aware that some people are calling Luna//Connect by that disrespectful T-word. But it hasn’t hurt passenger numbers”.


  After a hearty round of applause, the link ends. Todd stands and paces the room to try to work off some of the cringe. It’s hard work in 1/6 of Earth’s gravity, but he’s been on Luna long enough – and has been embarrassed often enough – to know the way of it.


  Still, he thinks he’s pulled it back in the questions and has avoided destroying their goodwill. And the goodwill is important. Competitors generally look to East Asia and South Asia to recruit talent. When Igor appointed Todd as CEO of MSM Space Vehicles he mentioned that Brazil has a thriving aerospace industry, and it might be worth exploring its universities. He was right. Igor is always right.


  ●


  Jaee Kaupunki


  Morning


  Meena begins her day as always, sitting cross-legged on the turn of the stairs beside the only window in their home. All she can see at the moment is her reflection. But soon the sun rising behind her, over the other side of the Mansion, will strike the distant rim of Gale Crater. She will stay – sipping her tea, planning her day – until the whole western rim is picked out red-gold. Then she will get going, before the colour fades to the dull rust of another ordinary day on Mars.


  Before the Mansion was built they lived cramped on their ship for more than two yearsM. As the town’s First Family, the Canaries were given first pick of the new habs. Her spouses weren’t bothered, but Meena much prefers sunsets to sunrises and so chose to look west.


  With her signature lightness and grace, TT emerges from her room, flows down the stairs, vaults over the bannister – throwing a “Hi Mom!” over her shoulder – and goes on down for her breakfast.


  The last two weeks have been quiet. During election campaigns town officials are forbidden to announce policies or initiatives. Meena introduced the rule during her term as JK’s first mayor, not imagining that 5 Mars years later – 10 Earth years! – she would still be in post. Two weeks of routine reports and not much else have been a wonderful break.


  But now the break is over. Today she will convene the new Council, swear in the new officers, begin to work out responses to the ballot propositions the townsfolk have favoured… and decide which councillor she might start persuading to replace her as mayor at next year’s election.


  ●


  Khafra Kader – known to all as KK – wakes a few cents before sunrise. The Hive’s working day follows the sun. Like damn peasants! he thinks.


  He already knows which of his workers will get themselves out of their bunks and which will have to be roused. He also knows, without checking his device, the day’s schedule: Science Team marching to their own beat, as usual; Team Pawel to carry on fitting out Hab 12 for the settlers incoming on MSM-12; Team Márcia to go outside and perform the monthly inventory. KK will have to suit up and go and take an interest several times during the day. He quite enjoys going out, but never lets it show.


  At least, he thinks as he swings his legs out of the bed, I don’t have to sleep in a bunk.


  He checks the direction of Makkah, the reason he turned on his device. The Holy City might be anywhere from above his head to beneath his feet, but the app always gives him a direction. He prays.


  ●


  J. C. Molyneux-Smith, Esq., as Charles would prefer to be known, polishes his brown brogues, straightens his tie in the mirror and takes the clothesbrush to the shoulders of his tweed jacket. Or coat, as a gentleman ought to call it. Rex, his black lab – a golden would be ostentatious – will accompany him down the lane to the village shop, where he will buy the Telegraph. He will then sit on the bench on the village green, weather permitting, smoking his pipe and doing the crossword – the cryptic, of course.


  All of this is in his imagination. He will in fact check the creases in his tracksuit, go for a stroll across the broad, quiet Plaza and along the Connector to the Hive, exchanging cheery greetings as he goes with others who choose to exercise early. Then he’ll turn and head back to the Mansion, cross the Plaza again and take the stairs up to the Gallery. There he’ll sit and do the Telegraph crossword on his device. (Three times a month there are two, on account of the days being longer here, but this is not one of those days.)


  ●


  Jimiyu – do not call him Jim! – wakes. He sits up and studies Conrad’s long lashes in the dim light of the cramped bed of the ute. Deciding to let him sleep a little longer, he crawls over the sleeping bag, making as little disturbance as possible, to the cubby at the foot of the bed: breakfast!


  They’re a long way from the smart hotel in Dubai where they first got it on. They’re a long way from anyone, come to that, out here surveying the plains, the envy of pretty much every geologist on Earth.


  ●


  Marl wakes to the sound of the sprinklers. On the upper floor of the greenhouse the strip nearest the window serves as the settlers’ sundeck. By night it’s lovers’ lane, a place for assignations. Habs are far from spacious, making it hard to entertain visitors at home (especially visitors your regular partner doesn’t think you should be entertaining… though such chains Marl has always refused).


  She has been trying out JiHo, a couple of years older than her which is pretty much her ideal… not that she’s so very picky. He’s not at all bad – very attentive to a girl’s satisfaction, and much more demonstrative alone than he ever is in a group. She might keep him a while.


  Another couple has stayed overnight. At the other end of the sundeck they are celebrating the dawn. Those tight brown buttocks belong to energetic but unimaginative Kush. She can’t make out his companion, but whoever it is has a good hip action. She looks down at the smile on JiHo’s face as he grows beneath her fingers, and wakens her prince with a kiss.


  ●


  Jebediah Walter Hunt – goes by Jeb – knocks on the door of Hab 1. Beau opens it at once, invites him in, doesn’t seem fazed by a refusal. As they chatter amiably, Jeb unloops the sheriff’s star on its lanyard from his neck and reaches up to hang it around Beau’s. He wonders what his pappy would make of him passing on his position to “a black”, but decides that’s not the main thing that would rile the old man.


  Jeb leads Beau on his customary morning round of the Mansion, passing along everything he has learned about keeping the town neat and safe. When a vicious wave of pain tears through Jeb’s guts the pair stop and sit a while. It’s coming more often now – the reason he didn’t stand for re-election – and Beau does the right thing by letting him ride it out without making a fuss. Smart kid.


  Noon


  M-dog doesn’t really know how to be with the other kids. Which is why he enjoys sport: the aims and roles are clear.


  They are in the centre of the Plaza, playing volleyball with a low net, Zephyr refereeing. His sis TT leads the opposing team. They are the oldest kids – a few months apart – so they can never be on the same team. Which is fine by them both. There are two kids two yearsM younger and three toddlers, which makes it awkward to include everyone. But Kimi-Mami always finds a way. Today the three littlies are with TT and the others with M-dog. And his side is (narrowly) winning.


  The game ends, with cheers and handshakes all round, and they head off to the showers.


  ●


  Dr AV Sherazi holds their head in their hands. In some ways this is an easy assignment for a GP: only the extraordinarily fit are selected to come here, and there are no known sources of infection. In others it is almost impossible: they is expected to deal themself with every condition that does present – professional advice available remotely, but no referrals to specialists, no video consultations, no medical evacuations. And medicines and equipment have to be ordered more than a yearM in advance.


  They has just seen Jeb. They is sure it’s cancer. The only help is pain relief and they wishes they could do more.


  They locks away all the medicines and equipment, wipes down the surfaces and leaves the room ready for its next booking. It’s called the Surgery, but that just means that they has priority over other users.


  ●


  Jacqui goes hab to hab delivering baguettes. Every hab has an oven, and at first when people fancied bread they baked their own. But Jacqui’s baguettes are so superior that many households now have a regular order with her. It’s the most expensive bread they’ll ever buy, but alongside the cost of getting to Jaee Kaupunki in the first place it’s trivial. And well worth it.


  Fewer households are signed up to her croissants – waistlines must be watched! – but they are a favourite for special occasions.


  ●


  Marl checks her playlist for the exercise class she’s about to lead and heads for the door, stopping by the mirror for a scrute. Yeah, girl, you’ll do she thinks after giving it all a quick wiggle.


  She wants the new sheriff. She’s been wanting to try him for a while now, but he seems impervious. OK, so Beau has two ladies at home. But they’re older than him. And way older than her. What does a girl have to do to get noticed?


  ●


  Jimiyu and Conrad are core-sampling. They place the 2-metre section rapidly in its tube, seal it and lay it with the others on the bed of the work ute. As Jimiyu guides the core drill back into the hole, Conrad labels up the next tube. Six more cores and the work ute will be at maximum load, so it’s nearly time to head back to town.


  They both agree that, in the brief moment between bringing the core up and getting it sealed, its colour paled. That suggests evaporation. They hope enough moisture remains at the heart of the core to make reasonable inferences back at the lab.


  They don’t stop for lunch since that would mean waiting for the hab ute to repressurise. They’re on a roll!


  ●


  Pawel shakes his head as he walks with his crew back to the Hive for their lunch break. What a golden life the settlers live! He suspects that what he is feeling is not new. Just new to him. Porters, room service waiters and chambermaids in grand hotels must feel it all the time. But Pawel is not a menial. He is a skilled tradesman. The inequalities here are stark.


  If he’s honest, though, it’s the naked flesh that most offends him. Everyone strips off for exercise. There are good reasons – water is limited, clothes wear out from washing and replacements are ruinously expensive to ship – but still, it’s not right. What’s worse, because they think nothing of going without clothes for exercise they do it at other times too. It’s unsettling. It’s wrong. Have they no shame?


  Night


  Jimiyu and Conrad reckon they can just about make it back to town with their load of cores before sunset. But it’ll be close. If they make it they’ll get to sleep in a proper bed for the first time in days. If they don’t they risk a rebuke for driving after dark.


  Their own bed!


  With housemates and their kids on the other side of the partition. Hmm…


  And they won’t be able to examine the cores tonight anyway.


  They spot an outcrop and pull the utes into its lee.


  ●


  Marl decides to skip the book group meeting. She hasn’t read the next chapter.


  She really did mean to throw herself into activities that involve her brain. She had persuaded the selectors that that was how, as an exceptionally energetic young woman, she would cope with the negative aspects of voluntary exile. She persuaded them, but – it turns out – not herself: for some reason she keeps choosing physical activity instead.


  She unlocks her device and brings up her wishlist. She has already tried most of the straight male settlers, and the remaining few are either too old or – like Beau – unaccountably resistant. There will be more settlers arriving in a few weeks, but until then perhaps she should consider switching teams: there are plenty of tasty girls here.


  Or maybe take a look at the staff? That Polish lad working on Hab 12 today could be worth a try. She should have thought of that before he went back to the Hive. It would cause too much of a stir, even for her, to go over there and find him now.


  She decides to go up to the sundeck and see if there’s any action there.


  ●


  In the Plaza it’s karaoke evening. JiHo is belting out a song that no-one else knows. It’s probably K-pop. In any case, it’s perky and bright and easy to like. And he’s surprisingly good. It’s always the quiet ones!


  ●


  In the Gallery the book group sits cross-legged in a circle on the floor. They are nearly all women. The karaoke barely bothers them because the crowd below listens on earpods. The only sound that carries is one man crooning into the mic in a language that none of them understands.


  Kimi’s first two languages are Finnish and Japanese, and it took her several years to learn to love the town’s official language, English. It was really only during her pregnancy with Jazzy, TT’s little sister and still a toddler, that she allowed herself to pass over her community duties to others and indulge in herself a little. And reading is a big part of that.


  She now gives her reaction to Stephen’s relationship with Dil in Patrick O’Brian’s HMS Surprise. It is not a book she would have chosen in a million years, but she adores it. That is the magic of book group.


  Jacqui passes round the bottle of fermented peapod juice that her customers have the grace to call wine.


  ●


  Sofie climbs sullen into bed and awaits the inevitable. It’s not that she has ever refused him. It’s just that he never asks, never seems to see her as a person. Actually it’s worse: he does see her as a person, just not an adult. It doesn’t hurt or anything, his pikk is so small. But it’s not what she wants.


  There must be a way out of this, but she can’t summon the fight to look for it.


  ●


  In the Hive, in the barrack block behind the workshop and lab, Pawel has forgotten his earlier angry feelings and is leading a hearty rendition of Hej Sokoły, a Polish-Ukrainian traditional song. It speaks of loss and longing and seems just right to the assembled company, even though Pawel is the only one who speaks Polish.


  In a corner a hardened foursome play cards.


  In his tiny cubicle KK completes his reports and plans the next day.


  ●


  In the Classroom the genealogy group is sharing top tips and crowing over their latest discoveries.


  Charles is a bit quiet today. He always assumed that he was from a noble line. Molyneux is a Norman name, and he believes a distinguished ancestor came to England in 1066 with William the Conqueror. In his head, he is kin to the last Earl of Sefton, who had had the bad taste to die in 1972 without living heirs. It turns out that a great grandfather was indeed related to that family, albeit at great distance; hence the Molyneux. But today he has almost certainly traced his direct paternal line – there are too many Smiths to make that easy! – back to the 1800s: a slave and her overseer in Antigua. This does not make him happy.


  All five members of the genealogy group are men.


  ●


  Meena and Jazzy had sat, as they always did, to watch the sun sink down over the rim of Gale Crater. The air is hazy this evening – the wind must be getting up.


  Now Meena tells Jazzy a bedtime story. When Meena was little her Paapi would tell her the most wonderful tales of tigers and elephants and maharajahs and clever princesses and wicked tricksters. She has no time for stories from books, and transports Jazzy to sleep with the wonders of a land she will never see.


  And… gone! They’ll finish the story tomorrow night.


  Meena tiptoes out and goes back to work. Yesterday was the deadline for settlers to update their personal records. She’d better take a look. Starting, of course, with her own family.


  
    
      
        	

        	
          Meena
        
      


      
        	
          Arrived /


          Last updated
        

        	
          0001 /


          0008.1
        

        	
          Address /


          Age
        

        	
          1 /


          30
        
      


      
        	
          Place of birth
        

        	
          Ludhiana, India, Earth
        
      


      
        	
          Full name
        

        	
          Yasmina Sanghera Canary (née Thapar)
        
      


      
        	
          Experience that could help the community
        

        	
          Ran successful plumbing supply & installation business in India. Long local experience – arrived on First Flight. First human to give birth off-Earth. Mayor since 0003.
        
      


      
        	
          Something interesting about you
        

        	
          I cook the best curries on the planet!
        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        	

        	
          Kimi
        
      


      
        	
          Arrived /


          Last updated
        

        	
          0001 /


          0008.1
        

        	
          Address /


          Age
        

        	
          1 /


          23
        
      


      
        	
          Place of birth
        

        	
          Karaportti, Finland, Earth
        
      


      
        	
          Full name
        

        	
          Kimiko Järvinen Canary
        
      


      
        	
          Experience that could help the community
        

        	
          Mother of Tytärmars & Jasmin. Did a software startup that was bought by a tech giant. Can speak Finnish and Japanese. City engineer 0002-0005.
        
      


      
        	
          Something interesting about you
        

        	
          MSM-1 was the first place I became happy as an adult
        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        	

        	
          Beau
        
      


      
        	
          Arrived /


          Last updated
        

        	
          0001 /


          0008.1
        

        	
          Address /


          Age
        

        	
          1 /


          19
        
      


      
        	
          Place of birth
        

        	
          Seattle WA
        
      


      
        	
          Full name
        

        	
          Beauregard Robinson Canary
        
      


      
        	
          Experience that could help the community
        

        	
          Been hear from the beginning and know how stuff works. Running for Sherriff 0008
        
      


      
        	
          Something interesting about you
        

        	
          On Earth I carried a firearm. Now I don’t, even if I’m Sherriff
        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        	

        	
          M-dog
        
      


      
        	
          Arrived /


          Last updated
        

        	
          0001.668 /


          0008.1
        

        	
          Address /


          Age
        

        	
          1 /


          6·43
        
      


      
        	
          Place of birth
        

        	
          Jaee Kaupunki
        
      


      
        	
          Full name
        

        	
          Mangal Lawrence Beauregard Kimiko Canary (really!)
        
      


      
        	
          Experience that could help the community
        

        	
          I always try to help, when I can work out what people really want
        
      


      
        	
          Something interesting about you
        

        	
          I was the first kid born here, but my little sister thinks she’s the boss! Now my voice is changing she’ll have to think again! It’s tiring being the oldest. TT and I are in charge of showing new people around town – but big deal cos we only get like 8 new settlers a year.


          


          KK’s crew do interesting stuff and I try to help when they let me, but mostly I do studies and chores. And writing stories!


          


          My parents want me to go to university but there isn’t one here and I’m scared about the idea of being with so many strangers.
        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        	

        	
          TT
        
      


      
        	
          Arrived /


          Last updated
        

        	
          0002.126 /


          0008.1
        

        	
          Address /


          Age
        

        	
          1 /


          5·97
        
      


      
        	
          Place of birth
        

        	
          JK
        
      


      
        	
          Full name
        

        	
          Tytärmars Lawrence Beauregard Yasmina Canary (but dont tell anyone!!)
        
      


      
        	
          Experience that could help the community
        

        	
          Been here all my life! I mean, what do you spect me to put? Imma kid!
        
      


      
        	
          Something interesting about you
        

        	
          I’m the coolest kid here my bro is such a dork i so need to get away from here and meet people like me. Everyone here is so old it hurts or so young they dont count except my little sis shes a dote – dont’ really kno what that means but meena uses it cos it was one of lols favourite words so i guess its cool. He died b4 i was born but i know all about him cos i do the tours with dorkbones and i’ve read his book too i mean gross when you think about how you were made but cool and sexy too. Cant imagine doin the dirty for reals with any1 here tho *sadface*
        
      

    
  


  
    
      
        	

        	
          Jazzy
        
      


      
        	
          Arrived /


          Last updated
        

        	
          0006.3 /


          0008.1
        

        	
          Address /


          Age
        

        	
          1 /


          2
        
      


      
        	
          Place of birth
        

        	
          J kaplunky
        
      


      
        	
          Full name
        

        	
          Jasmin Lawrence Beauregard Yasmina Canary
        
      


      
        	
          Experience that could help the community
        

        	
          I dont kno wat to rite hear ill ask a mommy to help
        
      


      
        	
          Something interesting about you
        

        	
      

    
  





  1. JK


  It’s three weeks – 30 days – since the election. Meena is preparing for the first proper Council meeting later today. (The first first, on results day, was mainly ceremonial.) She wishes she’d found a way of ending up with fewer Type 2s on the Council. Of course, she can always co-opt Type 1s, on the grounds of specialist knowledge or skills, to redress the balance. But the 2s will still be there.


  It’s her own classification, based on her long years as mayor. Two types of people volunteer for roles in the town’s management. Type 1s are those with experience of leading and managing businesses or substantial organisations, who earned that responsibility through merit. Type 2s are those who have always aspired to such responsibilities but have never held them, usually on the basis of lack of merit… and they feel cheated. And the sad fact is that Type 1s tend not to volunteer for office because they’ve had quite enough of that sort of thing in their careers. And the sadder fact is that Type 2s put themselves forward in droves, perhaps in hope of proving their former employers wrong. It’s the 1s who advance the business of the Council, while the 2s pursue quixotic notions, irrelevant minutiae and petty vendettas against other 2s. Grrr! Just thinking about it makes her cross.


  First business is to address the propositions that voters have approved with the required supermajority. The first – to designate the grounds of the First Flight Memorial as the town’s burial ground – had surprised her when it was submitted. Where else? had been her immediate reaction. It was obviously of the town and for the town, and the only patch of land that could be thought the least bit hallowed. So she had gone out there – on foot, alone – and tried to see it as the townsfolk might. And it came to her at once: in their eyes the memorial could appear somehow reserved for her family, the Canaries. The more she thought about it the more obvious it became: the centrepiece is MSM-1, their ship; the drystone wall around it was laboriously crafted by Kimi and Beau; the only grave is that of their late shipmate Lol. Actually, there is one other grave – a baby that was stillborn in 0002 – but even that could feed into the narrative since it was Kimi and Meena who had suggested burying the poor mite there. She must give this one her prominent support.


  The second proposition was not a surprise, since she had planted it. It concerned the age of consent to sexual activity. As parents of the two eldest children in town, who have entered puberty since the previous election, it concerns the Canary adults more pressingly than anyone else. But they worried that if Mangal and TT saw their own parents promoting the discussion then they might take it as encouragement, or even pressure, to get jiggy as soon as they reached whatever age ended up being agreed. That’s why the Canaries had discreetly asked the parents of younger children to, between them, frame the proposition and gather the necessary 5 signatures. It had all turned out a bit of a fustercluck, though, because the constitution required propositions to be framed as straight for/against statements. So three propositions had been put forward, one for 8 years old, one for 9 and one for 10. These correspond to Earth ages of 15, 17 and 19. The most common consent ages on Earth are 16 and 18, but everyone agreed that specifying the local age as a half year would look excessively arbitrary; hence the attempt to bracket the “right” options. Logic dictates that anyone who supports one of the lower options must also support its higher alternatives: someone who votes Yes for age 8 should also be in favour of consent at ages 9 and 10. Yet the vote results imply that a youngster can give consent at age 9… but only until they are 10. This will only make the Council’s discussion of what is already an emotive issue that much harder.


  The next proposition is to allow multiple choice propositions. Surely that will pass without discussion, if she schedules it straight after age of consent.


  Those are the three propositions that passed, but doubtless some of the Type 2s will try to reanimate the ones that didn’t. So, with a sigh, she turns to those.


  There is the inevitable recurring call for a curfew. At the meetings to promote it, which had been poorly attended, the overt case seemed to be that townsfolk being out and about made it harder for others to sleep (despite the fact that habs all have their bedrooms at the rear, away from the Plaza). She guesses that the true motivation is that the promoters are against fun, when it is being had by other people. There was also some nonsense about feeling unsafe at night, despite the fact that there has not been a single crime of any description in the town’s entire history. This is the third year that a curfew has been demanded, but even with the proposed start time pushed back from the original 8·50 to now 9·50 (equivalent to 9pm and 11:30pm on Earth), it only got 8 votes from an electorate of 39. She can afford to ignore this one, she feels.


  That leaves the one on clothing. This has been coming round in various forms, year after year, for even longer. The first attempt was a requirement for all townsfolk to be fully clothed at all times in all public places: 7 votes. In the second year the promoters added an exemption for young children and breastfeeding mothers: 11 votes. The third attempt added a further exemption for the sundeck: 12 votes. (At this point the promoters should have realised they were fighting a losing battle since the electorate had grown by 8 new settlers in the intervening year.) This year they have cut the demand right back to one day a week: down to 10 votes, despite the arrival of a further 8 new settlers. This bothers Meena. Despite her personal dislike of the tedium of pulling clothes on and off – not to mention of washing and repairing, and the cost and hassle of replacing them – she has to acknowledge that there is a hard core of townsfolk who seem genuinely upset by the sight of people as their gods made them. And the one-day-a-week concession seems moderate and neighbourly; one of the 10 votes is hers. She decides to take it for a walk. She needs a quick word with KK in any case.


  She heads out of Hab 1 and up the steps to the Gallery. She waves to Charles – it must be a double-crossword day if he’s still going – then exchanges a couple of cheery words with two women sitting whisper-close on a bench. She walks past the playgroup, careful not to catch Jazzy’s eye: as the youngest of the three toddlers in town she gets spoiled by the others, and loves it!


  Meena finds a clear stretch of rail and stands looking down over the Plaza. It’s come a long way on her watch, from empty shell rising out of the dirt to a busy town square beneath a lofty roof framed by the two rows of habs, with a tree at each corner, benches round the edges and an inviting open space bustling with (mainly) happy people.


  In choosing their strictly weight-limited personal possessions for the flight up, several settlers included a chess set. Now Ana organises contests. Meena is pleased to see that TT, who likes to present a brash and slightly scatty face to the world, is one of the players. She has no idea who’s ahead – the game does not speak to her, despite being one of India’s gifts to the world – but she can say that TT has taken more pieces.


  In the centre of the Plaza Kimi is rigging the volleyball net. Sport on Mars was pretty much invented by Kimi. At first take that statement might seem extravagant, fulsome even: the crew of MSM-1 brought the equipment and the rules with them, and all they had to do was play. But it’s not that simple.


  In 40% of Earth’s gravity balls, bats, people… everything stops behaving the way the mind and body expect. Equipment and rules have to be adapted in order to retrieve the essence of the game. Balls are doctored to make them heavier and less bouncy. People who have mastered the Mars walk suddenly find that it’s a piece of cake compared to the Mars run. And distances are suddenly deceptive: kick a ball like you would on Earth and it will go higher (less gravity) but less far (greater mass), then roll further (less friction).


  Adapting a sport for these factors isn’t enough. It also needs versions for smaller spaces – your 5-a-side equivalents. The Plaza might be the largest enclosed public space on Mars but it’s not nearly big enough for 11-a-side soccer, for instance.


  As a lifelong sports enthusiast and a good intuitive physicist, it was almost inevitable that Kimi would start this work when she arrived in 0001 and continue it thereafter. She sometimes wonders if she will live to see the day when outdoor sports become practicable. No-one fancies running around in suits on rock-strewn regolith, when a punctured suit would be fatal. And golf? Forget it. The planet is one massive bunker, all the way round.


  But Kimi would love to see the effect on tennis, for instance, of playing in such thin air: the ball would keep more speed, but spin would be less effective… it would be fascinating to study.


  All of which means that Kimi is not only the inventor of Martian sport but also its governing body. And, for several sports, still world champion.


  The sports requiring least adaptation? Badminton, volleyball and snooker. Badminton is very popular, and there are fiercely competed ladders running at every ability level. Snooker, along with billiards and pool, remains theoretical: who’s going to blow 600 kg of the mass budget on sending up a table?


  Reaching the other end of the Gallery Meena saunters down the steps and meanders down the east, even-numbered, side of the Plaza. As she passes Dave-o she asks how his mum is doing – “Real good, thanks” – then presses on, thanking Marĳka (softly) for her help with the age of consent petition and, a bit later, telling Pedro she’s looking forward to seeing him at the Council meeting later: he’s one of the new members.


  At the other end of the Plaza the classroom blinds are open so she has a quick squint at the screen: is that bird recognition? They won’t get much practice here! But then the town offers classes on topics such as zoology, vintage cars and marine navigation, as well as skills that can actually be used here, like creative writing, languages, music, dance and programming. People are strange!


  Crossing to the odd-numbered side she comes to the meeting room. It has the Engaged sign showing so she passes that by and looks in at the surgery: no-one there.


  This brings her to the start of the Connector. With a bit of luck, 500 metres of uninterrupted thinking time. She always enjoys the underfloor heating, without which they’d all have to own shoes.


  She exchanges cheery words with a party of workers heading the other way – probably to continue the builds of Habs 12 & 13 – and arrives at the Hive with fresh ideas on how to run the meeting later.


  KK is in his cubicle and greets her warmly. She tells him she’s got a video meeting with MSM-12 tomorrow and will press them to nail their accommodation requirements – is it OK if she gives them three more days for a final decision? He tells her that’s fine and she sets off back. She could have commed him, but the walk has done her, and her office, good. Now, she hopes, for another 500 metres of productive thinking.


  ●


  “I go to my Python class,” says Kimi as she heads for the door of Hab 1 an hourM later.


  “Bye bye Mommy,” says Jazzy with a vigorous wave.


  “G’luck!” calls Beau. Then to his daughter, “You wanna come be my deputy?”


  “On your soldiers?”


  “Yeah, on my shoulders.”


  “Yes please!”


  He hoists her up before clearing away lunch – it never hurts to model domesticity! That done, he heads for the door. His “Duck!” chimes with hers as they go through. She giggles.


  Out in the Plaza he turns left, for no particular reason. What his brief apprenticeship with Jeb has taught him is that the art of sheriffry is not in doing but in being: being seen, being known, being approachable, being interested. And he can be all that with the cutest kid in town astride his shoulders, playing with his hair.


  As he passes Hab 7 he looks in. People sometimes go in there for peace or prayer – it’s the closest the town has to a church – and they don’t always remember to turn out the lights.


  In the Plaza they meet Eunice and Harper. By their ages you’d think them mother and daughter, but their demeanour suggests something else. Eunice makes a great fuss of Jazzy, complimenting her cheeky grin and generally giving it the full granny. When she asks Jazzy why she’s all the way up there on her daddy’s shoulders, she proudly replies, “I deppitty!”


  With this and similar encounters it takes them over 15¢ to cover the length of the Plaza. Which is the point.


  When they reach the classroom Beau stoops down a little so that Jazzy can peer in through the blinds. “There’s Mommy!” she squeals, and he can feel her waving her little arm like mad. Kimi highlights a block of code on the screen, says something to her students, then pulls a silly face and waves back. Jazzy giggles.


  They amble on down towards the start of the Connector. If this was a movie, thinks Beau, the doors would open with a ‘pt.sheeoo’ sound as we approach, just like the doors on every store, office block and doctor’s office on Earth don’t. So as he pushes the door open he goes, “Pt.sheeoo,” which prompts a Silly Daddy! from Jazzy.


  It’s a lot colder here – heat loss from a tube is much greater than from the chunky buildings at either end, hence the doors – and Beau lifts Jazzy down; she’ll be warmer if she walks. She reaches up for his hand. She knows the routine.


  Responsibility for the Connector is shared. The Hive doesn’t have a sheriff – they’re all employees – so Beau’s contact is with the foreman, KK. Not that there’s ever anything to liaise about. One benefit of living with constrained resources is that there’s never a litter problem – every scrap of material has value. And no would-be graffiti vandal has yet managed to smuggle up a can of spray paint.


  They take their time toddling through. When Jazzy begins to tire she tells Beau she wants to look out of the window. He hoists her up to one of the small portholes. There’s nothing to see but the red dusty rock-strewn plain. Soon she’s ready to walk again.


  The doors at the other end – pt.sheeoo – take them into the warmth of the Hive. Beau hoists Jazzy to his shoulders once more and goes over to KK, who greets them with, “Hello my fren’! Hello princess!”


  He and Beau update each other on the nothing-of-concern that has beset each establishment since they last spoke. Then KK says, “I have a big load – components for Hab 12 – that will go up tomorrow, around 3·20. Please put the usual notice for your people to delay exercising until… maybe 3·40?”


  “Sure.”


  They are respectful of boundaries, and neither would think of comming the other’s people direct.


  “One more thing, my fren’,” continues KK. “Your very clever, very polite son is still here. I don’t want to be in troubles with his mother for keeping him in the afternoon when that is not the deal, but it would be wrong if I tell him go home.”


  “Is he doing something for you?”


  KK does the rocking-hand gesture. When Beau raises his eyebrows, he continues, “Yes, he is writing a program that will be useful to me. No, I don’ need it for a few days.”


  “I’ll talk to him,” says Beau and follows KK’s nod towards where Mangal is working. Jazzy spots him, hunched over a keyboard and darting his gaze around three large monitors, and squirms to get down. She runs over to him and taps him on the leg. He absently hoists her onto a knee, musses her hair, loops his arms around her and carries on with his work.


  “Hi, son!” says Beau when he reaches the desk.


  “Just a mo,” he replies. He highlights some almost-words, types something in their place and looks up. “Hi, dad. I know, I should be back home studying. I just need to sort this one thing out, while it’s all in my head. Five cents? Ten at most.”


  He does this quite a lot, thinks Beau. But he’s good at this stuff, it makes him happy, and it’s a useful skill. “OK,” he says, “but any flak from your mother impacts you, not me. Deal?”


  “Deal. Thanks.”


  “Jazzy, you wanna to stay with Mangal? Or go on being my deputy?”


  “Er, I think… M-dog.” She looks up at him through her eyelashes. “But I do like deppitty.”





  3. Jeb


  Jeb’s retirement has a downside for Meena. It has made her occasional daytime pitstops at Hab 4 harder to time and therefore even more occasional.


  Jeb was the first M99 settler. That is, he was the first settler who wasn’t fabulously wealthy enough to afford his own fare. He was instead sponsored from the M99 fund that Lol set up way back with the aim of building a more diverse community, instead of a weird retirement home for the stupidly rich. The need for some light-touch law-and-order was obvious from the start. Jeb was experienced – deputy sheriff somewhere in Arkansas – and interested. It came together very quickly.


  Once they had him confirmed, MSM didn’t want to risk seating an Economy passenger in First Class, as it were. So, in agreement with the M99 Foundation, they filled MSM-4 with M99ers. The others, unlike Jeb, were not chosen for their relevant skills but rather to extend the range of backgrounds, experiences and ages of the settlement.


  And just to keep risks to an absolute minimum, they chose only Americans – who were in any case under-represented at that stage. That didn’t mean they’d all get on, not by any means. But it did defer the moment the settlers would have to grapple with the vibrancy, variety and very existence of other cultures. Was that insulting? Maybe. But it was also realistic.


  You could see the selectors’ logic: Eunice was about the same age as Jeb, they were both recently widowed, from the South and with rural backgrounds; the pair were bound to get on, they must have thought. Meanwhile, Harper and Zephyr were both urban, both in their 20sE and both fitness freaks; a natural pairing.


  Only it didn’t work out like that. Zephyr and Harper hit it off just fine, but Eunice and Jeb did not. They really tried, but their every habit – from the way one of them glugged while drinking to the way the other would whistle tunelessly – seemed calculated to infuriate the other. So while Harp and Zeph repeatedly surfed the pleasures of zero-g shut away in the berth deck, Jeb and Eunice floated as far apart as possible in the main cabin with their backs turned firmly on each other, each straining to minimise the daily exchange of unpleasantries.


  After arrival their relationship slowly defrosted, helped by the fact that there were now other people to engage with and other things to do. Jeb got stuck into his job with great charm and gusto. Eunice made friends among the women, though with the settlement only numbering 19 adults at the time she also found herself becoming an honorary granny to Mangal and Tytärmars. Which was just dandy with her – they were lovely kids, and needed all the normality they could get.


  Within four monthsM – about a yearE – everything changed. Harper and Eunice decided they wanted to be together. So Zephyr was moved into Eunice’s single room and she moved


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  




  6. Hab


  “So,” says Meena, “you’ve already met our children M-dog and TT and my partner Kimi. This is my other partner Beau, who is also the sheriff, and our other daughter Jazzy… just hiding there behind her mummy’s legs – hello priya!”


  (Why is Kimi so downcast? wonders Meena. Bad news from home? I must keep an eye on her.)


  Fadé says, “I know I have read it, but I have forgotten: what is the story behind the name Jaee Kaupunki?”


  “My parents,” explains TT, “wanted to call the town Oatesville after Lol-paapi.”


  “His Earth name,” interjects M-dog, “was Lawrence Oates.”


  “But Beau-paapi,” resumes TT, “thought that if we are going to speak English forever then we should remember our mothers’ languages too. Jaee is Hindi…?” – Meena nods – “…for oats, and Kaupunki is Finnish for town.”


  “Oh, that is so beautiful! Thank you!” says Fadé.


  “Now,” says Kimi, “your bodies will soon start to tell you they are tired of pushing up against the mass of the planet. Or maybe they are telling you already. So TT and I will take you to your hab and leave you on your own for one hour – that’s one of our hours, about 2½ Earth hours – to get used to being pulled downwards again. After that we’ll come back to see how you are, and also to take care of some admin. There’s a party this evening to welcome you to Jaee Kaupunki, so it’s good to rest now. Let’s go!”


  They follow her out into the street and diagonally across the Plaza. The townsfolk have been instructed to give them space. Though nearly everyone is out in the Plaza to catch sight of them, people fall back to let them pass in peace. They remember how learning the Mars walk requires full concentration: 60% less weight means that with each step you rise higher than you intend, and come back down slower; less weight also means less friction with the ground, and therefore less control; meanwhile your mass and momentum are unchanged and you often find yourself travelling faster than you intend. It’s all seriously disorienting.


  Kimi opens the door of Hab 12 and stands aside – sometimes newcomers want to enact the carry-the-bride(s)-over-the-threshold nonsense. But not today. They enter, Kimi and TT bringing up the rear.


  “It’s quite small” — “But way bigger than the ship” — “The walls are very shiny” — “More premium than I expected” are among their first reactions.


  “The doors and walls,” Kimi begins, “are made of washed, baked regolith – dirt from the surface – sandwiched between two thin layers of alloy. Pretty good for insulation, but easy to puncture. So if you get cross, don’t start throwing things. Unless you’re a really good shot!”


  This gets the obligatory laugh.


  Kimi shows them round the ground floor – kitchen, food and other storage, utility room with washer-dryer, lavatory and bathroom. She stops for questions, but they’re all looking a bit stunned. Which, at this stage, is fine.


  “OK,” she says, “walking is hard, until you get the hang of it, but stairs are harder. Hold the handrail.”


  As she leads the way she points out the small round window half way up, where the stairs double back. “Your only outside window is placed here so you get natural light on both floors. It’s small for insulation and because of the pressure difference. It faces east, so I hope you like sunrises!”


  Upstairs she leads them along the corridor to the bedrooms. “Two doubles with an interconnecting door,” she says, “as you ordered. It’s up to you how you allocate them.”


  Then it’s back along the corridor, through the living room and out onto the balcony. “This is the place most townsfolk like best about their hab. You’re part of the town but at home at the same time. But sound does carry, so keep your conversations discreet!”


  In the living room she points out the work counter, charging pads for devices, and their new comms… JK communication devices. “We’ll brief them later, when you are feeling a bit more lively.”


  Again there are no questions.


  “That’s it,” she concludes. “TT has laid out snacks downstairs. We’ll come back in an hour with your suits, clothing, tablets and other personal items. Until then split your time between walking around and sitting or lying. Do what feels right. See you later.”


  ●


  “You OK, mom?” asks TT as they leave the hab.


  “Fine. Why?” Kimi replies.


  “You just seem a bit sad.”


  “Sorry, rakas. I’ll maybe tell you later.”


  ●


  In Meena’s mind they are lotharios. They prefer to think of themselves as players, ladies’ men, operators, don juans, casanovas. Or maybe just lads – it’s easier to spell. But in truth Kush and Pedro spend very little time thinking about words.


  “So wha’ you think?” asks one.


  “Thin’ what?” replies the other. The party has been going for a while and they have retreated to a bench in the Gallery, the worse for drink.


  “The new girls.”


  “Black one’s tasty. I’ll be having a go at her.”


  “Th’ other?”


  “Nothing special. But def… def’nit fallback potential. ’Bout you?”


  “F… F…”


  “Out with it, brother!”


  “F… Faddy… the black one. Bet you I get there before you.”


  “You’re on!”


  They shake.


  They forget what they were talking about, look about them for a bit.


  After a while one says, “You never know.”


  “Eh?”


  “With the new ones.”


  “What?”


  “Well, some are gagging for a change of dick after all those… you know.”


  “O’ course. Those are the ones we want.”


  “But some…”


  It takes him a while to realise that the person holding up the conversation is him. “But some…”


  “Aren’t?”


  “Yeah.”
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