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      A metric tonne of research went into this story. There’s an overview all that in the back as well.

      Lastly, there are a lot of characters in this book. There’s a who’s who at the back for you to refer to if you want.
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          1 GURDEEP

          LAUNCH MINUS 1,114 DAYS

        

      

    

    
      EARTH, ENGLAND, LONDON

      ‘Good morning. Thank you for joining us today.’

      I didn’t like him. Him with his blatantly insincere smile. He looked as if he were posing for a camera rather than conducting a job interview.

      Shifting my weight, I touched the faux leather of the designer chair I was sitting on. I cast my eyes around the room, taking in the exposed brick wall and trendy artwork. Above me, the ceiling was open and industrial with expensive, carefully aimed light fixtures. I glanced downwards at my foot tapping out a silent rhythm on the rich woollen rug atop sanded floorboards. Looking out the window, I admired the view of the Tower of London.

      ‘What I’d like is for the two of you to tell us about yourselves – your careers, your motivations, and your relationship. Think of this as more than a job interview. A life interview, if you will. Don’t leave anything out. Then I’ll tell you what we’re working on and why we thought you might be interested in joining us. Does that sound all right?’

      His accent was that broad transatlantic or mid-European or whatever, suggesting he was well educated and had lived in a lot of places. Of course, I already knew all that. Nigel Hartley-Richards had long been a staple in business news and on current-affairs shows and even an occasional topic of conversation for the celebrity gossip sites. He was shorter than I’d expected, but still… I supposed he was handsome enough – if you were into old, rich white guys. Or, you know, men in general.

      I forced myself to smile. ‘Thanks for having us, Sir Nigel. We were both intrigued by your message.’ Well, I certainly was. And Georgie said she was too. But it didn’t mean I had to like him.

      ‘Please, just “Nigel” is fine.’ There was that smile again. ‘But do continue.’ My gosh, he was full of himself. I looked at the woman sitting next to him. She was neat and well put-together. Tight curls of black hair tied back at the nape of her neck. Unblemished umber skin several shades richer than my own. I couldn’t even hazard a guess at her age. She had introduced herself as Laura, but hadn’t given her surname or role. Presumably Nigel’s assistant.

      I launched into a canned speech about myself. Gurdeep Singh. Born and raised in Nantwich in Cheshire. Third-generation British-Indian. Considered myself both British and Indian. Master’s in mechanical engineering. Almost ten years as a sapper in the Royal Engineers. Deployed overseas three times to date. Oh, and hey… A few years ago I was a quarter-finalist on Bake Off.

      Turning to my right, I looked at my wife. Georgiana Ionescu, my gorgeous and startlingly intelligent wife. My mind flashed back to the night I’d met her.

      Home from uni for the Easter break, I’d been bored and lonely. I signed up to attend a public talk on sustainable futures, out of both interest and a desire to make friends. The event was at the local civic hall in Nantwich, so I walked over from my parents’ place.

      Having arrived early, I positioned myself in the back row and watched the volunteers setting everything up. I spotted her from across the room, this curvy beauty brimming with contagious energy. Georgie smiled and waved when she caught my eye. She was a study in contradictions. Curly blond hair with rainbow streaks swirling through it. Fishnet stockings with trainers. Frilled blouse with torn denim skirt.

      Watching her flit in and out of the room, running to and fro, carrying supplies and equipment, chasing panellists – I was instantly smitten.

      I don’t remember a word of the speeches. I invented some excuse to speak with her at the drinks afterwards. She was particularly enjoying these dainty little Bakewell tartlets – not just eating them, but savouring them with a look of almost orgasmic joy on her face.

      Not that I’d have had the first clue what an orgasm looked like back then.

      ‘I can make those, you know,’ I blurted. Still no idea where that came from. Please – I’d never baked anything in my life, but I knew I needed to impress this amazing woman.

      She raised an eyebrow and flashed a smile that melted me. ‘Oh? You’ll have to give me a taste sometime.’ Honestly, I would’ve said anything to extend the conversation by even a few minutes. How could I get this stunning, smart, buxom, charming woman to pay attention to boring, serious me?

      Somehow I left that night with her number, a date, and a desperate need to learn how to bake. I spent the next forty-eight hours locked in my parents’ kitchen making endless batches of tarts. The first few sets were inedible, but eventually I created something to be proud of.

      The rest, as they say, was history.

      ‘And that leaves me,’ Georgie began. As she spoke, I touched my wedding band, turning it around on my finger. They were Georgie’s idea. Two materials entwined together: pale oak and dark sand-blasted titanium. Wood and metal. Dark and light. Technology and nature. Bound together forever.

      ‘I was born in Timișoara, in western Romania. My family moved to Cluj-Napoca when I was small. When I finished school, I moved to England for university. I completed my BSc in applied plant science in Cheshire before pursuing a PhD focusing on novel and more efficient food production methods, comparing both resource efficacy and nutritional content of mycoproteins and spirulina.’

      Frankly, when she gets going, it might as well be magic she’s talking about for all I can follow. I’m no dummy, but my smarts are orientated towards logic and hard facts; Georgie’s an ideas queen. Her mind has always amazed me.

      ‘After finishing my PhD I moved into industry, working with a food manufacturer, helping to launch sustainably grown meat alternatives.’ Georgie was on a mission to solve world hunger and making impressive strides towards achieving that goal. ‘But then, two years back, I chucked it all in to join MELiSSA, the European Space Agency’s self-sustainable ecosystem.’

      Nigel plucked a piece of lint from his sleeve. ‘What can you tell us about that?’

      ‘The average human consumes at least five kilograms per day of air, food, and water as well as around twenty kilograms for hygiene – water and soaps and what not. To make permanent or even long-term space missions viable, we need to create a closed ecosystem wherein everything gets recycled, which means the only input is the energy that drives the processes.’ Georgie smoothed her skirt and pulled her hands in towards her chest. ‘All of which is pretty incredible when you think of it. We’re looking to make finite resources serve a small community of people indefinitely.’

      She closed with a few words on the work she undertook in her spare time, although I still didn’t understand how she had any. ‘I also volunteer as a chaplain with an inter-faith group, working in hospitals, hospices, and prisons.’ As she finished, she turned and gave me a quick nod.

      ‘I first met Georgie during my final – her second – year of undergrad,’ I said. We’d dated for four years, then got engaged. We’d been married now for almost five years. Nigel and his assistant didn’t need to know how difficult it was for us being separated for months at a time thanks to our careers. Still, we managed. ‘We’ve both made sacrifices and compromises, but our relationship has always come first.’

      ‘It always will,’ Georgie added, taking my hand.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Laura. ‘We appreciate your time today. I asked Nigel to arrange this meeting’ – Whoa! Okay, I guess she didn’t work for him – ‘to discuss a project I’ve been commissioned to undertake. My employers have contracted Nigel and his firm to bring this project to fruition.’ She paused briefly. ‘It’s something I hope you’re both interested in being part of too.’

      ‘Well, I’ll admit I’m curious,’ said Georgie. I nodded my agreement – not least because who in the bloody hell orders a billionaire egotist to set up a meeting? Laura, apparently. That’s who.

      A few weeks back, Georgie had received a vague message from one of ESA’s big wigs saying they had put her name forward for a prestigious external placement and to keep an eye out for a message from Double Star, a company famous for – amongst other things – being one of the few private enterprises making viable headway towards entering the space race.

      Sure enough, someone from Double Star had been in touch a couple of days later. To our surprise, it wasn’t just her they were after. They said they were undertaking a new long-term project, and they thought the two of us together might be a great fit for it. Next thing we knew, we were on the Eurostar to London for the interview.

      Laura nodded. ‘Good, good. I’ve been retained by a consortium of governments and private groups to arrange for a permanent, self-sustaining, fully independent human colony on Mars.’ She paused.

      I clenched my jaw to keep my mouth from falling open. I don’t know what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. Nigel Hartley-Richards was widely known for having an array of business interests. He was one of those ‘self-made’ men who’d started with nothing but his family’s billions. We had wondered if his reason for wanting to talk to us had something to do with an off-world base they were hoping to build. The Moon or Mars or maybe a new space station. But a permanent colony? An independent one? I sat up straight, running my fingers over the gooseflesh that had appeared on my forearm.

      ‘I’m sure you’re aware of the incident last year?’ Laura’s eyes widened as she looked down the bridge of her nose at us.

      Her emphasis made it sound like there was only one incident worth mentioning, though to be honest, I wasn’t sure which one she meant – there’d been a lot in recent months. Still, I nodded. North Korea, Russia, Syria, the US… Terrorism, wars, coups, and near misses. We couldn’t stop trying to kill one another. The planet was locked in a never-ending cycle of one-upmanship.

      Beneath the glass table, Laura uncrossed and recrossed her legs. ‘Of course. Well, I’m authorised to tell you this incident came closer to destroying life on Earth than we would care to admit.’ There’d been rumours of a nuclear almost-strike between Iran and the US. Maybe that’s what she was referring to. She touched a locket at her throat like it was a source of strength. ‘The event served as the impetus for my employers coming together to formulate a plan.’

      She swallowed. ‘Our best people have been working on this for quite some time. They are in agreement, which I assure you is rare in itself. They tell us there is a greater than fifty-fifty chance of either complete or near-complete societal collapse within the next decade.’

      She looked both of us in the eye in turn. ‘We want to be sure we have a group of humans who not only survive, but who can also ensure that the history, biology, technology, and aspirations of planet Earth won’t be lost. I’ve been tasked with organising a fully self-contained, self-governing off-world base. It will maintain contact with Earth but be completely separate from it. My employers want to ensure this happens, but they have recused themselves from the running thereof.’

      Laura said her employers had hired Double Star to manage the logistics of getting us there.

      ‘And who are your employers, if I may ask?’

      ‘You may ask, Captain Singh,’ she replied with what could’ve – I wasn’t sure – been a smile. Might’ve been more of a smirk. ‘However, it’s not a question I’m at liberty to answer. What I can tell you is that we are establishing a command team to form the core of the new colony. We want you, Captain Singh, to lead it.’

      She faced Georgie. ‘And we want you, Dr Ionescu, to be part of the leadership too. We have a few other key people in mind, as well, but the colony and its leadership team will be answerable to you alone, Captain. If both of you agree to join us, that is. However, you will need to respect my employers’ desire to remain unknown. They will be silent partners in this venture. Your communication with them will be through me.’

      Laura set her elbows on the table and brought her palms together such that her fingers pointed at the space between Georgie and me. ‘I will work with the mission backers and relevant governments to secure funding and regulatory approvals. Nigel’s firm will provide the means to get you and your team to Mars. Who you take with you will be solely at your discretion. You will decide all the details.’ Pulling her elbows closer to herself, she added, ‘If you both agree.’

      She looked me in the eye, then Georgie, then back to me. ‘I take it you both now understand why the non-disclosures you signed this morning were as thorough as they were.’

      She wasn’t kidding; we did, and they were.

      ‘Any questions? Again, bearing in mind that I cannot address ones pertaining to who my employers are or how they function.’

      I struggled to mask how light-headed I felt. ‘I take it from what you’ve said that this will be a one-way mission,’ I said. Laura nodded. ‘Would we still have contact with people back ho— people on Earth?’

      Laura smiled an odd smile. ‘I’m glad you corrected yourself. Mars will be your home, so it’s important you think of it that way. But to answer your question, you must not explain the nature of your mission to anyone outside our circle. You may tell them you’re leaving, of course, and we’ll help draft a cover story. Once the last colonist has landed on Mars, only then can you tell people where you really are. You’ll be able to exchange messages with those of us on Earth, though there will be a time delay – between seven and twenty minutes.’

      ‘We don’t want to rush you into any hasty decisions.’ Something about the way Nigel straightened his posture and expanded his chest made me suspect he was feeling left out of the conversation and wanted to reassert himself. ‘Thank you for meeting with us.’

      Laura nodded as she shook our hands. ‘We appreciate you coming all this way to meet with us. We’ll have someone arrange for anything you need. Please take as much advantage of our hospitality as you wish. We look forward to hearing from you within the next seven days.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I shivered as we stepped out into the London drizzle. Georgie held my hand tightly, but we didn’t say a word. My heart was still racing and I wasn’t sure I could form words.

      Nigel’s people wanted to book us in for dinner at a stuffy, formal restaurant, but we said we’d prefer our favourite. We spent what was left of the afternoon in companionable silence. We made our way from the stunning Victorian masterpiece of engineering that was Tower Bridge to the modern wonder that was the Shard and then on to Southwark Cathedral, which had been built, extended, modified, and repaired again and again over almost a thousand years.

      From there, we continued on to the Millennium Bridge, where I marvelled at the engineering that went into it and how it’d had to be closed within days of its original opening because people couldn’t cope with the swaying. Engineers had corrected the wobble. Mostly.

      Crossing the bridge, we admired St Paul’s Cathedral before returning to our ridiculously lavish hotel and dressing for dinner in a daze. The driver collected us at the appointed time and drove us to the restaurant in silence.

      Mosob was a small family-run Eritrean restaurant in Maida Hill, which served up traditional food. The owner greeted us as we walked in, letting us know the entire back room had been reserved. While it seemed a bit of a waste, at least it meant we could speak freely. As we took our seats, I noticed there was a bottle of wine waiting. A red Portuguese Douro: Georgie’s favourite, Papa Figos. Someone had done their research.

      A server opened the bottle and poured a small taste, which she handed to me. I deferred to my wife instead. Once Georgie was satisfied, the waiter served us each a glass, handed us menus, and disappeared without a word.

      ‘So,’ I began.

      Georgie grinned broadly at me. ‘I know,’ she squeaked.

      My wife had had a fascination with space since childhood, but once she joined ESA, it had become almost an obsession. She had a real drive to work on a mission – though she never thought she’d be leaving the planet herself. Potential end of the world aside, this was a dream come true for her.

      I laid my hand on my wife’s. ‘We’re going to Mars,’ we whispered together.
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          LAUNCH MINUS 1,108 DAYS

        

      

    

    
      EARTH, ENGLAND, LONDON

      Stepping onto the Tube at King’s Cross St Pancras, I was relieved to find most of the seats empty. I picked one up against a glass partition to reduce the chances of anyone sitting next to me and opened my book.

      As always seems to happen, at the next station someone got on and sat right next to me. He attempted to make eye contact, but I looked away. After about a minute, he began looking over my shoulder. I tapped my lip to help calm my thoughts. Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap. He was still there, trying to read my book.

      With an eyebrow raised, I turned towards him. ‘Yes?’

      Not for the first time, I wished I could tolerate the sensation of anything touching my ears. The idea of using headphones as a signal for others to leave me alone had its appeal. Plus, they could at least partially block out the world. But no, I couldn’t cope with the way they felt.

      ‘Whatcha reading? Robert Heenan?’

      I frowned. ‘Heinlein. Robert Heinlein. It’s called The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress. It’s a⁠—’

      He cut me off with a big toothy grin before I could finish my sentence. ‘BDSM erotica, eh? Bold choice. I like bold.’

      ‘No, it’s political science fiction about people who work with a sentient computer to overthrow an unjust gov⁠—’

      ‘Cool, cool. I like a good romance novel too.’ He tossed an artfully messy lock behind his ear as he spoke. ‘I know it’s not meant to be the manly thing, but I love a feel-good story, you know?’

      ‘What? No, I don’t see the point.’

      ‘I’m such a sucker for a soppy story. They meet. There’s some wooing and some half-hearted resistance.’ He bobbed his head slightly with each phrase. ‘There’s a misunderstanding and a falling out. Then more wooing before our star-crossed lovers finally reunite and live happily ever after.’

      ‘Sounds boring,’ I replied. ‘Also, I’m not sure that’s what “star-cro⁠—”’

      ‘Come on. You can’t say you don’t like a happy ending. Everyone loves a good romance. When they finally make up, it makes everything⁠—’

      It was my turn to cut him off. ‘This is my stop. Bye.’ The train pulled into London Bridge station and I stepped out onto the Northern Line platform. Weaving between people, I made my way up to street level and exited the Underground before continuing to the mainline train area of the station.

      I wasn’t used to seeing armed guards patrolling the station entrances with their massive guns. They made me nervous. I knew their intention was the opposite: they were there to make people feel safer. But I didn’t like that it was necessary. I touched my card at the ticket barrier and walked through the body scanner onto the concourse. Checking the board for the next train to Sevenoaks, I ran up the steps to platform seven. I’d timed it well – only six minutes to the next fast train. I was pleased with that. Six was a good number.

      Forty minutes later, I was walking up my parents’ street. I spotted an unexpected car in the drive and heaved an internal sigh. At least, I didn’t think I’d let it manifest outwardly. I hoped not. Oh well.

      After opening the door, I stepped in, kicked off my shoes, and shoved them in the rack. I popped into the downstairs loo to wash my hands before making an appearance in the lounge, counting the seconds as I did so. When I got to seventeen, my mum called out.

      ‘Devon, is that you, hun?’

      Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five.

      ‘Devon?’

      Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.

      ‘Dev—’

      ‘Yes, Mum. It’s me,’ I replied as I turned off the taps and grabbed the hand towel.

      ‘You’ll never guess who’s here!’

      ‘It’s Chloe,’ I said as I rounded the corner into the sitting room.

      ‘It’s Chloe and Auntie Margaret with the baby! Oh, how did you know?’

      ‘Her car is in the drive.’ My mum and her twin sister were sitting on the good sofa. My cousin sat across from them on the big chair that looked like it ought to be a lot more comfortable than it was. The baby sat on my mother’s lap, pulling at her earrings.

      I reminded myself to smile. ‘Hi, Chloe. Auntie Margaret. How are you?’

      Without warning, my aunt leapt up and enveloped me in a non-consensual hug, kissing both sides of my face. My muscles clenched involuntarily at the invasion. She gripped my chin tightly as she leaned back and tried to look me in the eye.

      ‘Well, don’t you look nice today, Devon.’ She enunciated every syllable as she always did when speaking to me. She reached up – though she wasn’t exactly short, I had a good ten centimetres on her – and touched my hair, continuing the space invasion. ‘Though I still don’t see why you refuse to do anything with your lovely red hair. You could be nice-looking if you only put some effort into yourself.’ She paused briefly, wrinkling her nose as she did so. ‘But then, I suppose that’s for the best.’

      I touched my hair instinctively. There was nothing wrong with it. Before I could think of a response though, my mother had thrust Chloe’s baby into my arms.

      ‘You haven’t even asked about your nephew. Isn’t he getting big now?’

      ‘Hello, Daniel,’ I said as I held the baby out in front of me. Crap, what the hell were you supposed to say to babies? ‘You, er, you have my grandfather’s name. Did you know that?’ He giggled in reply. ‘You never knew him, but he was a good man. I hope you grow up to be like him. He left mighty big shoes for you to fill. Not literally, of course. You don’t even wear shoes.’ He replied to this with a surprisingly loud belch.

      My cousin stepped forward and plucked him from my arms. ‘Sorry about that. He’s got his father’s manners.’ She laughed at her own little ‘joke’ for a second before hugging me with her free arm. What was it with this family and non-consensual touching?

      ‘How are you, sweetie?’

      ‘Hungry. You?’

      ‘Devon! Don’t be rude,’ my mother admonished. ‘Chloe’s taking an interest in your life. You could at least be polite.’

      What? Why did people ask that question if they didn’t want the answer?

      Auntie Margaret cut in before I could reply. ‘So, Devon, how’s your course going? You’re still doing print-making, right? You’ll never guess! One of Chloe’s girlfriends started a new job in a print shop last month. Isn’t that a coincidence?’

      ‘That’s not the same thing. My course is in additive manufacturing, more commonly called 3D printing, specifically in adapting both the media and the equi⁠—’

      ‘It feels like you’ve been in university for ages. Our Chloe started the same time you did and it’s already forever ago since she graduated. How long has it been for you, Devon?’

      ‘This is my eighth year in total.’

      She nodded as if she understood. ‘Mm-hmm… Of course, Chloe was able to finish in just four years, which is lucky. It meant she was still young enough to get married and start a family.’ She looked at me for a moment. ‘But I suppose the conventional life isn’t for everyone.’

      Chloe had done some kind of arts degree before marrying some generic, over-privileged City-boy type. She was all tits, teeth, and hair. Generic.

      Auntie Margaret smiled tightly, as if she felt sorry for me for not having Chloe’s life. But the one she really pitied was my mother. My refusal to live a conventional life was a constant source of embarrassment to my mum.

      Chloe flashed a way-too-white smile at me as she shoved one of her boobs into the baby’s face. ‘I told Mel you were doing a PhD in printing and she didn’t even believe me. She said it’s not really that hard.’ Her eyes widened and she glanced quickly from side to side. ‘I mean, for her… Mel doesn’t find the concepts difficult, but I suppose everyone’s different, right?’ I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but part of me enjoyed watching Chloe squirm.

      I shouldn’t be cruel; it’s not that Chloe was a bad person. She was just entirely focused on the superficial. I had no patience for appearances and couldn’t relate to people who prioritised the look of a thing over its purpose. She was all right, as long as you didn’t ask her any taxing questions. Laughing to myself, I enjoyed a mental image of using the word taxing in front of her. She’d probably call her accountant in a panic.

      ‘Printing does seem an odd choice of career,’ my mother added. ‘It will be obsolete soon, you mark my words. Everywhere’s going paperless. There just won’t be any call for printers.’

      I allowed myself a small grimace as I tried to explain for the— Well, I’d long since given up counting the number of times I’d had to explain my specialism to my family.

      ‘My research looks at the forces affecting both the melting and solidification of weld bead in 3D printing and how the feedstock can be adjusted to counter those forces. I’m looking to understand the effect of pressure, gravity, and extreme temperatures on laser–material interaction and formation of the melt pool.’

      I let my words hang in the air for a few moments, finding my family’s brief speechlessness gratifying. But my aunt couldn’t let it continue.

      ‘I don’t see why you won’t go to university here.’

      ‘It’s a pretty niche specialism, Auntie Margaret. Kent University is more known for arts and social sciences.’ It bothered me how many people seemed to think universities were interchangeable.

      ‘But your parents worry about you. It would be better if you stayed here, where they could look after you.’

      ‘I’m twenty-six years old. I don’t need looking after! And besides, Nottingham’s only a few hours away. It’s not like I’m living on another planet.’

      It was my mother’s turn to make ridiculous statements.

      ‘You were always so good at physics. I don’t understand why you abandoned it.’ She wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

      ‘I just said my research is focused on both the mechanics and thermodynamics of additive manufacturing.’

      Suddenly Auntie Margaret leapt up from the sofa and declared they had to get going. Chloe took her mother’s lead and set the baby in its carrier thingy, which triggered another round of hugging and air kissing.

      The moment the door was closed, my mother rounded on me. ‘Devon Alexis Thornback! Your behaviour this afternoon has been disgraceful. And just look at you. All those different colours and patterns. Nothing matches, not even your socks.’

      ‘I like bright colours. Why shouldn’t I wear them?’

      ‘You look like a parrot.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      My mother put her hands on her hips and smacked her lips. ‘That wasn’t a compliment. I don’t see why you can’t even pretend to be polite. For my sake. It’s all I ask.’

      ‘What? What did I do?’

      ‘Don’t give me that. They’re your family. They love you and they want what’s best for you, like your father and I do. Why can’t you try harder? They’re nice, normal people.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘Why can’t you even pretend to be normal?’ Being normal was my mother’s highest aspiration.

      ‘They’re definitely normal,’ I sneered. I heard her sob as I turned and walked down the hall.

      ‘Yes, they are. Sadly, I’m not so lucky,’ my mother replied.

      I walked into the kitchen, where I found my dad chopping tomatoes. He removed his headphones when I waved to him.

      ‘Hey, kiddo. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.’ He gestured at the headphones now hanging around his neck as he pulled out his phone and searched for the pause button.

      ‘Is the menace still here? I’ve been hiding out all afternoon listening to an old podcast about a group of people who spent a year living in a Mars analogue facility in Hawaii. Have you listened to it? It’s superb.’

      I smiled at him. ‘No, I haven’t, but it sounds interesting. And no, Auntie Margaret is gone. It’s safe to come out. They just left.’ I was overwhelmed by the scent of roasted garlic. ‘Hey, what are you making? It smells great.’

      ‘Ratatouille – and don’t worry, I’ll run yours through the blender. You can eat it as soup. If we’re lucky, your mum won’t even notice.’

      My dad was always more accommodating than my mother. He didn’t exactly understand me, but at least he made efforts to make me feel like less of a burden.
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      EARTH, JAPAN, TOKYO

      I answered without thinking, stubbing my smoke out and taking a swig of whatever was in the dainty little teacup next to the bed. ‘I told you to take my key with you so you didn’t have to wake me up when you got back,’ I growled into the phone.

      ‘Hello, is this Dr Nielsen?’

      ‘Sor—’ I began, but my response was lost in a spontaneous coughing fit. I couldn’t stop, so I took another gulp of what had turned out to be whisky.

      ‘Sorry, what? Who is this?’ I demanded.

      ‘Good morning, Dr Nielsen. My name is Santosh Verma. I’m calling from the Double Star Group of Companies in Scotland.’

      ‘Um, yeah.’ I scratched myself as I responded. ‘I’ve been ignoring your calls.’

      ‘Yes, I am aware of that.’

      Smug bastard…

      ‘Well, you got me now. May as well tell me what the hell you want.’

      ‘My employers are keen to meet with you to discuss your work regarding group dynamics. They believe you’d be an excellent fit for a well-funded project they’re embarking upon.’

      ‘I don’t do that anymore. I teach English to spoiled bratsh now,’ I slurred. ‘And I’m an English-speaking nanny. Got any li’l kidzh you want me ’a look after?’ Teaching English as a foreign language wasn’t the most challenging of jobs, but it paid well and the short contracts allowed me the freedom to focus on my skills as a dedicated nomad.

      He ignored that and continued. ‘Your thesis and post-doctoral research into group dynamics in isolated settings attracted their attention. This project would give you the opportunity to take your work beyond the purely theoretical by helping design and construct a team that could collectively withstand the challenges of remote life.’

      Begrudgingly, I admitted to myself it was an impressive pitch. Just then, one of my companions returned from her voyage to the shops. She joined me on the bed and made a half-hearted attempt to distract me, but I shooed her away. Aw, man… What was her name?

      ‘If you’re sure you’re not interested,’ he said, ‘why not think of this as an all-expenses-paid trip to London? First-class flights, five-star accommodation, food and drinks on us?’ Was it my imagination or did he put a slight emphasis on the word drinks?

      ‘All we ask in return is an hour or two of your time.’

      I sighed.

      ‘Sure, fine, whatever.’
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        * * *

      

      And that was how I found myself in the first-class lounge at Narita Airport two days later. I ended up bringing all my stuff with me. I had no intention of taking a job working for Nigel Heartless-Richman, but then again I had no particular reason to return to Asia. It had been fun for the first year or so, but I was growing tired of it.

      My job was an easy crutch for me. I earned enough to fund my itinerant lifestyle: bed, booze, food, the occasional spliff or pill. My needs weren’t fancy. But the pace in Tokyo was relentless, and Hong Kong hadn’t been much better. Singapore had been slower but a lot less fun.

      Maybe I’d go to South America next. Or Prague. The Balearics? Somewhere that liked a drink but wasn’t so frenetic. Whatever.

      I ordered a double whisky, single malt, neat. I knocked it back and thought about ordering another. Having packed up all my stuff and checked out of the place I’d been living in for six months, I didn’t really want to get kicked off the flight now. Fine, I’d wait a bit before ordering the next one. A few minutes, at least. Patting my pockets down in search of my cigarettes, I groaned when I recalled I couldn’t smoke here. I began to idly twirl my pen in the fingers of my left hand.

      As I checked my watch, I spotted a woman sitting alone in the corner, watching the planes taking off and landing. Still just over an hour before my plane was due to board. I wondered where she was heading today and how much time she had to spare, so I wandered over to say hello.
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      EARTH, ENGLAND, LONDON

      A flight attendant shook me awake at Heathrow a little over fourteen hours later. Nodding my thanks, I stood up to gather my few belongings. When I opened the overhead compartment, I saw the note the woman had scrawled on my bare skin. I must’ve been holding my arm to my face in my sleep, as the ink was smudged. What did it say, Tina? Tanya? Or was that a J? Maybe Jana?

      Oh well, I wouldn’t need her name or number anyway.

      I exited the plane and headed for customs, then on to baggage reclaim. Slinging my duffel bag over my shoulder, I emerged from the security zone yawning and scratching my head.

      I spotted a burly uniformed woman holding a sign with my name on it. ‘Hi, um. That’s me. I’m Dr Nielsen.’

      ‘Very good. Right this way, sir.’

      She led me to a big, expensive car. As she drove silently into the centre of London, I asked her for the location of the best nightclub in town.

      ‘Apologies, sir, but I’m to deliver you to your hotel with no diversions. They was very specific about that last bit. And besides, it’s barely lunchtime.’

      I suspected her speech was some sort of local dialect, but I wasn’t sure what it was.

      ‘Time is an illusion,’ I quoted. ‘Lunchtime, doubly so.’

      ‘I’m sorry, sir?’ I saw her glance at me in the rear-view mirror.

      ‘Douglas Adams. Before your time. Or wrong genre. Or you’re just missing out. Something.’

      ‘Of course, sir.’

      I decided I could find amusement on my own once I was out from under her watchful eye.
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      Despite myself, I was hooked.

      After my meeting, Santosh, Nigel’s assistant, arranged for me to have dinner with two other people who’d been hired into the project already. I was sitting in the hotel bar gently nursing my pint when two people walked over and introduced themselves. Gurdeep was tall and unremarkable-looking, with bronzy brown skin and drab – but impeccable – clothes. Georgie was voluptuous and stunning in a slinky red dress. She had a contagious smile set in a cherubic face and framed by luscious blond curls.

      I nearly offered to go to the bar for them when a server discreetly appeared and took their orders. We discussed pleasantries over one measly drink. I suspected they were a couple. Even if they weren’t, Gurdeep was sending keep-away signals loud and clear every time I even looked in Georgie’s direction. All right, take it easy. She’s not my type anyway. Well, not really. There was something sexy about her. Even her curves had curves.

      After a bit, we headed out for dinner. Nigel had offered to send the driver again, but Gurdeep suggested we could walk to a place they knew.

      From our hotel near Regent’s Park we walked south along Cleveland Street, past a mix of architectural styles, from Georgian all the way through to modern. Suddenly, Gurdeep exclaimed in disgust. ‘Those bigoted arseholes!’

      The words and the vehemence behind them caught me off guard. I looked over the road and saw a group of people with loudspeakers, placards, and banners. Though they were certainly loud, their words were too incoherent to make out. On our side of the street, a couple of people who seemed to be part of the same group were approaching. One of them shoved a leaflet into my hand, growling, ‘Don’t let them get inside your head.’

      ‘Um, thanks,’ I replied, accepting it confusedly as her words began to sink in. I was curious as to who this mysterious them might be.

      I glanced up at her and she pointed at the industrial ear defenders she was wearing. She snarled as she gestured crudely in Gurdeep’s direction with her chin. ‘They’re up to no good. Mean us all harm, that lot do.’

      Georgie swiped the paper from my hand before I had a chance to look at it, handing it back to the woman with a broad smile I didn’t think she felt. ‘No, thank you. We’re fine. You have a lovely evening. As-Salaam Alaikum.’

      With her words, I suddenly felt the mood of the crowd grow angry. All eyes were on us as a few thuggish people in yellow vests began moving in our direction.

      Gurdeep grabbed Georgie by the arm while turning to me. ‘Run!’

      As more of the enraged crowd headed in our direction, I didn’t need to be told twice. Both Georgie and Gurdeep matched me step for step. After about fifty metres, we turned left and stopped, checking to make sure there was no one behind us.

      I looked at Georgie, confused.

      ‘Bastards!’ From Georgie’s other side, I heard Gurdeep spit the word. ‘And you… You should know better than to egg them on like that.’

      Something was missing from this puzzle.

      Georgie acknowledged Gurdeep’s words with a small nod. She took a deep breath before addressing us both. ‘I’m sorry. When they go all hate-mode against Muslims, I can’t help but channel my inner Muslim.’ She looked at me, gesturing vaguely in my direction. ‘Speaking as a Christian, you understand.’

      ‘What? What the hell just happened? Would one of you please explain? Right now I’m wondering if this is some kind of test, and I want to know if I’m being tested.’ I hadn’t meant to raise my voice.

      ‘Sorry,’ Georgie replied. ‘That was an anti-Muslim hate-group. I should’ve guessed they might have been there and steered us around that site. It’s a recurring haunt for that crowd. Still, whenever and wherever I encounter them, I wish them peace.’

      Gurdeep’s eyes rolled. ‘You could try wishing them peace in English. Do you really have to do so in Arabic every single time? It never fails to rile them up.’

      Georgie breathed hard. ‘Yeah, sorry. I take it personally. If they come for the Muslims, I am Muslim. If they come for the Jews, I am Jewish. If they come for trans people, I am trans. Whenever I find bigotry, I choose to identify with the targets of their hate. You know?’

      ‘It’s stupid is what it is. I can protect you, but what about him?’ Gurdeep jabbed a thumb in my direction.

      Georgie nodded, though she appeared to do so reluctantly. She looked up at me with her blue-grey eyes magnified by her glasses. ‘Sorry, Tom. Honestly, I should know better.’

      Grateful for the brief break, I bent forward and braced myself with my hands on my knees. My breathing was more rapid than I wanted to admit. I nodded at her as my anger subsided. I fully agreed with Georgie’s words.

      A thought struck me. ‘Why there, though? Why are fascists targeting an office block?’

      ‘See the tower there?’

      I looked up to where Georgie was pointing. ‘The communications tower? Sure.’ The cylindrical office tower had a façade of glass and steel. About two-thirds of the way up, it was covered in an array of satellite dishes of varying size pointing in every direction. Above that, the building bulged out slightly, making it the most overblown phallic symbol this side of the Greek empire.

      Gurdeep laughed. ‘Yeah, well, it may be a communications rig to you and to me and to anyone with an ounce of sense. To that lot, it’s a secret minaret hidden in plain sight, blasting out subliminal calls to prayer at all hours of the day and night. Pure baseless, mindless conspiracy theory.’

      ‘What? But that’s ridiculous!’

      Georgie leapt back in at this point, her passion for the topic much more expressive than

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png






OEBPS/images/planetonly_grey.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-9781916287815.jpg
e

= Can humanity find a fresh start on Mars?

,—t‘t (u) 2

%
~t ot

PLANNING THE FIRST PERMANENT MARS COLONY





