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A Man Comes Calling



The man waved, flagging down one of the solar tuk-tuk boats, which were as ubiquitous in Colombo’s flooded business district as were their land-based counterparts on the dry roads higher in the city. The tuk-tuk boats were more effective, having extra surface area for the photovoltaic panels, which some owners stacked in several layers, rendering the little ferries unstable to an alarming degree.

The man stepped from the makeshift harbour onto a boat operated by SLR, Sri Lanka’s state-owned railway. He’d allowed several owner-operator vessels to pass him by first. He didn’t care for the idea of a capsize.

“Barclay and Hansang,” said the man. The boat’s captain, a girl of no more than fourteen years, thrust out a hand for the fare, making clear that she wouldn’t be going anywhere until he’d completed his part of the financial transaction. One’s ability to pay was evidently not something taken for granted in the Port City lagoon.

The man handed over a fold of rupees, took a quick glance at the wet and grubby benches and elected to remain standing, then the little boat hummed out into the choppy, unregulated chaos of the lagoon. Long-tails, coracles and market boats crossed and tangled, angry exchanges were constant, and anyone who might marvel at the lack of maritime disasters was sure to be a stranger in this part of the city, because collisions, and drownings, were frequent.

Colombo International Finance City was an area that had seen a Canute-like relationship with the sea. First it was reclaimed from the water in an audacious multi-billion-dollar project back in the 2030s, but then, just two decades later, the sea had claimed it back. The buildings still towered into the sky, but access was more challenging than in the past, being via the first- or second-floor windows of each skyscraper, from floating pontoons lashed to the fire escapes. Port City was no longer home to a tiger economy of high finance, but instead home to the displaced millions who couldn’t afford to live on land above the tide line.

The man’s mission today was a search for one of those displaced individuals.

The tuk-tuk boat, having completed her brief voyage without incident, swung sharply out from the busy lanes and pulled up beside a pontoon which bore a sign declaring it to be the H&B building, formerly Barclays and Hansang Bank Ltd. The young captain didn’t moor her boat; there was no manoeuvring, tying ropes, or hoisting gangplanks. The man had to rely on his own agility and timing to skip across the gap without taking his tailored business suit for a swim. He tossed the girl an extra Sri Lankan rupee, partly in gratitude for getting him there alive, and partly in the hope that she’d be waiting when the time came to take him back.

He stepped through the entrance door—formerly a window—into a repurposed lobby that had once been an atrium overlooking a vast marble-floored foyer filled with greenery. The greenery was still there, but now it rotted in a turgid indoor swamp with few currents to circulate the foul water.

Access to the upper floors was via the stairs. Express elevators no longer sped flocks of agitated, gimlet-eyed currency traders up and down the building. H&B had fifty-seven floors, and there was a pecking order to their occupation. The further up the building, the more wealthy the resident—“wealthy” being a relative term. Access involved climbing a great many stairs, which appeared contrary to logic, because reaching the top floors needed stamina and the endurance of an Alpinist, but the social hierarchy the world over dictated that height above sea level indicated status. The lowest of the low lived in the water.

The man climbed. He was young; he was fit. He worked out. But by the time he reached the fifteenth floor he needed to stop and catch his breath. His target was the sixteenth, but he felt it would be useful if he arrived able to speak without gasping. The stairwell was hot. Hotter than the soaring March temperatures outside. There was no air flow. He took out a handkerchief and attempted to dry his brow. He might as well have tried drying the lagoon. He looked around at the rust and peeling paint, at the mushrooms growing from the walls of what had been, not so many years ago, one of the foremost investment banks in the world. The remains of a motivational poster, drooping from a plastic frame, caught his eye.

Well done for using the stairs. Nurture your health, grow your wealth with Barclays and Hansang Bank.

A heap of rags, piled beneath the poster, moved and a pair of red eyes peered out. The man started, thinking it must be a rat, but then the bundle sat up and extended a twig-like arm in search of charity. A human being. Barely.

The man, shaken, moved on, at last gaining the sixteenth floor. He turned left along the corridor according to the instructions he’d scribbled down earlier. He came to a door, with cracked frosted glass held together with yellowed tape. At one time, the door must have had the name of a manager stencilled onto the glass. Now there was a strip of masking tape with words picked out in indelible marker pen.

Minrada Koenman—Oneiromancer.

The man nodded to himself. He’d found the right place. Minrada Koenman. He was here to change her life.

He knocked on the door.
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Minra



Minra always enjoyed the distraction of hearing her daughter read, so when the knock rattled the glass in the door, she frowned in irritation. She wanted to hear the end of the chapter. Besides, knocks at the door seldom came with good news in this part of the world.

“Let them wait, Lissa. Keep reading. Let’s find out what happens.”

They’d read Matilda together a dozen times. They loved the story, and Minra knew exactly what was about to happen, but what she loved most was the wide-eyed expression on Lissa’s face as she reached the climax of each chapter.

The knock again. This time more urgent.

Lissa looked up. “Mummy?”

“Keep reading, hon.” Minra circled her hand for Lissa to carry on, while squeezing herself past the desk to reach the door.

The man waiting in the corridor opened his mouth to speak, but Minra held up a finger to shush him. She beckoned him inside. Lissa continued to read. The man tried again to speak. Minra held up a hand and shook her head. A critical moment; the Trunchbull was getting her comeuppance. Lissa finished the chapter, then came over to her mother and wrapped her arms around her legs. Minra touched her hand to the back of Lissa’s head.

“Okay,” said Minra, to their guest. “Sorry about that. Important business. A cliffhanger. Have you read Matilda?”

“Er, no.”

“Well, you’re missing a treat.”

Minra tried to smooth some of the wrinkles from her dress. She felt grubby and inappropriately attired for dealing with a prospective oneiromancy client, if that was what he was. She was still wearing her fortune-telling clothes with the hateful flat heels; she’d come home late last night from a tarot reading for a group of businessmen in one of the finer hotels situated high up on the dry part of the city. The men were locals, so their attitude towards her should not have been a surprise, but… well. Local people, who usually revered Europeans, didn’t feel the same way about her. As she’d long ago come to realise, despite being half Dutch, Minra did not have enough of the essence of Europeanness in her appearance to count. Her hair was altogether too black and too straight, her eyes too deep a shade of brown, her nose too slender. They had looked down on her and made her feel less than she was. She’d finished late, and it had been a long walk home. She could have afforded the price of a tuk-tuk ride, because despite their unpleasantness towards her, they’d tipped well. But Minra wanted all the money for rent arrears, with maybe a small amount left over for a treat for Lissa. A treat for Lissa usually meant skipping a meal herself.

She’d come in through the door and found the letter on the mat. The eviction notice. She’d read it, cried a little, then had slumped onto the cot in the corner and fallen asleep fully dressed; a fitful sleep filled with bad dreams. The next morning, Lissa had come downstairs from Mr Priyadarshana’s, who’d been looking after her, and had made coffee and read from Matilda while her mother was still waking up.

And then the man had arrived.

“I’m sorry,” Minra said to her visitor. Another apology, for her attire, for the state of the office, for keeping him waiting—again—and for her dishevelled appearance and red eyes, because she’d had another good cry over coffee; the story-time session had been Lissa’s idea for cheering her up. Lying on the desk, still, was the eviction letter she’d found when she got home. It didn’t matter that she now had the rent money; they were being thrown out anyway. Thrown out to where? There was nowhere left to go.

Minra snapped out of her self-pity and focussed on the customer. Was he a customer? Or the follow-up to that letter? One of the Sunil family who specialised in expediting evictions, looking for an early score? But he didn’t look like an eviction specialist. The man was mid-thirties, lean rather than skinny.

Minra remained shamefully conscious of her own attire, while making a fast appraisal of his. His shoes in particular.

“Shoes, Minra, are a valuable guide,” her mother had often said. “When your oneiromancer readings fail to reveal character, look to the client’s shoes.”

Minra had become an aficionado of shoes. This man’s shoes were brown, and of good quality, but he wore them with a charcoal suit of a style not seen in H&B since before the sea moved in. Brown shoes with a charcoal suit? His good shoes would be at home where they were safe from water damage from today’s outing. The suit, on the other hand, was taking its chances, so, though it was a fine suit, Minra doubted that it was one of his best. She processed all of this in the fleeting moment it took to scan him head to toe, then she filed it away in readiness for the possibility of a reading.

“Kālai vanakkam. Good morning,” said the man. He spoke Tamil, but had then dropped straight into English. Why? For the sake of good manners, perhaps. Minra was glad of it. He’d already used two of the three words she knew in Tamil. Piriyavitai being her third, meaning goodbye.

“Good morning. What can I do for you?”

“You are Minrada Koenman?”

Minra offered a cautious head tilt in reply. No secret. Her name was written on the door.

“My name is Sriansh Gamage. I have a small law practice a few miles outside the city, in Malabe, but I’m here at the behest of Jansen De Jong Advocaten, in the Netherlands. My firm has done business with them in the past.”

Minra wondered who used words like behest in a tongue that wasn’t even their first language. This Sriansh Gamage was an enigma. He wasn’t here to evict them; he’d have brought a heavy stick and a friend. He was not from this part of Colombo, the wet part, though he knew Port City well enough to have left his better shoes and suit at home while still wanting to make a favourable impression. Gamage had mentioned the Netherlands. Was that a ploy, a honey trap? Minra would so love, more than anything else, to have the means of returning to her home in the Netherlands, though she no longer had family there, or friends, contacts… anything resembling a home.

“I see from the notice on your door that you are an oneiromancer? What is that?”

So, we’re doing small talk first, thought Minra. You knew my name. You knew where to find me. You knew that a mention of the Netherlands would invoke a response. You’ve done your research, Mr Gamage, so you know about oneiromancy.

“Would you like some coffee, sir?” Lissa asked. She knew the drill with new clients, not that they had that many.

“Please.”

“Oneiromancy is the reading and interpretation of dreams,” said Minra. “That’s the short version. It’s a service I provide.” Except for when I have to do the shameful fortune-telling gigs like yesterday’s, that involve theatre, dressing up, and deception, when such things are the only way to pay the bills, she thought. “Anyone can read dreams, of course, with the right reference material. But an oneiromancer goes further. I don’t just read my clients’ dreams, I encourage lucid dreaming, then I direct and steer their course by entering into the dream process as a guide. And sometimes I can tell people about their future.”

“Ah, fortune telling. And is there a… demand for your services?”

Minra felt the urge to throw him out, but Lissa had placed a coffee on the desk for him, so instead, Minra pasted a smile onto her face and indicated the cramped space around her. The tiny office. The rag of a curtain separating it from their living area where Lissa had now retreated. They could hear her voice as she quietly read another book to herself.

“My daughter. I make sure she studies every day. Just because we cannot always afford for her to attend school does not mean her education will suffer. I make sure of it.”

“She’s how old?”

“Eight.”

“She reads well,” said Gamage. He indicated the single chair. “May I sit?”

“I’m sorry, I should have… please do. It isn’t much.”

He waved off the apology, carefully lowered himself into the seat and placed a battered briefcase on his lap. He released the catches but didn’t make a move to open it.

“To business. I may have some welcome news for you, Miss Koenman. Something to better your circumstances. But first I must establish with more certainty that you are the person whom I seek. Can you tell me your date of birth, please?”

“Only if you tell me yours.”

Gamage laughed. “April fourth, 2075. I’m thirty years old. And yes, I understand that you might be suspicious of me, but there’s nothing to worry about; I have no ulterior motive.” He opened his briefcase and handed Minra a business card and several documents with Gamage Associates letterheads. “You’ll have to take a DNA test in the Netherlands, of course, if you choose to pursue your claim. I just don’t want to waste your time with unnecessary details at this juncture.”

“Claim?”

“Date of birth, Miss Koenman. And anything else you might have to corroborate your identity.”

Minra reached into a box and rummaged for a few moments, then handed over a Dutch passport.

“November seventeenth, 2078,” she said. “I was born here in Sri Lanka, but I have Dutch citizenship. I moved to the Netherlands with my mother when I was three.”

Gamage nodded. “Your mother was Floortje Koenman, yes?”

“Yes. How—?”

“Then I may proceed.” Gamage grinned, a wide, white-toothed smile that also came from his eyes. “You have been left a substantial bequest. I don’t know the details, only that the estate is of some considerable value. My business is merely to appraise you of the circumstances. The lawyers acting as executors to the will of one Harold Dwerryhouse have determined that you are the sole and rightful beneficiary.”  

“I’ve never heard of a Harold Dwerryhouse.”

“That’s as may be, but you are his sole heir.”

Minra felt waves of excitement that she tried to suppress, and which were hard to distinguish from feelings of nausea. She tried to stay calm and remain dignified, but her every instinct was to leap from her rickety chair and whoop. Just five minutes earlier, she had faced the horror of eviction and life on the wet streets for both her and Lissa. Now this. But she remained still. She’d become adept at hiding her emotions for the sake of her daughter. Here was a different and new kind of emotion. Hope. Her hands, that she had placed demurely on her knees, were trembling.

“How… much?” It felt impolite to ask. Crass. Disrespectful of the memory of this Harold Dwerryhouse for whom she had no memory, because try as she might, she was sure she had never even heard the name before this day.

“I have no idea,” said Gamage. “It must be substantial. Jansen De Jong are corporate. They don’t usually deal in small estates. I imagine you are about to become a very wealthy young lady. But I can’t tell you how wealthy.”

“So… what happens next?”

Gamage produced a large envelope from his briefcase and handed it to Minra. “You must present yourself at the offices of Jansen De Jong Advocaten, in Delft, the Netherlands. There you should ask for a Mr Lucas van den Berg. Everything you need to know in the meantime is contained in that envelope, the delivery of which discharges my duties in the matter. Congratulations, Miss Koenman. I’m pleased for you. I’ll bid you good afternoon.”

He stood and left, leaving Minra to stare after his back.

She tore open the envelope with shaking hands. Two minutes later, after studying the documents and revisiting her financial status, triumph had turned back to despair.

Fly to the Netherlands? she thought. Might as well ask me to fly to the moon.
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Loan Sharks



The Subramaniam Trading Company occupied space on the seventh floor of one of the newer buildings in Port City, designed as a hotel but never occupied for that purpose. Minra’s friend, Mr Priyadarshana, had given her the contact details, though with much reluctance. Minra trusted Mr Priyadarshana, who often looked after Lissa when Minra had to stay with clients overnight, an unavoidable downside to a career that required participation in people’s dream sleep.

“Minrada, you must be very careful,” Priyadarshana had said while pressing a scrap of paper with the address into her hand. “Subramaniam will loan you the money when no others will do so. But he is not what you’d call a philanthropist. He is a devious man. And dangerous. Be sure you know what you are getting into. Do not be misled by the humble offices he maintains in the wet part of town. They are an illusion. His home is up in the hills where… well, his home is a palace. No other way of describing it. He lives dry and can afford such a lifestyle by taking advantage of those who are desperate.”

“But I am desperate.”

And that was the truth. The rational part of her brain argued that desperation often led to poor decision-making and foolish risk-taking. It didn’t matter. She could not stay in Sri Lanka now that she was homeless. Priyadarshana had offered Minra a place in his apartment, even though doing so without declaring their residence and paying the additional rent—as did the three other families who shared his flat—could lead to his own eviction.

Nor should she stay. Money was waiting for her in the Netherlands even though she had none right now to cover even the cost of reaching the airport, never mind the plane tickets.

No, an unsecured loan was her only option. A dangerous option. What if the Netherlands trip turned out to be a wild goose chase? Her situation would then be even worse.

Still, when Minra had closed the door of her apartment that morning, and with Lissa by her side had taken the boat trip across the lagoon to the address on Mr Priyadarshana’s paper scrap, she had known that her course was already set. The locks to her apartment would have been changed the moment they left, so they had brought with them their most valued possessions, few though they were. There were no other courses of action. She had to secure that loan.

From what the lawyer had said, and she trusted him, her travel expenses would be refunded, if nothing else, so at least she would be able to repay her debt. She hoped.

She told Lissa to wait outside in the seventh-floor lobby of the Subramaniam Trading Company. Her daughter’s presence during the bluff-counter-bluff dealing would telegraph the weakness of her bargaining position, which was stark. She pushed open the unpainted, salt-bleached door and stepped inside, feeling the weight of responsibility. This would be her only chance, and if she failed, there would be no hope for them.

An hour later, she was back outside. She hadn’t seen Subramaniam, just an underling, a neckless brute with hard, cold eyes and boots with stained toecaps of a suspicious shade of dried-blood brown. But in her hand she clutched an envelope stuffed with rupees. Enough, just, for a flight for two to Schiphol near Amsterdam. She felt a soaring joy in her heart. They were going home.

The repayment terms were outrageous of course, and came with jewellery, a heavy debt ring locked around her neck using blockchain encryption. Tight and grubby, it hadn’t been cleaned since it had been taken—one way or another—from the neck of its last captive. Minra did not want to think about what that “another” might entail.

Running to the Netherlands might not be an escape. She knew this. The debt ring could be tracked anywhere in the world. And he of the brown-stained boots had delighted in warning her that Subramaniam had offices in Amsterdam, with enforcement agents adhering to a code of practice that was no less ruthless than the one here in Colombo. Failing to make a timely repayment would not be a good option. There were tales of defaulters being found headless, that the ring itself had the capacity to part the wearer’s head from their body with clinical precision. Other tales told of slow strangulation. That there were multiple variants suggested most interpretations to be the product of urban myth. The official line was that the ring was merely for tracking purposes, with the added benefit of public humiliation, guaranteeing that any further attempts to secure credit would be thwarted. But could anybody be sure? Minra wanted to believe this official line, but her racing heart and cold sweats showed her what she really believed.

The rupee-filled envelope seemed to grow in weight before Minra and Lissa even reached the mooring pontoon outside Subramaniam’s building. In many ways the envelope was getting heavier, because in the time it took them to descend those seven floors, her level of indebtedness had grown by a rate of compound interest that would be unheard of in all but the deepest, darkest, and slimiest of underground businesses.

They hopped onto a fast long-tail, paying with the loose coins she had exchanged for a bank note in the loan office, a transaction that had cost her in exorbitant administration fees, but she knew was a necessary expense. A person did not wave envelopes stuffed with paper currency about in the lagoon, not if they wanted to keep both it and their lives intact.

The long-tail took them straight to Bandaranaike International Airport, about 18 miles up the coast, north of Port City. It was an exhilarating trip, with the splashing sea water taking away some of the heat from the day. At one time they’d have travelled by road, up the E3 expressway, dodging past all the elephants bedecked in hangings of coloured LED lights—a sorry imitation of the Esala Perahera, in Kandy—advertising everything from storage lockers to luxury hotels, but that road now lay deep beneath the Laccadive Sea, which had crossed the dunes and inundated the land. Only valiant work by the coastal engineering experts—brought in from Minra’s homeland—had saved the airport from a similar watery fate, and time was knocking once more on Bandaranaike Airport’s door, with each “once-in-a-lifetime” tidal event that threatened to expunge Colombo’s main airport from the map.

The long-tail moored beside a makeshift dock where once upon a time there were cars, taxis and tuk-tuks jostling for position. Minra and Lissa walked hand in hand into the main concourse, and found a ticket desk where Minra bought one-way tickets on a Sri Lankan Airlines flight. The flight didn’t leave until the next morning and involved a two-hour transfer in Frankfurt. Minra was fine with that, even with the overnight delay to their departure from Colombo. They had tickets so would not be questioned about spending the night on the airport floor—there were worse places to sleep rough in Colombo—and they had a small amount of cash left over, so the enticement of the various fast-food outlets would keep them satisfied. Better than satisfied; Minra hadn’t eaten a full meal in two days, and Lissa had fared little better. They were spoiled for choice. There were several noodle bar franchises, but Minra decided they’d eaten enough noodles for one lifetime.

“We’ll have veggie burgers and fries, today,” she said to Lissa. “And then, when you don’t have the distraction of a grumbling stomach, perhaps some schooling. I think… geography. Look around. Is this not the perfect location for some free geography lessons? We’re surrounded by maps and images of distant lands.”

Lissa looked at the giant, backlit map of Sri Lanka. “It’s a different shape to the one in my book,” she said. “It looks smaller.”

“Yes, I’m afraid your atlas is old,” said Minra. “A lot of countries are smaller now. Some are gone altogether. But not where we’re going. They know how to keep the sea out in the Netherlands.”

But for how long? she thought. Are we really doing the right thing, moving back?

Minra wondered if she was capable of making any correct decision. Every choice she had made, lately, seemed to have led them both into more and more jeopardy.

She brought the geography lesson to a premature close. Her throat was dry and her voice had begun to choke up, threatening to reveal her inner turmoil.

Lissa mustn’t know how serious this is, she thought.
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Delft Arrival



Darkness. Total. Minra felt a sense of falling… no, floating? But also panic, causing her to thrash about to no avail. And there was Lissa, just in front of her, still and serene. Minra could see her clearly despite the darkness, so she reached out a hand. But Lissa was too far away—millimetres or kilometres, it didn’t seem to matter. Too far. Always too far. A figure, another person, shrouded in the darkness, also out of reach. Minra felt concern for this second person, but knew that above all she had to get to her daughter. Had to, but couldn’t. She flapped and squirmed and screamed Lissa’s name over and over, but the distance between them grew ever wider. The darkness grew deeper, thicker. A tangible barrier.

Minra’s eyes flew open. She was bathed in sweat, not unusual in Sri Lanka, but she was also trembling and felt a sickening sense of loss.

Lissa was there, watching. She knew her mother had been dreaming, might even know what she had been dreaming, but she said nothing. Minra reached out and touched her daughter’s arm, feeling a huge sense of relief that she could do that.

“You were crying,” said Lissa.

Minra nodded.

“They called our flight,” Lissa added.

“Then we’d better move,” said Minra.

Apart from the nightmare—a familiar, often replayed scenario—the night on the airport floor had not been too unpleasant. Minra had slept maybe an hour or two and had been comfortable, more comfortable even than nights in their apartment in the lagoon. It would be a stretch to say the airport was dry; the water table now sat several metres higher than the terminal building and the effects were plain to see on the building walls, where several novel species of algae had moved in and made a home. Likewise, the night wasn’t cool. Air conditioning failure was a topic on the lips of many of the airport staff, but for Minra, what she had never had she didn’t miss. Apart from the odd fortune-telling gig in a nice hotel, she’d become used to life in a steam bath.

The flight departed in the early morning, at 07:13, and took fifteen hours, including the Frankfurt transfer, so by the time she and Lissa stepped from the plane in Amsterdam they were both stiff and weary.

Minra was happy to be home, although she found it hard to bring her mind to the concept of home, sitting on the train from Schiphol to Delft, surrounded by pale people in various shades of grey and neutral. She wore a sari in sparkling aquamarine, matched with her favourite high-heeled sandals. Lissa wore her emerald-green sari. It was all they had, apart from Minra’s gypsy-style fortune-telling costume.

The train wasn’t how Minra remembered, either. Trains in the Netherlands used to be modern and slick. She’d only been away in Sri Lanka for a couple of years, so how was it the railway infrastructure had aged by ten? At Leiden, they had to leave the train and were ushered onto a rail-replacement bus service. Apparently there had been damage to the track during the 2104 flooding, when the much-strengthened sea defences had failed during a storm surge. Passing through the bulb fields south of Leiden, she expected to see rows of startling colours, but there were none. The fields more resembled the rice-growing paddy lands of Sri Lanka.

Looking around the bus, Minra saw haunted expressions on all the faces. Had it been like this when Minra last lived and worked here? Had she been blind to it? Or had there been a sea change to the natural optimism and zest for life she had always cherished in the Netherlands?

The bus disgorged all its passengers in Den Haag Hollands Spoor, but the railway station appeared to be in chaos, so the Koenman Girls, as Minra and Lissa liked to style themselves on their adventures, took the line 1 tram instead, a narrow cream-and-red tramcar that seemed unchanged in over a hundred years. The tangible feel of history calmed Minra. Here, finally, was continuity. A thing that was the same.

They arrived in Delft in darkness, a little after ten. Minra hadn’t thought this far ahead. They needed to stay somewhere overnight, and she had an envelope filled with Sri Lankan rupees. She should have changed more of them into euros at Schiphol, but she’d only changed enough for the train ticket, hoping for a better rate at a bank here in Delft in the morning.

March in Colombo was the hottest month of the year, in a country where the night-time temperature rarely dropped below 77 degrees Fahrenheit. But this was the Netherlands. Winter. Spring, if you were an optimist, but the temperature was still heading south towards freezing. Not good for sleeping rough wearing only sandals and a thin sari.

They stayed in the station.

“Excuseer me alsjeblieft. Heb je een plek om te verblijven?”

It took Minra a few seconds to focus. The man misinterpreted her delay, so repeated in English. “Excuse me. Do you have a place to stay? The station is about to close.”

Minra blinked a few times. She checked out the man’s shoes and determined they were unlikely to be the footwear of choice for a mugger or a pervert—though what exactly muggers and perverts were meant to wear on their feet was something outside her expansive mental encyclopaedia of shoe-type personas. She replied in Dutch.

“I’m sorry, no. We have nowhere. I forgot to change our money at the airport.”

“My mother runs a bed and breakfast near to here. I can call her? She’ll be happy to let you pay in the morning.”

“Thank you. That’s very kind.” She took out her rolltop. “The address?”

“Of course.” The man tapped his rolltop against Minra’s.

Minra thought back to the way they’d been evicted from their room in Colombo. The implied threat: Get out now or we break your legs. She smiled to herself.

“This is home, Lissa,” she said. “We’re safe here.”
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A night in a bed. In fact, a bed each, one for Minra, another for Lissa. In Colombo, they had shared a cot. The next morning, after an excellent breakfast, Minra visited the bank and exchanged the rest of her rupees for euros, shocked to find she barely had enough to pay for two nights at their lodgings, but did so anyway because two nights gave them stability, a place to return to. Was “stability” the right word for the terror she felt? In a few short hours they would go to the offices of Jansen De Jong Advocaten and a new life of financial security might begin. Or it might not. The implications of that latter thought left her distracted and quaking. For Lissa’s sake she tried to appear confident and relaxed.

Although Minra had been born in Colombo, she had grown up in the Netherlands, in nearby Utrecht, since the age of three. Even so, she had only visited Delft occasionally. Lissa, born in Utrecht, had never visited this charming city. So, with Minra clutching a linen bag in which she carried her most precious possession, a heavy, leather-bound book—feeling she might need it later—they spent time together enjoying the sights. They strolled alongside the many canals, crossing bridges, dodging bicycles. They gazed in shop windows, and were drawn back, time and again, to the lovely market square, with the ornate Stadhuis at one end and the soaring tower of the Nieuwe Kirk standing watch at the other.

Minra bought Lissa a padded jacket against the cold, and with the last of their euros she bought a blue neck scarf, the colour of her shameful debt ring, to conceal it. Mevr de Haan, the lovely lady who owned the bed and breakfast, had seen the ring around Minra’s neck as soon as they arrived. Minra could tell there were doubts and reservations going through her mind, and wondered if they’d have been made quite so welcome but for the kindness of her son, phoning ahead from the station. But Minra had seen the acceptance in Mevr de Haan’s eyes. Moments after opening the door to them, she had evidently decided not to ask, not to judge.

As soon as Minra was able, she would travel to Amsterdam, to Subramaniam’s offices there, and pay off the debt. The ring felt heavy around her neck, even disguised. The indignity of it took away some of the shine from what might unfold into a perfect, even momentous day. It was the ring that made her feel that way, she was sure. And the anxiety. She should be relaxed and self-satisfied. She’d orchestrated their passage halfway across the globe with nothing, to this place where their lives were destined to change. But was that so? All she had was the word of a man who wore brown shoes with a charcoal suit. She needed to stop wasting time, delaying. But she knew exactly why she was procrastinating. She knew why her stomach was in knots. Because the moment she met with the lawyer, a probability wave would collapse and she would have to face her fears and hopes. There would be an outcome. It had to be a good outcome. It had to be.

The offices of Jansen De Jong Advocaten were in a large red-brick building in Oostplantsoen, facing one of the wider canals that formed a main artery west of central Delft. Minra pressed the bell push beneath a small, embossed brass nameplate that was the only indication that the law firm existed here, and asked for Lucas van den Berg. She was buzzed inside an old-school building with tiled walls and echoing concrete steps that led up to the second floor.

There, in a modest but comfortable suite of offices, they were met by a reserved man in his sixties. His shoes gave Minra hints of his personality. They were black. Clean. Not ostentatious. Just shoes. Here was a man of conservative ideas, comfortable in his abilities, not pushing for attention.

“Goedemorgen,” he said. One word, but already Minra knew he was uncomfortable speaking Dutch, because he lacked the guttural sounds, using the more anglicised G sound. “Ik heet Lucas van den Berg.”

“Good morning,” said Minra, and she could see Van den Berg’s face light up with relief at her English. “I’m Minrada Koenman. This is my daughter, Lissa. We’ve come from Sri Lanka, because—”

“Yes, I know all about why you’re here, Miss Koenman. I’ve been hoping you’d find us. Please, come this way.”

As they walked, Minra broached the subject that was confusing her. “Mr Van den Berg, if you don’t mind me saying, your Dutch is…”

“Weak? Non-existent? I’m sorry, I’m English.”

“But your name?”

“My father. From here in Delft. A partner in the firm. He thought it would be good for me if I came over and… you know.”

“How long have you been living here?”

“Oh, about forty years.” He smiled. “Not always at Jansen De Jong. I did some financial and project management work on a hydraulic engineering scheme a few years back. Thought it would help my CV, and my Dutch. It didn’t. My wife, who’s from Yorkshire, is fluent, but for me… Well, it isn’t getting easier. People think I’m a tourist and take pity on me. Their English is better than mine, so I don’t get to practice my Dutch so much.”

Minra sympathised. “In Sri Lanka it is the same for me. I thought that since Sri Lanka was once a Dutch colony, I wouldn’t have a problem. But there was little Dutch spoken, and my English only got me so far, as a link language. People speak Sinhala, and some Tamil. I didn’t master either.”

“You were born in Sri Lanka?”

Minra nodded. “My father was Sri Lankan. He and my mother split up when I was only three, and so Mum took me back home, to Utrecht, where she brought me up.”

“And yet you returned to Sri Lanka where we found you.”

“It’s complicated.”

“I enjoy a good story. It’s all useful, too, for verification.”

“Well, I became a teacher for a few years, lagere school, ages six to twelve, but then I was encouraged to resign for… teaching things I shouldn’t have, I suppose. Around about then my mum fell ill and I became her carer for a year or so, until she passed. Afterwards, well, I had no job. I’d made myself persona non grata in the education system, and by then I had a daughter of my own.”

They arrived at a door.

“Here,” said Van den Berg, indicating for them to enter. “We’ll use the conference room.”

He seated Minra and Lissa on one side of a large oak conference table and took a place opposite them.

“So, you returned to Sri Lanka?”

“Yes.”

“To teach?”

“No, to… find my father. I thought he might help us. I was sure he would. Stupid of me. Turns out he’d died fifteen years earlier. So I had a plan B.”

“I’m intrigued.”

“Fortune telling. Dream reading. Sounds nuts, I know—”

“Not at all.”

“—but I really thought there’d be enthusiasm for the mystical arts in Sri Lanka. My mother always said she’d done okay with her dream reading. Anyway, I was wrong. We struggled. Then Gamage found me and told me to come here.”

Van den Berg nodded and steepled his fingers. “Indeed. So we should get on with it. Now, Miss Koenman—”

“Call me Minra.”

“Minra. You came here. In good faith. What do you know?”

“Not much. Only what I was told by Sriansh Gamage, that I’d been left some money. Enough to convince me to take out a loan and fly halfway round the world to speak with you.”

“A loan?” Van den Berg fingered his collar, a sympathetic action, as Minra saw his eyes stray to her debt ring that was showing beneath her scarf. “That’s… unfortunate.”

Minra felt unease stirring in her gut. “I was told the inheritance was sizeable.”

“Yes, indeed.”

"And my expenses would be reimbursed.”

“Of course.”

“So I should be able to settle the debt.”

“Absolutely. At least… First a few formalities, yes? I need to be sure that you really are who you say you are.”

Minra felt an ominous and familiar hot tingling sensation at the back of her neck, warning her of catastrophic disillusionment. What if she wasn’t the person they were looking for? She only had Gamage’s word. What if he’d made a mistake?
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“First, please spit into this bag.” Van den Berg passed over a bag with a plastic neck ring. “It’s for the DNA test, to prove you are indeed the heir of Harry Dwerryhouse.”

Minra did as she was asked.

“Thank you. We’ll have a result in half an hour or so.” He beckoned an assistant from the next office, who took the bag.

“And next we do something about that thing around your neck.”

“Don’t you have to wait for the result first?”

Van den Berg shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Debt rings are illegal in the Netherlands. How long have you been wearing it?”

“Just a couple of days. I needed money for the airfare to get us here.”

“That was wrong. Your ticket should have been covered by Gamage. We asked you to come here.” Van den Berg reached over. “Do you mind?” He touched a finger to the neck ring. He must have had an implant. They were becoming a must-have accessory, though Minra didn’t have one. Van den Berg consulted a panel screen on his desk. “The interest rate is absurd. You’d never have got on top of it.” He typed onto a keypad. “There. All clear.”

Minra waited for something to happen. Van den Berg’s expression turned to a frown. He reached over and gave the ring a gentle tug.

“It should come straight off. Let me just…” He went back to the keypad, then threw up his hands and snorted in disgust.

“I despair at the world,” said Van den Berg. “It’s a fixed-term rate for seven days. Even though I’ve cleared your debt, it looks as though the ring will have to stay for the duration of the loan contract. Also illegal in the Netherlands, but there’s nothing we can do since the transaction took place in a foreign state. I’ll bet you’ll be pleased to see the back of all this, which, with a bit of luck, you soon shall.”

Minra wondered what he meant. She’d been feeling more relaxed in Van den Berg’s company. His confident and assured manner had had a calming effect. Perhaps an end to her problems really was in sight. But now she sensed that old worm of concern taking hold once again at his use of the word “luck”. Good fortune was not a commodity that Minra possessed by the cartload, or at least it hadn’t been so far in her life. Apart from having Lissa of course.

As to the debt ring, well, Van den Berg seemed to know what he was doing. Minra had carried her fear with her as a constant companion for years. She could put up with a ring around her neck for a few more days. She’d clean it up beyond the quick scrub she’d given it to rid it of the essence of its previous owner. She could entwine the scarf around it perhaps, something artful, to make it look more like a fashion accessory.

“So, in Sri Lanka you tried telling fortunes. You are a dream reader. An oneiromancer. We have some spare minutes. Tell me about it.”

Minra knew he was working hard to change the subject onto something less vexing, but her heart sank a little further at his mention of her oneiromancy. Her fortune-teller status, at least in Sri Lanka, caused her relationships with people to be regarded as being on different levels, they as master, she as something less.

“You’ll only scoff,” she said.

“Of course not. When you told me about your plan B, your fortune telling, you might have noticed that I showed no surprise at all. Because when I knew you were coming, I did some background research: the science side of dream reading. Reaching into memories for past and future eras. Roger Penrose. Lana Stewart. Your ability is only available to certain gifted people. I’m curious to know, Minra, what is it like to be in possession of such a power?”

Minra was taken aback. Most people wanted the whole crystal ball, cross-my-palm-with-silver circus act. When will I meet the love of my life?

“Well, it’s no big deal. Hard to explain,” she said, cringing inside at the way dismissive words came so easily from her mouth.

“I read that oneiromancy is an ancient, hereditary skill, once greatly respected, but then scorned. And now it has entered modern science.”

“In some circles. Not all,” said Minra. “It was the oneiromancy that got me sacked from my teaching job.”

“You were teaching it?”

“Not exactly. I did the odd dream-reading session with the groep eights, the twelve-year-olds. Some of it proved more on the nose than expected, and the school board were unhappy about it. The headteacher’s daughter was one of my students, and she… Well, it was a long time ago. The worst of it was, I hadn’t previously been all that good at it. At the predictions.”

“Is it something you studied?”

“I still do. All the time. But the ability, you’re right, is hereditary. I got it from my mother. She got it from… Okay, the thing is, the gift tends to skip generations. My mother was amazing. Lissa here is already showing signs of being as gifted as her. With me, it’s more of an aspiration, talking the talk. I’d love to have the full power to read dreams; I’m really into it all. My mum, with her extraordinary ability, disdained it.”

“Do you have records of your ancestry, of those who had the gift?”

Minra lifted the linen carrier bag onto the conference table. She’d been lugging it about with her all over Delft for a reason. Now, at least she had the chance to talk about it. She pulled the leather-bound book from the bag and set it down in front of her. She placed the palm of her hand on the cover.

“It’s a little like a family bible,” she explained. “The Oneirocriticon of Achmet. Achmet was Greek, but the book was translated into Latin in 1160. This Dutch translation was made in about 1690, in Sri Lanka. There’s an Arabic version safeguarded in a library in Paris. It’s by Abu Bakr Mohammed Ben Sirin, who some scholars believe to be one and the same as Achmet. The books are very similar, I’m told, allowing for missteps in the series of translations. Anyway, I brought it along today to show you the inscriptions in the front cover. I thought it might help to confirm who I am, but I guess the DNA test will do that.”

“Actually, the DNA test is only a guide for us. You’re not a blood relative of Harry Dwerryhouse; your connection is only through adoption, so we’re using a bit of lateral thinking and extrapolation using known relatives of his adoptive parents. This—” he indicated the book “—might be better. Can I see?”

Minra opened the book and passed it over to Van den Berg. She skipped round the table so she could read it over his shoulder and point to the names, some barely legible.

“Mine’s the latest name, although I’ll add Lissa’s soon. That’s my mother, Floortje, and above her is Rika Koenman De Vries. Her mother was Elke Koenman, who married Jari De Vries. That’s where we get the De Vries part of the name that we dropped a couple of generations later. We’re not a very successful family when you consider the whole relationships thing. Great Grammy Elke is the only one, at least on my side, who managed to stay in a relationship long enough for marriage.”

“Okay, and this other name? It’s hard to read. Anna? Her dates are almost parallel to those of Elke.”

“That’s Great Aunt Anouk. Elke’s sister. Anouk was the great prodigy in the family. She passed the book to Great Grammy Elke, just before she died.”

“Anouk Koenman,” said Van den Berg. He seemed to savour the name.

“Yes, and her mother was Philou. I believe she owned a tomato farm near Utrecht. Then there was—”

“I’m more interested in this Anouk,” said Van den Berg. “Can you tell me any more about her?”

“She married. A famous Englishman, who later became even more famous. Probably the most famous person ever. But Aunt Anouk died young and didn’t have children, so her side of the family line stopped. That’s another thing that seems to run in the family, dying young, especially those with the power. It’s a miracle we have any family line at all.” Minra glanced quickly at Lissa, aware of her slip—Lissa, who had the power—but Lissa was engrossed in Matilda and hadn’t been taking any notice.
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They were interrupted. Van den Berg’s assistant came back into the room. It was a shame because he rather spoiled the moment. Minra always enjoyed telling people about her famous great uncle... almost uncle. The assistant made a meal of his entrance. His walk exuded arrogance: chin high, back straight, taking the longer route around the table. Minra noted his shoes were leather soled rather than rubber. Leather so that his heels clicked. A man who liked to be noticed. A man who did not like being an assistant. He slid a piece of paper in front of Van den Berg. Van den Berg thanked him and waited while the assistant retreated, again taking the circuitous route around the longer length of the table, heels clicking and echoing around the room. He loved the attention; it was plain. They watched as he walked, even Lissa, who’d broken off from reading her book to enjoy the show. The interruption, rather than breaking the tension, seemed instead to charge the room with electricity. An important piece of paper delivered. Something about to happen. Bad news?

Van den Berg glanced at the paper and nodded.

“It’s just your DNA test result. It confirms who you are, but after seeing this—” he patted the cover of the book “—I don’t really need it. Your dream-reading book and your family knowledge are enough to satisfy me you are, indeed, of the correct Koenman line, and the sole heir and beneficiary of the Harry Dwerryhouse estate. I’ll get straight to it; you’ve been left a substantial tract of land and a home.” He paused and held up a hand. “But… there’s an unfortunate twist, and there are covenants that are… Well, you could say they are a form of modern entailment.”

“I don’t understand.”

He tapped his pen on the closed manilla folder in front of him, while appearing to consider how to proceed. He stood and stretched, then turned to stare out of the window. Minra felt that heavy weight of dismay come sweeping over her. Even Lissa was picking up on the moment, and hadn’t returned to Matilda since the interruption by Van den Berg’s borderline-narcissist assistant. She placed her Matilda face down on the table, folded her arms, and watched Van den Berg with narrow-eyed scrutiny.

Van den Berg turned and leaned forward, placing his forearms on the back of the chair he’d previously occupied, using it now as a lectern from which to deliver a speech.

“Your inheritance. Land, buildings… a sizeable estate. It’s called Echo Falls.”

“Sounds lovely.”

“It’s on Mars.”
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Minra let it sink in. Mars.

Mars!

How could she own land on Mars? She couldn’t go to Mars. It had been struggle enough getting to Delft. And even if she could go to Mars, why the hell would she want to?

Mars!

The word kept shrieking at her in her head. Her thoughts raced. I’m an oneiromancer. A fortune teller. A soothsayer. This is one bloody sooth I never saw coming.

But perhaps Lissa had. One of Minra’s own recurring dreams—a nightmare, really—which always left her with a lingering, cold-sweat sense of terrible danger, involved her and Lissa, and sometimes another child, floating in a locked room. Why did it always leave Minra with that sickening feeling of helplessness and vulnerability? Because it told of how Minra might one day lose her daughter, that’s why. That was how the Oneirocriticon interpreted dreams about falling, that they were about loss. Minra prayed she’d misread the clues. She knew she didn’t have anything like the skills her mother had possessed in interpreting dreams, and she did make plenty of mistakes. But Lissa knew of the dream, too, and Lissa had genuine talent in oneiromancy. She saw meaning in Minra’s dreams that surprised and sometimes even frightened Minra. That floating dream especially, because Lissa never wanted to talk to her about it. Like a couple of days ago in the airport: You were crying, was all she’d said. Not, What were you dreaming? That in itself was strange because the two of them had a good relationship. They could talk about anything. Almost.

But hadn’t Lissa once suggested that the floating part of Minra’s dream might also mean a space journey? A space journey and that dark thing she wouldn’t discuss? Minra had laughed. Space? Ordinary people didn’t go into space. Had Lissa really seen this? And if she had… Minra couldn’t rid herself of the notion, now, that space was part of a future scenario in which she might lose her daughter. She would have to speak to her. Tonight.

The floating dream wasn’t the only recurring nightmare, of course. There were others. Everyone has recurring dreams now and again. Minra often dreamt about becoming homeless, which was different; it was… normal. Why wouldn’t she have nightmares about homelessness, considering the way her life had panned out so far? No, it was the floating dream that worried Minra. That was the one with all the power, the dream that smacked of precognition.

Or was it nonsense? Because Lissa was by no means infallible; she was young; she lacked life experiences. She insisted, for example, on the ridiculous notion that one of Minra’s dreams meant that the two of them would one day own a ski jump.

More ridiculous than a trip to Mars?

Minra studied the expression on her daughter’s face and tried to gauge what she was thinking. What was Lissa’s response to the idea of going to Mars, something she might possibly have predicted and misread? Well, she was open-mouthed—obviously—but eight-year-olds rarely stayed open-mouthed for long. Not this long. Not unless there was big shock and awe crackling in the air.

Minra looked back at Van den Berg, who hadn’t spoken in a while. None of them had. She tried to relax. She’d enjoyed chatting about her life, even though some of her history was uncomfortable and not much to be proud of. But now she felt she needed to move about, to pace. Anything to help relieve the churning in her stomach. Instead, she drummed her fingers on the table. Hard. Like rifle shots. Van den Berg let her. He seemed to possess an ability to intuit those times when a person needed space. Thinking-time space, not the cold, airless, blood-freezing, life-sucking kind you could find just a couple of hundred miles straight up above your head. The kind you had to travel through to get to places like, well, Mars.

Mars!

Van den Berg sat down again.

Minra regained control of her rampaging emotions. Her mind resumed ownership of her thoughts. She gave in to her own urge to move about, and stood. One of us should be standing for this, she thought. She took a walk around the conference table and used the conversational interlude as an opportunity for examining this unexpected situation from both sides. Did this mean going to Mars? No, of course not. Out of the question. So if she couldn’t live in her inherited home, what then? What was it worth? Could she sell it? Buy a place here, in the Netherlands? Certainly she had no family home here, notwithstanding her Dutch citizenship. And while she was Sri Lankan by birth, she had no friends or family in that country, either. She didn’t speak any of the languages in Sri Lanka, and what little and imaginary safety net there might once have been—aka the absentee father she’d returned to find—he was long gone. Her only connection was with predators like Subramaniam.

She supposed she’d better get all the details. The full package. She looked Van den Berg in the eye and opened her palms in a gesture. Tell me about it.

“The first thing you should know, you can’t sell the property. If you accept it, you’ll have to live there.”

Well, of course, thought Minra. Should have guessed.

“I’ll get to the details of that.” Van den Berg opened the folder he’d kept in front of him. “You should also be made aware, the estate—the land—is some distance away from the main Martian settlement called Jezero City.”

Oh, this gets better and better, thought Minra. Not just on a distant planet but out in the sticks on a distant planet.

“But the location should not be an impediment. Are you aware that all Martian real estate has become highly coveted by the hyper rich here on Earth in recent years?”

“No, and I guess that explains why I’ve never coveted a life on Mars,” said Minra. “I’m not hyper rich.”

“You are now.”

“Okay.”

“In a manner of speaking, that is.” Van den Berg steepled his fingers beneath his chin and adopted an intense expression. “Should we move on and talk about the covenants? I have to warn you we’ll be covering some pretty dense legal ground.”

“Okay, just… Can we come back to that part?” said Minra. “I need to get my head straight. It’s all very… I don’t know. It’s a lot to take in. For one thing, who was this Dwerryhouse?”

“Ah.”

“And how do I get to be his heir? Some person I’ve never even heard of? Who is he to me? And why has he done this? Left me part of another planet in his will?”

“You’re right. Let’s deal with that first. Understanding your relationship might help you better understand and accept the restrictions and covenants. Er, would you like a coffee, first? Or tea? A fruit juice for Lissa perhaps?”

They both nodded. Minra wanted answers, but she was aware too that her mouth had gone very dry.

Van den Berg went out in search of the heel-clicking narcissist.

“Mummy,” said Lissa. “Can I ask something?”

“Of course.”

“Am I allowed to say a swear word?”

Minra thought about it. “Only in your head, hon. Not out loud.”
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“Anouk was your great-great-grandmother’s sister.” A statement. Van den Berg had opened the Oneirocriticon once again, and was pointing at the family tree inside the front cover.

“Yes,” said Minra to confirm, although her head was all over the place and she was having to wrestle her mind back to what Van den Berg was saying. The hundred conflicting inner voices in her head were competing for attention, behaving like unruly dinner party guests who’d become loud and stroppy after drinking too much.

“She married the famous Englishman, Harold Burton, known by all as HB, who, on the fourteenth of December 2042 became the first man to set foot on Mars.”

“Correct,” said Minra, and felt stupid for saying it, because it was a fact she didn’t have to confirm; everyone knew about HB and Mars. It was public domain history much more than family history.

“Well, in May 2049 the Caroline Herschel landed with the second Mars relief crew. One of the younger crew members was Tina Dwerryhouse, and she was pregnant, having conceived before leaving Earth. We don’t know who the father was. Tina Dwerryhouse knew, but refused to reveal his identity. She wanted the whole thing suppressed, I suppose, because she didn’t want the father to know he had a son on Mars that he would never see. A child born on Mars could never return to Earth. We have to assume there were good reasons the father could never travel to Mars. Not being a multi-billionaire was probably one of them.”

“Wouldn’t his descendants be a better candidate for next of kin? Is there some kind of DNA test you could do?”

“We did. That’s how we found you. You’re right, finding the father would have been cleaner, but we found no paternal links. Not everyone is in a DNA database.”

“I didn’t know I was.”

“You’re not, but your grandmother was. She bought a 23andMe genealogy test in—” he turned a few pages “—2035.”

“But I’m not related to—”

“The genetic father? No. But back to what happened: there were no maternity facilities on Mars. HB and his partner, Lana, took Tina under their wing and it was they who delivered the baby, born on the fourteenth of December, HB’s birthday. The delivery was traumatic. There were complications and the whole crew fought to keep mother and baby alive. Tina died a few days after giving birth, but she held her son, and she named him Harry, out of respect for all that HB had done for her.”

“I’ve read about this,” said Minra. “Didn’t they make a movie about it?”

“The First Martian, yes.”

“It’s funny, I knew about our family connections to Harry Burton, so I knew he was there when all this happened, but… it happened years ago. History. I saw the movie, but it didn’t do much for me. It’s hard to connect. Like knowing you’re distantly related to a Viking prince. Mildly interesting, but not… I don’t know… real?”

“If you’ve seen the movie, then you’ll know that the baby’s life hung in the balance for weeks after. HB played a large part in raising the young Harry Dwerryhouse, who apparently—and it’s hardly surprising—saw HB as a father figure. HB and Lana legally adopted him.”

“And that’s how I’m connected?”

“Exactly. In his will, Harry Dwerryhouse says he wanted to leave everything to a family member, if any could be found.”

Minra stood up and paced again while she thought it through. She didn’t want to get her hopes up again about this fabled family fortune, because now it all sounded… nebulous. So, focus, Minra. HB was the adoptive father of the late and wealthy Harry Dwerryhouse, and HB had been married, for a time, to the sister of my great-grandmother. Wow! Does your head in. But if… and only if, this estate is really mine, well, it’s on Mars. Must be worth something. Do I really accept that I’m not allowed to sell it, when it has value? Van den Berg says property on Mars is desired by billionaires, coveted. So, surely I could sell it.

“Mr Van den Berg. You said land on Mars is sought after? So why can’t I sell it? What’s to stop me? Do you have any idea how much it would—?”

“Ah!” Van den Berg raised a hand. “Let me stop you there. That is where the covenants come in.”

Right, thought Minra. Covenants. Sounds an awful lot like legal jargon for “Here’s the catch.” Let’s not spend the money just yet, hey, Minra. She deliberately worked to slow her breathing.

“Let’s discuss the main clause. It states that you can not sell all or any part of the estate. As I said earlier. This is the entailment.”

“So the land is mine, and yet I can’t do anything with it?”

“Not just the land. The liquid assets are in a trust, and again there are conditions, contingent on what you decide to do with the land.”

“Liquid assets? What does—?”

“Money. There is a lot, but you can’t spend it. At least not here, on Earth.”

“Let me guess. I can only spend it—”

“On Mars. Yes.”
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They found a coffee bar just off the main market square. It seemed to be popular with students. Instead of individual tables there were long trestles of heavy wood, old railway sleepers perhaps, and these were occupied by angst-ridden teenagers with laptops, rollscreens and red eyes. Minra and Lissa found a couple of bar stools that faced a shelf-like table that ran the length of one wall, and offered views out onto Oude Langendijk and Touwbrug, a busy canal bridge, where the endless weaving and interchange of foot and cycle traffic was mesmerising.

“So, what do you think?” Minra asked Lissa. “I know it’s unusual for a mother to seek the views of her eight-year-old daughter about their moving home to another planet. But you’re all I’ve got.”

“Mr Van den Berg seems very clever,” said Lissa.

“He is. And he’ll give us all the facts. But he won’t tell us what we have to do. The ultimate decision will be ours. Mine. Because you’re only eight.”

Lissa chuckled. She’d just seen a near miss on the bridge, a cyclist and a man carrying boxes of fruit. “I like it here. It’s nicer than the lagoon.”

“Much nicer. But after tonight we may have nowhere to stay and no money. The room we’re in is very comfortable, but I’m not sure you’ll feel the same about the Leger de Heils, the Salvation Army. We can’t go back to Sri Lanka either, even if we wanted to.”

“You look sad, Mummy.”

“Not sad, sweetheart. Or worried. I just hoped this could have been a little easier. Mr Van den Berg is doing his best for us.”

“Why won’t he tell us the whole thing yet? We had plenty of time. I wasn’t bored.”

“I know. It is a little frustrating. He did apologise and he told me that taking his time over it all was deliberate, and for our own benefit. I’m trying to read him. He seems a good man. He has our best interests at heart, I’m sure. Anyway, once he is done explaining, well, I’m going to have to decide what to do, aren’t I? I’m happy to put that part off, because I suppose then, it’s Mars or bust, isn’t it?”

“You always tell me you can’t get something for nothing. Not to trust things that are too easy.”

Minra rubbed her daughter’s head while she wiped away a tear that she didn’t want Lissa to notice. She made a point always to be upbeat about everything when Lissa was around, and she always had, despite all the things that had happened to them in recent years.

Lissa continued. “At least this way we can trust it. Because it isn’t easy.”

“You know what, Lissa? You’re dead right. Do you want another hot chocolate?”

The serving counter was down a short flight of stairs. Minra didn’t need another drink; she needed time to regain control over her emotions. To be able to speak without choking up.

When she came back with the hot chocolate she found Lissa chatting to one of the students, a boy with dark, curly hair.

“Here’s Mum with my drink. See ya!” Lissa hopped back onto her stool.

“What was that about?”

“He was just worried. He has exams. I told him he was fine; the string theory questions would be easy for him.”

“What? You know about string theory now?”

“No. When he told me I thought it was something to do with string for parcels, except it’s a science thing. But he told me about the bad dreams he’s having and I could tell he’d be fine. I told him.”

Just like that, thought Minra. I’d have to study the Oneirocriticon for a week. And Lissa’s probably got it right. Her skills are really starting to develop.

“I’ve told you my dreams, Lissa. What’s going to happen to us?”

“I told you. We’re going to build a ski jump.”

So, will we end up in Switzerland? Or Austria? Doesn’t sound much like Mars is in our future.

“Come on. Bedtime. Let’s go home.” Might as well call the B&B home. At least for tonight.

Minra should have slept easier that night. Clean sheets, a comfortable bed, all paid for on expenses via the estate. Yet her brain wouldn’t stop processing. It kept coming back to the last thing Lucas van den Berg had said, and he’d said it with sadness in his eyes.

“Tomorrow I’ll tell you more about the covenants.”
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Covenants



“This has been hard, Miss Koenman—Minra. I’ve told you that you are potentially rich, but I’ve tried to keep you grounded; your grasp on the Harry Dwerryhouse estate is tenuous at best, I’m sure you realise that by now. I know you’ve wanted to get to the key elements of the will quickly, and as I explained yesterday, I’ve tried to delay that part as much as possible for your own good; it’s to keep the expenses flowing. You see, once I finish the reading of the will, the clock starts… or stops. If you decide then that a life on Mars is not for you, that has to be taken as a rejection of the terms, and it all ends. The expenses, everything. This is why I have moved slowly. If, on the other hand, you choose to continue, then there will be conditions. You must go to Mars, inspect the estate, learn more about the life you are considering, and you will have one year to decide if you want to accept the terms or not. It has not been very ethical of me to drag out the initial reading in this way; my duty, you must understand, is not to you but to the estate, and protecting its assets by establishing your intentions quickly. But I wanted you to get something out of the process, even if that turns out to be just a couple of comfortable nights in a hotel and some good food. But I can’t put the bad news off any longer.”

“Mr Van den Berg, I understand completely, and I—”

“Please, I think by now you should call me Lucas. We’ve become friends. Or kind of friends. My wife, Helen, has said she would love to meet you, and so we’d like to treat you to dinner tonight, both of you. Let’s be Helen, Lucas, Minra and Lissa, yes?”

Minra nodded. “Lucas, I get why you’ve been stalling—taking your time revealing the details. I understand and I appreciate it. Really. Now, you’ve hinted enough about these dreaded covenants. Let’s get it over with. Hit me.”

Lucas van den Berg took a deep breath.

For over an hour he read the details, delivered in dense legalese. Minra tried to follow but the words kept coming, impossible to decipher. Now and again Lucas stopped and apologised, explaining that he was duty bound to give all the details, word by word, as crafted by Dwerryhouse’s lawyers. At one point he produced an embossed card from a folder and laid it on the table in front of him without explanation. When the ordeal was over they paused for a break and for tea and biscuits, then Lucas resumed.

“This time I will try to explain it all in clearer language,” he said. “Some background history might help clarify some of the intentions. The situation on Mars is this: The Martian colony, Jezero City, has pulled back from any control from Earth. A tipping point was reached some years back where access to Martian resources became, in their minds, exploitation. There is trade between Mars and Earth, but the colony is no longer a scientific mission run by the European Space Agency. It is now an autonomous, self-sufficient state. Mars has wealth, in terms of resources, real estate, and access to the minerals that can be found in the asteroids. It’s easier to get to the asteroids from Mars than it is from Earth.”

“I’ve heard this,” said Minra. “Haven’t taken much notice, because, well… Mars is far away from living hand-to-mouth in a flooded Sri Lankan lagoon.”

“Yes. Well perhaps now, not so far. Harry Dwerryhouse became an important figure for the Martian cause. He wanted to leave Echo Falls to his family, Harry Burton’s family, even when he didn’t know if there were any descendants. But while he wanted this, at the same time he was adamant that Mars should be protected.”

Lucas took off his jacket and stood, hands in pockets. Although outside it was a fresh March day, the sun streamed in through the windows and warmed the room. Minra wondered if he was sweating too, because of worry about what he was about to tell her.

“Dwerryhouse inserted his covenants into the will to avoid any Earthbound beneficiary from simply selling off the land for… I don’t know. Development? Mining? So he made it clear that the estate could not be sold on to any non-Martian party, and that the beneficiary of the will could only enjoy and develop the property while living on it.”

“I got the gist of that from what you read, and from what you told me yesterday,” said Minra.

“Yes, well, it’s not just Echo Falls. There is money too. Several billion valuts in a Martian bank. It can be spent on Mars, but not a single tono—that’s a Martian cent—can be exchanged for any Earth currency. The covenant you just heard covers every aspect of that in, yes, excruciating detail. The only exception to the exchange covenant is the executor’s expense account that we can use to administer the will. Oh, and our executors’ fee of course.”

“So, what you said yesterday. I’ve been left millions of Martian… valuts? Like dollars?”

Lucas nodded.

“And they are mine if I just hop onto a spaceship and go to Mars?”

“Yes.”

“It’s kind of a cruel joke really, isn’t it? Sounds like he didn’t actually want his heir to have any of the money, just to dangle it in front of me for a while. Wow, he must have hated… Earthlings? Do they call us Earthlings on Mars?”

“Earthers, I think. And no, that’s not true. He wanted his heir to have the money; he wanted his heir to enjoy the fruits of his life’s work, but in a way that equally benefits Mars.”

“Except, you said yesterday, not even multi-billionaires can afford to travel to Mars.”

“No. But you can.” Lucas took the embossed card he had produced earlier and pushed it across the table.

“What’s this?”

“A ticket. Well, not so much a ticket as a voucher.”

Minra scanned over the wording. “A single return? For one person?”

“The transit covenant is... well it’s problematic. For you especially. The return option offers a less direct route. Perhaps that was deliberate, designed to encourage the beneficiary to stay on Mars. I don’t know. Truth be told, the whole thing is a bit of a mess.”

“So hey, I can go to Mars, which incidentally I have no desire or ambition ever to do, no matter that some of our gene-hack billionaires think it would be a good selfie op, or the chance for a tawdry whisk-away liaison. And if today I say no, then I’ve rejected the offer that I moved halfway around the world for and we’re done here. All I have to do, if I agree to go ahead with the decision-making process, is ditch my eight-year-old daughter. I can put her in the Leger de Heils hostel and hope the charitable donations keep flowing in to keep her fed.”

Her voice had risen and her face had become red. Lucas held up his hands to calm her.

“I’m sorry, Lucas. For raising my voice. It’s not your fault, I know.”

“And in fairness, Harry Dwerryhouse did not know your circumstances. He didn’t even know of your existence, you personally. All we can accuse him of is… Well, he hadn’t exactly thought it through, what the implications of his will might be.”

Minra sighed and slumped back in her chair.

“You did warn me at the outset not to get my hopes up. But… well, it’s all been a bit of a waste of time, hasn’t it?”

Lucas van den Berg didn’t answer. He’d resumed his seat and was now looking at Minra, his fingers steepled beneath his chin, his favoured posture for introspective thought. Minra could see that he had something to add, but didn’t know whether to say it.

“What?” said Minra.

Lucas shook his head.

“You’ve got something else on your mind. Spill.”

“Well… No. Yes. There is something, a half option maybe, but… Look, you’re tired. This has been a difficult session. Young Lissa, I fear, has found it to be rather too much.” He nodded over to where Lissa had her head laid on her arms on the conference table, asleep.

“I don’t need your definitive answer right this second, Minra. Not while there is still this one other possibility to explore. Let’s talk about it later, when you’ve had a chance to clear your mind of all this other stuff. I’m not being evasive or stalling again, I promise. I need to get this straight in my own mind first. Make a few calls. See if it’s feasible. And also because… well, I fear it might set up an even bigger dilemma for you. I’m sorry.”

“Bigger than the choice of turning away from a fortune or losing my daughter? Not much of a dilemma for me. Just another of life’s disappointments.”

Lucas bobbled his head side to side, an almost Sri Lankan gesture that looked out of place on an Englishman, neither a nod nor a shake.

“So maybe not a worse dilemma. But close,” he said.

Minra stared at him.

“Take Lissa. Go for a walk. Leave me to make enquiries.”

Lucas scribbled the name and address of a restaurant on a piece of paper and handed it to Minra.

“You know where this is?”

Minra nodded.

“Eight o’clock then.”
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Dinner and Decisions



The restaurant was near the Oude Kerk, on HH Geestkerkhof. From the window, Minra could see the alarming tilt of the old church steeple. It was one of the things she remembered from her infrequent visits to Delft as a girl. The top of the tower from the base was a full two metres from vertical, and it looked precarious even to the naked eye. If it fell it would miss the restaurant, so that wasn’t a concern. But it wouldn’t fall any time soon. The church tower had leaned that way even while being built, and it had stood for seven hundred years.

A feature inside the restaurant was the profusion of hanging plants, their long, green tendrils reaching down almost to floor level from pots suspended from hooks on the high ceiling. Any space between the dangling leaves was occupied by tall potted palms, making the air itself seem green, cool and moist, with scents that, for Minra, had associations with the forest from the home she’d just left behind.

Lucas and his wife were waiting for them when they arrived, even though they were fifteen minutes early. Helen was lovely. She looked younger than Lucas, though he’d already told Minra she was a similar age to himself, late fifties. She could have easily passed for late thirties. She was slender of build and had silver hair that was stylish silver rather than ageing silver, and green eyes that seemed to peer right inside Minra’s head as she spoke. It was clear she was listening to and analysing every word that Minra uttered. She was fascinated with Minra’s oneiromancy background, and knew all about the scientific connections with the work of Penrose and Stewart. Minra wasn’t surprised to learn that she was a professor at the technical university, TU Delft, in the faculty of Civil Engineering and Geosciences.

Even after the food arrived it didn’t slow the conversation.

“You must be so excited about going to Mars,” she said. “It would be a dream for me.”

“Well, for me, more a nightmare. But I’m guessing Lucas hasn’t updated you. It’s not going to happen,” said Minra. “Too many obstacles.”

“That we need to talk about,” said Lucas. “Alas, I fear my half solution, a risk-all scenario, may, as I suspected, be an even worse option for you. But I have still to put it to you.”

“Sounds mysterious,” said Minra.

“Not really. A mad idea. It will probably come to nothing.”

“Okay,” said Minra, with half an eye on Lissa. She was eating as though she’d starved for years, which wasn’t far from the truth, but the way she was shovelling it down was bordering on becoming a choking hazard.

“First, though. What are your plans now?” Lucas asked.

“Plans?”

“If not Mars, what? Will you go back to Sri Lanka? Stay here? Go somewhere else?”

“Well, there’s nothing for us in Colombo. Lissa and I went there after my mother died, looking for my father, Lissa’s grandfather—”

“Pranith Perera?”

“That’s right. My mum split up with him soon after I was born, in Colombo, and we came back to Utrecht, near to where Mum used to live. Then when she died—I’d already given up work to look after her and bring up Lissa—it seemed like a good idea to take Lissa back to Colombo. I thought my father might find it within himself to help us. But—”

“He’d died, years earlier,” added Lucas.

Minra nodded.

“So no, Colombo is a closed book now. I used to teach in Utrecht before I had Lissa. Maybe enough time has passed since my indiscretion. I could look for a teaching job again.”

Helen shook her head. “I don’t want to dampen your spirits, Minra, but jobs in the Randstad—the rim cities, Amsterdam, Delft, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht—are scarce these days. Especially teaching. Many of the younger families with children have moved on.”

“Why?”

“The risk of flooding. Much of the Netherlands is below sea level,” said Helen.

“It always has been. That’s nothing new,” said Minra.

“Ah, but it’s getting worse. They keep strengthening and raising the height of the dykes, but the engineers struggle to keep up. The port of Rotterdam can only be accessed now via the mighty lock gates, the Rjinpoort. Lucas worked as project manager for a time at the Rijkswaterstaat. We keep in touch with several of his colleagues there, don’t we, Lucas?”

Lucas nodded. “I have a friend, Hans Bakker, who is very pessimistic about the near future. Two-thirds of the Netherlands are at risk of being lost to the sea. Last year’s storm surge and flooding around Leiden was a wake-up call.”

“So you’re saying this isn’t a safe place to live?”

“No, no, I wouldn’t put it like that,” said Lucas. “Our sea defence engineers are the best in the world. We’re not worried, are we, Helen? We don’t plan to leave, not yet anyway. I’m just saying, there’s been an economic shift.”

“And teaching jobs?” Helen shook her head. “Not so many, I’m afraid. Even in the few short years you’ve been away in Sri Lanka, things have changed. You’ll notice the difference when you start to look.”

“I’ll need to do something. Lissa and I—”

“What about Lissa’s father? Would he help?”

“Albert? No. He was a deadbeat. Scarpered off home to Gateshead in northeast England the minute he learned I was ‘knocked up’—his words. We haven’t spoken since. Lissa’s free to try contacting him if she wants to. Maybe when she’s older, but—”

Lissa looked up and caught Helen’s eye. Vigorously shaking her head, she mouthed, no way.

“Something will come up,” said Minra. “Hey, at least the Dwerryhouse thing brought us back home to the Netherlands and out of Sri Lanka.”

Lucas’ head nodded. “It’s not over yet, Minra. I know the way the will is structured appears to have left you with nothing but dead ends. And the executor fund will cease to support you the moment you decide not to go to Mars. But as I said earlier, I’ve come up with this crazy half option. I just want you to explore every other Earthbound possibility before I ask you to consider it. You could look at settling in, I don’t know, Arnhem? Nijmegen? Many young families have done so. I know Helen said there are very few teaching jobs in the Netherlands now, but I believe in that region there is a shortage of teachers.”

“Yes, but a shortage of affordable housing, too,” said Helen. “Because so many people have moved to the higher land. There are camps. Like refugee camps. Not good places.”

“England then?” said Minra. “Not Gateshead, but there are other regions, just supposing I could afford to even get there.”

Lucas waved a cautionary hand. “The Kingdom? They have their problems too. Big problems. Helen and I have no plans to return. I’m from Boston, in Lincolnshire. My parents’ home was there. It’s gone now. Part of the North Sea.”

“And my family is from York,” said Helen. “Their home is okay, but the river floods every year now, and large expanses are uninhabitable.”

“It’s not only that,” said Lucas. “The Kingdom has become a very insular country. Closed minds. Closed borders.”

“So you’re saying I have no options.”

Lucas stopped shaking his head. He assumed a sombre expression and placed both hands in a fist on the table. He was coming to the point. “Options, plural? No. But there is an option.”

“The mad option.”

“If you’ll allow me to lay it out for you,” said Lucas, opening his hands.

“Not Mars, still?”

“Yep.”

“You think I’d even contemplate leaving Lissa behind? Especially now after what you’ve just told me?”

“Well that’s just it. This idea. It might be a way for you both to go to Mars. It carries a high risk, financially… and personally. I wouldn’t have even brought it up, except—”

“I really don’t want to go into space, to another planet.”

“Helen and I would go in a shot if we could afford it, wouldn’t we, love? And… a person with zero other options—” he paused and tilted his head towards Minra “—just might.”
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Scotland



Scotland. A land of craggy mountains, cascading waterfalls, lakes, hairy cattle… But apparently not this Scotland. This Scotland was flat. To Minra’s eye, as flat as the Netherlands. But it only seemed that way, because since crossing the Kyle of Tongue the bus had climbed—albeit a gradual, hard-to-notice climb—up onto barren moorland with bogs. Nothing else. Nothing built. There was no horizon in this Scotland, and no colour, just grey mist and grey rain and midges that were probably grey once, before they started sucking blood. The road wasn’t straight. It twisted and turned for no apparent reason, because there was nothing for it to twist and turn around. The bends seemed to be there for no other reason than to make the journey through this wilderness even more interminable.

“Wow, I couldn’t live here,” said Minra, as the bus hit another pothole severe enough to lift them clear out of their seats.

“And yet you’re off to a place with far less to offer the senses,” said the driver. “Yer no think there’s a desolate beauty to this country? You should see the mountains.”

“I’d love to,” said Minra. “But does it ever stop raining? Do the clouds ever leave the ground and go up into the sky where they belong? Are there mountains? And do these flying mini-beasts ever stop biting?”

“Och, yes. On fine days you can see the Ben Loyal range and all the way to Ben Hope, south of here. Proper mountains, they are. And the wee midges? They’re… seasonal.” He chuckled to himself. “But it’s a long season.”

Minra looked down at Lissa, who was staring out of the window.

“You okay, hon? You’re very quiet. What do you think of Scotland?”

“I like it,” said Lissa. “But I’m worried that you don’t.”

“Why are you worried about that?”

“Because at least here there’s air to breathe. And water.”

“There’s certainly water.”

“There won’t be any in our new home.”

“Having doubts, Liss? We can still change our minds, you know.” Change our minds. Her thoughts were loaded with bitterness. We could stop the bus and make a run for it across the bog. And how long would we survive out here? Barely longer than on Mars, I should think. It’s bitterly cold, wet, and, in Scotland no one’s been kind enough to bequeath us a place to stay.

Lissa was taking her time answering. Then, “Doubts? No. But I think you are, Mummy.”

Minra had never had anything but doubts, but she’d never admit them to Lissa. “Doubt” was too mild a word for what Minra felt. She was beyond scared of the idea of leaving Earth. It terrified her. But really, why should she fear it? She’d lived all her life feeling displaced and alien. Minra had lived as an Asian in Sri Lanka even though she was Dutch. She’d lived and worked in the Netherlands, although she looked Asian. And although it was fair to say she’d been lucky, at least growing up in the Netherlands—she’d rarely experienced any overt racial animosity from her acquaintances—it was how she felt inside that counted. She always felt different, displaced. So would it be worse moving to another planet where her alienness was total—an Earther amongst Martians? Would her mystical vocation even be accepted amongst a community of scientists? Oneiromancy. A pseudoscience at best in some eyes. She wasn’t even especially good at it. She accepted this—she’d never had much of an innate skill, not when she saw how, more and more, it shone out from her daughter. Minra read dreams because it was her heritage, and she wanted it, despite client bases in both Sri Lanka and the Netherlands having little inclination to have their fortunes told when there were no longer any fortunes to be had. Perhaps Mars would be different. Perhaps there’d be fortunes to be told through oneiromancy, and fortunes to be made. There’d better be. She’d gambled everything on this trip. The Lucas van den Berg plan hadn’t been so much a plan as a wild leap of faith that balanced her life, and Lissa’s, as precariously as standing a pencil on its point, then doing a tap dance on the flat end.

“Your voucher will buy a return ticket for one,” Van den Berg had said, waving the Wonka Golden Ticket around as if it was worth less than the paper on which it was printed—it was in fact worth more than the combined economies of several small countries. While here he’d put emphasis on the word “return”, he was glossing over the fact that it meant travelling steerage class on the long-haul segment of the cycler’s orbit.

That first day when they’d met and discussed the will, he’d described the return leg as problematic. He hadn’t been kidding. Two years and two months to get home, compared to the relative ease of a four-month outward journey. Minra’s muscles would atrophy to something resembling month-old party balloons on a flight of that length. She’d never recover. Lissa, four years older on Earth, wouldn’t recognise her.

“So, there’s your answer. Forget coming back. Swap your return ticket for two one-way outward-only tickets for you and Lissa.” The way Lucas had said it, keeping his tone light and breezy, it sounded easy. The original terms of the Dwerryhouse will gave Minra a year from the date of the reading in which to make up her mind. She could go to Mars, stay on the property, and if she liked it and felt okay about living on an airless, frigid alien world devoid of amenities, then all of it was hers to keep. If she hated the life of a pioneer, as was likely, she could use the return voucher to come home, the long and hard way, and the land, buildings and money would all pass to the Council of Mars. But swapping the return option for two one-way tickets meant she’d be compelled to agree to the will, and she and Lissa would have to stay, and live on Mars no matter what.

Just putting it in its barest outline sounded scary enough. But that second outward ticket came with more agony on discovering that the two singles were more expensive than the one, long-way-home return. There was some leeway because people were payload, and payload was charged based on weight, or mass. Lissa’s body mass was less than Minra’s, and for both of them, two years of starvation in a floating Colombo ghetto had given them a decent weight advantage. Lucas, in his calculations, had hoped it would be enough. It hadn’t been. A straight swap hadn’t been possible; they’d needed a loan. Another loan. They’d tried all the reputable banks, Lucas acting as broker. The banks wouldn’t hear of it because the collateral was shaky. Property on Mars with a covenant of non-transferrable assets to any Earth economy was not attractive.

But for one person, attractive it was. One person for whom bling apparently trumped practicality. Subramaniam had never made a secret of his desire for a home on Mars. Even a vast forest estate and mansion high in the Sri Lankan mountains were not prestigious enough for a man whose ambition and greed were bigger than the planet on which he lived. Subramaniam longed for real estate on a whole other world. It had been a lifelong passion, even when those dreams were far beyond his means. At least until, from out of nowhere, there came a message from his representative in Amsterdam, who’d got wind of a loan applicant, a name already in the Subramaniam ledger, already wearing one of his debt rings, and she was desperate. Such was Subramaniam’s desire for a Martian postcode, he had made the flight from Colombo to deal with Minra’s legal representative in person. And it seemed using the property as collateral provided enough of a loophole in the non-transferability clause, because it hadn’t been specifically cited in the will.

Van den Berg hadn’t been at all happy; he wanted a reputable finance deal as part of his role in protecting the Dwerryhouse assets, and, he told Minra, he had her interests at heart also, and kept reminding her of the weight of that debt ring that should, within a few hours on that very day, be loosed from her neck. Van den Berg’s argument was a broken record. However he looked at it, debt rings were illegal in the Netherlands, and yet Subramaniam would not hear of any deal that did not involve extending and enlarging his current loan to Minra, and adding conditions. Van den Berg knew he was playing both sides, and it tore him up. Any loan at all was stepping very close to the line in honouring the terms of the Dwerryhouse will. Minra might not be able to sell the assets, but here was the loophole: She could still lose title to them in the event of a loan default. And losing her inheritance in that way would not come with a passage-back-to-Earth clause. Homeless on Mars? Defaulting on repayment could not be an option. Van den Berg had advised against the Subramaniam loan in the strongest terms.

“How will you pay it back?” he’d asked.

Minra’s answer had been quickfire and flippant. “I’ll turn the Dwerryhouse estate into a ski resort.”

Van den Berg had stared at her.

“I dreamt it. I can see the future, remember? I might not know all the details but there’s something to do with skiing in my future. I know it. Lissa knows it.”

If only she felt so confident in her heart. Her heart that told her it had been a stupid comment in support of a stupid decision. Yet here she was, with Lissa, on a bus to the A’Mhòine spaceport, wearing a debt ring that had changed colour to a bright scarlet in recognition of the sheer, eye-watering scale of her new indebtedness. Because sometimes, when a really bad option is the only option, it remains the only option.

Another pothole jolted Minra out of her thoughts. Introspection was easy in a world of grey, but now there were shapes forming from out of the mist. Domes and squat, arched hangars. A square tower. The mist rendered the scene flat, without depth. Noir and monochrome. The constant hiss of the rain on the roof of the bus brought to mind old black-and-white war films from two centuries ago, from the early days of powered flight. Not a modern setting for a trip to Mars. But then nothing in this world was modern any more. Somewhere along the way, the product life cycle of Planet Earth had jumped the rails. The Koenman Girls’ arrival, in an old bus with loose seats, emphasised the point. A’Mhòine did not look the way Minra had expected a spaceport to look. Scotland did not look the way she’d expected Scotland to look. This was turning out to be a day of unfulfilled expectations. But this offered hope of an upside; Minra hoped like hell that Mars would not look the way she expected Mars to look.
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A'Mhòine



Of the fifteen nervous people waiting their turn to board the Helen Sharman spaceplane, Minra could tell that the only ones who weren’t billionaires were those who’d married billionaires and those who were the wayward, spoilt children of billionaires. Oh, and then of course there was Minra herself, and Lissa, who were the opposite of billionaires. But then Minra guessed there were few people on Earth poorer than her right now. You’d have to lose some hugely valuable asset, say, a whole corporation, to achieve negative equity as perilous as Minra’s.

As each billionaire in turn glanced at her, Minra could see the way their eyes immediately dropped to the scarlet debt ring to make an instant appraisal of her status and her relationship with money. It hurt. She felt demeaned.

Minra, on the other hand, used a more subtle method for making financial assessments of her travelling companions; she applied herself to her failsafe analysis of shoes, which, for the most part—for billionaires—were nothing special, just your average shoes. Comfortable shoes. Like Minra, who had abandoned her gorgeous, glittery sandals on Lucas’ advice, they had mostly opted for something unpleasantly comfortable.

Lucas had been forceful in his argument when it came up over dinner in Delft. Minra had argued. She liked her shoes, though she wasn’t averse to spending expense money on buying more. Just… not the sort Lucas was suggesting.

“Minra, you’re going to Scotland, then outer space,” he’d said, staring pointedly at her and Lissa in their wispy saris and sandals. “Outer space. Think about it. You have to be realistic. All I ask is that you both spend a little time considering your shoe and clothing choices.”

So they’d gone shopping in Delft, with Helen as their personal styling advisor, and bought jeans, sweatshirts and trainers.

Trainers like the ones the billionaires in A’Mhòine Spaceport were wearing. They’d clearly thought it through too. But it didn’t hide personality. Minra was able to spot the billionaires from a distance. The way they walked in unfamiliar footwear told a story as to how hard each had had to have been coerced into leaving their beloved, impractical shoes behind.

But not everyone. And here the adolescent offspring led the way in potential for providing upcoming entertainment, tottering along on killer heels with soles in gloss primary colours. Minra could name every designer. Even those who’d gone for the street-wear look were setting themselves up for disappointment. They had adopted the century old but still popular grunge look: trainers that were not store bought, not even designer labelled, but hand crafted, and artistically scuffed and smeared in designer grime.

“See his Converse shoes?” said Minra, giving Lissa a nudge. “See how the laces have all lost their aglets, apart from the one gold one? Deliberate. Calculated. And the frayed ends have been done by a stylist.”

“How do you know that?” said Lissa.

“I know these things,” said Minra, tapping the side of her nose. “Look at him. You don’t think he’d just let his shoelaces fray like yours, do you? There has to be some kind of artistic intervention. And look at the heels on her Jimmy Choos. I tell you, hon, there’s going to be tears later.”

“What do you mean, Mummy?”

Minra pointed to a teen wearing six-inch spiked heels with bright red soles. “Retro Christian Louboutin. You think they’ll let her loose floating round a spaceship in those? No, there’s going to have to be some kind of uniform footwear. Pumps or bootees.”

“You’re not wrong,” came a voice from behind them. “On both counts.” Minra turned to find a younger man with smiling eyes and an order pad standing behind them. “You want a drink? Coffee? Something for the lass?”

He took their order and Minra pressed him. “Both counts?”

“Bootees. They’re pastel blue,” he said. “Standard issue. You’ll be getting yours soon. And you’re right about the tears, too. I’ve seen this played out many times. Especially the girls with the heels. They hate it when they’re parted from their shoes. There are tantrums. I’m Frank, by the way.”

Frank was wearing a debt ring, a green one. They must be allowed in Scotland, thought Minra. Knowing how she herself felt when it happened, she refused to let her eyes stray to it. Likewise, Frank didn’t look at hers, nor did he comment on it.

“You seem very calm,” said Frank. “This isn’t your first trip into space, is it? Newbies are usually wigging out by now.”

Minra laughed, a little too hard, too loud.

“I’m way past wigging out, Frank. I left my nervous breakdown behind in Inverness. Went through gibbering terror on the bus ride in. Don’t mistake calm for this—” she pointed both fingers at herself “—which is total emotional shut-down. The circuit breakers have blown. The lights have gone out. I’m jabbering on about shoes to try to hide it.”

Then she saw the expression on Lissa’s face and she winked at her to show she was joking. At least in part.

Frank put his hand on her arm and leaned in close so only Minra could hear.

“I knew. I’ll slip a wee something in your coffee, no charge. You’ll be fine, I promise.”

Minra followed him to the bar so she could collect their drinks without him having to come looking for them again. She’d seen the behaviour of some of the people in the lounge, and the way they treated the waiting staff. Arrogance. Petulance. Bad manners. Minra wanted no part of that and wanted to repay some of Frank’s kindness in not making an issue of the debt ring, and the sympathetic way he’d dealt with her fear. She was scared: about the upcoming spaceflight, and also about the idea of living on Mars. It was a commitment, an eye-watering risk, and now, in addition to all that, it seemed her great escape might turn out to be to a planet populated by the privileged, the snot-nosed and the spoilt.

“Yeah, some are like that, but a lot are okay,” said Frank, when Minra suggested the possibility. “I get to see them. Half the population of Mars have passed through here. There’s a few that fly from Mexico and a handful from Woomera, Australia, but we’re the busiest.”

“If you don’t mind my saying, A’Mhòine doesn’t look like, I don’t know, the gateway to the stars?”

Frank shrugged. “It’s all about money, isn’t it? Earth’s got none. I’ve got none.” He laughed and fingered the ring around his neck, his first reference to it, which told Minra that it bothered him, too. “You’ll see a difference once you get up there—” he pointed at the ceiling “—to the part that Mars pays for. You’ll be one of the last to fly from here, anyway. They’re closing us down in a week or so.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Minra.

“Yeah, we’re a bit remote. The Tongue Causeway keeps flooding and there’s no incentive to keep rebuilding it. Cheaper to do all the flights from Woomera, they say. Can’t see it myself. You think this place is wilderness? You should see the Oz spaceport. I spent a month there last winter. A tin shed in the desert.”

“Looks like A’Mhòine hasn’t changed since they built it.”

“It hasn’t. And they didnae build it for spaceplanes and passengers. Was meant to be a place for launching rockets. That’s why this lounge is called the Orbex Lounge. They chose this back-of-beyond spot for launching Orbex Prime rockets back in the 2020s. They added an airfield to make it more accessible, then, when England built the spaceplane they picked this as the launch site since it was the only spaceport England had, back when England and Scotland were the same country. So, yeah, we make do. It’s just a place to process the emigrants, after all.”

Frank could talk. He drifted from subject to subject, rambling, filling the air with words, often about nothing, but other times he had a knack for slipping in nuggets of information about how spaceflight worked in general, about Minra’s upcoming journey in particular, and about managed risk. It was all good stuff and it helped quell the fear-driven butterflies in her stomach.

“They’ve been doing spaceflight for a long time,” said Frank. “They look at everything that might go wrong then they put in a mitigating procedure. Aye, there are things you cannae plan for. Unexpected, like. But isn’t life full of those things anyway?”

Minra could certainly agree with that. And whether it was Frank’s easy-going patter, or the “wee something” he’d put in her coffee, her anxiety seemed to be becoming more manageable.  

“So, what happens next? For us passengers? There’s no information. I don’t see a departures board anywhere. Do we have to go through security? Get scanned or anything?”

“Ah, you missed orientation?” said Frank, a note of apology in his voice. “You must have been on that last bus?”

Minra nodded.

“Right. Someone should have filled you in. Okay, so as soon as Jock arrives and opens the stores, you’ll be called through to be kitted out for your flight. That’s when the tears start for the rich brats, as you guessed.” He paused and fingered his own debt ring again, then nodded towards Minra’s. “That might give you a problem. Just… acceleration and stuff,” he added quickly. “Jock’ll sort it. They’re fuelling up the Helen Sharman right now, so I guess you’ll be on your way soon.”

“Wait, the Helen Sharman? That’s not the same—?”    

“—the same spaceplane that took the first Mars mission aloft? Yes it is.”

“But that was over sixty years ago.”

“It was, and yes, the old girl is getting on a bit. They’re supposed to be retiring her along with A’Mhòine Spaceport, but I wouldn’t bet on that happening any time soon. They’ll get a few more years out of her in Australia, for sure. It’s drier. They won’t have to cut out the rusty bits and weld her quite so often.”

“Is she safe?”

“Well, she hasn’t crashed yet.” Frank laughed then apologised for his insensitive attempt at humour. “Look, got to go, do my rounds. The rich and famous want their alcohol. They’ll want stronger than what’s in your coffee. At least half the passengers here will wimp out if they’re not sufficiently insensible before launch time. Good luck up there. I mean it.”

Frank went on his way. Minra saw how Lissa had turned pale. She’d heard too much. She put an arm around her and pulled her close.

“We don’t have to go, Liss. We can still change our minds. Moving to Mars was a ridiculous idea. You know, on the day I was conceived, they must have been having a buy-one-get-one-free promotion on stupid genes.”

“We can’t, can we? Change our minds?”

“Of course we can. You just say the word.”

Except the tickets are non-refundable. And we don’t even have the bus fare back to Inverness. I can’t beg a job here because they’re closing the place down. And Subramaniam will find me. Even here, in this wilderness. He doesn’t even need to look; he knows where I am. This was our lifeline, I know, but we should have stayed in Colombo. Something would have turned up.

“Attention! We’re about to issue the on-flight support packs. Alphabetical order. Will the first five passengers please come this way? Ralph Abel, Jessica Abel, Leon Bryce, Lissa Koenman, Minra Koenman. Thank you.”

Where’s Frank? thought Minra. I could use another of his coffees. Without the coffee this time.
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Takeoff. They’d had more drama taking off from Bandaranaike, in Sri Lanka. On that flight, a passenger had begun to sing to take his mind off his fear of flying. He’d been a good singer, the song was in English, and half the plane had joined in, a mob choir. So, not so much drama, as festivity. Minra and Lissa had joined in the singing, loud and with gusto, even though they didn’t know the words and had to fake them. Leaving Sri Lanka had been a watershed moment for them, and the spontaneous singing made it more so.

Leaving Planet Earth should have been an even bigger watershed moment, but it was an anticlimax. The plane wasn’t as well appointed as the Sri Lankan Airlines Airbus A500 had been. Inflight magazines were tatty and out of date. The seats were threadbare. A few internal panels and pieces of trim hung loose, but the engines worked. And the singing? No. There was snoring. A few quiet conversations. The takeoff was smooth enough to be barely perceptible, and without any fuss the Koenman Girls set out for Mars.

Leon Bryce, passenger number three, had convinced them to go. He’d stepped in when the row had broken out, when Minra had been refused permission to board because of her debt ring.

“You’re nae going anywhere with that thing,” Jock, the quartermaster, had said. “How heavy is it?” He’d reached out a finger and lifted the front of the ring to gauge its weight, tutting and shaking his head. “Aye, it’ll snap your neck as soon as you hit two gees. Sorry, lasses. Back on the bus for the both of you.”

Frank had promised them that Jock would “sort it”. Was this “sorting it”? Putting them back on the bus?

Might not be such a bad thing, thought Minra.

The man who intervened, who’d later introduced himself as Leon Bryce, was standing behind them in the queue.

“I would have thought that a man of your talents could fashion some kind of brace,” he’d said.

Jock was having none of it. “What do you mean, fashion? You think I have time—?”

“Come on,” he coaxed. “Bit of 3D printing. Shouldn’t take you a minute.” He had an easy way about him, and his flattery worked wonders. Jock did some measuring, called up a 3D manifold modelling program, and, after a little more flattery from Leon, was proud of the result. He added it to Minra’s support pack. Each passenger had a support pack, containing their in-flight clothing, a small rolltop computer, a sleep liner and an ominous Ziplock sterile bag containing several odd-shaped funnels with the owners’ names printed around the circumference in large bold font. Each was colour coded, too. Minra’s was bright green, Lissa’s orange. The sterile bags were labelled Medex Comfort Aid. There was an instruction booklet inside showing how to attach them to the tube in the zero-gee toilet. Had Jock used his talents to print these devices too? They were personalised. How did he know their… how to put it? Their personal topography?

Minra let it go. Because despite Leon’s help, despite Frank’s coffee additive, she’d already decided enough was enough. She was done. She would take Jock’s sage advice and get straight back on the bus.

“You’re doing the right thing,” said Leon.

“I’m sorry?” Minra had been studying the Comfort Aid instructions with an expression of horror.

“Going to Mars. I noticed you and your daughter. Having second thoughts? Well, you shouldn’t. Whatever your circumstances, you’re dead right to grab this opportunity.”

They introduced one another and Minra told Leon far too much about how she was making a terrible mistake, taking on an impossible debt burden, and how irresponsible it was of her, as a mother, to compel Lissa to leave the planet of her birth, possibly forever. The words flowed out, unchecked, until she started to realise how much she was making a fool of herself. And still the words came. And the tears. Then more words, until she felt the warm, light touch of Lissa’s hand on her arm.

“Mummy?”

“You’re doing a brilliant thing for your daughter,” said Leon. “Yeah, Mars has its problems. It will take some getting used to. It’s not how it looks in the brochures, that’s for sure.”

Minra hadn’t seen any brochures. “You’ve been to Mars before?”

“It’s home. This is my third trip back to Earth. I’m hoping it’s my last. The old world’s tough on the body now. The gravity, you know? These last two trips, I’ve needed to wear an exo-suit just to walk around.” He pulled up a trouser leg and tapped the alloy frame. “No, I don’t think I’ll be coming back. Would be pointless. Earth is finished.”

“Isn’t that a bit…?”

“Pessimistic? Alarmist? No. These seat allocations aren’t just coveted for their prestige value; there’s a real feeling amongst those who should know, that now is just about the right time to be getting the hell out of Dodge.”

“You’re talking about sea levels? They can fix that, can’t they? I’ve read how they’re pulling carbon out of the air faster than ever.”

“Yeah, that’s true. But it can’t fix the problem. Earth passed the tipping point over a decade ago. It’s a self-feeding process now. A chain reaction of sorts. Trust me, it’s all properly kicking off. Greenhouse gasses were just the trigger. And once a trigger is pulled you can’t stop the bullet just by laying your hand over the muzzle.”

“You seem to know a lot about it.”

“A little. I built solar plants in the Libyan desert. Now I build them on Mars.”

“Yeah, well that’s it,” said Minra. “You do something useful. I have nothing. I’m a dream reader.”

Leon laughed. “There are many people with dreams on Mars. You’ll do okay, Minra Koenman.”

“But spaceflight. The dangers.”

“Listen, I heard you talking to Frank before. He’s a good guy. Everything he said is true. Sure, the dangers are there but they are managed. You don’t get that kind of regulated risk even just crossing the road on Earth. Read the safety magazine on the spaceplane. Ask questions. The more you understand about your upcoming journey and what’s been done to lessen the chances of a mishap, the more comfortable you’ll be about the whole thing. Most fear comes from not knowing.”

“Okay.” Minra felt better again now that two people had told her the same thing.

“And your other worry. Life on Mars. We’re not all in the super-rich bracket, you know. Not every new Martian’s a GHB. A gene-hack billionaire.”

“I know what a GHB is.”

“And even those of us who are rich, we have skills that are needed. You just be glad your circumstances have put you on a flight to Mars. When you get there, find your thing, even if it isn’t exactly what you thought it would be when you set out. You are giving yourself and Lissa a future. Don’t doubt it.”

He’d convinced them. Minra had taken both Lissa’s hands in her own and they had looked one another in the eye.

“We’re doing the right thing,” said Minra.

“No more doubts?” said Lissa.

“No more doubts,” said Minra.

They’d picked up their support packs and moved through the outer door which led across rain-lashed tarmac to the venerable Helen Sharman.

She could do with a lick of paint, thought Minra. But like Frank said, she hasn’t crashed yet.

The insistent chiming and flashing from the high-acceleration countdown display brought Minra back to the present. She quickly fitted her new support bracket to the back of her neck ring; she’d been told to do it whenever the acceleration warning sounded. There were to be no final glimpses of Earth below. Minra’s old world was draped in a carpet of cloud.

Minra found herself mouthing the countdown numbers as they passed through ten and marched steadily down to zero. A kick in the back announced the moment when the Sabre engines cycled from air breathing to rocket mode. The kick became pressure. Minra thought back to the times she’d taken Lissa to see the illuminated elephants at the annual Kandy Perahera, and she wondered if having one sit on you would feel like this, and then the sky began changing colour from blue, through purple, to black. Is this it? Am I passing out? No, the colour change was real.

Minra’s thoughts, preoccupied by the challenge of breathing under the weight of an elephant, strayed back to the gloomy and negative. She wondered if she’d ever breathe a free atmosphere again—free in both senses of the word, because on Mars, air had to be bought—but also in the other sense; would she ever again feel wind in her hair? Would she ever again see a river or an ocean? Or an elephant? That thought, despite the assurances from Frank and Leon, brought back all the doubts and with them a terrible, crushing sadness. She swiped away the single, rogue tear. Too late for regrets.

In the distant blackness, a silver dot began to grow. The last staging post. Earth Station.
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“Welcome to Earth Station. Cabin assignments are available from the information desk, as well as currency and timepiece upgrades. Enjoy your stay. Thank you.”

Earth Station had a kind of gravity. That’s what had been promised. Not this disorienting sense of perpetual falling. The need to grab at anything solid only to find that all the solid things were falling too.

Stewards with “Here to Help” bibs were on hand to nudge them along and offer useless advice.          “Think of it as floating. It’s nicer. And once you’re up and away from the hub it’s much better. Kind of like gravity.”

That phrase again. Kind of.

Minra decided she’d be happy to settle for even “kind of” gravity. But first she, all of them, had to ascend the paternoster.

Ah, the paternoster. What evil mad scientist came up with that instrument of torture? And then installed it in a space station? Paternosters weren’t new, they’d been tried before in tall buildings, centuries earlier. They were something like a conventional elevator, taking people up and down, except they were continuous like a conveyor belt with steps on which to stand. And up or down was non-existent at the docking hub, so Minra, who couldn’t sort out her mental up-down orientation, found climbing into the thing to be more akin to crawling into an agricultural baling machine that hauled her along the floor and into a hole in the wall where she imagined the mincing might start. Lowering herself inside took courage. Then, as the device continued to sweep her along, Minra’s world appeared to rotate, playing havoc with her inner ear, until she at last felt she was definitely being carried upwards.

She stepped out into a corridor.

Actually, she and Lissa were pulled out by a steward. “You don’t want to stay in there, ladies,” he said. “Going all the way round then back down again is not any kind of funfair ride, believe me. Now, move along. Straight on down the corridor, please. And while we’re on the subject, keep your head straight and don’t make any sudden turns.” He handed Minra a paper bag.

“What’s this for?”

“That’s for when you ignore me and make a sudden turn,” the steward said, pushing her forward.

Minra turned to ask him what he meant. “Why…?” She only just got the bag to her mouth before the vomiting started.

“Because this is spin gravity,” the steward answered, to the question Minra hadn’t managed to ask. “It makes you puke. No sudden turns, okay?”

Minra nodded, and just the nodding sent a wave of nausea through her body and set her off throwing up some more.

Lissa waited with patience. She didn’t seem affected.

“I was fine in zero gravity,” Minra said, after a while.

“Yeah, I know. I feel a bit queasy, too, but… Maybe you should do as the man says.”

Minra wasn’t alone in her travails, but that knowledge was no comfort. There was plenty of evidence that others had gone through this same process of acclimatisation before her; the corridor was thick with the smell of vomit and disinfectant. Was this how space travel was going to be?

There was no space travelling yet, though. Before the journey even began they had four days to experiment with ginger root, chamomile tea, peppermint and anything else the Earth Station duty-free shop might have on offer.

“We’re in suite B15,” Minra explained to Lissa. She showed her their ticket. “That’s deck B, this one, then anticlockwise for the odd numbers.”

They went clockwise, the long way round—it saved them from having to do a vomit-inducing about-turn—and found their cabin, a double, and far more generous of space than Minra had expected. Everything about Earth Station felt clean and new. Away from the paternoster there was no longer a disinfectant smell; now it was just the fresh smell of furniture polish. It was how Frank had said down in the Orbex Lounge. They’d left the grunge and decay behind. Although still in low Earth orbit, they were now politically on Mars. Which brought Minra’s thoughts to the public address announcement she’d heard when they arrived, the bit about currency and timepiece exchanges. They were now on the Martian clock and calendar. Did this mean their wrist tat apps would no longer work? Minra couldn’t afford to buy them new ones. And the other thing: currency. They were meant to exchange their euros for Martian valuts. All well and good, except they didn’t have any euros to exchange. Their vast wealth wouldn’t be released until they got to Mars and agreed to all the terms of Dwerryhouse’s will. Minra had wanted to agree to the terms straight away, because really, what was the alternative? But it didn’t work that way. So how would they live in the meantime? She’d assumed food would be provided as part of the cost of the tickets, but had that been an incorrect assumption? Not for the first time Minra felt the hot, creeping sensation at the back of her neck that warned her she’d made a terrible mistake. She looked at Lissa who was busy laying out her sleep liner on her bunk. Despite nearly a week of good food in Delft, her body had all the emaciated substance of a half-filled bag of coat hangers. She herself was worse. She needed to fix this.

“I’m going to the information desk,” she said. “Will you be okay here alone? Don’t go touching anything with warning stickers. I don’t want you popping some escape hatch and getting sucked outside.”

“I’m fine. I’ve got my book.”

She looked happy and comfortable propped up with pillows on the bunk. Lissa had been confident and independent in Colombo, and Minra had rarely had to worry about her. But this was space, with its vacuums and cosmic rays and God knew what other traps aligned to kill a person. Minra’s instinct was to protect. And it went way beyond normal motherly instincts, because there was that ever-present foreboding she felt about losing Lissa. The recurring floating-in-a-locked-room dream.

And in a few hours, when I tuck myself into my own bunk and try to sleep, I will surely have the dream again. Only it will be more real, more tangible now that I know what floating in space really feels like. Will that make it more prescient? More dangerous?

As a professional fortune teller, Minra was not inclined to be dismissive of forebodings, especially when they involved Lissa. But if she took Lissa everywhere with her, wouldn’t she rob her daughter of that independence that always marked her as older and more mature than her years?

“Is your book charged?”

“Yes, Mummy, it’s charged.” She said it with a roll of her eyes.

“Okay then.” Minra didn’t want Lissa hunting around for something that looked like a charging socket the minute she left. Everything on this outlying piece of Mars looked very different to what they’d grown used to in the lagoon. It had taken Minra a while, in Delft, just to get used to the lights not browning out every hour or so.

She made sure she heard Lissa lock the door behind her, then, keeping her head straight, she headed for the information desk. She tried not to allow the images from her regular nightmare to intrude. Images of Lissa, her hand outstretched, floating out of reach. To make herself feel better she focussed on the other recurring dream that bothered her, the homeless dream. She’d probably have that one tonight, too. A double feature. Two for the price of one. But the homeless dream was bound to lose its power now. Scenes of stumbling about, lost in the streets of Colombo would be nothing to the reality of having lost her entire planet. The thought made her sad, though the memory of her simpler life in Sri Lanka helped a little, too.

There were no windows along the corridors in Earth Station, no views out into the inky darkness of space, so if she used her imagination it was easy to convince herself she was merely on a ship at sea. She could deal with that. Visualisation could be a powerful tool.

“Excuse me. This is where I exchange currency, yes?”

“Yes, it is.” The receptionist didn’t look up from her rolltop or make even fleeting eye contact.

“Will I need to pay for things during the trip? It’s just, I don’t have a lot of money.”

“Really?” Now the receptionist looked up. Her eye was drawn straight to Minra’s debt ring. She raised an eyebrow. Indebtedness was obviously not a common predicament on a passage to Mars.

“Yes, you are charged for meals, drinks, water, ACs…”

“ACs? What’s—?”

“Atmospheric consumables. In other words, air. And there’s CO2 scrubbing, but that’s a single tariff for all passengers. It’s charged to your account. The currency transfer is for converting your account from Earth currencies to Martian valuts. We need to do that first before charging for the things I mentioned. I need your approval and a facial ID, that’s all.”

That’s all? thought Minra. If only that really was all.

“My account?” This was why Minra hadn’t wanted to bring Lissa along to reception. The poor girl had enough to worry about with an itinerant mother who dragged her from city to city, country to country, then planet to planet, with no money, and now having to shoulder the additional financial burden of just plain breathing. 

“You mean my bank account?”

“Of course.” The receptionist failed to hide her smirk.

What would happen when Minra tried to authorise her bank account? It was separate from the national debt she wore around her neck, but still… She kept her fingers crossed. She’d had at least four euros in there when last she’d checked. Ah, but then I bought drinks in the Orbex Lounge, didn’t I.

“Okay, I’ll authorise it.” The scanner beeped to confirm, then gave an ugly, uh-oh kind of sound.

“Oh dear.” The receptionist took her time, wrapping her mouth around the unfamiliar word. “Overdrawn.”

“Not by a lot though,” said Minra. She was getting annoyed at the receptionist’s condescending tone. Yes, she owed millions, but not through her bank account. “Doesn’t your system exchange Earth debt into Martian debt?”

“No.”

“So what happens now? My daughter and I don’t get food, water or air for four months? We go outside and we travel on the roof?”

The receptionist stared at her. She started to form a word, but didn’t seem to know what word to form. What happens now? appeared to have been an excellent question.

“One moment.” The receptionist turned slowly and disappeared through a doorway, no doubt for a consultation with a higher authority. A moment later she was back, following on the heels of a super-being capable of holding his nose higher and exuding disdain with even more aplomb than she.

“My name is Martenson. What seems to be the problem here?”

“Dunno. Got no money, guv,” said Minra. “I sells fortunes down at docks, then drunk too much gin an’ woked up on a spaceship. Ha-ha, what a lark.”

Martenson regarded her for nearly half a minute, his gaze flicking between her eyes and the debt ring, which appeared to glow, even pulse, with a stronger scarlet hue than before. Minra stared straight back, eye to eye, while he tried to decide if this was sarcasm, an elaborate wind-up, or if he really did have a nightmare scenario to deal with, one of those once-in-a-generation incidents: an accidental stowaway.

He made a decision. “May I see your ticket?” He managed the request while simultaneously drawing in a long and weary sigh.

You’re sucking in a lot of air, there, my friend, Minra thought. That’ll cost you dear when your next bill for ACs drops onto your mat.

Minra slid her precious voucher across to him. He scanned it. His face dropped.

“Mm. Miss Koenman and her daughter are on an expense account. Jezero City Bank.” He spoke now to the other receptionist, not to Minra, who, in temporary possession of only the bank’s assets and none of her own, was no longer worthy.

But at least they’re not throwing us out into space, she thought.
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Fanfare for the Common Transit Taxi



Four days on Earth Station were more than enough. Minra and Lissa both struggled to get used to the new ways of moving in the weird gravity. Minra more so; she had to carry with her a large stock of paper bags ready for each moment of inattention. But more troublesome than the nausea was the way people treated them. Gossip about the half-starved woman, her waif-like daughter, and their obvious financial embarrassment, spread. They saw the crimson debt ring. They averted their eyes. They whispered. Some went out of their way to show their disdain.

Only one person showed any kind of friendliness towards them, and that was Leon, who’d been so helpful down at A’Mhòine. Their paths had crossed in the cafeteria a couple of times, though they never got a chance to talk properly as there were always lots of others around who seemed skilled at excluding Minra from their conversations. Minra too was partly at fault. She didn’t want to be that needy person who, having found a friend, had to cling to them always, and suffocate any chance of a relationship.

The day arrived, at last, for the emigrants to continue their journey, but Minra had mixed feelings about leaving Earth Station. While she was relieved at being able to put the orbiting station of misery behind her forever, what she wanted more than anything was to get back onto the solid and reliable Helen Sharman and return to her home, even if she didn’t know exactly where that tenuous construct that people called “home” actually was. What she did know for certain was that home lay somewhere down there on that blue-green ball of life, not out here in… nowhere.

But the Helen Sharman was not an option; Minra would have to pay. Remaining on Earth Station was not an option; same reason. Minra had an overwhelming sense of living a life increasingly deprived of options, of being funnelled. And the next step in the dehumanising process was being squeezed into the taxis—the transfer ships—that would ferry her and the other passengers across to the Mars-bound spaceship, that even now was hurtling towards them on its unchanging orbit.

The taxis had to be light and nimble so they could match the cycler’s breakneck speed. And to be light and nimble, they had to be small. The passengers had already been warned that conditions inside would be cramped.

There were four taxis, all departing at the same time. The taxis each carried 45 passengers plus a token pilot, only there to meet safety regulations, since every step of the transfer was automated. Each taxi served a separate quarter section of the Burton cycler.

That name again. I can’t escape it. Her relative, Harry Burton, the reason she was in this dreadful situation. Was everything on and around Mars named after Harry Burton?

Each taxi had its own waiting area in Earth Station’s zero gravity hub. Minra and Lissa arrived early; their boarding passes having been given to them earlier that day, at breakfast. The waiting area was half full. Minra scanned the faces of the other early arrivals to see who would be travelling with them. No one made eye contact; each person seemed lost in their own version of hell. The fear in the room was tangible.

Safer than crossing the road, thought Minra. Managed risk.

She’d done as Frank and Leon suggested. She’d brought the inflight magazine from the Helen Sharman with her onto Earth Station and read it cover to cover. And they’d been right. Understanding the dangers and how they were dealt with definitely helped.

“Ah, Lissa Koenman? Minra Koenman? This way please. You’ll be first to board.”

Already? Better than floating around looking at all the pale faces. Was it though? Minra couldn’t decide. It seemed odd that they’d been given priority for once.

They were led through a small circular hatch into a ship on the other side that wasn’t much wider than the hatch itself. For the first time, Minra felt she was boarding an actual spaceship.

Lissa was taken to her seat first. Minra was asked to wait. She couldn’t see what was happening to her daughter because a crewman’s back and legs blocked her view. She looked, instead, at the seats all around her. Surely these weren’t for adults?

When Minra’s turn came she had to be fed into the tiny seating space by crew who understood the techniques of folding a person without tearing ligaments or breaking bones. Once installed, she understood the meaning of “limited leg room” per the magazine article about the taxis. There was none at all. Her legs pushed hard against shin and thigh cushioning on the back of the seat in front, which, now she was seated, was repositioned even closer to her. She had no elbow room, not even enough to reach a hand up to scratch her nose. The amount of lateral space only allowed her, with effort, to touch Lissa’s arm, beside hers. Minra’s face was only two inches from the seatback in front, too close to even focus without eye strain. It was not a good feeling. Lissa, even though she was more petite, fared worse. She’d been allocated an even smaller space, seated between Minra and the flimsy outer skin of the ship.

The crew eyed Minra’s debt ring and the newly fabricated neck support with suspicion. They fitted it for her behind her neck—Minra would not have been able to reach her arms high enough to do it herself—but they made no comment. Would that thing work? they seemed to be thinking. Would it prevent this woman’s neck from snapping like a dried twig? They didn’t say.

Loading was thus a slow process, one passenger at a time. Minra and Lissa were first on and would therefore be last off, so they would spend the longest of all the passengers confined in this claustrophobic space. It answered Minra’s early question: no, priority boarding had not been preferential treatment.

Time ticked by. Minra tried not to think of the itch caused by the neck support, and of course it was impossible not to think about itching without having the sensation spread across her entire body. She tried to move her arms, her hands, but couldn’t. Wriggling helped, a little.

The passengers were loaded, some singly, some in family groups. Minra couldn’t see them, she could only hear. A baby started to cry, close by.

A crying baby. Perfect!

The packing crew worked on, getting further and further away from Minra’s position, until passenger loading was completed. They returned briefly to check on those, like Minra, who’d boarded first, though if any had needed help it was hard to see what could have been done without emptying the whole ship, which wouldn’t have happened because orbital mechanics decreed a tight timetable. Miss this cycler and they’d have to wait six more months.

Then the crew retreated, backwards, out of the tiny space—there being insufficient room for a person to turn. Minra heard a hiss and a thud as the hatch closed.

The passengers waited with nothing to distract them. Some prayed; some whimpered; the baby cried, at just the right pitch and timbre to set nerves on edge even in more comfortable, favourable surroundings. Minra felt her apprehension growing. Bad enough knowing she was about to endure crushing forces as she was catapulted, on what was essentially the pointy end of an exploding bomb, far from Earth: The confinement made it worse. Concern for her daughter made it worse. The crying baby made it worse.

What kind of mother would bring a tiny baby on a trip like this? thought Minra. Perhaps the same kind of lousy, uncaring mother who’d bring an eight-year-old daughter, uprooting her from her home, giving her no freedom of choice, forcing a life-changing set of circumstances on her that would last forever. 

Minra wanted to shout in defiance but there wasn’t even enough space to expand her chest and draw a good enough lungful of air to do that. She felt something warm and soft, Lissa’s hand. It touched her arm then traced its way down to her own hand, gripping it gently.

“We’ll be fine, Mummy.”

Minra squeezed back.

“’Course we will, hon.”

A nudge. A pause, and then without any other warning the engines lit up, slamming Minra back into her seat.

The feeling of lying underneath an overweight elephant on the Helen Sharman was nothing compared to what she now endured. Her vision blurred. The automatic pilot had no sensitivity towards soft and pliable humans. There was no feathering of the thrusters to ease them into it. Minra stopped cursing the itchy, custom-printed neck bracket and now thanked it. Leon and Jock had been right. Without it, if the heavy ring hadn’t broken her neck it would have certainly crushed her windpipe.

How was Lissa coping? She had to be terrified. Minra wanted to hug and protect her, but all she could do was hold her hand.

How long is this going to last? How long can I stand it? I’m being crushed.

It got worse—the extra boosters kicking in. Breathing was suddenly even more of an effort, more laboured. Time was impossible to estimate. It ticked on and on. The pressure grew. Minra had expected that second kick but for once, arming herself with prior knowledge hadn’t helped.

Please let it stop!

She felt consciousness ebbing away. She’d fainted once in the street in Colombo, when she’d been standing too long in the suffocating heat. She knew the precursors, how they felt: a dull rhythm beating in her head, sensations becoming internalised, then the impression of falling into a deep hole. She felt this now. She was going.

And then it stopped.

Her head, arms and legs were flung forward in response to the release of pressure, only an inch or two with the limited clearance, her face mashing into the back of the seat in front.

After a moment’s rapid panting—her body’s way of seeking to rid itself of a tidal wave of adrenalin—Minra dug deep, controlled her breathing enough to speak, and turned to face Lissa. “You okay, hon?”

“Wow, that was so cool!” said Lissa. “Do we do it again when we get to Mars?”

Minra smiled, closed her eyes and concealed her thoughts.

The ordeal wasn’t over. Minra needed to pee. She could have done so; each passenger had been given a diaper that fitted into their flight suit. No one would know. But Minra would know. She would feel the indignity. The disgrace. So she endured. Another forty minutes passed while the taxi manoeuvred. No windows, so each kick in the pants from the thrusters had Minra tensing and clenching her buttocks in anticipation of more G-force misery, even though she knew the worst was over; these were nothing more than small adjustments to align the taxi with the cycler. The pilot kept them abreast of each step in the process, right up to:

“Thank you, folks. We’ve docked with Burton West. If you’ll please stay in your seats until a steward comes to assist, we’ll set about moving each of you across.”

Now free from the threat of more crushing acceleration, Minra had found a way to work herself towards the edge of her seat from where, for the first time, she could see down the length of the ship. She wanted to see the hatch when it opened, and be assured that at last they were safely attached to something bigger and more substantial. She wanted to see people being moved off the ship. Even if she and Lissa were last to leave, at least seeing fewer passengers and more empty seats might alleviate the sense of claustrophobia she still felt. But before anyone was freed from their restraints and allowed to disembark, there was time for an act of theatrical absurdity, one that Minra had not read about. Two stewards floated through a hatch at the front end, and “hung” a set of velvet curtains across it.

“What’s going on?” Minra asked anyone who’d listen, which turned out to be no one, because no one answered. “Why curtains? We’re in zero gravity. You can’t hang curtains.”

Apparently they could. There were rubber ties, top and bottom, and hooks set in the wall to receive them.

Minra had to remind herself where they were, hurtling through deep space, getting further from Earth at many tens of thousands of kilometres per hour, on a trajectory for Mars. Was there really time to hang curtains?

“Come on, this is stupid. Curtains?”

But velvet curtains weren’t stupid enough. Not yet. For full-on stupid, you’d need heralds in red tunics, with trumpets. Which was what happened next. The stewards donned red vests and jammed themselves between the front seats and the facing bulkhead wall, one either side of the hatch. Each produced a trumpet and they blasted out a fanfare.

It was loud. It made people jump. It made the baby cry. It relieved Minra of the desperate need to pee.

Minra decided this could not be real. She must have passed out under acceleration and was now having a very lucid dream in full colour with Dolby surround sound and all the knobs turned up to max. But she was a dream expert. She knew the difference. Dreams were never so loud and so atonal.

The noise stopped. Trumpets were placed in instrument cases and returned through the open hatch. Red tunics were removed.

“Welcome to CS Burton West, your home for the next 138 days. Please follow the stewards’ instructions and we’ll have you settled in your cabins as soon as possible.”

The unpacking crew set to work. Minra and Lissa, as expected, were last to leave.

Behind the curtain was the same hatch through which she’d entered the taxi, what seemed like days ago. This time it led, not to a comfortable orbiting station, but to a long tunnel. Narrow. Cold. Would have been circular but for all the pieces of equipment, ducting pipes, and loose wires hanging from its sides. A tunnel through which it was necessary to scramble rather than crawl, and avoid touching anything for fear of causing damage or worse. Minra guided her daughter through, then followed.

They came into an area that was spacious, where the stewards were closing down the welcome wagon. One of them held a clipboard.

“Okay. Minra Koenman. Lissa Koenman. Cabin 7. That way.” He pointed.

Minra didn’t move.

“First. What was that? The trumpets? The curtains?”

The steward looked annoyed. Harried. The circular hatch behind them had closed. An amber light turned green and they all turned to stare at it, even though it clearly wasn’t going to do anything else.

“Look,” he said. “We’ve a lot to do. The taxi needs to undock and…” He sighed. “Okay. So people pay a lot for this trip. I know you didn’t—” he tapped a note on his clipboard “—but people pay millions. They expect to be pampered, treated like royalty, and then they have to crawl through that narrow, flimsy rat hole. So we try to give them some pageantry.”

“And they buy that?”

“Yeah. They love it.”

“Okay. But come on—trumpets? In space?”

A sigh and a shrug. “Well, yeah, we’re the only part of Burton that does the fanfare thing. We’re in a band, okay? Five of us. I play bass, but you can’t do much of a fanfare on a bass, so I double. We thought we’d make it big on Mars. We didn’t even make it small. On Mars you can forget art and creativity. You have to do something ‘constructive’, like build a city. If you don’t, if you can’t earn the valuts, there’s no free ride; you end up here, crewing the cycler. It’s a lousy job, but it pays, and at least it’s better than the two-year coffin shift. We get to play a little jazz in the lounge some evenings, to entertain the passengers, who for the most part treat us like crap. And apart from the welcome-aboard fanfares, we clean rooms, serve food and unblock the toilets. I really hope you have a useful trade to ply on Mars, Minra Koenman, because otherwise… What do you do, anyway?”

“I tell fortunes.”

The steward just stared, then shook his head. His expression said everything.

Minra considered what he’d told her about the way the passengers treated him. She wasn’t surprised. It was her experience too. Those same people were going to be her travelling companions, and soon after, they would be her fellow citizens and countrymen. Not countrymen. What did you call common members of a planet? Apart from assholes? She didn’t know. But she also didn’t know how they could possibly be any more superficial. More shallow.

What had she done?
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Burton West



Burton West was not like a spaceship. This was a huge relief to Minra, who had worried that their disagreeable experience on the taxi was a precursor to austere living conditions for the next four months. In the corridors there was tasteful uplighting and carpets. The doors to the rooms looked like wood; it was only when hauling them open that they revealed their weight and solidity. Someone had worked double shifts, nights, weekends and public holidays to turn the cycler into something comfortable—sumptuous even—like a cruise ship, albeit without the champagne and swimming pools and deck quoits. There was a bar, though. And a sun deck. There was even a dress-for-dinner evening meal complete with a captain’s table for favoured guests, though the captain only attended virtually. All this was spelled out in the welcome brochure—more comfort reading—she found in their well-appointed cabin. A cabin which, although small, was a big step forward from the accommodation they’d had in Colombo. The brochure also answered the question: why Burton West?

Minra read aloud for Lissa’s benefit.

“‘Your spaceship, the Burton cycler, accommodates 180 passengers. It comprises a cluster of four liners: Burtons North, South, East and West, each accommodating 45 passengers.’” Minra paused to elaborate. “They’ll be the 45 from our taxi. Four liners, four taxis. Right.” She continued. “‘Plus, there is a crew of 5.’ Ah, they’re the band. The one we spoke to, he said that they do everything.”

“Go on, read some more,” said Lissa.

“‘The liners are independent, and there will be no intermingling of passengers or crew between the four, because each is a separate module attached to the hub of the cycler by cables. On spin-out, the cables are extended. Each module will be slung outwards and rotated to provide a small amount of artificial gravity for your comfort. During taxi docking and passenger boarding, the four liners are held tight to the hub, so on first boarding you will feel no gravity. We apologise for the inconvenience. The spin-out manoeuvre will begin once the taxis disengage and return to Earth Station.’”

“Seems a bit fiddly,” said Lissa.

“I suppose it’s difficult to rendezvous if the ship is whirling around on wires.”

“I don’t mind staying weightless,” said Lissa. She kicked off a wall and floated across the cabin to demonstrate.

Minra reached up and caught her before she could break anything. “It’s nice in short doses,” she said, “but your muscles would go all flabby. After four months, when we got to Mars, I’d have to wheel you around in a pram.”

“I suppose.”

“Anyway, listen, it says here, ‘…during the voyage there will be sufficient gravity for comfort, but not so much as to induce the same levels of debilitating Coriolis nausea that has been found to cause distress for some on Earth Station.’”

“Woo-hoo,” cheered Lissa and Minra together.

Though Minra cheered with a little less enthusiasm. No intermingling between liners. It occurred to Minra that she wasn’t going to bump into Leon during the flight. She’d watched the passengers disembark from their taxi. Leon hadn’t been one of them. So he must be in one of the other three modules, which meant she and Lissa, if they wanted company, would have to make do with just the people they’d travelled across with. Not a happy thought. Just to add weight to that realisation, a familiar sound came from the cabin next door, winding up like a siren. The crying baby. So, their cabin wouldn’t be much of a sanctuary, either.

What was more, the cabin was small. Very small. Again their status had been spelled out. While searching for their own cabin, Minra had peeped in through several open doors. Each was named after a famous spaceship. She’d seen inside Atlantis 5, Eagle 11, Antares 14… But theirs was most fitting. Friendship 7, named after John Glenn’s tiny Mercury capsule, of which it was said that anyone taller than five foot eleven would not even be able to squeeze inside. Cabin seven had been tucked into a non-existent, leftover gap, not in number order. There wasn’t a cabin number 13, but if there had been, it seemed likely it would have been theirs. It seemed a bit unfair given the amount Minra had needed to borrow to make up the difference between her return ticket and the two singles she’d had to buy. Two singles. So why were they in a cabin suitable for only one half-sized person? But Minra knew why. She felt the weight of it around her neck every day.

A buzzer sounded along with an announcement to strap themselves into their cots for spin-up, the promised manoeuvre that would send the four liners out on their tether lines to whirl around the central hub like a giant Ferris wheel.

Spin-up would take time, so while Lissa lost herself in one of her books, Minra lay in her bunk and tried not to freak out at the thought that, just inches behind her back, lay the dark, frigid, airless void of infinite space, full of deadly vacuum and ionising radiation. The cabin might be kitted out to look like a small hotel room, but Minra was under no illusions about where she was. So she read the safety leaflet. She was comforted that there even was a safety leaflet. Prior to her conversations with Frank and Leon, her understanding of the realities of a trip to Mars was that when things went wrong—life support, hull breach, solar storm… anything at all, then they would all die, and there wasn’t much that could be summarised in a two-page pamphlet to prevent that. But the onboard safety measures were encouraging, not least that this spaceship had a lifeboat. Really. A good old-fashioned women-and-children-first lifeboat—although Minra’s cynical side figured it was more likely to work out as billionaires first, before paupers and their daughters.

There was an illustration of the lifeboat. It looked cramped. Worse than their cabin, worse even than the taxi. Who knew how long the sorry castaways might be adrift before a rescue came their way? There’d be no hot showers, no bar and no one to trumpet them aboard. But here’s the thing: given a disaster, they might survive. There was some comfort there. Space flight had indeed come a long way since the Yuri Gagarin, Neil Armstrong, and HB Burton days.

The spin-up process was accomplished without drama. When she’d first climbed into her cot Minra had it in mind that she was upright and strapped to the wall. Now she felt an increasing pull. Her whole orientation shifted until she was lying flat in a bed. A light and fluffy bed, because they were only spinning up to one-fifth gee. Gravity on Mars was about one-third that on Earth. One-fifth was deemed ample for keeping muscles toned for dealing with life on Mars in a few months’ time, just so long as they used the gym each day. Yes, Burton West had a gym.

A bell sounded to announce the end of spin-up. Passengers were free to move around. Minra and Lissa used the time to look around their cabin. It didn’t take long. Two bunks, a TV, a drawer for their personal items, and a shower/toilet cubicle. The cubicle had a long, bullet-pointed list of instructions. They skip-read and used the facilities without any disasters.

The baby, that had been quiet during spin-up, began to cry again. Time to set out and explore the ship.
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Welcome-Aboard Party



At one end of their corridor was a locked door marked “crew”, and at the other was an unmarked door that led to another short passage with doors marked “Lounge”, “Gym”, “Dining”, “Cinema”, and “Storm Shelter”. Minra knew from her study of the safety pamphlet that the tiny lifeboat doubled as the storm shelter. She hoped this was a place she’d never have to become familiar with.

Minra poked her head through each for a quick look on her way to the lounge, to where they’d all been summoned for an induction session.

First was the gym, which had exercise bikes, treadmills, rowing machines—Ooh, row boats on Mars. There’s a thing we need to train for!—and a decade-long aroma of sweat. Gym time was compulsory for all passengers.

Next door was the cinema, which held enough seats for all the passengers in one sitting. On a moveable noticeboard, propped behind the door—designed, presumably, to be placed in the corridor, even though its width would entirely block it—was a schedule of upcoming screenings. First on the list was the 2013 film, Gravity.

Oh, excellent choice!

Behind the door labelled “Dining” was… well, it was dark, but Minra could just make out a line of tables set for an opulent meal. She could tell the meal would be opulent from the glint of wine glasses and multiple ranks of cutlery, all of which must have been stuck down during micro-gee. In recent months, Minra had come to regard anything cooked, and which didn’t involve being eaten using her fingers, as opulent. She cherished the memory of that meal in Delft, with Lucas and Helen; their farewell to Earth. All meals since then had been fast food and rehydrated space rations.

Was Lissa having similar thoughts and memories? She looked wistful. The sight of ordinary tables and chairs had brought about in Minra a pang of homesickness that she found hard to reconcile, since it had been a long time since she’d felt able to call anywhere home.

“Come on,” she said. “We’ve a party to go to. Perhaps there’ll be food there, too.”

Was it a party? Party invitations usually came with the inference of choice. Their party summons had been politely framed in the form of a fancy, embossed-card invitation to attend the Welcome Aboard Party, but within the words was a certain polite imperative. Non-attendance did not appear to be an option.

Minra and Lissa were first to arrive, apart from a three-piece version of the band, who were setting up on a small stage. Minra recognised the bass player who had collected their tickets. Minra chose seats at one of several circular tables where the two sat and waited. This room was large enough to show the curvature of the floor, as though they were nestling in a long, shallow drainage gully. It was unsettling because wherever they positioned themselves they were at the bottom of the channel. Around the room were bunting, ribbons, balloons, and multiple flatscreens that played continuous-loop advertisements for Martian country clubs, health packages and investment opportunities. There was no separating Mars from money.

Fellow passengers arrived in ones and twos and family groups, and began occupying the other tables. The band eased into that quiet, subdued form of dinner jazz designed to be spoken over.

Only when every one of the other tables had filled did people come to the one where Minra and Lissa sat. A couple in their early twenties said hi.

“Are these seats taken?”

“No, please.” Minra indicated the empty seats with a warm, welcoming smile.

“Thank you,” said the couple, pulling the chairs free of their magnetic fastenings, and dragging them over to an adjacent table.

The same ritual played out several more times until Minra and Lissa occupied a table with no other seats.

“This is how it’s going to be,” said Minra.

“Mummy, don’t they like us?”

“They don’t know us, hon. We’re different to them, and that sometimes scares people, or makes them uncomfortable.”

“We didn’t scare people back at home.”

“No. No, we didn’t. Look on the bright side. We get to eat all these nibbles, just between the two of us.” Minra gathered three of the bowls of… She didn’t recognise what was in them, but looking around, other people were eating, so it was probably food.

Minra mulled over what her daughter had said.

Yes, we did scare and discomfort some of the people at home, Lissa, she thought. But in the lagoon, you didn’t meet many of that kind. I made sure of it.

Minra touched her daughter’s hand. “Lissa, don’t worry. It’s going to be alright.”

The screens changed. A pause from all the adverts. Three of the screens now showed party rooms identical to the one they were in, except the others didn’t have a live band. A text logo in the top left corner of each identified East, North and South, the other three liners. Minra studied each screen, the faces, trying to pick out Leon. There. Burton South. He looked relaxed and happy. Minra wondered why it bothered her that he wasn’t here, in their liner. Why was she so obsessed?

Because he had cared, she thought. And he hadn’t judged. And so far he had been the only person to be nice to them.

Minra put it from her mind. She tried hard to feel positive. I’m taking my daughter to Mars. This isn’t a day out to the beach at Scheveningen or a trip to the Esala Perahera in Kandy. We’re going to another planet on one-way tickets. I promised Lissa that it would be alright. It has to be alright.
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Mars Orbit



Space travel was boring. Four and a half months cooped up in Burton West was the kind of boring that went way beyond tears, even when events got exciting like on the day they’d had to cringe in a corner of the storm shelter. Facing certain death far out in deep space should never be boring, but Minra had always known it was a drill. Lissa had assured her as much—she’d known through her dreams, and this was something Lissa was becoming very good at. And after two hours, after they’d been officially informed it was a drill, they were released and allowed to return to their cabins, where they resumed their repetitive daily routines: wake, eat, gym, watch TV, or when the crying baby got too much, old films in the cinema. Or they’d read, and the thrice-daily highlight, they’d eat. Lissa had schoolwork to do, and Minra tried to help her and direct her studies, but that often ended in arguments. They’d never argued in Colombo. Minra could only assume the boredom accompanied by constant tension was to blame.

Conversation with other passengers was out, since none of the other passengers acknowledged them. That situation hadn’t changed at all. Minra had hoped it might, but in the whole four-and-a-half-month passage, the other passengers had refused to warm to the skinny woman with the debt ring and her precocious little girl who somehow seemed to know all their business. They made it clear that Minra and Lissa were outsiders. Minra and Lissa had each other, but outside of arguments about schoolwork, there wasn’t a lot to talk about.

And when at last, with red Mars filling the observation room windows and the Burton cycler drawing near to the Mars Station rendezvous point; as the taxis docked, thudding against the airlock doors; when the glorious moment arrived for them to leave Burton West behind forever, Minra was surprised to realise how little attachment she felt. No sense of belonging. At four and a half months, Burton West had been a more stable home to Minra than anywhere else since taking Lissa to live in Sri Lanka, yet she could not wait to get off the ship. Space travel? Keep it for the movies. Minra suspected she wasn’t alone in these dark thoughts. After four months in Burton West, despite the pampering—in as much that pampering was possible on an inter-planetary spaceship—what people wanted most, right now, was to leave the confines of the sealed metal tube and stretch their legs on the wide-open prairies of Mars.

Well, it wasn’t going to happen like that, and they all knew it. The only way to experience the wide-open prairies of Mars would be from the inside of a spacesuit. Not so wide open. Not so good for those of a claustrophobic disposition, either. Regardless, a change of scene, any change of scene, was anticipated with feverish glee.

And before the wide-open prairies, there had to be yet more confinement. The taxis were as claustrophobic as their Earth-based sister ships. Same design, same layout, and somehow even more utilitarian. No trumpets, carpets, or curtains.

The taxi crew who would take them on the first leg, to Mars Station, were Minra’s first encounter with long-term Martians. She felt excited and nervous to see new faces after four months’ confinement, and Martian faces too. Well, they looked just like Earthers. A little thinner, perhaps. A little paler in complexion. They led Minra and Lissa to their seats without ceremony—first on, last off once again—and installed them into the cramped seats, just like those in the taxi that had transported the passengers from Earth Station to Burton all those months ago.

Oh dear, thought Minra. Will this be as bad as last time? Decelerating to Mars orbit?

“No, for you, worse,” said the girl who was strapping her in when Minra asked. “That first time you did it with an Earth-gravity-hardened, muscle-toned body. You’ve been eighteen weeks in one-fifth gravity.” She laughed. “Your muscles have softened, your body tenderised.” She spoke with some relish. Fitted Minra’s neck support, then went off to collect the next victim.

Loading continued, until:

“Bonjour. This is your captain, Marcel Toussaint. I’ll be taking you down to the Mars Station. There will be un peu d’inconfort, a little discomfort, as we decelerate. I’ll be taking a couple of aerobraking trips around Mars to reduce the structural stresses on the ship and on your bodies. We know all about the effect of four months in a cycler and what it can do to your physical condition.”

A real pilot this time, thought Minra. She wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or concerned.

During the announcement, they detached from Burton; Minra could feel the gentle bumps and nudges and changes of orientation. The event had taken place without ceremony, even though, as their weight increased beyond that which they’d grown used to on Burton, it heralded a dramatic change in their circumstances. Had they stayed on Burton they’d have continued on a course back home to Earth. The cycler had been on a free-return orbit. Now, however, as the taxi decelerated, they came within the full gravitational influence of Mars. There could be no going back.
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Mars Station, the temporary staging post orbiting only 250 kilometres above the surface, was a carbon copy of Earth Station, apart from the internal colour scheme: muted reds as against pastel greens and blues. Minra decided that the muted reds looked closer to pink, which she felt gave Mars Station a fluffy, My-Little-Pony kind of vibe.

There’d be no time to explore further, though. The waiting time for Mars-bound passengers wasn’t so long as it had been on Earth Station; Minra and Lissa weren’t even allocated cabins. Yes, there were cabins, but the stewards explained they were being held for Martians awaiting a trip back to Earth, and few ever made that journey. Minra knew she could never be one of them.

There was another difference, too. Gravity on Mars Station was far less than it had been on the sister station around Earth, so the spin gravity nausea was no worse than it had been on Burton.

Even though she and Lissa were amongst the last tranche of passengers to be taken to Mars, and there were repeated apologies for the delay, the waiting time didn’t seem long enough, at least not to Minra. After four months’ confinement on the luxurious but claustrophobic liner, Minra would have revelled in having somewhere new to explore, even though, on pink-and-fluffy Mars Station, she half expected to encounter glitter-encrusted unicorns and fairy princesses at every turn. She also hoped to meet up with Leon again, now that the four cardinal points of Burton were united in one space. But destiny decreed otherwise. Their paths never crossed. She assumed he’d been amongst the first of Burton’s passengers to be taken down to the surface.

Mars Station felt cavernous compared to Burton West and the taxi, but the similarity with Earth Station did offer some comfort. Once on Mars, she knew she’d lose that. She’d have a bigger place to explore—an entire world—but all familiarity, no matter how illusory, would end. Not even the simple processes of day-to-day existence would be comprehensible to begin with. She admitted it to herself; she was scared. Too much would be new. Too much could go wrong, and if the resident Martians were anything like the passengers on Burton West, there’d be no one to whom she could turn for advice, or even for just an arm around her shoulder.

Lissa was different; she couldn’t wait. She relished the idea of a whole new planet. But then she didn’t have the commensurate worries. Minra had a whole planet-sized crop of anxieties to deal with, and four months of inactivity had been a long time on which to dwell upon the insanity of what she was doing. The prospect of meeting Leon again didn’t offer any hope, either, because if she saw Leon on Mars she’d probably slap him one. He was the confident one who’d said she was doing the right thing. If not for Leon she’d have walked right out of A’Mhòine Spaceport and tried to make some kind of a life in Scotland. Midges and rain were nothing compared to lifelong exile on a planet that specialised in a million different ways to kill them both.

Minra heard their names on the PA. It was time to leave this powder-puff artificial satellite and face the harsh realities of a frontier town on Mars.

She and Lissa were the only “passengers” queuing for this last shuttle. The other places were taken up by crew from the Burton cycler. Crew that were no longer on duty, so no longer having to be nice to passengers. Not that they’d been horrible to Minra; they hadn’t. Minra and Lissa had both got along better with the crew than with the others, the soon-to-be Martians. But the crew had been away from home for nearly a year—four months out, a short break on Earth, then four months back—and they just wanted to be reunited with their friends and families. Four months on Mars then another one-year tour. What kind of a life was that? The pay must be fantastic. Maybe if things turned sour for Minra, it would be the kind of life she’d see as an opportunity, a job nobody else wanted. There was even that option to do the coffin shift. Gus, the bass player/ticket collector, had told her about it, the housekeeping trip on the two-year phase of the cycler’s orbit. It was a way back to Earth in a year or so if the whole Mars adventure turned to crap. Such was Minra’s mood, she looked at the whole turning-to-crap scenario as being a given.

Lissa had tried to be supportive.

“It’ll be okay, Mummy. The people who were in the next-door cabin are going back to Mars. They live there. It seems nice. They like it.”

“Did they speak to you?” This was a surprise to Minra. To her knowledge, none of the Burton West passengers had ever broken their conspiracy of silence against mother or daughter.

“No, but the walls are thin. I shared some of their dreams. Don’t worry,” she’d said in a rush, seeing her mother’s alarmed expression. “I didn’t let them know I was there. I stayed in the background.”

That wasn’t what Minra had been alarmed about. She was concerned about what her daughter might witness. She seemed able to hop in and out of people’s dreams at will these days, with or without their assent. Her dream-reading skills were so much more advanced than her own, and getting stronger all the time.

“You shouldn’t go into people’s dreams without them knowing, Lissa. We have to ask permission first. In fact, they need to invite us in. You see the difference?” She let her words sink in for a moment, then added, “So, did you… learn anything? Any interesting things?”

“The man, his name’s Oswald. He does things with money. Other people’s money. I didn’t like him very much. He’s mean. And he dreams a lot about women with no clothes on.”

“And that’s why you shouldn’t go spying on other people’s dreams, unasked. You’re too young.”

“I know. But his wife’s nice. Her name’s Fay. She seems kind.”

Minra had taken a long breath, then given Lissa The Talk. Again. It was delicate enough doing The Talk around real-life issues, but when her daughter was so privy to other people’s unconscious dream thoughts, strolling in and out of their private present and future experiences, their conversations always took them to places Minra would rather not go. She kept it short on this occasion, because they were being called forward in line. Yet another no-way-back moment.

They boarded the shuttle. Another rocket, but not like the taxi. This one was more spacious. When they’d left Earth they’d made the trip on the Helen Sharman, the air-breathing half-jet, half-rocket spaceplane. Sure, she’d been a little tired, frayed around the seams, showing her age, but she had proper wings and microwave dinners and inflight magazines.

I’d have thought Mars’ equivalent, like everything else Martian, would have been a technological leap forward, Minra mused. This feels… old.

“Is this the best you’ve got?” she said aloud, more to herself than to anyone in particular. “Twentieth-century chemical rockets?”

It wasn’t the rocketry that surprised her; she knew all about that part. What came as a surprise was the twentieth century tech and general dilapidation.

One of the homeward-bound Burton stewards, her bass-player friend, Gus, looked up from under the blanket that he’d wrapped around himself. “You want Skylons? Fine. We don’t have much atmosphere for gliding, and what we have got is carbon dioxide, so, rubbish for burning as fuel. A Skylon spaceplane would make a lovely hole in the ground. Or if you can think of something better, then I’m sure the council would be all ears.”

Okay, then, thought Minra. So I know we have to plummet to the surface of Mars sitting on good old chemical rockets. But is this old thing even going to survive one more trip?

She strapped Lissa in, then herself, and felt her pulse rate quicken in anticipation. Apart from rockets, there was another thing from the past, she knew, that still endured on Mars sixty years after HB Burton first came here. Forget the dreaded taxi; they were about to experience the legendary “seven minutes of terror”. For once, knowing the facts in advance was not a comfort. Right on cue, a solid kick in Minra’s back announced the beginning of the funfair ride. No standing. Keep your hands in the car at all times. Next stop, Jezero City.
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The short journey down to Mars lived up to its billing. It was an event with all the full-on drama of a train crash. Minra knew train crashes; she’d been in two, both in Sri Lanka. Neither had been serious; at least, nobody had died. There’d been a lot of screaming, rending of tortured metal, crashing of crockery, fire, and the flapping and squawking of chickens. Both times, there’d been chickens.

This time the screaming and crashing lasted for longer. A whole seven minutes longer, just like it said on the can. Compared to this, the taxi ride had been a tram ride to the beach. Nothing about the fiery, gut-wrenching, downward plummet was comfortable. None of the unfolding drama felt like it could be part of any flight plan. All was chaos. It was… well, a train crash. Without chickens.

And then it was over. No noise but for a ticking and creaking, not even the hiss of air leaking out. By a miracle, the shuttle seemed to be in one piece, its passengers alive. Minra lay, wide-eyed, gasping. She had a sore throat. She had been the one doing all the screaming.

Lissa looked over and smiled. “Cool,” she said. “Though, my hand…”

“You’re hurt!”

“Only a little. You’re still crushing it.”

Minra saw and let go. She’d been holding onto her baby, not wanting to let go as their lives ended in violence.

The pilot, three rows ahead of Minra, turned and gave them a thumbs up. “D’accord?” he said.

Minra recognised the voice, the French accent. It was Marcel again. The same pilot who’d collected them from the Burton cycler, in the taxi.

“I take it we’re down?” said Minra. “Is anything else going to happen? Might we still explode or break in two?”

“Mais non,” said Marcel. “C’etait bien. Smooth. A good landing. Marcel is an excellent pilot, non? Some of these parvenus, they can be a little rough. Now, stay seated while they attach the tunnel. I don’t like blood inside my shuttle, tu comprends?”

Minra was content to remain in her seat. She doubted her legs would support her if she had to stand up straight away. She noticed Gus was still wrapped in his blanket and appeared to be asleep. Others were idly reading or playing games on their phones. Minra seemed to be the only one who’d felt she’d taken a thunderous ride with the four horsemen of the apocalypse. She could still hear her heart, pounding in her ears.

Deep breaths. A sense of calm returned, and with it, the old familiar anxiety. Anxiety about this whole lunatic enterprise. For long minutes there was nothing to distract her. She couldn’t look out of the windows because there weren’t any, apart from the pilot’s, which pointed straight up at the orange sky. She couldn’t talk to Lissa about her feelings because she was trying to put on a positive act: the confident mother filled with positivity. Minra didn’t feel positive; she felt lost. For months they’d been shunned. She’d dealt with it. She’d shown Lissa how to deal with it. But the moment that hatch opened a whole planetful of antagonism would come gushing in, and there was nowhere to run.

A scraping and clanking sound from outside on the hull drew her attention. Minra’s impressions of a Martian arrival were, so far, not the well-engineered anticlimax she had expected. Now this new development, which sounded like someone was breaking in with a siege engine. The whole ship rocked from side to side. Minra looked up at the pilot for reassurance. He gave her a curt nod. The nearest to a reassuring smile that he possessed in his limited repertoire of facial expressions, she realised.

“They must pressure test the seals,” he said.

The pressure test came with yet more sounds of destruction, a person with anger-management issues inflating a life raft inside a small and cluttered ironmonger’s shop. The hatch opened and a face looked in. A young and gaunt face. His eyes flicked about, agitated and nervous. Searching eyes. He saw Minra and Lissa, and his face lit up.

“There you are! You ladies, you had us worried. Thought we’d lost you in interplanetary space or something.” He clapped his hands together, an expression that looked like excitement. “Come on then, Minra and Lissa Koenman. Welcome to Mars. Great to have you.”

He beckoned them, then changed his mind and rushed over, grabbing Minra’s hand and shaking it. Then he again changed his mind and pulled her into a short embrace, which was awkward while she was still in her padded acceleration seat. He did the same for Lissa. He seemed genuine. As though he really was glad to see them. Nothing at all like the welcome Minra had dreaded. He welcomed them as long-lost siblings, and she didn’t even know his name yet.

How long will it last? she wondered.

He beckoned them through the narrow crawlspace into a tunnel, a concertina affair with a floor made from a material that resembled solidified sand, and which bounced and moved alarmingly. Minra was surprised to find that she felt heavy. Where was the easy, one-third gravity she’d been told about? For the answer to that question, Minra only had to reflect on the time she hadn’t spent in the gym on Burton West.

He led them along the tunnel, through another hatch and into… a paradise. Minra stopped in her tracks, her mouth open. She stared. Here was a place of greenery and light and open space. Warm, loamy scents, reminiscent of the forests in Sri Lanka. Minra almost suspected she’d somehow been brought back to Earth. That would explain the heavy legs, but how could it be possible? And where on Earth? She knew the main spaceport at A’Mhòine, and it was a dump; nothing like this.

A group of three people ahead of her were engaged in what looked like an agitated discussion.

Minra and Lissa’s friendly guide called over to them. “It’s okay, they’re both here. They were on the crew flight. Don’t know how that happened.”

All three turned to look at the newly arrived, somewhat dishevelled and wide-eyed mother and daughter, their faces lighting up. One of them, an impossibly slender woman with long silver hair—she’s wearing heels!—broke free from the group and held her arms out wide.

“Thank goodness,” she said. “Minra, Lissa, welcome. It’s a huge pleasure to meet you both at last.”

She too folded them into… not so much a bearhug, there wasn’t enough meat on her for that, it was more of a wire bear trap. She squeezed and it felt like a hug of genuine affection.

“You must have so many questions,” she said.

You’ve got that right, thought Minra, too surprised even to reply. Though her first question, that she’d dared not utter for fear of breaking the spell, was Where do you buy your shoes?

“Let’s get you settled first. You’ll be staying in the Jezero Heights Hotel for a few days while we get you orientated. Dominic, here”—she indicated the gaunt young man who’d led them from the shuttle—“will take you there. My name is Eloise Derbyshire. Let’s meet in the hotel restaurant in, say, one hour? I’ve already made reservations. Then I can tell you all about your new life on our lovely world.”
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Eloise Derbyshire was First Minister of Mars.

That explained all the fawning and subservience when Eloise entered the restaurant. Minra’s knowledge of Martian politics was limited, but she knew what a first minister was. Or the first minister.

How had things taken such a turn? From the positive alienation on their journey here, to this: being greeted by and dining with the first minister. Eloise Derbyshire was, as near as damn it, the elected emperor of Mars.

“How’s your room? Are you comfortable? I’m sorry if it’s a little basic. The hotel is mainly used by miners in from the asteroids. We don’t have what you’d call a tourism industry here. Not yet, anyway.”

“The room’s great, Miss, er… I’m sorry. How should I address you? Ma’am? Your honour?”

“It’s Eloise,” she said, taking both Minra’s hands as though she was about to hug her again. “In council I’m First Minister, but here, amongst friends, Eloise is fine. We don’t go in for too much ceremony.”

“Eloise, then. I don’t understand. You’ve given us such a warm welcome. On the trip here, we weren’t exactly befriended by the others. I think this”—Minra touched her debt ring—“brought some stigma to the party.”

“They were incomers,” said Eloise. “They didn’t know you or your history. Once they integrate and learn about you, I think there may then be a few regrets, some discomfiture.”

“The crew as well, though. Okay, we got on much better with the crew, but…”

“Cycler crews are away from home and current events for years at a time. They probably didn’t know your story, or why you were coming.”

“Can’t really blame them for that,” said Minra. “I don’t think we”—she indicated Lissa—“know our story. Not really. Not so much to explain getting a welcome from… well, you.”

“We’ll put that to rights first. Or second. Let’s order first.” She raised a hand and waiters appeared with rolltop menus, single sheets of e-paper whose contents altered upon questioning.

“May I enquire as to your dietary preferences?” asked a waiter.

“Oh, yes, well I’m… we’re both pescatarian mostly, but I don’t suppose you have fish on Mars, so veggie… er, that is, if you have—”

“Not a problem, miss.”

The menu changed to one with a wide choice of fish and vegetarian meals.

“There are more fish types here than we had in the lagoon,” said Minra, mainly for Lissa’s benefit.

“We had to catch our own fish at home,” said Lissa, to Eloise.

“There are sea fish on this menu. Tuna and cod. They’ve been overfished out of existence on Earth. Haven’t seen cod on a menu for years,” said Minra.

Eloise nodded. “The larger fish, and most meats, are vat grown. But… try the mackerel. They and a few other varieties are fresh. We farm them in the Lakes, part of our recreational parkland. We believe in the principle of a circular economy on Mars. The food chain, sociology, engineering… everything is connected and mapped and cyclically supported. Dominic will take you to the Lakes tomorrow, on the guided tour. It’ll blow your socks off.”

“This isn’t what I imagined when I thought of Mars,” said Minra. “I thought you lived in little domes or underground caves. You’ve done all this in, what, sixty years?”

“We’re very proud of what we’ve done. And who do you think was a leading figure in creating all this? Can you guess?”

Minra shook her head.

“It was Dwerry. Your Harold Dwerryhouse. A visionary. He created much of what you see here. Now do you understand why everyone is so excited to see his next of kin arriving on Mars to take over the reins?”

Minra felt a familiar tightening in her gut. That sensation of fear: fear of failure, fear of disappointing.

Take over the reins?

“You’ve seen the hotel, the spaceport. You’ll soon be tasting the fish. It’s a tiny part of everything Dwerry did for Mars, at least until his last few years.”

Minra detected a note of something in that last part. She couldn’t identify it. Something wasn’t being said. But she was tired. Too tired to analyse nuances in the conversational patter of a skilled politician. She let it go.

“Mars is a surprise to you, yes? We don’t broadcast our achievements to Earth. Likewise, governments on Earth are keen to suppress news of our accomplishments. There are too many people wanting to make the switch for a life on Mars as it is, and Earth is worried about spreading dissatisfaction amongst those who know they will never have the resources to come here. And worried about losing skills and talent from those who can. There is too much going in the wrong direction back on the home world. And besides, we’re not yet in any kind of position to accommodate everyone who wishes to immigrate. Mars has to grow at a measured pace for sustainability, and that’s a delicate balancing act. We don’t have the resources that Earth has, or had. It’s created something of a market bottleneck. Supply and demand. Limit the supply and… well, we’re not here for a conversation about circular economics. Suffice to say, we’re fussy about not opening ourselves up to just anybody with untold wealth. What we need on Mars are incomers with creative STEM expertise. We need visionaries.”

The mackerel arrived. Minra was relieved to see it. She didn’t feel at all ready for a discussion about what she and Lissa had to offer in the way of vision and expertise. She was scared. Scared of letting these people down. What did Eloise imagine? That she and Lissa had hereditary gifts that endowed them with the creative skills of Harold Dwerryhouse? Surely not. Minra didn’t know much about what was going on here, but she did know that her familial links with the god-like Dwerry were administrative rather than genetic. Eloise had to know that too.  

But on one topic, Eloise was definitely not mistaken. The mackerel was so good.
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Eloise had promised a tour to blow their socks off, and Dominic didn’t disappoint. Yes, Jezero City was a collection of domes, just as Minra had heard. But what domes. Minra had to remind herself she wasn’t strolling about outside. The Lakes was the name for a vast park area of green space, meadows and, of course, lakes. Other sectors of Jezero City boasted shops—Minra noted the shoe shop straight away, and vowed to return the moment she wasn’t being guided—cinemas, theatres, schools, a university…

Minra had a hundred “how” questions: How was it paid for? How was it all powered? How was the air generated? How were these spaces protected from solar storms? They’d had that storm drill while on Burton West, during which they’d had to huddle in the storm shelter for hours. It gave Minra an insight into the seriousness of the threat after leaving Earth’s protection. She knew Mars offered little defence, having no magnetosphere, so… how?

Dominic explained. “On the Martian surface you’re exposed to about nine hundred times the ultraviolet radiation you’d get on Earth. Add to that the ionising radiation from space and… well, out there it’s a pretty nasty place to live. But we have a solution. Hydrogenated boron nitride nanotube fibres. They’re woven into the domes’ structure and even the outer shell of some of our land vehicles. Just don’t stay out too long in a suit. The new suits have some BNNT protection but… yeah, indoors is better. If you like I can show you the ball milling plant, a big drum where we take amorphous boron, and with an iron catalyst in an ammonia atmosphere we grind it all up. Very noisy. Then it’s moved to the annealing plant. 1,100 degrees Celsius of focussed solar energy in nitrogen flow…” And Minra smiled politely and accepted that the answers to some of the “how” questions were best taken on trust.

“But even so, yes, we have drills,” said Dominic. “If you hear the alarm you must go to an underground shelter. See the red circular icons with the arrows? They will be flashing. And you’ll hear the siren. But the drills are maybe a little over cautious. For the rare solar events that become dangerous.”

“And how often are they?”

“The drills?”

“No, the events.”

“Oh, never. Hasn’t happened yet. We just like to be safe. It’s different if you’re outside, but… well, that doesn’t apply. At least not to most of us.”

Minra thought she detected a note in that last part. As if, somehow, she and Lissa weren’t “most of us”. Lucas had told them that Echo Falls was far from Jezero City, but the Martian community was small and somehow Minra thought they’d be part of it. She felt the same about the whole Jezero City tour. She’d picked up on certain nuances in what Dominic was telling them, as though this whole tour was superficial and might not really apply to them. Like politicians being shown around factories that always smelled of fresh paint and Brasso. Look at our factory. This is where we ordinary people work.

Lissa was enthralled by Jezero City, taking it all in.

“You can spot people who are new, like us,” she said, while they were sitting outside a coffee shop in the shopping district they called Rodeo.

“You have a good eye,” said Dominic.

“I don’t see it,” said Minra.

“It’s the way they walk,” said Lissa. “Look, see him with the red jacket? He’s keeping his head straight. When he turns he does it in a long curve, not sudden, even though he won’t get sick here if he turns too quickly.”

Lissa was right. Now she had pointed it out Minra saw several people all with the same telltale way of moving. Just like her and Lissa.

“They’re not all incomers,” said Dominic. “Some work on the cyclers and they’re here taking their layover. The ones that work out there never really get spin gravity out of their systems. It’s why there’s always a demand for cycler crews. Many are Earthers who see it as a way of buying their Martian residency. They’re willing to work the cyclers for years and years just for the opportunity of one day coming here to stay.”

Minra had been wondering about it. She’d seen cycler crewing as a way out of her debt predicament. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Could she spend her life in that spin gravity straightjacket? From what she’d seen, Jezero City was a lovely place to live. Better than the lagoon, that was for sure. She had to make this work. She had to. Trouble was, she didn’t know how. It was all very well accepting the Dwerryhouse legacy, but she had to find a way to make it stick long-term, and to do that there was the little matter of her debt. How much was the legacy worth? There were still many questions, and she wouldn’t get answers from this guided tour.

They met up with Eloise again in her office at the University, where she was a professor in Martian politics. The University was like everything else on Mars: breathtaking. The lecture halls were modern and filled with the latest interactive technologies. Many of the buildings formed circles around green spaces, where students lounged on the grass, beneath trees, reading, playing instruments or engaging in the cat-and-mouse processes of forging relationships.

“We have good primary schools here, too,” said Eloise, directing her comments at Lissa. “Of course, you won’t get to partake in the full school experience, but we’ll be able to offer a rich and varied virtual program. And I’m sure, from time to time, your mother will allow you to come and attend school in person.”

Minra looked at Eloise. The notional smell of paint and Brasso came to her nostrils in waves.

Now we’re getting to it, she thought.
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“So all this,” said Minra. “The parks, the shops, the perfect Martian life, it’s not for us, is it?”

“No,” said Eloise.

“Because Harold Dwerryhouse’s estate, Echo Falls, isn’t here, is it?” Minra knew this already, but wanted the facts spelled out.

“That, I’m afraid, is correct. But you’ll get to come to Jezero City from time to time, I’m sure. You’ll want to attend at least some of the council meetings.”

“I would?”

“Of course. Hope so. You… Ah, I see that hasn’t been explained. There will be many things about your life on Mars about which I and others are bound to forget to advise you. We tend to take certain knowledge for granted. You’ll have to forgive us for that.”

“So… council meetings?”

Eloise clasped her hands under her chin. “Council members are not paid. Only expenses. We prefer it that way. We want our council representatives to be working for the good of the people of Mars, not as a means of income. We all have other jobs. One of the ways, though, that we reward our long-standing and senior members, is to bestow hereditary peerage. It sounds archaic and is a system not without critics. But I’m not one of them. I’m a supporter of the peerage system on Mars, because it works. Having a second chamber keeps us honest. Harry Dwerryhouse was First Minister for fifteen years.”

“So he had hereditary peerage?”

“Yes.”

“And it passes to me?”

“You’ve got it.”

“So what am I? A lady?”

“You are High Councillor Koenman. It’s part of the legacy.”

“So how often do I have to do it? Go to council meetings?”

“As often as you like. Or not at all; it’s up to you. But you might see it as a way of connecting, not just for yourself, for Lissa too. Expenses are paid, so that would give you an opportunity to come into Jezero City once in a while. We’d all be happy to see you again.”

“It sounds as though me and Lissa are being exiled. Just how far away is this estate that I’ve inherited?”

“Oh, it’s… far. At Echus Chasma. It’s on the other side of Mars.”

“The other side?”

“Like… say, New Zealand is to the Netherlands. Yes?”

“So when you say ‘the other side’ you really mean it.”

“Indeed.”

“So, how do we get there? Can we fly?”

“No, no. Mars is nothing like Earth. There’s no flying. We’ve tried helicopters, but for people? Too expensive. There are issues enough with all the rocket fuel we have to burn just taking the shuttles up and down to Mars Station. No. You’ll drive there.”

Minra stared. “Drive! How far is this place?”

Eloise studied her hands. She looked uncomfortable. “There are different routes, you understand. There are no oceans to limit your choices, but sometimes the shorter route isn’t the most ideal, or quickest.”

“So, the most ideal route?”

“Give or take, about 10,000 kilometres. Or 6,200 miles if you prefer.”

“That’ll take weeks. Who’ll drive us? Is there, I don’t know, some kind of bus?”

“You’ll drive yourself. Dwerry’s old rover is down in the maintenance depot where it’s been since the last time he came here to Jezero City. I authorised a full service as soon as I learned you were coming: new tyres, PV cells, batteries, oil change, upgraded life support… It’s as good as getting a new one, so it should get you to Echus without a problem. Dwerry used to do it in about ten days, but he knew the route backwards. It’ll take you a little longer. I’d guess… say two to three weeks for your first trip.”

“Do I need a driving licence?”

“Haven’t you got one?”

“No.”

“Well, it’s not a problem. You don’t need one on Mars.”

“Let me get this straight. If I drove a car at home I’d be fined, jailed, named-and-shamed… there’s a long list of penalties. But on Mars, I can drive around, go as I please?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t that… dangerous?”

“Only to you. And your daughter. Think about it. You’re not likely to run anyone over, are you? Especially once you’re away from Jezero. We don’t have many pedestrians. And besides, neither of you are Martian citizens. Not yet. So you’re not even in our system, except as tourists.”

“So you allow tourists to drive anywhere on Mars?”

“In your case, not so much allow, as insist. Look, if it makes you happier I’ll give you a piece of paper; I’ll sign it, giving you permission. But nobody is ever going to pull you over and ask to see it. We don’t have traffic police. There’s no highway code, because we don’t have highways. Not yet.”

Eloise gave Minra a moment to absorb it all. Minra suspected there was worse to come, and she was right.

Eloise spoke quickly. “Anyway, the thing you’ll be driving is not really what you’d call a car, it’s more like a spaceship on wheels.”

Minra stared at her. “I’d have thought I’d need a licence to drive a spaceship. A test pilot’s licence, minimum.”

“You’ll get training.”

“Well, at least that’s something. When?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning. That’s all. One morning.”

“It’s all you’ll need.”

“So, what if I fail?”

“There’s no test.”

“This is insane. I’ve only just arrived on Mars. I know nothing about living here. And you’re suggesting I go off with my daughter on a road trip halfway around the planet?”

“I’m sorry, Minra, it isn’t a suggestion. Your home is Echo Falls, in Echus Chasma, north of Valles Marineris. You have to go there before you can accept the terms of Dwerry’s will. Until then, right now, you’re getting by on expenses, and they’re limited.”

“What if I just say, ‘I accept’? I’ll then have access to the money in the account. Can’t I use it to live here in Jezero City?”

“No. The terms of the will are that you must take possession of Dwerry’s home at Echus. But let’s say you could just accept. You’d have a few million valuts. It would last three, maybe three and a half years. Mars is expensive. The hotel is the most expensive place to live on Mars. The rates are charged, not per night, but by the hour. Or you could buy a second home here in Jezero City, but then you’d still have the upkeep of your Echus home to pay for as well as the purchase cost of your new place, so you’d have just a few months of living expenses left instead of years. Minra, you need an income. Echo Falls is where Dwerry saw potential for making a huge income, for himself, for his beneficiary to his will, and for the good of Mars. I think that’s why he insisted you go there. That, and our restrictions about off-world cash and asset transfers.”

“But… 10,000 kilometres! Three weeks in a car!”

“I’ve never done the trip, but I know people who have. They say it’s not so bad.”

“So what was Dwerry’s plan for making money? Was it something I’d be able to continue?”

“Yeah, about that. He didn’t share any specifics about what he had in mind, though he had a long shopping list of unworkable and expensive ideas—like his canali railway system, the great sky hook and even the Phobos trapeze. He was very excitable about his schemes. To be honest, Dwerry—we all loved the man, you understand, but… well, he went a little eccentric in his later years. Reclusive, secretive… A bit nuts, really.”

“So you’re sending me and my eight-year-old daughter in an old, patched-up car, on the trail of a mad idea by some deranged lunatic?”

“The car’s better than patched up.”

“What if I said no?”

“You probably shouldn’t.”

“I probably will.”

“Minra, you have a debt that you can’t repay without a source of serious income. As soon as you say no, you become penniless in the most expensive patch of real estate in the galaxy.”

“So, what could you do? Throw me outside? Do you have prisons on Mars?”

“Yes, sadly, we do have a prison.” Eloise sat back in her chair and took a sip of coffee. She laid her hands on her lap and smiled. It was a forced smile. She had obviously known this conversation was coming and was clearly upset at how heated it had become. What the hell did she expect? thought Minra.

“Look, Minra. You’ve already come fifty million kilometres. You’ve taken the bravest step that anyone would imagine for a single mother and her daughter. What’s another few thousand? Another few days? Besides…”

She paused and didn’t finish the sentence. But Minra knew exactly what she’d been about to say.

Besides, you don’t have any choice.
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Enceladus Roth



Lissa was asleep in bed in their room. In her own room, part of their suite. Minra crossed the elevated walkway to the fancy hotel lounge, which she had to herself. She needed a stiff drink and some thinking time. She’d been down to the garage that afternoon, to inspect the six-wheeled glass-and-foil campervan that was supposed to take them off-road across half a planet. It looked old. It came with a storage locker for their provisions. The foil parts looked pre-used, like foil that had been salvaged from a turkey roast. The whole ensemble could have been a prop from a budget remake of a film from the Mad Max franchise. Would there be a round of applause from the engineers and fitters if it even managed to haul itself down the ramp to the surface of Mars?

Minra had walked around the vehicle with an expression of perplexed horror on her face. The cabin was so small you had to leave your clothes on the outside. Really! Daisy, the duty mechanic, explained how the spacesuits were attached to the outside of the door frame, and you crawled out of them to get into the vehicle. Both spacesuits were full sized, so she apologised, saying there’d be a delay while they found a child-sized suit for Lissa and adapted the door interface.

No apology necessary; take all the time you like, Minra thought. She couldn’t get her head around the idea that they were about to be sent out onto the surface of Mars, alone, without training, with all the gob-smacking dangers of being far from help on the far side of an airless, alien world. She and her daughter would be spending a fortnight out there.

“Don’t let her looks put you off,” said Daisy. “She’s a solid old bus. Very reliable. Not a bit like her namesake.”

“Her namesake?”

“She’s an Allegro. It’s the name HB Burton first used, and it stuck. Austin Allegros were Earth cars that were not so reliable.”

“So, wait a minute, this is the same car HB used? Sixty years ago?”

“No, no. This is a mark VI, much newer. The design’s similar. We call all the Mars rovers Allegros. Dwerry bought this one in the seventies, so it’s… ooh, not even forty years old yet. We look after it. Keep up with the servicing, kick the tyres now and again, you know?”

In the hotel lounge, still in shock from seeing the car, spaceship, truck, campervan, whatever, Minra selected a drink from the autobar and slid into a seat in one of the booths. She played with her drink, twisting the little paper umbrella, except here they had paper satellite dishes instead of umbrellas. She weighed everything up and kept coming back to the same conclusions, arriving at the same sense of hopelessness which got her muttering under her breath like a crazy person.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!”

It said it all, really.

“You want some company?”

Minra noticed the space boots standing by her table and looked up, startled. Twice startled. First because she didn’t know there was another guest at the hotel, and second… he wore a debt ring, as pulsatingly red as her own.

“No. Yes. Please join me,” she answered, trying not to appear too flustered.

“From what I heard of your mumblings, we might both be on the same wavelength this evening,” he said. “I’m Encel.”

“Minra.” She shook his hand. He slid into the booth beside her.

Encel wore a raggedy beard and long, grey-streaked hair that hid his age. At first Minra thought he was late fifties, early sixties even. But as he spoke, his voice and mannerisms suggested someone younger. He had watery grey eyes that were faded and rimmed in red. She noticed too that when he lifted his glass to his lips his hands trembled.

“Encel? Unusual name,” said Minra.

“Short for Enceladus. Enceladus Roth. My dad named all his kids after Saturn’s moons. I have a sister called Dione. I named my ship Phoebe. My elder brother fared less well. Titan Roth, gets shortened to Tit. Mainly by me.” He laughed into his drink with a shaking hand that spilled some on the table.

He fingered his debt ring and nodded towards Minra’s. “What’s your story? You don’t look like you work the belt.”

She didn’t know what he meant, but gave a quick summary of her life.

“I inherited land on Mars. Had to borrow money to get here, me and my eight-year-old daughter. Now I find my new home’s half a planet’s drive away.”

Encel shrugged. “From Earth?”

Minra nodded.

“Well, you’ve broken the back of the journey. What do you do?”

“I read dreams. Tell people what’s in their futures.”

He nodded, not at all surprised. “I’ve got a whole encyclopaedia of dreams you could read. A hundred volumes. And I do most of my dreaming when I’m still awake. Don’t get to sleep much on the belt.”

“So what’s ‘working the belt’?”

“Mining. Asteroids. You know?”

“No, I don’t, sorry. Since coming to Mars, I’ve come to realise there’s nothing I know,” said Minra.

“Okay, asteroids. Source of untold wealth. Platinum, gold, palladium… all the rare metals they mined out on Earth years ago. I just found a lovely, rich source of indium that they’re using now to make solar panels more efficient.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “And I’m the only one that knows where to get it.” He waited to let this sink in, holding Minra’s gaze with his intense pale eyes to see if she got the magnitude of what he’d just told her. Then he took a long draught of his beer. “It’s the new gold rush, because it’s way easier to get out to the asteroids from Mars’ orbit than it is from Earth. But here’s the thing they don’t tell you: You have to buy your own ship, your own kit… everything.” He tapped his debt ring again. “And you sign your life away. You borrowed the price of a ticket to Mars? I borrowed to buy the whole goddamn spaceship. That’s why the Jezero Heights is empty.” He waved his shaking hand around at all the empty tables. “Built it for miners, but we’re all out there, all the time, working our asses off round the clock, because every hour you’re not mining, the interest’s compounding, exponential growth, towards that event horizon line where you know you’ll be sucked in, your hopes and dreams and your very soul, crushed.”

“You bought a whole spaceship? How old are you?”

“Thirty-three, and I don’t feel a day over eighty.” He broke into another spasm of ironic laughter that slopped more beer over the table. “You don’t sleep on the belt. Have to be alert all the time. It breaks a lot of us. Really, something snaps. I’ve seen it. Awake two weeks at a stretch; it isn’t unusual. Eventually you forget how to sleep. It’s worse in the storm season. Shouldn’t go out in the storms, but you have to, to stay on top of the interest. So then you have to find an asteroid big enough for shielding, and quick. And you tuck your ship in behind her, just so. And while you’re there, you dig and you dig. For anything you can find.”

He broke off and his attention drifted. He was focussing on a distant spot behind the bar. Minra didn’t notice the moment when he started to talk again, he just drifted in, mid-sentence, talking to himself as much as to her.

“You come back to Mars with a good haul. A decent payoff… but you can’t land it. Yeah, okay, you can glide in, if you get the angle right, but it’s not the gliding in, it’s the takeoff again, afterwards. You land on Mars and you have to get back up, and all your profits are gone in that one big burn. You must know how that is. You came down sitting on rockets and ’chutes. Think of the cost of hauling all of that up again. Shit, it’s brutal. So we send our precious metals down on their own, to the crash site. Half of ’em burn up on the way down. I could get on top of the money, the interest, I could, I know it. But the burn-up. It’s brutal. You know, if I could sleep I’d dream of valuts and tonos, of interest, growing and compounding, a living, grasping, drooling beast. Good thing I don’t know how to sleep anymore, isn’t it? Good job for you, too. If you read dreams, my dreams’d fry your brains, turn you as mental as I am.”

He lay his head down on his hands and began to snore. And at the same time, he cried. Not just cried. He sobbed.
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A Bunch of Keys



They put on the spacesuits. They weren’t comfortable, but better than Minra had feared. They’d only have to wear them now and again during their driving tour, and she doubted they’d be putting out a picnic rug whenever they stopped. Spending leisure time on the Martian surface and catching some rays along the way was not on Minra’s to-do list.

Most disappointing was having to stow those gorgeous, blue, five-inch heels she’d bought in the Rodeo shoe shop just that morning. They were the first heels she’d ever worn that were comfortable. It helped, of course, that she was now only one-third her Earth weight. She hadn’t expected she’d have to dress as an astronaut again so soon after becoming comfortable with Martian city life.

Ah well, maybe I’ll get to wear them in this Echo Falls place. Who knows?

“We’re in an atmosphere now, so you could have just climbed into the Allegro and had me attach the suits to the hatch once you were inside,” said Daisy. “But you’re gonna have to do it the hard way sometime, so I figured, might as well put them on now, as if you’re out on the surface, for practice. If you can’t get in and out of your suits you won’t be able to leave the Allegro to charge it up, and it’s a long wait if someone has to come and get you.” She chuckled.

You’re enjoying this, thought Minra.

She and Lissa tubby-walked across the garage floor towards their vehicle, feeling as though they were wearing inflated life rafts. Up close, and with the prospect of having to climb up the side in a spacesuit, the Allegro seemed much taller than yesterday.

“Lissa first,” said Daisy. “Fold down the bottom of the ladder. Don’t forget to pull it up after you, with the rope.”

Minra hovered below the ladder in case Lissa fell. Lissa climbed. Five rungs. She pulled the rope as instructed.

“Now the tricky bit,” said Daisy. “Lie against the side of the cabin, but try to line up the seams on the torso part of your suit with the edges on the cabin.”

“What’s a torso?” said Lissa.

“Doesn’t matter. You’ve done it anyway. Excellent. The cabin door should just push open now all the edges are mated.”

Minra was next. She went around to the other side of the Allegro. The climb wasn’t so bad, but she’d have thought it would be easier than it was, given the Martian gravity. It just showed how much muscle density she’d lost on the trip out from Earth.

She connected to the mating loop first time, just like she’d seen Lissa do.

“Okay,” said Daisy. “But what have you forgotten?”

Minra didn’t know. She stayed silent and felt like a naughty schoolgirl.

“The ladder, Minra. You haven’t pulled up the bottom of the ladder. If you forget, and then hit a rock after you’ve started driving, you’ll break off the bottom section. Not so bad jumping down, but a hard scramble when you need to get back up.”

“How do I…” Minra stretched, twiddling her fingers, but couldn’t reach the rope. She let her arms and legs dangle like a fly stuck on flypaper.

“You have to disconnect yourself first, before you can reach down.”

“Obviously. So how do I disconnect myself?”

“The white button on your left.”

“Well, isn’t it a good job I forgot the rope then?” Minra muttered under her breath. “Or come the time of our first excursion, me and Lissa wouldn’t have been able to detach ourselves and get out.”

“You’ll have a radio,” said Daisy. “Anything I forget to tell you, you can always call and ask.”

“And the radio signal’s good?”

“Yeah, yeah. Well… patchy,” said Daisy. “But you’ll get a signal most of the time.”

“Most of the time? Really?”

“Oh, you’ll be fine.”

Minra pulled up the ladder, reconnected with the mating seal, and pushed the door open to join Lissa inside. She had to duck her head inside first, then extract her legs from the suit one at a time. It had been easier for Lissa; she was smaller. She’d just rolled inside.

The air smelled of rubber, old sweat, and… like something had been left out of the fridge too long. Some of the surfaces were dusty. Has this really been refurbished? The Allegro’s controls looked familiar, at least. Minra had spent an hour with Daisy the previous morning—her promised training course—in a mock-up cabin that wasn’t quite the same as her Allegro, but close enough. Daisy had explained the few differences as far as she could remember them. Minra hadn’t been reassured. If Daisy couldn’t remember all the differences after a lifelong career working on these vehicles, then how was Minra supposed to learn and remember every switch and control after a single one-hour session? Thankfully, there weren’t too many knobs and levers. Or Daisy hadn’t shown her all of them. She noted that many of the lights and dials were already giving readings: life support, radio, battery and charging condition… Ah, charging. That was another of yesterday’s lessons, the reverse origami of unfolding the extended solar panels, then worse: packing them away again.

Daisy had been unusually serious on the topic of charging. “If you don’t master this operation you’ll be in big trouble. You’re going to have to recharge the Allegro at least five or six times on this trip.”

Big trouble? Everything on the Allegro spelled the potential for big trouble.

Right, thought Minra. I can do this.

But not every light was on. The driving controls were dead.

“Can you remember what we do first?” said Lissa. She’d taken the left-hand seat and looked excited to go. On Earth, on the rare occasions they’d travelled anywhere by car, she’d always had to travel in the back seat. Now, high up above the garage floor, next to the driver, this was a new adventure for her, notwithstanding the fact they’d soon be driving on Mars. Minra, in the right-hand driver’s seat, scanned her eyes over all the controls. It was the opposite layout to any of the cars she’d ever driven. Apparently, the Allegro had been designed by a Brit, presumably in the days before the Kingdom had switched to driving on the right.

“I guess, switch it on,” said Minra. She flapped her arms in front of all the switches. “Daisy didn’t show me how to switch it on. Great start.”

She pressed the button marked “radio”. “Daisy, can you hear me?”

“Yep. You’re wondering how to switch it on? I didn’t show you. On purpose. After I’ve depressurised the garage and opened the doors, then I’ll tell you. I didn’t want you crashing through the doors because you got overexcited.”

“I wouldn’t have done that,” said Minra. “But, yeah, thanks.”

“Depressurising,” said Daisy.

It took a few minutes. The Allegro’s flimsy hull creaked and groaned to prove the outside pressure was becoming less than that inside their vehicle. Minra hoped it wouldn’t creak and groan and explode.

“Don’t worry about the noises,” Minra said to Lissa. “Car’s been through this many times before. Forty years’ worth of times. I’m sure it’s strong.” She wasn’t really saying it for Lissa’s benefit as much as to reassure herself.

Ahead of them a flashing red light became fixed red, and the doors swung open.

“Reach up,” came Daisy’s voice from the speakers. “Underneath the sun visor. I put the keys there.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Minra. “Keys? Car theft is a thing out on Mars, is it?”

“Yeah, no, the keys are symbolic more than anything, I guess. Now, dead centre in the overhead console. You see the slot for the key? Yeah? Insert and turn. You know how to use a key? Done? Nothing’s happened, right? So, next to where you inserted the key there’s a red safety cover. Flip it up and there’s a toggle switch. That’s your on-off button for the driving controls. If you’re stopped for any length of time for a rest or for charging, you’re better switching that back to “Off” to prevent mishaps. You can leave the keys where they are. You are right. Grand theft Allegro isn’t a thing on Mars. Okay. Whenever you’re ready.”

Minra reached up and switched. All the remaining lights and dials came to life. She expected a humming noise or some kind of vibration, but there was none. She pushed the control yoke, a light, tentative touch, and the car jerked forward with an eagerness that caught Minra unawares. She let go in panic and the car stopped. She waited while her heart rate returned to normal.

Okay, come on, Minra. You’ve got this. It’s safe. Minra was amazed at her capacity to lie to herself. Safe? What is there about this whole madness that I could possibly call safe?

She took a long breath then gripped the control yoke once again.

Okay. Careful this time.

She exerted a gentle pressure and the car crept forward, this time with more caution. Minra steered it onto the ramp and down onto the Martian surface, her breath coming in pants.

I’m driving a car on Mars.

Actually, not Mars; it was a concrete apron, made from fused Martian sand, like concrete. On the apron the Allegro ran smoothly. Off the apron, it didn’t. Then she was driving on Mars.

“Looking good,” came Daisy’s voice. “Remember, call me if you need anything. Have a nice trip.”

The click as she signed out seemed awfully final.
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Follow the Sun



“How do you know which way to go?” asked Lissa.

“Because Mummy has a fantastic sense of direction,” said Minra.

“Really?”

“On Mars? You think? No, I’m lost already, and we can still see Jezero City if we look behind us. But don’t worry, we’re good. We just follow the sun.”

Lissa gave her a stare.

Minra smiled. “Or we use the autopilot. There’re some parts that we’ll have to navigate ourselves, where part of the car’s memory has been lost, but the first thousand or so miles will be easy enough. We can sit back and let the car take us.”

“So, why are you driving us?”

“Ah, it’s part of my clever plan for self-training. If I do the driving and navigating now, I can get in some practice while it’s safe. We’ll be close enough to Jezero City to seek help if we get something wrong. We shouldn’t need any help though, because all we’re doing is following the line on the map.” Minra pointed to the red dot on the navigation screen. “That’s us. So long as I keep to that line”—she traced along the blue line with her finger—“we can switch the car back to auto. If we stray from the line, and we will, then we have to find our way back onto it again before we can use the autopilot safely. In case there’s a ravine or something in the way.”

Minra was simplifying. Daisy had simplified, then elaborated. Mars didn’t have GPS yet, so they used a network of ground-based beacon signals. And as Daisy had explained, the signals sometimes got lost behind mountains, in which case the system relied on dead-reckoning calculations from speed and course corrections. So long as they successfully reached Echo Falls, their whole route would be recorded and stored in the car’s memory. The car should then, in theory, be able to find its way back and forth alone, without help. If Minra went wrong though, the car would go that same wrong way every time. Unless she could manually edit the route, it would cost her money. “So no sightseeing,” Daisy had warned.

Minra had no intention of sightseeing. And why did every damn thing she ever did in life end up costing more money? Even inheriting a vast fortune and estate had left her in more debt than she’d ever been. On Earth she owed euros and dollars. Here she owed valuts. Why couldn’t she make money for a change? Lots of people made money. Those same people made messes of their lives all the time, and they didn’t usually wind up fumbling around, far from Planet Earth, owing more money than the national debt of the once-united Kingdom.

Mars was all around them. There were tyre tracks, lots of them, so for the moment Minra knew they were on a well-travelled route. She knew those tyre tracks would dwindle to nothing over time. Yes, Dwerry and others had been this way, but Mars wasn’t like the moon, where every mark was kept pristine for centuries. Mars had wind and erosion, and tyre tracks would eventually blow away.

Jezero City was no longer visible in their mirrors. They were alone in a wasteland with only tyre tracks as evidence of human occupation. And then the tyre tracks disappeared.

Minra stopped.

“What’s wrong?” said Lissa.

“Look at the tyre tracks. They all go left, around that hill.”

“Shouldn’t we follow them?”

“Well, that’s what I was thinking. But according to the route we’ve been given, no. We’re meant to go straight on here.”

She drummed her fingers on the dashboard and considered. Were the instructions wrong? What was so fascinating around that hill? In her head, she couldn’t rid herself of Daisy’s first law. No sightseeing.

“I think we should go and look,” said Lissa.

“I think we shouldn’t,” said Minra. “But we’re gonna.”

She swung the Allegro round so they could follow the tracks. On the other side of the hill was a line of huts. Lots of them. There were three other Allegros, parked, but at some distance from where Minra had stopped, and they could just make out people moving around, carrying tools. The nearest were going in and out of one of the huts, which had its wide doors open to allow access.

From the top of each hut a wire stretched up into the sky. Lissa and Minra both leaned forward in their seats, a synchronised move that could almost have been choreographed. They peered upwards, but the angle of the windscreen prevented them seeing what was up there.

“Maybe this is where they tie up their balloons,” said Lissa.

“What balloons?”

“I don’t know. I dreamt about balloons. People riding in them. Seems like balloons would be better than driving. I bet this is where they keep them.”

“There’s a notice,” said Minra. She pulled forward a little further so she could read it, being careful not to be too heavy-handed with the controls. She wasn’t confident enough yet not to crash the Allegro into one of the huts and demolish it, or destroy their rover.

“Jezero Kite Farm,” she read. “Sorry, hon. No balloons.” Beneath was an arrow pointing to the left. “Ah, it’s a charging station. This is where we can charge the Allegro. We don’t need to do it; we’ve only been driving a few hours, and the battery gauge says 99 percent. But I reckon it would be good practice for us, because at least here there are people around who could help if we get stuck.”

Lissa nodded. “I still think a balloon would be easier than driving all the way.”

Minra shook her head. “Thin air, remember? They probably can’t use balloons on Mars.”

“But they could. I saw them.”

“Come on. Forget balloons. Let’s go outside.”

Lissa seemed excited to try out her suit on the Martian surface. Minra was less enthusiastic. This was dangerous. Walking on Mars? What the hell was she doing here? But she knew it was something she would have to do. She tried not to let her anxiety show as she struggled into her suit that was attached to the outside of the Allegro. It had seemed easier when they were inside the garage with all the open space around. It had seemed easier when there was an expert on hand to help. Minra went through her checklist three times, then did the same for Lissa, until her daughter became irritable.

“Come on, Mummy. You checked everything. Let’s go.”

Minra hit the white release button and stepped away from the side of the cabin. She told Lissa she could do the same, but warned her not to step off the side of the Allegro; the ground was far down and she’d need the ladder. But when she looked, Lissa was already skipping around the surface of Mars, kicking sand and making wild jumps in the first space she’d encountered that didn’t have a roof.

Minra climbed down and stood beside her daughter, putting a restraining hand on her arm. They were facing the nearest of the huts. They craned their necks to look upwards. They could just make out the shapes of hundreds of kites. They seemed very high. Because they could see them at all meant they must be very big.

“What is this place?” said Lissa.

“It’s a kite farm,” said Minra.

“You said that. But why?”

“Someone likes flying kites?” Minra smiled and jokingly stuck out her tongue at her daughter, but all facial expressions were lost on Lissa in the dark shadows of Minra’s helmet.

Minra searched around until she spotted the thing she was looking for.

“Okay. There on the wall of that hut. A charging point for the Allegro. And look. Over there.” She pointed. “Those heavy cables. They run from each hut, and they all seem to lead towards Jezero City. Do you remember that man at the spaceport in Scotland, and in Earth Station? Leon?”

“The one you got that big crush on?”

“I did not.”

“Did.”

“Anyway. He talked about how he was coming here to build more solar panels on Mars. How the Martians didn’t want to make the same mistakes we made on Earth. Eloise told me how this was part of it. Solar’s great on Mars, but doesn’t work quite so well as it does on Earth, even with fewer clouds, because we’re further away from the sun. Apparently there’s forty percent less energy available here for solar panels, so he said they make extra power from kites. Don’t ask me how that works. I didn’t think there’d be enough wind, but hey, what do I know? Explains all the tyre tracks, at least. There must always be maintenance crews coming here.”

Minra unhooked the charging cable from the side of the Allegro and connected it to the socket on the wall of the hut the way she’d been shown. Two minutes later the charging light turned green.

“Yeah, I said we didn’t really need any. I don’t think it’ll be as easy as this from now on though. There won’t be any convenient plugs along the way. We’ve got an enormous sail we have to unfurl.”

“Do we get to fly a kite?” asked Lissa.

“No, no kites.”

“Aw,” said Lissa.

Thank goodness, thought Minra.

Back inside the Allegro Minra did a three-point turn and retraced their path until they were back on the route they’d been told to take. The one without tyre tracks. Here, the ground hadn’t been flattened and smoothed. The going was rougher. The six wheels made a constant grinding and crunching noise through the sand, the kind of noise that should be accompanied by a low-oil light. Not at all healthy. Minra felt a growing sense of loneliness in her stomach. As if they weren’t isolated enough, here there wasn’t even the comfort of an old tyre track to make them feel they were still attached to humanity.

She kept looking over at Lissa to reassure herself that at least her daughter was still with her. Lissa, for her part, seemed to be enjoying herself. The novelty of riding up front—not that there were any back seats—had not worn off for her yet, and she perched forward, peering at the empty desert ahead, all orange and brown and red. Minra longed for the sight of something green. She recalled the famous phrase Buzz Aldrin had used to describe the Moon. Magnificent desolation. This didn’t even have the magnificent part.

Minra drove for two hours more before handing control over to their autopilot. The handover process, at least for the first time, was a rigmarole. Something that must have been dreamed up on Earth, because on Mars they seemed to have divested themselves from nonsense like this.

“What name would you like to assign to your autopilot? You can choose a pleasing avatar to enhance your autonomously piloted experiences. We have included a filter to simplify your selection.”

Minra scrolled through the options. There were no shortcuts. No “choose for me” option. Hundreds of avatars, each one infinitely customisable: multiple genders, eye and hair colours, skin tones, languages, voices. The Allegro remained stationary, parked up for twenty minutes or more while the menu options, and Minra’s blood pressure, seemed to increase exponentially.

At last an AI autopilot was born. Sandra. It wasn’t a very original name. In seeking inspiration, Minra had looked out of the window and seen a lot of, well, sand.

Now under Sandra’s control, the Allegro made progress, moving along at a much faster clip than Minra had dared. Lissa looked at her.

“I know, I know,” said Minra. “I’m a slow driver. You don’t have to say it.”

Lissa smiled. “I wasn’t going to. You’re doing really well. What I was going to say was, now you’re done driving for a while, can we eat something? We do have food with us, don’t we?”

“There’s a living area through that hatch. That should be where the food is. Yes, I’m hungry too. Starving. But I’ve lost track of which meal we’re meant to be eating. Is it breakfast? Dinner? And for that matter, when are we meant to sleep? Do we follow Mars’ natural day and night? It’s about the same as Earth’s, a few minutes longer, I think. And did you know they have their own calendar here? Twenty-four months in a year. And the days of the week are different, too. Today is Benasol. Or it could be Cipasol. It’s hard to keep track when you’re struggling to learn the days of the week. I dare say you’ll learn all this when you start school.”

“When does that happen?” asked Lissa.

“On Cipasol. Tomorrow. Or it could be today if I really have got it wrong. Online lessons. You’ll do it as we travel. It’ll keep you from getting bored.”

“I’m not bored.”

Minra just smiled. Two weeks of this? Just you wait, hon.

“Okay, look, we could leave the car to drive itself, but I think I’d rather stop while we find something to eat. Sure, we could use Sandra, but… well, for all her multi-faceted personality and psychological depth, I need to have some confidence in her first.”

She flicked off Sandra, hoping like mad that her personality had been saved and that she wouldn’t have to go through the whole conception/creation/birth process again. She pulled back on the yoke, bringing the car to a halt, then flicked off the power switch.

Minra’s first action was to stretch. And her bum was sore. Even in low gravity, the constant joggling from off-road driving had taken its toll.

Minra stood. “Come on, we haven’t even explored the rest of the Allegro yet, and it’s going to be our home for the next two weeks. Let’s grab a bite and do the tour while we’re at it.”

There were two hatches behind the driving seats. The one on the left was a tiny closet that held a toilet that folded away to leave enough room for a shower. The other revealed a long, narrow kitchen area, a microwave, a counter the size of a dinner plate, a one-ring halogen hob, a sink for food prep, and a fridge. There were no other hatches or doors, so no other rooms. This was all there was, and it came with a faint smell of curry—better than the chemical smell from the closet next door.

“Where do we sleep?” asked Lissa.

“There were supposed to be bunks. Daisy said there were bunks,” said Minra. She pulled out her rolltop, unfolded it to paperback-book size, took a breath and set about consulting the manual.

“Hey Monica, where are the bunks on a mark six Allegro?”

Daisy had loaded a copy of the Allegro workshop manual onto Minra’s rolltop, to be accessed via her digital assistant, Monica. Minra hadn’t spoken to her digital assistant in years. Monica had been the name of Minra’s imaginary friend when she was a little girl. Her mother had decided the best way forward in dealing with an imaginary friend would be to make her real, so Minra’s embryonic, fresh-out-of-the-box digital assistant had been named Monica. It worked. The young Minra had been so freaked out when her imaginary friend started answering her back, that she had shunned both, and had remained wary, perhaps even a little scared of Monica ever since. Minra hadn’t actually spoken to her digital assistant in more than two decades. Adults shouldn’t speak to imaginary friends. Maybe that explained her early reticence over Sandra. Creating another new imaginary friend, whose only job was to drive the car, seemed plain wrong. She’d managed her whole life well enough without make-believe helpers, and now, in the space of minutes, she needed two. Would Monica even talk back to her after all this time?

Monica didn’t skip a beat. She didn’t even complain about Minra ignoring her for so long, though there was a hint of petulance in her voice. “Hi Minra. Long time. So, in the mark six Allegro the bunks are in the galley. To access the bunks, first isolate the cooking equipment. The isolation switch can be found beneath the wash basin.” No complaining, no small talk either though.

“Wait, Monica.” Minra stooped to look and found the switch, which was already in the off position, so this was good: if she’d elected to make food first, the oven wouldn’t have worked.

“Okay, Monica, what next?”

“The bunk access control is the lever positioned high on the wall above the microwave oven. See diagram.”

Minra didn’t need to see the diagram. There was only one lever. She pulled it. The whole galley wall disappeared in a magical, Venetian-blind movement. Then the longer wall split along a line at shin-height, and two bunks unfolded from it. Minra and Lissa had to back out into the main cab because there was no room to stand with the bunks lowered.

“Ta da! There you go, Lissa.” Minra made jazz hands. “Your bed and your classroom.”

Lissa climbed up to the top bunk. “Bagsy.”

“Yeah, sure. You’re young and still love to climb. You can have the top bunk. But right now I’m hungry. Must be a delayed reaction from all the stress. Let’s put it all away again and fix some lunch.”

An hour later, far from help, they set fire to their only safe refuge on Mars.
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“Mummy? You awake?”

“Mmm.”

“Do you smell something?”

“Just old curry. Go to sleep, Liss.”

By the time they’d eaten, it had gone dark outside, which answered the question about which meal they were eating. Minra decided they should go to bed early. She didn’t want to drive in the dark. She didn’t yet trust Sandra to speed them across the surface of Mars based solely on old, borrowed memories. Besides, Minra wanted to try to reset her biological clock, which had taken a beating since leaving the Burton West. Was there such a thing as rocket lag? There must be, because Minra had it bad.

“Smells like… smoke?”

“No, I promise you. It’s curry.”

Then came the sirens. And strobe lights. And a robotic voice with a strident message designed by teams of psychologists to invoke the right level of urgency: Urgency level eleven on a one-to-ten scale.

“Fire! Emergency! Fire! Emergency!”

Minra bolted up from her cosy, warm bed and smacked her head on the bottom of Lissa’s bunk. She rolled out onto her hands and knees.

“Where? Where’s the fire?”

“Fire! Emergency!”

Minra didn’t know much about space travel or living on Mars. What she did know was that a fire on a spaceship—which was what the Allegro was, a spaceship with wheels—was a bad thing. A very bad thing. Probably the worst thing, apart from Violent Explosion or Hit by an Asteroid.

Minra got onto her feet but was flattened by Lissa jumping down from her top bunk. The two scrambled into the Allegro’s main cabin.

“Not in here,” said Lissa. “Can’t smell it.”

“Outside then?”

“No, look!” Lissa pointed back the way they’d come, towards the bedroom/galley. Minra’s pillow was on fire.

The pillow was where the halogen hob would have been before they unfolded the beds.

“Oh my God!” said Minra, pulling at the bedding. Beneath the sheets and mattress, through the slats in the bed, some of which had melted, she could see the glow of the halogen hob. She reached up, pulled the retract lever and waited for a long, long second for the beds to disappear and the kitchen to arrive. She ducked under the sink and turned the isolation switch to off.

The crisis wasn’t over. The bedding still smouldered. But at least now there was a sink, and water. Minra filled a jug and doused the flames. Still, the alarms raged.

“What do we do now?” said Minra. As if her eight-year-old would know.

The eight-year-old didn’t answer, she just stared, wide-eyed. She too understood the ramifications of setting fire to one’s bed, in a wheeled spaceship, 390 million kilometres from Earth.

“I should call Daisy,” said Minra. She didn’t want to call Daisy and have to tell her she’d set fire to the Allegro after only one day on the road. She felt it might diminish her standing as an adventurer, but then again she probably didn’t have any standing. Still, she wouldn’t tell Daisy if she could avoid it.

“Let’s wait and see if the alarms stop,” she said. “When the smoke goes away.”

“Where will the smoke go?”

“There are filters,” said Minra. “For this kind of thing.” But she knew there wasn’t meant to be any of “this kind of thing”. She should have been more careful, rocket lag notwithstanding.

“You’d think there’d be an automatic cut-off. Something to stop us getting the beds out while the hob’s still lit. Wouldn’t you? Seems obvious to me, and I’m not a rocket scientist.”

“You’re right, Mummy. It wasn’t our fault,” said Lissa.

“No, it wasn’t,” said Minra. But inside she knew. The Allegro wasn’t some mobile domestic appliance with a twenty-language pamphlet to warn against not eating the plug, or not putting the plastic bag in which it came over your head. This was a spaceship, far from Earth, to be handled by experienced astronauts with astrophysics qualifications and lots of the right stuff. Minra didn’t have astrophysics qualifications or any stuff. She read crystal balls. She’d felt out of her depth since A’Mhòine. She’d been going deeper ever since. Now she was drowning.
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They settled into a routine, if driving across Mars could be considered routine. Each night the smell of singed covers and the feel of the sharp and scratchy melted edges to her pillow reminded Minra of the reality of what she was doing, and of the need to be careful. On Mars there could be no room for any more stupid mistakes. She’d used up her ration. Every decision from now on had to be considered and deliberate, because a wrong decision could be the last she ever made.

Their first leg was an “easy”—Daisy’s word—1,800-mile run across the northern reaches of the Syrtis Major Planum, taking them to the settlement at Henry Crater, where there’d be help if they needed it, and company whether they wanted any or not. This whole section traversed a region called Terra Sabaea, a name that meant nothing to Minra, even though it was a significant land mass equivalent to crossing the whole USA, not that she’d ever done that. Minra was learning her Mars geography on the fly, from Daisy’s hand-written notes and from Lissa, who shared all the interesting bits and pieces she was learning during her classroom sessions.

“Do you know there are 120 people living at Henry Crater, Mummy? They’re the Historical Society of Mars and they’re finding out the history of the planet.”

“I wouldn’t have thought there was much history. There’ve only been people here for sixty-odd years.”

“Not people-history; the age of rocks and stuff.”

“Geology. Why are they called a Historical Society? And why are they doing it all the way out here?” asked Minra.

“I don’t know. Something to do with the crater they’re living in. Exposed layers of rock. They’re looking for fossils.”

“Really? That would be something, wouldn’t it? I don’t think anyone’s ever found fossils on Mars.”

“Maybe we’ll find some fossils. It would make us famous,” said Lissa.

“Oh, I think we’ll be finding some fossils alright, if we’re to be guests of the Historical Society of Mars for a night.”

Minra would have liked a laugh from that, but it went straight over Lissa’s head. Instead, she asked how far they had to go.

“We’ve done about a thousand miles, so we’re just over halfway there. To Henry, I mean, not to Echus. Maybe another three or four days.”

“It’s a long way.”

“Yep. And Henry is not even a third of the whole trip.” Minra hit the auto switch and let Sandra take over the driving for a while. She stretched, then swivelled her chair round so she could see Lissa, sitting on her bunk.

“How’s school going?”

“Done for today. Just finishing this geography homework.”

“So, what else have you learned that you can share?” asked Minra.

“Well, apart from Jezero City, and Henry of course, there are three other settlements. Ours is one of them, and it’s the most remote.”

“Figures.”

“Then there’s New California in the south, in Hellas Planitia. There are 550 people there, and it’s mainly an ice mine. That’s where we all get our water from, for drinking and for making into air. It’s—” she flipped a page on her reader “—23,000 feet lower than… something. I was going to say sea level, but there is no sea. Being low makes the air thicker. But still way too thin to breathe.”

“Okay. Sounds a fun place.”

“The other place is Hooke Crater, which has 1,500 people. Almost a town. I don’t know what they do there, haven’t really studied it yet. And finally, there’s our home, Echo Falls, the smallest and furthest outpost with a population of twelve.”

“Wait, what? There’s a population?” 

“There’ll be fourteen when we get there.”

“What do they do?”

“Don’t know.”

“Where do they live? Do they share our house? Why didn’t anyone tell us about other people?”

Lissa shrugged and looked a little pressured.

“Sorry, hon. I’m not taking a pot at you, I’m just venting. It’s the first I’ve heard about other people at Echus. I should have asked. Doesn’t make sense that we’d be on our own. But they must be there for a reason. I’m going to call Daisy. No, Eloise. She’s the one who should have told us more about what we’re getting into.”

Minra spun her chair back and opened a channel.

“Minra, hi. How are you ladies getting on?”

Eloise was all smiles and sunshine. It occurred to Minra that so far she’d always been just that. All smiles. Even when she was surreptitiously threatening Minra with prison.

“My daughter tells me there are others at Echo Falls. She learned this at school. There’s an actual community. How come I didn’t know?”

Eloise smiled. Minra was getting to hate that smile. “Yes, of course. There are twelve living at Echus. That’s the wider settlement. The Echo Falls estate is only part of it.”

“Ah, so I just own a part.”

“No, you own all of it. Echo Falls, Echus Chasma, and most of the surrounding terrain.”

“So, these people? On our land? In our house? What do they do? Are they… I don’t know… staff? What’s our relationship with them?”

“Minra, you seem upset.”

“You think? Just for a starter, what are their bloody names? It would be nice to know something about them before we get there.”

“Well yes, I can pass on their names; I’ll send you what I have. I don’t know any of them well. Apart from Riška and Orban, that is. Riška’s lovely. She’s an engineer. She and Orbán look after the place. Orbán’s a wonderful cook, too. They’re… I don’t know. I suppose you might call them caretakers. As to what everyone else does, I don’t really have much of an idea. The whole community has always been a little secretive, but not in any clandestine way, you understand. They worked with Dwerry. And Dwerry was… Well, he didn’t tell us a lot about his life out there. He was just… Dwerry.”

“And who pays for these caretakers?”

“You do.”

“So now I learn that, including ourselves, I have to keep four people alive, fed, accommodated and breathing, on Mars.”

“Six. There are two engineers. Maybe more. Maybe all twelve. I don’t know what Dwerry’s arrangements were with the rest of his community.”

“All this would have been useful knowledge before I left Earth. I tell fortunes by reading dreams and, let’s face it, my failure to predict any of this: driving on Mars, inheriting a chunk of Mars… It doesn’t look sparkling on my CV, does it? How much of an income do you think I’m going to make as a failed fortune teller, for paying off my staggering debt”—she touched a hand to her debt ring, an unconscious action that she was doing more and more—"while at the same time supporting all these people, especially when I’m 10,000 kilometres from the nearest town of people, who don’t seem to want my mystical services anyway, and 400 million kilometres from those who do, or might have?”

“Minra, you’re just tired. It’s a long drive, I know. You need to unwind. Spend a couple of days with the folks at Henry. They’re a fun crowd. They’ll cheer you up. Anyway, must dash. Council meeting in half an hour. Take care.”

Eloise was true to her word. A few minutes later a file arrived. It didn’t help. It was just a list of twelve names. Nothing else.
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They were a fun crowd at Henry Crater, it turned out. Minra had her own fixed ideas about what a group of reclusive “historians” might be like—dry and dusty was a phrase that came to mind—but they were party animals. Most were her age or younger. There were twenty or thirty children who attended the same virtual school as Lissa, so she already knew some of them, and she ran off to play as soon as she’d shrugged out of her spacesuit.

“Why ‘Historical Society’?” Minra asked at the first opportunity. “You’re geologists.”

“Our founder wanted to come to Mars, and all the geologist slots had been filled. So he wrote Historian on his application form. It worked. Others followed and we stuck together and came out here to Henry before anyone found us out.” He laughed. “It’s cool. No one to tell us to turn the noise down.”

There was no accommodation for visitors at Henry, so Minra imagined they’d have to suit up and walk back to the Allegro, parked outside, when they wanted a place to sleep. But as things turned out that never became an issue; the historians of Henry showed little inclination for sleep, not when there was a party going on. And Lissa, too, found herself having to choose between multiple sleepover invitations from friends she’d only ever seen on a screen. Was the party just for Minra and Lissa? It was hard to tell.

Minra befriended two archaeologists, Daphne and Evita, who were very much throwbacks to the 1960s hippie era, and were fascinated by Minra’s dream reading.

“Ooh, read our dreams,” said Evita. “We’ll be your first Martian customers.”

Minra didn’t have her theatrical kit with her. She knew she’d have to recreate it using local materials, though she had doubted there’d ever be a need. So she was surprised to find her skills called into use this early. Should she charge them? Were they really customers? She decided, no. It would have felt as though she were abusing their hospitality. Her skills were way out of kilter on Mars, especially here in Henry Crater where Minra’s footwear divination skills were useless, since everyone she’d met wore near-identical shoes, like a tough variant of Ugg boots, although Daphne and Evita had appliquéd flowers onto theirs. Minra could have used Lissa’s help, too, if she could have found her.  Lissa’s already strong abilities seemed to have become supercharged since arriving on Mars, while Minra’s limited skills had dried up. She’d need to use question-and-answer fairground gypsy techniques in lieu of metaphysical ability.

“Archaeologists, on Mars?” said Minra.

“Exactly,” said Evita. “You see, Daphne? Minra gets it. Nobody else here seems to.”

“They’re holding us in reserve,” said Daphne. “Just in case some ancient civilisation gets discovered. So far they haven’t even discovered fossilised bacteria.”

“And I sense this troubles you both? You feel undervalued?”

“Not at all,” said Evita. “We know how to dig. So now we dig rocks. It’s easier. Rocks are not so fragile. I’ll bet there are some like us at Echus, too, who don’t quite fit in. But you’ll know how to use them, Minra. That’s why they’re all so excited to see you. It’s just what your people out there have been waiting for.”

“My people?”

“Yeah, your staff. I’ve only spoken to them on the radio; none of them have passed by this way in person in a good while. But they’re all talking about Minrada Koenman, their new boss.”

Their boss?

This was interesting and alarming for Minra. Staff? New boss? Waiting for her? She wanted to quiz Evita some more, but she and Daphne were having none of it.

“Who wants to talk about work stuff?” said Daphne. “Let’s get down to the juicy reality, some proper fortune telling. Come on Minra, spill. Are there any men in our futures?”

The last thing Minra wanted to do right now was tell fortunes. But, give them what they want first, she rationalised, then maybe find out more about Echus later. Minra smiled to hide the exasperation she felt.

“Okay. For you, Daphne, ah yes.” She was winging it, but Daphne was lapping it up. “It is someone you already know.”

Daphne squealed. Minra knew she was on the right line. After all, they lived in a small community of only a hundred or so. The chances of a tall, dark stranger riding in were somewhat remote.

With Evita, it was a different matter. Something in the way she seemed uncomfortable about the “game”. How she held back. Minra’s instincts were usually good about this.

“You, Evita, are a different matter. No man will ever touch your heart.” She watched for a reaction. Got one. “But a woman, perhaps? A geologist… with whom you’ve worked?”

Bingo!  

Evita smiled. Daphne jumped up in her seat. Minra gave herself a mental high five. She still had it when it came to reading people. They’d told her about their dreams, which had given Minra nothing. Not a clue. But just talking to them, and watching their eyes… That worked every time.

“Enough,” said Minra. “I could tell you much more, but that would spoil the fun of discovery, yes?”

In other words, quit while you’re ahead, she thought. Besides, she hadn’t told them anything they didn’t already know. The real skill, the talent her daughter had, was in telling people about the things they didn’t know and that they needed to know. Things like, who were these “staff” that were waiting for her at Echus? What were they expecting of her? And how the hell was she ever going to make any sort of a contribution to this life on Mars? And make money from it?

As it was, she was prevented from digging further because the party stepped up a gear. Dancing started, and every male historian and geologist in Henry, or so it seemed, wanted to dance with Minra. She had fun, even though she had this new multitude of things on her mind. And she had fun despite having zero aptitude for dancing in the low Martian gravity, where it was impossible to mirror the beat of any song. She stayed in the air for far too long with each hop. The others found her efforts hilarious, because they had no trouble. They had adapted to a different way of dancing that suited the conditions. But then, they’d been here for longer. In some cases for their whole lives.

“When will you be back?” asked an excitable thirty-something young man called Cloud, which seemed an oddly Earth-like name for a born-and-bred Martian.

“In Henry Crater? I don’t know. It seems a long drive.”

Cloud tilted his head and looked puzzled.

“But you’ll use the land train, surely?” he said.

“Train? What train?” Another revelation.

“There are two. They connect Henry, New Cal, and Jez. Clockwise and anticlockwise. Our supply trains.”

“On tracks?”

“No, no. They’re trucks, in a convoy. Usually five trucks, but they haul trailers. The size varies. Old Dwerry used to leave his Allegro here and go the rest of the way by train. Easier than driving all the way.”

“Nobody told me about any train.” Minra felt another irate call to Eloise coming on.

“Probably thought you already knew. We all use it for getting to and from Jez.”

“I don’t suppose it goes anywhere near Echus Chasma?”

Cloud laughed. “Nah, you’re way out in the sticks at Echus. I was always amazed that Dwerry could keep his staff with him. But they’re a bit… dunno. Reclusive, I suppose you’d call them. As far as I know, none of them have left Echus since Dwerry… you know.”

“Died?”

“Yeah.”

“That was nearly a year ago.”

Cloud looked puzzled. “A year? Oh, Earth year. Yeah, that’s right. As I say, they’re an odd bunch.”

Actually, you didn’t say, thought Minra. Nobody said. Just like, up until Lissa learned about it at school a few days ago, nobody had offered a hint that anyone else lived at Echus. And that some of them, maybe even all of them, were on Dwerry’s payroll, for which I now have to find the money. And now this new thing to add. They’re all “odd”.

Lissa appeared. It was good she’d been keeping an eye on the time. “I like it here, Mummy. Can’t we stay? All my friends are here.”

“I like it, too,” said Minra. “But I liked Jezero, and we couldn’t stay there either. Say goodbye to your friends. I’m sure we’ll be back.”

But she wasn’t sure. Why hadn’t anyone left Echus for a whole year?
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Leaving Henry Crater itself, traversing the crater floor and finding passage through the caldera rim, turned out to be one of the missing sections of memory in the Allegro database. For Minra, this meant no Sandra; it meant not even having a line on the map to follow. Instead, she had to use the map the old-fashioned way, in conjunction with her senses. She had to plot her own route. She’d had plenty of advice from the Henry residents, who’d crowded around her at the party:

“Head west, then edge around the rockfall.”

“No, Oscar, that’s rubbish. South is best. There’s a pass the train uses coming from New Cal.”

“That’ll take her hundreds of miles out of her way, Dan. I did the western pass when I visited Viking last year.”

“And you got lost.”

“I bloody didn’t.”

“We all know it, Oscar. You were a laughingstock.”

“Bastard.”

“Ignore these two. Let them squabble. There’s a better way to the northwest.” That was the tall woman whose name Minra didn’t catch.

And so it went on.

In the end, Minra had been offered paper maps, downloaded maps, and in one case a hand-drawn map with beautiful copperplate inscriptions, which reminded her of a set of books she once bought from a second-hand English language book stall, the Wainwright Guide to the Lakeland Fells. She’d never been to the Lakeland Fells, in northern England, but had been fascinated by the illustrations. For someone brought up in a flat country there had been something uniquely appealing about the stark line drawings of those barren mountains. Now, on Mars, here was another illustrated map in a similar vein, albeit without the lakes. Minra chose this one as her guide for no other reason than it looked lovely, and had been compiled with such obvious care, and some humour. As it happened, the hand-drawn guide followed the same western route as the ill-fated Oscar. There was a picture of a large boulder, with an arrowed caption that read: Keep to the right of this boulder and you’ll be fine. This is where Oscar turned left and we had to send out the rescue party. He still doesn’t accept that he went wrong. Look carefully and you might even spot the broken wheel he managed to snap off. He blames that wheel. He’s a bit of a dick is our Oscar.

Minra saw the boulder and kept to the right as instructed. There was no sign of Oscar’s wheel. The beautiful Wainwright drawings made navigation easy, even when there were a few twists and turns to follow. Minra wished she had these for the whole route to Echus Chasma; she knew there’d be more-difficult places that she’d have to navigate.

She soon crested the ridge of Henry Crater and saw, stretching out ahead, a nondescript plain of sand and gravel. She read, with some sadness, the final words of her Wainwright guide: It’s easy now, just set a bearing of 284 degrees and that will take you all the way to the southern edge of Gill Crater, about a thousand kilometres. Bon voyage.

The journey became boring. The nature of the terrain had changed slightly and some of the “gravel” now came in big-enough chunks to need avoidance, and there was still no sign of Sandra coming back online to do the job for her. But the large obstacles were infrequent, and for the most part, she just had to keep the Allegro going straight and true. They’d been given a full charge while at Henry, so they had a long way to go before needing to stop. The only incident was the appearance of an amber light beside one of the battery module indicators. Was it a problem? It still showed a full charge so Minra reasoned that since it was only amber, not red, or flashing or beeping, then it was unlikely to be of any concern.

The land inclined downwards at a slight but steady gradient. Enough to have gravity lend an extra hand to give her the option of running faster than she’d previously dared—maybe that was what the amber light was all about. She was moving onto the land feature called Arabia Terra, which was a little lower—some 2,000 metres—than the preceding Terra Sabaea, with its more heavily cratered surface.

Minra didn’t want to have to concentrate on driving. She wanted time to process what she’d learned from the party animals of Henry, especially in the context of what Eloise had already told her: She could have come this far by train, so why hadn’t she been given that option? The people at Echus Chasma were her staff. Some of them? All of them? Eloise didn’t seem to know. And to do what? Why was she only learning this now? And who’d been paying them since Dwerryhouse died? The estate? And would she now have to pay them? With what? And more intriguing still, not one of these staff had left Echus in… what was it? Ten months? So why had they stayed? Well, according to Daphne and Evita, it was because they’d been waiting for her. Not for the unknown, distant, and obscure relative that she was, but specifically for her, Minra Koenman. What the hell was going on?

She was jarred out of her thoughts by a wheel striking a piece of gravel large enough to be called a rock, maybe even a boulder. It was enough to haul her attention back to where it should be, to driving. The last thing she wanted was to break a wheel or a suspension strut or something, and become as infamous a rescuee as Oscar.

A chime sounded from the dashboard. Not an alarm. She’d heard alarms before when she’d set fire to the bed. She knew alarms. They were… well, alarmist. This, instead, was a happy sound. A cheerful call to attention, something perhaps like a dinner gong in a retirement home. Lights came on all across the dash, which had, since leaving Henry, remained dull, grey and cold, being respectful of Sandra and her absence. But that was it. Sandra, their autopilot, was back. Minra was delighted to see that even without Sandra, she’d stayed on track. Exactly so, within a metre. She felt smug and happy. She called to Lissa.

“Look, Sandra’s back, and we haven’t deviated by even a metre. How’s that for dead reckoning? I’ve just piloted us 150 miles out of a Martian crater and we’re on exactly the route Dwerry used to take.”

She picked up the Wainwright guide sheet she was keeping as a souvenir and kissed it with a theatrical flourish.

“Cool,” said Lissa, without interest, then went back to school.

“And now, Sandra, you are going to do the driving while I ring Eloise again, and find out what else she hasn’t told us.”
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“Yes, the estate has been paying their salaries,” said Eloise. “And as soon as you formally accept the estate, their salaries will become your responsibility—a considerable drain on your resources, I’m afraid. You have a decision point coming up; you will have to decide what to do for the best.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me this before?”

“I did tell you. As good as. I said Dwerry had a plan for making money. Making money is always a team effort on Mars. Has to be. Living all the way out there on the other side of the planet has to be a team effort, too. And what he does with his team… I did tell you that I had no idea what he was up to. None of us at Jezero have. We haven’t been keeping secrets from you, Minra. Dwerry was the one with all the secrets.”

“Really? So what about the secret train?”

“Train?”

“The land train. Dwerry used it to reach Jezero, or so I’m reliably informed. You know trains? Read a magazine and then you’re in Baltimore?”

“What?”

“It’s a line from an old song, Chattanooga Choo Choo. About a train. Apparently, trains are very popular here on Mars. Especially the one from Jezero to Henry, the one you didn’t tell me about.”

“Ah.”

“People from Henry use it all the time. It’s safe. It’s relaxing. But you sent me out alone—”

A cough from Lissa.

“—sent me and Lissa out alone, in an old Allegro.”

“Okay, yes. Dwerry came to Jezero by land train most of the time. You’re right,” said Eloise. “He used to park his Allegro at Henry Crater then use the train for the rest of the journey. But, Minra, we couldn’t offer you that option; it would have got you only as far as Henry; the Allegro was already garaged here in Jezero. The last time Dwerry came to Jezero he drove all the way. He was in a hurry to get here.”

Minra waited a beat, then decided to let it go. Besides, here was another mystery. “In a hurry? Do you know why?”

“No. Well, at least… I know he drew up his will that last time. A rather complex will, as you now appreciate. But whether that was his only reason for haste? I don’t know.”

“How did Dwerry die, Eloise? He wasn’t old, was he?”

“Sixty-two. Cancer got him. Too long out on the surface away from protection. There was nothing sinister, I promise.”

Minra puffed up her checks and blew the air out. She already knew some of how Harry Dwerryhouse had died. Van den Berg had told her. His and Eloise’s stories matched. No conspiracy, just… well, sometimes it happened, and Dwerryhouse knew it himself, in advance. Minra felt deflated. Eloise had an answer for everything, but hey, she was First Minister. It was her job to be well informed. Maybe she… they, weren’t plotting against her after all. Was life on Mars making her paranoid?

“Okay, I’m sorry to get tetchy,” said Minra. “It just feels like… I don’t know. This is a long journey, and I keep learning things that make the whole circumstance seem weirder. This thing about them all staying in Echus because they’re waiting for me, as well.”

“You mentioned that at the start of the call, Minra. It’s the first I’ve heard of it, I promise. I just assumed they stayed there because… well, you know yourself, it’s a hell of a long way, even if you sweeten the deal by doing the short hop between Henry and Jezero by train.”

Minra smiled. “Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel any better.”

“Six thousand miles in an Allegro is a long way no matter how you spin it,” said Eloise. “I don’t feel any envy for what you’re doing. I’ve never done the trip myself, and I can’t say I’d ever like to. Dwerry always hinted that one day there’d be a fast link, a train on tracks maybe, but I can’t see why he’d think that, not when there’s only a dozen or so people living out there. He was a visionary. Could be he saw Echus as an embryonic major city. There’s nothing special there in the way of resources, though. We’d need a good reason before investing in a trans-global rail service.”

“I feel like I’ve been sold an empty gold mine, or a swamp.”

“There’s something of value there, I’m sure, Minra. Maybe that’s why Dwerry wanted you. The only person who could figure it out.”

“A fortune teller.”

“Something like that,” said Eloise. “Where are you now, by the way?”

“About two hundred miles west of Henry.”

Eloise made a pained expression. “Okay. Long way to go yet. Keep your spirits up. Speak soon.”

The connection closed. Minra stared at the blank screen for a while, then out through the window. Sand. The sun setting over distant hills. The sound of wheels churning through gravel, a sound that she no longer noticed unless she listened for it, or unless it stopped. Having the sound stop unexpectedly, that would be bad.

She decided to treat herself to a shower. The water had been replenished at Henry, so it would be nice to shower in water that hadn’t yet lost its sparkle from being recycled again and again. The Allegro’s recycling system was good, but somehow she could always tell it was water that had been used before. It had a tired, stale smell to it, like water left in a tank in a loft for years on end. With maybe the odd dead pigeon floating around to add that piquant quality. She sighed. Eighteen hundred miles done. Only another four thousand odd remaining. Not even a third of the way there. She recalled her life of poverty in the lagoon and reflected on how those times now seemed like fond memories.
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Terra Arabia was green on the map. Minra had been given five quadrangle maps of Mars. She was done with MC13. Henry was dead centre of map MC12. She was tempted to ask Monica, her rolltop PA, to call up the next map, MC11, but felt it would make the journey seem even longer if she saw just how far she still had to go.

Why is it all green? It’s still red out there. But she knew why. The maps of Mars were colour coded to show height above or below Mars datum surface. Datum was the average elevation that was used instead of sea level. Because there was no sea. Obviously. Yellow was datum. Browns, reds, then white showed the higher elevations. Green told her she was now below average height; most of Terra Arabia was. Soon she’d drop to the lower parts of Mars, the blue sections that looked like they should be oceans. She wished they really could be blue. Anything for a change of colour.

“They should add filters to all the Allegro windows,” she shouted back to Lissa.

“Mm-mm,” said Lissa.

“So that the colour from the window changes with elevation. That way, when we get to the Chryse Planitia it will look blue like it does on the map.”

“Cool.”

“I should patent it. How do you patent something on Mars, Lissa? That might be how I make my fortune. Every window on Mars would show the same colours as they do on the map, and I’ll get a royalty for every window that’s made with my colour-tint patented idea.”

“You’re bored,” said Lissa. “You’re rambling. Read a book. Or watch a film on your rolltop. But use headphones. I read when I’m bored.”

“Yes, Mother,” said Minra.

She twirled around in her seat to stare out of the window again. She half wished Sandra, her autopilot, would drop out once more so Minra would be forced to do the driving. She did have the option to switch her off, but then the navigation would still be there, a red line on the map. Not the same. She wanted it to be like it was in Henry Crater, when she had to steer the Allegro on her own wits and navigational cunning.

“What’re you studying, Lissa? Thought school would be finished by now.”

“It is, but Miss Ling has given me extra. I’m learning the months of the year. All the other kids know stuff like this already, so the teachers give me catch-up lessons. I don’t mind. Stops me from getting bored. Like you.”

“Go on then. What are the months of the year? From memory.”

Lissa swiped her book closed, then squeezed her eyes shut too, for good measure.

“Okay, so there are two calendars. There’s the Davidian, which has twelve months, fifty-six days per month. The months were too long, so everyone stopped using it.”

“So, what do they use instead?”

“The Darian calendar. And… you’ll like this, Mummy… it uses a thing called the Rotterdam naming system.”

“So we Dutch are important on Mars. Good to know. Go on then, what are the months?”

“Adir, Bora, Can, Deti, Edal, Flo, Geor… are you getting the idea?”

“They’re alphabetical.”

“Yes. Helimba, Idanaon, Jowani, Kireal, Larno, Medior, Neturima, Ozulikan, Pasurabi, Rudiakel—”

“You missed Q.”

“There is no Q.”

“Why not?”

“Only twenty-four months. Something had to go, I suppose. There’s no Y, either.”

“Fair enough. Carry on.”

“I’ve lost my place.”

“You got up to R.”

Minra smiled as she watched her daughter, eyes still closed, her mouth moving as she went silently back up through the alphabet all the way from A.

“Okay, S. Safundo, then… Tiunor, Ulasja, Vadeun, Wakumi, Xetual, Zungo.”

Minra cheered and applauded. She was in awe of her daughter. There is no way I will ever learn those names, she thought. How has she done that? She realised then that she would always be a stranger on Mars, while her daughter would adapt. Look how much she’d learned already. But she… she was destined always to be an alien.

“So what month are we in now?”

“Helimba. It says so on my rolltop, in my school folder.”

Minra knew this. She also knew that on Earth it was nearly September, and the thought made her feel wretched. Because September was… she tore her thoughts away, getting back to Martian dates.

“Do you know where the words come from? Are they Greek? Roman?”

“They’re made-up words. Kind of easy to remember.”

“They don’t sound easy.”

“Well okay. There are four seasons. Six months per season. The last letter of each month, per season, is always the letters R,A,N,I,L,O. So the first three months of spring, AdiR, BorA, CoaN, then summer, GeoR, HelibA, IdanoN, and so on.”

“And this is easy?”

“It is, Mummy, really. There are other tricks too. Every four months the second letter, or sometimes the third, is a D. And all the months that have a U in them are winter, at least in the north. Once you’ve heard the names a few times you can fill in enough letters to have a guess, and you’re mostly right.”

“I’ll take your word for it, hon. And I’m mightily impressed that you’ve learnt all that. You deserve some food. Dinner time. How about you put your bunk away so we can eat?”

And that way the days passed. The Martian days. Axatisol, Benasol, Ciposol… some other sol, starting with a D. They all still sounded, to Minra, more like over-the-counter medications for diarrhoea.

They reached Gill Crater, and for a joyous time Minra had to navigate through another gap in Sandra’s memory. It was awkward, too, because west of Gill there was a huddle of odd-shaped craters through which they had to zig-zag, but Minra managed it; time seemed to drag less because she was working, thinking, and before she knew it the moment came when she could discard the all-green map and pull up the next one. MC11. The map with lots of blue.
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But still lots of green to cross first. Minra set a course for the northern edge of Trouvelot Crater, a mere 500 miles. They spent a day at Trouvelot, outside the Allegro, to unfurl the big PV sails and recharge the batteries. For the next leg, Sandra kept drifting in and out of the office, so Minra took over, using Sandra’s rare appearances to pull them back on track. Their next target was Zuni Crater, on the edge of Chryse Planitia. The ocean, as Minra had it in her mind. Because it was blue. But it wasn’t blue; from out of the window it was red and brown. Surprise.

By the time they reached Zuni, Sandra had become reliable enough for Minra to hand over full control, although only for a couple of days, after which Minra chose to drive once again in order to break one of Daisy’s rules and make a diversion. Just a slight kink in their route that would take them to the only genuine sightseeing opportunity on the entire journey. Lissa wanted to see it. Minra herself was curious, not because she’d harboured any lifelong wish to see this place, but because it was something different. Something to see. Somewhere they could get out and stretch their legs and do some tourism. Their slight detour, only a few miles, would take them past the Viking 1 Museum. An actual museum on Mars. 7,000 kilometres from Jezero City. 4,000 kilometres from Henry. Far from all habitation. How cool was that?

It was cool. An architectural oddity, miles from anywhere. On the wall outside, there was a charging point for the Allegro, so they could top off the batteries without having all the hassle of unfurling the sails again. Inside, there were information plaques, including a large blow-up of the first clear image ever transmitted back from the surface of Mars, and there were viewpoints for visitors to take their own photos. The museum was a curved building in which they could walk without having to wear suits. And there was a visitor’s book. Minra and Lissa were only the thirty-seventh and thirty-eighth people ever to sign it. The last museum Minra visited had been the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, where there’d been at least a hundred people trying to take selfies in front of every painting.

“Let’s do a selfie,” said Minra.

“Why?” said Lissa.

“I don’t know. Because we can, I suppose.”

They stood by a scarlet rope that stopped the hordes of Martian visitors from touching the Viking lander. Minra rested her rolltop on the surface provided for just this purpose, and she shouted instructions to her AI, Monica. “Monica, take a selfie of me and Lissa in front of Viking.”

“I’m sorry, Minra. There is no Viking in this view.”

“It’s the spaceship, Monica. Viking is the name of the spaceship. Learn some history. Viking’s the thing with the three legs and the satellite dish on top.”

There was an audible shutter click, and the two went to check on Monica’s work. Monica had taken a picture that cut half of Minra’s body off, head to foot.

“Three legs,” said Lissa. “She’s got my two legs and just one of yours. And the dish right in the middle looks like you’re wearing a big hat for the Governor’s Cup at Newara Eliya.”

Minra set the self-timer, lined it up herself, and ran back to pose. The second shot worked, even though Minra was captured mid-blink and looked as though she’d been on the gin. Just a sniff of gin would be nice, she thought.

“This is why I never talk to Monica any more,” she said aloud.

They wandered around the visitor centre, reading from the information boards how Viking 1 had been the first ever successful landing on Mars, in 1976.

“Only 130 years ago,” said Minra. “1976 was the year Great Aunt Anouk was born. Not so very long, really, is it? Considering how it’s now a visitor attraction, and you and I have driven here. And who built all this? And why? So far from any people?”

“There’s something here,” said Lissa, pointing to a small metal plaque on the wall. “The museum was built in 2091, by… Ah, you might guess.”

Minra leaned in close to read. “By Harry Dwerryhouse. Well, obviously. Is there anything our Harry didn’t do on Mars?”

Minra checked the time. “Right. There’s something else we need to do.”

“What?”

“Wait here.”

She’d left the box in the airlock. She hoped it had survived Mars’ near vacuum.

“What’s that?” said Lissa, when Minra returned with the box.

“Close your eyes.”

“Why? What are you—?”

“Just do it.”

Minra took the cake out of the box.

“Happy birthday, Lissa.”

“It’s my birthday?”

“Of course it is, and don’t pretend you didn’t know, after you’ve been studying all those Martian dates. Here on Mars, at the Viking museum, roughly 48 degrees west longitude, it is 21 Heliba. But on Earth, right now in Utrecht, it is midnight on the second of September, and you are, now, officially nine years old.”

She pulled Lissa into an embrace. Lissa hugged back.

“It’s going to be confusing, hon. Your new birthday is 21 Heliba, but you’re going to have to wait 687 days for your Martian tenth birthday. Except in Martian years you’ll only be five and a quarter years old by then. What do your friends do?”

“They’ve never talked about it. But they all look right for their age, so I guess they use Earth years, or two birthdays per Martian year.”

“I thought we might work backwards and find out what the Martian date was on second of September 2097. Then you could have a birthday every 687 days. It would work out cheaper for me. I’d only have to give you half as many gifts. Like this one.”

She handed Lissa a small box. Gift wrapped, with a bow.

“What is it?”

“Well, you’ll have to open it to find out. I’m sorry, it isn’t much. Not something a girl of your age probably wants, but then… you’re not like other girls of your age. And there aren’t many shops here. And Amazon don’t deliver. Not yet, anyway.”    

Lissa opened the box. Inside was a gold chain, on the end of which, set in a clasp, was a stone of hypnotic swirling reds, oranges, greens and yellows.

“It’s beautiful,” said Lissa, her eyes wide. She jumped up and wrapped her arms around Minra, burying her face in her mother’s neck. “I love it.”

“It’s a shamanic dream stone,” said Minra. She untangled herself from her daughter’s arms. “Jasper, a kind of quartz, from the Ijssel River, near Doesburg. It belonged to your Great Aunt Anouk. She passed it to Great Grandma Rika, who passed it to Grandma Floortje, who passed it to me. Always on our eighteenth birthdays.”

“But I’m only nine.”

“Or four and a half. It’s all… perspective. But one thing is certain. You’re twice the dream reader I was when I was your age.”

“What do I do with it?”

“You wear it around your neck. It focusses dream energy. Not that you need any focussing. I’ll tell you what; when we get to Echus, we’ll study the Oneirocriticon together, and maybe I’ll let you into my dreams. Properly, not via the back door the way you sneakily do now.”

Lissa opened her mouth to protest.

Minra held up a hand. “It’s no good denying. I know you do it. But we’ll start doing it the right way. You can read my dreams. And maybe you can tell me what on Earth we’re both doing here.”

“Not ‘on Earth’, Mummy. On Mars.”

“On Mars, then. Deal?”

“Yes.”

Minra lit the candle—only one, candles were not a good idea in low-pressure oxygen-rich life-support areas—and sang Happy Birthday, then Lissa blew out the candle and they ate cake. It was excellent cake and had survived its brief exposure to vacuum and hard radiation without too much damage. They played charades and invented a game called jump, in which they each had to jump higher and higher, which was a surprising hit in Mars’ low gravity after they’d been cooped up inside the Allegro for weeks. 

Minra didn’t want to leave. While Lissa perfected her jumping technique, Minra sat and recuperated, nursing a twisted ankle that reminded her that she herself was no longer a nine-year-old. She stared at the Viking 1 lander for what seemed like hours. Dwerry had built something special here. There was a sacred quality to the place. The building they were in was curved, not quite a semicircle, so that Viking could be viewed against the backdrop of Mars, while a glass dome that extended from the building protected it from the winds and dust. It was a place that allowed thinking time. Setting a remote lander down on Mars had been such an achievement back then. Yet so much had happened in so few years since, not the least being her daughter getting another year older. Somehow, being here, Minra didn’t feel quite so alone and fragile. The ghosts of Viking 1 felt alive and present in this island of calm. Minra felt part of something. A lineage.

She could have stayed longer, she wanted to, but a steady ticking on her wrist was the signal that the Allegro was fully charged again. This charge seemed to have taken longer than the previous ones. Or perhaps it only seemed that way because, deep down, Minra was impatient to get moving again. They’d done 4,300 miles. “Only” another 1,800 miles to go. The home stretch. Or not quite. Because she knew it would be a hard 1,800 miles. First, they must negotiate the daunting cataracts south of Sharonov. Then they would enter Kasei Valles, a giant system of canyons nearly two miles deep, leading all the way to Echus. To home.
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From the Viking museum the land sloped upward to the southwest, but they held a track that followed the bottom of the slope without climbing, northwest towards the entrance to the canyons. There was no water on the Martian surface, even though the new inhabitants had found plenty locked up below, enough to extract for drinking and for electrolysing into oxygen and hydrogen, for fuel and air. But long ago there had been flowing water on the surface. Lots of it, evidenced by the canyons and basins that, once upon a time, contained great rivers and oceans. Chryse Planitia had been one such ocean, fed from the south by the river that had once flowed east to west along the deep Valles Marineris, before turning north to spill into the Chryse Planitia ocean via a complex delta of gorges and islands.

Minra’s route, however, would exit the dry ocean basin via a lesser waterway that, like Valles Marineris, had once flowed from the Tharsis highlands, but followed a route north then east into the sea. The point where the river had once met the sea was disrupted by a crater right in the middle of the river mouth. Sharonov Crater was sixty-two miles across, and geologists had determined that the crater had been there when water still flowed. This was clear from the great rippling swathes of material that had washed down the river and been deposited at the site of massive cataracts that had once swirled either side of Sharonov.

Two easy and boring days’ driving from Viking brought the Koenman Girls to Worcester Crater, from where they had to choose between routes: north or south of Sharonov. From here on in, no matter which they chose, the going promised to be anything but boring. For starters, Minra had been getting hints, through wobbles, vacant moments and slip-ups, that the navigation computer was about to shut down, and shut down it did. Big style. This was the section, they’d been warned, with the most significant chunk of missing memory, a black hole in the Allegro’s data. Just when they needed Sandra the most, she was gone, and could offer no clues as to which route Dwerry had chosen on his many trips. He’d probably tried several variations before settling upon the safest. Searching ahead in the database didn’t help either. Sandra had hung out the “Gone Fishing” sign, and would be absent all the way from here to Echus.

Perfect!

Minra drove the Allegro right onto the western rim of Worcester, then pulled to a halt. She hoped she’d have enough height to see more clearly the way ahead, but it didn’t help. She had a bad feeling, too, about that amber light that still glowed beside the battery condition indicator. It hadn’t changed but she’d noticed the batteries had been running down a lot quicker than at the start of their trip. She tapped the light and it flickered off, then came on again. The light was actually a button. She hadn’t realised that. What would happen if she pressed it? Would it be a bad thing to try? She pressed it anyway and a message appeared on the console screen.

B Bus Undervolt.

Nothing else.

She called Eloise and Daisy, back at Jezero. Eloise for some route guidance, Daisy for advice on the battery. When neither replied she left a message. She also sent a message to her archaeologist friends at Henry Crater. Had Dwerry ever mentioned, in passing, in conversation, to anyone, which was his preferred route through Kasei Chasma? Was it north of Sharonov, or south? Right now she’d even take advice from Oscar, he of broken wheel and rescue party fame. Meanwhile she and Lissa went outside to set up the PV sails for another charge.

The job didn’t take long; they were getting pretty slick at it, and back inside the Allegro she called up her USGS MC10 map and zoomed in as far as she could without pixelating the image too much. She and Lissa stared at it.

“South is the shorter route. No doubt about that,” said Minra.

“But look at that,” said Lissa, pointing. “It looks… tricky.”

“Hard to tell on this scale,” said Minra. “But yes, it does.”

Kasei Chasma was a wide valley with several areas of high ground that would once have been islands. The first was Sharonov, the second was Sacra Mensa, a steep-sided plateau maybe half the size of the Netherlands. The southern route looked wide and flat south of Sharonov, but then was bisected by a smaller “island” called Lunae Mensa, both sides of which looked difficult. But then beyond Lunae Mensa the valley became constricted between the land north and south, a canyon that might make the Grand Canyon on Earth look like a scratch in comparison. At the place where they would have to climb to the higher reaches of the valley was the section Lissa had pointed out, called Nilus Mensae on the map. Here, the ground seemed pebbled, at least at this scale. In reality this could turn out to be a nightmare feature of steep-sided hills and tectonic features littered with debris washed down from the river, terrain that might prove too much to negotiate.

“So north?” said Minra.

“Looks much further,” said Lissa.

“We’ve come nearly 5,000 miles,” said Minra. “What’s a few more?”

The northern route swooped in a wide half circle around the top of Sharonov. The valley, while still a part of the Kasei Chasma system, was substantial enough to have its own name, Lobo Vallis, and was known for its shifting sands according to the guide book Daisy had uploaded for Minra onto her rolltop.

“Shifting sands,” said Minra under her breath. “Don’t like the sound of that.”

The valley then tracked north of the Sacra Mensa island, though it wasn’t so hemmed in as the valley on the southern route, since the land to the north wasn’t quite so high or steep.

“Looks easier to find a way out of there,” said Lissa.

“Easier to get lost, too. It’s wide and flat with no landmarks.” She shrugged. “But we might have Sandra back online by then. And so long as we keep heading south…”

The replies started coming back then. Daisy assured them the battery light wasn’t a big deal, but best if they do a top-up before going into the canyon.

“The B Bus Undervolt message is space humour,” she said. “It goes way back to Apollo 13. The software people wanted something more exciting than just ‘1611 error’, which is what you have there. It just means that one of your battery modules is underperforming. I already ran a remote diagnostic on your systems from here. It’s not a biggy; it’ll get you through the canyon okay, but you’ll have to do another charge on the far side. Just be glad the message didn’t say, ‘Houston, we have a problem.’” And with that she went into paroxysms of laughter. Minra didn’t appreciate the joke but at least she felt reassured.

Daphne came back with a call from Henry Crater. They exchanged news. The people of Henry were watching Minra’s progress with interest. Minra was the most exciting thing that had happened in ages. But Daphne’s response to Minra’s query wasn’t helpful.

“No, I spoke to some people who knew Dwerry better than most, and he never mentioned a route preference. He didn’t much talk about things like that, just enthused about his big project. Sorry.”

Eloise was last to reply. She had contacted the people at Echus. “You’d have thought they would know the best way through the canyon, wouldn’t you? They live there. But it turns out they’ve used both routes. Both are hard. Some recommend the southern valley, some the north.”

According to Eloise, there’d been a serious falling-out over the matter. But now at least the two were expected, and two rovers had set out to meet them, each taking their own favoured route. If Minra wanted, she could wait at Worcester Crater for help to guide them in.

But Echus was still 1,200 miles away. It would take an age, and Minra and Lissa were coming to the end of their patience with the journey. The decision was made for them while Eloise was still onscreen, via a confident and definitive email from Henry Crater.

The southern route is the best. Trust me. I went that way a few years ago. You can’t go wrong taking the southern route. Oscar.

Minra read the note to Eloise.

“Tell Echus we’ve made a decision. We’ll take the northern route.”

Eloise laughed, and Minra knew straight away that Eloise knew all about Oscar.

Minra sent Oscar a reply, thanking him, then turned the Allegro to head down the slopes of Worcester Crater, towards the northern edge of Sharonov.
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It took Minra just over a day to get them lost in the northern chasm. It then took her only three more hours to get the Allegro bogged down in loose sand, and tilting at an angle that threatened to roll them into a boulder field. She achieved all this in an extensive communications dead zone, so she couldn’t tell anyone about their predicament, not in Jezero City, Henry or even Echus, which was only seven or eight hundred miles away—a walk to the corner shop in terms of the overall distance she’d already travelled.

The last leg should have been easy. It had looked easy on the map: Loop around the volcano and follow the gorge. What Minra hadn’t expected was more than one gorge. Looking back at the map, with hindsight, it was obvious there were many gorges, but they looked small and insignificant. Gorges are easy to navigate when seen from on high. Not so much from within the gorge itself, because—and she realised this quite early on—you can’t see beyond the gorge you are in, because there are high walls and lots of shadow.

The first time she got lost she shrugged it off, turned around and followed her tracks back the way she’d come. But on Mars, even though the atmosphere was thin, there was still wind. In Martian gorges there was a wind tunnel effect not unlike, say, Chicago. Shallow tyre tracks in soft sand disappeared. She had followed indentations that she believed were her tracks only to find they were, in fact, dunes, blown into straight lines. She turned up a wide valley that she was sure had to be the northern branch of Kasei Chasma, only to realise that it should have steep walls on both sides. This gorge was steep on one side, not so much on the other. She shouldn’t have pressed on, but she did, convinced that the map was wrong, not her navigation. And anyway, perhaps she had strayed down to the southern leg of Kasei Chasma? If she had, it would be fine. She had been fifty-fifty about the northern route anyway. Except she hadn’t strayed into the southern channel. She realised this when the chasm came to an abrupt end at a sheer wall.

Taking a bearing wouldn’t have helped because the correct route started out going north, then curved west, then south, then looped east… so depending how far along they were, the gorge might be oriented in any direction. Take your pick. A bearing would only ever have been useful if she’d known where she was in the gorge, and if she’d known that, then she wouldn’t have needed to take a bearing because she wouldn’t have been lost. Right then, it seemed she could be anywhere. And anyway, her ability to take bearings was compromised, there being no magnetic field on Mars, or at least not enough to swing a compass, so bearings were electronic, using the communications beacons.

Which didn’t work in a gorge.

So that left the stars, or at least the stars that were visible in the narrow slice of sky that could be seen from deep between the high canyon walls. Minra knew stars. She could recognise the constellations. Except her knowledge was limited to that which was required for reading horoscopes.

Then came the boulder field. No matter which direction they were supposed to go, they couldn’t pass through all those boulders—they were big, and sharp, and packed atop one another—so her only option was to stay high on the slopes of the valley walls and try to go around them. High on the valley walls the sand was smooth. And soft. Minra’s inclinometer kept sounding an alarm and flashing red and a synthesised voice kept shouting “Danger!” and warning her that she might roll. But then the danger of doing a barrel roll down the slope into the boulder field subsided when the Allegro got stuck.

Then it went dark.

Minra tried to act all brave and unconcerned. She did this for Lissa’s benefit. No point freaking out. Nothing to be gained from tears. Upsetting her daughter wouldn’t help. But Minra wasn’t a good actor, and Lissa was… well, she was a junior oneiromancer. She had innate empathy. She read people’s dreams better than Minra did, so reading wide-eyed daytime expressions of terror was easy. She could read her mother. She knew the exact moment when her mother accepted that they were in the shit.

“We’re in the shit, aren’t we, Mummy?”

“You shouldn’t use words like that, hon.”

“Okay. Is there a better word?”

Minra thought about it. “No, I don’t suppose there is.”

Lissa nodded.

“I think we should sleep,” said Minra. “It’s dark. We’re going nowhere. Things will look better in the morning. Things always look better in daylight after a cup of tea.”
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Things didn’t look better in the morning. Even after two cups of tea.

Things looked, instead, a whole lot worse. In the inky nighttime shadows, Minra hadn’t seen that the sand piled up against the Allegro came halfway up the front window. They weren’t just stuck; they were nearly buried.

“In one respect, we’re lucky,” said Minra.

“How’s that, Mummy?”

“The side that’s not buried is the side with my suit on the outside. At least I’ll be able to go outside and dig.”

Their two suits were on each side of the cabin. Lissa’s suit was on the left, the uphill side where the sand reached almost to the roof of the Allegro. If Lissa had tried to go outside she would have found herself inside a dune. She probably wouldn’t have even been able to push her arms into the sleeves.

Another warning chime called Minra over to the dashboard.

“What is it, Mummy?”

“Nothing, hon.”

“Must be something. Those bell-ringing sounds don’t happen for nothing.”

“Batteries are a bit low, that’s all.”

“We only charged them a day ago. My phone lasts longer.”

“It’s that ‘B Bus’ warning message.” Minra pointed to the screen, which changed while she was looking to read “Houston, we have a problem.”

“Huh. I thought Daisy was joking about that part.” She tried not to let her anxiety show. “Daisy expected us to run straight through the canyon and recharge on the other side. We didn’t exactly follow that advice, did we? And now I guess there’s sand on the roof panels, too. And all that sand means we can’t unfurl the sails either. But I’m sure there’s still plenty of power since we’re just parked here and not driving anywhere. I’ll clear the roof panels first. That’ll help.”

Minra pushed her feet and legs into the suit, then sealed the door and clambered outside. She’d become expert at it, like pulling on a pair of Wellingtons. They’d been going in and out to set the sails for over two weeks.

Outside the Allegro, she hoped the situation might look better than it seemed from inside. But it looked worse. The sand on the uphill side of the Allegro more than reached the roof; it buried part of it and covered the solar panels completely.

Minra released the PCE kit from its securing clips. PCE. Panel Cleaning Equipment. A broom. She began to sweep.

“Better,” came Lissa’s voice in her ear. “Charging a bit now.”

Minra knew it wouldn’t be enough. The problem wasn’t just sand; they were in a narrow ravine. At best they’d get direct sunlight for only three or four hours. To compound the problem, the outside temperature was on the chilly side of minus 100 degrees C, so the heaters, in the Allegro and in her suit, were working hard to keep them alive. Sweeping helped. And digging. Minra began working up a sweat by utilising the TCD, Track Clearance Device, also known as a shovel. These weren’t real acronyms. Minra had long amused herself by inventing nonsense technical jargon; there was so much of it here. Today it kept her spirits up, and diverted her brain from doing mental arithmetic, something she’d never been good at, but even her bad arithmetic told her she had maybe half a day before the batteries were drained and organic life on Mars—or at least in this ravine—ended.

She dug around the wheels like a maniac prospector with gold fever. She dug, and the sand flew, and the faster she dug the more sand flowed down from above the sloping canyon sides to fill in all the spade-sized holes. After half an hour of digging, the Allegro was even deeper than it had been when she first started. Worse, there was now so much sand on the other side, the downhill side of the Allegro, she could see she wouldn’t even be able to get back inside again. If she died out here, if she froze to death, Lissa would be left alone in the cabin. For a short time, anyway. She toyed with the idea of turning her radio off and having a good cry in private, but she knew it wouldn’t work—there had been plenty of setbacks in her life where she’d tried crying and it hadn’t worked then either—but also she didn’t want Lissa to panic at her absence.

“Mummy?”

“Yes, hon?”

“It’s getting cold in here. And the lights are dimming.”

That’s only been half an hour. I was right: I’m rubbish at mental arithmetic. What do I do now?

“We’ll be okay, Mummy. I read your dream, remember? We don’t die here. We have to build our ski jump first.”

Our ski jump. Sure, hon. That had been Minra’s half-remembered dream, years ago, forgotten by breakfast. A ski jump or something like that. Now she didn’t even remember talking about it to Lissa. But her daughter had somehow latched onto it as being important. She’d clung to it. Was it important? Who knew?

Minra leaned on the shovel and tried not to panic.

Think! Reduce the problem to basics. One, I need to clear enough sand to get the sails unfurled for charging. Two, I need to stop the sand coming down the slope and undoing all the work with the shovel. So, right, it’s problem two that I need to solve first. How?

She could feel her hands getting colder.

Batteries are running low on the suit. How? It should have been charged, being attached to the Allegro. Plenty of air. Plenty of drinking water, but if the batteries die, the heaters will fail, the water will freeze. Maybe even the air for breathing will freeze. Or will I freeze first?

She took a suck from her drinking tube. Nothing came out.

It’s started already. My water’s frozen. That stupid ski slope. Maybe what Lissa saw in my dream was this. Not a ski slope, but a slope of sand. And having cold hands and feet—that’s part of the whole ski-slope scene, isn’t it? And what else? Sliding down onto the rocks below? Maybe her dream really had been important. Maybe what Lissa really saw that morning, long ago, was the end.

She choked back a sob.

Minrada Koenman, don’t lose it now. There has to be a way out of this, and sobbing won’t be a part of the solution.

Even so, a single tear squeezed out from the corner of her eye. It froze on her cheek.

Ha! she thought, standing up straight all of a sudden. Maybe crying is the answer, after all.

Because the frozen tear had given her an idea.

On a spool at the back of the Allegro was the pipe they’d used for emptying the water recycling system at Henry. She remembered that first wonderful shower in fresh, clean water. The pipe wasn’t buried yet. She unravelled it.

“Lissa?”

“Yes, Mummy?”

“On the dashboard, left side, there’s a blue panel marked water recycling. Do you see a button marked ‘bilge pump’?”

“Yes, I see it.”

“Good. Press it.”

“It’s gone orange. And there’s a low rumbling noise now, and all the battery lights have gone red.”

“Okay, okay… er… Right. Climate control. Turn the heater off, turn the lights off, anything else that seems safe to switch off, and put all your clothes on to keep warm. I’ll try to be quick.”

There was no response. Minra wondered if Lissa had heard her, then suddenly an odd slushy kind of steam came surging out of the pipe. Water, turning to steam as soon as it emerged into the low-pressure atmosphere. Minra rammed the end of the pipe into the sand just upslope of the Allegro. The sand moved and bubbled and steamed… then went hard.

Minra chuckled to herself. When Lissa, in her innocent way, said we were in the shit, she’d been spot on. Frozen shit.

She moved the pipe along. The sand froze solid. She had to keep moving her boots to stop herself being welded to Mars, but her plan was working. A week's worth of effluent might just be enough to keep the sand from flowing back into the holes while she dug.

If the batteries ran the pumps for long enough.

If there was enough effluent in the tanks.

If she could stay alive long enough to dig a thirty-foot-long truck out of a dune.

“Lissa, it’s working. Lissa? Can you hear me?”

Nothing. Then Minra understood. Lissa had turned everything off. Even the radio.

Good girl, thought Minra. I hope you’ve put your socks on.

She knew now that she would not have time to dig the sand away along the full length of the Allegro, but if she could at least clear the sails, maybe then the batteries might charge enough to get some heat into the cabin. But unfolding the sails usually took half an hour, and that was with both of them working at it. Here she was alone. Even if she succeeded she knew she’d still have to clear enough sand from around the hatch to allow her to clamber back inside. The problems, insurmountable, lined up one in front of the other. And even as she planned her way through the overwhelming challenges, the fifth and last battery light on her suit’s heads-up display turned from green to red. She heard the air fans in her suit slow, then begin labouring to move the foul air through the replenishing filters. Cold seeped into her fingers and toes, arms and legs. Her teeth chattered, then worse, stopped chattering.

Just concentrate on the sails, nothing else. Think about Lissa. Keep her alive and someone will come. Someone will find her.

The vibration in the effluent pipe weakened. The Allegro batteries too, were failing. Not nearly enough sand was frozen firm enough to allow her to dig with any success, but it would have to do.

She picked up the shovel and continued to work. Her movements became ever more sluggish, each spade-full heavier than the last. But she dug. For Lissa. Even though she knew she’d lost.
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“Hey, I am impressed. Who taught you to do that with ice?”

Minra stopped digging. She stood and looked around. The accented voice in her earpiece wasn’t Lissa’s. Standing behind her was a figure in a spacesuit holding an orange cable. A petite figure, not much taller than Lissa.

“I plug this into Allegro. You must also attach yourself, with umbilical; get some heat into suit. You know how?”

Minra shook her head, too surprised to speak.

“Here, I show.”

The stranger disconnected the umbilical from the side of Minra’s Allegro and plugged it into a socket on her shoulder. At once warm air began to circulate, all the battery lights turned green and the fans kicked into life. Minra remembered Daisy showing her how to connect her suit to the Allegro’s systems back in Jezero. It seemed like months ago. She’d forgotten she could do it. Would it have helped? Maybe. A little. But it would have drained the Allegro’s reserves, Lissa’s life support, even quicker.

“Hm, lights not coming on in Allegro,” said the woman.

“My daughter, Lissa. I got her to turn all the systems off.”

“Wow, your batteries were that low? I just in nick of time. Daisy said you having big problems. So I come. Go stand in front of window and wave arms. Mime for daughter to turn radio back on. I’m Riška, by the way.”

Minra nodded, still dumbfounded, but she did as she was asked. There’d be time for pleasantries later, now that there might be a later. But at this moment her daughter was still inside the lifeless Allegro and freezing. She saw Lissa waving, and giving a thumbs up, then a moment later her voice crackled to life in Minra’s ear.

“What’s happening, Mummy?”

“Good, we can speak again. Now turn the climate control back on, and anything else you switched off. There’s someone here. They’ve come to help.”

“Someone? A person? Out there with you?”

Minra pointed. Riška waved then gave a curtsey, with a wide flourish of her arms.

“I’ll explain later,” said Minra. “When I know the answers myself.”

“Let’s get you both safe, then,” said Riška. She studied the buried Allegro for a moment. “Obvious way is to load you and daughter into my Želva, and take you to Echus. I can come back later to recover Dwerry’s… sorry, your bus. Er, how old is daughter?”

“She’s nine.”

“She has small, custom suit?”

“Yes, and it’s buried.”

“I see. So we have to clear sand around suit. And if we have to clear sand we might as well rescue bus at same time, no? We have help. Husband, Orban, is not far. Others search southern valley. They come soon. First, you take dish and aerial off roof.” She pointed. “I get equipment from Želva then make hard sand.”

“Želva?”

“Is name for my Allegro. Czech name. Means tortoise.”

“Because she’s slow?”

Riška laughed. “Želva is fastest Allegro on all of Mars. How you think I got here so fast, from Echus?”

She turned and headed down the slope to where another Allegro was parked.

“Wait, Riška. You really want me to take the dish off the roof?”

“Of course. So we… not snap her off… when we roll Allegro, no?”

She hadn’t stopped to answer and her words came between panting breaths. Minra watched her bound down the slope in long, leaping strides. Minra wasn’t sure why she had to take the dish off, but guessed this Riška person knew what she was talking about. She clambered onto the roof where the small toolkit was stored, and started with the dish, loosening each of the four bolts that held it in place. She’d just finished removing the aerial when Riška returned carrying what looked like a set of steel rods with tin cans stuck on the end.

“Dobře. Is good job. Now come help.”

“What are they?” said Minra, indicating the rods.

“These we use to bring water to surface. There is much water in valley, though valley has much wind. Wind funnel? Dries water ice from surface. Called sublimation. This is why sand is dry. We now do same as you; we make water and freeze sand. Better with clean water. Better than piss. More… ecological. Even in emergency we look after Mars, ano?”

Riška set two steel rods beside the Allegro, then hopped several metres downhill and began burying more rods in a line across the slope. As she jammed each one into the ground, the sand fizzed and bubbled in a widening circle, then froze.

“Now, you clear sand from cabin door, get daughter out. I make flat shelf down here. Easier than digging under wheels to make bus level, no?”

They both started digging. The sand Minra dug formed a mound just above the flat area that Riška was clearing, but she didn’t seem to mind. Minra assumed it was all part of her plan. It was working, too. Each shovelful made a difference. The texture was firmer, and it didn’t take long to clear enough space. Soon after, at Riška’s prompt, Lissa was able to wriggle into her suit from inside the Allegro, kick the last of the sand away, and clamber down next to Minra. They looked down to where Riška was working and already the diminutive newcomer had cleared a wide, level shelf.

Lissa gave her mother a nudge and pointed down the hill to where a third Allegro was driving across the edge of the boulder field.

“Need any help?” A man’s voice.

“Ah, Minra, Lissa, here is Orban. As usual, husband arrives just when work is done. Excellent timing, Orban!”

A rapid exchange of banter followed, in what Minra assumed was Czech, then they switched between Czech and English to organise the positioning of Orban’s Allegro, a highly intricate business from what Minra could tell. Soon after, a space-suited figure emerged. Minra could see even from a distance that he was a giant of a man. Or that his Allegro, the only other reference point, was a child-sized miniature replica. He plodded up the hill hauling a cable. Riška bounded down to her own Allegro, her Želva, and retrieved a similar cable.

“Please. Minra. Disconnect power cable and umbilical from bus. To be on safe side. We park Želva and Lenka in right positions to pull bus onto wheels. Oh, Lenka is name Orban gives to his Allegro. She name of Orban’s first love, but I was girl who won his heart when come to Mars.”

“Take no notice of her. Lenka was my grandmother. Riška knows this. She just likes to wind me up.” Orban’s voice was deep and gruff, like a bear. No trace of an accent. “And what else Riška isn’t saying is that her plan is nuts. When we roll your bus onto its wheels there’s a really good chance it will just keep on rolling, right down into the boulder field. That’s why we’re keeping our own vehicles well out of the way.”

“You speak the crap, Orban. You should stick to your baked beans and your sausages. Riška knows. She does the math. Will be perfect. Now, er Minra, Lissa. You disconnected from Allegro? Good. Now move to side please. Far away. Is right.”

“You see?” said Orban.

“Not see. Just being… careful,” said Riška. She clambered onto the roof of the Allegro and connected the shackles on the end of two braided steel cables to securing hoops. Then she hopped down and stood to one side where she studied her handiwork for several minutes, occasionally mumbling to herself. She walked to the other side and went through the same process, squatting down to look from different angles.

“Ano, is good. We do it,” she said. She lifted her arm and tapped onto a panel on her wrist. The cable became taut as winches on the two downhill vehicles turned, gathering in the slack. Minra’s Allegro began to move, at first sliding, but then the wheels downslope dug in and those upslope lifted, not far, and the Allegro rolled. It rolled first onto the pile of sand Minra had cleared from the door. Minra heard Riška mutter, “To je dobře.” Whatever it meant, Minra got the idea it was a good sign.

The winches took in the slack once more and the Allegro rolled again, a fluid movement onto the roof and over, until it dropped right onto its wheels on the flat shelf that Riška had cleared. The cables slackened and Riška clambered up onto the roof to release the shackles. Then she attached her suit to the mating ring on Lissa’s side and clambered into the cabin.

“Is enough charge now to move onto valley floor. I drive, no? Ano? Ano mean yes. No also mean yes.”

Minra blinked in confusion. No means yes? Whatever. She was happy to let Riška move the Allegro.

“Oh, er… ano. Yes. Please do,” said Minra.

The Allegro made a sharp turn then headed straight down the steep slope, angling so it bypassed the boulders at the bottom. Minra and Lissa walked. By the time they caught up with the Allegro, Riška had her parked on hard, level ground with the solar sails unfurled.

“Come now! Inside.”

Riška’s voice sounded urgent in Minra’s helmet. Minra clambered up the side of the Allegro, attached her suit and squeezed inside.

Over the past two weeks, the kitchen unit had become the social hub of the Allegro, if two people could be said to have a social hub. Now it lay in pieces, scattered around the floor of the cabin. A pair of legs poked out from beneath the skeleton of what was left.

“Ha! Problem is wiring in kitchen,” said Riška. “You lucky is not happen sooner. Look like there is bonfire in here. Daisy sent me telemetry. This is why I come straight away. I see it. Big problem.”

She wriggled out from beneath the kitchen sink and waved a fistful of charred wires. Minra felt warmth at the back of her neck as she recalled their first day when they set the Allegro alight.

“See. Rubber grommet is melted. Melted. Wires chafe on body then, after time, makes short. But fixed now. And battery not damaged. Is charging. So, I put kitchen back. And bed.”

She took less than five minutes. It was a wonder to Minra to see all the parts going back into the right places. No trial and error. No cross-threaded screws. No bleeding knuckles.

“Charge batteries rest of day. Drive at night. No?”

“To Echus?” said Minra.

“Ano. We drive to Echus. One night, one day. But first we sleep. You sleep.” Riška grabbed both Minra’s arms then pulled her into a quick bearhug. Then she turned, hopped into her spacesuit on Lissa’s side of the cabin, and, once outside, took off in a loping run in the direction of her Allegro. Lissa clambered up to join her mother in their refurbished home, and they both crawled straight into their bunks. The Allegro was warm now, but Minra’s teeth still chattered. She tried to relax. A night and a day of driving. Then… home? Really? It didn’t feel as though they were going home. Minra wondered if there was anywhere on this planet that could feel like home. But she didn’t wonder for long. The stresses of the day melted away into sleep.
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Minra woke to a thudding noise on the wall of the Allegro. She climbed out of her bunk, stumbled into the cabin, and peered into the darkness through the window. Two silhouetted figures—Riška and Orban, she presumed, who else would be out there?—were working by the beams from both their Allegros’ headlamps, and were just finishing the job of rolling up Minra’s solar sail.

Minra clicked on the radio.

“Riška?”

“Ah, Minra. You wake. Ready to go?”

“Er, yes. Thanks for putting away my solar panels.”

“Is no problem. We need start soon. You need the… lie-in? But now we go. Five minutes.”

Minra had time to rub the sleep from her eyes and haul Lissa out of her bunk so they could access the kitchen and make coffee, then a call from Riška and they were off. Orban leading, Minra second and Riška bringing up the rear.

“Is best I not go first, else my Želva, she leave you all behind, no?” And she went into howls of laughter.

“Er… no. Yes,” said Minra.

The darkness was total. Minra had to leave all the cabin lights off or she’d have seen only her own reflection in the glass. She had driven in the dark before, but only with help from Sandra. She assumed that Orban and Riška didn’t have autopilot either; Minra had got herself lost up a remote side canyon that her two rescuers were unlikely to have ever visited before. They’d be driving on instinct. For Minra, though, it was easy. She just followed the tail light ahead. Easy to begin, but she soon struggled to maintain concentration with nothing else to look at. The only indication of any landscape features around them was the lighter boundary line where the stars appeared, marking the edge of the canyon wall high above.

After a couple of hours, Minra felt she couldn’t hold her concentration any longer. She called Riška, full of apologies.

“I nearly ran into the back of Orban. I’m getting dangerous.”

“You no have autopilot?”

“Yes. No. It er… doesn’t work here.”

“Ah. I apologise. Should have explained. I not realise is not setting you use before. Switch on autopilot. On menu, choose convoy mode and look for 54. Is ID number for Lenka. Set distance at twenty feet.”

Minra followed her instructions. Straight away Sandra’s automated systems took control, latching onto Orban’s Allegro number 54 in front.

“Is better?”

“Much better, thank you, Riška.”

“Good. We let Orban drive. We follow. Soon I lead, you and Orban follow.”

And that way they continued on through the night. But even as an automated convoy, Minra didn’t trust Sandra to take full control. Instead she watched, staying as alert as she could manage, focussing on the single red light ahead, bobbing and darting from side to side. She was relieved when the first glimmer of dawn appeared through the window on her right. Also confused. They should be travelling south. Dawn, like on Earth, should start in the east, which would be on her left. But as more light filled the landscape she realised there were still cliffs towering on her left, keeping their caravan in shadow. On the right there was no longer any sign of a canyon wall. The land had opened out into a vast rising plain. Minra mentioned it to Riška.

“No, is not canyon wall on left, is crater. We pass soon. We now in open plain. More distance to home but we keep away from Echus Chaos. Many rocks and hills there. See, we passing crater now.”

Minra zoomed in on the map and saw what Riška meant. The edge of the canyon was no longer an edge but a jumble of shattered rock and debris that seemed to stretch, according to her map, for nearly three hundred miles.

What caused that? she wondered. If I was a geologist I’d love it here. How might it have looked, millions of years ago?.   

Lissa was up now, and staring out of the window.

“It’s beautiful,” she said.

“You think so, Liss? It’s… dramatic. Not what I’d call beautiful, though.”

“I’ve made some breakfast,” said Lissa. “Porridge.”

Microwave porridge had become Lissa’s speciality. After driving—or at least riding shotgun to Sandra—all night, it was just what Minra needed.

“I’ll have it here, if that’s okay,” she said. “I’m sure Sandra’s capable of staying behind Riška.” Riška was now leading. “But… I don’t know. Maybe I’m still shaken up from our soft-sand encounter.”

We nearly died. It was a thought that kept running through Minra’s head. They had been so close, with no solutions. After Minra had seen what Riška had had to do to get them out, she knew with certainty that without her, they wouldn’t have survived. She’d allowed herself to forget just how dangerous it was to drive across Mars. Just how stupid. She should never have agreed to any of this. When it came down to it, she shouldn’t have even left the lagoon in Sri Lanka. What’s a bit of hunger compared to these risks?

They drove through the day, making good time. The lead position now was… not Orban. Not Riška. Minra had stared at the back of Orban’s Allegro, his Lenka, and Riška’s souped-up Želva, for long enough to know every detail of both. In convoy mode, switching between the two was accomplished by the lead vehicle, a seamless process. Minra, exhausted, hadn’t always noticed when the switch had taken place. But this Allegro was an entirely different design. She looked in her mirrors and realised their caravan was now comprised of five vehicles.

“Riška, there are two more Allegros.”

“Jean-Paul and Ferdinand. They searched southern canyon. I introduce when we reach home. Easier face-to-face, so you remember names with faces, yes? And, we close to home now. See canyon walls ahead, closing in? Is Echus Chasma. Home.”

It was still hard to make out, but ahead, the distant walls of a canyon were rising and converging from each side. It provoked a cold shiver. This looked so similar to the canyon they’d escaped from only yesterday. Minra had lost all love for dramatic canyons, and now here was one that she would soon have to start calling home.

The cliffs rose and narrowed. The ground was hard, though. No soft sand here. In fact, it soon became… surely not. But yes, they were on a road. The canyon was now bisected by a buttress forming two narrower gorges, one either side. The road led to the gorge on the left, the narrower of the two. Now the steep, closed-in walls cut off much of the fading twilight. It reminded Minra that she’d been on the go since long before dawn, and hadn’t properly slept for days before that, either. She should be exhausted, but was staying awake only through necessity, adrenalin and strong coffee. Lissa, beside her, was alert enough, but she had the advantage of having slept most of the afternoon.

“Is this it?” said Minra.

“No. Fifty kilometers yet. But road is good. Soon.”

As the light faded, the road lit up with a single thread of white lights dotted along the centre, not unlike an airport runway.

“What’s that ahead?” Minra asked after a while. The light, all of it, now came from artificial sources. The valley seemed to end in an abrupt vertical wall set with lights, both at ground level and high above in the rock face.

“Valley ends now. Used to be waterfall here. Hence Echo Falls. Is your home.”
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At the base of the cliff, a door slid open. Minra watched the lead Allegro roll inside.

“Switch off autopilot,” said Riška. “Drive into garage behind Jean-Paul. Follow directions.”

Minra followed, then swung left, taking directions from a suited figure with a glowing paddle board who waved her into one of many bays along both sides of the vast interior space. She stopped when indicated, but then the Allegro jerked forward again of its own volition, causing Minra to cry out and stomp on the brake. The brake didn’t work. She screamed. The last thing she wanted on arrival was to do something stupid like leave the brake off and smash into the garage wall, or worse, mow down one of the suited figures. That kind of first impression was one she didn’t need. She’d be bringing enough inferiority-complex baggage with her as it was.

“I have you on remote.” Another voice. Not Riška. Male. American accent. “Should have warned you. Sorry. I just need to line you up with the access tube. We’ll pressurise the garage of course, but later. It takes forever. I’m Tod, by the way.”

“Thanks Tod. I’m Minra.”

“I know. There. You’re done. Give us a second…”

There was some thumping and hissing from outside, then…

“Okay, you can open your hatch, port side, and come through.”

Minra thought about it. Port side? Her left. Or their left? If she opened the wrong hatch would she and Lissa be sucked outside? Another inauspicious beginning? It wouldn’t have happened of course, her or Lissa’s spacesuit would still have been sealed to the outside. And there were other safety protocols. Had to be. She couldn’t have survived this long otherwise. But it was a sign of Minra’s decaying mental state. Everything happening here was taking on a cinematic quality, a sense that none of what she was seeing was real. A projection. Much of that detached feeling came from a lack of sleep, she knew. She’d been awake, holding it together, for over twenty-six hours, and prior to that, ever since the Viking museum, had only been grabbing sleep in three- or four-hour chunks. Adrenalin only worked for so long, and now she had arrived, and, able to pass the responsibility for her and Lissa’s survival onto others, her body’s own natural stimulants were packing their bags and leaving her to it.

She felt a wave of fatigue roll over her when she opened the hatch. Here at last was relative safety. She clambered out of the Allegro, making sure she had Lissa with her. She didn’t properly register the chill in the air on the other side or the ozone smell; she hardly even registered that which her eyes could see. She’d recall it all later. But weariness acted like a sensory shield. She put an arm around Lissa and pulled her close. The poor girl must be feeling it too, the unreality.

Is this what an out-of-body experience feels like?

Minra, from her out-of-body vantage point, watched in detachment as she and Lissa were led through a room full of… stuff. What stuff? Who cares? They were steered into a lift. Is it called a lift or an elevator on Mars? Stupid details. The lift, elevator… whatever, went up. Fast enough to cause Minra’s knees to buckle. A hand kept her upright. She watched the floor-indicator lights. There was a long time between zero and one.

Has time stopped or are we climbing a long way? And again, Who cares?

Minra took a moment to look at herself from this novel vantage point. She especially noted the way she’d been led into the lift, without words, without coercion, but led just as surely as though at gunpoint.

This is how it’s been since the day that lawyer arrived in the lagoon, she thought. Like my will has been hijacked all the way from Colombo, to the Netherlands, to Mars… The debt ring… The impossible choices… None of it is my doing. This has to change. For Lissa’s sake. I have to make it change, right now. She held Lissa tighter. Okay, maybe not right now. But when my head’s straight. I can’t go on being a character in a sci-fi movie. Because that’s what I’ve become, haven’t I? A character. A chess piece. A puppet. I’m no more autonomous than Sandra, the autopilot—go here, Sandra. Turn left. Stop.

No, it all has to change. I have to assume some kind of control over my life.

The lift containing the puppet character named Minra and her daughter and someone else carried on past floor one, then two, then three and stopped at… D? What does D stand for? Dungeon? Deck?

The other person in the lift… Name? Male? Female? Not that the person was being deliberately evasive, it was just that Minra was now so detached she barely registered the other person. She couldn’t focus on the voice’s commands—not commands, a nice voice. Friendly. Even so, instructions—so instead Minra responded to the touch on her elbow that was now more than a touch; now it held her upright, keeping her from slumping to the ground.

Minra and Lissa, Minra still acting out a part in a stage play, were led through a series of smaller furnished rooms until they came to one that contained the only thing capable of holding Minra’s interest. The only thing that still had the power to register its presence.

A bed.

A real bed. With pillows. A duvet.

Minra kicked off her ugly, soft bootees even while she was still being half-carried across the room. She was aware of Lissa doing the same. Lissa herself being half-carried by Minra. Or was it the other way around?

Lissa clambered onto the bed. Minra followed. Was aware of being tucked in.

Tucked in? That hasn’t happened to me in a long time. An image came to mind of Floortje, her mother.

She was aware of dimming light. A rectangle of brightness… The doorway? A silhouetted figure. Goedenacht, Mama. Then the rectangle becoming smaller, a single line, then disappearing with a soft click. Darkness.

Minra slept.
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At some point, Minra recalled waking and needing the toilet. She swung her legs out of the bed and as her feet touched, a lighted path, bright enough to see, dim enough that she didn’t need to squint past her night vision, led the way to a door. A bathroom. Without giving the lighting miracle a second’s thought, she sleepwalked through her ablutions and returned to bed, falling asleep again without ever having really wakened.

She woke to find that a fresh set of clothes had been laid out on the bed. Not her own clothes; these were nondescript coveralls in medical green. They smelled fresh, of summer breezes, reminiscent of adverts for fabric conditioner in which people with nothing more on their minds than laundry skipped through pastures filled with lambs and tweeting birds while pressing bath towels to their faces. Not the laundering that Minra had once had to endure, on her knees, bent double over the turgid, sloshing ripples of the Colombo lagoon.

Lissa appeared from the bathroom door, drying her hair.

“It’s a proper shower, Mummy. It’s lovely.”

Minra took her time showering, enjoying the plentiful hot water—she assumed the water was plentiful. Someone would soon let her know if she’d got it wrong—then dressed in the hospital scrubs that smelled of summer.

How long had she slept? Was it daytime? The room was lit by artificial lighting. There were blinds on one wall. Hiding a window? Minra didn’t know how to operate the blinds but poked a gap with her finger and peeped through. The canyon along which they’d arrived stretched out ahead and below from her high vantage point.

“It’s daylight,” she said. She lifted her wrist, lighting her time tat. “Two in the afternoon.”

“So what happens now?” asked Lissa.

“I suppose we just…” She’d been about to say, we just wait. Wait for someone to come and get us. But that was the old Minra. Despite the befuddled state of her brain when they arrived, the one thing she remembered with clarity was the vow to herself to become a leader of her own destiny. To stop being told what to do.

“We take a walk,” she said. “Let’s take ourselves on a tour of our new home.”

“Are we allowed?” said Lissa.

“Yes, we’re allowed. We live here. We own the place.” Inside, she didn’t feel so confident. She looked around the room. Do we need to take anything with us? A key card, maybe. Like in a hotel room? An ID tag? She couldn’t see anything that looked like a key.

Then she had a thought and returned to the bed. She’d noticed her kit bag on the floor at the foot of the bed, and from it she extracted her new blue shoes. She put them on. They didn’t go with the green coveralls, but so what? They made her five inches taller. They empowered her. She felt ready.

“Okay, let’s go.”

Through the door she expected to come out into a corridor, again like in a hotel. Instead, here was another room, a sitting room with plush blue sofas, and a large TV panel on one wall. Carpet on the floors in a pastel shade of blue, and with that special new-carpet smell that only ever lasted a day or two. How do they get carpet to Mars? And the rooms look like they were fitted out just yesterday.

Three other doors. More rooms? One must lead out somewhere.

“We’ll try this one.”

It led into another bedroom. Smaller than the one they’d slept in, but softer decor. Childlike fittings. A girl’s bedroom, with a bed, cupboards, a desk and chair… Is this for Lissa? From the look in her eyes, Minra knew her daughter wouldn’t need much persuading if this was to be her permanent room. It had been a long time since she had a room of her own.

Another door led into a study, with a large, sleek desk, dark and shiny. This room had more of a sparse, masculine feel to it, and it looked used. Minra wondered who had donated this suite for them. Was it just for the night? Had they borrowed it until they could have something more permanent, more… restrained?

The third door led into a corridor with yet more doors off on each side, and metal double doors at the far end: the lift in which they had arrived. They walked towards it, but a chime announced the lift before they reached it. Out stepped a short, chunky woman with close-cropped black hair.

“Ah, is good. You awake now. Jak se mas?”

Minra recognised the voice at once.

“Riška?”

“Yes. Is first time we meet without spacesuits, no?”

“No,” said Minra, with a laugh. Actually, she’d seen Riška lying under the debris of their kitchen unit in the Allegro, unrecognisable, hair plastered to her head, face stained with ash from their impromptu bonfire. So “no” and “yes” both worked, which was fine. Minra had looked up some Czech on the long journey from Kasei Chasma. Ano, often shortened to no, meant “yes”. Confusing. And “no” was ne. Not that she had found much use for ne so far. But now she might. Now that she was the new Minra who didn’t have to agree to everything all the time. “No” and ne might be useful.

“I come to meet because we friends already. Not strangers. I take you to common room now. Meet everyone. Eat. Is good?”

“Is good. Ano,” said Minra. Okay, so the new Minra might have to wait a little longer to put in an appearance, at least until after the old Minra had eaten.

Riška took them down the lift to floor three. The lift doors opened and a smiling reception committee awaited them on the other side. A blond woman, taller than Minra, stepped forward with outstretched hands.

“I’m Zoe,” she said, with an American stretching of vowels. “We’re so glad to have you with us at last. Come in, come in.” She grabbed Minra by one hand and Lissa by the other and towed them forward into the room. “This is everyone. I’ll do proper introductions while we eat. You must be starving.”

The greeting was reminiscent of their arrival at Jezero: friendly, bordering on too much. Minra looked at her hand, held in Zoe’s, and realised it was happening again. She was being pulled around the room, physically, not just psychologically. She had become a puppet once again. Zoe seemed lovely, but all this had to stop, now, or when would it end? She pulled her hands back.

“I’m hungry, yes. Thank you, Zoe, but I think I should meet everyone first.” A small rebellion, but an important one, Minra thought, and one she regretted straight away because she was hungry and the cooking smells were wonderful.

It didn’t phase Zoe, who, still smiling, took Minra from person to person. She’d lost her hold on Minra’s hand now, so instead she steered her by applying gentle pressure to the small of her back.

“I sent Riška to find you this morning because the two of you have already met, so, less overwhelming than finding a complete stranger lurking in your rooms, I hope?”

Your rooms? Interesting.

“So where we slept last night…?”

“Is your suite of rooms. Used to be Dwerry’s. We’ve refurnished them a little. Not the study, though. Tod and I had a falling-out over the study. Dwerry’s tastes were a little ascetic; at least I thought so. I hope you like what we’ve done so far. You’ll want to make your own changes, I’m sure, but I wanted you to feel at home.”

“Well, yes. We’re very happy. Haven’t had a lot of chances to take it in though, not yet.”

“You’re the boss, Minra. Talk to me about decor whenever you’re ready.” She steered Minra towards a group of four who stood with Riška. The first was a tall man with a stoop formed from obvious reticence in making eye contact.

“This is Orban, of course, whom you’ve also met, though not in the flesh. And these gentlemen are Jean-Paul and Ferdinand, also in your party. And this is Tod, my husband. Tod’s a superdeterminist, and probably the main reason you’re here. Then there’s…”

And at that point Minra tuned her out. Her mind wandered. What’s a superdeterminist? Why would he have caused her to be here?

More names came at her. There were only so many she could take in. She noticed Lissa had made a friend, a boy not too different in age to her own, and they had wandered into a corner to chat. Good.

At least Minra felt she’d controlled the situation, even though Zoe’s itinerary would have been the better way to go, because what she really needed right then, much more than a string of instantly forgotten names and beaming smiles and hugs and handshakes, was to sit down and eat some breakfast. Or lunch. Or brunch. Or whatever they called a plate of food out here on the remote side of an already remote and alien planet.

And while she was at it, it would be nice, she thought, if she knew what the hell was going on in Echus Canyon, that she was assumed to be so integral a part of.


42

[image: ]
The Dwerryhouse Plan



“What is superdeterminism?” Minra suspected she might regret asking this question of Tod, but she also knew it was an important question. It was why she was here, at least according to Tod’s wife, Zoe.

Tod opened his mouth to speak, but Minra held up a hand. “Er, before you say anything, try to remember I’m a mystic, not a scientist. As soon as you hit your stride and start tossing in words like quantum, and superposition, or any mention of dead or alive cats, then know that you will have lost me. Cats, usually black, are useful stage props for us mystics, and they rarely come in trick boxes.”

Tod snapped his mouth closed and steepled his fingers while he reframed his answer.

They’d moved back into the common room after an excellent meal. Most of it was reconstituted or frozen, brought in from Jezero via a regular supply run, though you’d never have guessed it. It tasted fresh. No doubt the triumphant product of the culinary skills of their chef, Orban. During the meal, everyone had wanted to ask Minra questions, but Minra had no answers, just questions of her own. She kept them to herself though, because she had a bigger priority. Since her last decent meal, at Henry Crater, two weeks earlier, she and Lissa had lived on microwave dinners, and while they were acceptable as far as microwave dinners went, she longed for some real food. And here it was on her plate. She wasn’t about to spoil the moment with challenging conversation.

But now, in the common room, the time for answers was here. Lissa had run off with her new friend, Ethan, who was Tod and Zoe’s son, and they were with another child, a girl younger than Lissa whose name Minra rather liked but had forgotten. She was the daughter of a couple whose names had also fluttered into Minra’s brain then left, leaving no trace, not even a scuff mark.

“Ethan and Venus will show Lissa around,” said Zoe.

Ah, Venus. It was funny, Minra had a nagging sense that she’d seen Venus before, but that couldn’t be.

“I’ll give you the tour later, but I’ll bet Lissa will see places I don’t even know about. Kids are like that, aren’t they? Don’t worry, she’ll be safe. It’s difficult to get out of Echo Falls by accident.”

Minra wasn’t comforted by that, but she knew she’d have to get used to it.

So, the common room gathering comprised ten adults, excluding Minra. She knew the four who’d come out to rescue her from their Kasei Chasma adventure, and now she knew Tod and Zoe. But who were the others? Venus’ parents: the woman’s name too, seemed fitting for this new life in the stars.

Not Stella, but something like that. Astro… something. Astrid!

And now the name of Astrid’s husband or partner came to her.

Raph. Yes, Astrid and Raph Claesson.

But she couldn’t remember what Raph did—he was some kind of engineer. Weren’t they all? But Astrid’s occupation didn’t fit. She was a naval architect. Mars seemed to Minra to be a world even less in need of a naval architect than a fortune teller.

And the other two women? No, she couldn’t remember. Celtic-sounding names, that’s all she had. She didn’t like to ask again, it seemed rude not to have listened the first time, but she reckoned she’d pick their names up from listening in on conversations. She was good at that. That’s how she worked as a mystic whenever her oneiromantic half-powers failed her, which they usually did.

The Celtic ladies, as she labelled them for the moment, were sitting in an outer circle, with Jean-Paul and Ferdinand. The others had pulled their chairs in to form an inner circle of seven.

Is this a sign of the politics of Echo Falls? Minra wondered. It didn’t seem to matter. Both inner and outer circles were leaning in to feed on Minra’s every word. Minra thought back to something Daphne and Evita had told her at Henry. “They’ve been waiting for you, Minra. For you.”

Well, here was her chance to find out why. So first off, she’d asked about superdeterminism, to see what Tod meant about it being the reason she was here in Echo Falls. Tod, however, the resident expert on superdeterminism, was having trouble with his articulation. Several times he opened his mouth to start, then changed his mind and, goldfish-like, closed it again. Once or twice the mouth-closing was accompanied by an audible snap.

But at last he was ready to go. “Small things: particles, atoms… quantum things—” He looked to Minra to make sure he was still doing okay. Just five words in and he’d already had to deploy one of her taboo words.

Minra nodded and waved it off. Quantum meant small stuff. That much at least she knew.

Tod pressed on. “Quantum things are expected to behave randomly. Scientists have always tended to favour that. Release a small quantity of… some gas, into a large sealed room. It diffuses. Can we predict where one specific molecule of that gas will be in, say, a year’s time? No, of course not. Random. Okay?”

Minra nodded. So far, so good.

“But the very idea of quantum randomness, this unpredictability, is, to say the least, odd. Why should it be random? Randomness defies our understanding of cause and effect. Is it right to say that the behaviour of a particle is random, just because we can’t predict it? Superdeterminists say it is not. Our inability to predict is because the cause and effect is lost in the noise and lengthy time intervals involved in measurement. So, given enough information about the initial conditions of every quantum object in a system—the system being our universe—and going right back to the initial conditions at the beginning of that universe, then everything should be predictable. And many scientists hate that, because, they say, it removes free will.”

Minra thought about it. Free will was a thing that was in the forefront of her thoughts right now. Did she herself have free will? Because if she did, she’d be willing to bet she wouldn’t be sitting in a room on Mars listening to a raving cosmologist while her daughter was God only knew where, crawling about in the ventilation ducts for all she knew.

Tod wasn’t finished. “Lana Stewart was Harry Burton’s second wife. They married here on Mars. She laid much of the groundwork for what we’re talking about here. It’s how she proved the scientific foundation behind your gift for oneiromancy.”

Minra knew about Lana Stewart and her work. Every oneiromancer worth their salt was aware of it.

“You’re talking about the repeating universe theory. That we’ve all been here before, and we’ll do it again. Hence no free will.”

Tod pounced, excited that she understood. “Yes! The universe begins and ends with a singularity. An initial condition in which there is no time or space, so no dimensions. A single point that, without randomness, must behave in exactly the same way, every time, and in every subsequent quantum interaction. And people hate the idea of no free will, so even now, after all the proofs, they rally against it.”

“So none of us have free will?”

“Of course we do. Always we can choose. But we’ve had to make a choice many times in many epochs, and in each case all the initial conditions are the same, including our capacity for judgement, so we make the same choice. But we’re still free to make it.”

“Even if I say, the obvious thing to do is X so I’m going to do Y just to prove you wrong?”

“Yes, because the conditions at the time have led you to say, ‘I should do X but I’m going to do Y.’ For you it is free will. And when this epoch rolls around again and you live your life again, you will make the same free-will choice.”

“I find that depressing,” said Minra.

“You shouldn’t,” said Tod. “Because it’s what gives you the ability to tell fortunes. You find the nebulous links with other epochs that we now know exist via people’s dreams. It’s a rare talent. But it couldn’t work if every epoch was different. We live in a superdeterministic universe. You are the proof of that. As was Anouk Koenman, whose predictions helped our Martian outposts to survive.”

Tod spent a moment collecting his thoughts. “Perhaps we all see echoes of past and future epochs or cycles—I use the words ‘past’ and ‘future’ in the loosest sense, because when time has stopped there is no past or future, just alternate iterations.” He realised he was starting to stray so waved a hand to bring himself back into line. “So, yes, maybe we all see these echoes, we have déjà-vu moments, but then some of us are better at doing so than others. Those with long-running generational symmetries.”

“What…?” Minra wanted to understand this.

“Generational symmetries, like… like for example the matriarchal aspect of the Koenman line. The inability of Koenman women to hold down a steady relationship.”

“Whoa!” Minra held up her palms in a warding-off gesture. “How do you know any of my family issues?”

“I’ve studied you. I’ve studied Anouk Koenman. I’ve studied Floortje. None of us would be here on Mars today without Anouk’s retelling of those key alternate epochs’ events. Your oneiromancy is not mysticism, Minra. It’s experimental cosmology. And speaking as a cosmologist, I can’t begin to tell you how frustrating it is not being able to replicate any of it myself in controlled conditions.”

Tod leaned forward in his chair and lowered his voice. Everyone in the circle leaned in closer, to listen. “And that, Minra Koenman, is why you’re here.”

“Because I’ve been here before?”

“We all have. No, it’s because I failed. Dwerry brought me here—a superdeterminist, a cosmologist who wanted to discover a way to formalise premonition, to see elements of the future via science—to get him out of a hole. His sky hook hole. And when I failed to do that, he made a Hail Mary pass via his last will and testament. He sent for a real oneiromancer. Someone with a window through to the infinite cycle of superdeterministic universes. He sent for you.”
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True to her word, Zoe gave Minra a tour of Echo Falls. She showed her the viewing deck, which was just one floor below Minra’s room and had the same spectacular view out onto Echus Chasma. The deck was a fine place to relax in company, and everyone spent time there, but this was a working community and the work was engineering, so the deck was nothing but a distraction compared to the true heart of Echo Falls: the workshop, attached to the garage on the ground floor. Zoe’s tour had lingered longest in the workshop, where everyone had shown off their various projects with evident pride. Minra couldn’t match their gushing enthusiasm for a workshop space filled with noise and irritant smells and powerful machinery. Zoe explained how the entire plant had been delivered the expensive—and now prohibited—way, by rocket, back in the early days of Echo Falls’ construction. What were they making here? Minra missed that part. The only thing that held her interest in the workshop area was the garage where her Allegro was parked—she now thought of it as “her” Allegro—because without her Allegro she could see no other way of ever leaving this place, and the means to that end, both logistical and financial, were far from clear.

“Why’s my floor called floor D, and not a number?” Minra had asked, early in the tour.

“D for Dwerry,” said Zoe. “The top floor was his home. We’ll change it. To M?”

“No, no, don’t change it. Harry Dwerryhouse built this place. It’s only fair that he should have a floor named after him. Besides, I don’t know if I’m going to be permanent here yet.”

“Of course.” The tone of Zoe’s response held a mixture of surprise and disappointment. Minra felt she had to explain.

“I’m only here to see if I want to accept the terms of Dwerry’s will. It was a condition that I come in person first, before I made a decision. I have a year to make up my mind. Had a year. I guess it’s only half a year now? The clock started a few months after Dwerry died, once his lawyers found me.”

“I understand.”

Minra was glad that Zoe understood, even when the tone of her voice said otherwise, because she herself didn’t. She understood nothing. She’d tried to explain her feelings to Lissa the night after that first meal, but had come up short. Lissa, for her part, was having fun. Now, two weeks later, Minra was no closer to understanding what Echo Falls was all about and why they needed her, as they so reminded her whenever the opportunity came up.

She now knew everyone’s name. The Celtic women were Ffion and Dervla. Ffion looked after the farm; Dervla, her wife, was an engineer. Engineering was the core occupation here. Jean-Paul and Ferdinand were engineers. Raph was a structural engineer—Minra didn’t quite grasp the difference—and of course there was Riška who seemed to be the chief engineer, though titles of rank appeared to be frowned upon. The non-engineers were Astrid, the boat designer, and the American couple, Tod and Zoe, Tod the cosmologist and Zoe the doctor; they were all doctors of something, it seemed, but Zoe was a doctor in the normal sense, a medical doctor. Useful to have someone out here who could do more than offer pain killers and apply bandages. Oh, and Orban of course, who was a chef, a good one, but turned his hand to any and all odd jobs around Echo, including, of course, engineering.

And that left Minra. Minra the mystic. Could she have possibly been a worse fit?

“What’s wrong, Mummy?” asked Lissa, one night. “Is it still what happened that first day? Do you want to talk?”

“It’s more what didn’t happen,” said Minra. “But don’t you worry about it. You’re too young to do my worrying.”

Minra did want to talk. She needed a friend, someone her age and with her worldview, and the more she got to know the crew the less she thought she’d find one here. Zoe was fine; she tried hard to be friend-like, but whenever Minra attempted to talk to her she somehow adopted a persona. A bedside manner. She made Minra feel like a patient.

She tried talking to Tod, who always became nervous and struggled to talk to a non-academic. Perhaps she’d given him too hard a time on that first day when she’d insisted he speak in lay terms. Had she given him a complex? Astrid might prove to be a good friend. Minra and Astrid, soothsayer and boatbuilder. Also a mother with a daughter only a little younger than Lissa. But for some reason their paths seldom crossed. So then there was everyone else, who were… well, they were engineers, whose conversations were about load deflections, scalars, and satisfaction models.

Except Ffion, the farmer. Ffion kept to herself mostly, or stayed close to her wife, Dervla. But over the course of the next couple of weeks Minra was able to reach inside a little more and become closer. Ffion might understand, especially if she caught her on her home turf, in her farm.

The farm was on the top floor of Echo Falls, above Minra’s rooms and reached via stairs, not the lift. Much of the farm was outside, under a dome, and was the only part of Echo Falls that had a proper view of the sky. There were fields, of corn, wheat, barley, and one left fallow, for reasons of regeneration. Minra found it surprising that it wasn’t a more popular location. Looking through the porthole window in the closed door, it appeared an idyllic place. Or at least as close as you might get to idyllic on this wretched planet. Why did everyone prefer the torture chamber dungeon of the workshop as the place to spend most of their waking hours? A mystery, but a small one compared to all the other mysteries. Compared to the one great mystery: what the hell was Minra doing here? Why was she wanted? Nobody seemed able to tell her. “Because Dwerry sent for you,” was nowhere close to being a proper explanation.

Minra held out for the right opportunity. It came soon enough. The children were in the schoolroom, doing virtual lessons with their schoolmates in Jezero. The adults were in the workshop, excited over something called a meta-material that Riška had just invented. Ffion was in the farm, caring for her tomatoes.

“Ffion, can I give you a hand?”

Ffion looked startled and uncomfortable. But then, without making eye contact, she said, “Of course. Take a basket. There are tomatoes ready for picking.”

Minra took a basket. She watched Ffion to make sure she was choosing the right colour tomatoes. Ffion moved between the tall plants with quiet efficiency, always keeping a wary eye on Minra, who herself set to work, finding it to be a calming kind of activity. She waited for the right moment. The moment when she felt a companionable silence form between them.

As it happened, Ffion was first to break the silence, with a question. She reached her hand out to touch Minra’s debt ring.

“Does it hurt?”

“No. I hardly notice it.”

“But you wear it all the time, yes?”

“Day and night.”

“It must irritate you. A little.”

“No more than—” she pointed to the wedding ring on Ffion’s finger “—than that?”

Ffion nodded. She was the only person in Echo Falls to have asked Minra about the debt ring.

“Can I ask you a question?” said Minra.

“Oh! Yes, okay.”

“Everyone has avoided the subject. Maybe you can tell me what it is I’m supposed to be doing here? Why are any of us here?”

“Sounds like a theological question,” said Ffion.

Had Ffion just made a joke? If she had it might have indicated a breakthrough, thought Minra. But her hopes of breaching Ffion’s defensive shell and finding a soulmate evaporated when Minra realised she was serious. Ffion was not relaxed in her presence.

“It’s more a plea for help,” said Minra. “Look, all I know is that Dwerry arranged for me, or someone like me, to come out here. He must have had a reason. No one will talk about it. Tod says it’s to do with superdeterminism, but he’s talking cosmologian or something. He gets uncomfortable whenever I try to pin him down to a language I can understand. It’s like… You know that question: ‘Why did you climb Everest?’ The answer ‘because it’s there’ doesn’t help much.”

“Hmm.” Ffion turned and perched on the low wall of the tomato bed. She stared at the ground and seemed to be in deep concentration. “I think you should climb a mountain.”

Oh, Lord, here we go again, thought Minra. More vague statements.

Ffion saw the expression on Minra’s face and threw up her hands. “No, really,” she said. “You do know you own a mountain?”

“I do?”

“Well, yes. At least, I think you do. Dwerry staked a claim to Pavonis Mons at the same time he claimed Echus Chasma. So if you inherit all his estate, then I guess you own everything from here to the summit.”

“Why? Why would he want to own a mountain?”

Ffion nodded to herself, and Minra could see understanding coming to her eyes. “You really don’t know, do you? About anything. About the sky hook, the elevator?”

“You said sky hook. I’ve heard that phrase before. Tod said I’d been brought here to get Dwerry out of his sky hook hole. What’s a sky hook hole? Ffion, I really don’t know.”

Ffion steepled her fingers and regarded Minra with a laser-eyed appraising stare. Minra waited. No, she didn’t know. Why did Dwerry bring me? A sky hook? And a new mystery: Why the hell would I want a mountain on Mars?

Ffion continued. “A sky hook is a space elevator. It gives access to and from orbit that doesn’t involve rockets. Space elevators need to be sited near the equator and are best built on high ground. Pavonis Mons is right on the Martian equator. The summit is five miles above datum, so it was always deemed the perfect spot, and that’s going back to before anyone even came to Mars. Now we’re here, and we need one. A lot of our materials come from the asteroids. But… well, you arrived by shuttle. You know how violent a procedure it is just getting down here in one piece. A space elevator would solve all that. Dwerry’s plan was to build one.”

“Great,” said Minra. “Hence all the engineers. I assume it’s the thing Dervla and everyone else is working on?”

“It is. Dervla’s very excited about it. We all are. And about you.”

“So here we go again. Why me? I’m not an engineer. I don’t know about… what? Space elevators? Where do I fit in?”

“You read dreams.”

Minra tried to hold in the scream, but it came out anyway, as an exasperated croak. She made claws of her hands, gritted her teeth. “What has dream reading got to do with space elev—”

“Because we don’t know how to build one,” said Ffion, in a raised voice that Minra hadn’t heard before. “Dwerry didn’t know. Dervla and Riška and Raph don’t know. They haven’t a clue. They know the science. They know the engineering principles. But they don’t have the materials technology. Or even an idea of where to begin. But they have faith. Space elevators are an old idea. The answers are there. Somewhere. Anouk Koenman—she was your great aunt, yes?—she read HB’s dreams. She gave him the answer to a life-and-death problem he faced on Mars long before he even had a clue he might come here. Lana Stewart proved that dream reading wasn’t mysticism. It’s science, Minra. So Tod was brought along to apply the science angle. You’ll never get him to admit it, but he’s just like the engineers; he knows how dream reading works in theory, but to make it work in practice needs something else. An insight he doesn’t have. Tod will talk about quantum entanglement across epochs until your brain leaks out of your ears, but he can’t… do it. And the engineers can’t do space elevators.”

“So you reckon I’m here to read their dreams and tell them how to build one?”

“Yes.”

“And none of these cosmologists and scientists and engineers and… and farmers,” she said, pointing at Ffion, “thought it might be useful to tell me any of this?”

“To be fair, we thought we already did,” said Ffion.

“And in the two weeks I’ve been here, you all missed the subtle clues, like me saying things like, ‘What the hell am I doing here?’ And haven’t there been any alarm bells yet, owing to the fact that I’ve never once mentioned running any oneiromancy sessions to pluck this knowledge out of your heads?”

“We thought you were waiting to get into… the zone? Or something. We don’t know how these things work.”

Minra dropped her head back and blew air through closed lips, a long, drawn-out sigh.

“Ffion, thank you. For the first time I have some clarity, at last.”

“So, can you do it? Read our dreams, I mean.”

“Yeah, about that. I’d say, probably not. I’ll give it a try, but really? I’m more of a, you’ll-meet-a-tall-dark-stranger kind of fortune teller. I hate to disappoint but I don’t think I’m the right person to go pulling futuristic blueprints out of your dreams. Dwerry might have been barking up the wrong tree on this one.”

“So, what will you do?”

“Do?” Minra walked around for a while, flapping her arms and huffing. “Well… I think your idea about climbing a mountain might be a good start. A way of getting into the zone, wouldn’t you say?”
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From Echus to the summit of Pavonis Mons was a trip just shy of two thousand kilometres. Then another two thousand for the return. A second epic outing for the Allegro would be risky, but after spending two weeks vainly seeking some kind of purpose in Echo Falls, Minra felt in need of a diversion. What better distraction than to undertake another adventure. She needed to get away. Ffion had said it would help her to get away, to go up the mountain. Minra didn’t care where she went; she just needed a break from the pleading in everyone’s eyes, and in some eyes, accusation. Despite Minra’s doubts, most still seemed to think she could deliver. She felt like a false messiah.

Lissa wanted to come, and Minra said she would be glad of her company. She had an ulterior motive. While Minra knew for sure that she herself could never read dreams the way everyone expected her to—she was no Anouk Koenman, never had been—it was different for Lissa. Lissa read dreams without even trying. Minra could help her and she might just turn out to be Echo Falls’ secret weapon. Minra hoped that if Lissa saw the summit of Pavonis Mons it might shake loose a few of the visions she’d already been having these past few months. It might help her join the dots. Minra wouldn’t tell anyone about Lissa’s gift, though. Not yet. She was a nine-year-old, learning to be a Martian. Deification was unlikely to be helpful.

The trip wouldn’t be on the scale of their lone, semi-circumnavigation epic that had brought them to Echo Falls either, because this time they’d have a guide… or guides. Raph and Astrid had agreed to accompany them in their own Allegro, which they called Driscoll. And they agreed to bring Venus along as company for Lissa.

“We really must give our Allegro a name,” Minra said to Lissa, as they were loading supplies. “All the Allegros have names. Proper names. Riška and Orban call theirs Želva and Lenka. Now there’s Driscoll. I asked Astrid where they got Driscoll from. Thought it might be a family connection or something.”

“It’s from a book, isn’t it?” said Lissa. “Venus told me.”

“Yeah, The Martian Chronicles. I’ve read it. Benjamin Driscoll was a character from Earth who can’t ever leave Mars and go back home. So he plants trees that make oxygen. And in a later story there’s a forest named after him, Driscoll Forest, so Astrid thought it would be a nice touch to name something real on Mars, Driscoll, as a tribute. And it’s kind of fitting, too. Someone who can never leave. We need to give our Allegro a name like that. Something with meaning.” 

“I thought Dwerry called ours The Bus?”

“He did, but… come on, what kind of name is that? Think of something, Lissa, I’m open to suggestions.”

“How about we name her after Grandma? Call her Floortje?”

Minra thought for a moment then nodded. “I like it. Your grandma was a fantastic oneiromancer. Yeah, it’s a fitting name. A remembrance. Good one, Lissa. Henceforth The Bus will be called Floortje.”

“Would Mr Dwerryhouse mind us changing it?”

“Mr Dwerryhouse is not here to object, hon, and anyway, The Bus? What was he thinking?”

From the garage, at ground level in Echus Chasma, to the plateau where the farm was situated and from where they’d begin their expedition, was 2,500 metres, straight up. Echo Falls, besides the passenger lift, had a goods elevator, for vehicles and equipment. Without it they would have had to drive north out of the chasm, then, after nine hundred kilometres, do a one-eighty-degree turn and come back south, climbing along the western rim. An extra 1,800 kilometres all told. It was good that they had the equipment lift. Better than good for the Harry Dwerryhouse master plan, that involved regular access to the mountain top so they could build their 17,000-kilometre-tall tower.

Seventeen thousand kilometres. Minra had been struck temporarily dumb when Raph explained the project.

“It’s not so bad, at least compared to the structure they’d have to build on Earth to achieve the same thing,” said Raph. They were sitting on the deck, the evening before setting out, Raph and Astrid, and Minra.

“Earth’s stronger gravity means geostationary orbit there is 42,000 kilometres above the surface. Then your tower has to extend out the same distance again, or at least you must use a counterweight. For balance, you see? The Mars tower’s a doddle compared to Earth’s.”

“A doddle, except you haven’t built one,” said Minra.

“No. Not yet.”

“But it’s just a big tower.”

“Yes. Well, no. You build a tower from the ground up. The space elevator would be built from orbit. We’d work downwards.”

“Ah, I can see how that would be tricky. I once tried plastering when our ceiling fell in, in the apartment back in Sri Lanka. Couldn’t get the stuff to stay up there. Gravity. Don’t know how plasterers do it.”

“It’s not quite like that. More like weaving a rope. But who am I to say? If I knew how to do it, we’d have one by now.”

Minra sensed this was all a touchy subject, especially to the engineers. She could imagine how much it hurt them to have to seek help from a crystal ball gazer, so she changed the subject.

“So, Venus is coming. That will be nice for Lissa. Except they’ll be in separate Allegros.”

“We’ve added a docking tube to Driscoll. Whenever we stop we’ll be able to connect and use the Allegros as one space. It’s normal when travelling in convoy. We won’t have the memory problems you had when you came from Jezero, either. We keep all the Allegros updated with the latest route data, so we’ll do the whole run on our autopilot.”

“And we can get there in a couple of days, you say?”

“Running day and night, yes. Just one stop for a recharge, otherwise it’d be even quicker.”

Minra was quiet for a while. She wanted to get outside again, but now it came to it she was nervous. She’d made it to Echus, halfway around Mars, just her and Lissa, but that didn’t deflect from the fact that they’d nearly died. Driving around on Mars was dangerous.

She sat up and rubbed her hands together. “Well, an early night then, I think. If there’s one thing I’ve learnt from Martian road trips, it’s that you don’t get much sleep. See you in the morning.”

Would she sleep tonight? Minra doubted it.


45

[image: ]
Pavonis Mons



“I know this place,” said Lissa.

Minra snapped to attention and stared hard at Lissa.

“It’s like I’ve been here before,” said Lissa. “But something’s—I don’t know—missing.”

Minra rubbed her chin and considered. They were near the top of Pavonis Mons, a desolate mountain on Mars. Mad to think that such a place could feel in any way familiar, but Minra definitely felt it too, a sense of déjà vu. Between the two of them, Minra knew that Lissa had always had the stronger ability when it came to dream reading—and dream reading was exactly what this was—so Minra felt a thrilling sense of validation, coupled also with relief, because for once, she was sharing a strong precognition moment with her daughter.

The climb up Pavonis Mons had been uneventful. Fun almost. For some of the trip Venus had ridden with Minra and Lissa in their Allegro, sharing Lissa’s bunk where they did schoolwork together. Other times Lissa had ridden in Driscoll with Venus. Raph had kept an eye on them and Astrid had come over to chat with Minra.

“You’re a naval architect? A boat designer? How does that work, here on Mars? Do you feel as out of place as I do?” Minra had asked.

“Well, naval architects design ships,” said Astrid. “All kinds of ships. I specialise in spaceship design. No one ever thought to expand the job title, that’s all.”

“Oh.” That deflated Minra a little. Here she was thinking she might have something in common with Astrid, two outsiders together. But designing spaceships. That put her a peg above even the engineers, who merely built them. Minra’s spirits slumped at this new information, making her feel even more of an outsider than before. Astrid was good company, though, even after the spaceship-designer-gulf threatened to insert distance between them, because Astrid was also a mother, of a daughter, and that at least gave them one shared experience. What’s more, Venus was younger than Lissa by nearly two years, so on the subject of daughter-raising experiences, Minra even had a small edge.

During the nighttime part of the journey, they’d all slept in their own Allegros—Driscoll was much bigger than Floortje, a four-berth family model—and Raph and Astrid took turns to keep watch, which they could do for both vehicles from inside Driscoll, since they were running in convoy mode. Minra offered to take a turn, but Astrid refused. Despite Minra’s half-way-round-the-globe trip, they had far more experience, she said, especially with keeping two Allegros in sync, running as one. It seemed unfair to Minra. As far as she could see there was nothing to do on watch except listen for alarms. She wanted to play her part, and she wondered if getting stuck in Kasei Chasma had given her some kind of a reputation. She remembered Oscar from Henry Crater. Had Minra become the Oscar of Echo Falls? Or was she getting paranoid? She hoped Astrid and Raph didn’t think of her that way. Maybe they were just being nice.

Then dawn had broken. Minra, feeling guilty for sleeping all through the night while Raph and Astrid drove, had risen early. Outside the window the landscape had changed. Ahead of them a mountain rose up. Not the whole mountain, they’d been on the mountain, climbing it, for a day and a night. With an average slope of only four degrees it had always been hard to tell if they were even going upwards. No, what Minra could now see ahead of her, still two hundred kilometres from the top, was the steepening side of the caldera. More evidently a proper mountain.

And Minra had been here before. In a dream? Well, she certainly hadn’t been here.

She’d thought about it for an hour while waiting for Lissa to wake up, trying to make the ridiculous notion go away, but now here was her daughter sharing that same sense of familiarity.

“Skiing,” said Lissa.

“What?”

“That’s where I’ve seen this place. In your dream. It’s where we build the ski jump.”

“On Mars? Where there’s no snow?”

“There’s snow at the poles. We did it in school. Carbon dioxide snow.”

“We’re not at the poles. We’re right on the equator.”

“We’re high up a mountain, though. Doesn’t it snow on mountains here, like on Earth? We should ask Venus’ mum and dad. They know this stuff.”

Minra held up a hand. “We should… keep this to ourselves. For now. We don’t know what we’ve seen in our dreams. My dream, yours, both. This might look similar to a place one of us goes to, years from now.”

“But it’s not just your dreams I’ve been seeing. There were people on the spaceship, when we came here,” said Lissa. “They might have dreamt it too.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. You’re new to dream reading, remember.”

“I think the ski jump is here.”

“Okay, but it’s hard to believe. All I feel is a sense of familiarity.” This wasn’t exactly true. Minra might have had a memory of some kind of structure, too. That was the way with dreams, they faded and only came back with prompting. But a ski jump? Really?

“Look, when we get back to Echo, how about we attempt some focussed dream reading? I already promised we would, so let’s do it. Proper oneiromancy. I brought the book along with us. We need to read it. Understand the prompts and cues. Try to do some interpretations before we go running around shouting about Martian Winter Olympics. If we can understand these dream visions a little better it might help. Like your dream about you floating in the dark. Maybe that’s important, too.”

“That’s your dream, not mine.”

“Which you share, and—let’s face it—can recall the details much clearer than I can. So who first dreamed up the ski jump? You? Me? Someone else?”

“I don’t know.”

“You know more about it than I do. You’ve seen my dream, and maybe someone else’s dream, and they’re similar, and you’re getting them all mixed up in your mind. And maybe you’ve then had your own ideas about what, if anything, the dreams mean,” said Minra. “You see what I’m getting at? You’re still young. You need more life experiences under your belt. Getting these things wrong can be dangerous. Not everyone at Echo Falls is sold on the idea of trusting a fortune teller.”

“They seem to be.”

Minra gave her a hard stare that said, Enough! “Look, Lissa. Suggesting we build a ski resort on a mountain on the back side of Mars, half a planet’s drive away from the nearest population centre won’t further our reputations here, right?”

“It’s a ski jump.”

“Lissa!”

“Okay, Mum.” The sulky voice said otherwise.

And when did she start calling me Mum instead of Mummy? She’s growing up. And getting stroppy with it.

“I mean it, Lissa. I’m serious. Keep this to ourselves. Promise?”

No answer.

“Lissa?”

“Promise.”

Is that a promise I can believe? Am I staring at the beginnings of teenaged rebellion?

Minra hoped not. It was a little early for adolescent angst at only nine years old, but the instances were becoming more and more frequent. Minra didn’t need to be an oneiromancer to foretell difficulties ahead. She felt a growing need for someone in whom she could confide. Astrid was great. She and Minra were both mothers, proud of their own. Astrid had the potential to become a good friend and companion. But Minra felt she needed, not just companionship, but someone willing to accept a stake in Lissa’s future. She had never been one to fixate on the lack of male intimacy in her life. What she’d had—the likes of Albert Mottershead, Lissa’s father, a man who should have accepted a stake in his daughter’s life decisions and growing pains—had been more than enough disappointment for Minra. She also had to take into account the historical record, the low success rate of her matriarchal heritage. The failure rate amongst the Koenman females was high enough to warn Minra off any male who came too close. But watching Astrid and Raph together sometimes made her wonder. They were comfortable with each other. They could talk about Venus with equal engagement. Raising a child was hard. Doing so alone and having to make all the decisions without the benefit of another invested opinion sometimes felt too hard.

The Van den Bergs, Lucas and Helen. They seemed happy, from the brief time Minra had spent with them. Riška and Orban. Tod and Zoe. Dervla and Ffion. Proof that people could co-exist. Sometimes Minra felt a little jealous of couples who managed to share their lives together without crisis. The men Minra liked always seemed to come with baggage, baggage they were never around long enough to unpack.

Leon. There was a name she hadn’t thought about for a week or so. Or was it a day or so? What happened there? He’d seemed like a good person, a kind person, yet he’d managed to slip away, to disappear without a trace inside a miniature, tight-sealed city so cosy that everyone knew each other’s names and business. She had even liked the space miner, Encel, despite him being a bit odd. And despite them having spent just one evening together—and he’d slept and sobbed for most of it—before she’d had to come here, to the other side of Mars, and he’d had to go to the asteroids in his debt-laden spaceship, his Phoebe.

The thought made her lift a hand to her debt ring, almost forgotten with all the other things that were going on. Forgotten because the people of Echus Chasma never made a thing of it. Ffion had asked if it hurt. That was all. To them it wasn’t important, even though it should be, because the future of everyone at Echus Chasma was as much bound up in that debt’s future as was her own.

Big decisions were coming. Was Minra wrong to wish for male companionship? A confidant? She didn’t think it was an unreasonable wish. And being realistic, there was fat chance of finding someone out here. She should let it go. She’d come this far through life, alone, and to date she’d managed okay. She’d brought her daughter to a better life, on another planet, and she’d done it solo. How many could claim that?

But it would be nice to have someone. Not just for herself. Lissa needed someone.
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So they kept the ski jump dream a secret between them. Nothing wrong with that, was there? Most dreams people had were so surreal, they wouldn’t want to share them with anyone. And did every dream have to foretell a future or a parallel epoch? No, of course not.

But significant? As an oneiromancer, Minra had to believe that every dream had significance. It was her job. Her vocation. Her… destiny. The truth was always locked in the interpretation.

So she didn’t tell Astrid about the dream and what it might mean. Astrid had come over to travel in Minra’s Allegro, in Floortje, for the last leg of the trip up to the edge of the caldera.

Floortje. Minra’s mother. What would she have made of Minra wilfully ignoring the portents of her own dream? Well, for one thing, Floortje would have known how to interpret it. Every nuance. Minra herself could barely even remember it. And Floortje would have reminded Minra that she should be very wary of interpreting her own dreams, because emotions and expectations have an annoying habit of getting all tangled up and tainting the meaning. Okay, so Lissa had tried to draw meaning from it, but Lissa—who had enormous talent—was not an oneiromancer, not yet, not at only nine years old.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?”

“Hmm? What? Oh, the view. Yeah, stunning.” Minra had been so wrapped up in her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed when they’d pulled to a halt beside the lip of the central crater. Astrid’s question had jolted her back into the Martian landscape. Pavonis Mons’ stats were impressive: From where they were parked to the other side of the circular crater was forty-seven kilometres. The crater itself—she kept thinking of it as a crater although it was correctly called a caldera—was five kilometres deep. The trouble was, they were just numbers. Visually, there was nothing to scale against. Had there been, say, a city or even a few trees on the other side, then it might have given her more of a sense of how far she was looking. But there wasn’t, so with her own eyes she could have been looking at something only a kilometre across. Being on Mars didn’t help, either, with its thin air and exaggerated horizon. Distances were impossible to judge.

“You’re deep in thought.” Astrid sounded excited. “Have you seen something? A vision?”

“No. We don’t really have visions. It’s not like that.”

“Oh. I hoped you might… I hoped coming here would trigger something.”

“Sorry.” Minra was lying through her teeth. Right now she was feeling something as close to a vision as she’d ever had. But she didn’t know what it was. She couldn’t interpret the images in her head. Her mother’s warning again. “Don’t try to interpret your own dreams. You’ll come a cropper.”

She hoped Lissa was also keeping her thoughts to herself over in Driscoll. It would be harder for her. She’d want to impress her friend. To show off. Minra hoped she’d instilled a good enough sense of caution in her daughter. Because the last thing they needed right now was to come across as a pair of new-age nut jobs. Oneiromancy was science, and respectfully regarded that way at Echo Falls. They didn’t want to lose that.

“What now?” Minra asked.

Astrid already had a plan. “I think we should go around the caldera. A full lap. A different viewpoint might rattle something loose for you. Besides, I’ve done the circuit before; it’s amazing.”

It took them five hours. Minra wondered if the trip would, if nothing else, give her a sense of the scale of Pavonis Mons, but it didn’t. For five hours, the view from the left window was pretty much the same: a crater, that could have been wide, could have been deep. Out of the right window: a slope down to a featureless expanse of desert. Up front: the tail end of Driscoll. Astrid kept glancing over towards Minra, looking… for what? A dawning, wide-eyed epiphany? Well, it never came.

What’s wrong with me? I’m on Mars, driving around on an extinct volcano that’s twice the height of Everest. Why do I feel nothing? Astrid says it’s amazing. Why am I not amazed? But Minra knew she was lying to herself. She was feeling plenty amazed, only not the kind of amazement she wanted to feel. She was amazed because it felt so familiar. Familiar but lacking a manmade structure, as though she was a time traveller visiting the past.

And five hours later they’d completed the full circuit of the caldera. There were the wheel tracks showing the route up which they’d come, a marker to lead them back down away from the crater’s edge. She felt relief.

The two Allegros parked again.

“Let’s go outside,” said Astrid.

They were connected via the tunnel, and Driscoll had a proper airlock. No clambering into suits stuck to the outside. They’d used Driscoll’s airlock before when they’d stopped on the way up, to charge both sets of batteries, so Minra was fine with the airlock procedure for going outside. Except she’d already seen what she’d come here to see, and couldn’t be bothered with all the faff. She just wanted to go back to Echo Falls. But she couldn’t say that.

“Yes, that would be good.”

“Are you alright, Minra? You seem out of sorts. Distracted. Are you sure the mountain hasn’t triggered something?”

“Yeah, no. It’s just… I’m on a volcano, on Mars. Takes a bit of getting used to.”

“You’ll never get used to it,” said Astrid.

They stood on the lip of the crater. Not too close to the edge. A five-kilometre slope down to the crater floor. Or was it five meters? Hard to tell. She had an urge to pick up a rock and fling it out into the void to see how far it fell, but she didn’t know how Astrid and Raph would react to that. It might be against Martian etiquette to defile the planet by chucking bits of it around for fun. Minra couldn’t know; she wasn’t a Martian. Not Sri Lankan, not Dutch, not Martian. Not an explorer, not a scientist, not an engineer. Not anything. She was an outsider.

Minra linked arms with Lissa and looked into her eyes. Had she told Venus about her mother’s dream? No. She could tell. She’d said nothing to Venus, nor Raph, but even through the helmet’s visor, Minra could read what Lissa was thinking as she stood on the edge of the crater. She thought it too. A ski jump? Here? Why? How?

“Ready to head back?” It was Raph who broke the silence they all shared. He was the first to risk breaking the spell.

Minra was relieved. “Yes. Let’s go back.”
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Hey Minra, How is Mars treating you? Video attached.

A video mail from Lucas van den Berg. Oh dear. Minra felt instant guilt. She’d been at Echo Falls for a whole month. She should have sent Lucas something more substantial than the few lines of an answer to his first message that she’d received while in Jezero City. His note had been brief to be fair, only a few lines:

By my reckoning you’ve arrived on Mars. Me and Helen can’t stop thinking about you. Are you and Lissa okay? Was the journey terrible? I hope not. Tell us all about it; you’re our first astronauts.

That kind of thing.

Minra had been way too rushed in Jezero, and so overwhelmed by change and the raw emotion that came from just being on Mars, that she’d tapped out a few words along the lines that she and Lissa were safe and they were about to drive halfway around the planet. She felt remiss not sending Lucas and Helen something beyond those first hurried lines. A month had now passed since her journey, and here she was, in her new residence, and not a word to Lucas and Helen.

Residence, yes, that’s the word.

She’d tried, but couldn’t bring herself to think of Echo Falls as home. Not yet. A phrase now popped into her head. ET phone home. Because that’s what she was here. An ET. An Extra Terrestrial. Earth was home.

She tried to shake free of that thought, and settled down to watch Lucas and Helen’s video message, determined to do better with her reply this time around.

Lucas and Helen were, she assumed, at their home in Delft—she hadn’t seen inside before; it looked comfortable, big windows, lots of light. They were on the ground floor and Minra could see a tree-lined canal through the window, and what looked like part of a turret that might be the Gothic Oostpoort, one of Minra’s favourite landmarks in the city. The domestic scene gave Minra pangs of homesickness.

Lucas and Helen both looked excited, all elbows, jostling for position in front of the screen, but as soon as Lucas began to speak his voice became sombre, ready to convey something serious the moment he’d dispensed with introductory small talk.

“Minra, how are you and Lissa?”

And from Helen, less serious, and clearly excited to be speaking to someone on Mars. “Hi Minra!” She waved at the screen.

Then Lucas again. “How was the drive? What do you think of your new home? Isn’t this time delay a pain? We can’t have a real conversation at all. So I’ve written a list.”

He held up a scrap of paper filled with bullet points.

“But first—”

“Do you have to?” said Helen, grabbing the list. “Not first. You’ll put the poor girl to sleep with your boring financial advisor spiel.”

Lucas snatched the paper and playfully smacked the back of Helen’s hand.

He turned his eyes to look straight out of the screen, his expression becoming earnest. “Minra, it would be negligent of me not to offer a gentle reminder about your debt repayment. I know it isn’t an instalment plan—we don’t expect you to have wired—”

“It’s not wired,” butted in Helen, laughing. “Mars is too far to have a wire running all the way—”

“She knows what I mean, Helen. Look, Minra, we know you won’t have EFT’d anything yet—Better, Helen? EFT’d rather than wired?—since the total sum isn’t due until the end of the term, but I do hope you’re budgeting, putting something aside each month. I’m sure you are. If you wish, you could make an electronic funds transfer of instalments to me and I’ll put the money into a safe, Earth-side investment to let it grow. There’s nothing that could match the interest rate that Subramaniam is charging you, it is ridiculous, but a deposited sum would appreciate in value some. I’d be happy to help; I feel a burden of responsibility; it was me who floated the idea of a bridging loan in the first place. Look, I’d really hate for the repayment date to creep up on you unawares, leaving you in a pickle, trying to meet the final payment. Remember, if you need advice, financial or even just as a friend, please ask.”

“Are you done lecturing, dear?” Helen said, giving him a stare. “Minra, I’m sure you’re making loads of money with your dream reading. Ignore Lucas, he’s a worrier. Now, you were about to embark on some epic drive across half of Mars, in the message you sent us. I can’t believe they let you do that. Just you and Lissa. What an adventure. Come on, tell us what happened. And some photos or video of your new home. Does it feel like a home? I hope it’s not too austere, and that you have a few comforts there.”

The Van den Berg double act then went on to share news from the Netherlands. There were concerns about the sea defences. Weren’t there always? Helen had applied for a promotion at work. Better pay. Not nearly enough for a ticket to Mars, though. Not even if she and Lucas stayed in their jobs for three lifetimes. Minra was very lucky.

In all, the video message lasted nearly twenty minutes. Lucas and Helen tried hard to make it sound spontaneous and upbeat, but even if Helen hadn’t slipped in the spoiler about the bullet list; it was obvious they were doing it from a script. This wasn’t conversation. You couldn’t do chitchat from bullet points.

The message—at least the non-financial parts—had been intended, Minra was sure, to make her feel less adrift, more connected, despite being so far from Earth and everything she knew. But it fell short, having the opposite effect. The long time-delay, the stilted attempt at conversation… It left her feeling even more remote than she had before.

Minra pulled up her rolltop and began assembling a bullet list of her own, determined to record a video reply straight away. But for a long time there was only one bullet:

·          Financials. Zero income. What the hell do I tell Lucas??

She stared at the screen, reaching for an answer. One that didn’t scream out, Help! Lucas, that pickle you mentioned? I’ve got a whole bulk-catering-sized jar full.

Helen had been right though in one respect. Dream reading was what Minra did. It had to be the way to tackle her situation, even if she had no clue how to monetise this one dubious skill she possessed. Yes, she’d already made the decision to formalise some serious oneiromancy sessions. She’d decided it even while still on the mountain. Helen’s words, though, spurred her on. As soon as she’d written and sent her video message she’d get down to it. She had an oversized apartment suite with an unused bedroom. She’d talk to Riška about setting it up as a sleep lab.


48

[image: ]
Oneiromancy



“You should try to sleep,” said Minra.

“Are you going to sit there and stare at me?” said Dervla.

Dervla was the first volunteer.

“Will it help if I go into another room?” said Minra.

“Well, yes. Would you? I can feel your eyes on me, even with mine closed. I can hear you breathing. I’m never going to sleep with you watching.”

They were in one of the spare bedrooms in Minra’s suite. Why had Dwerry added all these extra bedrooms? What was he expecting? Minra supposed it was the same urge that made kings and queens build huge palaces with hundreds of bedrooms. Did Dwerry have some kind of psychological monarch complex? He owned half of Mars and these Echus Chasma people had been his subjects, so had he believed he needed a palace with a lot of rooms to support his status? Whatever, it didn’t matter because it made the perfect lab for Minra’s project: to get stuck into some real oneiromancy. And her doing so seemed to make everyone in Echo Falls a lot happier. There was a buzz of excitement; a waiting list for sessions. A list so long they’d had to select by lottery, and Dervla’s name had come out of the hat first.

Minra hadn’t spoken much to Dervla. She and her wife, Ffion, they kept to themselves. All Minra knew about her were the few things Ffion had divulged that day in the farm, which hadn’t been much.

“What do you do, Dervla?”

“I’m an engineer.”

Go figure.

Minra picked up her clipboard and started to write, then stopped.

“How do you spell Dervla? The Irish way, or—”

“Yes. D-E-I-R-B-H-I-L-E. But you can spell it D-E-R-V-L-A because everyone does, and you’ll only get the Gaelic spelling wrong the next time you try.”

Minra wrote “Deirbhile” at the top of the page, because she felt strongly about people owning their identity. She’d own her own if she felt she had one. Then she added Dervla in brackets so she’d remember how to say it.

“My name’s really Minrada, but everyone calls me Minra. But that’s okay; I call myself Minra. So, Deirbhile. I’ve used the Gaelic spelling.”

Dervla shrugged.

“You’re an engineer. What kind of engineering? Anything specific?”

“I work for Riška, looking after the fleet of Allegros. And the systems that keep Echo Falls running: Life support, waste recycling, heating systems… I unblock the drains, fun stuff like that.”

Minra laughed. “Yeah, I’ve had some experience of blocked drains.”

“It’s Mars. Low gravity. You have to be careful. Stuff gets stuck. Someone has to unstick it. Me, usually.”

Minra wrote it all down. “Thanks. All this is helpful, honestly. Puts everything in context. For later.”

She laid the clipboard down on a side table.

“Here’s what’s going to happen tonight. You’ll sleep. Is the bed comfortable?”

“Grand.”

“I’ll stay outside, but when I see you’re in REM sleep I’ll give it a moment then wake you. Tell me everything you dreamed. As much as you’re able to remember, and as detailed as you can. If you had nightmares about blocked drains, tell me. Leave nothing out; it’s all relevant. What you tell me, the details, will remain confidential; I’ve sworn the Achmetic Oath.”

“What’s that?”

“A thing my great aunt Anouk invented, so no, you won’t have heard of it. But it means we—oneiromancers—know how to keep secrets. I’ll study what you’ve said. I’ll look for patterns and symbols. My interpretation will be shared if necessary, but don’t worry, my reports will give no clue to what you dreamed, and your identity will remain between the two of us if that is what you wish. Once you’ve told me your dream I may ask a couple of questions, but then I’ll let you drift off again. I’ll wake you several times in the night. Tomorrow you’ll be tired, but not severely. You might not even remember some of the debriefing sessions during the night.”

Minra looked around the room. She would have liked to have brought some of the accoutrements of her trade from home, but she hadn’t room in her personal pack to bring them to Mars. She’d brought the Oneirocriticon. The book. That was the most important item, but it had used up much of her permitted weight limit. So, to achieve the right atmosphere she’d had to improvise. She didn’t think it would matter. Her performances at home were theatre. Here in Echo Falls her oneirocritic readings had to be scholarly. Not only for the commune, but also for Minra, personally. She wanted this to work. She wanted to prove that she wasn’t a fraud, that she had some talent, and that she could be useful. But it wasn’t only about proving a point and gaining respect; she needed to give the engineers of Echus some direction. Right now they were a disparate group of talented individuals, working on their own projects. Minra needed to give them focus, because if she didn’t… Well, to be blunt, her commune needed to start earning some valuts. Right now they were simply draining hers, and without income she was likely to wind up homeless on Mars.

“So, at the end of this, you reckon you’ll be able to predict the future?” said Dervla.

“Absolutely not. Or… probably not. We all dream. We rarely dream about events from another time, another life. Many of us never do. Have you ever had a déjà vu moment? You’re in a place where you feel you’ve been before?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. Once or twice.”

“They could be from prescient dreams. Or they could be because you have been there before, and nothing to do with dreams and epochs at all. The real ones, the glimpses, happen now and again. I’ll need to do these sessions with everyone, over and over, because we’re looking for something fleeting, and specific.”

“It’s needle-in-a-haystack science then?”

“Very much. Okay, anything else you want to ask?”

“Well… I’m puzzled why you don’t get Lissa to do this stuff.”

“This stuff? Dream reading, you mean?”

How does Dervla know about Lissa’s attempts to read dreams?

Dervla shrugged. “Well, yes. She’s good. Everyone in and around the Falls is talking about her.”

“Tell me more,” said Minra, not a little disturbed to hear this.

“You know. She tells people things. Little things. Things she shouldn’t know about. Couple of weeks ago she told me I should look at the air scrubbers in the farm. I did, and they needed replacing a whole year earlier than they were meant to. Now, how does a little girl know about things like that?”

“I wonder,” said Minra. “I suppose she does have a knack for seeing things, but it’s raw; she’s still young. I try to rein it in with her. She doesn’t always understand what she’s seeing. So for now, you’ll have to make do with just me, I’m afraid. So, any other questions about tonight’s experiment?”

Dervla shook her head and pulled the duvet over it.

“Okay, I’ll leave you to it. Goodnight.”

Minra left the room, easing the door closed behind her. She checked in on Lissa, who was already asleep in her own room.

What’s she dreaming tonight? Whose dreams is she dreaming? She decided she’d better have another talk with her in the morning. Right now though Minra had enough to worry about with a whole night of observation ahead of her.

She settled down in the lounge with her rolltop, to watch Dervla. Although her usual video kit was 125 million miles away in a box in Colombo—probably awash in the lagoon by now—she’d prevailed on Riška to set something up for her that turned out to be much better, incorporating passive infrared movement detectors, night vision, and even a sensor that told her how much carbon dioxide had accumulated around the bed. She had no idea what use she might make of that feature, but it gave her a dashboard with some nice graphs to play around with, and, playing on the graph metaphor, the technology moved her whole project further to the right along the mysticism/science axis.

During the night she made three trips into the room, waking her subject with a gentle touch and a whisper in her ear.

“Dervla? Shh, it’s okay. Tell me what you dreamt.”

Dervla was good. Vivid in her descriptions.

“Bread. Bread wrapped in some… kind of cloth. A scarf.”

“Ahh.” Minra didn’t need to consult her book. “What kind of bread?”

“What kind? I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“Oh, it matters. Was it white? Brown?”

“Dark. Dark and heavy.”

Minra nodded. “Like… rye bread?”

“I suppose.”

“The rye bread suggests you have a cheerful, well-appointed home. And the scarf? I hardly need to know the dream to know that part. A scarf means a happy love affair. With Ffion, I’d guess.”

Dervla smiled.

There were some weird things—pigeons flying, a beach with seashells—but whose dreams weren’t strange from time to time? The pigeons usually indicated a message from far way, but the seashells?

“Did you pick any up?” asked Minra.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“That means you may have difficult choices ahead. To gather them would confirm you’d already made good choices in your life, and you were soon to reap the rewards.”

“So if I have the dream again I should pick the shells up?”

Minra shook her head and laughed. “Doesn’t quite work like that. Sorry, Dervla.”

“It all sounds like fortune cookies, horoscopes and casting bones. A bit vague,” said Dervla.

“Ooh, bone casting. Scapulimancy. Haven’t tried that one in a while. But no, you’re right. It’s because you’re having ordinary dreams. And you probably shouldn’t take too much notice of the interpretations. They come from very old texts. We’re looking for something different. A window into a more clearly defined future. Never mind. There’s time for another sleep cycle if you can manage it. We’ll try again.”

Minra was frustrated. There was nothing obvious in Dervla’s dreams. No skiing, not even any flying, which was something most people dreamed about from time to time. Perhaps more would be revealed when she looked further into the imagery in the Oneirocriticon, but she doubted it. Dervla’s dreams were commonplace. And any deeper investigation would have to wait until after Minra had caught up on her own sleep. She knew she had to be patient. This was only the first of what would be many long nights.


49

[image: ]
Missing



“Sorry to bother you, Minra, I know you’re busy. Is Venus with Lissa?” It was Astrid.

Minra looked at the time on her wrist. After eleven. Very late for a seven-year-old to be unaccounted for. Minra had just started a reading with Riška, letting her drift off to sleep, but could tell she wasn’t under yet. Minra stood up.

“No. I haven’t seen her, Astrid. Venus is missing?” Minra tried to suppress any tone of accusation from her voice, though she felt it. How could Astrid not know where her daughter was at this time? She was also annoyed by the interruption. Tonight’s reading was important. It was Riška’s second session and the first, a few weeks earlier, might have yielded results if Minra hadn’t broken a cardinal rule from the Oneirocriticon and prompted her subject.

“I saw something high on a mountain,” Riška had offered. “A structure of some sort. Like… a tower? Not a tower.”

Minra could not hold back the excitement. “A sloping tower? Maybe like a ski jump?” She could have gagged herself as soon as she said the words.

“No, no. Not like… I don’t know. Maybe,” said Riška, accepting more of Minra’s prompt with each second.

Tantalising. Had Riška really seen the thing that both Minra and Lissa saw? Was this further evidence? Or was Riška recalling a false memory resulting from Minra’s prompting? Minra knew there would have to be another session, and she’d have to wait at least a week or two, maybe more, and during that period there had to be no mention of skiing.

Now, here Riška was, tucked in bed in Minra’s dream laboratory, all ready to confirm or trash the first solid link to the future of Echo Falls, and here was Astrid, pestering her because she couldn’t look after her own daughter.

Minra tried not to sigh. “I’ll go look in on Lissa. She might still be awake. She reads until all hours. Venus might have said something to her.”

Minra put her head through Lissa’s door and swiped the light to fade up, just a glow. The bed was empty. Hadn’t been slept in.

“She’s not here!”

“They’re probably off somewhere together. Not to worry. She usually tells me first.”

“Tells you? That she’ll be out all night?”

“Yeah, yeah. A sleepover with a friend, maybe.”

Minra felt a cold chill down her neck. Astrid looked calm, as though this kind of thing happened all the time.

Astrid made placating gestures with her hands and looked a little alarmed at the hysterical attitude that Minra had adopted. “I’m sure they’re fine,” she said, a little too hurriedly, Minra thought.

Astrid continued. “They’re probably just out camping.”

Camping! We’re on Mars, for God’s sake! Little girls don’t just go camping on Mars.

Minra was moving now. Heading for the door. “We need to find them.”

Astrid put a restraining hand on her shoulder. “Really, Minra. The kids do this all the time. They go camping in the fallow field. We parents aren’t supposed to know about it, but they’re not very good at covering their tracks. There really is nothing to worry about.”

Minra shrugged Astrid’s hand off. Lissa never went off, just like that, in the middle of the night. Not without telling her. Not even with telling her. Never in the lagoon, and sure as hell not to a restricted area on a distant planet with bugger-all air to breathe outside, and with nighttime temperatures cold enough to turn a person into a freeze-dried husk in seconds.

“Don’t tell me not to worry, okay? I’ve seen this. I’ve had dreams. This is not good. Lissa would never go anywhere without asking me. I am worried, and I think you should be, too. In the dreams, Lissa wasn’t alone.”

Now Astrid picked up on some of Minra’s fear.

“Okay. I’m sorry, Minra. Let’s look for them. We’ll start with the fallow field.”

“Is it dark there?”

“No. Not very dark. There’s always a safety light, but dark enough to see the stars through the dome.”

“Then they’re not there. In my dream they are in total darkness. No light. No stars. And they’re weightless.”

“Well, sorry to say this, Minra, but your dream was wrong. There’s nowhere on Mars that’s weightless.”

“My dreams are never wrong,” Minra snapped, already heading out of the door. The workshop, she thought. That will be dark at night. Riška’s the only one who regularly works late, but not tonight because she’s in the next room, the dream lab.

She stabbed at the elevator button with growing anxiety. “Come on!”

In the elevator she didn’t wait for Astrid, and she didn’t wait for the AI to process her voice commands; she hit the button to take her straight down to the lower levels: the workshop and the garages. Yes, the garages. Was she in Floortje?

She knew it would be dark in the old Allegro, but why the hell would Lissa go there? She wondered if they’d gone earlier and got themselves locked in when Riška closed down the workshop for the night. She thought about the uncharitable way she’d flagged Astrid as an uncaring parent when she herself had been so preoccupied with her stupid dream project that she hadn’t even known if her own daughter was safely in bed.

“Come on!” She smashed a hand against the elevator panel in frustration at the slow descent, as if that would make the stupid device move any quicker.

With a dinner’s-ready bing, the elevator stopped, and the doors began to part. Minra turned sideways so she could squeeze through before they were fully opened. Yes, it was dark in the workshop.

“Lissa! Lissa! Are you here?” Her voice echoed back at her in the cavernous space. Her voice. Nobody else’s. Frustrated, she realised she didn’t know how to turn the lights on, and she didn’t have a torch. Do I even own a torch? The elevator doors closed behind her, shutting off the elevator’s light, the only light that had been available to her. Now it was she who was lost in the dark, disorienting space. A faint green glow, showing the elevator’s slow ascent, was now the only illumination she had. She squeezed her eyes closed to hasten a semblance of night vision.

Which way are the garages? She berated herself for not taking more notice. I think to the right, leaving the elevator. Yes, I’m sure.

Whack! Her shins found something hard, metal, unyielding. She cried out from the pain. The workshop was not a good place in which to grope around in the dark. It was a dangerous place in the light. Protective clothing was worn. It would only be a matter of time before she walked into something with her head.

I should be wearing a hard hat. I should know how to turn the bloody lights on!

“Lissa! Are you here, hon?”

Her words echoed back. There were no other sounds.

“Lights! Lights on,” she shouted, in desperation.

The lights flickered on. Minra looked around, orienting herself. The garages were left out of the elevator, not right. She saw the thing she’d found with her shins. Some sort of I-beam bolted to a frame. A support for something heavy? Did she care? No. Except it had blood on it, and looking down she saw blood soaking into the legs of her green coveralls. That stain will be a bugger to get out. She wondered why such thoughts would come to her at a time like this. Where was Lissa?

Ahead of her were the garages. The doors were closed. Were they closed on the other side? The Martian-atmosphere side? If she opened the internal door would all the air in the workshop go rushing out? And if Lissa wasn’t in Floortje, was she here in the workshop, asleep maybe? Would Minra’s act of opening the airlock doors kill them both? She didn’t know what to do. She hammered on the door.

“Lissa? Lissa, are you in there?”

Nothing.

She thought of the recurring nightmare in which Lissa was missing. Lost in the darkness. She knew it had been a portent. She knew. She wondered at what point she’d become so relaxed about her new situation that she’d let her daughter wander freely. This was Mars! You never relaxed. She’d always known that one slip could kill them both. She’d dreamt about this moment. She was meant to take her own dreams seriously.

“Lissa!” She hammered on the door again. A door thick enough to prevent fifteen pounds per square inch of air pressure from rushing out into the almost vacuum outside. She hammered with fists that were soft from years of working tarot cards and crystal balls.

“Mummy?”

Minra spun around. The voice was behind her.

“Lissa?”

“Mummy. Here.” Lissa appeared round the corner from where the lift doors had just reopened, holding Astrid’s hand. “Mummy, you’re hurt.”

Minra swept her daughter into her arms, Minra’s tears and Lissa’s hair matting together. She looked up at Astrid, who was smiling.

“She was in the fallow field with Venus and Ethan. Camping.”

Minra held her daughter at arm’s length. “Why didn’t you tell me? I wouldn’t have minded, but you have to tell me where you’re going.”

“I’m sorry. You were busy with Riška. I knew it was important so I sent a dream message.” She took out the dream stone that she wore around her neck. “I used this. You should have seen it. I lay down and showed you the stars up above.”

“It doesn’t work like that, honey. I have to be asleep. How could I sleep when I was worried sick about you?”

But she wondered. Maybe she had seen the dream message. Maybe that was the “portent” she’d been seeing for months. She might have imagined it being darker than it was. She realised there was a lot she didn’t understand about her dream-reading gift. There was even more she didn’t understand about Lissa’s.
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There was tension between Minra and Lissa after the camping incident. They’d both snap at each other at the least provocation. But it got better. Minra allowed Lissa to go on sleepovers from time to time, both knowing that “sleepover” was code for a camping trip. Zoe, Ethan’s mum, and Astrid both worked on Minra to convince her that the fallow field was safe for their children.

“They need a little adventure in their lives,” said Zoe. “That’s why we pretend we don’t know what they’re up to some of the time. It’s tough enough for a child growing up in Echo Falls. If we had more children, then we could have a school…?” She left it hanging. A question. Echo Falls belonged to Minra, or one day it might. Could she step into the role of teacher? It was a possibility; it’s what she used to do. They just needed more children, that was all. And was it for Minra to make those kinds of changes here? She didn’t know. She struggled to understand the implied aspects of her role on a daily basis.

The weeks stretched on and moved into months, and Minra’s relationship with her daughter healed. She still had those disturbing dreams about Lissa being lost in a dark place. Was that just an echo? Was it self-prompting after the camping episode? She didn’t know.

Minra tried not to let the ongoing oneiromancy sessions control her. This was all about her taking control, not the other way around. She’d brought Riška back into her sleep lab several times since that interrupted dream the night Lissa had gone on her unsanctioned camping trip. Could she get Riška to repeat her skiing dream, if that’s what it was? So far the answer was no. Minra herself was having dreams about skiing, but she recognised them as self-inflicted, brought about by her own obsession. There was nothing predictive or portentous about them, just dreams about actual skiing, on snow, often chasing Riška down mountains in the Alps. Switzerland perhaps. She’d never been to Switzerland, but she knew all about cuckoo-clock ski lodges and drinks around log fires wearing fluffy boots. Her hopes and expectations were tainting her own subconscious thoughts. A common pitfall amongst oneiromancers—those dire warnings again, in the Oneirocriticon.

At first everyone at Echo Falls was enthusiastic about the dream-reading sessions, asking Minra for her analysis of the results, quizzing her on her methods. And forget the Achmetic oath; they were all more than eager for Minra to share details of their dreams with everyone. But when the program stretched on for weeks, then months, Riška first, then the others began to grow weary of disturbed nights that yielded no results. Minra noticed how one or two would take to hiding from her when they realised their turn had come around once more. Some went missing at meal times and during social times on the deck. They’d take their Allegros out onto the Martian landscape for long, self-indulgent jaunts.

The interpretations were hopeless. The content so often proved way beyond Minra’s level of understanding. She couldn’t get over how often these people dreamed about mathematics. Pure mathematics for heaven’s sake. How the hell were you meant to interpret dreams about abstract algebra and tensor calculus? She couldn’t distinguish between what was actual maths and what was just surreal number-play, because all of it seemed bizarre and grotesque to her mind.

Sometimes there were further glimmers of hope. There’d be indications of a dream subject working through the engineering problems of strange buildings, and this raised Minra’s expectations, except that she couldn’t understand what the structures were or what they were part of, and neither could the person doing the dreaming, because Minra dared not give expression to any of it and fall into the prompting trap again, and anyway, the scientists, engineers, and technicians were all individualists, focussed on their own specialisations. No one in Echo Falls ever seemed to dream about normal stuff: sex, childhood, exotic places. The staple topics that might have finally led her towards a deep dive into the arcane topics of the Oneirocriticon never seemed to arise. The Echo Falls oneiromancy sessions became less frequent, threatening to fizzle out altogether.

Minra was worrying about this one evening, when, seated in her usual corner of the common room, she looked up from her notes and realised that everyone in Echo Falls was present—or at least, all the adults. The last time she remembered such a gathering was on the first day of her arrival when they were keen to meet their new… chief, landlady, colleague? Even now she was unsure about her relationship with them.

“Everyone’s here,” she said to the room. They looked up from their various occupations, surprised.

“Is there a reason? Are we having a party? Is it someone’s birthday?” She knew this was nonsense the moment she said it. There hadn’t been a birthday celebration since Lissa’s, back in the Viking museum. Someone must have had a birthday since then, surely. She guessed the difficulty might lie in the translation between Earth’s calendar and the hard-to-fathom system they used on Mars. Was it so surprising that birthdays—all anniversaries—seemed to have slid into obsolescence?

“No special reason,” said Astrid. “We all happen to be here. Coincidence, that’s all. Nice though, isn’t it?”

“Mmm,” said Minra, and went back to her dream notes.

But then she looked up again.

“You know, since we are all here, why don’t we have a talk?”

They looked at her with vacant expressions. The Echo Falls people were not big conversationalists, at least not when in large groups. Again, the last time that Minra could remember such an event was on her first day.

She sat upright and scanned her eyes around the room. “A discussion. About the project, I mean.”

They stared at her.

“Do you ever have project meetings? Not since I’ve been here. Did Dwerry ever have meetings with you? To talk about… I don’t know. Progress?”

“We each have our roles,” said Tod. “We work independently.”

“No need meetings,” said Riška. “I do my thing. Others do theirs.”

“Well, maybe we should start collaborating more,” said Minra.

“Why?” said Riška.

“Because you… we, are all part of one project. I can’t believe I didn’t see this sooner. It’s no wonder you’re not getting anywhere.” She looked around at the faces. Some still looked baffled, while others appeared to be taking her words as direct criticism, an affront to their intelligence, and they looked to be building up a head of steam ready to explode. It didn’t deter Minra, because one or two—Dervla, Zoe, maybe Jean-Paul—were nodding.

“Come on,” said Minra. “Form a circle so we can talk. All of us.”

Some moved with aimless enthusiasm. Others shuffled their chairs an inch or two, still not understanding what Minra was trying to do.

My God, they’re like schoolchildren.

She ran her hand through her hair in frustration. Then stopped as it came to her that she should not be frustrated at all. This was what she did. She’d spent years managing six- and seven-year-olds, and she had done it well.

So do it the same way, she thought. The idea made her smile.

She stood up and clapped her hands together. One step at a time. Get them in a circle.

“Right. Bring your chairs into the middle.” She used her school teacher voice. Not the empathic, no-more-tears version, but the authoritative, I-will-brook-no-dissent voice. She traced a circle on the carpet with her toe. “Quickly. We don’t have all day.”

She moved around them, directing, guiding, cajoling, pointing a spot for each person when they couldn’t decide, until all the chairs formed a neat ring with a fidgeting engineer seated on each.

“Now we can talk,” she said, taking her own seat in the circle. She nearly added, But before we start, does anyone need to go to the toilet? but decided that might be a step too far.

“Tell me about the project, in general terms.”

They looked at each other. Riška was their notional leader in technical matters, but she seemed unsure how to start.

“Let me help,” said Minra. “Ffion told me about something: a sky hook. An elevator into space, but you don’t know how to build one. Is that right?”

Heads turned towards Ffion, who looked embarrassed.

“Of course we know how to build it,” said Jean-Paul. “It’s a simple concept.”

“But materials technology not here yet,” added Riška.

“Don’t blame me for the materials,” shouted Ferdinand, rising out of his seat.

Minra waved her hands to get him to sit down again. Ferdinand was the materials engineer. Interesting.

Now he spoke to Minra, still agitated, still defensive.

“There’s more than one way to build a tower,” he said.

“Is not tower, is elevator,”said Riška.

“I prefer to call it a star ladder,” said Raph.

“Is elevator,” snapped Riška. “Elevator!”

“If you insist,” muttered Ferdinand. “But then in England we’d call it a lift.”

Minra clapped her hands and used the authoritative voice. “Enough!”

The room became quiet. Riška, who’d left her seat and taken a step over towards Ferdinand, sitting opposite her in the circle, stumped back to her place and threw herself into her chair, almost tipping it backwards.

“This is why you don’t have meetings, I suppose,” she said. She looked at each of them in turn, fixing them with a hard stare. “And this is why we’re going to start having them. You can’t even decide what to call this sky hook, tower thing.”

“Elevator,” said Riška.

“Stop!” said Minra. She gave them a moment to compose themselves.

“So, materials is a problem. Ferdinand, you are the materials engineer at Echo Falls, yes?”

“Supposedly.”

“Right. How about if you head up a… I don’t know, a sub team. Pick two assistants. Focus on materials. Do what you have to do.”

“Fine, so long as they can decide what they’re building,” said Ferdinand, waving his hands in vague directions towards some of the others.

“Why does the name of it matter so much?” asked Minra. Her confusion was genuine. How could such an insignificant thing have thrown the whole project asunder like this?

“It’s not the name; it’s the method,” said Ferdinand.

“Why don’t you explain that to me,” said Minra.

Raph put his hand up and waved for attention, which amused Minra, though she tried not to show it.

“Raph,” she said, indicating with a nod that he might talk.

“You can build a tower. Foundations. Build from the ground. The compressional forces would be immense. Or you can suspend a cable from stationary orbit. Then you have enormous tensional forces. You might reduce them a little by using a spring-like structure, introducing torsional stresses. Each stress type would demand very different properties from any chosen constructional material.”

“And same is repeated for counterbalance,” added Riška. “Lower cable from orbit, at same time build upwards. For balance.”

“Yes, lowering a cable and using a counterbalance is the preferred method,” Raph continued. “But the thicker the cable, the heavier, and the more strain. We don’t have a material to do that. Exotic ideas like carbon nanotubes and graphene are possible but we don’t have them in any quantity. There could be other carbon allotropes that we don’t even know about yet, except in theory.”

This wasn’t what Minra had wanted to hear. It was sounding less and less like the sloping structure she and Lissa, and maybe Riška, had seen in their dreams.

“And this tower… elevator,” Minra added quickly, looking at Riška, “is tall?”

“Dwerry favoured the shorter option of dropping a tether from Phobos. The shortest option. No counterbalance required. It would be six thousand kilometres and not reach anywhere near the ground or any mountaintops,” said Raph. “But I don’t like it. The libration issues, for one…”

Minra held up her hands. “Okay, but the long and short of it is to decide on the method first, the materials second.”

“Or not,” said Riška. “Is maybe chicken and egg.”

“Not if we haven’t even invented the chicken,” said Ferdinand.

“So, go invent chicken,” said Riška. “You are materials guy.”

“Or choose an approach that isn’t in fairyland,” said Ferdinand, his voice rising again.

Minra let them argue for a while. She’d stop them when they got too heated. Or if they looked likely to come to blows. They were far from what she’d hoped they’d be talking about, but for now, at least they were talking.

“Riška,” said Minra once the argument started to slide towards a straightforward exchange of insults. “You had a dream. That night, it was interrupted—I had to go and find my daughter. Would it be helpful to everyone if you described it?”

“Don’t remember dream,” said Riška.

“Let me help,” said Minra, flicking through her notebook. “You said, ‘Like a tower. Not like tower.’ Do you remember?”

Riška looked down at her hands, deep in thought. Then she looked up.

“No,” she said.

“Okay, Ferdinand then,” said Minra, disappointed. She turned to face the material man. Something he’d reported from one of his dream sessions had coincided with a half-remembered image from Minra’s own dream.

Minra waited a beat before speaking, to raise the anticipation. “You dreamt about something too.” She looked in her notes. “Chain… something?”

Ferdinand shrugged. “Infinite chain molecules. I often dream about them. I did my PhD thesis about chain molecules. I still wake up in a panic from those days. The clock running down, failing, you know? They’re not predictions, Minra.”

“But one day they might be. And I think we might have more success if we share. Like tonight. Yes?”

There were nods around the circle. Some more emphatic than others. When Minra had first arrived they’d all been confident that her oneiromancy would be the solution. But none of them had told her what it might be a solution to. As weeks went by she knew that their confidence had evaporated. Now, with tonight’s meeting they, or some of them, seemed to have renewed optimism. This was good. Each was a genius, an expert in their own field. Perhaps they were each too much of an expert. They were like an orchestra in which each player wanted to be the star soloist. It would take a great conductor to make them play together, with empathy. Was Minra that conductor? She wanted to unite their streams of consciousness and make them see what she and Lissa had seen, though without tainting their thoughts by mentioning the words “ski jump”. It hadn’t happened yet, but for the first time she felt a buzz of satisfaction. She’d found a role. She’d got them talking and sharing… and fighting, yes. But then they’d moved beyond that. They’d moved forward, even if only a centimetre or so. And it had nothing whatsoever to do with dreams. She’d been good at this once before, as a teacher in elementary school. It seemed she still had it; she could do it with scientists and engineers, too.
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The New Tenant of Echo Falls



The weekly project meetings continued. Minra tried not to let the lack of tangible progress diminish her enthusiasm. She increased the focus on dream-reading sessions, and she encouraged even more sharing. There would be a breakthrough, she was sure. When it came it wouldn’t be a step change, an incremental gain in knowledge, it would be a revelation, an oneirocratic eureka moment. Lissa tried to play her part, too, even though Minra kept warning her off.

“You’re too young to be a fortune teller, Lissa. Study the notes if you wish, but you’re not staying up all night to do debriefings. I certainly don’t want you going into people’s heads with your lucid dreaming. You’re young; you need the sleep. Besides, you have plenty other things you should be worrying about, like schoolwork.”

Also adjusting to the Mars way of life, and even just having fun, thought Minra.

But it wasn’t just that. There was another reason she wanted to steer Lissa away from being too open with her informed suggestions and tips to the residents of Echus Chasma. Minra had received a message, in text. It had come directly to her rolltop. From Earth. From Subramaniam, via some sort of untraceable fake account.

Good Afternoon Minrada Koenman, or is it morning where you are on Mars? I just wanted to pass on a gentle reminder that there is still the matter of your outstanding debt on my books. I sincerely hope you’re doing everything in your power to make a timely repayment. Do not for one minute think that a new life on a distant planet places you outside of my influence.

I trust the colonial life is agreeable to you. I hear great things too, about your daughter, Lissa. She appears to have made an impression. She is becoming quite the valuable young Martian, so I hear. Take good care of her, Minrada Koenman. She is an asset. To both of us.

S.    

Was it a threat? Or was the note just a reminder, as if an ugly great ring of scarlet around her neck, day and night, was not reminder enough. Minra, more than anyone, knew just how inaccessible she was to anyone from Earth, so it had to be nothing more than an empty scare tactic, though it had rattled her. It rattled her because she had never considered for a moment the option of simply defaulting and waiting to see what Subramaniam could do about it. She had never considered such a course because she was honourable. If she couldn’t pay she would accept the consequences. But it reminded her that the due date was coming closer.

But something else rattled her even more than looming insolvency: How did Subramaniam know about Lissa’s growing reputation on Mars? Minra herself only learned about it for the first time that night when Dervla had let it slip. If it was a scare tactic, then it was a good one; Minra was scared. The possibility that Subramaniam had an intelligence network that could reach so far was chilling.

Minra told no one about the message, not even Lissa. But it did give her more of an incentive to continue steering her daughter away from making herself too visible.

Except dream reading was in Lissa’s blood. They studied the Oneirocriticon together, as Minra had promised they would, and while Minra found many of the passages dry and unfathomable, Lissa devoured the information as though starved. And she wanted to help her mother with her dream-reading project. When she did get involved she only proved what Subramaniam had said in his threatening message. Lissa was an asset. She didn’t even need to be given the digest from Minra’s notes, she just seemed able to occupy people’s dreams while she herself slept nearby. Minra couldn’t figure out how she did that. She had now become even better than Floortje, her grandmother, had been, as Minra always suspected she might. Lissa exhibited a weird sixth sense, almost telepathy. Floortje had it, but nothing like as strong. Maybe Minra didn’t have the gift at all, and was just kidding herself. She’d thought she had to have it because she was the daughter of Floortje, and a collateral descendant of Anouk. The gift was supposed to be genetic: even if it was weaker in alternate generations, she was meant to have something of the gift.

Then one morning, from nowhere, the gift happened. It happened in a roundabout way, an unwanted way, over breakfast. It happened indirectly, via Lissa of course.

“You had that dream again, didn’t you?” said Lissa, through a mouthful of cereal. She said it with a rush of excitement that involved spraying.

Minra brushed the errant breakfast flakes and milk splashes off her sleeve and scowled at her daughter.

“Sorry, Mum.”

“Okay.”

“But you did have that dream. It makes you irritable,” said Lissa. She made the irritable-Minra face that always made Minra… irritable.

“What dream?”

“You know the one. The homeless dream. And you can’t breathe.”

Lissa was right. The dream had given her more disturbed nights. The homeless dream. The recurring nightmare—recurring more and more often since the Subramaniam message—in which she was thrown out of her home to live on the streets, only these days it wasn’t streets, it was a desert, with a cold, pale sky and no air. In this long-running nighttime miniseries, her single tank of oxygen always ran out and she struggled to breathe. Minra understood that part. Her debt ring had become tighter. At first she’d wondered if the urban myth about slow strangulation was true, but then she’d come to realise that it wasn’t the ring that was shrinking. Since coming to Mars, her diet had improved. Martian nutrition was far better than the subsistence diet from living hand-to-mouth in a Sri Lankan ghetto. Not that Minra had become fat. Not at all. But she no longer resembled a shrink-wrapped skeleton. The debt ring, that had once been loose, had become a snug fit. There had been times on Mars when Minra had been able to forget the debt ring, but lately the gentle but insistent choking sensation was bringing its presence back to her attention. Good thing, too. Because that clock was still ticking and the income dial was stuck at zero.

The homeless dream! 

Not for the first time Minra felt… not jealousy, not of her own daughter, but resentment against the forces of nature that conspired to leave her spiritually inadequate. I never told Lissa about these new details in my dream. How does she do that?

Minra tried to appear nonchalant. “It’s hardly surprising that I dream about being homeless,” she said. “Given what we’ve been through: Utrecht, Colombo, Delft… Bad dreams sometimes come back. They don’t all have to mean something. We’re settled here. We’re safe and we’re amongst friends at last. It’s just a conventional nightmare. No big deal.”

“Except you know it isn’t just an ordinary nightmare,” said Lissa.

Minra stared at her. She was right again of course. Deep down, Minra knew that this was one of those dreams that had a certain extra dimension. She might not be anywhere near as sensitive to oneiromancy as her daughter, but she knew when dreams had significance. She knew it and didn’t want to admit to it.

“Eat your breakfast,” she said. “And try to do it without spraying half of it over me.”

The dream lingered, though. It intruded into her thoughts all morning like an annoying earworm song. She tried to get it out. She focussed on the good things she had. Echo Falls. They’d lived here for long enough to start calling it home. She had a purpose here, and soon that purpose might even yield a financial reward. Against all odds, her dream reading was making her feel she was at least contributing something. She was also taking a more active role, via the weekly meetings, in the running of Echo Falls: the day-to-day management, the stores. Echo Falls was her place now. Even though she couldn’t contribute to the science and the engineering, she did at least chair those sessions where decisions were made. She was leading, even if it was only leading by following.

Then her wrist tat had pinged. A call coming in from Jezero. Eloise. That was unusual, because Minra hadn’t spoken to Eloise in ages. Her contact with Jezero these days was usually with Lissa’s schoolteachers. Lately, they’d been pushing for Lissa to attend a week’s in-person study session with the other external students. Minra had put it off, not least because she was terrified of having to do that long drive back to Jezero.

She unfurled her rolltop.

“Hi, Minra. How’s it going out there?”

“Hello, Eloise. What’s the problem? Council business?” She knew that as a councillor—not just councillor, high councillor—she should, like Lissa at school, show her face in Jezero City once in a while. She hadn’t even been doing the Second Chamber council meetings virtually, and felt guilty for that. But only a little guilty. What did she know about Martian affairs?

“Council? No, no. Nothing like that. It’s… Something’s come up. To do with Echo Falls. And you.”

“Oh—kay.” She drew the word out, not knowing where this was headed.

“We have a passenger coming in on the Burton cycler. A visitor for you.”

“Me?”

“Uninvited, I’m guessing. He’ll be here next month. He’s, er…” Eloise sounded stuck for words. Not like her at all. “Minra, he’s claiming to be the new tenant of Echus Chasma.”

“New tenant? Eloise, I don’t… what do you mean, new tenant?” Minra had a sinking feeling inside. Was it connected with that dream? Of course it was. She knew it.

“Does the name Subramaniam ring a bell?” said Eloise.

Minra said nothing. She felt cold inside.

“This tenant, his name is Carson, is claiming that a Mr Subramaniam will become the owner of Echus Chasma in three weeks. How can that be, Minra? He says that as caretaker, Subramaniam has leased it to him. To make it ready for when Subramaniam himself comes to take possession.”

Minra stared at the screen, her mouth open. She fingered the scarlet debt ring. It felt tighter than ever, and now seemed to glow hot against her skin.

“I think, Minra, you need to come to Jezero before this Carson arrives. The council are not happy about how this looks. If nothing else it’s in breach of covenants for land ownership on Mars. You’re in breach. The documents we’ve been sent appear to be in order. You really need to get this sorted out with our legal people here. And soon. Does this give you a clue? The date the Carson character is expected to arrive? It’s almost exactly one Earth year since you were presented the terms of Harry Dwerryhouse’s will.”
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Jezero City Return



Jezero City lay before them as Floortje rumbled down the gentle slope of the crater. For this final leg of the journey, Minra had taken point, with the truck tucked close into her bumper and Driscoll bringing up the rear. Orban and Astrid were with her in Floortje’s cramped cabin. It was the one part of the journey for which they had all felt comfortable entrusting Sandra, Minra’s autopilot, to bring them in by a safe route.

Coming home. It felt like coming home, even though that was a ridiculous notion. She’d only been to Jezero the one time, and then it had only been for a couple of days. But Jezero City was the hub of Mars. The human hub. There were people here. Many more people than in the cosy little commune of Echo Falls.

The journey had not been a repeat of the arduous epic that Minra had endured on the way out. Orban had reminded her that they were months overdue for restocking the larder, and had run out of some staples, so, together with Riška, they’d brought the truck. Raph and Astrid said they’d come, too, because Venus, like Lissa, was short of quality face-to-face time at the school. So in all, seven people made the trip, half the entire population of Echo Falls. And four of the seven knew the way better than their autopilots, which they only used for nighttime driving and mealtimes. They hadn’t got stuck in sand; they hadn’t made side trips to museums; and they hadn’t called in at Henry to party into the night.

The truck, a beast of a machine, was a rolling solar farm, and provided enough power for itself and the other two Allegros to keep going with only three stops for additional charging. They’d done the entire 10,000 kilometre run in just twelve days. For most of the way they’d spent the time together, there being plenty of room in the truck, only going back to their own Allegros to sleep. They’d chatted and told each other their life stories. No subject was off limits, except for the big one. Minra felt she could have almost enjoyed the trip if not for that shadow, the thing that awaited her at their destination.

She hadn’t been contacted by Eloise throughout the journey. Was Eloise avoiding her? Embarrassed by her? Minra didn’t know how many Martian statutes she’d broken by agreeing to the debt terms with Subramaniam, let alone the fact that she’d opened the door to a new resident of a type not especially desired by the young Martian state. Eloise had been voluble and enthusiastic when she’d first welcomed Minra to Mars. Would she get the same reception in Jezero City this time? Minra doubted it.

“I’d better go back to the truck,” said Orban, to Minra. “You too, Astrid. To Driscoll. Park your Allegros in the garage. Me and Riška will take the truck around to the loading bay, and start offloading.”

The truck wasn’t empty. Most of the waste products in Echo Falls were recycled, but some things were best recycled in Jezero. They had to be unloaded and catalogued before new supplies could be purchased.

“Can I help you unload?” asked Minra. She wanted to be useful.

“No. You have business.” Orban, blunt as ever.

And there it was. The first mention of Minra’s business, the entire trip. Orban wasn’t happy to talk about it. Nobody had been.

“I’ll see you all later, then,” said Minra to their backs as they crawled through the tunnel that connected Floortje to the truck. She heard the clonk of release bolts as the tunnel was released, no longer needed this close to home. Floortje felt cavernous with just her and Lissa.

No one had responded to Minra’s “see you later”.

Will they see me later? Minra wondered. What’s going to happen with Eloise? This so-called new tenant of Echo Falls. Will he be the one to drive Floortje back? With Riška and Orban? And Astrid, Raph and Venus? And me and Lissa, what do we do? Oh, what a mess.
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A Hard Lesson in Reality



“What the hell were you thinking?” shouted Eloise.

Minra had never seen Eloise angry before. She’d always been so pleasant and easy-going. Then again Minra had only had in-person contact with her for those couple of days when she first arrived on Mars. Other times had been via a comms link. Either way, she’d never seen her like this. Was this how she was in council? Minra was yet to attend a Second Chamber meeting. Perhaps it wasn’t possible for a person to rise to the position of first minister unless they had an edgier side to their character.

“I didn’t have the luxury of thinking,” said Minra. “Thinking is a luxury for people with choices. I don’t suppose you’ve ever known how it is to have no choices.”

“No. Because there are always alternative courses of action,” said Eloise.

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Minra, throwing out her arms and walking away from her. They weren’t in Eloise’s university office with the big desk. Instead, Eloise had found an austere anteroom with only a small table, two hard plastic chairs, and no window. Was this a psychological mirroring ploy to demonstrate how far Minra had fallen in Eloise’s estimations? The room was tiny, so if Minra wanted to pace there wasn’t a lot of room to do it. Minra stopped when she came to the wall and kept her back to Eloise. “Maybe there are always alternatives. Mine, with no money, no home, a dependant daughter, a debt due to crystallise in hours…” She spun around to stare straight at Eloise, and her face must have been flushed with anger because Minra could feel the heat in her face, her neck.

“Yes, I did have choices.” She hissed the words through clenched teeth. “To stay on Earth and starve. Or to come alone; leave my daughter forever, on Earth, to fend for herself. Or to do what I did do and bring her with me to Mars. Do you think, under those circumstances, I’d give a crap about Martian statues that I’d never heard of? Do you really think I wanted… this?” She held her arms wide, looking around her as though all of Mars was in her sight from the austere, windowless room.

“Sit down,” said Eloise, her voice hard. She indicated the other seat at the table.

Minra whirled round to face the wall again.

“Minra, sit down.” This time there was some of the old compassion in Eloise’s voice.

Minra returned to the small table and pulled the seat out. She dropped into it, her arms folded, her lips in a pout.

“And don’t sulk,” said Eloise. She said it kindly and with humour.

Minra couldn’t help but smile. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand, feeling the wetness of tears that she hadn’t realised were there.

“How bad is it?” Minra asked once she’d gathered some composure.

“Seems pretty bad,” said Eloise. “You have to understand, Minra. I’m angry because I like you. You’re good for Mars. Better than this… this toe rag, Subramaniam.”

“You know about him?”

“I didn’t, but we’ve done research. He’s not someone we want in our community. But he, or his lawyers, write a good contract. We can’t see a way out.” Eloise produced a thick document and slid it across the table for Minra to see.

Minra had seen it before. She’d seen the original. She’d signed the original.

“I knew it was iffy when I signed,” she said. “But it was a case of solving the problems when they arose, not looking many steps, or even one step ahead.”

“A perfect strategy for losing at chess,” said Eloise.

“And it worked. I lost. So what happens now?”

“Well, the contract is for an extended loan to cover the extra cost of your daughter’s fare to come here. It’s clear-cut. You have exactly one year from the date you exercised the Dwerryhouse will, which was March twenty-third, 2105. The date today, in the Netherlands, is March fourteenth.”

“So Subramaniam sent his envoy out here months before the debt came due,” said Minra. “He must have been pretty certain I wouldn’t be able to pay it back.”

“At the interest rate stated here—” Eloise leaned over and pointed out the figure “—he must have been pretty certain of that fact on the day you signed the document.”

“So, more fool me,” said Minra.

“Let’s not get into all that again,” said Eloise.

They sat in silence, staring at the document between them, willing something to leap out. After a minute, Eloise spoke again.

“You haven’t asked yet.”

“Asked what?” said Minra.

“Well, you haven’t defaulted yet. There’s more than a week.”

“I don’t follow.”

Eloise sighed. “I was hoping you’d be the one to bring it up. You could ask for a loan, from me, to pay off Subramaniam.”

“I could? Would you… consider it?”

Eloise shook her head. “It’s a path we’ve already considered. I don’t have the money to pay this kind of debt personally, but I did approach the BoM, the Bank of Mars.”

“And I guess they said no?”

“They said no. It’s too much. I told them about Subramaniam’s history. I told them how we could see Martian capital being moved off-world, about the potential dangers to the Martian economy of having such a person occupy a position of power here. But he has wealth. And from your record, they didn’t see how you could repay the debt. Ever. You, erm… pardon my saying this, but you haven’t made any money at all in the time you’ve been here. Not even a single tono. You’re just about as bad an investment as it’s possible to imagine.”

“Always have been,” said Minra. “What’ll happen to me now?”

“Once Subramaniam assumes control of the Dwerryhouse estate, you’ll have no access to any funds. Your debt will be expunged of course, that’s within the terms of the deal with Subramaniam. He gets Echus Chasma, you get rid of that hateful ring around your neck. So at least you’ll start with a clean slate. But you’ll have no way of paying for your passage back to Earth, and no way of paying for your continued accommodation on Mars. As I explained when we first met, we have a prison on Mars.”

“I’m going to gaol?”

“No, it won’t come to that. You’re sensible, so I’m sure you’ll accept that you’re going to have to work.”

“I used to be a teacher. I could teach.”

Eloise smiled. “Minra, what day is it? Today?”

“It’s… I don’t know. I haven’t been keeping track.”

“Today is Domesol. So tomorrow will be?”

Minra blinked and shook her head.

“Erjasol. I’m sorry, Minra. Teaching on Mars would not be the same as teaching on Earth. No, when I say work, most likely you’ll take permanent shifts on the cyclers. Caretaker for the coffin shift, the long tour, is a straightforward and essential job that no one wants. You do the Mars-Earth two-year leg, then at Earth Station you transit to the ship coming the other way, the Earth-Mars two-year cycler. You’ll get a period of leave back here on Mars, a few months, then another four-year tour of duty.”

“What’ll happen to Lissa?”

“Lissa’s a minor. She’ll be put into care until she’s sixteen. By the end of your second tour she’ll be seventeen, an independent woman.”

“And then?”

“Well, then she’ll have either made a career for herself or she’ll join you on the cycler.”

“Sounds a little like slavery,” said Minra.

“Not at all,” said Eloise. “There are some Martian citizens, though not many will admit it, who do the coffin shift by choice. Few or zero passengers to deal with. A time for reflection and study, perhaps. The money’s good. They do it to build savings. You’ll earn enough to make a lifestyle choice yourself after a couple of tours. Switch to the more prestigious four-month leg. Maybe even make enough to be able to take Lissa back to Earth, if that’s what she wants.”

“Are there any Mars-based jobs?”

“None that you’re qualified for.”

“But I’m a council member. I don’t lose that too, do I?”

“No, that was a hereditary peerage. You’ll still be a high councillor. But it pays expenses, no more. You’ll be able to attend council meetings during your Mars layovers. If you want to, that is. You haven’t attended any yet. Something that has not gone unnoticed. There’s a councillor who’s a member of the BoM board. Might have played a small part in their rejection of my proposal to extend you a loan.”

“So I messed up there, too. Great. What you’re saying is, I have no choice. It’s this coffin-shift thing, or prison.”

“Yes.”

“It’s crap, isn’t it?”

“Yes, Minra. That is a succinct way of summing it up. It’s crap.” 
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Loophole



Minra tried to put a positive spin on the situation when she explained it to Lissa. She didn’t do well at it because there were no positives. Lissa shed a lot of tears, called Minra a lot of names, told her mother she hated her, and stormed off to spend the evening with Venus.

“While I still can,” she yelled, on her way through the door.

Minra knew what she meant. Because her friend Venus would be returning to Echo Falls in a few days, whereas she, Lissa, would be… what? Put in a workhouse? Sold to a struggling frontier family who needed a child to help them with the hard manual work? Minra tried to assure Lissa that it wouldn’t be anything like that. She’d get a nice family to care for her. But she knew she was arguing from a position of weakness, because she had no idea what would happen to Lissa, and worse, would have no say in the outcome, and if it turned out badly, would be powerless to change anything.

Minra stared at the closed door, whose echo upon slamming seemed to hang in the air as an accusation of her abject failure as a mother. She lay back on the hotel bed and wept silent tears. She had felt powerless many times before in her life, but nothing came close to this. She was out of choices. She was going to lose her daughter. Lissa would go through all the things that a child becoming an adult had to face, and her mother would be absent, trapped in an empty spaceship millions of miles away, where conversation became impossible as time lags stretched out. Her motherly advice would be, at best, by email.

The door opened. Lissa was back. She ran over to Minra and threw her arms around her neck.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it, Mummy. I don’t hate you.”

Minra couldn’t imagine a reason why not. Lissa should hate her. She had every right to.

She cried. Lissa cried. They held each other.

“How long? When does the time on the loan run out?”

“Subramaniam has worked it to perfection from his point of view,” said Minra. “His envoy’s coming in on the cycler; ownership of Echus Chasma passes to Subramaniam on the twenty-third of March; the envoy takes possession, and there’ll be just enough time to send me up to join the same cycler the same day, as it passes.”

“What’s that mean in Martian?” said Lissa. “I only think in Martian dates now.”

“Nine days. I still have to think in Earth time. Haven’t got used to the Martian calendar yet. I—” Minra broke off and stared into space.

“What, Mummy?”

“Nothing, hon. I just… Give me a second.”

Minra yanked open the desk drawer where she’d put the bulky copy of the loan agreement. Eloise had printed it, probably for effect, to make it seem more weighty. She’d printed it, not on paper—on Mars they used sand for everything, so it was a silicon substitute, much thicker and heavier than paper. Minra opened it at the last page where she’d signed and dated it.

23 March 2105.

Fair enough. But then she scanned the details.

“One year,” she said. “The contract is for one year.”

“We knew that,” said Lissa.

“But what year? An Earth year? It doesn’t actually say.”

“Except you signed it 23 March, an Earth month,” said Lissa.

“That’s what everyone has assumed. But I was on Earth, so of course I’d sign it March. But it says somewhere… here.” She pointed. “That according to the Dwerryhouse will, I had one year to decide if I wanted to keep the estate. One year from the date of Harold Dwerryhouse’s death.”

“I don’t—”

“I need to call Eloise.”

Minra pulled up her rolltop and asked for a connection. Eloise appeared, in pyjamas.

“I just started watching a movie,” she said.

Minra dispensed with the small talk. “The Dwerryhouse will gives me one year to accept the terms!” Minra shouted, her words coming in rapid-fire.

Eloise blinked a couple of times while she tried to readjust from rom-com mode into contract law. “Well… yes. Of course.”

“When did Harold Dwerryhouse die? What date?”

“Oh, I’d have to look it—”

“No. Just the month will do.”

“Well, it was in Wakumi, I think,” said Eloise, though somewhat hesitantly.

“Right! Wakumi! And when was that in Earth months?”

“That I would have to look up, I don’t know these things off the top of my head. I’ll ask Archie.” Archie was her digital assistant.

“No, no, don’t bother. You’ve told me enough.” Minra couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice.

“What are you getting at, Minra?”

“The Dwerryhouse will. His one-year time period. It was a Martian year, wasn’t it? Had to be.”

“Yes, certainly. Oh, I see where you’re going,” said Eloise, picking up some of Minra’s eagerness. “But the debt contract is different, surely. Separate from the will.”

“Well, maybe, but it relies on the one-year time span to have expired. I’m sure a lawyer could argue that the two are mutually connected.”

“Perhaps.”

“And secondly: when did I formally accept the Dwerryhouse estate? What date?”

Eloise stared at her. She ran a hand through her hair. “I… What date? Did you ever accept it?”

“No!” Minra shouted the word, bouncing up and down on the bed. “Surely I’d have to… I don’t know… sign something? Make a formal declaration? We’ve never talked about it, because I’ve still got the best part of five months before I have to commit. Five Martian… no, what’s the word?”

“Darian,” said Lissa.

“Five Darian months to decide.”

“Wait a minute,” said Eloise. “That means—”

“The Dwerryhouse estate isn’t mine yet. So my defaulting on the loan doesn’t pass ownership to Subramaniam. Ownership isn’t mine to lose. Not yet.”

“And that,” said Eloise, “is proof that Subramaniam’s lawyers intended, knowingly or not, to match the terms of the debt to the duration of the covenant in the Dwerryhouse will. Well done, Minra.”

“I’m surprised our lawyers didn’t see that,” said Minra.

“I’m not. There’s what? Nine billion people on Earth. If only one in a thousand become lawyers, that’s nine million legal eagles to choose from. On Mars, we have a population of seventeen thousand. We have six lawyers, and they only do the job as a side hustle because we’re a frontier people, we’re not office workers. Our legal experts do okay, but… Minra, ever thought of becoming a lawyer?”

Minra laughed. “I’m a dream reader. And I have a dream project to run. And five months to get it to turn a profit.”

“So what is the project?”

“Let’s talk about it tomorrow.”

Because now, there is a tomorrow, she thought.

They signed off.

“Does that mean we’re safe now, Mummy?” said Lissa.

“For the moment,” said Minra. “But I need a better plan.”

And I need it soon. Because this was a wake-up call, and the clock is still ticking. Ticking louder than ever.
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Council Business and Dwerryhouse Business



The meeting with Eloise would have to wait until after lunch, because in the morning they both had a council meeting to attend. Eloise was allowed to attend both First and Second Chamber meetings, so she’d agreed to accompany Minra on her first appearance. The last few weeks had been a wake-up call for Minra. Yes, she’d made a pact with herself upon arriving in Echo Falls. No more action-reaction; she had to make her own future. But what she had done hadn’t been enough. She’d forgotten the fundamentals: that she had to realise the Harry Dwerryhouse plan for Echo Falls, and she was still no nearer to doing that. And more: she had to start making money, lots of money, not just for herself, but for the entire colony. She’d lost track of the passing months and the urgency of her situation, and had only been saved because of a technicality.

Minra had put all her faith in the hope that oneiromancy would unlock the Dwerryhouse plan. To an extent, it had. She’d learned that it involved some fancy-schmancy, unrealistic space elevator. She couldn’t tell Eloise that—not yet, anyway—because there was nothing to tell. There was no space elevator and she had failed to reveal any hidden insights that would take her Echo Falls people any nearer to building one. She’d seen something though: a structure on top of Pavonis Mons. Was it part of the sky hook or something else? It looked like a ski jump. She couldn’t tell that to Eloise. So what was she going to tell her that afternoon?

Her mind churned all through the council meeting. She didn’t take much notice of what was going on. She didn’t take much notice of the impressive architecture of the council chamber, the spiral ceiling. None of it mattered. She was there only to improve her image. One day she might need to have that friendly banker on her side. And here lay the beauty and the failure of meetings, all meetings: the individual could avoid blame and responsibility with impunity so long as there was someone else willing to do the talking. Does anyone object to project A? Well, yes, I do because project A is a stupid idea, but I’ll just let it go because if I say anything the meeting will stretch on beyond lunchtime and I missed breakfast this morning. And besides, the majority are nodding away in agreement of the stupid project, and I’m not likely to change any of their minds, just incur their wrath for delaying access to the hot and cold buffet, so I’ll just keep my mouth shut and hope some other objection comes along at a later date and derails the whole sorry mess. And if it doesn’t? Well, it wasn’t me; it was the committee.

This was how Earth had got to be in the state it was in, why people wanted to bail out and emigrate to a lifeless ball with no air and no water and no useful resources. Committees had screwed one planet. Now, it seemed, they were screwing this one.

“Shall we vote on the motion?”

Minra snapped out of her thoughts. She watched as Eloise on her left pressed the “Aye” button on the desk in front of her, and the gentleman to Minra’s right, with the thinning red hair, selected “No”. Minra abstained. Would it matter that she had no idea what she’d just not voted for? Would her abstention make any difference at all? Any other day, Minra wouldn’t have even been in the room.

Business was concluded for the morning, and Eloise led Minra to a breakout room just off the green-lit corridor outside.

“Our lawyers have confirmed what you said last night. The two contracts are associated by implication and follow the Darian calendar. Subramaniam has no claim on the title to Echus Chasma. Not yet.”

“So what happens to his envoy? He’ll be here in a few days.”

“We made it clear he would be welcome to come to Jezero City and stay. As a tourist. Of course, someone would have to pay for landing fees and lodging. His boss refused. He wasn’t at all happy when we quoted a price for putting him up here for four months. Cheaper to leave him on the cycler, and have him head back to Earth.”

“The coffin shift?”

“Yes. The cost difference was only a few tonos. I guess Subramaniam had to take out his frustration somewhere, on someone. People like that always need a scapegoat. What a nice man.”

“Two years back to Earth,” said Minra. “And when the contract really does come due he’ll have to send someone else. His first envoy will still be on his way home.”

“As I said yesterday: not a man we want on Mars. So we’d better make sure that doesn’t happen. What’s the plan?”

“Plan?”

“You told me last night, you have a dream project and four months to make it turn a profit. Tell me about it.”

Minra had already decided she couldn’t afford any dissembling with Eloise. She had to be straight. Now though, it didn’t seem quite so easy.

“The dream project. When I said ‘dream’ I didn’t mean it as an adjective. It’s the thing we’re doing. I’m analysing the dreams of everyone at Echo Falls to catch a glimpse of the future. And we’re having weekly project meetings where we share.”

“Brilliant,” said Eloise. “That’s why Dwerry wanted you. He hadn’t gone completely off the rails, then.”

Oh dear, thought Minra.

“So what did you find? What was Dwerry’s master plan?”

“A sky hook.”

Eloise shook her head. “That’s old news. I told you about his sky hook idea the day you arrived on Mars. Just one of Dwerry’s many unworkable ideas, like dangling a long rope from Phobos. Nuts. Please tell me you have something more than that.”

Minra smiled. It was not a comfortable smile; it was a smile designed for buying time. She steepled her fingers in front of her mouth. Do I mention the other thing? How can I put it?

“Well… a structure. On the top of Pavonis Mons. Not a tower. Kind of like…”

Minra didn’t want to say the words. It sounded more crazy than any of Dwerry’s fabled irrational projects. But Eloise was waiting, expecting.

“Like a ski jump,” she blurted. It sounded even more ridiculous now that she’d given voice to the idea.

Eloise said nothing.

Minra panicked and then made it worse. “Maybe some kind of winter sports resort?”

Eloise stared. Her eyebrows began a slow, upward march. She wore her hair in a severe-cut bob with short bangs, yet somehow her eyebrows managed to disappear up beneath her fringe.

“What?”

“It’s a work in progress,” said Minra.

“A ski resort?”

“There’s snow at the top.”

“Where? Under the rocks?” Eloise had a point. Minra had been up there. There was no snow.

“There’s plenty water locked underground at Echus Chasma. Under the whole Valles Marineris canyon system. We can… pump it. Spray it. It’ll freeze.”

“And then we can watch it all sublimate away into space,” said Eloise. “Our most precious resource. So people can travel ten thousand miles for a spot of skiing. On ice that—by the way—isn’t slippery on Mars.” She threw up her hands in dismay. “I thought you said you had a plan.”

“The plan is the dream reading. And we’ve seen this. I’ve seen it. Lissa, too. And people at Echo Falls. At least, hints of it. In dreams. A ski jump-like structure. We just have to understand its purpose. It’s no fantasy; it is in the future.”

“I’ll tell you what’s in the future. In your future, Minra. Four more months of faffing around, listening to stupid dreams, then a series of four-year tours on the coffin shift, while a gangster takes possession of Echo Falls. Thank God it’s a long way from Jezero City. I don’t need to be a soothsayer to tell you, Minra, that there will never be ski jumping on Pavonis Mons.”
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Okay, Venus?



In the hotel room, Lissa and Venus were watching TV. Jezero City had a vast library of old movies and TV shows going back years. Nothing new, though. Nothing contemporary. Astrid had told Minra that someone once thought of opening a film studio. Apparently the idea had been mooted a few times in the past, but wasn’t thought to be sustainable. Minra wondered if her ski thing might somehow be connected with film, and if that was going to be her thing. Echus Studios. Twenty-second Century Focas. Ha! Focas was an obscure crater in the Ismenius Lacus quadrangle, nowhere near Echo Falls, but Minra was proud of being able to pull the name from a hat, from that place deep in her brain where she stored all the other useless trivia. And she liked the play on words. Anyway, the movie studio idea wasn’t nearly so nuts as building a ski jump. Movies had made a lot of money for Hollywood once. Why not Mars?

“Don’t you two have school today?” she shouted to the girls.

“In ten minutes,” said Lissa. She looked at her wrist. “Okay, five. I’ll get my school bag.”

Lissa disappeared into the pile of discarded clothing under her bed, then resurfaced with her school bag.

“Okay, Venus?” said Lissa.

“Okay, Steve,” said Venus.

“Right. Let’s go.”

Lissa took a step towards the door, then stopped.

Minra had begun tidying Lissa’s corner of the room, and she stopped too.

“Why did you call her Steve?” said Minra and Lissa, together.

“I don’t know,” said Venus. “It just came out. And anyway, you said, ‘Right. Let’s go,’ in a way that was… I don’t know.”

“What’s going on?” said Minra. She didn’t know why, but the slip felt important. She felt a cold shiver running down her back.

“It’s something I’ve watched. Some old TV, that’s all,” said Venus. “There’s a character called Venus, like me, and she’s nice, and the show always starts with, ‘Okay, Venus? Okay, Steve. Right. Let’s go.’” She looked startled because both Minra and Lissa were staring at her in a peculiar way.

“But I’ve never seen it,” said Lissa. “At least I don’t think so. What is it? It sounds familiar. And important. Because I think you dreamed about it.”

“So what? You pick up on everyone’s dreams. It’s no big deal,” said Venus.

“But this feels different,” said Lissa.

“Lissa’s right, hon. I’m getting it too. What’s the show?”

“I can’t remember.” Venus looked upset. A little scared.

“Don’t worry about it. You two get off to school. Enjoy yourselves. Okay, Steve?” She gave Venus a reassuring smile.

“Okay.”

“Then go.”

The moment they were out of the door, Minra opened her rolltop and asked Monica for a search of TV shows with characters Steve and Venus. It wasn’t hard. The first hit threw up a kid’s show from 1962 called Fireball XL5.

Why am I so taken with this? Why’s it got me all bewitched?

But she knew exactly why. Venus had dreamt it, and Lissa had seen the dream in enough detail to know the dialogue.

“Monica, play it,” she said.
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Supermarionation



The afternoon’s First Chamber meeting was thinly attended. A finance session to do with kite farm maintenance budgets. It was livened up when Minra burst through the door, interrupting the session.

“Eloise, it isn’t a ski jump!”

People didn’t behave this way at finance meetings. It woke everyone up.

“Er, Minra, we’re in the middle of—”

Minra grabbed her hand, speaking to everyone in the room. “Sorry everyone. I need Eloise… First Minister Derbyshire, I mean. Important. Excuse us, please?”

She dragged the first minister out of the room.

In the corridor she stopped, took both of Eloise’s hands in hers and spoke, her voice intense and excited.

“It’s a launch system. Nothing to do with skiing. I saw it on a child’s TV show. Or… Venus saw it and dreamed about it. And Lissa tuned into her dream because it resonated with mine… I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. There’s never been anything like it in the real world, so how would I, or Lissa, know what we were seeing. We both thought, ski jump. Come, I’ll show you.”

Minra towed Eloise into the same breakout room they’d used the previous day. She unfurled her rolltop into the largest screen configuration and told Monica to play the sequence again.

A monochrome title: An APF Film production, Filmed in Supermarionation.

Then a cut to two puppet characters sitting on jet scooters that were creepily similar to the ones Minra had seen carrying the maintenance crews aloft to make repairs on the high domes of Jezero City.

“Okay, Venus?”

“Okay, Steve.”

“Right. Let’s go.”

Minra chuckled. Eloise looked at her, not understanding the joke.

Steve and Venus lifted off on their scooters and rode high above the tail of a huge rocket, which lay on its side, XL5 written on the tail fin. They floated down into the rocket’s nose cone. The music built with intensity and drama. The engines fired, and the rocket hurtled down a track, gathering speed. The track curled upward at the end, propelling the ship into the sky.

“The ski jump!” shouted Minra. She let the show play while she turned to face Eloise.

“This is what I dreamed. This is what Lissa dreamed. All the way back on Earth. Only it’s not a track, it’s something else. And it doesn’t curl upwards like that; I don’t know science, but I know enough to guess that Steve and Venus would be flattened like pancakes if they were going at any decent kind of launch speed. But we don’t need it to curl; we’ve got a gradual slope for over two thousand kilometres right up the flank of Pavonis Mons. And the spacecraft doesn’t have to fire its own rockets, at least not at first, because by the time it gets to the end of the slope it’ll be travelling fast enough.”

Minra had been leaning forward in her seat, the words tumbling over one another. Now she slumped back, breathless. “This was the thing Harry Dwerryhouse wanted to build. Like a space elevator but easier because it’s laid on its side all the way up the mountain.”

“It’s a rail gun launch system. Or mass driver. It’s an old idea,” said Eloise.

“But you haven’t got one,” said Minra.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because… I don’t know. You don’t build something like that on day one, or year one. But now we’re at year sixty-three. Maybe we should have done it by now, except it’s the sort of thing we’d need a visionary for.” Eloise seemed uncomfortable.

“A visionary like Harry Dwerryhouse?”

“Like Dwerry, yes. Oh, Minra, is this thing even feasible?”

“I haven’t a clue. I’m not an engineer.”

“But you have a whole colony of engineers at your disposal.”

“Who are all busy on sky hook elevator ideas and even their own projects because nobody told them to start anything like this.”

“Why didn’t Dwerry tell them?”

“You said it yourself. He went a little scatty in his later years. Tunnel vision maybe? Or caught up in side projects? But look, he found the perfect location, he moved there and he surrounded himself with experts.”

Eloise drummed her fingers on the desk while she thought. “They’re your experts now, Minra. Talk to them. See if this is doable. I’ll tell you this much: it’s worth doing. Maybe something stopped Dwerry from pushing forward. Money perhaps? A technical brick wall? Or maybe he just didn’t yet have all the experts he needed. It’s your project, Minra. Bequeathed to you. And I’ll tell you what: I like it a darn sight more than I liked your ski resort.”
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Project Team Home and Away



Minra had summoned her people—she liked that, “her people”—to the bar of the Jezero Heights Hotel. Orban and Riška, Raph and Astrid were all huddled around a small, wobbly table in the centre of the room. There were no other guests, so they’d made the bar their own. Venus and Lissa were there too. Minra wanted Lissa to come because her ski-jump dreams had been far more lucid than Minra’s. She’d seen things that she might be able to describe properly now they both knew what the strange construction they’d seen in those dreams actually was. And it had nothing to do with snow, fluffy boots, or ski jumping.

Minra switched her rolltop to projection mode and found a good spot on the wall. Minra’s rolltop didn’t have 3D capability, which was okay because 3D was gimmicky and didn’t work properly. Better to have the odd wall lamp in the picture than speak to a roomful of stuttering, disapparating ghosts. The rest of the Echo Falls team were all ready and waiting. She’d messaged them earlier. Project meeting. She’d had to postpone the last few meetings, and was worried about losing momentum, so she was pleased to see a full attendance; it was the middle of the night at the Falls and she had expected the odd no-show. Sleep deprivation had become a thing at Echo Falls during her intensified dream-reading program, and she was sure they’d all been enjoying the last two weeks while she’d been away. Her message had evidently been intriguing enough. She stood up and waited while everyone settled. She went straight in without preamble.

“Dwerry’s plan was to build a rail gun launch system up the side of his mountain. Forget sky hooks and towers.” This got their attention. “Did he ever mention this specific idea? To anyone? Perhaps he hadn’t even thought of it himself yet. But he would have, eventually. I’ve seen it. Lissa’s seen it. And I’m pretty sure, so too has Riška.”

This provoked an expression of revelation on Riška’s face. Serious head nodding from the others. They wore serious faces because Minra was being serious, more so than they’d ever seen her.

“Never mentioned rail guns to me,” said Raph. He looked around the table.

“I always thought we build tower,” said Riška. “Is always tower. Not gun.”

“Dwerry actually said that? In so many words? That the project was all about building a tower?” said Minra.

“Ne… no,” said Riška. “We assume. Is old idea, tower. From before people come to Mars.”

“All we knew was that he wanted some kind of launch system. He never clarified,” said Raph. “Dwerry was a lovely guy, but he became very… not secretive. He built walls around himself. I suppose we just reasoned he wanted an elevator. Obvious, because of the location. As Riška says, a space elevator on Pavonis Mons is an old idea. Pavonis Mons is the perfect spot, right on the equator.”

“So instead we run track up side of Pavonis Mons,” said Riška. “Is also perfect location.”

“Two thousand kilometres, give or take,” Raph added.

“And materials are no longer an obstacle,” said Ferdinand.

Riška pulled out her rolltop. “Escape velocity is 5,030 metres per second, or close. So if we can do 9.8 meters per second squared acceleration, is comfortable, just one Earth gravity. We need 1,290 kilometres track. We have two thousand kilometres, so ano, yes. Is walk in park.”

“Wait a minute, though,” said Raph. “Not so fast. Don’t forget we have an atmosphere to deal with. At 5,030 metres per second that is a non-trivial aerodynamics problem. More of a cross-country run in the park than a walk.”

Astrid shook her head. “Jean-Paul can look at aerodynamics, it’s his thing.” She looked at the wall image and Jean-Paul gave her a thumbs up. “The build is… not easy, just because of scale. But Raph’s a structural engineer. I’m an architect. I don’t see any fundamental problems. What about power, though?”

“Power is problem. Lot of power. Solar panels? I think, yes,” said Riška, still working furiously on her rolltop. She showed the screen to Raph.

“We don’t have anyone who can work with that kind of load,” said Raph. “We need a PV expert.” He looked at the screen, looked around the room. “Would any of you guys be comfortable with this?”

A lot of heads shook.

“PV?” said Minra.

“A photo voltaic specialist. Not easy. I heard they’re all back on Earth. Some council row. I should follow the news more.”

“Why would they go back to Earth?” Minra asked, though inside she was thinking, Why wouldn’t they?

“You should have more idea than us, Minra,” said Astrid. “You’re on the council. There was some bust-up, wasn’t there? About population growth rates, a couple of months back? Growth hasn’t been fast enough to feed local industry, so there’s been a minor exodus of talent. PV specialist was one of the areas that some councillors were worried about. We have enough resources, electrical power being one, to sustain our existing population centres as they stand. So there’s no need to expand the solar and kite farms.”

“Long and short of it,” said Raph. “There’s more work for them back on Earth.”

“I might know someone,” said Minra.

“Really?” said Astrid.

The others too, looked surprised.

Good. So far they’ve seen me only as a dream reader and…facilitator? Is that the word? Maybe now, though, they see I have something concrete to offer after all.

“His name’s Leon Bryce. I met him at the spaceport on Earth, and we chatted a few times on Earth Station while we were preparing to fly out here. He didn’t strike me as someone who would head back to Earth any time soon. I’ll see if I can track him down.” Minra felt, not just proud she could make a contribution, but also just a little excited at the chance to meet up with Leon again, and not in a way that would look creepy, like stalking.

Minra smiled to herself. Here was the oneirocritical eureka moment she had wished for.

“You’re writing all this down, Orban?” asked Minra. Orban had assumed the role of note taker for most of their project meetings.

“Of course.” Orban read from his rolltop. “Riška doing theory. Jean-Paul, aerodynamics. Ferdinand, materials. Raph and Astrid will work on structural problems. Minra, project management, obviously, and also personnel manager.” He said this with a wink. “Minra to recruit L Bryce.”

“Good, thanks, Orban. It’s early days yet,” said Minra. “I’m sure there’ll be things we need that will become obvious soon enough. For starters though, perhaps Riška can get together with Raph and Astrid to flesh out a back-of-an-envelope design.”

“So we’re doing this?” said Raph.

Minra looked at all the animated expressions and nodding heads around her and on the screen. “Look, I’ll have to speak to Eloise so she can bring it up in First Chamber, because there’s the little question of finance to consider. But yes, it was Dwerry’s plan, or would have been. We should try to make it happen.”
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Minra waited while everyone in First Chamber took their seats. Occasionally, for important matters, high councillors from Second Chamber were allowed to address First Chamber members. High Councillor Koenman’s hands were damp. Her left foot had taken on the role of phantom bass-drum eight-to-the-bar kick-pedaller, and she fought to make it stop. Eloise, sitting next to her, placed a calming hand on her arm.

“Take a breath, Minra. They don’t bite. I know they don’t look it, but they are excited.”

Eloise cleared her throat. “Can we make a start? Thank you.

“You’ve all read the briefing that I sent out yesterday, at least I hope you have. Harry Dwerryhouse had a vision to grow this human outpost on Mars, and to achieve it he realised we needed better access to space. He found a solution, but sadly, ill health made it difficult for him to share his bold ideas, and he passed away before he could communicate the details of his space launch project. But somehow within the tangled, confused maelstrom of his thoughts in his later life, he found a way to make provision for someone to come to Mars, someone with the ability to see through the smokescreen of his troubled mind.

“You all know Minrada Koenman. She’s been staying at Echus Chasma, Dwerry’s old place, and in recent months she has undertaken a dream-reading program there that has revealed Dwerry’s vision: A launch system that will drastically cut the cost of access to orbit and beyond. Today we’re here to discuss funding options for the project and to approve an initial cost-benefit study.”

The meeting got underway, with questions firing back and forth. Minra did her best to answer them as well as she could, but kept coming back to the line, “It’s still early days, and my team have yet to flesh out more of the details before we can reach a clearer position on costs and feasibility.” She liked the line. It sounded very… political. But as more questions were asked, Minra began to wonder what she’d got herself into. It wasn’t her. Politics wasn’t what she did.

By the end of the session she felt as wrung out as an over-used floor mop. And yet she knew this was only the beginning. After the meeting, Eloise had pointed her to the city directory that provided contact information, and there was only one Leon Bryce. She assumed the directory was up-to-date and her Leon Bryce hadn’t returned to Earth. Arranging a meeting with him would be her next task in this increasingly surreal day. She felt just as nervous about seeing Leon again as she had for the council session. Why? It didn’t make sense. She’d only spoken to him a few times and he had rarely spoken about himself. She knew nothing about him. What she did know was that the very idea of meeting Leon Bryce alone made her stomach flip in somersaults and her legs go weak. She felt absurd. She hadn’t had these teenaged feelings for years.

She found a quiet coffee shop, selected a table far from anyone else, and asked Monica to connect.

“Calling.”

Will he even remember me? It was nearly a year ago now.

The screen flashed to life and there was Leon. He hadn’t changed. The same piercing blue eyes that had turned her insides to jelly back in Scotland, and had the power, she now realised, even via the scratchy image on her out-of-date rolltop, to do it still.

“Minra. Heavens. Good to see you.”

“You remember me?”

“Hard not to. You’re a news item in Jezero most days.”

Was she? How could that be so? But he only remembers me because he’s seen me in the news. Damn!

It threw her. She wasn’t sure how to proceed after that revelation. Why the hell would she be in the news? Her inner turmoil meant that a growing silence had now begun to stretch out, from the kind labelled “difficult” through to “decidedly awkward”.

Say something, Minra, for heaven’s sake.

“So, you’re still on Mars?” Stupid. Stupid! Of course he’s still on Mars or you wouldn’t be speaking to him on a local comms channel.

“Yes, of course.”

“Could we meet? A business meeting. At least, I hope we can do business. Not wheeler-dealer business, nothing like that. I just have a proposition. Sorry, a business proposition. I didn’t mean… any other kind of proposition… I don’t want you to think…”

Oh my God. Beam me up, Scotty.

“Well, yes. Of course. I’m tied up today, but how about dinner tomorrow evening? I know a place,” said Leon.

“Sounds good, yes.”

“Pick you up at seven.”

“Perfect. I’m at—”

“The Jezero Heights Hotel.”

“Yes. How did you know?”

He knows where I’m staying. You don’t get that kind of detail off the news.

“Well, because you don’t live in Jezero City. And there’s only one hotel.”

“Oh. Yes. Of course. Right then. See you tomorrow.”

The screen went blank. Minra found she was short of breath.

What’s wrong with me? I’m good with people. I get them to share the intimate details of their dreams with me. Why have I turned into a moron when I’m talking to Leon? Of course there’s only one hotel. I knew that. Except I could have been staying with a friend. Something else he wouldn’t get from the news. And why am I in the news?

Now, on the long list of items on her to-do list—a not inconsequential list because it involved project-managing one of the biggest and most innovative engineering undertakings in the history of the human race, not something that often appeared on the CV of mystics—at the top were two new items: buying a newspaper, because she needed to know why she was in the news, and right at the very top: she needed a new dress for tomorrow evening.

Was tomorrow a date? She didn’t know. She’d made it clear enough that it wasn’t. But the way he’d said it: “I know a place.” Of course it was a date. A date with Leon Bryce.
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“Calm down, Mummy. What’s got into you?” Lissa wore a look that was both mystified and delighted. “I knew you liked him as soon as you first met.”

“How would you know that?” said Minra in a voice that was all adolescent coy. “We only talked for a few minutes.”

“Maybe something to do with the days you spent on the spaceship afterwards, grilling the other passengers and the flight attendants to find out if anyone knew which part of the ship he was on.”

“You noticed that?”

“Couldn’t miss. You were obsessed. And crushed when you couldn’t find him.”

“Well, maybe I do like him. A bit. That’s why it’s all the more important for me to look my best. I haven’t tried to look my best since your dad and I parted company.” She looked down at herself. At the saggy uniform-issue coverall. “Not easy in this outfit.”

“So what have you tried so far?”

They focussed their attention back on Minra’s rolltop, which was open at the Print-a-Dress app. She’d recorded herself walking around the hotel room adopting various red-carpet poses. With a touch of a key, she could see herself wearing any of the site’s merchandise, fitting her perfectly. She’d tried them all. She looked awkward and ungainly in every one.

“Maybe do another catwalk video,” said Lissa. “Try for something more natural instead of all that looking-back-over-your-shoulder film-star nonsense. You’re not going to walk through a restaurant doing that, are you? There won’t be dozens of photographers lined up waiting for you. Just Leon.”

“When did you get so old and world-wise? What happened to my nine-year-old?”

“Just redo the video, Mummy.”

It took another six or seven takes before they arrived at something that bordered on natural. This time there were three dresses that worked. Not too flamboyant, at least until she had to actually wear one of them. Red, because it matched her debt ring—black would have been classier, except the debt ring would have been prominent—but not too in-your-face-Audrey-Hepburn red, either. Minra lost focus for a moment while she pictured Hepburn in that red dress she wore in Funny Face, a film Minra had watched again and again. That was a look she wished she could pull off.

“This one,” said Lissa, pointing.

“Hell’s bells,” said Minra. “I don’t know. It’s bright. It’s short. And everyone wears these pastel-coloured sack things on Mars. I haven’t seen anyone in a dress. Not least a dress like this.”

“Maybe because you haven’t been out on a date, or to places where people go on dates and wear dresses.”

“What if you’re wrong, Lissa? What if I’m the only one tarted up like this?”

“Then Leon will be dazzled. Mummy, you look really nice. If you’re worried, ask Eloise. I’m sure she’s been on dates. She’ll know the right thing to wear.”

“I think she has enough to worry about finding the money for our building project. She won’t thank me for bothering her with big-sister stuff.”

“Well, think of it another way. If no one ever wears dresses like this on Mars, why would they sell them on Print-a-Dress? Come on, Mummy, it’s only a few valuts. Hit the ‘buy’ button.”

Minra stalled. “I don’t think I could wear something like that. I’m not used—Hey!”

Lissa had leaned over and pressed the “buy” button for her.

Your purchase will be delivered within one hour.

“There you go, Mummy. That’s one less thing to worry about.”
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Leon arrived outside the hotel promptly, in a hire bubble, one of the driverless taxis people in Jezero used for travel when they didn’t want to walk, because everywhere in Jezero City was within walking distance. The restaurant wasn’t far, but Leon insisted they keep the bubble. He was obviously going out of his way to be considerate, guessing perhaps that Minra might be in heels. Minra was. Another website her nine-going-on-nineteen-year-old daughter had found for her. This time Minra hadn’t needed any urging. She hadn’t worn heels this tall since before Colombo. The blue pair she’d picked up from the shop in Rodeo, on her first visit to Jezero City, were flats compared to these. She sensed the possibility of the evening ending early with a broken ankle and a trip to A&E.

The dress had arrived as promised—after only half an hour, in fact—and Minra liked how she looked in it. She was less sure about how she felt. After wearing all-encasing coveralls and spacesuits for over a year, the short skirt felt… breezy. Every mirror she passed she caught sight of the colour red from out of the corner of her eye. But she liked the way Leon cast an approving, up-and-down assessment of her when he met her in the hotel lobby. It made her feel special.

The ride in the hire bubble was so short there was little time for small talk, but Leon did his best by explaining how the bubbles found their way around the city.

“Nothing fancy. No unpredictable AI or anything. It’s all done with buried wires. That’s the beauty of Jezero City: It’s small enough to get by with old-school tech.”

The restaurant was called Harmonia. Leon explained how Harmonia was the daughter of Ares, the Greek god of war and therefore an alternate name for Mars.

“A good name for a Greek restaurant on this planet. Are you okay with Greek?”

“Yes, yes. Perfect.”

“It’s Martian Greek, of course. All the produce is local. The vat-lamb is especially good here.”

Minra took Leon’s advice and ordered kleftiko, a slow-cooked lamb dish that made the most of the exceptional vat-grown meat, which was better than any she’d eaten on Earth. The Martians seemed to have perfected the art of vegan meat, probably because there was no alternative.

The small talk continued throughout the main course, Leon managing to deflect each of Minra’s attempts to discuss her project without making her feel in any way manipulated.

“We have plenty of time,” he told her. “Why spoil a superb meal with shop talk?”

This worried Minra. Was Leon prepping her for a rejection of her proposal to bring Leon onto her team? He must have a good idea what this was all about.

But when the dessert was finished—Minra chose galaktoboureko, a semolina custard sauce with phyllo pastry—Leon placed his hands on the table in front of him and, through his open expression, invited Minra to begin.

“We’re building a launch system at Echus Chasma.”

“Based on a rail gun or mass driver, yes, I read about the proposal. As I say, there’s not much you do that escapes the news these days. You are quite the celebrity.” He lightly touched the back of Minra’s hand as he said this. His touch was warm and soft and electric. It was all Minra could do to stop herself moaning. She tried to gather her thoughts and speak rationally. This was important. The date part of the evening had to be on hold while she discussed her ideas.

Minra cleared her throat to stop her voice cracking as she spoke. “The project is going to need a lot of electricity. Solar power, in preference. We’re going to need an expert, and I remember you telling me that this was your field.”

“It is my field, and you were right to come to me. What sort of power requirement are we looking at?”

“We don’t know for sure yet. We’re early in the design phase, but my chief engineer, Riška Cermak…” My chief engineer—she loved how she was able to say my chief engineer. Sometimes she looked at herself from above and wondered how she’d become this person.

“I know Riška. Or at least, I know of her. She’s good.”

“Well, she made some initial back-of-a-napkin estimates. Here.” Minra passed over a slip of flimsy paper. It was, literally, the back of a napkin, with the Jezero Heights Hotel logo in the corner.

Leon looked at the figures, which had meant nothing to Minra. He nodded while at the same time blowing air through his mouth in a breathy whistle. He passed the paper back, looked Minra in the eye, and rubbed the back of his head.

“I’ll give you guys this: You have ambition.”

“You can’t do it?”

“Oh, I could do it.” Leon considered his choice of words for a moment. “The Council of Mars has been reluctant to invest in the planet in recent years. We should be growing, but they seem to have settled for a more conservative outlook. I’m sure you know there aren’t many PV experts left on Mars. Because there isn’t the work. I’m okay at the moment because I have a position with the maintenance program. It’s a safe job, though not very exciting. What you’re proposing is exciting, but risky as hell. It’ll take valuts. Money. You’ll need a supply of indium for the panels. Normal silicon won’t do, not for this job, and indium is not only expensive but hard to find. There’s none on Mars; you’ll have to source it off-world. And you…” He touched his neck to indicate Minra’s debt ring. “If you don’t mind me saying, you do not come across as someone with the means to fund such a major, inter-planetary space program.”

Minra shrugged. “Looks can be deceptive. At the moment I have ten people on my payroll, or Dwerry’s legacy payroll, and we have enough to keep going for another couple of years in that vein. Adding to the workforce is within my scope and wouldn’t be such a big wrench. Of course, you are right, if we get approval for the project we’ll need a lot more people, but let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”

Leon drummed his fingers on the table. “I’d love to say yes. I think it would be terrific working with you. But there are others I have to consider.”

Minra liked that. Loyalty to his current workmates and employer. This man is perfection, she thought.

“Do you have any doctors at Echus Chasma? You’re going to need some if you’re to expand your workforce enough for this project. And a school. Lot of the workers will have kids, you know?”

They seemed odd questions. Valid, but weirdly specific.

“We do have a doctor. Her name’s Zoe,” said Minra. “And I suppose you’re right, if we’re going to grow our facilities we’ll be needing more of everything. There’ll be lots of skills to add to our team. More doctors, some teachers would be good, and also finance experts.”

“And what about accommodation?”

“Well, we’ll have to expand at some point, but right now we’ve more than enough room to offer living space to new people.”

Leon drummed his hands on the table while he thought, then in an instant of decisiveness he rapped both knuckles on the table, rat-a-tat-tat, hard enough to make the crockery jingle.

“I’m in,” he said. “I love this. But with conditions. One’s a material condition. I’m going to need indium, and lots of it. Give me an assurance that you can source enough of it and I’ll sign on the dotted line.”

Minra made a note in her rolltop. Indium.

Leon was still talking. “The other thing: My wife’s a qualified nurse, but only part-time because she’s also a hell of a good teacher. Ask your daughter, er, what’s her name?”

“Lissa.”

“Ask Lissa. She’s probably in her virtual class. Miss Bryce. Isabel. Put her on your payroll. She would be a great fit. And if she’s coming we’ll need proper accommodation for all of us, the kids as well.”

“Wife? Kids?” Minra felt a wave of heat as she was overtaken by a hot flush.

“You’ll like Izzy. And our three kids, ages two, five and eight. Your Lissa does okay with the virtual classroom tech, doesn’t she? But how many children are there in Echus? Bringing in at least one live teacher sooner rather than later has got to be high on your list. You have to keep the big picture in mind. Social science. That’s something Harry Dwerryhouse was good at, at least in his younger days. It’s how Jezero grew. His insight is what’s missing on Mars right now.”

“Yes, yes. I’m sure you’re right.” Minra’s voice sounded tiny and distant to her ears, in which a drumming sound impeded her concentration from the blood that coursed through her veins, driven by her hammering heart.

“This has been great,” said Leon. “The meal is my treat. Send over a couple of contracts for me and Izzy, and I’ll talk it through with her tonight. She’ll love it though, I’m sure. She’s been itching for the chance to do more hands-on teaching instead of all this virtual stuff. I’ll ping signed copies back to you soonest. And don’t forget about the materials.” He stood. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll pop you in a bubble back to your hotel and I’ll head home and tell Izzy the news. Exciting.”

He leaned over and kissed Minra on the cheek. The kiss. Dry. Friendly. None of the fireworks and Mars-moving impact it would have had only minutes earlier.
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Contracts? How on Earth do I go about drawing up employment contracts? Concentrating on business and contracts seemed a way of diverting her mind from what just happened. What did just happen? “You’ll like Izzy and our three kids.” Izzy! Isabel! Is-a-bel! Huh. Minra squeezed her hands into fists. Come on, Minra, focus. Contracts.

Minra supposed the best way to draw up a contract might be to copy an existing one for a random Echo Falls team member and just alter the name and job description. But did the Echo Falls team even have contracts? She had no idea where to look, and her brain was not functioning, not the way it should. And what about the stuff for the solar panels he’d mentioned? She couldn’t even remember the name for it. She’d made a note in her rolltop while Leon was talking about Izzy. Distracted, angry, humiliated… there wasn’t a strong-enough, all-encompassing word for how she felt.

How could he have led me on like that? Had he led me on? Or was it me? Did I just make assumptions and follow like a sheep? Let’s face it, I’ve been on Mars now for over six months; so has he, and neither of us made a move to seek out the other. He hasn’t exactly pursued me. Why should he? He’s happily married. And the date? Was it a date? He never said it was a date. It was a meal to discuss a work-related proposal. My God, Minra, you packaged an awful lot of assumption into that one, ten-minute spaceport encounter.

Back at the hotel she looked in on Lissa, who was asleep, then she headed straight down to the bar. She guessed that lying in bed staring at the ceiling would not be the most useful course of action right now.

Married? He’d never said anything about being married. In A’Mhòine he’d been travelling alone back to Mars. There was no ring on his finger. Could his marriage have been a follow-up to a six-month whirlwind romance? No, because he had children. Three of them.

Minra, you’re an idiot. Supposed to be a fortune teller. I tell people their futures, tall dark strangers and all that crap. Why didn’t I see it?

Minra reckoned that right now, getting drunk might be an excellent idea. Bollocks to contracts. And as for the materium, meridium, whatever the hell the stuff was that he’d asked for… who cared? Who cared about any of it any more?

But she wasn’t a getting-drunk kind of girl. Never had been. And despite lots of folklore that said a person got drunk quicker and easier on Mars than in the higher atmospheric pressure of Earth, the anecdotal evidence that she gleaned from her Echo Falls comrades said you didn’t get drunk any faster on Mars, but the hangovers were immeasurably worse. Minra had only ever had one hangover in her life and she doubted if a ten-times-worse repeat performance would lift her mood. So she ordered a lime and soda and pretended it was vodka, then slumped in one of the booths and tried to look like she was drunk, under the fake-it-till-you-make-it premise.

“You’ll feel terrible in the morning, you know.” Someone standing by her booth.

Minra didn’t have the energy to turn her neck to see who it was. “You’re dead right about that,” she said. “But it won’t be from this lime and soda.”

“Well that’s good. You’ve been warned about the hangover thing then. Can I join you?”

Minra shrugged. He sat down and Minra glanced over. They’d met before, but she couldn’t put a name to him.

“Something’s different about you,” she said, stalling, faking recognition. Was it going to be one of those awkward conversations where you exchange noncommittal facts because you know that you somehow know the person, and it seems that they know you, but you are too polite to admit that you don’t remember their name or anything about them? So because you are acquainted with one another and supposed to be on friendly chatting terms, you have to follow the rules of etiquette and chat for hours without ever really saying anything.

He fingered his neck. A nervous habit she recognised. But no debt ring.

Then she remembered. “Encel!” Enceladus Roth. Intrepid space explorer and asteroid miner. “What happened? You lost your debt ring. Yours was scarlet like mine. You paid it off? That’s brilliant.”

The raggedy beard was gone, too, and his eyes were clear, without that fogged-over, red-rimmed look that signalled sleep deprivation and insanity.

“Lost the debt. Lost Phoebe, my ship. Not so good,” said Encel.

“Oh, no.”

Encel shrugged, the kind that said, easy come…

“What happened?”

“Nothing complicated. I couldn’t hack it, was all. A person has to sleep sometime. Should have teamed up with Tit. That’s my brother, Titan. The two of us could have managed the punishing hours by rotation. But I’m stubborn. Tit’s stubborn. I wanted to win one, alone.”

“What are you doing now, then?”

“Temporary job at the kite farm. Oiling, greasing. Won’t last. Not many openings for a bankrupt. Probably end up doing the coffin shift on the cycler. How about you? Keeping on top of your payments, I hope?” He touched his neck in the way that was universal amongst ring-wearers.

“There aren’t any instalments, just one gargantuan sum at the end of the term. And I just dodged an early bath, this week as it happens. A case of calendar mix-ups. I’ve got something on the go, though. It might pay off. If it doesn’t I’ll be on the coffin shift myself a few months from now.”

Encel made a pained expression and nodded. Minra nodded. They lapsed into a companionable silence for a minute or two, nursing their non-alcoholic drinks—Encel was on orange juice.

“What about your brother?”

“He’s still out on the belt. Nearing the end. He’s stuck at it longer than me, but I can tell the bank’s knocking at the door.”

“So why don’t you team up on his ship, like you said? If you worked together, surely that would get you both on top.”

“I’ve offered. Pushed real hard, you know? But Tit’s as stubborn as I was. He doesn’t want his little brother bailing him out. The risk’s his. One hundred percent. He’d see it as weakness if I came breezing in on his patch and made it all work. We had the same conversation when I was going down the tubes. Partnership? We’re as bad as each other. Trouble is, I can see it now. He can’t. He’s got that whole sleep-deprivation thing going on. Hard to explain how it is when you’re so tired. You can’t form rational thoughts when you’re like that.”

Minra drummed her fingers on the table. A worm of an idea niggled in her head. She’d stopped thinking about her earlier disappointment because here was something else, though she couldn’t tune in to what. Something important that Encel had told her in this very bar, months earlier. It hadn’t meant anything then. But now? Had she remembered it correctly or was it wishful thinking? Because if she had…

She flipped open her rolltop to look at that word she’d noted earlier.

“You said, last time, that you knew where there was a rich vein of… something?”

“Yeah, indium. It was one of the things that bit me hardest. The arse fell out of the market. Suddenly, no demand for the stuff, at least on Mars. I dug out a ton of indium and couldn’t get a buyer. Might even have changed Tit’s mind over the partnership idea if that had come good. I know where the deposits are; he has the ship.”

“This is indium as used for solar panels?”

“High-end solar panels, yeah. You’re on the council, Minra. Can’t you use your influence to get them investing in Jezero again? It was the council putting the brakes on the expansion policy that screwed me. It wiped out demand overnight. It’s too late for me, I know, but it might help Tit survive.”

Indium! Has it really just dropped into my lap? Is this another side to the oneiromancy that I don’t understand? A subconscious, serendipitous thing?

“I might have something better,” she said, leaning forward over the table, all pretence at playful drunkenness now long gone. “What if you worked for me? Got your ship back and went after all that indium? Your brother too, if he wants it?”

“I don’t have a ship. Phoebe’s just up there in orbit, wasting away. A dormant asset on the books of Gold Star Finance. I can’t get her back. Bankrupt. I won’t get another loan again, with them or anyone. Tit’ll be in the same position by the end of the week, I’m sure of it.”

“No, no. I’ll buy Phoebe. Or lease her. Tit’s ship, too. You and him just do the flying and the digging.”

“Nice idea, but I don’t think they make debt rings any brighter than your shade of scarlet, babe.”

“Yeah, when I say, ‘I’ll buy it’, I mean my construction company will.”

“You have a construction company?”

“Kind of. It’s new. Haven’t even named it yet. But in the scheme of things, I imagine a couple of spaceship leases would be small beer compared to the size of the loans we’re already seeking. Encel, we’re building a launch system, powered by electricity. Lots of electricity. We’re going to need lots of indium.”

“Tell me more,” said Encel. Now he was leaning forward. Minra noticed a sparkle in his eyes that hadn’t been there earlier. Certainly hadn’t been there the first time they’d met.

“I will. I’ll tell you it all. First, I need to bang off a quick email.”

She pulled out her rolltop.

Hey Leon. Got your indium. As much as you need. And as for employment contracts… why don’t you write something down and so long as you don’t take the Mick, I’ll sign it.

Minra
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Events moved at a pace over the next few days. Minra was working in the small, windowless office in the university that Eloise let her use, when Orban and Riška called in to say they had to take the truck back to Echus Chasma; they needed the supplies there, so he and Riška would leave later that day. Raph and Astrid would go with them.

“We’ll be back here soon enough,” said Orban. “I’m going to have to do at least two runs; our supplies are heavily depleted.”

Riška seemed worried about leaving Minra. “Don’t you dare try driving back alone. Better you wait for us.”

“I have lots to do here. As soon as you, Raph and Astrid have a more detailed project plan, send it. I’ll need to push the council. When or if we get funding we’ll need to buy more trucks. One won’t be enough for everything we’ll be doing at the Falls.”

“Ano. Of course.”

Astrid called in a moment later. She had a request to make. “Minra, it’s a lot to ask with everything that’s going on, but do you mind if Venus stays here in Jezero, with you? Only for a little while, until we come back with the truck? Venus regards Lissa as a big sister, and she’s done so much better at her schoolwork since she’s been in F2F.”

Minra looked blank.

“Face-to-face. The virtual classes are fine, but…”

“Of course, Astrid. Not a problem.” Minra went on to tell Astrid what Leon had said about them getting an F2F class of their own for the Falls. “Leon’s wife’s a teacher, so there’s a chance, if she agrees, that we’ll be able to have a proper school at Echo Falls, maybe even in a few weeks. Right now there’s Lissa, Venus, and Ethan. Then with Leon’s three children, that will make it six. It’s enough to merit a teacher. We’ll have other children coming to join us soon as well, once construction gets underway.”

“That would be fabulous. I really worry about Venus. She struggles with the virtual classes so much.” She pulled Minra close and hugged her. “You’ve made such a difference to Echo Falls, Minra. I can see it in the faces of everyone else, too. They’re all so excited about this project. You’re a miracle worker. You’ve brought a real sense of purpose back.”

Minra spoke into Astrid’s shoulder, her voice muffled. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. There’s a lot can go wrong yet. You people are the ones doing all the heavy lifting. I’m just in the middle of it all. Design us a good launch ramp, Astrid, then let’s see where it takes us. Have a safe journey back.”

Astrid went to prepare her Allegro for the return to Echus Chasma. Minra felt good. Astrid’s words had buoyed her up, helping her feel better about her disappointing date night. Was she making a difference? She’d certainly shaken things up, she could see that.

Lissa and Venus were due back from school within the hour. She hadn’t had a chance to tell Lissa all about the infamous date night; it was something they’d laugh about over tea. They’d both overslept that morning, and there’d barely been time enough to get her daughter ready for school and out of the door, never mind chitchat.

Before collecting Lissa, Minra had one quick meeting that she had to get out of the way, with Eloise. Top item, again: project finance.

Another meeting. It’s all I do now. Meetings. Money talk.

A message announced itself with a chime on her rolltop.

Correction, she thought, as she opened her screen. Meetings and emails is all I do.

The subject of the message snapped Minra’s focus back to full attention. It was from Subramaniam. Or more accurately, from his lawyers. She was being sued.

Minra took a breath. She closed her rolltop.

Okay, that meeting is going to have to be right now, she thought as she headed out of the door, head down, moving with purpose. Astrid was right. Just like school, some things were better done F2F.
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“Yeah, I got one too,” said Eloise. “He’s suing me, as first minister, because I wouldn’t let his envoy land on Mars—which is nonsense, I didn’t stop him; that was Subramaniam’s petulance.

“In your case, Minra, he’s just claiming that the one-year time frame was of course an Earth year, because on Earth, where you signed the loan terms, that’s what is assumed by the word ‘year’, and so Echus Chasma now belongs to him. I wouldn’t worry about it. He’s taking it through the courts in Colombo. Sri Lankan courts. Earth courts. They don’t have any sway on Mars.”

“But if he were to win—”

“It would mean nothing. I’ve got our lawyers drafting a countersuit, stating Echus Chasma was never yours to put up as equity. It still belongs to the Dwerryhouse estate, which is administered on Mars. We’ll put our case through the Martian courts, and we’ll win, so then it’s just another Earth vs Mars mess. Nothing new there. There must be fifty Earth vs Mars suits clogging up the various legal systems now. Let’s face it: Earth-Mars relations have been rocky and deteriorating ever since HG Wells. Cheer up, Minra. They might as well sue Alpha Centauri for all the good it will do them.”

“I can’t say I’m happy about it,” said Minra.

Eloise shrugged. “I suppose it would be an issue if you ever wanted to go back to Earth. We’re hoping you’d rather stay here. If you ever start getting pangs of homesickness, just take a look at some of the papers.”

“Earth newspapers?”

“Yes, of course. Didn’t you know, you can get copies of them on your rolltop? I should have told you. Sorry. What are some names of Dutch newspapers?”

Minra thought about it. “Der Telegraaf. Algemeen Dagblad. De Volkskrant…”

Eloise looked on her own rolltop. “Yeah, we get all of those. There’s a packet that gets downloaded from Earth every day. English-language papers, German, French… we keep a record of where all our citizens are from. Here.” Eloise had swiped to the front page of De Telegraaf. “I don’t speak any Dutch, but I’ll bet you it isn’t good news.”

It wasn’t. Minra read in horror. The headline, Rotterdam Overstroomd. Less than a year ago, Lucas van den Berg had assured her with total confidence that the Rhine barrier was safe and would never be overwhelmed. She’d corresponded with him and Helen regularly since arriving on Mars. Why hadn’t they mentioned this? Minra could only assume that Lucas and Helen had withheld the truth to stop her worrying. Yes, she herself had been guilty of that kind of deception, always skirting around the edges of her income problems—or lack of income—whenever Lucas had given one of his reminders about her debt. But Lucas had no reason to be secretive about something like this. Now here it was on the front page of De Telegraaf. All the lowlands. A catastrophe. Were Lucas and Helen safe? Their last video messages had not been recorded in their home, she’d noticed that much, but not wondered why. Did they still have a home? She must contact them the moment she was done here.

“You’ll find similar stories everywhere,” said Eloise. “You’d have to read all the newspapers from all the countries, because no one country’s news outlet has space for any disasters that occur beyond their own borders. Not any more. International news? You won’t find any. Local disasters are plenty without casting about outside looking for more, whether it’s floods, drought, plague, wildfires… No, Minra. Trust me. You have no incentive to return home. Not the Netherlands or anywhere else.”

“But what about the engineers who are going back? I’ve been told this by more than a few people. The solar panel engineers who have no work here, for example?”

“There are some, it’s true. The council have not made the wisest choices lately, although I confess I have sometimes voted with non-expansionist policies myself. Remember this: Mars is not terraformed. We live under extreme conditions. It’s still, even now, far easier to make Earth more habitable than it is to make Mars the lifeboat for all the failed policies on Earth. It’s just that the Earthers don’t seem to have the common sense to realise it.”

“Surely it’s only right to have some expansion on Mars,” said Minra. “It’s what Dwerry always wanted. That’s what you told me when I came here.”

Eloise sighed. “We’ve got no air. We have some water, but not oceans of the stuff like on Earth. Ours is all locked away under the surface in the form of ice. On Earth they use water for drinking. On Mars, we need it to make oxygen, to force-grow our few crops, to generate energy when the sun goes down, even to make rocket fuel… and yes, we use it for drinking, too. We have to be careful. Mars could become unsustainable for our tiny population very quickly. This is how I’m going to sell your launch system to the First Chamber. Because, in truth, the way we live our lives here is already short-sighted because we’re using up the small reserves of water we have at our disposal. Using up resources is never sustainable, even if you have plenty. And we do not have plenty. That is the core principle of our circular economy.  But easier access to space could give us the means to bring in more water—from comets, say. We could bring in more raw materials. A loophole in the circular-economy ethos perhaps, but we could do it without having to burn up the limited amounts of oxygen we have locked in our meagre water supplies on Mars. On that basis your launch system should be an easy sell.”

“Do you think? Will they go with it?”

“We’ll find out tomorrow. There’s a vote. I think I have enough councillors on our side. It would be good if we had some firmer cost estimates to flesh out our proposals, but I know that takes time. I’d rather your people were methodical about it and got it right. Budget setters throughout history haven’t had a very good record for setting realistic financial targets for major capital projects.”

“Raph, Astrid and Riška are working on that now, on their way back to Echus Chasma. And I’ve seen copies of emails bouncing between them and the team at Echus, asking all the right questions. Leon Bryce is already involved in tighter estimates for the solar. And I’ve included draft costs for leasing a couple of spaceships, and employing a pair of asteroid miners.”

Eloise’s eyebrows went up.

“Yeah, it gets more complicated every day, doesn’t it?” said Minra. She looked at her wrist tat that was sending her pulsing signals getting ever closer together. “I’ll explain that part, but another time. I need to go and meet Lissa and Venus from school.”

“Of course. Go. And don’t worry about Subramaniam and his frivolous lawsuits. He’s on Earth, fifty million miles away. He can’t touch you.”

Eloise’s eyes flicked to her rolltop. “A call from Aakash at the spaceport. What now?” She smiled. “You think you have problems. I’ll call you later.”

Outside Eloise’s office Minra recorded a message to Lucas and Helen, demanding they let her know what was going on with them. She saw she still had some time—she’d learned the benefits of building in prudent cushions when she set reminders for herself—so she took the longer route to the school, diverting through the Lakes, Jezero’s green space that she loved. We’ll have to get one of these at Echo Falls, she thought. Once we’ve grown a little we’ll be able to justify our own park. It occurred to Minra that she was already thinking like Dwerry, the man she’d never met. She wished she could have met him. His thinking always seemed to be about the big picture, and now so was hers. She’d changed. How was that? Had Mars really become her home? Certainly in recent weeks she’d started to feel that she belonged here at last.

Eloise, who must have taken the shorter route, was waiting for Minra at the school. The moment Minra saw the expression on her face, which was ashen, Minra’s sense of wellbeing evaporated.
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“Where’ve you been, Minra? I thought you were coming straight here,” said Eloise. “And your phone is off.”

“I came through the Lakes,” said Minra. “Takes a bit longer, that’s all. Is that a problem? And yeah, sorry about the phone.” She felt guilty. She often turned it to “Do not Disturb” when she was in the Lakes. So many calls these days, there were few moments when she got the chance for a little tranquility.

Eloise looked agitated. Way out of proportion for not answering her phone for a few minutes.

“Eloise, what is it? You look terrible.”

“There’s something I need to tell you in person. That call I got, from Aakash, just as you were leaving my office. One of the crew members of Aldrin was meant to come down to Jezero for four months’ leave this cycle. They found him in his cabin, too late to come to Mars, heading back to Earth on the coffin run. Danny Stock, his name. He’s okay, but he’d been drugged.”

“That’s terrible. Who’d do that?” Minra offered sympathy. It was terrible, there would be no way back for him for two years, but did it really merit that look of anguish on Eloise’s face? And why was it so important for Minra to know? “Did you… know him? Family?”

“No, no, but… you know, it happens sometimes. The coffin run is not popular. Sometimes people go to extremes to avoid it. But…”

“What?”

“The person who came down in his place wasn’t a crew member. Wasn’t someone dodging coffin shift. Minra, it was Subramaniam’s envoy.”

“Oh, I see.” I think I see.

“We’re in touch with Earth Station. Trying to get ID. A photo. Some background. The question is: why would he do that? We have to consider the possibility that… well, you told me yourself, Subramaniam has ‘enforcers’. Wasn’t that the term you used?”

Now Minra understood. She felt heat on her neck. “Yes. They track down loan defaulters.”

“And yours was a big loan, Minra. Does Subramaniam maybe feel he wants to send a message? That even Mars isn’t a safe haven for those who cross him? I’m assigning an escort to you, while you’re in Jezero City. He’s going to stick to you like mould on cheese. Won’t let you out of his sight.”

“A bodyguard?” Minra felt sick. She thought she was done with all the threats; the constant fear of dark, quiet places.

“His name’s Rock. Just Rock. Not his real name. Real name’s Adrian Flowers. He just prefers Rock. He works for the security firm that looks after our more sensitive assets. You are now one of our most sensitive assets, Minra. We don’t have a police force as such. We’ve never felt we needed one here, maybe it’s time we did. Anyway, I’m getting the security firm to do the investigation as well. To find out how the hell a hitman can make the trip all the way from Earth to Mars without detection.”

“What about when I go back to Echus Chasma?”

“Well, I hope by then we’ll have found him. Jezero’s a small community. Everyone knows everyone else. Once we have his picture we’ll put it out on the news feeds. He won’t stay hidden for long. If we don’t find him by then, well, Echus is even smaller. And probably even harder to reach from here than Mars is from Earth. You and Lissa should be safe enough there.”

“Speaking of Lissa, what’s keeping her? The other kids have all come out now.” A chill dread began to seep into Minra’s bones. She felt the way she had that time Lissa had gone camping at Echo Falls, like a premonition being fulfilled. The feeling got worse when one of the teachers spotted Minra and came running over to speak.

She nodded to Eloise. “Eloise.”

Eloise nodded back. “Hi, Izzy.”

She turned to Minra. “I’m Isabel Bryce, Minra’s teacher. Hi. We haven’t met before, have we?”

Minra shook her head, feeling relieved. Miss Bryce, Isabel Bryce, was Leon’s wife. She must want to talk to her about the new school at Echus Chasma. That’s all. Nothing to worry about.

Her guess was right.

Isabel Bryce gave Minra a beaming smile. “Leon told me about the possibility of opening a school at Echus Chasma. I love the idea. Lissa’s doing really well—she’s caught up with her Martian studies—but I do think she’ll find it easier to have closer, face-to-face learning.”

“Yes, I think you’re right,” said Minra. “As soon as we have council approval I’ll get things moving.”

And then Miss Bryce said it: “How is Lissa, by the way? I’m sorry she and Venus were ill today. A bug they both picked up, perhaps?”

Minra couldn’t speak. Her legs went weak. She’d been anxious. Now she felt she wanted to throw up. It was happening again, but this time, she knew, this was the real thing. Those follow-up dreams had not been echoes. They were warnings. Of this.

Eloise caught her. Supported her. Spoke for her. “You’re saying Minra and Venus weren’t at school today?”

“Well, no. They missed registration. I got your message, Minra. Sick bug?”

“I didn’t send a message.”

Eloise stepped in. “I need to see it, Izzy.”

Minra felt herself being dragged over to a seat beside the play area.

“Minra, sit down. Take a few breaths. Try not to worry, we’re on this.”

Try not to worry? Really?

She heard a groaning, wailing sound and realised it was herself. She couldn’t focus. All around there was activity. Eloise, Miss Bryce… people running, calling on rolltops and wrist-tat phones. She heard snatches of conversation. The name Subramaniam came up again and again. A bubble pulled up beside the play area.

“Minra? Minra, listen to me. Get into the bubble. I’m taking you back to the hotel.”

“I can’t go—”

“You must. I’ve told Astrid and Raph what’s happened. They’d already left for Echus Chasma with the convoy but I’ve ordered a hopper to go out and collect them… bring them back. Best to make the hotel a centre of operations. We think there’ll be demands. You all need to be together. Come on.”

The bubble trip was a blur, Eloise juggling between fielding calls and trying to comfort Minra. Minra felt herself be guided through the hotel lobby, not in control of her own movements or even her thoughts.

In the hotel room, Minra sat on the bed. Someone placed a subderm delivery device against her arm and gave her a shot. Eloise held her shoulders and tried to get her to focus.

“Minra, we’ve received images from Earth Station. It took a while because there’s a long time lag right now, but this is what we’ve learned. Subramaniam’s envoy? Is not his envoy. It’s Subramaniam himself.”

Minra’s last thought before passing out was this: Subramaniam! He’s here. On Mars. And he’s got Lissa!
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Why is there a siren? Consciousness returned to Minra with the disorienting repeated sound of a siren. She forced her eyes open. She tried to gather all the stray thoughts—the hell’s that noise? And Lissa? Subramaniam?—and pull it all into a coherent whole. She’d also been having one of her recurring dreams again, and she found it hard to separate dream from reality.

And it was the clearest, most focussed dream I’ve ever had, thought Minra. Was that the sedative? No. Something else.

As usual she’d been floating in a dark space. But she was with Venus, not Lissa. Oh my God, Lissa? Lissa—missing? Oh no, no… was that part real?

She shook her head to try to clear the fog that stifled her thoughts. Was the dream an omen? A foretelling of a possible future? A future without Lissa? No. She would not allow that suggestion. She blinked a few times. Her thinking became clearer. Colder. More focussed.

“What’s that noise?”

“It’s the all-clear, Minra.” Eloise’s voice.

“All clear from what?”

“Just take a minute. We ran a storm drill. To clear the streets. Best way to find Subramaniam.”

Subramaniam? I will find him. I’ll find Lissa. There’s no hiding place on Mars.

Eloise was there. And Isabel Bryce was in the room with her.

“You okay, Minra? Good, you’re with us again,” said Eloise. “I had Izzy give you a sedative; you were losing it. How do you feel?”

“Better,” said Minra. The siren had stopped. Easier to think. “How long has it been? What do we know? Are Astrid and Raph here yet?”

“Astrid’s next door, sleeping off the same sedative shot that Izzy gave you. Raph’s in the incident room just across the corridor. He’s helping Rock and his team, who have found some useful CCTV footage. Right now, they’re analysing all the feeds from the street clearing. I should go and see how they’re getting on.”

Minra swung her legs over the side of the bed and sat up. Her head felt a little woozy, but clear enough. “Take me,” she said.

“Minra, are you sure? We have—”

“I want to be involved.”

Across the corridor, in the incident room, Raph sat in front of a rolltop, his eyes glazed and unseeing. Across from him sat Rock. At least Minra assumed he was Rock, judging from his square build and lack of any neck. He turned and shook his head.

“Nothing. Streets are empty. We’ve had a team checking every building sensor for movement. Standard procedure during storm drills. Stewards have been checking people into the shelters. Everyone accounted for, except Lissa and Venus.”

Minra noticed that Encel was working at a screen too. He ran over to Minra.

“I came straight away.”

“How did you—?”

“Are you kidding? Everyone in Jezero City knows what’s happened. We’re here for you.”

“So, what else have you found out?”

Eloise sat her down. She took Minra’s hands. “Someone, a man, met Lissa and Venus outside the school this morning. We have video. We saw him talking to them, then he led them off in the direction of the spaceport. Several other cameras along the way confirm it.”

“Subramaniam?”

“No. The man’s name is Oswald Boston. He’s a long-time Jezero resident.”

“I know Boston,” said Encel. “He works for Gold Star Finance.” He spoke, now, to Eloise, to explain. “He’s the bastard who repossessed Phoebe. My ship. I know I didn’t meet the payments. I know Gold Star were within their rights taking my ship away. But he didn’t have to be so gleeful about the whole process. I thought he was scum and now he’s proved it.”

“But if we know him, we can find him, right?” said Minra.

“We hoped the storm drill would flush him out. Subramaniam too, because he’s here somewhere. But there’s nothing. Jezero City is a hard place in which to hide, and an impossible place to hide another person. They seem to have found a way.”

“Show me the CCTV,” said Minra.

Eloise nodded, and the room’s main screen blurred through several fast-motion scenes before coming to rest on a man dressed in a blue suit talking to two girls. The image wasn’t even clear enough for Minra to recognise Lissa, but something nagged at her. There was a clue here, though she couldn’t put a finger on it. She stared at it. Made them run the short sequence through again and again.

Think, Minra!

“This is the best you have? What about other cameras? Can’t you find better images?”

“Well, not so far. Security cameras were misbehaving at the spaceport…” She indicated with a rolling motion of her hand and the scene shifted to a heavily contrasted scene outside the spaceport main entrance. “We can see him going in with two figures, assumed to be Lissa and Venus. Don’t know what happened inside. They’ve had issues with the cameras for a few weeks. Problems with the wiring, we thought. But it wouldn’t come as a surprise if our Mr Boston had something to do with that. The security cameras in Jezero were installed by Gold Star Finance, as ‘protection for their investments’.”

“So where would he take the girls after the spaceport?” said Minra, impatient, urging them to get on with it.

“Don’t know,” said Eloise. “A ship left for Mars Station. We can’t imagine why they’d be on it. We’re checking with arrivals up there, but Mars Station is… well, it’s cozy. If there’s nowhere to hide in Jezero then there’s definitely nowhere to hide up there. He’s got them somewhere in Jezero, we’re sure, but we don’t know where. But there’s nothing on any of the exterior cameras to show them coming out of the spaceport.”

“I’m late to all this,” said Encel. “Have we identified everyone that came in on that last shuttle, or has come out of the spaceport since the three of them went in?”

“Not just identified, but questioned them,” said Eloise. “No one saw anything.”

“So what about Subramaniam?” said Minra. “Are you forgetting about him? You say he was on Aldrin; now he’s not. I assume Mars Station has been properly searched? So if Subramaniam’s not there he must have come down on a shuttle using the ID of…?”

“Danny Stock.”

“The guy he drugged, yes. So Subramaniam came down into the spaceport. Boston took Lissa and Venus to the spaceport. They must have met, then come out and gone somewhere. He has to be on one of the cameras. They’re all over Jezero City.”

“We’ve checked, of course, but…”

“Oh, please. Problems with the wiring? Corrupt files?”

Eloise nodded.

“Wait, have any vehicles left the garages? Any of the Allegros? Trucks?” said Minra.

“None. Daisy would have to know. She’s checked. The only time the airlocks have cycled today was when your people left in the convoy, and when Astrid and Raph got back on the hopper.”

“So they have to be here somewhere. It’s not as if they could walk anywhere.”

“We’ll find them, Minra.”

“Are you sure, Eloise? I know Lissa. She wouldn’t just go off with a stranger. She’d have to have been forced, or given a pretty compelling lie.”

Eloise’s palm phone buzzed, and she held it to her mouth. She nodded. “Okay. I’m coming.”

“What?”

“Boston’s wife, Fay. We picked her up in shelter 16. She was alone. They’re bringing her in. There’s a stock cupboard downstairs that we’re using as an interview room.”

Minra stared into space. “Fay. I know that name. Fay and Oswald. It rings a bell.”

“Well, Jezero’s a small place,” said Eloise. “Perhaps you—wait a moment.” She was scanning a file on her rolltop. “Oswald and Fay Boston were passengers on the same inbound Aldrin flight that you arrived on, half a year ago.”

“And we’re only learning this now?”

Eloise ignored her. “There were only forty-five passengers in your section, and you were with them for four months. You must know them, Minra.”

Minra stood. “Take me to this interview cupboard. I want words with Fay Boston.”

Eloise put out a restraining hand. “Minra, no.”

“I’ll find the way myself then.”

Minra stormed out of the room, Eloise hurrying after her.
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Fay Boston’s face was vaguely familiar. Nothing more. It seemed a strange thing now, but after a whole four months’ confinement, Minra hadn’t really got to know any of her fellow passengers on the Aldrin. But it didn’t seem strange back then. She remembered the way she and Lissa had been snubbed. The debt ring had been an insurmountable barrier to friendships. She’d worried that everyone on Mars would act the same. Fortunately, it hadn’t turned out that way—people on Mars had been friendly and helpful—but any of those Aldrin passengers could be suspects, or at least complicit.

No, Minra had no reason to be kind to Fay Boston.

“Where’s your scumbag husband? What’s he done with my daughter?” she demanded, getting right in her face.

Fay Boston burst into tears and held her head in her hands. Was this part of her game? Minra wondered. She felt the hardness of her heart begin to soften a little. Fay’s tears seemed genuine. Perhaps Fay Boston was just as much a victim here. Minra put a hand on her arm.

“Fay, please. Talk to me. What’s he done?”

“I have no idea that Ozzy has done anything. Nobody’s told me what all this is about. Something to do with your daughter, you say? I don’t know. They just hauled me down here. ‘We have some questions about your husband,’ they said.” She looked up, stared at Eloise, then at Minra. “Wait, I know you. You’re the dream reader. You came from Earth with us, didn’t you? Please tell me. What’s Oswald supposed to have done? Your daughter. Has she…? Oh God. Oswald.” She dissolved into tears again.

Eloise touched Minra’s shoulder and pointed to a chair against the wall. Minra went over and sat while Eloise took the seat facing Fay.

“Fay. Listen to me. We need to find Oswald. Minra’s daughter, she’s nine, and another girl who’s only seven, have disappeared. We think your husband knows where they are. He was seen talking to them. Leading them away. Where is your husband, Fay?”

The woman looked stricken. “I really don’t know. If I knew, I’d tell you. What’s he got himself involved in? He wouldn’t do anything like this by himself, I swear. Someone’s put him up to it. Must have.”

“Who might do that, Fay?”

“I don’t know. No one here on Mars.”

“Someone not from Mars then?”

Fay Boston said nothing. She stared, but the truth was in her eyes.

“Fay?”

“Oz got involved with some… people, when we visited our son back on Earth. But that was on Earth. Not here. He couldn’t have… Except… Louis was involved too.”

“Louis?”

“Louis is our son. He didn’t want to come to Mars. ‘I’m doing fine here,’ he kept insisting. I never accepted that what he was doing, and who he was doing it with, was ‘fine’. Anything but. Oz felt the same way, at least at first. We returned to Earth for a few months to see Louis. Try to talk some sense into him and get him to come back to Mars with us. But then Oz met some of the people Louis had been associating with. And Oz changed.”

“How so?”

“He became… I don’t know. Secretive, I suppose. We always used to share everything. But he started keeping things back from me. No need for me to get involved, he said.”

“Where did he meet these people?”

“Sri Lanka. Colombo. We’d been in London, but Oz said we should take a real holiday. Beaches. Swimming in the sea, in warm water. Something we could never do in London, and certainly not here on Mars. But it was nothing to do with holidays, I realised. Not for Oz, anyway. Nor Louis. I don’t think Louis could get himself out of the thing he’d got mixed up in. I think he was trapped. I thought Oz was trying to help him, but he wouldn’t tell me.”

“Fay, does the name Subramaniam mean anything to you?”

It did. Because the colour drained from Fay Boston’s face and she broke down again, and this time there was no consoling her.

Console her! Why should I worry about consoling her? It’s my daughter her husband kidnapped. Minra felt ready to let loose another rant. Eloise turned to her. “I think, leave us now, Minra. Let me stay with her, yeah?”

Minra shook her head. “She knows more than she’s saying. She’s protecting her husband. It’s only natural. I understand that. But her husband’s teamed up with a gangster and they have taken my daughter. So while I may understand her motives, I’m more than prepared to slap the information out of her, if that’s what it takes.”

“We’re not doing good cop, bad cop, Minra.”

“Then you leave, and I’ll do bad-as-you-can-possibly-bloody-well-imagine cop.”   

The door opened and an unfamiliar face looked in. “Minra? Minra Koenman?”

Minra turned. “Yes, that’s me. What is it? What’s happened?”

“We have a call. Incident room. This gangster guy, Subramaniam.”

Minra was out of her seat and running for the door. Bad cop could wait.
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Minra had never met Subramaniam. In Colombo, she’d dealt with a foot soldier. In Delft, although Subramaniam had flown out to see her in person, it had been Lucas van den Berg who’d taken charge of the negotiations, to protect Minra as much as possible.

Now, here he was, on the screen. Subramaniam: loan shark, gangster, kidnapper. He looked like a gangster with his smug expression and his dark, shifty eyes. Can eyes alone be evil? Really? Probably not, but Subramaniam’s were a good candidate. He had skin the colour of ochre, a little paler than Minra’s own, that was marred by a small scar on his pronounced chin, which he thrust forward as he spoke, as though displaying a badge of honour. His slicked, black hair was immaculate, as though he’d brought his own stylist with him on the trip to Mars. How did he do that? Minra remembered how her own hair had looked after four months in space.

“Ah, Minra Koenman. We’ve never met, but you wear the shackle that binds us.” He raised a hand and made a strangling motion around his neck. “It is distinctive, yes?”

Minra said nothing.

“I’m sure there are people scurrying around right now, trying to get a fix on this communication, am I right? Well, sorry to disappoint. This is a recording, triggered by my AI to commence with your appearance in front of the screen. I can save your technical crew some effort by telling them where to find the device: in comms locker 5B at the spaceport. I recorded it aboard Aldrin on my way from Earth, so you won’t find any clues in it as to my current whereabouts.”

“So you’re here in Jezero City?” said Minra.

The image didn’t so much freeze as become dormant while she asked. Subramaniam’s face was impassive and waiting.

“Yeah, you’ve just asked a question, and that is a waste of your time and mine because—recap—this is a recording. Every time you ask you’ll get this same pause response. Clever, isn’t it, what AIs can do? But spare yourself the trouble. Let’s get on, shall we?”

The screen flickered and Subramaniam continued. “I know where your daughter is. She’s safe. I don’t have her, but I do have the information that you require to find her. My associate behaved in rather a rash manner, not on my instructions, and he will testify to that. He’ll accept whatever punishment your legal system feels to be appropriate. His petty act of kidnapping is nothing to do with me. No, what I am proposing is a simple and perfectly legal business transaction. A trade. I have information that I have extracted from my associate. That information comes at a small price. Nothing onerous. I’m sure you’ll see the sense in it. The long and short of it: We had a contract, and you broke the terms. The land and funds designated in the Harold Dwerryhouse estate should now be mine. I’ve long dreamed of extending my reach; Earth can be a little claustrophobic to a man of my standing. You provided me the opportunity to expand my interests through a perfectly legal loan contract. You pulled a clever stunt by not immediately agreeing to the Dwerryhouse will, thus leaving ownership to remain in the hands of the estate, albeit temporarily. Let’s see if we can’t fix that.” The recorded image of Subramaniam made a microscopic adjustment to his sleeves, an act that looked pointless in a uniform jumpsuit, but an unconscious tic that showed how Subramaniam was more used to wearing expensive suits.

“Here’s the deal. Accept the terms of the will. Today. Take legal possession of your estate. That’s all. I ask nothing more. I wouldn’t want to be accused of anything so crass as extortion, especially as I’m about to become a law-abiding citizen of your fair planet. I’m even willing to go along with your silly argument about Martian calendars. You borrowed a rather large sum against that property. But the loan will fall due soon enough for my purposes in any event. I don’t wish to seem unreasonable; if you repay the loan, plus interest—at a tracker rate that has increased considerably since you took on the loan, by the way—plus costs, my costs for having had to come out here in person to clear up this little misunderstanding, then you clear your debt and get to keep your property. I couldn’t be fairer than that, could I?

“You don’t have to contact me. You can’t anyway. Once you’ve agreed to the terms of the Dwerryhouse will and taken ownership I’m sure your compliance will be widely broadcast on Martian media; it’s an interesting news story. Then I will contact you with the information you desire.

“But a word of advice, Minra Koenman. Don’t take too long. And don’t try to cheat me again.”

The screen blanked.

Minra took a moment to absorb what Subramaniam had said. Then, “That’s it. Eloise, please draw up whatever papers are necessary. I’ll agree to the terms of the will, and the terms of Subramaniam’s deal straight away. I have to.”

“No, Minra. That is the last thing you should do.”


68

[image: ]
Dreams of a Darkened Room



They were in Minra’s room, pacing, shouting. They’d argued all the way back up the stairs. Astrid and Raph had joined them.

“All he wants is Echo Falls,” said Minra. “Why would you want me to risk the life of my daughter”—she looked over at Astrid—“and Venus’, too? You heard him. He doesn’t want to live on Mars with anything illegal hanging over his head.”

“Which is exactly why you must not do as he says,” said Eloise. “He’s distanced himself from the kidnapping, but we know he’s behind it. Whatever happens to Lissa and Venus will be Oswald Boston’s doing, not his. And if Boston hands the girls over he’ll be the one charged with kidnapping, not Subramaniam. You heard his words: ‘Boston will accept whatever punishment our legal system finds appropriate’. Any punishment. I don’t know how Subramaniam’s done that. He has powerful leverage over Boston, that’s for sure. Probably a threat against the life of his son, Louis. I believe we’re dealing with three kidnappings here. If Subramaniam just turns up somewhere in Jezero without the girls, still denying he ever knew anything about the kidnapping, then all we have is CCTV footage of Boston talking to them. It is in Subramaniam’s interests to make sure the girls never turn up. Because they are not just victims, they are witnesses.”

“So what the hell are you saying, Eloise?!”

Astrid, too, was on her feet. “Yes, Eloise, what? These are our daughters. This is not some game of cat and mouse to us.”

“I’m saying that so long as the estate remains in the hands of the trustees, Subramaniam can’t do anything. He daren’t move until the title is transferred, and meanwhile he daren’t harm the girls or he’ll lose his bargaining chip. You, Minra and Astrid, will want proof that the girls are safe. Subramaniam knows that; he will have thought of it. He’s not new to this game.”

“But we can’t contact him,” said Minra. “He even used an anonymous mailer for the message he sent me.”

“We can. He told us how. Through news channels. It’s obvious Subramaniam recorded that message even before Boston took the girls, because he only mentioned Lissa, not Venus. Venus is a complication for him. He now has three parents to deal with. Five if you include the Bostons. He’s not going to do anything rash. He’s going to need thinking time. Meanwhile, we have to redouble our efforts to find the girls.”

“How?” screamed Astrid. “How do we do that? What can we do that hasn’t already been done?”

“Minra knows,” said Eloise.

“Do I?”

“Minra, you read dreams. More than that, Lissa can read and share your dreams, you told me.”

Minra had been pacing, now she stopped short. Eloise was right. There was a strong oneiromantic connection between mother and daughter. The gift was weak in Minra herself, but between them they were linked. They just had to be asleep, both at the same time.

How the hell am I supposed to sleep? she thought. I’ve just spent the last who-knows-how-many hours knocked out on sedatives. What, I’m meant to lie down, relax and nod off, without a care in the world?

But in a flash she realised, she didn’t need to sleep.

“I’ve already seen where they are,” she said. “When I was doped up, earlier. I dreamed.”

And it was the clearest, most focussed dream I’ve ever had, thought Minra. My exact thought the moment I woke.

Astrid rushed over, put an arm round her, and sat down with her on the edge of the bed.

“What did you see, Minra? Does it help us?” said Astrid, her voice hushed. Her arm tightened around Minra’s shoulder with each question as though she might squeeze the information out of her.

“I didn’t see Lissa, just Venus. In a room. A dark room. So in fact I couldn’t see Venus at all, just sensed her. Knew she was there.” She raised beseeching eyes to Eloise. “Why did I only sense Venus? Why not Lissa? What’s happened to my daughter?”

“Were you looking through Lissa’s eyes?” said Eloise. “Because it was Lissa’s dream you saw?”

Minra choked back a sob and nodded. Of course. Stupid! Stupid! Lissa’s lucid dreaming. She’s doing this. How can she without being close by? Without touching? But she did, and she’d already thought it all through.

“You’re right. I’m sorry, yes. Lissa was running the show. Lucid dreaming, where she controls the narrative, in the dreams of others as well as herself. She can do that, but never with so much focus. I’ve never been able to do it at all.”

“So did you see any features in the room? Any clues?” said Astrid.

“None. It was dark, as I said. It was a dream that I’ve seen before. Long before. One of my recurring nightmares from which I’ve woken up many times trembling and soaked in sweat. I never understood why it was a nightmare. There’s nothing scary. Just a room. Lissa and someone else floating in a room.” Minra smiled. “I realise now why Venus seemed so familiar that time in Echo Falls when I first saw her. Because Venus was the other girl in the dream.”

Eloise sat down on the bed, sandwiching Minra between her and Astrid. “So in your recurring nightmare, you see Venus and Lissa?”

“Yes,” said Minra. “I suppose because the nightmares were my nightmares.”

“So, in these nightmares, was there any other detail? What shape was the room? Square? Round? What was the floor made of? Or the walls? Could you feel texture?”

Minra squeezed her eyes closed and tried to relive the nightmares that had tormented her sleep for so long. Nightmares in which there was nothing tangible that she should fear, just the sense of fear itself that was always present. Now she understood the source of the fear. It was a fear of never seeing her daughter again.

“Cold,” she said. “The walls are cold. Metal, I think. But thin. Flimsy, with some give in them.”

“What about the floor? Are you standing on carpet, rubber matting, metal… sand even?”

“There’s no floor. We’re floating. No up or down.”

“Wait! Floating, you say? Are you sure?” Eloise was on her feet again.

“Yeah, yeah. We’re always floating.” Minra thought she’d told them that.

“Then they’re not on Mars!” shouted Eloise, making Minra jump. “If the girls are floating they have to be on a shuttle or Mars Station. There’s nowhere else.”

“No. She’s not in space. Couldn’t be that far. Lissa’s good, but there’s no way she has the power to project and share a dream all the way from… wait. Shoes!” Minra blurted. “Why didn’t I see it? It’s my thing. It’s what I do.”

“I’m sorry. What?”

“The CCTV of Oswald Boston. He was wearing coveralls and space shoes. People wear ordinary shoes in Jezero City. Everybody does. Unless they’ve just come from or are going to space. Boston was wearing blue uniform space shoes. I should have seen it straight away. He was about to go up in a shuttle. To Mars Station.”

Eloise clapped her hands together, spun, and rushed to the door. “Come on. Back to the incident room. Rock has spent a lot of time on Mars Station. He knows every corner. He might coax some more detail out of you.”

Minra and Astrid hurried out behind her. From the corner of her eye Minra noticed Raph perched on the chair by the small desk, still staring, not contributing, not taking in anything around him. Raph’s approach to the crisis of his missing daughter was very different to Minra’s and Astrid’s. Raph had shut down. Astrid went back for him, coaxing him to his feet. Minra waited until she had him moving again. He was just as much a part of all this, and despite his mental shut-down they couldn’t leave him.

By the time they reached the incident room, Eloise, in a few words, had given an update, and now the room seemed galvanised. They might have something to work with. The search could be narrowed down to something more manageable than a whole planet.

“Minra, tell Rock what you told me about the room. Try to include every detail.”

Minra closed her eyes again, forcing herself to see details from a dream that was old and fleeting, trying to hold the fragments together in a way that dream fragments seldom ever allowed.

“The walls are thin. Pliable. Cold.”

“Any sounds?” said Rock.

“No. Yes, there’s a… I don’t know, a kind of thrumming sound? I hadn’t noticed, or remembered before. It’s not regular, though. Misses a beat now and then.” It was becoming clearer to Minra, almost as though she was seeing and hearing in real time rather than remembering a dream. Amazing how the brain stores things like that, she thought.

“Can you… I don’t know. Mimic the sound?” said Rock.

“I’ll try. Kind of, dub, dub d-dub, dub, dub, dub, d-d-dub… I’m not very good, I’m sorry.” 

“Sounded pretty good to me,” said Encel. “I know where they are.”
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“They’re on Phoebe,” said Encel, a radiant smile on his face. “I’d recognise that rhythm—non-rhythm—anywhere. It’s from the air circulation fans. I lived with it. That fan’s been clapped out for years.”

For the benefit of the blank looks on several of the other faces, he explained. “Phoebe is my ship, was my ship, until a few weeks ago. She was repossessed. Gold Star Finance. And it was a certain Mr Oswald Boston who dealt with the arrangements personally. Interesting, hey? In hindsight, Phoebe’s the obvious hiding place.”

“So we need a plan,” said Eloise.

“To hell with a plan. Surely we just go and get them. Now,” said Minra.

“Sounds the right move to me,” said Astrid.

“No, we have to think it through. Don’t want to tip off Boston or Subramaniam. We want to bag them,” said Eloise.

Minra shook her head. “I’m not bothered about bagging anybody, Subramaniam or the other guy. They can run away if they like. I just want my daughter back.”

“Rock, you’re the security specialist,” said Eloise. “What do you think?”

“Well, I’d have to go along with Minra on this one. We put a hold on all the shuttles coming down to the surface, and we send up a team. Subramaniam and Boston can run if they like, but where are they going to run to? Except… Encel, could they land your old ship? Or take her to Earth?”

“Take her to Earth? No. Orbital mechanics don’t work that way. Nor could they land her. She’s a spaceship. Built for space. Only way to bring her down to Mars would be to crash her, and for that she’d need fuel and a pilot who’s lost all love for life. And anyway, right now Phoebe’s in storage, so why would she even be fuelled? And would a gangster or a financier even know how to fuel her? I wouldn’t. I get the bunker mongers to do it.”

“I’ll contact Mars Station and make sure that doesn’t happen,” said Rock. He broke off for a second to send instructions via his palm phone. Then rubbed his hands together and smiled. “So, the ship’s just a hiding place. You know her well, Encel?”

“Every inch.”

“You’re on the team. I’ll lead, and I have a couple of boys in mind who’ve been missing this type of enterprise. They’ll be up for a little action. A bit of head breaking.”

“I’m going too,” said Minra.

“And me,” said Astrid.

Eloise looked alarmed. “Now wait. This could get danger—”

“Venus and Lissa will be scared. They’ll want faces they can trust. Their mothers,” said Astrid.

“Not going to happen,” said Eloise.

“Not going to stop me,” said Minra. “Astrid, come on, we’ve got a shuttle to catch.”

“I’m going with Astrid,” said Raph. They were the first words he’d spoken in a while. Everyone looked at him, at the fire in his eyes.

“No!” said Eloise.

“I’m Venus’ father.”

“And I’ve seen that look before,” said Eloise.

“What look?”

“The look that precedes bloodletting, and maybe some limbs being torn off.”

“They’ve got my daughter.”

“And we’ll get her back. But there’ll be no lynching, Raph. Mars might be the wild frontier, but it’s not the Wild West.”

“Eloise is right, Raph,” said Rock. “You don’t look balanced to me. Don’t want anyone with their own agenda turning a rescue mission into a fiasco.”

Minra nodded. They were saying “No Raph”, so by a simple process of elimination she and Astrid had got their way. As Minra turned to go, she smiled to herself. A hard smile without humour. She’d been thinking along the lines of a lynching herself, but she was better at hiding her darker thoughts than Raph. She’d at least wait until after Lissa and Venus were safe.

Rock lifted his palm reader and listened. “Right, we’re ready to go. There’s a shuttle prepped for us. My guys are already down there.”

As they were filing out, Rock touched Minra on the arm and pulled her aside.

“I saw you smile to yourself. You are not the only mind reader in this room, Minra. I know what you were thinking. Think this instead: Your job is to reassure your daughter. To calm her. To be a presence she can trust. That is all. No vigilante stuff, okay?”

“Okay.”

Yeah, right, thought Minra.
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Part of Minra’s mind wondered at the ease with which she’d reached the point where she could ride in spaceships without batting an eyelid. How much she had changed in a short space of time. Sure, right now she had other things with which to concern herself, and that was her immediate focus: To find Lissa, safe and well. But while Minra had so far accepted all humiliations Subramaniam had inflicted on her, via the debt ring and the swingeing interest rate that grew and compounded like a virus, what she could never accept was this latest stunt. He’d crossed the line when he’d taken Lissa, and Minra intended to make Subramaniam regret the day that he took that step too far.

They were in low Mars orbit, closing in on Mars Station, still just a star, but brighter than all the others.

“Encel, where is your ship in relation to Mars Station? Is she docked?” Rock’s voice was calm, matter-of-fact. Professional.

“No. She’s tethered. Rigid braces are holding her to the MS service module at the hub. There may be other ships there. Depends if any miners are back from the belt right now.”

“Might Subramaniam be holding the girls on one of the other mining ships?”

“No.”

“You sound certain,” said Rock.

Encel shrugged. “They’re on Phoebe. No question. She’s the only impounded ship. And you don’t get to board an operational mining vessel unless you have a damn good reason, and unless you’re invited. Miners are time conscious. You won’t find them staying off the belt any longer than they need to.”

“But if there are other ships, you can spot which one’s yours?”

Encel gave Rock a withering look.

“Okay, sorry. Just needed to be sure.”

“When we get there, we don’t dock. We get close, then EVA across.” They were in Encel’s world now. Despite Rock’s security background, it was clear who was calling the shots. “Phoebe doesn’t have windows; they won’t see us. She uses an array of sensors that no one else is going to be able even to switch on. You have to know which panels to kick or jab with an elbow in order to make things work. She’s a quirky old ship. If we try to dock, every sound—our movements, the air lock purging—will give those on board notice, and time to cover their tracks.” Encel lowered his voice so Minra and Astrid couldn’t hear. “They can’t go anywhere, but they may try to cleanse the ship of any… evidence, if you get my drift.”

The shuttle cabin was small and Minra did hear. “You mean, toss the girls outside? I know what the situation is here, Encel. No reason to be coy on my account; we don’t need any communication mistakes, yeah?”

“Sorry, I just thought…”

“I know what you just thought,” said Minra. “Say what has to be said.”

Encel nodded. “For the girls’ safety we need an element of surprise. No one on Phoebe will know about our approach. They won’t be aware of us until we touch the outside of the ship. As soon as we do that… well, when you’re in a spaceship you rarely get neighbours knocking on the door. The lightest touch outside and it’s game on. We’ll be in a race.”

“But we’ll still have to use the airlock into Phoebe,” said Rock. “And that takes time. Has to. There’s no shortcut. It’s not like we can blast a hole in the side of the ship.”

“There are two airlocks,” said Encel. “The smaller one is for EVAs, only has room for one person. It’s designed for a quick in and out. Takes something like nine minutes to cycle. I’ve learned how to cut corners and do it in seven. If we’re going to surprise them we’ll want to blow both their airlocks at the same time, from outside. As soon as we start, they’ll know we’ve arrived. Once the airlocks are blown and we’re inside you can dock the ship against the main lock. By that time you won’t have to be discrete about it. You can do it as noisily as you like. In fact, go for noise. Make it sound as though Phoebe’s breaking up, like we are punching a hole in the side. It might scare them enough to slow their thinking time. Once we have both outer doors covered, their options are pretty much zero. Should be easy enough after that. They’ll no longer have the option of putting the girls outside, and there’d be no point their doing harm to them because, if they’ve any sense, they’ll not want to make us any angrier than we already are.”

Rock didn’t interrupt, and he was quiet, thinking through Encel’s plan, going over every aspect. Then he looked up. “When this is over, Encel… Have you ever wondered about a job in security?”

“Can’t imagine anything worse. Today this is necessary. But going through all this again and again, with lives at stake… I wouldn’t want to do it.”
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Unlike Phoebe, the shuttle did have windows. This was the first time Minra had seen Mars Station, which had grown in a short space of time from a single point of light to an elegant four-spoke wheel that filled every outlook. The last time she’d been here she’d been in the shuttle’s windowless passenger section, not the flight deck. But windows wouldn’t have made any difference; that last time she’d had her eyes closed.

As they drew closer, Minra could now see the central hub in detail. An array of aerials and dishes sprouted like some kind of junk-yard scavenger hunter had heaped his stash in one place without being tidy about it. On the far side, on a long truss, keeping it clear of all the aerials and apparent detritus, was a ship. A ship, scarred, dented and torn in places. It looked like the scavenger hunter’s most unloved remnant.

“That’s Phoebe,” said Encel, his voice barely a whisper. “Gorgeous, isn’t she?”

“Gorgeous” wasn’t the word Minra would have used, but she kept her thoughts to herself. She didn’t want to upset Encel; he’d been magnificent so far.

“Where’re the air locks?” said Rock.

“Cabin side. Front,” said Encel. “We’re looking straight at the large hatch, though we’ll have to go around the outside of Mars Station to get there. They don’t like ships passing through the wheel, through the sweep of the spokes.”

Their pilot, Marcel—Minra recognised him as the man who’d piloted the taxi and their shuttle, bringing them from the Burton cycler to Mars, months ago, it felt like years—grunted an expression of displeasure.

“I do this run twice each day. Tous les jours. You think I don’t know the rules? Blaireau!”

Encel put a hand on his shoulder.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to imply… You know.”

Marcel gave him the finger and set a deliberate course straight through the spokes. “Takes time going around. There’s two little girls’ lives at stake.” He pointed to a lit window in the hub with tiny figures who were waving, pointing and gesticulating. “Controllers know me. When they find out what’s going on here they will forgive a moment of la désobéissance civile.”

They passed through the spokes. A perfect line which brought them up alongside Phoebe with minimum fuss. Minra noticed how Marcel blew air from his mouth, having safely passed. Had he ever pulled that stunt before? Had the manoeuvre been as easy as he’d made it look? She wondered.

Now they were beside Phoebe they could make out both airlocks.

“First thing, we check with the heat camera, just to make sure there’s nobody in either of the locks,” said Rock. They stared at the screen, looking for any telltale sign.

“Shouldn’t we be able to see them all, inside the crew cabin?” said Minra.

“Not with this kit,” said Encel. “Two wall thicknesses. We’re looking through two airlock doors. The heat cameras aren’t that good.”

Something nagged at Minra. This felt wrong. A gut feeling, though she put it down to the all-pervading fear of approaching loss that she’d felt ever since Lissa had been taken. In truth, she’d felt that sense of foreboding going right back to when the two of them were living hand to mouth in the lagoon in Colombo. Did that feeling ever go away? Or was it just part of being a mother?

Encel, Rock and the boys were already pulling on spacesuits. Minra began to do the same. They’d agreed in advance that they should all be suited up, even though three of them, Marcel, Minra and Astrid, were remaining in a pressurised environment. Better to be safe, because who knew what the lunatic Subramaniam might try when cornered?

Minra was still just squeezing into the legs of her suit when Encel and the others entered the airlock. Encel closed and dogged the door. Rock and the boys checked their suits and Encel began venting even though he hadn’t yet put on his gloves or helmet. Minra wondered at his confidence to do that. The airlock would reach vacuum very quickly and if Encel had just one problem: a jammed neck ring, a cross-threaded glove… well, vacuum was not a friendly environment for squishy, warm-blooded living things. Minra had clambered in and out of spacesuits many times since arriving on Mars, often in the cramped and challenging confines of her Allegro, but here in micro-gee it was so much harder. Each jerking movement sent her spinning and careening all around the cabin, and even when she got inside the suit the complexities of neck seals, tube routing, and pressure testing would still challenge her.

She finally got the main body of the suit on, and before turning her attention to the helmet she took a look through the small circular window in the airlock door. She could see stars. The outer door was open, then it closed again. The invasion force were outside. The red light was replaced by an amber to show that the airlock was repressurising.

“D’accord. They’re in position,” said Marcel. Minra noticed how he dropped into French more and more as he became stressed.

He continued. “As soon as they’ve blown the doors I’ll line up the shuttle with the larger airlock door. Encel, ça va? Are you ready?”

“Ready.”

They weren’t using radio for fear of being monitored. Instead, each had a line feed via an umbilical. It made the audio especially clear.

“Rock, you and your boys in position?”

“Roger.”

Marcel licked his lips. “Bon. Let’s go then. I’ll give you a count. Three, two—”

“Stop! Abort!” Minra yanked on Marcel’s shoulder so she could scream down the mic. “Just wait. You can’t do it this way.”

Rock’s voice came through the speaker. “Minra, we need the advantage of surprise. We have to go—”

“The girls are in one of the airlocks.”

A pause.

“They’re not, Minra. You saw the heat camera scan.”

“Which showed nothing. We didn’t see anyone. How do we know the camera’s even working?”

“There were red heat telltales on and around the radiators. The camera was working fine. Sometimes you have to trust the technology, Minra.”

Marcel put a hand on Minra’s arm and eased the mic back towards his mouth. “Minra, Rock is correct. Trust them.”

“I do. But sometimes you have to trust your instincts more. If you blow those airlocks you’ll kill the girls. They’re in there. I know.”

“They wouldn’t keep the girls locked in an airlock. Too cold. They’d freeze.”

“So they’re in sleeping bags. Or thick jackets. In my dream they’re muffled. Was that because of the cold? Think. If they’re all wrapped up, the heat cameras wouldn’t show anything, would they?”

“Minra,” said Encel. “The heat cameras are—”

“In your own words, Encel. The heat cameras are not that sensitive.”

For long seconds there was silence, not even the usual hiss and occasional pop of static from a radio link.

Then Encel’s voice again. “Minra’s right.”

“Encel, come on,” said Rock.

“No, you come on. We’re being stupid! Minra saw them up here. And they’re in darkness. Why would it be dark in Phoebe’s cabin? There’s only one cabin. And Minra, through Lissa’s eyes, saw Venus, or sensed her presence. So why didn’t she sense the presence of Subramaniam and Boston? They’re in there too. In the cabin. Have to be; we’ve searched everywhere else. Rock, I’m calling it. You and your guys, go back to the shuttle.”

“We’re giving up?”

“We’re going to plan B.”

“Okay. You’ll tell us about it in the shuttle?”

“No. I’m staying out here,” said Encel.

“What the hell for?” said Rock.

“Because this is plan B.”
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“No,” said Minra, once he’d explained. “The girls could just as easily be in the small airlock.”

“They’re not.”

“Come on, Encel. This is my daughter. And Astrid’s. I won’t let you take a wild gamble on their lives.”

“It’s no gamble. We’re here because I recognised your impression of the dodgy air circulation fan. I know my ship, and you can’t hear the fan from inside the small airlock. You can hear it from everywhere else; it’s loud and annoying. Also, the small airlock is small. You can’t get two people in there at once, no way, even if they are tiny; the doors open inwards and you have to squeeze past.”

Minra thought about Encel’s diminutive size and imagined a space he could barely squeeze into. He wasn’t much taller than Lissa. She nodded.

“Okay, I’m convinced. I trust you.”

Straight away she felt small kicks of thrust as Marcel began manoeuvring the shuttle. Each kick was accompanied by a sound like a slamming door.

“You ready to go yet?” The tension in Encel’s voice was palpable.

“Couple more minutes, Encel. We’re in position. The boys are back inside the airlock, just waiting for it to repressurise.” Marcel spoke quietly, but with a fierce edge to his voice. His day job was to take the shuttle from Jezero City to Mars Station and back. Most of it was automated. Nothing ever happened. Now he was in real-life Star Wars. From the twinkle in his eye, this was the most excitement he’d had in years.

The airlock light turned green. Rock and his two neckless colleagues got ready to open the outer door. This time, they would go from there straight into Phoebe’s pressurised airlock—if it was pressurised, as Minra insisted—but they kept the inner door closed and dogged just in case. Explosive decompression wasn’t fun. Minra had read all about her benefactor, Harry Burton, and his exploits on Mars with explosive decompression incidents. She was happy enough about all the precautions they were taking, even if they took more time.

“Encel, I have a thumbs up from Rock. Ready when you are,” said Marcel. Then, turning to Minra and Astrid, “Okay people, hang on to something. The moment I get the okay from Encel, I’m going in hard.”

Barely two seconds passed.

“Now!”

This kick in the back felt to Minra more like she’d been hit by a bus. When Encel had suggested for plan B to ‘make a lot of noise’, Marcel had taken the instruction to heart. They slammed into the side of Phoebe.

“Soft dock,” shouted Marcel.

Soft?

Then followed a series of sledgehammer bangs and sharp jerks followed by an even louder thud.

“Hard dock! All green. Fast as you like, Rock.”

Minra watched through the tiny glass porthole as Rock hand spun the outer-door wheel, much faster than using the electrical systems. The door swung inward to reveal the scarred, pitted and rusted outer airlock door of Phoebe nestled inside her own sealing ring. Rock grabbed and twisted the hand-sized external door release. Through the high-definition link they could hear him muttering under his breath. “Please don’t be jammed.”

While all this was happening, the revised plan was for Encel to enter via the small airlock, a much faster procedure that would have him inside Phoebe’s main cabin within minutes. Plan B meant he would have to face whatever defence strategy Subramaniam had waiting for him, alone. He was relying on disorientation from all the noise the shuttle had made with their clumsy docking manoeuvre. Rock’s boys were adding to the effect now, by hammering on the outer door with heavy wrenches, while Rock worked on the door release.

The door, of course, by every universal law: Murphy’s, Finagle’s, Sod’s… was stuck.

“Hilary, stop hammering with the bloody wrench and give me some leverage down here!”

So that’s why Rock’s boys were rarely addressed by name. Hilary, hmm. I wonder what the other one’s called? thought Minra. She also wondered why her inner voice chose this desperate moment to wrangle the pointless trivia of reverse nominative determinism. Was it a defence mechanism perhaps, to take her thoughts away from impending tragedy?

“Got it! Good, Phoebe’s main airlock is still pressurised. Only a small differential. We’re equalising now. Won’t take long. Any word from Encel?”

“He’s inside. No contact. He had to disconnect from the umbilical to seal the outer door.”

“Understood.”

Marcel wiped a bead of sweat from his brow.

Then Rock’s voice. Loud. Urgent. “Minra, Astrid! Come!”

“What? What is it?” Minra locked eyes with Astrid. Eyes full of fear.

“We’ve got them,” said Rock.
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Minra and Astrid kicked off together. Minra tried to see through the porthole, but someone, Rock or one of the others, blocked their sight lines. She spun the locking wheel and Astrid helped her heave open the door. Even before it was halfway ajar, two small bodies scrambled through. Lissa first, then Venus. As soon as they saw their mothers they reached out and grabbed them, all four in a huddle, crying, bouncing from wall to wall around the inside of the shuttle.

“They were locked in Phoebe’s airlock,” said Rock, his voice sombre and full of contrition. “You were right, Minra. They were in foil-insulated sleeping bags. They’d have been blasted out into space. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t you dare be sorry. You got them. They’re safe.” She looked up from where she’d buried her face in Lissa’s hair. Tears of joy and relief streamed down her face. Her eyes were puffy and red. She nodded back towards the airlock. “Now you’d better get on and rescue Encel.”

Rock gave a single nod. “Help me close the inner door again; it’s easier from your side. I’d rather it were closed before me and the boys go through into Phoebe’s cabin.”

Minra didn’t want to leave off hugging her daughter, but she knew it was important to do as Rock asked, and quickly, because Encel would be inside already, on his own.

Rock’s voice again. He sounded strained, grunting with exertion as he wound the lock on Phoebe’s inner door. “This isn’t like those FBI raids from the old movies. In spaceships we don’t get to kick the doors in. Okay, lock’s disengaged. We’re opening Phoebe’s inner airlock door, and… damn!”

“What? What’s happened?”

“Nothing, just… well, me and my two big guys… we’re kind of redundant here. Encel already has everything under control. The kidnappers are… shall we say, subdued. We were kind of looking forward to a bit of hands-on subduing.”

Minra breathed in relief. She was sure that Subramaniam would be armed; it was his style. Rock had assured them there were limited sensible opportunities for armaments in a spaceship. But Subramaniam wasn’t a spaceman. Would he think through the ramifications of loosing off an automatic rifle or a shotgun in Phoebe’s cabin? Rock and his two associates were big guys. Encel, not so big, but as an asteroid miner he could look mean when he wanted to. Even so, Minra had worried.

As it happened, she’d been right to worry. Subramaniam had brought a hand gun. Encel, meanwhile, had brought logic and an iron bar. He later explained how he’d used the logic first.

“I’m in a spacesuit, Subramaniam. You’re in, what…? Jammies? If you fire that thing in here you’ll blow the side out of my old ship and you’ll be dead within two seconds.”

Then he’d used the iron bar, sending the gun spinning.

Boston hadn’t been a threat; he’d been hiding in a corner. 

For Minra, the focus was her daughter. And Lissa was okay, not hurt in any way.

“I’m fine,” said Lissa. “A bit cold, that’s all. We were drugged for a lot of the time. A man—I recognised him from when we came to Mars on the Aldrin, but I couldn’t remember his name—said you wanted to meet us at the spaceport, that we should go with him and you’d take us back to school afterwards. I didn’t trust him. I tried to tell Venus to run, but… next thing I knew we woke up floating in the dark, the place you dreamed about all those times. So I dreamed about it again, so that you’d know. I used the dream stone you gave me for my birthday. To help me control the dream and send it. I guess it worked. You came.”

“It did work. And those other dreams, the recurring nightmares: You didn’t just project your dream all the way from space, I think you sent it backwards in time, too. I kept seeing it. Like echoes. I guess you’ve mastered using your memory stone.”

“So where were we? And where’s this? It looks like… Is it one of the shuttles, like when we came to Mars?”

Minra nodded. “We’re up by Mars Station. Do you remember I told you about a man I met on our first night in Jezero? The miner? Enceladus Roth? You’ve been on his old ship. It’s moored here. He recognised his ship from my description of the dream. From the noises. You were so clever sending it.”

“So why? Who did this? Who was that man at school? What did he want?”

“He was just someone being manipulated.”

“Who by?”

“Well, behind it all, Subramaniam. You remember about him?”

“The loan guy. How could he? He’s on Earth,” said Lissa, shocked.

“Nope, he’s right here,” came Encel’s voice, through the airlock. “Hi Lissa. I’m Encel, your mum’s friend. And this—” he swept his arm in a theatrical gesture towards where a jumble-sale of a man favouring a painful right hand, was being hauled into the shuttle “—is your famous Subramaniam.”

Minra set Lissa aside, patting her on the shoulder in reassurance. Then she kicked across to look Subramaniam in the eye for the first time. His face twisted in scorn when he saw her. Minra wasn’t sure what to say, what words would be hurtful enough, so instead she pulled back her fist, but as she let fly, Encel reached over and caught Minra’s hand in his own, mid-punch.

“No, Minra. That’s not the answer. For two reasons: First, restraint. Is it a good example for your daughter to see you losing control and reacting with violence?”

Minra saw the truth in that and shook her head.

“And second,” said Encel, “despite what you might read in books and see on TV, punching a person in the face can really hurt your hand. Think of a person’s head as being akin to a sixteen-pound bowling ball wrapped in a thin layer of skin. You wouldn’t want to punch one of those, would you? No, what’s much more effective, especially in space, is to grip the person by the hair, at the back of their head, like this.”

Encel demonstrated, grabbing a handful of Subramaniam’s shiny, ink-black locks. “See how easy it is to move the subject’s head around? Then you can slam their face into something hard, like… oh, I don’t know. Like the airlock door, say.”

The door rang like a gong. Blood and snot exploded from Subramaniam’s nose.

“And this way a daughter maintains respect for her mother. Okay, so the daughter now thinks Enceladus Roth is some kind of uncouth ruffian, but we’re not related. And hey, I’m a miner. I’m meant to be some kind of uncouth ruffian.”

He hauled the kicking, blubbering Subramaniam over to a stanchion, to which he lashed the loan shark by the wrists and ankles using cable ties he’d brought over from Phoebe. Then Encel took a hand-held vacuum from a wall clasp and hoovered up the blood globules that were floating around the cabin.

“Right,” said Encel. “I’m going back over to tidy up inside Phoebe. She may not be mine any longer, but I love that ship and I’m not leaving her in the state they’ve left her. Empty pizza boxes and all kinds of things floating around. Marcel will drop you, Astrid and the girls off at Mars Station and then he’ll take Rock and the boys, and these two reprobates, down to Jezero City.”

“You’re leaving us up here? Can’t we all just go back together?” said Minra.

Rock spoke up. “My instructions, Minra. There are doctors on Mars Station. I’d rather they looked at Lissa and Venus first, just to make sure they really are okay. And besides, for safety reasons, I’d prefer you didn’t have to ride down with the prisoners.”

For whose safety? thought Minra. She had a hankering to try that thing with the hair and the airlock door that Encel had shown her.
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They spent two days on Mars Station. While Lissa and Venus both insisted they were fine, the doctors were worried because they didn’t know exactly what chemical had been used to knock the girls out, and wanted to run a series of tests to make sure there wasn’t any lasting damage. Also, the girls were dehydrated. While in captivity they hadn’t been offered any food or drink.

“They’re not going anywhere until I’m happy they’re fully fit. The trip down to Jezero can be a violent experience. I want them both healthy beforehand.”

Minra knew the doctor was right. She remembered that first-time descent. The seven-minute train crash. She wasn’t looking forward to doing it again.

Eloise called her for updates on Lissa’s progress several times, and to tell Minra what was happening in Jezero, though there wasn’t much she could share.

“I can’t give you any details of what’s happening to Subramaniam. His trial’s ongoing and I’m not allowed to talk about it.”

This worried Minra. The law wasn’t supposed to move so quickly. This was way too fast. She wanted to be down there, to be involved. Subramaniam had a history in Sri Lanka for talking his way out of punishment. He manipulated people. She worried he’d end up as first minister before Minra got back to Jezero City. Eloise just laughed and assured her that was never going to happen.

There was also a council meeting coming up, about the future of Echo Falls. There’d been several postponements. Why? What was Eloise not telling her? Had that gone south too?

“If there was anything to tell, I wouldn’t keep it from you, I promise. They just want more details, that’s all.”

“I should be there,” said Minra.

“I agree,” said Eloise. “But I also know there’s no point asking you to come back and leave Lissa up on Mars Station.”

Eloise had a point. Minra decided not to push it. 

And there was news from Earth. Lucas and Helen had indeed lost their home in the flooding. But they were safe, staying with relatives in Arnhem, on higher ground. Minra told them how sorry she was, wished them well, and reprimanded them for not telling her sooner. Then she filled them in on everything that had happened to her since her last message: the kidnap, the rescue, Subramaniam’s underhanded attempt to force the issue with the debt—a difficult one to talk about since she had hidden so much of her true financial predicament from Lucas. For the first time she was glad of the time delay that gave her a temporal screen behind which she could hide from searching questions, even though she regarded Lucas and Helen as her friends.

Lissa and Venus enjoyed their stay on Mars Station, at least while they weren’t being poked and prodded by doctors. They loved riding the paternoster, especially when they did the full circuit, and they adored the zero gravity on the lower decks. Yes, there’d been zero gravity during their captivity, but this time they weren’t scared for their lives. They could play.

Technically, they shouldn’t have been allowed to play. The hub was a working space dock, not a playground. But the crew down there all seemed to know their story and were happy to bend the rules when they saw the girls enjoying themselves so much, flying like superheroes or making up new games with a ball. So they just kept an eye on them, making sure they didn’t do anything dangerous, like opening the airlocks.

Astrid seemed comfortable with them playing with the dock workers, but it didn’t stop Minra from worrying. Perhaps she was still haunted by that perpetual fear of losing Lissa that she’d lived with for so long. The recurring nightmares hadn’t returned; Minra was sleeping better now, so maybe all the dark forebodings were in the past.

Lissa, for all that she enjoyed playing, was feeling restless.

“Mummy, when are we going home?” she said over breakfast on their second day.

Minra felt a stirring of unease. “Home? You mean Colombo? Or the Netherlands?”

“No, no. Echo Falls. That’s our home. I’m bored here. And Jezero City is okay, but it would be nice to go home again.”

Minra felt it, too. She realised it was the first time she’d thought that way.

“It depends, hon.”

“On what?”

Minra didn’t know how to answer. Because despite all that had happened in recent days, their future was still uncertain. She was saved by a knock on their cabin door. Doctor Daiyu, a tiny creature not much taller than Lissa herself, had arrived to make what they both hoped would be her final examination. She pronounced Lissa fit; she’d already been to see Astrid, and so both girls were discharged and free to leave whenever they wanted.

All four returned to Jezero City that same morning. Their shuttle was piloted by Marcel, who told them with a smile that he’d been mildly reprimanded for his trip through the spokes of Mars Station. He wouldn’t be doing that again in a hurry.

The journey back didn’t seem as traumatic as Minra’s first descent to Mars. Perhaps Minra had grown used to life on the edge, she didn’t know. If anything, Astrid—who, it turned out, was the naval architect who designed the shuttle—seemed more nervous than she was. She probably had more of an idea what kind of punishment the shuttle’s structure was taking.

On Mars, just like the first time, a welcoming committee awaited their arrival. Eloise was there to greet them, and so too were several board members that Minra knew by sight, though she couldn’t remember their names.

She was a little disappointed that Encel wasn’t there. Encel, who’d saved her daughter. Encel whom she hardly knew, but whose name she found herself whispering whenever she was alone. But she didn’t want to seem obvious, so she didn’t ask directly.

“What’s been happening?” asked Minra. She tried to keep the question casual, but found it hard to contain her curiosity.

Eloise frowned. She looked at Minra through narrowed eyes.

“I’d have thought… wait.” Eloise leaned in closer. Minra realised she was studying her spacesuit.

“Take your suit off, first.”

“Can’t you just—?”

“Humour me. Please?”

Minra shrugged. They were in the dressing room anyway, so, following Astrid’s lead, she wriggled her arms out of the spacesuit sleeves and lifted the body section over her head. Then she sat on the bench and eased her legs from the lower section until she was sitting wearing just the ubiquitous blue coverall. While conscious of the dark sweat patches under her armpits, she felt an unexpected sense of freedom. Unlike Lissa and Venus and their prolonged playtime sessions, Minra had spent most of her time with Astrid in the outer levels of Mars Station where they were under full Mars gravity. But here on the planet itself Minra felt somehow lighter. Perhaps that was just her spirits.

She realised Eloise was still staring, but this time she was smiling. Astrid too, now out of her suit also, was staring at her, laughing.

“You haven’t noticed, have you?” said Eloise.

“What?” said Minra. Then she understood. She reached a hand up to her neck, to where the debt ring should have been. It was gone.

“How…?” She lifted the body section of the suit and shook it. The debt ring, in two halves, fell to the floor with a clatter. No longer scarlet, but a dull, inert grey. Minra rubbed her neck. A little raw, but unencumbered.

“I don’t understand. Am I…?”

“Debt free?” said Eloise. “Yes. And we just came from the council meeting—it ended minutes ago.” She indicated the council members who were with her, all smiles. “You got your funding, Minra. The full package. You can build your ski jump launch system. And there’s more. A lot more. We have a great deal to talk about.”
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“Subramaniam was found guilty of three counts of extortion, two of kidnapping, plus numerous assault charges, illegal entry, theft… A long list. He’s now in jail.”

They were in Eloise’s office at the university, relaxing on her long, grey sofa, drinking coffee. At the hotel, Minra had showered and discarded the hateful space coveralls in favour of something a shade more stylish. The news of her release from debt had been enough to sustain her while she freshened up, but now she wanted to know all the details of this extra news that Eloise had promised. She’d only been off-world for three days. How had they tried Subramaniam so quickly? And what about Oswald Boston?

“Boston was deemed more of a victim than a criminal. Yes, he abducted your daughter, and for that he’ll be punished. The court was lenient though. And yes it’s been fast. Martian law is a little speedier than the Earthbound equivalent. You won’t find any long-running Jarndyce and Jarndyce cases here. Maybe because we don’t have quite so many lawbreakers to deal with.”

“So where’s Subramaniam now?”

“He’s in prison, awaiting the next cycler. He’ll be sent home. Our criminal prosecution service doesn’t have the time, resources or patience for dealing with Earth’s criminals. They can handle their own, howsoever they see fit.”

“But my debt contract—?”

“Has been cleared. Legally, I might add—we haven’t just hacked the code on your debt ring. Subramaniam was fined but also incurred heavy costs: he’ll have to pay the transport costs for his extradition by working his cycler passage via the coffin shift. He’s also liable for the cost of repatriating Danny Stock, the crew member he drugged and left stranded on the cycler. We can’t go and rescue Danny, we don’t have powerful enough spaceships to do that, but when he eventually reaches Earth Station he’ll get to travel home first class and will be recompensed for the two and a half years he’ll have to spend going to Earth the long way.

“Then of course there was that excessive interest charge on your loan. Our magistrate deemed it to be illegal. We had to send Subramaniam’s case notes to Interpol, in Lyon, France, where they intend to indict him for all the crimes he’s committed internationally, beginning with the abduction of Boston’s son, who’d been held under duress in order to manipulate his father.

“So with that and all the other costs we reached a compromise with the Sri Lankan courts. We suggested Subramaniam offset a portion of his costs by clearing your debt. More than clearing it. There’s an excess. You have enough money of your own now to afford a ticket back to Earth if you wanted to do that.”

Minra blinked. This was something she hadn’t expected. It came from nowhere and she was having trouble processing it.

Meanwhile, Eloise was still talking. “We don’t have formal trading arrangements with Earth, other than a financial accommodation for passage on the cyclers, so any remaining costs and fines paid in Earth currency would be meaningless to us here. The Sri Lankan courts are happy with the arrangement, even in advance of Subramaniam’s upcoming criminal trial there. It seems this affair was just the tip of the iceberg. From our point of view, Subramaniam now has a lifetime Mars ban, which prevents him from returning, or even from setting foot on Earth Station, which is technically part of Mars.”

“I thought the Earth Station thing was just an urban myth.”

“Not at all. Earth Station falls under the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations, 1961. It has embassy status. Earth itself has a small embassy here in Jezero City, but it’s mostly unoccupied. Whenever Earth has sent embassy staff, those staff have quickly decided that they’d rather live here as Martian citizens.” Eloise put an extra stress on this last part, giving Minra a meaningful stare.

She continued. “Would have been handy to have some embassy staff here to negotiate with over Subramaniam. We’ve had to deal directly with Earth, and the time lag is especially long at the moment.” Eloise took a long breath and stretched out her legs. She interlocked her hands behind her head, a way of showing that for now she was done explaining.

“There’s a lot more to it than that, of course,” she said, contradicting all her body language. “You want to hear more? Or do you want me to get to the full story of what we just agreed at council?”

Minra took a second to think through what she’d been told so far. There were still some loose ends. One big loose end in particular.

“Yeah, but first, Echus Chasma…?”

“Ah. Of course. Your inheritance. Well, Echus Chasma is yours. Unencumbered. Plus the contents of the executor account. All I need is your signature to the Dwerryhouse estate agreement.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that. If that is what you wish, of course.”

Minra stopped short. Was it her wish? To stay on Mars? It never had been. Mars had always been the option for someone with no other options. Was that still the case? She recalled the conversation she’d had with Lissa that very morning. Mummy, when are we going home? How it had made her feel. She certainly knew how Lissa felt about it.

“Where do I sign?”

Eloise smiled. She handed Minra a document. The only paper on her desk. Just a few lines. A simple agreement.

Minra had come to Mars racked with uncertainty, wondering if she was doing the right thing, but knowing that she had no choice. Now, debt free and with a comfortable return passage available, she had a choice, and she had no more doubts. Of course Echus Chasma was hers. In fact, like Lissa, she’d been away for far too long. She felt homesick.

Minra signed.

Eloise gave her a hug. “I said these words many months ago, but now I say them again with legal weight behind them. Minra, welcome to Mars.”

Minra let the meaning sink in. She was more than a beneficiary of a will. Minra was now a true citizen of Mars. She belonged somewhere.

“So now. The other thing,” said Eloise.

“The launch system.”

“Yes. As I said, the council agreed. Both chambers. Everything. And not just the funding plan for the launch system itself, but also the principle of further expansion of the Martian habitats, especially Echus Chasma. And now that Echus Chasma is legally yours to manage—” Eloise picked up the document Minra had just signed, and waved it “—you are going to be a busy girl. I suggest you think about a strategy for getting in some people to help: planners, finance specialists, construction workers… You’re not just going to be building the thing, but setting up a whole extended infrastructure for Echus Chasma. There will be a long list. I can help from this end, but you might need someone to oversee the project over at Echus. Have you thought about that? Do you have anyone in mind?” Eloise said this with a knowing twinkle in her eye.

“There’s one name I’d like to bring onboard. I rather hoped he’d have met me here when I came down from Mars Station.”

Eloise said nothing. She waited, her lips drawn into the tiniest of smiles.

“Maybe you know where he is? Encel? Enceladus Roth?”

“Ah. I wondered if something was going on there.”

“Nothing’s going on.”

“Really? Then how did I know you were going to ask about him?”

“Do you know where he is?”

“I do. He’s gone.”

“Gone?” Minra sat up straight and snapped her head around to look square at Eloise. “What do you mean he’s gone?”

“Flown. Out to the asteroids in that knackered old ship of his, Phoebe. He’s gone off looking for some… indium?”
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“Super-conducting coils is best way,” said Riška. She was in the conference room at Echo Falls. Astrid, Raph and Minra were still in Jezero City, in Minra’s hotel room. Astrid and Raph had the one, small desk. Minra was perched on the bed.

“Too expensive,” said Astrid, becoming fidgety at the effort of trying to keep her temper. “We’d need cooling, down to… 130 Kelvin. And that’s with fancy new materials.”

“There are room temperature super-conductors,” said Riška.

“Think of the cost. Think of how big this thing has to be,” said Astrid. “It’s hundreds of miles long. You’re talking millions, tens of millions of valuts.”

“Think of switching complications for using normal conductors.”

“And how many billions of litres of liquid helium we’d need doing it your way!” Astrid was shouting now.

“Is ridiculous!” Riška yelled back. “We can’t start building anything until we have basic design concept.”

“I need to be there,” shouted Astrid. “Not this stupid video link.”

“Why?” said Minra. “So you can fight each other?”

The two women stopped yelling for a moment. Minra could see Astrid panting with the exertion of it all. On the screen, Riška’s image began breaking up.

“Connection problems,” said Riška, as her image pixellated then disappeared.

Minra knew there were no “connection problems”. It was Riška’s way of terminating the argument. Minra was sure she’d built something in-line to weaken the signal whenever their arguments got too heated. There’d been lots of arguments.

“Is she right, Astrid? I mean about the super… what-nots, not the connection. I know she’s making it up about the connection problems.”

“Yes, she’s right. But we’re on the equator. Daytime temperatures can get above 250 Kelvin. Riška’s working the theory. I’m working within practicalities.”

The door opened. Lissa and Venus came in. “Hi,” they shouted, throwing their school books on the bed.

Minra directed Lissa to come over for a hug. She was always relieved when her daughter came safely home from school. The recent kidnapping episode had scarred her. Would she ever get over it? Minra agreed with Astrid on one thing: The sooner they all got back to Echo Falls, the better. It’s just there was still so much to do, and two weeks trapped inside the Allegro was dead time.

“What’re y’all arguing about?” said Venus, giving her own mother a hug, then draping an arm across Raph’s shoulder.

“Who says we’re arguing?” said Astrid.

“Oh, you know. Like, you’re all red. And hot. I can feel the heat,” said Venus, backing away from Astrid and making a fanning motion with both hands.

“They’ve been having discussions. With Riška,” said Raph. “You know how they get. She wants something that will have to be cooled. Your mum’s the practical one.”

“Unless we only launch at night,” said Minra, with a laugh.

“I suppose that’s an option,” said Astrid. “A poor option.”

“Won’t the sunshade make it cool enough, like it’s night?” said Lissa.

They looked at her.

“The ski jump I saw is covered over. Like a sunshade. I suppose they’re the solar panels, are they?”

Astrid stared. “The ski jump you saw?”

“In Mum’s dream, yes.”

Astrid twisted around to face Minra. She had those wide eyes again. “Minra, your solar-panel guy, do you have contact details for him?”

“Of course, yes.” Minra unfolded her rolltop and connected. Leon Bryce’s face appeared. “Hi Leon, how’s—”

“Leon, it’s Astrid,” said Astrid, grabbing Minra’s rolltop and tilting it towards herself. “The PV panels you’re using. How much light gets through? Out the other side, I mean.”

“Er, none. Zero waste. So long as I can get the indium I asked for.”

“So they’re an effective heat shield.”

“There’s some residual warmth on the back, but if you need, I can transport that away too, so then, yes. They’re heat shields.”

“The air’s thin. Thinner up there on Pavonis Mons. There’ll be retained heat in the ground, but in constant shade that will dissipate in… Okay, thanks Leon. Thank you.” She cut him off with a snap and turned back to Minra.

“…in weeks. Your daughter’s a genius, Minra. If we can maintain 130 K or lower, with just heat shields… okay, then Riška’s super-conducting coils will work. It’s doable.”

“I’m not a genius,” said Lissa. “I just got a C-minus in Martian geography. But I’m like Mum. We read dreams.”

“You’re not like me at all, Lissa. You’re an amazing dream reader.”

Lissa went all coy, and her face reddened. She was uncomfortable getting compliments, so she dragged Venus out of the door. “Come on, we’ll do our homework in your room.”

Minra’s rolltop pinged. This time it was Eloise.

“Minra? Where are you? You’re meant to be in my office for a progress meeting, quarter of an hour ago. Are Astrid and Raph there with you?”

“Damn. Sorry. We got… heated. Yes, they’re here. We’re on our way.”

“Well, make it fast. Something’s come up.”
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The Oneiromancer of Mars



“You know we work to a closed-loop circular economy on Mars?” Eloise hadn’t waited until they were all seated or even in the room.

“Are you asking me?” said Minra, twisting around to see if anyone looked like answering.

“Yes, it’s your project. I’m getting flak from the board and from opposition parties that we’re straying from a full circular economy.”

“You’ll have to explain. I don’t—”

“Earth was wrecked because it gradually moved to a linear economy: Everything Earth used was dug up, drilled, extracted, processed, then thrown away, gradually converting a resource-rich planet into a waste dump, at least for as far along that road as it was able to go before it all collapsed,” said Eloise. “Now they’re scrambling to fix it. And they can’t.”

Raph was last to take his seat, but as he organised his notes he finished Eloise’s explanation. “Whereas on Mars we try to stay within a circular ideal. We use fewer materials, use things that last a long time. We design with end-of-life in mind—how to reuse the component parts—and we try to use materials that will provide usefulness when we’re done with them rather than create polluting waste.”

“Thank you, Raph,” said Eloise. “So with that in mind I’m being pressed for end-of-use reports, and for assurances that we’re keeping to first principles.” She held open her hands and looked straight at Minra. “Talk to me.”

Minra stared at Eloise. “Wha—” She started to answer but came up short on words.

What’s going on here? This is a hijack.

She looked around at the others for help. She saw none forthcoming.

“Okay,” she said, after a moment. “You’re right. I should have written this… what is it? end-of-life report?”

“End of use.”

“But you know what? My mind-reading skills are a little rusty. Maybe if I’d been allowed to bring my crystal ball? But, no. That’s still in Delft, where I had to leave it. Give me a crystal ball and I’d really be cooking. You’d get, not just an end-of-use report, but a start-of-use report as well. Or even a bloody crumb-of-an-idea report. But right now we don’t have any of those things. And in a normal cause-and-effect universe, one thing is meant to come before the other. But I guess that’s why you hired a mystic. How can I write reports on what will happen at the end of the project when we’re struggling to even start it? The logistics are doing my head in. We need construction workers, materials, designs… Echus Chasma will have to accommodate all of this, so before we start we’ll need schools, hospitals, shops, food, life support… infrastructure. And how do we even get it to Echus? We have a truck that seats six and takes four weeks to make a single round trip. So don’t give me ‘Where’s the report?’, Eloise. Okay?”

Eloise held up her hands. “I’m sorry, Minra. I’m sorry. I’ve had everyone bitching at me today. I suppose I just took it out on you. It’s… I don’t want the board doing a U-turn on your project.”

“And there’s a chance they might?”

“It’s looking that way.”

“So what are you saying we need?”

Eloise took a breath. “We need Harry Dwerryhouse. He project-managed most of the high-profile programmes on Mars. He kept so many plates spinning. It’s no coincidence that it all came to an end with his passing.”

“You’re saying there’s no one else on the whole of Mars who can do what he did?” said Minra. Her voice had risen an octave. “There are seventeen thousand people here!”

“And we all have our roles. As I already explained when we were looking for lawyers—we were lucky that we had people who’d do it at a pinch, but lawyering isn’t something we get into very often on Mars. This is the same.”

“No, it’s not the same,” said Minra. “You’ve built all this—” she held her arms wide “—from nothing. As projects go, it’s miraculous.”

“But it was Dwerry who did it,” said Eloise. “All of it: the ideas, the brainstorming, the project and financial management… and he engineered our circular economy. He made it all work.”

“Clever guy,” said Minra.

“Indeed. And he saw you as his successor.”

“He didn’t know me. And now that much is even more evident.”

“Don’t run yourself down, Minra. You’ve given new direction to the whole planet with your ski-jump project. It offers masses of potential for growth. It’s just not the whole story. Not yet.”

“So what do we do?”

“I don’t know.”

Minra looked at Raph and Astrid. “Anyone?”

Astrid shrugged. “Sorry, Minra. I’m a naval architect. I design spaceships. Raph’s a structural engineer. He’ll build the support structure for your ramp. But all the other stuff: logistics… finance… ecology reports…”

Minra slumped onto Eloise’s sofa and breathed a long, shuddering sigh. “What if I can get someone from Earth?”

“Who?” said Eloise.

“Someone who’s a lawyer, a financial wizard who did some project management a while back. Someone like me who doesn’t have a place he can properly call home, although like me he is half Dutch, so he’ll get the principles and ethics of this circular economy thing better than people here. He’s someone who would buy a ticket to Mars if he could afford one. Oh, and he’s married, and his wife’s a professor in civil engineering, so I’ll need to offer two tickets. They’re Lucas and Helen van den Berg and they will slot into the Martian life without blinking.”

“Do you believe they can do it?”

“Yeah. He can project-manage; she can do big engineering.”

“Then I trust you. If they’re willing, I’ll authorise the tickets.”

“I’ll compose an invitation straight after this meeting. If he’s on board that will take care of the finance and ecology reporting. Now the logistics.”

Eloise shook her head. “Again, I have no one in mind. Astrid? Raph?”

They shook their heads.

“We’ve got Riška project-managing the ski-jump build, but she’s following our lead, and she can’t do it all,” said Minra.

“To manage the logistics, we need someone who can think laterally. I know a few people here at Jezero who can pull it all together, but they’re not creative when it comes to thinking of new ideas.”

“Or seeing the future,” said Minra. She jumped to her feet. “Back in five minutes.”

Minra rushed out of the room. Was this the most stupid idea she’d ever had? Probably. But it was her only idea.

She wasn’t back in five minutes; she was back in four. With Lissa’s hand clasped in her own.

“Eloise. Let me introduce Lissa,” Minra shouted as she burst back into the office.

“Er… we have met, you know. Hi, Lissa.”

“Lissa, sit down there,” said Minra, steering Lissa to the sofa. “Now, you saw into my dream about the ski jump. You saw the place where you would later be taken by Subramaniam. Now we have another job for you. Dreams that you or me or other people might have dreamt, about a Mars that already has the ski jump. To have built the ski jump, we must have moved lots of people and lots of equipment to Echus Chasma. How do we do it? How did we do it, in dreams? I’m sure we didn’t use rockets because they would violate the circular economy thing.” Minra waved a hand. “Don’t worry about what a circular economy is. I haven’t got my own head round it yet, and anyway, not important. We just need to know, have you dreamt about any of this? Moving equipment and stuff? Have you filed it away as something irrelevant and not worth mentioning?”

Lissa looked startled, staring from eye to eye.

“Take a breath,” said Minra. “We’re all a bit flustered today.”

“But I did mention it,” said Lissa. “I always tell you when I dream things. Usually always.”

“Okay.”

“The first day when we went out in the Allegro. We parked in the kite farm and charged the batteries. I said, ‘This will be where they tie up the balloons.’ But it wasn’t, it was kites. For generating power.”

“Right.” Eloise sat forward and put her elbows on her desk. “So you’re saying…?”

“Yes, I dreamt about balloons. How you use them to move things, and people, around Mars. I was surprised we had to drive halfway across Mars in a car. It seemed daft. Would have been much easier in a balloon.”

Minra smiled. “There you go, Eloise. We can use your best logistics expert, but here we have a consultant who can think of all the off-the-wall ideas. The ideas will work because Lissa has already seen them in action.”

“She’ll need a job title,” said Eloise.

“Easy,” said Minra. “The Oneiromancer of Mars.”
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A Man Comes Calling



The man looked down from the window of the airship. Below, with its long shadows in the late evening, the sharp lines of Echus Chasma were easy to make out. The Vallis Marineris system was just visible three hundred kilometres to the south from the other window, but as the late sun shone from the west, along its length, the shadows of the canyon walls were not so distinct.

The man was more interested in the ruler-straight silver line that stretched nearly two thousand kilometres, upwards, along the gently rising flanks of Pavonis Mons. Evening was the perfect time to see it, as the solar panels reflected the light.

They shouldn’t reflect, thought the man. It’d be more energy efficient if the line was black. Matte.

He made a mental note to mention it.

The airship was lower now, and the fasten-seat-belt sign was lit. A nonsense. An anachronistic throwback to air transport on Earth. Particularly considering what he’d be doing in just a few short hours.

The airship steadied and held position, high over Echus City.

A chime sounded. “Will passengers please report to disembarkation stations. Thank you.”

The man shouldered his cabin bag and made his way along the aisle to where the amber exit light was flashing. He carried a slight limp, a legacy of many years in a somewhat arduous occupation. He entered one of the four gondolas and took a seat. The flight was fully booked, so the gondola soon filled with other passengers. The doors closed and the gondola descended.

Airships on Mars were not the same as those from early-twentieth-century Earth. They were not balloons. Most of the lift came from hydrogen gel, a nebulous solid, resistant to puncturing. Remove part of the outer shell and the gel could be scooped out with a spoon, but it wouldn’t dissipate into the atmosphere as would a punctured balloon. The only part of the ship with balloon-like structures were the ballast units to control altitude. The ships weren’t cigar shaped, either. There was no point—they didn’t have to be. Instead they were huge flat discs, so designed to maximise the upper surface area for the solar panels that provided electricity: for propulsion, for internal systems, and for the altitude control pumps. In view of the ships’ size, though, and the unwieldy nature of altitude adjustment, they rarely descended to ground level. Far easier to load passengers and goods into gondolas, lowered and raised on cables. Lowering was gravity assisted, which provided additional charging. The descent was smooth; Mars had wind, but never enough to perturb the straight-line direction of the airship gondolas.

The man always found the descent to be a spectacular event, even for such as he, who took trips into space regularly. The man now viewed Echus City as home, and always felt a knot of anticipation in his chest upon his return.

As more details came into view below, there were few obvious signs of the city’s massive expansion, other than the glass-roofed farm that now stretched for twenty miles out onto the upper plains. All the extra living accommodation had made use of the extensive system of natural water-carved caverns that threaded their way through the Martian rock, and once upon a time emerged in what would have been a spectacular torrent at Echo Falls. Echo Falls, the man’s home.

The gondola was guided the last few hundred yards by magnetic fields, a by-product of the technology that drove the great ski jump, which was scheduled to begin operations the very next day.

The airtight mating seals slid into place and attached to the gondola. The doors opened. The man made his way down a short ramp into the maze that was Echus City.

The man could have walked. He could have run the two miles to Central Plaza. But he was in a hurry, so he took the guideway, a four-seater driverless buggy that had its own pedestrian-free tunnel network, and made the trip in under two minutes, just enough time to reflect: On Echus City, on the ski jump, on the way of life that people here had adopted. My wife did all of this.

In Central Plaza, the man made his way along Daedalia Lane toward Echo Falls, now divided into a government wing and a residency. Inside the government wing’s low-key entrance hall there were doors to Government House and the Treasury, and two others, understated, each with small glass plaques. The plaque on the first door read, “Lissa Koenman—Oneiromancer”.

The man took the second door. He didn’t knock; his wrist tat was programmed as a key. Its plaque read, “Minrada Koenman—First Minister of Mars”.
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Three Oneiromancers



Minra, seated at her desk, looked up as Encel entered. She smiled.

“You’re back. How was it?” She came around the desk and wrapped him in her arms, holding him in a kiss so he couldn’t answer.

Encel at last pulled free. “Routine. But I’ve missed you. The turnaround takes so long.”

“Well, with a bit of luck we’ll fix all that tomorrow.” Minra sat on the edge of her desk, still holding both of Encel’s hands in hers.

“Is Titan with you?” She still couldn’t bring herself to call him Tit.

“No, he wanted to start a new seam. Tit’s not like me; he enjoys being an asteroid miner.”

“I’ll tell Lissa you’re here.” Minra spoke into her wrist and seconds later, Lissa appeared through the interconnecting door. She ran over and hugged Encel. Looking at the two of them together, Minra noticed, not for the first time, how much her daughter had grown since the time they’d all first met—what was it? Ten Earth years ago, now? Back then, nine-year-old Lissa and Encel had been pretty much the same height; asteroid miners did tend to come in small sizes. Meanwhile, Lissa had grown into a true Martian, tall and willowy.

“I think…” Minra checked the time on her wrist. “Daphnis will have finished school. She’ll be home any moment. Astrid said she’d collect her today.”

On cue, the door opened and Astrid came in, holding Daphnis’ hand.

“Hi, Mummy. And Daddy, too! You’re home.” She ran over and grabbed Encel’s leg, almost knocking him over.

“Hi, Encel,” said Astrid. “Good to have you back. Look, I’ll let you have your family reunion. But we need to talk. Say in half an hour or so? Couple of things I want to check before your launch tomorrow.” She gave them a wave and slipped out of the door.

“So now I have you all together, I have gifts for my three girls,” said Encel. “First Daphnis, a special gift because it was your birthday yesterday, and I’m so sorry I couldn’t get back in time. A fifth birthday is important. But the shuttle from Mars Station was delayed, and that meant I missed my connection with the last airship departure.” He said it as much for Minra as for Daphnis.

“Not your fault,” said Minra. “We’ve scaled the airship timetable down to just two per day now the project’s nearly done. I should be the one doing the apologising.” Minra knew that Encel was worried about the Koenman curse. He was scared that at any time something might come along and drive a rift between him and Minra. Minra had told him again and again not to worry. She’d dreamt the future. So had Lissa. There was no Koenman curse where they were concerned. Never would be.

“Anyway, did you get the thing we talked about?” she said.

“Oh yes. Here,” said Encel, handing Daphnis a small black box. “Happy birthday.”

Inside the box was a crystal.

“It’s a dream stone. Like Lissa’s. Since hers was the only family heirloom to be handed down, I had to go and dig this one up, especially for you, from all the way out on an asteroid called Lachesis. Your mummy will explain why we picked that particular hard-to-reach asteroid, and why it’s special. I just go out and dig them.”

“Lachesis was one of the Fates,” said Minra. “I’ll tell you all about it when you’re older.”

“But this one is even more special because it has a twin,” said Encel, producing another box. “This is for you, Lissa. Now, I know you already have a dream stone, Liss, but having a twin crystal will connect you with your sister, so you can always keep one another safe.”

Lissa’s eyes lit up. “Thank you!”

“That’s a lovely thought, Encel,” said Minra. “There’s hope for you as an oneiromancer. You do seem to know how to weave a convincing mystical tale.”

“Just on that topic. How… er? Is Daphnis showing any signs yet, of…. you know?”

Minra laughed. “You’d better believe it, Encel. She knew you’d be late and she knew why. She dreamt it. She knew it wasn’t your fault, so you’re totally off the hook. She’ll know how to channel that dream stone soon enough.” Minra winked at Lissa and noticed that while she’d hung the new stone around her neck, she’d pulled the old dream stone out from beneath her blouse and was holding it tight.

“Are you worried about tomorrow?” asked Minra, changing the subject.

“A little. Though the unmanned tests have all gone well.”

“You shouldn’t worry,” said Lissa. She held up her old stone. “Apart from you being our top test pilot, I’ve seen what happens already, and everything goes fine. Look, I have to go. I have a meeting.”

She gave Encel a peck on the cheek and slipped out through the door.

“A meeting?” Encel’s eyebrows raised.

“A boy,” said Minra, with a sigh. “I’m afraid it could be the Koenman Girls’ curse again.”

“You don’t know that.”

“How long have we been married, Enceladus Roth? Don’t you know I still have some power to see things?”

Encel pulled a tongue.

“So come on, you had a whole night in Jezero after missing your flight. What did you get up to?”

“I spent the evening having a meal with Eloise, and with Lucas and Helen van den Berg. They’re all good. Eloise is enjoying her retirement from public office. Lucas is cool, as always. Unwinding now the project’s finished, but Helen already has ideas for a new thing, although she was coy about telling me much about it.

“So anyway, I then had shopping to do. Gifts to buy.”

“Gifts? Ah, you said you’d brought gifts for all three of your girls. So what did you bring me from the asteroids?”

“Nothing. Not from the asteroids. I know you have more than enough crystals and magical rocks. So I called in at your favourite shop, on Rodeo, and I bought you something you never seem to have enough of in all the solar system.”

“No!”

“Yes.” Encel produced the box. “I bought you shoes.”
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