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From Earth to Mars and Beyond is a collection of ten previously published science fiction stories by award-winning author Ruth Nestvold. But reader be warned: these stories of galactic empires, space exploration and first contact tend to be on the dark side and do not depict an ideal future world. Here a selection: 

"The Far Side of the Moon": Women from all over the world have been "recruited" into service on the habitat Volva, where they unwillingly cater to men's pleasure. But the Volva is outside all global jurisdiction — and none of the women will ever retire ... 

"Troy and the Aliens": When the first aliens make contact with Earth, they do not land in the U.S.; they land in Stuttgart, Germany. The President sends his aide Troy Jackson to figure our why. What ensues involves beer tents and driving fast on the Autobahn, but it doesn't exactly end as the President ordered. 

"Rainmakers": Rekaya is sent as ambassador to Chepanaek, in order to try and negotiate peace between the planet's native population and the colonists of the Allied Interstellar Community. The task seems impossible, and Rekaya doubts she is the right person for the job. But soon she begins to feel an affinity for the planet that she cannot explain. 

Enjoy the interstellar darkness! 


 

Praise for Ruth Nestvold's fiction: 

 

"Ruth Nestvold's clever story 'Mars: A Traveler's Guide' is simply wonderful. Written as a series of encyclopedia entries being accessed by someone unseen, it explains the workings of the planetary world on which it takes place, but also slowly reveals the compelling story of the person accessing it. Brilliant." (Five Stars)

- John DeNardo in SF Signal 

 

"Finishing the issue is a colonization gone wrong story by Ruth Nestvold ... 'Rainmakers.'  There is some great language in this piece and it explores themes of sexuality, discrimination, and assumption very well." 

- Dawn Burnell in Tangent Online
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* * * *


 

 

Mars:

A Traveler's Guide 

 

 

You have chosen the topic "dust storms": 

Dust storms on Mars can encompass the entire planet. Global winds disperse the dust until the entire surface is covered and sunlight is cut off. When sunlight can no longer warm the ground, the effect stops. These storms are connected with the dominant weather patterns and the warmer summers in the southern hemisphere—

 

You have chosen the topic "weather patterns": 

Weather on Mars consists of storms made of dust rather than rain. Typically, these storms occur during summer on the southern hemisphere, which on average is warmer than the northern hemisphere because it comes appreciably closer to the sun as a result of the elliptical orbit of the planet. The rapid heating of the surface gives rise to the famous "dust devils": when the temperature difference between lower and higher altitude air is great enough, pockets of warm, rising air expand and turn into whirlwinds that pick up dust. These dust devils can trigger global storms. The dusty air absorbs sunlight, warming the upper atmosphere and changing wind patterns. The dust particles in the clouds trap infrared energy, helping to make the planet's atmosphere warmer.

Weather patterns are extremely difficult to forecast because the changes are dramatic and can result in abrupt planet-wide swings between dusty and hot and cloudy and cold—

 

I'm sorry, I have no entry in my database for "rover accident."  

Would you like to select a new topic?  

You have chosen the topic "pressurized rover": 

The pressurized rover is especially designed to withstand the stresses of the Martian environment. The passenger compartment is protected by a waffled body tub in order to ensure that the cabin will not lose pressure in case the outer shell is damaged. Radiator fins help control the interior temperature. The rover has two independent hydrogen fuel cell systems, one on each side, and a power transmission grid wired directly into each wheel — a design very resistant to breakdowns—

 

You have chosen the topic "fuel cell":

The fuel cells in the rover are powered by hydrogen (H2), working through a nanocontrolled catalytic membrane rated for Mars-normal surface conditions. These fuel cells can also provide power to pressure suits, exploration droids, and other Mars excursion implements. Hydrogen is available from a number of sources including subsurface ice deposits, trace amounts in the Martian atmosphere, and ice shipped on low-energy trajectories from Jovian orbit or salvaged from cometary bodies. 

 

If you'd like me to repeat this entry, say 'repeat.' If you'd like to explore a new topic, simply say the name of the topic. If you're done using the Mars Traveler's Guide, say 'quit' to shut the system down. 

Return to the topic "dust storms": 

Some dust storms rise up to eight kilometers above the surface of the planet and may carry many tons of fine red dust. Heavy dustfalls can be dumped on areas below the datum plane or within areologically sheltered formations that otherwise experience little or no direct impact from the storm. Major dust storms can cause brownouts, leading to dramatically decreased visibility, which may be so bad that the horizon, landmarks, and nearby safe havens cannot be seen. If this should occur, travelers are advised to use GPS navigational assistance. Martian scientists, however, are rapidly developing the technology to predict dust storms, making it possible to take extra precautions in advance against the danger of dust particles.

 

If you'd like me to repeat this entry, say 'repeat.' If you'd like to explore a new topic, simply say the name of the topic— 

You have chosen the topic "dust particles": 

Dust is one of the biggest dangers to travelers on Mars. Dust devils with wind speeds of over one hundred fifty kilometers per hour can carry the particles into rover engines, bearings, machinery, air-locks, and pressure-suit fittings. Dust may travel at such high velocity that it can have an effect resembling sandblasting on equipment and viewports—

 

You have chosen the topic "GPS": 

GPS is available extensively near the Mars bases and within the planet's equatorial zone thanks to line-of-sight repeaters. At this time, there are not enough satellites deployed for full-time planetwide coverage, but our experts at Red Planet Adventures project that within ten years, satellite coverage will reach 100%. 

Availability of navigation services and other kinds of satellite-based communications may be hampered by landforms with an altitude differential sufficient to obscure the satellite footprint or repeater sightlines. In the case of an emergency in which communication is not possible, your tour guide will direct you to the nearest Mars base as quickly as possible. 

 

If you'd like me to repeat this entry, say 'repeat.' If you'd like— 

You have chosen the topic "Mars bases": 

The bases on Mars at present include Sagan in Kasei Vallis—the first and largest, and also headquarters of Red Planet Adventures—Gagarin in Hebes Chasma in the Valles Marineris system, Armstrong in the Gusev Crater, the most isolated of the Martian bases,—

 

You have chosen the topic "Armstrong Base": 

Neil Armstrong Memorial Base is situated north of Ma'adim Vallis in the Aesis region of Mars. The site in the Gusev Crater lies at the mouth of a very long fluvial valley dating from about 3.5 billion years ago. The area has provided some of the earliest evidence for ancient Martian microbes— 

 

You have chosen the topic "Ma'adim Vallis": 

Ma'adim Vallis is one of the largest canyons on Mars. Over seven hundred kilometers long, twenty kilometers wide, and two kilometers deep in some places, it offers breath-taking vistas to the Mars adventure tourist. The course of the valley runs from a region of southern lowlands thought to have once contained a large group of lakes north to Gusev Crater near the equator, the location of Armstrong Base. The tour from Armstrong the length of the valley of Ma'adim is one of the most dramatic offered by Red Planet Adventures—

 

Return to the topic "Armstrong Base": 

While it does not yet provide the level of amenities available in Sagan or Arestia with their geodesic domes, Armstrong Base has its own picturesque charm for adventure tourists. Its networked habitat is reminiscent of the early days of Mars colonization and provides a feel for authentic history. But even here, tourists need have no fears regarding safety considerations. The individual pods in the habitat are constructed from titanium-reinforced buckyplastic, equipped with double air locks, and connected to each other with inflatable tunnels of neoKevlar. Spacesuits are provided for all visitors and included in the tour package. However, it is not recommended that tourists attempt to explore Gusev Crater or nearby Ma'adim Vallis without an experienced tour guide. 

 

If you'd like— 

You have chosen the topic "Safety Considerations": 

Tours with Red Planet Adventures have been optimized for safety—

 

I'm sorry, did you say 'vacuum'?

I'm sorry, I don't understand the phrase, "no eye said fuck you."

Would you like to select a new topic?  

You have chosen to return to the topic "Safety Considerations": 

Despite the hostile environment of Mars, Red Planet Adventures has never had a fatality in the three years we have been offering our tours. While every effort has been made to ensure the safety of our guests, we would like to remind you to use extreme caution at all times while traveling the red planet. Mars dust is a major potential threat to both machinery and humans: dust devils have been known to disable computers and delicate electronics, interfere with radio communications and even damage pressurized human habitats. It is necessary to keep in mind that despite initial terraforming experiments, the atmosphere, the air temperature, and the barometric pressure are still such that Mars remains uninhabitable for humans outside of the habitats. Pressure suits should be worn in all situations where it is possible that the visitor might be subject to Martian elements—

 

You have chosen the topic "Pressure Suit": 

The pressure suits provided for guests of Red Planet Adventures are state-of-the-art suit technology, employing mechanical counter-pressure (MCP) for the extremities of Martian exploration. The MCP suit system consists of a lightweight, elastic bio-suit layer, hard torso shell, portable life-support system, helmet, gloves, and boots. The life-support system attaches to the torso shell. The MCP suit exerts pressure on the body through the form-fitting bio-suit rather than by the breathing gas. The helmet, attached to the life-support system, provides pressurization to the head as well as oxygen for breathing. Tears in a MCP suit can cause symptoms of localized low pressure exposure at the site of the tear (such as bruising and edema), but the rest of the body remains protected: the elastic weave of the bio-suit prevents the tear from propagating. 

The power cells running the suit's life-support system can be recharged using standard hydrogen fuel cells, such as those powering a pressurized rover, for a service life of up to twelve hours. Integrated into the suit is a communications module, biosensors, and the computer you are at present accessing—

 

You have chosen the topic "communications module": 

The communications modules of the bio-suits provide a direct connection to the communications systems in the Mars bases via satellite coverage. This ensures that the traveler can easily contact the rover or the nearest base in case he or she gets lost—

 

You have chosen the topic "satellite coverage": 

Red Planet Adventures does not conduct tours where satellite coverage is unavailable; however, signals may be hampered by land formations such as walls of craters or valles, or rough chasma terrain, among others. Such areas which are frequently traveled will have GPS and comm repeaters mounted along the rim or higher altitudes at regular intervals. If spotty coverage still occurs, it may be the result of storm damage. In the case of an emergency situation, your tour guide—

 

I have no entry in my database for "tour guide dead." 

Would you like to select a new topic?  

You have chosen the topic "Emergency": 

In the case of an emergency situation, your tour guide—

 

I have no entry in my database for "fuck you."  

Would you like to select a new topic?  

You have chosen the topic "Emergency Situation": 

A number of accidents qualify as emergency situations according to the Mars Emergency Rescue Statutes (MERS):

1) Damage to a habitat that would endanger pressurization or breathable oxygen levels. 

2) Damage to an oxygen production plant. 

3) Failure in a wind or solar energy plant. 

4) Failure in the communications system—

 

You have chosen the topic "Failure in the Communications System":

In the case of a failure in the communications system, make your way to the nearest relay station or base as quickly as possible and notify the proper authorities of the failure. This transport-based database will provide you with all the information needed for MERS to localize the problem.

 

You have chosen the topic "Failure in Ground Transportation":

In the case of a failure in ground transportation, notify the proper authorities via satellite as quickly as possible. 

 

You have chosen the topic "Failure in Multiple Systems":

In the case of a failure in multiple systems, a number of options are available, including the following: 

1) Repair of the ground transportation.

2) Repair of the communications system.

3) Manual signaling to nearby bases or relay stations

If none of these options is feasible, it may be necessary to navigate on foot to the nearest base or relay station. With an undamaged bio-suit and full oxygen reserves in the life-support system, an experienced Mars explorer can survive for several days in the open environment. It is, however, critical to maintain suit reserve power: the traveler should be careful not to stray too far from the rover's fuel cell capacity in order to ensure that batteries can be recharged —

 

You have chosen the topic "Fuel Cell Damage": 

Damaged fuel cells can be replaced at all Martian bases. In the event that rover fuel cells are damaged to the extent that return to a base is not possible, notify Mars Emergency Authority immediately. 

 

If you'd like— 

You have chosen the topic "Notify Mars Emergency Authority":

In order to notify the Mars Emergency Authority (MEA), use either the communications module in your pressure suit or the communications system of the rover. Give your location, the unit number of your tour, and a precise description of the problem. A rescue team will be to your site within eight hours. 

 

I have no entry in my database for "rescue my ass."  

Would you like to select a new topic? 

I'm sorry, the volume of your last request was too high for me to understand. Please repeat.  

You have chosen the topic "help":

The Help System of the Mars Traveler's Guide is an extensive database covering a wide range of topics, both informational and practical. If you do not find the topic you need, contact user support and make a suggestion. We are always happy to receive feedback.

 

If you'd like me to repeat this entry, say 'repeat.' If you'd like to explore a new topic, simply say the name of the topic. If you're done using the Mars Traveler's Guide, say 'quit' to shut the system down. 

You have not made a selection for more than ten minutes. In order to access the database, select a topic on your wrist unit or voice a topic of your own. If there is no appropriate entry in the database, search for a similar word or term. If you are no longer in need of the help system, select or voice "quit." 

Would you like to select a new topic?  

The system has been idle for more than thirty minutes and will go into sleep mode. To reactivate the system, simply voice your request. 

The system has been idle for more than sixty minutes. This system is shutting down. 

 

 

END


 

 

The Far Side of the Moon

 

 

Chanda glanced briefly out of the window at her former life, wondering what she had done to deserve this one. She could barely make out the contours of her past, the Indian subcontinent, recognizable behind shifting clouds. Of course, it wasn't really a window, it was a screen projecting a view from the hub. The torus of the habitat was spinning too fast for anything resembling a window or a viewport. 

"Chanda?" Hashim asked, his voice concerned.

"I'm fine," she lied, turning away angrily, back to the sensors for the growth chambers in the hydroponics station: oxygen levels, nutrient tanks, acid flow to decrease pH. The ALS system on the Volva was old, but it was clever and complicated nonetheless. The Volva — or Vulva as the women forced or tricked into working here had dubbed her — was only a small first-generation habitat. 

Chanda was checking the overflow valves when Mee-Noi's clipped, gravelly voice came on the small earphone inserted in her left ear. "New tourist transport docking. All whores to the viewing room." 

She took a deep breath. Whores.

Putting aside the computer for recording the readings, she turned to Hashim. "The new transport is here. I must go to the lounge." 

Hashim rose, wiping his hands on his smock. His mouth had that tight look he got when reminded of her true role on the Volva. 

"I will take over," he managed to get out. She knew him well enough by now — he was angry. According to the other girls, he never called anyone else to his quarters when the traders allowed him one of the "awards" given to the male workers on the habitat. 

Chanda felt no pride in that fact. More often, she resented him because at times he seemed to see her as more than a mere commodity. But then he called her to his room and expected her to perform, just like the rest. 

She stopped in her bare cubicle of a room to change. While her friend Stefania plastered the walls with photographs and filled the shelves with dried flowers and trinkets, Chanda's single decoration was a picture of her fiancé in uniform in front of the Taj Mahal. The only other memento of the life she had lost was a dusty photo album which she never opened.

Chanda stripped off the stretch pants and tunic she used in the biosphere, sponged down, and changed into her whore's outfit. When she arrived in the lounge, most of the other girls were already there. 

"Am I late?" she asked, sinking into her favorite silk armchair. The consortium of international underground organizations which had bought the Volva from a consortium of governments (who didn't much care what went on in space, far beyond any national borders) was only concerned with profit margins, but the backdrop for the merchandise had to at least suggest the opulence the johns paid for. 

Abebe shook her head. Her tiny dress of cream satin and lace shimmered against skin so dark it was almost black. "Stefania and Darya are not here yet."

"They will not come," Jimena said, a small Philippine woman who had been a prostitute back on Earth and never tired of telling them all how fortunate they were here in orbit. "They have retired. I hear they will go to the moon." 

At the word "retired," conversation in the room came to a halt. Chanda's simmering anger turned suddenly to nausea; she put her head between her knees and took several deep breaths. 

She felt Abebe's long-fingered hand on her shoulder. "Sit up, Chandi," came Abebe's low voice next to her ear. "The viewing will be soon." 

Chanda did as told, shaking her head. "Stefania could not retire," she murmured, hating, hating, hating. "She was as much in debt as I. They killed her." 

"I know. We all know." Abebe's rhythmic sing-song soothed, even though she was agreeing to a nightmare. "No one retires from this place."

 

* * *

 

Chanda's earphone crackled. "One for you in zero G, chamber 6!" 

Abebe and several others looked at her with faint sympathy, but little Jimena seemed put out — with her untouched looks, she was usually one of the first chosen after a transport docked. And she seemed proud of it. 

"I must go," Chanda said. "Duty calls." 

Chanda made her way to an elevator that would take her up a spoke to the center of the habitat. She hated the zero G johns. With no resistance besides skin against skin, it took most forever to finish. 

This one was no different. As she groaned in time to his attempts at thrusting without gravity (he kept forgetting to anchor himself), her mind wandered, playing back his guttural English, wondering if he was from Germany or Holland. The Dutch johns were more likely to take her, while the Germans preferred dark Abebe or Thai Siri or Philippine Jimena. The Amis liked the ones with the biggest breasts, like Nadya or Rita or Joy. 

Or Stefania. But no one would take Stefania again.

He grabbed her upper arms with meaty hands, pulling her closer and drifting with her beneath a huge viewport. There were eight zero G chambers in the hub; this one was moonside. Above them it hung, a wide sickle of the far side of the moon. She could make out the Mare Orientale, a spot of darkness on the blade of a knife, hanging in the sky like a threat.

Her earphone came on again, Deshi this time. "More convincing, Chanda! We have Yakuza here now, they watch!" 

Yakuza. The Japanese underground. Together with the Russian Mafiya and the rest of the consortium, they were responsible for the travesty of her life on the Vulva. 

She hated zero G, but she hated the rapes and the beatings more. She groaned a little louder and threw her head back. The jagged knife-edge of the moon made it seem all too clear what waited for her. 

And as much as she hated this life, she did not want to go into retirement. 

 

* * *

 

After four johns from the new transport, Chanda received permission to take a break. She fell asleep immediately, but she didn't rest. Nightmares plagued her, dreams of a place once home, and of Brazilian Stefania inviting her to see the sights of Karnataka, as if it were her home now. Stefania, with wide lips and high cheekbones like Abebe, but skin like tea with milk and hair less wild. She had a laugh to fill a room and a smile to fill a heart. The traders had not been able to break her spirit, no matter how many times they beat her or how many crew members raped her. She had fought them with laughter, something they had no weapons against. 

That made them even angrier. 

Stefania laughed now, standing in front of Shiva's altar in the temple Brihadishvara in Thanjvr. 

"You don't belong here," Chanda said with unshakable dream logic.

Stefania smiled that wide smile and began to dance the alarippu, the invocation to the gods.

Chanda forced herself awake, unable to endure the dream any longer. Checking the time display, she was surprised to see she had slept over ten hours.

She got up and dressed in leggings and T-shirt for work in the biosphere, the job she had thought she came here to do, long ago in the life she had forgotten. Chanda had been so naive then, just a student in Bangalore when the war broke out. After less than a year, nuclear wastelands dotted the Middle East, affecting the Indian subcontinent as well. Hundreds of thousands of boat people circled the globe, searching for a place where life was livable. 

Rather than joining the refugees, she'd signed up to work in the biosphere on a space hotel. It hadn't occurred to her to question why they would take a bioscience major who had been unable to finish her studies. 

And now she was a whore and a wage slave. 

Chanda was the first woman in the cafeteria. She got herself cereal made from the wheat grown in the ALS system and took a table by herself. There was no camaraderie on the Vulva between men and women — while she suspected many of the men were wage slaves too, at least they were not merchandise. 

And they were rewarded regularly with girls of their choice.

Abebe and Siri were the first to join her at the breakfast table. "Did you have Yakuza too?" petite Siri asked, her voice low. 

"I think so."

Siri's mouth grew thin. "I hate them. I had one, I know. He hurt me, over and over, but of course he didn't leave a mark." 

Chanda remembered when Siri first came to the habitat, small and scared and speaking only a few words of English — and a virgin. Chanda was so glad she hadn't been a virgin. 

Siri's parents had sold her to the Yakuza, believing (or pretending to believe) their stories that once she paid off her debts, she would send them money. But none of them would ever pay off their debts. 

Abebe didn't even have a debt. She and her fellow refugees had been captured off the Fuerteventura coast by Eastern European traders who worked with the Yakuza and provided them with "personnel." With no papers and no official identity, Abebe was among those here who were most obviously slaves. 

"I think I had a trader too," Abebe said in her musical voice. "But he wanted nothing special, only a blow job."

Before Chanda could do the loyal thing and provide details of her suspected Yakuza, they were joined by Mee-Noi and a new delivery of girls. Mee-Noi was not a large man, but he was broad and muscular, like a bulldog, and he controlled the girls easily. 

"Some of your colleagues," he said curtly to the new ones. "Siri, Abebe, Chanda. Meet the new girls, Fatma, Haydee, Prahong, Mariana, Birhan, and Ramona."

Most of the girls showed the obvious signs of the traders' "persuasion": jumpiness, bent heads, fear in their eyes when they did look up. But no bruises. 

One — she thought it was the one called Ramona — was a small thing probably no more than thirteen, but with fire in her dark eyes rather than fear. She reminded Chanda of Stefania, with her wild, curly hair and her mix of African and European features.

The girl noticed Chanda's gaze and narrowed her eyes. "Merda!" She gestured at Mee-Noi. "You let this filho da puta, this caralho, make you slave? Balalao!" She turned to the girl called Mariana and spoke rapidly in her own language. 

Mariana looked scared, but spoke for the other girl anyway. "She says she would sell her body if she could get something for it, but here, this is like the mining towns in Brasil, the men who keep you like property, and throw you away like a dirty rag when you are used up."

"There isn't anything we can do," Abebe said quietly. 

Ramona pounded a small, dark fist on the table. "Nothing you can do? Always there is something you can do!" 

Mee-Noi pulled her away with a smile, amused by the show of defiance. Chanda would have loved to match her anger to the girl's, but she knew how Ramona would pay for it. 

"You breakfast now, and then you get ready," he instructed the six new recruits. "After, you will be expected in the hong bud boree sut." 

He neglected to tell them what it meant, although she saw the one called Prahong blanch. 

It was the room for the unveiling of the virgins. 

 

* * *

 

Chanda placed her palm on the door to the biosphere and entered a garden as green as Lal Bagh in the life she had forgotten. Ramona was wrong, how wrong — there was nothing they could do here on the Vulva, so far from anything resembling law or authority. They, the merchandise, were no more than three dozen at any one time, while the male personnel came close to fifty, and there could be up to two hundred "tourists."

She would gladly kill the Yakuza, but with what weapon? They were not even given knives with their meals — the rumor was that too many girls had committed suicide.

Chanda wandered through the ornamental garden. The artificial season in this section of the habitat was late spring, and the scent of lilacs and roses and oleander filled the air. The walls were green and the ceiling blue, the light from the sun strips warm and pleasant, the warmth touched by morning coolness.

A stalk of oleander broke in her hand, and Chanda looked at it, surprised. She had not even known she held the flower.

Was this life her punishment for surviving, her karma? She had committed the normal little sins in her last life, the life of heat and color and spices, had even slept with her betrothed before she went away to university in Bangalore. But her greatest sin must have been staying alive. 

Still, she did not deserve the life she lived now. The only explanation was that life was unfair, and no religion taught that.

She reached the agricultural section of the garden. With a practiced eye, she checked the plants for any sign of disease. Different rooms simulated different seasons to ensure that harvest was continuous, and she passed from late spring to high summer: rows of quinoa, red, ripe tomatoes, and blooming potato plants between shelves of cucumbers and spinach. 

"Good morning, Chanda." 

She turned and inclined her head demurely, succumbing to a lifetime of training. 

"Good morning, Hashim." She hadn't expected to see him this early. 

"No sign of scale or mildew?" he asked. 

She shook her head. 

He gazed at her for a moment out of eyes as dark brown as her own — a good color, honest like earth, not like so many of the johns who came to the Vulva to buy her for an hour or three, men who had eyes the color of a fake sky or a false jungle. 
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