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​
About This Book

Real-life colonists may travel to Mars in our
lifetimes - what will it be like?

Welcome to the second book in my On Mars
series. Earth-born and Mars-born settlers struggle with the
challenges of a hostile planet as they deal with promises and
threats from Earth. Will they survive to build a new society? Keep
posted on my future books, receive offers, and a free piece of
flash fiction every quarter or so by joining my Readers' Club -
Click Here!

I have two kinds of readers. Some of you want me to
just get on with it. I hope the story moves along well
enough for you to enjoy.

​ Some of you
ask for more details. In a few places you'll find an internal link,
like
this, which takes you to a bonus section. These
vignettes belong to the story but aren't essential to the plot.
There are no spoilers in the bonuses, so you may read them as you
run into the links, before you start the story, after you finish,
or never. This is, after all, your book. - Kate -

 


 


​ Epigraph

 


"The significance of our lives and our fragile realm
derives from our own wisdom and courage. We are the
custodians of life’s meaning."

Carl Sagan


Prologue

​


Settlers arrived on Mars
generations ago. Kamp Kans was the first colony, established by
visionaries from Europe's Low Countries at the foot of a massive
Tharsis volcano. Half a planet away and two generations later,
Sino-African Fenghuang District arrived in the lowlands of Utopia
Planitia. Neither Earther group could bear the vast expense of
interplanetary missions for long, so the few dozen colonists were
left on their own to survive. But survival of the Earth-borns
wasn't enough. For humanity to make the hostile planet their home,
the colony had to grow.

When prospectors discovered technology metals in the
Tartarus Mountains, midway between the two settlements, the colony
could finally fabricate vital equipment, including squads of robots
to work on Mars' surface. From their new Cerberus Base, settlers
constructed a transit corridor to unite Kamp and District and,
spaced along the route, they built burgs that each specialized in a
vital technology. Now no disaster at any one habitat could destroy
the colony.

Finally secure, the settlers had planned for
everything except what happened.

 


 


​Chapter One: Kamp Kans

 


Bliss paused with the
transit corridor behind her and the largest city on Mars ahead,
home to six hundred eighty-one people. She stepped through the
archway. Now there were six hundred eighty-two. She'd planned this
move all her life but apprehension tightened inside, because it
looked like all of them were swarming through the plaza.

Kamp's plaza was a standard colony bay, a hundred
paces long, but at home there were only twenty-four settlers. Here,
there was a whirl of people like a human sand storm reverberating
with sound. A man erupted from the throng and headed straight
towards her at a gallop.

"Hey, you!" A woman in crisp khaki coveralls ran
after him.

Bliss jumped back only to bump into someone behind
her. She spun around, apologizing.

Whomp.

"Hey, lady." Bliss had a glimpse of a scraggily beard
and a grin full of teeth as the man grabbed her elbow to steady
her, then disappeared down the corridor.

"So, you're in league with that troublemaker." The
khaki woman planted herself in front of Bliss, fists on hips. She
interrupted Bliss's confused stammer to point straight at her
chest.

Bliss looked down to find a small bolt of fabric in
her arms. The grinning man had slammed it against her and her hands
reflexively clutched the short roll.

She held the fabric out, trying to explain.

"I've never seen you before." The woman's eyes
narrowed but she made no move to take the roll.

"Give the girl a break." A circle of people had
formed around them and another man pushed through. "I was watching.
That Basic dumped it on her."

"If this is yours, please take it." Bliss held the
fabric out. "I don't know anyone here. I've only just arrived from
Hibes."

"You nederlanders need to get smart in a hurry." The
khaki woman took the roll. "You're in Kamp now."

Individuals disappeared back into the crowd.

Bliss slid through the horde to stand with her back
against the plaza's central pond. Her heartbeat slowed as she
regained her equilibrium.

The woman called her nederlander. She didn't
understand exactly what had happened, but that was no reason to tag
her as stupid. Stupid because she came from a burg, one of the
small habitats strung along the colony's transit corridor.

She plucked at her own shapeless coveralls. She'd
scrubbed the smell of Hibes' fish farm from them, but the fabric
was worn thin in places and patched in others. Maybe she was a
nederlander, but she had the same Basic Education as anyone on
Mars. She had her new adult-qualification badge and an
internship.

If she'd somehow made a mistake this sol, she'd
apologize to the khaki woman. But later. Bliss had been traveling
twenty-four and a half hours a sol for five sols, stopping at
transit stations only to grab a meal and switch to a taxi with a
charged battery.

I won't look for that woman now, she thought.
It made sense to follow her original plan tonight and her
enthusiasm returned with the decision.

Bliss wanted excitement in her life and her arrival
proved this was no boring little burg like Hibes. This was the
much-expanded home of twenty-eight Earth-borns who'd arrived on
Mars eight generations ago. Named in honor of an old robotic rover
by the Dutch visionaries who launched the colony, this was Kamp
Kans - Opportunity Site. The first habitat was once called a
nederzetting, she reminder herself. It was an honorable
term. But she was a Kamper now.

She squared her shoulders and tipped her chin up
proudly, defying any doubts.

Bliss had planned this move for as long as she could
remember, all through Basic Education. Now she was here.

 


***

 


It was supper time and Kampers streamed through an
archway that must lead to the cafeteria. Bliss smiled tentatively,
but people hurried by without a sideways glance. When she did catch
someone's eye, they nodded back pleasantly enough. Most were
dressed in khaki coveralls, clean even at the end of the sol, but
there were frequent splashes of colorful shirts and bandanas. Kamp
was a prosperous city and people had more than Basic goods.

Bliss leaned against a central pond built of
waist-high stone and saw it didn't simply house fish. Instead of
aerators, a fountain burbled over decoratively stacked rocks at
each end. Its sides were gleaming white, contrasting beautifully
with the floor of massive stone fabricated from Martian sand and
splotched with beige, brown, and orange. Fabricated walls curved to
a barrel-vaulted ceiling that seemed higher than her home plaza,
though she knew the bays were standard construction. It must be the
colors and sounds that made Kamp's plaza feel so grand.

Bliss crossed the plaza with a light step, her pale
auburn braid bouncing against her backpack. She was a city girl
now, on her own for the first time, and she planned to enjoy every
sol. She started by browsing kiosks selling Extras. It was like
visiting every burg on Mars, only better. There were dates from
Planitia Hamlet, apples from Olympus, and fabrics woven from
Amenthes' bioreactor outputs.

"Bliss!"

She spun around, startled at the sound of her
name.

"Beeb, who's calling me?"

"That is Nia calling you." The colony's Artificial
Intelligence responded through her ear gel. "Her kiosk is to your
right."

Oh, yeah. Nia lived in Kamp now. Hibes had
been home to two kinderen families - one with Bliss's parents, aunt
and uncle, siblings, and cousins. Nia was a mother in the second
family. But both sets of children were adult-qualified now. Last
jaar Nia returned to Kamp, her childhood home. Only my
parents, Bliss thought, want to spend their whole life in
Hibes smelling of fish guts and mealworm bedding.

She spotted the short, energetic woman and waved.

Nia kept ties with Hibes and bought their mealworms
to sell, spiced using a recipe Bliss's parents had developed. Bliss
breathed in the familiar smell as she approached a sample bowl on
Nia's counter and reached for a worm. She had to admit they were
delicious and reached for another.

"None of that, girl," Nia said sharply. A tight pony
tail emphasized her wide face and stern expression. "Your mother
told me you've got a position in Kamp, so you can buy a bag like
everyone else."

Bliss gripped her pack's shoulder straps with both
hands to keep them from wandering back to the worms. A man waiting
at the counter chuckled.

Nia handed the man a bag of freshly fried worms,
reached into a tub behind the counter, and dumped a handful into a
pan.

"Don't be telling your mother they aren't fresh," she
said as Bliss leaned forward and frowned at the pan. "I freeze them
before cooking. Kampers don't like to see their mealworms writhing
when they hit the heat.

"When do you start your job?" Nia asked.

"In a couple sols."

"I could use some help. Want a job in the kiosk until
then?"

"Oh, no," Bliss said. "I came early so I can look
around."

Nia harrumphed with a parental sort of disapproval.
But Bliss clamped her lips together tightly, refusing to be
swayed.

"Which job did you get?" Nia asked without looking up
from her pan.

"Building a public park. The first one on Mars."

"That's Vance's project, isn't it? You'll be working
in a surface suit. Did you know that?"

"Of course." The project sounded splendid, though
Bliss didn't know much more than what she'd told Nia. The intern
posting was vague. She hadn't told her parents it required
surface-qualification, though of course her father looked it up.
With her mother, he tried to talk her out of taking the job, saying
risks on the surface were too great for a recreational park, for
anything non-essential.

Bliss said goodbye to Nia without buying any
mealworms and slipped back into the crowd.

Despite being a Kamper, Nia had fit in well with
Bliss's parents at Hibes. She was practical like they were and
always working. Bliss understood why there was little time for
play. There were as many tasks vital to survival in a little burg
as in a city. Life support with all its pumps, compressors, and
fans had to be maintained with human hands. Ignoring a rattle or
leak could lead to a system failure. Mars was a deadly planet and
technology kept them alive.

Beyond life support, wastes had to be recycled,
clothes cleaned, food cooked - and then the fish and mealworms
tended. While Bliss was growing up there were only eight adults in
Hibes with their gaggle of children, so she learned to work hard,
even if she couldn't resist sneaking off sometimes to play games or
view entertainments. She'd always felt guilty when her mother
tracked her down in some corner, but she also knew there was more
to life than raising fish and children.

One thing her parents never did was go out on the
planet's surface. Each burg had a squad of robots to construct new
bays and harvest air and water from the scant supply in Martian
dunes. Not a large squad like the one constructing bays for Kamp,
just three bots controlled by the colony's AI. When they needed
human maintenance, specialists came to Hibes.

A surface requirement added a thrill to the intern
posting. Bliss was glad her parents had argued with her because
that gave her a reason to be obstinate, which had advantages. It
ensured she applied for the position, guaranteed she'd accept it,
and made it easy to push any of her own misgivings aside.

People go out on the surface all the time, she'd told
her parents with exaggerated patience. It's perfectly safe.

 


 


​Chapter Two: Quarrel

 


Bliss fiddled with her new
mic. She wasn't used to it yet.

"Still with me, Beeb?"

"I am tracking you as you requested, Bliss."

The settlement's Artificial Intelligence was
distributed across thousands of servers in the colony's habitats,
plus all the planet's satellites, vehicles, robots, and devices. At
home it could hear her voice vibrating through the bones of her
skull to her ear gel or monitor her from an imager platform in the
ceiling, but she'd been warned the ambient noise in Kamp made that
unreliable. She pushed her ear gel in snuggly and traced the mic
wand with her fingers from the hook over her ear along her
cheek.

"Where do I pick up my boots?"

"Second archway on the left, Bliss." The AI's voice
was serene as always. It would guide Bliss through Kamp while
simultaneously operating satellites, updating analytics,
maintaining Mars' intranet, and responding to every other settler's
request.

There was a long table in the bay beyond the archway.
Bliss paused, shifting her small shoulder pack. There seemed to be
workshops or labs beyond, but before she had time to ponder, a man
walked up to the other side of the table. His skin was the color of
tea, networked with fine wrinkles, and his long hair was white.
Generation Six, she thought. Someone's grandfar for
sure.

"Can I help you?" He smiled. "I know everyone in
Kamp, but I don't think we've met."

He reached out and Bliss grasped his forearm.

"Try them on before you go." He handed her the boots
she'd ordered from a shelf behind the table.

Before she left Hibes, Bliss had carefully viewed
images of Kamp's new-adult residents to learn the current styles.
Those were the people she wanted to meet and befriend and she was
anxious to look right. There wasn't much opportunity to earn
credits at Hibes and now a goodly percentage of what she'd hoarded
went to buy this pair of fashionable boots.

She slipped them on. Thick soles cushioned against
the stone floor and the uppers were made of soft felt reaching
halfway up her shins. Instead of a shade of beige, they were bright
crimson with blue toe caps.

"They're great," she said, rocking from heel to toe
with satisfaction. "Beeb, transfer my payment."

She tied her old work shoes to her pack and hopped
back to the plaza. She couldn't stop grinning. The boots were
perfect - she'd fit right in. Everything was perfect.

Well, almost everything. She hadn't convinced Lok to
follow her to Kamp. Lok was from Nia's kinderen family in Hibes,
her playmate, classmate, and best friend.

They'd visited Kamp once when they were little. Hibes
sent mealworms to all the cities and burgs but Bliss's mother
thought specially-spiced snacks would sell as an Extra. She'd
traveled with Nia to Kamp to explore opening a kiosk and Bliss had
begged to go along. Then she'd insisted Lok accompany them.

When she accepted the internship, Bliss reminded Lok
of the wonderful time they'd had and was surprised to hear he only
remembered suffocating crowds and too much noise. So he refused to
come, which was upsetting because, lately, their relationship had
become physical.

No one objected to youthful explorations. Her
medichip was firmly in place, not to be deactivated until she
reached the optimum age for child-bearing, and even then only when
she'd joined other parents-to-be to start a kinderen family. As
everyone learned in Basic Demographics, it was each settler's
responsibility to raise children. How else would their colony grow?
And why else did the first colonists bring thousands of embryos in
cryostasis to ensure genetic diversity?

Bliss would do her duty. But she was still too young,
which suited her fine. She wanted some fun. It would have been
comforting to bring a friend with her, so when Lok refused to look
for a job in Kamp, she'd considered canceling her internship. But
only for a moment. A little apprehension was understandable and she
wouldn't let that keep her from her goal.

Bliss shook off thoughts of Lok and future
responsibilities.

"I'm hungry, Beeb. Let's go eat."

 


***

 


The cafeteria bay was large and crowded. Bliss
watched other settlers carrying plates to clusters of round tables
from two long serving benches that ran down the center of the
bay.

"Beeb, how do they handle Basic here?"

Every settler was entitled to Basic Living - warm air
to breath, a pair of coveralls, and food and water. In the burgs,
that didn't matter much because there were few luxuries and
kinderen families shared everything. But here lines snaked along
two different smorgasbords.

"Basic is limited to the bench on your left."

Now that Beeb pointed it out, she noticed the
right-hand side had a variety of dishes that had to be Extras.
Those were for people with permanent status, either because they
were raising children in Kamp or were members of a lab team.

Bliss joined the left line and picked up a plate.
There was tea, baked potatoes, poached fish, and steamed greens. A
nice selection, but Bliss expected that. There was also stevia for
the tea and a pot of beans stewed in tomatoes. She smiled at a huge
bowl of sautéed onions - another Hibes specialty. They had to do
something to recycle all the fish guts so their gardens were the
best-fertilized on Mars - perfect for the sweetest onions. Eating
on Basic wasn't bad in Kamp.

Something crashed behind her.

Bliss spun around to see a plate spilled across the
floor and an angry young man. Two others in stained coveralls
laughed at him and poked a third man grinning between them as if
sharing a joke.

"You did that on purpose." The young man flexed his
fists.

"Maybe you're just clumsy." The grinning man's lips
curled back, baring teeth.

Bliss recognized the nasty smile. It was the man
who'd shoved a roll of fabric into her arms. The one who'd gotten
her into trouble.

"Everyone saw what you did." The young man took a
step closer to Nasty Smile. Nearby conversations quieted as
everyone stared.

Technology made life possible on Mars' lethal surface
but survival depended on cooperation. Teams maintained life support
systems and gardens, fabricated equipment, and performed a thousand
little chores. Willing labor accomplished it all, based on
persuasion and consensus. Public conflict was like cosmic radiation
- it might not kill in an instant, but would destroy the colony
over time if it wasn't shielded. Displays of temper were frowned on
and disputes didn't escalate into open clashes.

Bliss had never seen adults fight. Her stomach sank
and her vision narrowed as she stared at the men, not knowing what
to do.

"Look what you did to this woman." The young man
pointed at Bliss. She looked down and her fluttering gut twisted
tighter. Tomato sauce splattered across her boots.

"They're brand new." Bliss's words came out in a wail
and angry tears filled her eyes. A dozen faces were turned towards
Nasty Smile and his laughing friends - who stopped laughing under
the angry stares.

Half the watching crowd now frowned at her too, as if
by being involved somehow put her at fault.

"I should Name you." The young man leaned forward,
glaring at Nasty Smile.

Named. Named could lead to Shamed. Hearing the threat
chilled Bliss inside. To be Shamed meant no one would work with
you. No one would even talk to you.

"Sorry, sorry. Don't be like that." His nasty grin
gone, the culprit spread his arms wide. "It was an accident."

One of the cooks appeared, thrusting a bucket and
towels forward. Nasty Smile and his friends bent to clean the
floor.

It might look like a childish tussle, but the
tightness inside Bliss didn't relax. Nasty Smile had apologized but
no one seemed satisfied. The young man stalked off. Nearby diners
returned to their conversations but cast frequent dark looks at the
three men.

"Are you alright, dear?" A soft faced woman
approached Bliss with a square of cloth. "Are your parents
here?"

With a jolt Bliss realized she was acting like a
child.

"I'm fine, thank you." Bliss accepted the cloth and
wiped her boots.

Embarrassed and confused, she walked stiffly to the
serving bench and grabbed a baked potato with the cloth still in
her hand. Using it as a sling to carry the hot spud, Bliss left the
cafeteria with as much poise as she could manage.

 


***

 


The plaza was no longer crowded, though several
groups still surrounded the kiosks. As she walked, Bliss tried to
make sense of the confrontation. It seemed as though the men
involved knew each other and maybe had a grudge. That could happen.
Her sister once refused to talk to her for a week when Bliss ran
across her garden patch and trampled the parsley.

The cafeteria quarrel had nothing to do with her. It
had to be a coincidence that Nasty Smile was there, that her boots
got splattered. No one else had been standing close, maybe because
Kampers expected trouble between those men. It wouldn't take her
long to learn her way around so she could avoid other people's
problems.

Once her work team assembled, she'd be part of a
group and could ask questions. Until then, she'd have to be more
aware of what was going on around her to stay out of trouble.

"Beeb, where's my room?"

"Walk around the fountain and proceed to the next
archway. That is your dormitory bay."

Bliss didn't want Nia to see her upset and skirted
behind the mealworm kiosk.

At home, rooms for adults who weren't raising
children filled half of Hibes' plaza. Here at Kamp, there were two
dedicated dorm bays.

Bliss stopped under the entry arch. Away from the
crowds and standing in a cool breeze from the ventilation system,
she took a deep breath and felt better. No stupid accident would
ruin this sol. She'd looked forward to moving into her own room and
it was somewhere in front of her.

Two rows of rooms, built back to back, filled the
center of the bay starting behind the communal baths. Someone
darted around her with a mumbled apology. People trickled in,
heading either left or right.

"Go right," Beeb said.

An aisle a hundred paces long stretched between rooms
and the bay wall. There were no windows in the rooms, just a door
every three or four paces. But the most amazing thing about the
dorm was - there was a second set of rooms built on top of the
bottom rows. Bliss had specially asked Beeb to arrange a second
floor room for her.

She carefully navigated the stairs. The upper walkway
was narrow with a single pipe as a handrail. When Bliss stopped at
room sixty-two and turned to look off the walkway she felt dizzy.
She'd never been this high before. She edged forward and gripped
the rail. Lights were strung on the bay wall above eye level. That
must be what stars in space would look like, if space was rusty
brown. The curve of the bay was close enough to touch, though she
squeezed the rail till her knuckles were white.

When Bliss shoved open her door it rebounded off the
inside wall. A small desk hugged the edge of the doorframe, just
wide enough for a chair to slide under. On the wall beyond the desk
a bunk filled the room from front to back. The only other things
were a few pegs on the opposite wall, but Bliss thought it was
wonderful. She dropped her pack on the bed and fished out a name
tag her father had made. The holder on the door was a standard size
- the tag fit perfectly.

Bliss stepped back into her room as people walked by,
but left the door open. She ate her potato, smiling and nodding
whenever someone walking by caught her eye. But she was too antsy
to stay put for long. Now that she had her room, she felt like a
real Kamper and her run-ins with Nasty Smile seemed like a nuisance
rather than a problem.

When she asked Beeb what Gen Eights did at night, it
told her there was music in the plaza canteen. That sounded like
fun.

 


***

 


She sat at a canteen table and immediately understood
the dark, plate-sized tiles were more than decoration. They
provided a good background to project images.

Like anyone who worked with her hands, Bliss wore a
bracelet with two slender tethers so she could slide her thimble
devices safely up a sleeve. She propped her arm on the tabletop and
slipped them out.

"Beeb, show me my credit balance." She spread the
fingers of her left hand and the thimbles on her thumb and little
finger projected an image.

Once she started her internship, she'd be earning
credits every month, so she could splurge tonight. She thought
about Nia and the spicy mealworms from home, but there was a kiosk
that sold punch made of alcohol blended into watermelon. She'd
never seen a watermelon, except in images, but had read about the
punch while researching Kamp and was anxious to try some.

She wouldn't have many credits left for the week if
she bought a cup of punch, but she could live on Basic. Making her
own decisions - having so many choices - was as intoxicating as she
expected the punch to be. Her heart fluttered as she went for her
drink.

The first sip was cold and thick on her tongue - all
the melon's crimson flesh was mashed into the drink. She stirred it
with the sliver of rind suspended in the cup and took a sniff,
which caught in her nose and made her cough. That must be the
alcohol. She took another sip, determined to monitor her reactions
and watch for signs of impairment as her research suggested.

People were arriving, dragging chairs and tables
together to perch on. Some had physical instruments - metal bars
laced together and struck with narrow rods, rattling pottery balls
on handles, and didgeridoos made from ceramic tubes so long the
player rested one end on the floor while blowing into the
mouthpiece. Most of the musicians, however, played virtual
instruments on palm-sized pads. Beeb transmitted their audio to her
ear gel.

Gen Eights in colorful clothes crowded into the
canteen, talking in small groups or fetching snacks from kiosks or
the canteen's serving bench.

Bliss stood holding her drink, looking around
hopefully for someone to say hello to. Directly in front of her was
a group of young men, laughing and bragging together. A blond in a
striking blue shirt glanced her way. Bliss smiled, but his eyes
skipped over her face, ran down to her boots, and swept away, back
to his friends.

Bliss frowned.

Was that a rejection? Or had she only imagined he
looked her way to begin with?

"Don't let him bother you," said a voice at her side.
Bliss turned to find a fresh-faced woman about her own height. The
woman's eyes followed the blue-shirted man and she crinkled her
nose in disgust. "Those are the manufacturing interns. They think
they're too good for the rest of us."

Someone called a name and the woman stepped away with
a wave before Bliss could say anything.

This isn't a good place to meet people, she
thought, justifying her discomfort. Everyone's already in a
group.

She had an urge to run to her room, check messages,
and catch up on some reading. But the cup of punch was an anchor in
her hand. She took a gulp, barely noticing the taste. There was a
chair abandoned between two tables, not belonging to either one.
She spun it around to face the musicians and sat down
thankfully.

Her eyes locked on the hands of the closest musician,
fingering strings on a long-necked instrument.

She took a measured sip. She'd never had any trouble
talking to travelers who stopped for a night at Hibes - like every
burg they had an attached transit station and kept a few rooms
reserved for visitors.

These Kampers had lived here for jaars and she'd only
just arrived. She could ask Beeb for a class to practice meeting
people. That was a good plan for morrowsol.

I'll enjoy the music now and talk to people some
other time.

 


 


​Chapter Three: The Team

 


Every colony
habitat connected bays together like beads on a string, adding more
at the ends each jaar. Kamp was huge and even boasted
cross-connecting corridors so people could walk from string to
string without going all the way back to the spine. For a while it
was fun to walk on and on through bay after bay. Kamp seemed to
extend forever. Bliss passed a group striding along two abreast
that Beeb said was a walking club. The AI recommended walking for
exercise and stress relief.

Labs arranged their operations on either side of an
open central aisle, so Bliss could view workshops without bothering
busy teams. There were bays dedicated to manufacturing, spinning
and weaving, ceramics, and a variety of operations she could only
identify by asking Beeb. Everyone was busy so there were no more
strange encounters like the ones with Nasty Smile.

After a while she was tired and Beeb guided her to
the greenhouses where she could sit on the raised wall of a
fragrant herb garden and rest. The bay was bright with strings of
LEDs, closely spaced the full length of the greenhouse, just high
enough to walk under. On top of the usual brown and orange
striations in the stone, streaks of green decorated the walls -
algae growing where condensation trickled down.

She could have watched soil being prepared in a new
bay. Beeb said that work was underway at the far end of the string
- a long walk so Bliss skipped it. There were greenhouses at Hibes
and she'd prepped soil herself, washing raw Martian sand with water
to remove salts like perchlorates, boiling away the wash water to
leave toxins behind for disposal, and then dumping the clean sand
alternately with sacks of compost into a new garden bed. It was
part of Basic Education.

A week turned out to be a long time with nothing to
do but wander, even in Kamp. Maybe she should have lingered a sol
here and there at burgs along the way. Hibes sat at the middle of
the transit corridor, a manufactured tunnel running from Fenghuang
District at its far northwest end eastward to Kamp on the equator.
Travelers usually spent nights in burgs along the way, which would
have made it a five sol trip. But Bliss had left home as soon as
she received the intern invitation and Beeb ran her taxis straight
through.

By the end of the week, Bliss was anxious for her
intern team's first meeting.

After an early breakfast, she left the plaza to walk
along the spine, the long utility bay. Its center aisle was wide
enough for a half-dozen people to walk side by side, and narrow
aisles led between blocks of equipment to the entrances of
bays.

The equipment was familiar, though to support such a
large habitat a lot of life support systems were jammed in a tangle
of pipes and ducts. A musky whiff of waste water hit her as she
passed a sterilization conveyor where thinly spread sludge entered
an ultra-violet unit before being sent to the greenhouses.

There were tanks and pumps, cubical rooms housing air
filters, and gauges, valves, and wiring everywhere. Even below her
feet - Bliss spotted slots in the floor that allowed stone slabs to
be hoisted up to reach more pipes and ductwork.

Through a half-dozen arches spaced along the spine to
her right were strings of kinderen bays for children and their
parents. Those were considered private spaces so Bliss hadn't
wandered there, but the layout would be like her home in Hibes.
Just many more bays.

On the spine's other side were long strings of labs,
workshops, and greenhouse bays that she'd spent her sols
exploring.

At the end of the spine she turned right into the
spaceport bay which, like the dorms, had two levels. Rovers docked
below, but the spaceport was named for the upper airlocks leading
to jumpships. Ships could blast into orbit for satellite
maintenance, though they were used more often for shuttling
equipment from place to place on the surface.

The airlocks had small view ports in their outer
doors, but the only significant windows in Kamp were in the round
observation dome at the far end. A corridor to the dome extended
past the outside power receivers that caught microwaves beamed down
from orbiting solar energy stations, and then right-angled so
cosmic radiation streaming through the windows didn't shoot
straight into the habitat. During her wanderings, Bliss had shrunk
from the windows with their view of endless desolate dunes. It
wasn't much of a tourist attraction in her opinion.

Bliss turned into one of the project rooms tucked
under the jumpship docks. Her team leader was already there.

"Vance." She walked to the front of the room, hand
extended, to greet him. "I'm happy to meet you in person."

"Bliss, isn't it? The fish farmer." He was fair
skinned and squarely built - maybe not by Earth standards, but
unusual on Mars where low gravity grew long-limbed, willowy bodies.
Gen Six, Bliss guessed. Old enough to be a grandfar.

"Yes. I have a Badge in Aquaponics," Bliss said.

Vance turned away so Bliss sat down. He seemed
awkward, oddly stiff and unsociable. She hoped the rest of the team
would be friendlier.

Ushi arrived next. Gray streaked the single black
braid down her back. She was old enough to have adult-qualified
children, maybe a Gen Seven like Bliss's own parents. It was
strange for someone so old to take an internship.

The last intern arrived late. Kilby had a mop of
dark, disheveled hair atop a cheerful brown face - a deep warm tan,
not like the dull streaks in fabricated stone. He apologized and
said he'd been sightseeing on his walk along the spine. He was from
Cerberus City, the technology center of Mars with four hundred
settlers, so Kamp's spine couldn't be very different from his home.
Bliss doubted he'd been examining the equipment. More likely that
was an excuse because he'd overslept. That might account for the
uncombed hair, but no sleep lingered in the flash of his dark
eyes.

Ushi frowned at him, but Bliss returned his smile.
He'll be a good teammate, she thought, and leaned towards
him to whisper.

"I'm Bliss," she said. "Glad to see there's another
Gen Eight on the team."

"Nice to meet you too. But I'm Generation Five
myself, in a line from District settlers."

Bliss blushed at her error. Kamp was the oldest
habitat on Mars and had birthed two generations before an Earther
cartel sent ships to establish Fenghuang District. Even in Kamp,
each family's children were born over four or five jaars, so in
time the generations naturally spread out. Bliss had learned that
in Basic Demographics. The last Gen Eights weren't born yet, while
the first Gen Nines were already a jaar old. In a burg with only a
couple families, parents coordinated so their children had
age-mates and it happened that at Hibes all the kids were Gen Eight
- a handy age-tag that wasn't true in cities. Bliss should remember
that and not be such a nederlander.

"I hope you're all as excited as I am," Vance said,
standing at the end of the table. "Building a park in the Peacock
Mons lava tube is a public good." Despite the upbeat words, he
glared at them as if daring someone to disagree.

"Settlers can't huddle inside habitats forever. Mars
has tall mountains, deep canyons, vast plains, and at least one
enormous lava tube."

His eyes lost focus as he looked upwards. In the
pause Bliss followed his gaze to a deep orange splotch in the tan
ceiling, an artifact of fabricating the stone from sand. There was
nothing else there.

Vance cleared his throat and his intensity
returned.

"Not many people will ever climb Olympus Mons - my
grandfar knew that. But they'll visit a pressurized attraction.
Building this waterfall park is my family's contribution to the
future. My contribution. Our contribution. Mars-borns will remember
us for a thousand jaars."

Vance stared up at the ceiling again, so Bliss snuck
a look around. Kilby nodded happily. Ushi had crossed her arms over
her chest and one corner of her mouth twitched with apparent
annoyance.

"I've mined in the lower reaches of that lava tube
for jaars," Ushi said. "And I've seen the chamber you call a
waterfall. That's why I joined this team - I'm curious. If you'd
posted more details about your plans on the wiki, you might have
gotten backing for an ongoing project and not just six intern
trips."

That caught Bliss's interest.

"I understand we get free time in Kamp between
trips..."

They ignored her.

"I got enough votes to use a rover and the mining
bivouac."

"But you're spending a lot of your own credits,
aren't you? Kamp might support you more if..."

"They're my credits and I'm an old man. I won't need
them much longer. I neglected this project for too long - may not
have another chance."

Ushi sighed and tried a different question.

"What criteria did you use to choose interns? The
posting said 'experience with mining or aqueous systems a plus.
Must be surface-qualified or be willing to qualify.'"

Bliss felt a tingle of worry in her gut. Miners like
Ushi worked in surface suits and Kilby, being from Cerberus, was
probably surface-qualified on robot maintenance. Maybe everyone
else was used to working on the planet's lethal surface. To take
surface training sounded easy enough when she applied, but she
didn't realize she'd be the only one.

"As Ushi knows..." Vance drew out the last word,
glaring at Ushi under thick brows. "The lower reaches of the lava
tube have a floor of high-grade ore. Iron and nickel." He shifted
to face Bliss and Kilby.

"But you two have never been there. The upper reach
includes a steep drop in several steps. It drained a magma chamber
billions of years ago when the volcanoes were active. So the
lithologists tell me. Cold and dead for eons now, like all our
volcanoes. Metals didn't settle from the magma there, so no one
paid much attention. Except for daredevils willing to live in
surface suits for a sol or two while they climbed up the inside of
Peacock Mons."

Surface suits weren't meant for overnight use.
Yuck.

"Is that a problem, Bliss?"

Bliss sat up straight. She hadn't meant to wrinkle
her nose.

"My family has been working, on and off, to
pressurize the waterfall." Vance continued while staring at her.
"It's my family's hobby."

"Strange sort of hobby," Ushi said. "Your time might
be better spent inside Kamp, in the labs or the greenhouses."

"My grandparents started the project." Vance stared
at his hands now, slowly clasping and unclasping his fingers.

"They piled ice inside for pools and built airtight
walls above and below the falls. My mother and I set up atmosphere
harvesters. A few lights. Heaters." He trailed off, shook his hands
as if flicking off drops of water, and resumed.

"Kamp's voted to sponsor the rest of the work. Our
task is to install soil to form garden pockets, plant vegetation,
and stock fish in the pools."

"Wait a minute. You have liquid water directly in
contact with the lava rock?" Bliss asked. Subsurface rock stayed at
Mars' average temperature. "That'll be sixty degrees below zero.
Even with air heaters, water will freeze against the bottom of the
pools."

"We'll install more heaters and lights on our first
tour." Vance seemed irritated by the question.

Bliss wondered what else would be a surprise.
"Tilapia can't survive in cold water, even if there's no ice.
Catfish are heartier, but for optimum growth..."

"I found a tank of koi in District City." Vance
spread his hands and smiled, as if marveling at his own good
fortune.

"Koi?"

"Apparently, there's been a tank of koi there since
some Earth-born brought them in her personal allotment back when
District was founded."

"That would mean generations of families have been
breeding fish in a kinderen home pond." Bliss was skeptical. She'd
never heard of a different kind of fish in District.

"I don't care about history. The family has koi and
says they like cold water. They've agreed to give me six fish and
you're my fish farmer. You figure out how to keep them alive at the
waterfall."

"Well, okay then," Bliss said. "I should review your
schedule. It takes time to establish pond life. Otherwise I'll need
automatic feeders."

"So? Don't you have automatic feeders at Hibes?"
Vance asked, sounding angry. "Do you plan to do nothing but
obstruct?"

"Planning to keep your fish alive is hardly
obstructing."

Ushi suppressed a laugh. "You wanted a fish expert.
Sounds like you got one."

"Who has these fish? I'll get in touch with
them."

"I can't tell you that yet," Vance said.

Bliss snapped her jaws together tightly to bite off a
sharp reply. She didn't want to argue with her team leader - she'd
want a good recommendation when she looked for a permanent job.
Beeb would answer her questions later, or a general request posted
to District would be answered by some resident there. Koi fish
couldn't have been kept a secret for generations. She'd simply
assumed that when Hibes was built, the tilapia and catfish
transferred there represented all the fish on Mars. She'd never
considered asking if there were more species.

A different kind of fish was an exciting discovery
and her jaws relaxed as she thought about that. The colony was
bigger than she'd realized and already she was learning something
new.

"Right now, let's look at the schedule for our six
tours, as our fish farmer requested." Vance tapped a pad and a
display filled the wall.

"Each tour gives us two weeks at the waterfall. We'll
live in the mining bivouac. Then we get a two week break when the
miners return for their shift."

Bliss perked up.

"You've got us planting herbs on tour three and
releasing fish on tour five. What happens after the last tour?"

"Then the storm season starts. No one stays at the
bivouac after that. So, Kilby." Vance turned his attention to the
eager young man. "All the utilities need to be on automatic."

"Excuse me." Bliss frowned at the projection. "This
isn't going to work. There's no time to establish a living
pond."

"The family in District can send some pond life with
the koi."

"It's not that simple. What's the oxygen content of
the water? Are there dissolved minerals? I've never seen a feeder
that holds enough for an entire storm season - that's two hundred
sols. Or one that doesn't need a kick every week or so."

"If you're going to have a negative attitude, you can
drop out now." Vance glared at her. Glaring seemed to be his usual
expression, but this time his brows bunched down especially
fiercely.

Her stomach tightened.

"I'm your fish farmer, right? I'm telling you how to
succeed."

Bliss could raise tilapia and catfish - she'd done it
since she was a child. If koi really existed, she'd figure them out
too. She stuck out her chin with more confidence than she felt.

"Bliss has a point," Ushi said. "I also need to
examine what you've planned before I make any promises in my area
of expertise."

"Which is..." Vance turned to Ushi. "That should be
obvious. The team will be working underground and we need to move a
lot of material. Sort of reverse mining. Ushi's a fine miner, and
that's hard, painful work. Dangerous, too."

It sounded like grudging praise though Ushi's smile
was tight-lipped.

Ushi began quizzing Vance on the supplies he had
arranged. Kilby looked serious for the first time as he asked about
life support maintenance, which was one of his tasks.

"Beeb, why didn't you ever tell me there were koi in
District?" Bliss bent down to tug at her boots and hide her
whispered question.

"You never asked, Bliss."

That was the trouble with the AI. If the koi people
hadn't made their breeding records public, Beeb would never violate
their privacy. And it seldom offered information spontaneously,
even from open directories.

Bliss drifted into her own thoughts as the others
talked. She rubbed her thimbles together, anxious to search Beeb's
database for koi.

"Here's what we'll do tomorrow," Vance said, bringing
Bliss out of her ruminations. "Ushi will help me load supplies.
Kilby, you run the checklist on our rover and trailer, and confirm
our spare parts inventory.

"Bliss. I scheduled you for three sols of surface
training, starting morrowsol at fourteen-thirty. That's right after
breakfast, Mars Universal Time. You use Universal Time in the
burgs, right? Meet your instructor in the second airlock."

Bliss gulped and gave another firm nod. Her
irritation - of course she used Universal Time, Hibes wasn't that
backwards - was swamped by nerves.

Ushi, their most experienced intern, was skeptical of
the project. Bliss embarrassed herself in front of Kilby by showing
off her nederlander perspective on generations. And the team leader
wasn't pleasant at all. Everything Bliss said irritated him, and
besides that he was strange. But there was no way she'd resign the
internship and slink back to Hibes, even if things weren't going
quite as she'd expected.

Maybe she was lucky she wouldn't take surface
training with any of them because she didn't want the added stress
of her teammates watching her. Bliss did very well in classes, both
theoretical and practical. She could strip down a pump as fast as
her father and analyze tilapia genetics with her mom. But she
preferred to practice on her own before anyone judged her.

Ushi had grumbled about the six month project being
short, but it sounded fine to Bliss. She could tolerate anything
for six months, which should be enough time to find a permanent
position at Kamp. All she had to do was pass the surface
training.

Lots of people were surface-qualified. This should be
easy.

 


 


​Chapter Four: Surface Training

 


As soon as she left the
meeting, Bliss checked the pre-lesson recommendations for surface
qualification. There were vids to watch - no problem there. There
was a note that clothing under a surface suit was optional, but a
special set of undersuit clothes was recommended.

"Beeb, tell me about the undersuit and what it
costs."

Bliss was sorry she'd bought the boots and watermelon
punch, because now she was out of credits and could only think of
one thing to do if she didn't want to be naked during training.

"Beeb, send Vance a message. Tell him I need credits
to buy stuff for my surface qualification. Ask if he's willing to
advance me my first tour's pay."

He was, but deleted ten percent for the trouble. That
didn't seem fair to Bliss, but she didn't have much choice. She
wasn't about to ask her parents for credits in her first week at
Kamp.

Beeb directed her to a clothing shop in the same bay
where she'd bought her boots. After admiring a rack of bright
samples, she picked out a tank top and shorts with Beeb whispering
to her that purple was the most popular color. The undersuit was
stretchy, made from fibers grown in Amenthes' bioreactors, and
would - the settler at the counter assured her - fit as tight as
her own skin. The deep purple contrasted glowingly against her pale
skin.

The next morning, Bliss left her thimbles on her desk
and pulled coveralls over the tight top and shorts. She coiled her
braid to keep her hair out of the way of a suit's sealing ring, as
one of the vids suggested. Her fluttery stomach didn't want
breakfast, so she walked directly to the spaceport.

Bliss thought she'd arrive early at the airlock, but
found the instructor and two other students already there. The boy
and girl were younger than her, still living with their parents in
a kinderen home. When Bliss nodded a greeting, the boy ducked his
head and fiddled with his sleeve. The girl admired Bliss's red
boots and chattered about nothing in particular. Maybe she was
nervous too.

The instructor opened the airlock and a sharp smell
hit Bliss in the face. She sneezed. Despite the airlock's cleaning
unit, surface dust clung to suits hanging inside the airlock. Eons
of pounding by solar and cosmic radiation created that smell like
burned electronics. The instructor frowned at the suits and Bliss
sneezed again.

"That's why we emphasize thoroughly vacuuming a suit
after use," the instructor said, pointing at Bliss.

"In Earth's high gravity, dust settles quickly. Here,
the particles hang in the air, so you inhale them and they can
travel deep into your lungs. If you can smell it, you're inhaling
dust that can damage tissue over time."

Bliss pressed a thumbnail hard between her nose and
lip to keep from sneezing again.

They sat on the bench as the instructor took forever
to explain how to vacuum the suits and tut-tutted over whoever left
the suits' outer layers in such a state.

The rebreather explanation was more comforting. Each
suit included a life support pack to absorb carbon dioxide -
another thing that could kill you, Bliss noted - and generate
oxygen. She could breath for as long as the pack's batteries
lasted, which was usually over twelve hours.

"Any questions? No? Okay, then. Suit-up."

Bliss took a compression layer from the closest
hanger, left properly inside out so sweat from its previous user
could dry. The girl had brought a towel in a bag that smelled
medicinal and was wiping her suit. Bliss gave hers an ineffective
shake before turning it right side out.

They slipped off their coveralls. All wore tight
clothes underneath, but even so they dropped their eyes immediately
to the compression layers in their laps. Soon embarrassment was
lost in giggles and groans as they struggled to don the suit.

A suit's compression layer compensates for the lack
of atmospheric pressure outside. It would keep their capillaries
from rupturing through their skin, as the instructor said several
times. But it felt sizes too small. Bliss learned how to accordion
the dark stretchy fabric into her hands and start at an ankle. The
tight shorts made sense now as, little by little, she worked the
layer up her body. The big ring at the top slid over her hips and
shoulders. The arms were even harder to get into, since she only
had one hand to manipulate the elastic fabric. Lastly, compression
socks and gloves completed the skin protection. Being squeezed on
all sides felt awful and Bliss had to work to inhale.
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