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The Humans of Mars Podcast

“Welcome to the Humans of Mars monthly podcast. ’'m
your host, Doctor Paula-Mai. I'm on the ground—or
should I say—beneath the ground, in the first human city
on Mars. We call it Sub-Mars.

“There’s been a lot going on. The world has been
following the sensational preparations for making this
B.E.C. settlement a thriving city. As a reminder, the first
settlers aren’t BEC scientists or corporate mining
employees. The settlement at the moment is the size of a
small village, but we’re growing fast. The speed of growth
and the imperative to remain sustainable are a huge
challenge. For this episode, I'm privileged to have one of
the new arrivals as my guest: Tom Nithercott, from the
Allies of England.”

Paula-Mai gave him the ‘thumbs-up’ and handed him
the mic. “Hello! Thanks for having me,” Tom said, his
heart racing. His life had all but fallen apart. The whole
situation of being on Mars, and on a podcast, was surreal.

“You’ve been here a few days and already had a lot to
deal with. Please remind listeners what your principal role
is and go from there.”

“Okay.” His circadian rhythm was shot to hell. It was
like jetlag on stilts. He hoped he would come across
sensibly. “My primary role is as an undertaker.”

“So you got a free ride, right?”

As if. “Technically,” he agreed, “but what I do is
important. I’'m an undertaker’s assistant. I don’t have all
the signed-off embalming’s under my belt a fully-fledged
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undertaker has, but caring for the dead is different out here
anyway. There’s no open casket and there’s no
embalming. In fact, there’s no casket at all. That may
change in the future but right now we use a VIBbag.
Instead of a furnace the VIBbag uses vibrational
frequency to create the ashes. The process is a dignified
form of cremation. At this time, there is no burial
capability either. Families and friends need time to mourn
and I hope to give them that. My job is to bring closure so
they can recover from the loss of their loved one.”

“Let’s go back a bit,” Paula-Mai said. “What was your
journey like?”’

“It took six months, which was great.”

“Lucky you. I came out in the second scientist party.
Took us nine months. That’s a lot of free courses.”

“Yes,” Tom chuckled. “It was a straightforward
journey. Exactly what they trained us for. The big
differences came when we arrived. Settlers are not
employees. Scientists like yourself are paid by B.E.C.
Miners have various corporations around the world—I
mean, of course, Earth—backing them. It’s not like that
for settlers. You get food, accommodation and healthcare.
Right now, it’s not clear to me how I’ll be able to replace
the VIBbags once they need replacement. That’s the
expensive technology used for Martian cremation as
previously described.”

“Surely, B.E.C. will replenish your supplies.”

“There’s no such agreement. And it’s not sustainable to
rely on that. They’ve indentured me for the price of our
tickets with no idea how long my term is before I return
to Earth. Will it be possible to work off my travel here
ever?”
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“You had a one-way ticket. What did you expect?

“I expected to get paid for my services. Since I’ve
arrived, I’ve been told work, or I don’t eat.”

“What were you told by B.E.C.?”

“Not much before I left. First, I didn’t expect to be the
only undertaker. Plus, I understood there were a few
bodies needing my attention. I expected two maybe, five
at the most. So far, I’ve counted thirty. You’d know the
numbers here better than me. I’ve been told that’s around
ten percent mortality rate.”

“That’s high,” Paula-Mai said. “Mining will be the
main cause | expect. How many have you dealt with?”

“Five. That’s pretty good in two days. Dead bodies are
different out here and most of them are highly radioactive
where they’ve been kept outside. This appears to be for
two reasons. Firstly, community health reasons and
secondly, it helps to keep the bodies cold, preserving
them. I have special gear and procedures for my
protection and the settlements when I bring them in. When
a body has been stored this way my processes are slower
than with a body that’s come straight from within the
settlement. Also, [ have no way of telling who most of the
deceased are. That sounds odd. I think it’s because the
miners are in and around Ceri in the belt so much, there’s
no accurate accounting for who is on the settlement and
who 1sn’t. Telling who they are really depends on whether
they have any identifying labels on their clothing that are
intact. Most have died as a result of suit failure or caused
by some catastrophic collision, or they’ve asphyxiated.
The later, can leave the body unrecognizable.”

“What about their overalls? I mean miners are issued
different overalls than the scientists on purpose.”
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“Right. The first five are in mining overalls. Four are
men and one is a woman.”

“Why doesn’t a miner’s funeral get paid by the
company?” Paula-Mai asked.

“No idea. I have to hope someone’s keeping tally. It’s
terrible. I’ll be keeping count. I'm going to bill them
anyway. I’d like us to have a minute silence to remember
the five brave miners that came out here in good faith and
who have lost their lives to the dangers of Mars.”

“Yes, of course. That’s a great idea.”

When their time ended, Tom cleared his throat. “You’re
probably thinking that was a long minute. You’d be right.
The decimal calendar adopted out here means decimal
time too. A minute here is a hundred seconds, not sixty.
This difference sounds insignificant. Not so. The
settlement has a whole different way of working because
of the decimal time situation. Because people out here
clearly run out of air and asphyxiate, is the way they think
of time a factor in their death? I don’t know. Are the suites
running Earth time while the spacer’s using Martian time?
That could account for them thinking they have more
airtime than they do. It’s a valid question.”

“I’d suggest meticulous record keeping and taking the
data to the employers,” Paula-Mai said. “Would you like
to send a message back home?”

“Okay, I haven’t prepared for this question at all. So,
I’'m going to wing it. We arrived safely but our lot (I mean
everything about the way we live as settlers) is in need of
great improvement. I need you to understand that, because
what I’'m about to share is... is difficult.”

“Take your time.”
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“The ship we arrived on left an hour ago for Earth.
There’s no turning back. Living arrangements for settlers
are embryonic. This was my dream and it’s only because
I’m indentured that I’m not returning. There’s no end date
for me. If you are coming out here or thinking about it,
make sure you have a return get-out clause. All corporate
employees and scientists go through a two-year rotation
to ensure their health. I have no such luxury. And what
will I be threatened with next? Water restrictions? Maybe
even air reductions if I’'m not as productive as it’s thought
I should be?”

“The scientists figured indenture would be the way
settlers came out here,” Paula-Mai said. “We didn’t figure
there’d be no end date to it.”

“I don’t want to see this happen to anyone else,” Tom
said. “This mission, this adventure is worth it, but only if
we’re able to make a living—at least at some point.” He
moved in his seat to make himself more comfortable. “To
my family, I love you and I'm safe, for now at least. And
I’m going to make sure this doesn’t happen to any other
settlers. I’'m going to introduce myself to the other settlers
that arrived with me and see if we can improve our
situation.”

“Don’t you think this is going to put people off?”

“It’s not okay to lie about this, not even by omission.
Look, I don’t want anyone back home to worry.
Hopefully, you realize already that all the settlers out here
are extremely inventive and entrepreneurial. We will keep
you posted about our improvements. Maybe a few of the
other settlers can come on the podcast?”

“Yes, yes. Exactly what everyone back home’s going
to be interested in.”
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“I’1l need scientific support with what we can do with
the remains and creating a resting place for them. You’re
a soil expert, Paula-Mai, maybe you’d be interested in
helping me do this safely?”

“Sounds like a side project I might be interested in. I
might even be able to get scientific funding for materials.
Let’s keep in-touch on that.

“Well, we’re out of time. Rest assured we’re
welcoming the settlers as much as possible. Don’t forget,
you can contact me directly at the link in the show notes
with any questions or messages for my guest, Tom
Nithercott. Being a trailblazer is not easy. There’re stark
realities to starting from scratch. The scientists are
relatively comfortable now, but at first it was tough. And
there are still challenges. Every day, we learn so much
about our new environment. Watch this space, as it gets
easier.”
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