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Becoming Martian 

Bat Johnson had estimated the probability of Mars being a miserable, depressing 

place to be eighty-seven percent, but that hadn’t stopped him from selling everything 

he owned to buy a ride on the next cargo ship to the red planet. He could certainly 

attest that the ninety-seven-day trip to Mars was both miserable and depressing.  

The trip was miserable because Bat was confined to a very small space with his 

sixteen fellow passengers, since the bulk of the cargo hold was taken up by a giant 

drill quite appropriately nicknamed Big Bertha. Due to the mammoth on board, the 

passengers had been restricted to a third of the normal size restrictions for luggage. To 

make matters worse, within a week, no one could tell who smelled the worst since they 

all smelled equally awful.  

The trip was depressing because the passengers conjectured endlessly about all 

the great things they’d do on Mars. All the others were doctors of one line or another. 

Bat had just finished a two-year program. He already knew his job would bring him no 

recognition, even though he was necessary. He was about to become the first 

mortician to the growing Mars colony. That would make him the best mortician on the 

planet—if only by default.  

When he’d heard about the opening for a mortician posted on his school’s job 

board, he’d applied as soon as he saw it was on Mars. He didn’t care that it paid the 

lowest salary ever seen in his career. He later learned that he had been the only 

applicant, but he liked to think he would’ve gotten the job, anyway.  

Mars was a dream come true for Bat, where he’d be his own boss and have more 

than a little time for peace and quiet. He didn’t especially care for people, and he cared 
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for adventure even less. Sure, the trip to Mars could be considered an adventure, but 

once he landed, he expected to be the least busy mortician in the solar system.  

He spent the ninety-seven-day trip nestled in between two crates, planning his new 

mortuary business, though he had little idea as to what his real estate space within 

the Bionet would look like. Until he landed, he’d have to guess, which is exactly what 

he did. Between those two crates, he planned his new business, making lists on 

spreadsheets, and drawing diagrams of where he’d store all his tools and chemicals. 

The other passengers thought him a bit odd, but then they remembered he was a 

mortician, and morticians were generally thought to be a bit odd.  

When he wasn’t planning his mortuary, he was researching the Bionet. He learned 

things such as no one called the Mars Bionet the Mars Bionet. They simply call it MB 

for short, because any place that had some modicum of fame had its own acronym (an 

acrostic, to be more precise). By the time they landed on Mars, Bat had the entire MB 

layout memorized, and had worked out every single detail of his business. 

After the ship docked at the MB, Bat was the first one off the ship. He froze, and 

nearly dropped his giant duffel bag. The MB housed 2,493 colonists, and every last 

one of them seemed to be crammed onto the dock. Bat had never been good around 

people, at leaving the living ones. He swallowed, realizing they were no doubt there to 

welcome each of the newest residents as they entered the MB. Taking a deep breath, 

he stepped forward.  

“Hello,” Bat said, with an awkward wave.  

“Is Big Bertha on board?” someone asked.  

“The drill? Yes,” Bat answered. “It’s a beast of a thing.” 

People cheered, and began chanting, “Big Bertha! Big Bertha!” 

A tinge of disappointment niggled Bat, but he also felt relief at not having to meet 

the colonists. In a rush, he pushed his way through the crowd and to the welcome 

desk, where a rather fit young man sat.  

He set down his bag.  

The clerk eyed Bat. “Name and occupation?”  

“Bat Johnson,” Bat promptly replied. “I’m the mortician.” 

“The more what?” 

Bat winced. “I’m the undertaker. Don’t you know what a mortician is?” 

“Don’t look at me. I was born here. Never had one of you guys before. The 

government says we have to use you.” He scrolled through his screen. “There you are. 

You’ve been assigned pod E6B. That’s on this level. You can move in anytime. Maps 
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are on every level by the stairs. And, here’s your key card. It’ll gain you entry to 

everywhere you have access, as well as to all the screens. If it doesn’t work on a door, 

you don’t have access. The Martian Handbook is available on the screens. Orientation 

is at 2800 in the Commons—that’s on the main level. Any questions?” 

Bat blinked twice. “Uh, I don’t believe so?” 

“Welcome to Mars,” the clerk said without any hint of congeniality, and motioned to 

the passenger standing behind Bat. “Next.” 

The next man stepped up to the counter next to Bat. “Dr. Michael Gundersten. 

Scientist.” 

The clerk grinned. “Dr. Gundersten! The whole MB’s been talking about your 

arrival. It’s an honor, sir. I have a goodie bag here for you. Let me page an assistant to 

show you around.” 

“Well, it seems you get the full welcome mat rolled out,” Bat said drily, but the 

doctor ignored him. Not that Bat was surprised, since the doctor had said only five 

words to Bat on the entire trip. Bat remembered them. They were, “What do you do?” 

followed shortly by an, “Oh.” After that, none of the passengers had much to say to 

Bat. It was the first time he discovered that people tended to feel uncomfortable 

around morticians, as though anyone in that profession had cooties. Bat surmised 

that morticians reminded people of their own mortality, a concept Bat always found 

odd since people were, by nature, mortal. He had to admit that humans were an odd 

species. 

Bat stepped away from the counter and lugged all his life’s possessions toward the 

stairs. Even though he had the MB’s floorplans memorized, being here in the flesh was 

more than a little intimidating. Gray plastic walls and rilon beams protected the MB 

from the Martian elements outside. With no windows, it was impossible to tell if it was 

daylight or nighttime, though the MB followed its own 30-hour daily schedule anyway.  

The MB was a seven-level structure, with six levels below the planet’s harsh 

surface. No human could survive more than a few seconds outside, which meant that 

the MB was the colonists’ entire world for all practical purposes.  

As Bat made his way through the narrow hallway, it came as no surprise why the 

Mars entry exam asked about claustrophobia. Bat handled tight spaces admirably. 

What he couldn’t handle was lactose. He had a terrible intolerance to the stuff. 

Fortunately, there were no cows on Mars. Or goats, for that matter. So he was 

expecting his gastric life to be much easier now that he was thirty-plus million miles 

from lactose-producing creatures.  
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He had a minor intolerance to people, especially the irrational ones (which was 

nearly everybody). While he had a strong desire to help others, he never had the 

aptitude for the most simple of conversations, and he most definitely never had a 

knack for talking with the opposite sex. Eventually, he’d realized that people were 

much easier to get along with when they were already dead. 

Bat pushed his way against the colonists still arriving at the dock. As he entered 

an even smaller hallway, traffic lightened and he could breathe more easily. He found 

pod E6B as the last door in a dimly lit hallway of storage closets and warehousing. The 

only level that had outer walls exposed to the Martian elements and cosmic radiation, 

the ground level faced the most risk, and therefore only the residents with free 

housing lived here. Bat wondered who else lived on this floor.  

On the bright side, his may be one of the few pods with a window. He excitedly 

fumbled with his key card, scanned it over the lock, and the light turned from red to 

green.  

He stepped inside and dropped his bag. The door automatically closed behind him. 

The pale gray pod was so cold he could see his breath. Before him, in the middle of 

what should’ve been his tiny living room, stood a large plastic slab on wheels for 

processing cadavers.  

He let out the breath he’d been holding, relaxed, and chuckled. “For a second, I 

thought this was my housing pod.”  

He casually walked around the tiny workroom and admired clean shelves. “This 

will do nicely.” He noticed a door in the wall and cocked his head, imagining the office 

that must be on the other side. He opened the door, and his frown returned. He then 

rushed through the unit’s adjacent—and much warmer—studio apartment. He 

collapsed on the seat at his kitchen table-slash-desk.  

He no longer cared that he had no window. He was far more disappointed in having 

a combined mortuary and studio that made a twenty-second-century New York 

apartment look like a mansion. “Free housing,” he muttered. “I should’ve known 

better.” 

He stood and looked through the open doorway. At least they had the decency to 

put a door between the two rooms. Then, he shut the door and went to bed, though 

the constant hum of the MB’s heaters kept him from getting any respectable sleep.  

The next day, Bat was tired, but his excitement had returned. By the time he 

finished unpacking, the sign-maker had arrived. 

“How do you spell it again?” the sign-maker asked.  
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“M-O-R-T-I-C-I-A-N,” Bat said for the third time.  

“Why not put ‘undertaker’ on the door. People know that word better.” 

“Because I prefer ‘mortician’.” Actually, it was because “mortician” was one fewer 

letter than “undertaker”, the sign-maker charged by the letter, and Bat was flat broke.  

The sign-maker seemed confused for a moment before shrugging. “Whatever you 

say.” And he went to work. 

An hour later, Bat stood in front of his door, scowling. “Oh, for God’s sake. You 

spelled it wrong.” 

The sign-maker looked at the sign, and then shrugged. “No, I didn’t. I spelled it 

exactly how you told me.” 

“No, you spelled it wrong. I’m only paying you for nine letters.” 

The sign-maker took a step closer. He was several inches taller and at least fifty 

pounds heavier than Bat.  

Bat swallowed and held out his key card. “Or, I could just pay for the full ten.” 

The man nodded, took the card, and swiped it on his tablet. He handed back the 

card. “It was nice doing business with you.”  

Bat didn’t watch him leave. Instead, he stared at his door, which read: 

MORETICIAN.  

After a long moment, he gave a small nod. “Other than the letters, he did a rather 

nice job.” 

He headed back in to finish organizing his mortuary. While being a mortician is 

unequivocally not right for everyone, Bat rather enjoyed his vocation. He was his own 

boss. And, there was something about each project having full closure that felt right to 

him. No such things as unfinished business; not when it came to death.  

Until Bat arrived, volunteers had performed the role of undertaker. Everything 

went fine until the administration back on Earth learned that one of the volunteers 

was doing the job only to get access to the key cards—and any other possessions on 

the deceased when they died—so they could get into their pods and steal what they 

could discreetly take before Security itemized everything. Earth had decided that Mars 

needed a mortician, and here Bat was.  

He glanced at his clock and stiffened. “I’d better get going.” He shut off the lights, 

locked his pod, and strode through the hallways—which were much quieter than this 

time the day before. He arrived at the commons fifteen minutes before orientation was 

scheduled to begin.  
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Bat was the first of his shipmates to arrive. After taking a seat at a large round 

table, he looked around the commons. The room was the largest in the MB, built for 

all the early colonists to eat meals together. Now, the MB had grown a hundredfold a 

couple times over, and residents ate whenever they wanted.  

He watched the large screen on the wall, where news of Big Bertha had been 

playing constantly. Evidently, they had unloaded the drill, moved it all the way down 

to Level Seven, assembled it, and had it up and running in twenty hours. In the first 

hour, the drill had already broken through a strange, incredibly hard bedrock that had 

stopped all expansion plans. Thanks to Big Bertha, expanding the MB was back on 

track as the colony’s priority, which meant the colony would continue to be funded by 

Earth.  

Bat sniffed the air. He walked over to the front of the cafeteria as a cook set out 

fresh-baked bars. He realized for the first time that he hadn’t eaten since he’d arrived. 

Even though they were an ugly brownish green, his mouth watered, and he looked up 

at the cook.  

“It’s a desert-flavored Mars bar,” the cook said.  

“I’ll take one.” 

“Sure thing.” The cook wrapped a bar and handed it to him.  

Bat didn’t bother sitting down. He unwrapped the bar and took a bite. It was 

vanilla flavored with plenty of sweetness that had quite an artificial taste and a bitter 

aftertaste, but it was still better than anything Bat had eaten during the trip to Mars. 

He took another quick bite. “This isn’t half bad,” he said with a full mouth.  

“Glad you like it,” the cook replied. “There’s plenty more where that came from.”  

After he finished, he tucked the wrapper neatly into his pocket, and wiped his 

fingers on his pants. He held out his hand. “I’m Bat Johnson, the new mortician at 

your service.” 

“The more what?” 

Bat sighed. “I’m the undertaker.”  

“Ah, of course.” The cook analyzed him for a moment. “Yeah, I could see that.” 

Then, he shook Bat’s hand. “I’m Hank Strafford. Pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

Bat smiled, feeling as though he’d just made his first friend on Mars. He 

remembered what he was doing there in first place, and looked at the large clock on 

the wall. He turned back to Hank. “I’m here for orientation. It should’ve started two 

minutes ago. Yet, no one’s here yet. Do you know if they changed the meeting 

location?” 
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Hank’s brows rose. “Orientation was last night, buddy.” 

Bat’s jaw slackened, then he shook his head. “No. The fellow at the welcome desk 

said 2800. I distinctly remember him saying, ‘2800 in the Commons’.” 

“It was 2800. Last night. I was working. I know.” 

Bat began to grumble something, but his card vibrated, startling him. He pulled it 

out to see a message flashing. He cocked his head. “It seems that my first customer 

has arrived.” 

“Someone croaked?” Hank asked. “Who was it?” 

Bat shrugged. “It doesn’t say.” He looked up. “I suppose I’d better get going. You 

have a nice night, Hank.” 

“You, too, Bat.” 

As he turned to walk away, his stomach rumbled long and loud. Bat froze, then 

turned slowly back to Hank. “By any chance, Mars bars wouldn’t happen to have 

lactose in it?” 

“Of course,” Hank replied. “Artificial powdered milk. We use it in damn near 

everything around here. With the lower gravity, we need to take in extra calcium for 

our bones.” 

“Oh. Just great,” Bat said on a sigh and trudged back to his pod. About halfway 

back, he was running. The only thing he could think as he sprinted was how his life 

couldn’t possibly get any worse.  

The Martians are dying! 

M. Schumacher—or Poor Schmuck, as Bat called him—died from a run-of-the-mill 

cardiac arrest. Not the most common cause of death on Mars. That would be mining 

accidents. And definitely not the most common cause of death for a twenty-five-year-

old in peak health.  

Like most miners, Poor Schmuck had listed no visitation service in his will. It was 

straight to the crematorium for him. The streamlined service made it easier for Bat, 

which was a good thing since it took him several hours to recuperate from his lactose 

episode. Unfortunately, streamlined service also brought less money. 

Bat stood over Poor Schmuck, still wondering what had caused the man’s demise. 

Cardiac arrest made no sense. Every colonist had comprehensive annual exams each 
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year. He had scrutinized the body and done everything up to a full autopsy, but hadn’t 

found what could’ve caused the victim’s heart to fail.  

The door chimed, and Bat started. He looked up from the corpse to see Dr. Gould’s 

image on the wall screen.  

“Enter,” he said.  

She stepped inside. Dr. Gould was the elected governor of Mars, and seemed to be 

on every MB committee that existed. Not only was she governor; she was the colony’s 

chief physician. That she and Bat didn’t hit it off from the beginning wasn’t a good 

sign.   

“I’m checking back in to see how things are wrapping up with Dr. Schumacher. Are 

you finished yet?” 

Bat absently pondered how it seemed that everyone—except him—were doctors on 

Mars.  

“Poor Schm-Schumacher has been processed and is ready for cremation. However, 

I’d like to examine him a little longer.” 

She picked up a tablet and began entering details. She spoke without looking up. 

“I’ve run complete bio-scans and have irrefutable results that say Dr. Schumacher 

died from cardiac arrest.” She then looked up. “Mr. Johnson, you’re not a medical 

examiner. In fact, you don’t have any medical credentials. So, please tell me, why 

you’re better qualified to determine the cause of death than I am.”  

“I’m not saying I’m necessarily better qualified. I’m just saying that I find his death 

to be suspicious.” 

“I see.” She pursed her lips. “I understand that you’re new and want to do a good 

job, but you’re a mortician, not a medical examiner. Leave the medical science to the 

professionals.” She put down her tablet. “There. I’ve notified the personnel at the 

crematorium. They’ll be expecting you within the hour.” 

“But—” 

She shot him a hard look. “If Dr. Schumacher is not cremated within one hour, I’ll 

find you a new job here. Do you understand me?”  

“Perfectly,” Bat said with a hint of a sneer. 

She strode from the pod without another word, leaving Bat alone with Poor 

Schmuck.  

Bat turned to the body on his worktable. “Well, it seems that folks don’t care about 

what happened to you.” 

Poor Schmuck didn’t reply.  
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Bat took a seat and stared at the cadaver for a long moment. With no answers, he 

blew out a sigh and pushed to his feet. He covered the body in a thick, opaque plastic 

fabric. He wheeled the cart out of his pod and into the hallway. The few residents in 

the small hallway gave him a wide berth as he pushed the table the short distance to 

the crematorium.  

“Don’t worry. He’s not contagious,” Bat said when a young woman stumbled trying 

to step aside in time. He paused. “At least I don’t think so.” 

She stared at him aghast before hustling down the hallway. He shrugged and 

continued along his way.  

Bat’s pod was the nearest of all pods to the crematorium, for obvious reasons. His 

first night on Mars, he learned another reason why all the cheapest pods were on 

ground level… all the heavy machines were on that level. And they were loud. Bat’s 

home sounded like a freight train—minus the whistles, of course—was running 

through it when the air converters fired up every thirty-eight minutes of every day, 

precisely.  

The heaters, also known as the crematorium, were the loudest machines of all. The 

air purifiers were surprisingly quiet, but the heaters were monstrous beasts. The 

heaters themselves were housed outside the MB, built to run off the ultra-thin carbon 

dioxide that made up the Martian atmosphere. The machines were accessible through 

a tunnel from the main colony.  

Bat pushed his cart up to the door leading to the tunnel and swiped his card to 

open it. The door didn’t open. Instead, a scraggly fellow with a filthy face appeared on 

the screen.  

“What do you want?” 

“I’m Bat Johnson, the mortician.” 

“The more-what?” 

Bat sighed. “I’m the undertaker. I’m here to use the crematorium.” 

“Oh, you’re the one Doc Gould told me about. Come on then.”  

The screen went blank, and the door opened with a swish. Bat pushed the cart 

down the narrow tunnel. The walls were covered in a reddish soot, and he found 

himself breathing harder in thin air that was thick with dust. The door at the other 

end of the tunnel stood open, and the scraggly fellow stood just the other side.  

Bat had to stop when the man didn’t move. 

“First, the ground rule.” The man held up a finger. “Don’t touch, do, or even think 

about doing anything around here without my permission.” 
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Bat shrugged. “Okay. What do I call you?”  

“Sir.” 

“Um, what do I call you, sir?” 

“Sir.” 

“Sir?” 

“Sir.” 

“Sir,” Bat echoed, dubious. He glanced around, though there wasn’t much to see. 

The large machines filled the space, allowing only a small walkway around each one. 

The air was hazy with red dust. “Isn’t it dangerous to breathe the air in here?” 

“No. I’ve been doing this job for going on forty years. And, I’m as healthy as an ox.” 

Bat cocked his head at the skinny man, who was covered in a layer of dust. They 

stood in silence for a long moment.  

Bat spoke first. “Where’s the crematorium?” 

Sir grimaced. “I don’t know why they call it that. It’s really just a venting shaft off 

Ginny over there.” He pointed to the largest machine.  

Sir led Bat to Ginny, and they walked halfway around. On the side was a square 

door. Sir hit a switch, and the light above the door turned green. He cranked open the 

door and pulled out a metal slab. “There. You load it up. And, I’ll show you how to do 

it.” 

Bat lined up his cart next to the slab. Then, he pushed the deceased from the cart 

and onto the metal, and found himself a bit surprised at how easily a cold body slid 

across smooth surfaces. 

Sir spoke as Bat worked. “NASA sure thought of everything. It’s a pretty ingenious 

setup when you think about it. Minimal energy waste. Once you shut that door, the 

Mars atmo sucks out any moisture through the vents. Then, a couple blasts from 

Ginny here wraps up the process. Instant fertilizer for the gardens. You know the 

number one rule around here.” 

“What’s that?” Bat asked as he lifted the sheeting that covered Poor Schmuck, 

folded it, and tidily tucked it away.  

“The rule?” Sir asked. “Don’t waste.”  

“That’s it?” Bat asked.  

“Yeah. Why?” 

“That’s a rather dull sounding rule. A rule of any importance should have a bit of 

panache to it. I expected something more like, ‘waste not, want not.’ Or maybe an 

alliteration or something.” 
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Sir guffawed. “Well, that’s just silly. ‘Don’t waste’ is simple and to the point. It 

doesn’t need anything fancy for folks to remember it.” 

Bat thought for a moment. “I suppose so.” He went to push the slab into place. 

Poor Schmuck’s hand draped over the side, and Bat paused to lift it back into place. A 

spot of red skin caught his eye, and he lifted the hand to examine the small patch of 

swollen skin.  

Bat frowned. “He has a bug bite. A rather nasty one.” 

“That’s impossible,” Sir said, bending down to look at the hand. “There aren’t any 

bugs on Mars.”  

Bat scrutinized the deceased’s index finger, where the swollen spot certainly looked 

like an insect bite. 

“Well, I’ll be,” Sir said as he looked over Bat’s shoulder. “It sure does look like a 

bug bite though, doesn’t it?” 

“Maybe something came through in the cargo,” Bat said. 

“Impossible. A bug hasn’t gotten through the decontamination process in a 

hundred years,” Sir countered.  

“Do you have a camera?” Bat asked.  

“Do I look like I have a camera?” 

“Everyone has a camera.” 

“Why don’t you have a camera then?” Sir asked.  

“I don’t like them very much.” Bat shook his head. The bite was probably nothing. 

He lowered the hand onto the deceased’s chest, pushed the slab into place.  

Sir stepped in. He cranked the door closed. “Make sure it’s locked, and then all you 

have to do it hit this button. One blast should do it, but I use two to make sure. I’d do 

it, but Doc Gould has this whole ‘separation of duties’ thing.”  

Bat lifted his finger and eyed Sir.  

Sir nodded, and Bat pushed the red button on the heater. The heater squealed for 

a couple of seconds before silencing.  

“Now, hit it again.” 

Bat repeated the process.  

“And that’s all there is to it,” Sir said. “You can get the stuff out of there now. 

Bat opened the door to find a pile of ash where Poor Schmuck had been. He took 

out a box and a hand brush from under his worktable, and swept the remains into the 

container he’d be taking down to the gardens. Evidently, cremains made a rather 

decent fertilizer.  



Aukes / BAT JOHNSON  12 

Bat’s card vibrated as he closed the box. He read the text. “That’s unexpected. It 

seems I have another client.”  

“Another one?” Sir asked after he closed the heater door. “Damn. Busy week.” 

 

Several hours later, Bat stood, deep in thought, over his latest cadaver. Another 

twenty-something man who’d died from cardiac arrest. This man, too, had an insect 

bite, this one on his palm. Bat certainly didn’t believe in coincidences.  

He went to his system and dialed Dr. Gould.  

A man’s face came on screen. “Dr. Gould’s office. How can I help you?” 

“I need to talk with Dr. Gould. It’s important. It’s about…” He paused to look at the 

cadaver’s name. “D. Williams.” 

“Please hold.” The screen blanked for a moment before the man’s visage came back 

online. “I’m sorry, Mr. Johnson. She’s busy right now.” 

“Well, tell her I’ve found something that links the two deaths and would like her 

opinion.” 

“Is that all?” 

“Isn’t that enough?” When the other man didn’t answer, Bat continued. “That’s all.” 

The screen went blank, and Bat considered his next steps. He’d run scans on the 

odd wound, but unfortunately he had no medical equipment since he was no medical 

examiner and certainly no doctor.  

What Bat did have was access to the MB’s computer system. He sat down and 

researched the two most recently deceased. It took only a couple minutes of detective 

work—okay, all he did was search the directory—to find what he needed.  

Each man had performed a different job. M. Schumacher was a mining engineer, 

while D. Williams was a geologist. Each had been in perfect health, like nearly every 

colonist. The only thing they had in common was that both lived on the same level. In 

fact, they were neighbors, housed at the very edge of the residential pods on their 

level.  

Bat leaned back in his chair. He had a suspicion he’d be seeing more bodies, since 

it seemed that Level Seven had a bug problem.  

A zinger of a discovery 
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Bat Johnson should’ve had the easiest job on Mars. Working in a colony of young, 

healthy pioneers, he’d calculated that he’d have approximately one client every two 

months—enough to pay his living expenses while giving him plenty of free time to 

spend as he pleased. 

Bat had already cremated two men this week, and was now looking down upon his 

third cadaver.  

Dr. Wenger, Dr. Gould’s assistant, had come upstairs, and now stood across the 

table from Bat. The doctor scrolled through the screen on his medical scanner. “It’s 

just like Dr. Gould told you. The analysis still shows cardiac arrest. The scanner is 

never wrong.” 

“But, look at the bite on his foot,” Bat said, swinging the large magnifying glass 

over to the doctor. 

Dr. Wenger gave a lame attempt at looking through the glass before turning back 

to Bat. “I know it’s odd looking, but I can’t ascertain that it’s a bite. It’s more likely a 

form of contact dermatitis. It could be adult acne.” 

“Acne? On his foot?” The last word puffed out in a little cloud in the cold room. 

The doctor shrugged. “You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen since coming here. 

Mars is a lot different than Earth. It brings an entirely new set of environmental 

factors, which lead to new impacts on the human anatomy. Back when the colony first 

started, it wasn’t uncommon for teenagers to develop both cataracts and 

osteoporosis.” 

“You need to run more tests,” Bat ordered. 

Dr. Wenger’s brow lifted before his eyes narrowed. “I need to do my job, or else Dr. 

Gould won’t be happy. And, running down an irrational theory is not doing my job.” 

“It’s not irrational,” Bat countered. “I’ve seen this same thing on all three bodies. 

“Listen, Bat. I’m not an epidemiologist. I specialize in sports medicine. But, even 

so, there’s no way I could defend that a small wound like that could lead to death. It 

doesn’t fit medical reasoning.” 

Bat shook his head. “Level Seven is infested. I know it.” 

The doctor sobered. “If there was an infestation, the drilling teams would have 

noticed, don’t you think?” After a moment of tense silence, he continued. “Plus, the 

systems constantly scan the MB for any signs of danger. All systems are reporting 

normal status.” 

“The systems must be wrong, or someone’s covering something up.” 
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“Watch yourself. Everyone had the MB has the same goal, and that’s to see the 

colony thrive. No one would cover up a risk to the MB. While three deaths in one week 

is exceptionally high, three is still statistically possible. However, my job as medical 

examiner is to determine that. Your job is to take care of the deceased in a respectful 

manner. Dr. Stevens was an esteemed geologist. Inventing conspiracies is not 

respectful.” 

“I’m not inventing—” 

Dr. Wenger held up his hand. “We’re finished here. You need to watch yourself, 

because you’re already on Gould’s list. Do your job—and only your job—or else Dr. 

Gould will find a new mortician. Trust me. She’d have no qualms changing your 

position. How do you think we got all our janitorial staff around here?” 

Bat pondered the pros and cons. After a moment, he said, “Being a janitor may not 

be so bad.” 

The doctor shot a hard look at him, then strode from the mortuary.  

Bat grumbled. Everyone complained at him to do his job when he was frustrated 

that no one else seemed to be doing their jobs. He knew something was going on, but 

his hands were tied. He sighed, and took S. Stevens off to the crematorium.  

An hour later, Bat returned to his pod with an empty worktable. As he boxed Dr. 

Stevens’s personal items, he noticed his key card. As he stared at the thick plastic 

mini-computer, an idea hit him. He took a seat at his desk, and swiped the doctor’s 

card. Immediately, the welcome screen displayed dozens more functions than it had 

for him.  

“He can order catering?” Bat asked aloud as he read through the list. After the 

momentary distraction, he selected the Medical Files option. It took him over three 

hours to navigate the labyrinth of files and programs until he found the MB’s medical 

records. He opened one labeled “Dr. Samuel Stevens”, and skipped over the deceased’s 

history until he came to the final record. Entered today by Dr. Wenger, the record 

contained the post-mortem performed by the doctor.  

The record was brief and lacked details:  

Dr. Stevens was found dead in his kitchen. Cause of death: cardiac arrest due to 

natural causes. 

 

Below the brief statement was a note attached to the image of the deceased’s foot: 

A small mark of unknown origin was found on Dr. Stevens’s right foot. It’s small and 

deemed of no concern in the cause of death.  
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Bat clicked on the image and zoomed in, filling the screen with an angry wound 

that looked far more ominous at 1000 percent zoom. He scrutinized the image for a 

long moment before noticing a short list of menu items off to the side. Near the top 

read Run image analysis? 

“Yes, please,” Bat said, and clicked the button. 

Little dots blinked across the image for several seconds until a message appeared 

on the screen.  

Results: Wound caused by energy pulse, similar to common electrocution. Point of 

entry is 0.01 millimeter in diameter.  

“What could cause that sort of wound?” Bat asked the system. The system posted 

an immediate response.  

The tip of a small, live wire could cause such a wound. 

 

“Well, I’ll be,” Bat said, reading the screen again. These three hadn’t been bitten. 

They’d been zapped. And, Wenger had to have known.  

A murder mystery on Mars 

After the lights dimmed throughout the MB for the night, Bat donned his extra-

heavy-duty rubberized hazmat suit. The suit was a staple in every mortician’s supply. 

However, the suits were generally reserved for the most unpleasant of tasks, not for 

strolling around the MB. It was for that reason that he waited until nearly all colonists 

would be tucked into their pods for the night before venturing out.  

Only he quickly discovered one big problem. He’d completely forgotten that tonight 

was movie night, and the movie had just finished. 

Bat hadn’t made it to the stairwell before throngs of colonists erupted from the 

commons. He spun around and headed straight back to his pod, but not before 

catching several confused glances thrown his way.  

“It’s a bit chilly out tonight,” he mumbled, and hugged himself as though fighting 

off the cold. He admitted it wasn’t the best response since the MB was kept at a 

constant sixty-eight degrees, and the excuse especially didn’t explain why his face and 

hands were covered. 
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He hustled the remaining distance to his pod and avoided eye contact, hoping that 

no one recognized him. He swiped his card and stepped inside as quickly as possible. 

He peeled his rubber suit off, tossed it onto his worktable, and headed to his bed and 

waited.  

And waited.  

The door chimed sometime after Bat dozed off. He looked at the screen to see Dr. 

Gould’s angry face. He rolled over, ignoring the chime.  

“What are you doing, Bat?”  

Bat jumped to find Dr. Gould looking over him. “How’d you get in here?” 

She held up her key. “I have unlimited access. Now, tell me what you’re up to.” 

“I was sleeping. At least, until you broke into my place.” 

Her lips somehow thinned even more. “Why were you walking around the MB in a 

hazmat suit?” 

He frowned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

“Don’t be coy with me, Mr. Johnson. Several residents saw you enter your pod.” 

She pointed to the worktable through the open doorway. “You left your suit out.” 

Bat looked at the suit sprawled across the slab before turning back to the doctor. 

“Oh, that hazmat suit.” 

She took a deep breath before continuing. “What are you doing to my MB?” 

He shrugged. “Just breaking in the new suit. The rubber is still a bit stiff.” 

She seemed unconvinced, since she continued to stare at him.  

He stared right back. “Is there a problem with breaking in a new suit?” 

“It makes people uncomfortable. I’d prefer you don’t wear the suit outside your 

pod.” 

“So, you’re saying it’s not illegal,” Bat countered. 

Her gaze narrowed. “No, but the MB is a closed ecosystem. Maintaining peace and 

order is a delicate balance. When you do things outside the norm, you can throw that 

balance off.”  

“Well, I’d certainly hate to do that,” Bat said drily. 

“Don’t mess with me. I know you had something to do with those three deaths, and 

I intend to find out,” Dr. Gould cautioned, and walked away. 

“What are you talking about?” he said, but the door had already closed behind her. 

He watched the door and he sobered. He had to get to Level Seven and find out the 

truth before he became an easy scapegoat.  

He took a seat and waited. Now, adrenaline kept him wide awake and fidgety.  
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An hour later, Bat emerged from his pod. He only brought his rubber gloves this 

time, leaving the rest of the suit behind. The hallways had emptied, and the stragglers 

he came across paid him little attention, since he was dressed normally with the 

gloves stuffed in the backpack he carried. The only thing that could be construed to be 

suspicious was that Bat was walking around at this hour, but late hour strolls weren’t 

uncommon in the MB, where insomnia was a common thing.  

He headed down the stairs—all seven flights—until he reached the lowest level. 

He’d walked through the MB a couple times before, to see the colony in person. Each 

floor was nearly identical. Level Seven was unfinished, with less than half of it built 

out. Cutting through Martian bedrock was an incredibly slow process on a planet with 

no large equipment and where any mistake could prove fatal to the entire colony. That 

was, until Big Bertha landed a week ago.  

The door Bat sought was near the edge of the new development, where only the 

mining crews lived. A wall of red rock blocked the hallway, with drills and tools 

charging in stations lining the wall. In the center of the hallway stood Big Bertha, like 

an ominous machine. He half-expected it to wake up and look at him with red LED 

eyes.  

He shivered and stepped over a cable to reach the door. He glanced over his 

shoulder to make sure no one watched, since what he was doing wasn’t precisely legal. 

The MB system scanned all hallways, but no one looked at the footage unless there 

was a reason. Bat didn’t plan on giving them a reason.  

He pulled out the key card he’d borrowed from Dr. Stevens, and swiped it over the 

screen. The door opened, much to his relief; they hadn’t closed the deceased doctor’s 

accounts yet. Like any detective story he’d read growing up, finding the weapon used 

was crucial to connecting the killer with the crime. Until he had evidence, Dr. Gould 

would pose a bigger and bigger threat to his own wellbeing.  

He entered.  

“Welcome, Dr. Stevens,” the computer said.  

Bat glanced around and frowned at the larger room. “Why does everyone get a 

better place than me?” Switching gears, he hurriedly opened his bag, pulled out the 

gloves, and tugged them on. Then, he pulled out the large magnifying glass that 

generally hung above the worktable in his pod.  

He scanned the pod, finding everything seemingly untouched since Dr. Stevens’s 

death. Artwork hung on the walls, and knickknacks sat on shelves. The entire inner 
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wall was red bedrock, likely done to save resources as much as to give the pod a bit of 

style beyond the light gray plastic that comprised so much of the MB.  

He moved to the kitchen, where the doctor’s death had supposedly taken place. A 

few dirty dishes sat in the sink. Otherwise, everything seemed in place and well-kept. 

He found no signs that a man had died here a day earlier. He stepped carefully as he 

looked around, using the magnifying glass to peer closer into dark corners. 

“If I were an exposed wire, where would I be?” he mused.  

If Dr. Stevens’s death was an accident, the wire should’ve been easily found near 

the body—if not in this pod, then in one of the two neighboring pods where the other 

men had been found dead.  

However, Bat was convinced these three deaths were no accidents. He was also 

convinced that Dr. Gould had an inkling of the truth. 

In the corner, where the cupboards met the bedrock, Bat found a small hole in the 

floor. It reminded him of a mouse hole, except that the edges were smooth, as though 

they’d been cut. There were (reportedly) no rodents in the MB, and especially no 

rodents that used tools.  

“Why would Stevens cut a hole down here?” Bat asked himself. Since the good 

doctor had been cremated a few hours earlier, he couldn’t answer. The hole was too 

low for a Peeping Tom to spy on his neighbor, so the placement baffled Bat.  

Curious, he grabbed a light from his bag and shone it into the hole. The tunnel 

continued until darkness swallowed the beam. Whether the tunnel had always been 

there or not, the hole had clearly been made after the cupboards were put in, which 

was within the past year.  

He moved the magnifying glass from the hole and slowly across the floor. A tiny 

movement caught his gaze, and he swung the glass up the wall. Bat squinted, and 

then his eyes widened. It blended with the bedrock so well that if it hadn’t moved, Bat 

never would’ve noticed it. But, now it was unmistakable. A small reddish caterpillar 

was crawling up the wall.  

Bat leaned back. “Ha. I knew it! They do have bugs here.” 

The sound made the caterpillar reel back, and Bat found himself face to face with a 

little red man wearing a furry caterpillar coat.  

“Oh,” Bat said.  

The thing squeaked back a response. 
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Little red men 

To call the creature a man was a rather extreme exaggeration. He—or it, to be 

precise—had two arms and two feet and one head, but that was where any 

resemblance ended. Its eyes were beady, as though it preferred darkness to light. Its 

skin was ruddy, much like everything on Mars. And, most notably, it stood less than 

two inches tall.  

The Martian stared at Bat, who stared back at it.  

“Hey there, little guy. How’s it going?” Bat said in a light, sing-song voice as he set 

down the magnifying glass. With his hands free, he slowly raised his fingers toward 

the alien. The Martian didn’t move, but kept a careful gaze on Bat. 

“It’s okay,” Bat continued. “I’m not going to hurt you.” 

As he closed in, the Martian squeaked out what sounded akin to a string of 

profanities at Bat. Light glinted off the weapon in its grip the instant before it flashed. 

A bolt of power shot out at Bat’s forefinger.  

Warmth seeped through the rubber covering his finger. Bat glanced down to see 

the rubber blackened but otherwise not damaged.  

“Whoa!” he said. “Not cool!” 

The alien shot again; this time the blast hit Bat’s palm.  

With a finger, Bat flicked the alien off the wall. It flew through the air and bounced 

off the floor. The Martian landed on its feet and took off running. Bat scrambled after 

it. Just before it reached the hole below the cupboards, Bat cupped his hand over it.  

“Gotcha!” 

Little bolts of heat warmed Bat’s gloved hand. With his free hand, he rustled 

through his bag and pulled out a clear plastic jar. Carefully picking up the Martian, he 

plopped it into the jar and snapped on the lid. It shot in every direction, lighting up 

the jar like a firefly.  

Bat watched the angry alien bounce around the jar like a bumper car. “Shoot all 

you want, you little bugger. You’re not getting out of there. That plastic is 

indestructible.”  

He gingerly slid the jar into his bag, peeled off his gloves, and plopped them on top 

of the jar. He slung the bag over his shoulder and hustled to his pod, his heart 

teeming with a sense of satisfaction. 

Once inside the safety of his home, he carefully lifted the jar and set it on his 

worktable. The Martian had quit shooting like it was in the Wild West, and now sat 
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with its caterpillar cloak draped over its shoulders. It glared at Bat, who thought it 

was rather impressive that a tiny little creature with beady eyes could make a 

humanlike expression so apparent.  

Bat took a seat and watched the Martian as it watched him. Who would've ever 

guessed that the first intelligent alien life humans came across would be murderous 

little things? 

As he pondered the alien before him, Bat faced a quandary. Who could he trust 

with this grand discovery? He knew very few residents, and those who he could trust 

made for a very short list. He hadn’t spoken to a single shipmate after landing, which 

ruled them out. He certainly couldn’t trust Dr. Gould, since she’d covered up anything 

suspicious about the three recent deaths. Dr. Wenger was her assistant, and was as 

involved as his boss was. That left Sir, who didn’t give a whit about anything that took 

place outside of the heaters.  

Bat soon realized that there was only one person left on his list. 

He searched the directory and dialed the number. No answer. It was too early for 

him to be at work, so he had to be home. After a fitful glance at the alien in the jar, 

Bat left his pod and jogged down the hallway to the pod. He rang the doorbell. Still no 

answer. He rang it again, then again and again. 

Finally, the door opened. Hank the cook stood there, wearing nothing but boxers, 

looking more asleep than awake. “What the hell do you want at this hour?” 

“I need to show you something.” 

“It can wait,” Hank said and turned to shut the door. 

“No!” Bat exclaimed. 

Hank paused and eyed his visitor suspiciously. 

“It can’t wait,” Bat said simply. “The entire MB is in immediate danger.” 

Hank stared at him for a long while. Then he yawned. “All right, I’ll bite. Hold on.”  

The door shut, leaving Bat standing in the hallway. The lights still hadn’t 

brightened for the day, meaning it was still some time before six AM. 

A moment later, the door opened. Hank was dressed, though he still looked half 

asleep.  

“Hurry back, sugar,” a woman’s voice called out from inside Hank’s pod.  

Hank shut the door and shot Bat a hard look. “This had better be good.” 

“Trust me,” Bat said.  

Bat tried to set a faster pace, but Hank continued at a slow stroll.  

“Why me?” Hank asked as they walked.  
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“I don’t know anyone else I can trust.” 

“You don’t know anyone else, you mean.” 

“I know lots of people.” 

Hank glanced at him, unconvinced. “Dead guys don’t count.” 

Feeling deflated, Bat said, “Do you want to see this or not?”  

“I’m not sure,” he answered. 

Bat stopped at his door, swiped his key card, and stepped inside.  

Hank followed. “So, what have you got to show me that’s important enough for me 

to leave Dirty Deidre naked and alone in my bed?” 

“It’s right here.” Bat gasped and his body froze. The jar was still on the worktable, 

but it now lay on its side, with the lid several inches away. “Son of a bitch,” he 

muttered.  

Bat grabbed the rubber gloves, fell onto his knees, and began searching.  

“What are you doing?” Hank asked.  

“It was there, in the jar,” he replied in a rush. “I left it for just a couple minutes. I 

don’t know how it could’ve gotten out.” 

Hank looked around worriedly. “What was it?” 

“The Martian.” 

“The Martian,” Hank echoed in a monotone voice.  

Bat jumped to his feet. “The little bastard got away. I’ll find him.” 

“And what did this Martian look like?” 

“It’s about this big.” Bat pinched his fingers. “It looks a tiny bit like a human, only 

it’s red.” 

Hank’s brow lifted. “You’re saying that Martians are little red men?” 

“Yes. I guess so.” He cocked his head. “Although, I suppose we’re the real aliens 

here since we’re Earthlings on Mars.”  

Hank cocked his head. “Take my advice, Bat. This Martian is something you 

should keep to yourself.” 

Bat stood. “You don’t understand. These things are what’s killing off people. They 

have these itsy-bitsy blasters that shoot out electricity, only it’s not electricity. 

Whatever it is, it’s some sort of highly-conductive energy that causes cardiac arrest.”  

Hank leaned on Bat’s worktable. “And you have proof of this?” 

“Yes! I mean, I did.” He grabbed the jar and held it up. “Look. How else do you 

explain these little burn marks?” 

“I’m a cook, not a detective.” Hank paused. “Maybe you should talk to Dr. Exeter.” 
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“Who’s Dr. Exeter.” 

“He’s a clinical psychiatrist. A lot of new residents talk to him. You know, with the 

stress of getting used to colony life and all.” 

“I’m not crazy.” Bat blew out a breath. “They’ll never believe me without proof. I’ve 

shown Dr. Weber the burn marks on the victims, but he refused to hear me out.” 

“Dr. Weber is a trained medical professional. Maybe you should believe him.” 

“No! They’re covering it up. I know it.” 

Hank’s brows rose. “Bat, listen carefully. Dr. Gould carries a lot of power around 

here. You don’t want to make enemies with her. She can make your life very 

unpleasant if you piss her off. Do you understand?” 

Bat scowled.  

“So, take my advice. Keep this to yourself.” 

“But—” 

Hank held up a hand. “Trust me on this. She can make your life miserable. And, 

it’s not like you can hop on the next flight back to Earth. I didn’t start my career here 

as a cook. Do you understand what I’m telling you? So, you’d better damn well leave 

me out of this, at least until you have tangible, real proof. I don’t need my life to get 

screwed any worse by Gould. Got it?” 

Bat grimaced, then nodded.  

“All right. I’m heading back to my place. Get some sleep, Bat.” 

Hank left Bat standing alone in his pod.  

The MB was under attack by Martians. And Bat Johnson seemed to be the only 

one who believed it. 

The problem with alien invasions 

Bat had turned in Dr. Stevens’s personal effects in the morning, minus the doctor’s 

key card when he realized Security had no proof that the deceased doctor had had the 

card on him when he was delivered to Bat. If Bat was lucky, the key card would buy 

him at least one more trip to the doctor’s pod before Security closed the doctor’s 

accounts.  

The problem was, Bat couldn’t return to Level Seven during the day with all the 

drill teams down there. And so he had to wait, spending the day searching his pod for 

the little escape artist. After twelve hours of tearing his pod apart and finding no sign 
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of a Martian, Bat gave up and ventured down to the commons to grab a bite to eat. Bat 

stepped in line behind the dozen or so residents ahead of him.  

He could already smell the dinner special: Mars bars. He didn’t know why they 

called Mars Bars the “special”, since they were the only entrée ever on the menu. Mars 

bars, an artificial concoction with the texture of tofu and a kale-like aftertaste, were 

the only abundant food source in the MB. With enough artificial flavor added, they 

weren’t half-bad. What he hated was that every damn one of the things contained 

lactose. 

Bat scowled when he reached the front of the line and found that salmon-flavored 

were the only bars left. He hated salmon. For a price, food could be specially prepared. 

The problem was, Bat had no money.  

He grabbed two bars and dropped them on a tray. The green squares with specks 

of pink jiggled with each step he took. He grabbed a glass of water before trudging over 

to an empty table and sat down. He was halfway through his first bar when someone 

took the seat next to him.  

He glanced up to find Hank.  

“Hey,” Hank said in flat voice. 

Bat held up a chunk of a bar. “Who thought of making salmon-flavored bars?” 

“I take it you didn’t find that thing you lost since you’re so moody.”  

“I’m not moody. I have lactose intolerance.” 

Hank cocked his head. “I have no dietary restrictions on file for you. Didn’t you fill 

out the dietary questionnaire before leaving Earth?” 

“Lactose intolerance was listed as a disqualifying condition,” Bat said.  

Hank lifted a brow. “So, you’d rather be in gastric misery your entire life?” 

Bat shrugged. “It’s better than being jobless back on Earth and choking on smog 

every day.” 

Hank nodded after a moment. “Sometimes I forget how bad it is there.” 

“Although, at least people back on Earth aren’t getting killed off by little red aliens.” 

“Allegedly,” Hank corrected. “All right, I agree. Three deaths in one week is nuts. 

Everyone’s a bit freaked out about it. After all, we’d been on a long run with no deaths 

for a couple months at least.” 

Bat thought for a long moment, then his jaw loosened. He looked at Hank. “That’s 

it. The killing began right after we landed.” 

“I’m not following.”  
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“Nearly the entire cargo hold on the ship was filled with a big drill. It was so big 

there wasn’t much room left for anything else.”  

“So?” 

“From what I hear, Big Bertha was a game-changer. It can cut through bedrock a 

hundred times faster than the hand drills they’d been using.” 

Hank nodded. “Yeah. The colony’s growth stagnated until Big Bertha arrived. Now, 

they’re chipping through rock that none of their drills could even scratch before.”   

“What if that rock wasn’t really rock after all? What if it was a defensive wall that 

was protecting a Martian city?” Bat leaned back. “The Martians think we’re invading 

them!” 

Hank sighed. “Here we go again with the Martian theory.” 

“It makes perfect sense. The three deaths all happened close to where the drilling is 

taking place.” Bat thought through his logic for a moment. “It’s only the beginning. 

There’s going to be a lot more deaths if we don’t stop drilling.” 

Hank guffawed. “Dr. Gould will never let that happen.”  

Bat shook his head slowly. “I’m going back down there tonight. I’ve got to get proof 

in front of the entire MB before it’s too late. It may already be too late.”  

Hank stood up. “Whoa. What you’re talking about will end you up in jail.” 

“I don’t have a choice. If I don’t do something, the shit’s going to hit the fan. I came 

here for peace and quiet, not for a gang war.” 

“Bat, have you wondered, if there really were Martians, then why hasn’t someone 

down on Level Seven seen them yet? Wouldn’t someone have seen something when 

they were drilling?”  

“I think that’s why the three residents were killed. They must’ve seen Martian 

scouts or something.” 

“Scouts?” He shook his head. “I was wrong. You won’t end up in jail. You’ll end up 

heavily medicated and strapped to a bed.” He put a hand on Bat’s shoulder. “Good 

luck, buddy. But, stay away from me.” 

Bat frowned as his only friend (sort of) walked away. Then, he went back to eating 

his salmon-flavored Mars bars. 

 

It was four hours later before both the MB and Bat’s gastric system quieted down 

for the night. He put on his rubber suit—this time he wasn’t taking any chances—and 

headed back down to Level Seven. He cautiously approached the end of the hallway 
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where Big Bertha stood before a wall of bedrock. Hairline cracks fractured out from 

where the drill bit penetrated the iridescent stone. 

Bat walked up to the drill bit and examined it. He knew nothing about mechanical 

things, so he suspected this would be a bit of a challenge. The drill bit looked solid 

enough, and he traced the bit back to where it connected to the drill. Sheets of metal 

protected the front and sides of the machine. However, the back of the drill was 

exposed. There, he found a panel of switches, along with several wires and cables.  

Bat tugged at a red wire that looked important. Nothing happened. He tugged 

harder. Then, pulled at it with both hands. When it finally came loose, it broke off and 

he stumbled back, nearly falling. He yanked out a couple more wires for good 

measure. Confident that drilling would be delayed—hopefully long enough for him to 

acquire proof (again) and convince the MB of the risk—he headed back to Dr. 

Stevens’s pod. 

He swiped the deceased doctor’s key card at the door, but nothing happened. He 

swiped again. Still nothing. “Damn it,” he muttered, and slid the useless card back 

into his pocket. He turned and began searching the hallway for Martians.  

He was on his hands and knees when a woman’s voice behind him called out, 

“What are you doing, Mr. Johnson?” 

He scowled and looked over his shoulder at Dr. Gould who was standing with two 

guards. “I lost a contact lens. I’m looking for it.” 

“In your hazmat suit?” 

Bat pushed to his feet. “I told you before, I was breaking in the suit. There’s no law 

against that.” 

“No, but there is a law against tampering with MB equipment. And there’s a law 

against stealing another resident’s key card.” 

Bat cocked his head. “Is it really stealing when the resident is already dead?” 

Dr. Gould scowled, and motioned to the guards. They rushed Bat, and had him 

pinned against the wall before he could brace himself. 

“You’re under arrest, Bat Johnson,” a guard said. “For vandalism, larceny, and the 

murder of three MB residents.” 

Bat froze. “What? Whoa! I didn’t kill anyone.” 

“I think we’ll soon prove otherwise,” Dr. Gould said. “I find it too much a 

coincidence that a string of deaths started within a day of you landing on Mars. In 

fact, I’ve already put the request for your juvenile files back on Earth. I don’t know 

how you did it, but I intend to find the truth.” 
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Bat nodded toward the bedrock. “The truth is right in front of your eyes. That hard 

bedrock isn’t rock. It’s part of a perimeter that protects a Martian city from us. They 

think we’re attacking them.” 

The guard next to him laughing. “Is this guy serious?”  

The doctor sighed and looked to the guards. “Secure him for the night. Dr. Exeter 

will be down in the morning to perform a full evaluation. It’s clear Bat Johnson is 

suffering from severe space sickness.” 

“You have to stop drilling, and you’ve got to shut down Level Seven before it’s too 

late!” Bat cautioned as the guards walked him past the doctor. 

Dr. Gould held up her hand, and the guards paused.  

“Bat,” she began. “If we stopped expanding, the MB would be cut off from Earth. 

For the past twenty years, they’ve been looking for excuses to cut funding to the MB to 

start a new colony several miles to the west of here. So, even if I believed you, we 

couldn’t afford to stop.” Her lips curled. “Though, the idea of Martians is ludicrous, 

albeit quite entertaining. This planet was a dead rock when we arrived. Trust me, the 

only living things on this world were imported from Earth.” 

Bat’s gaze narrowed. “You really aren’t covering anything up, are you? You really 

don’t see what’s so obvious?” 

She sobered. “I see it clearly. You’ll go down in history as the first murderer on 

Mars.” 

And then all hell broke lose 

“I don’t like that woman,” Bat said as he sat in his tiny gray cell.  

“It’s safe to say Dr. Gould doesn’t like you either,” the guard outside his cell 

responded. 

“She doesn’t like the truth, is more like it,” Bat muttered. 

The guard walked up to the plastic bars that separated him from Bat. “You know 

something? I don’t like you, either. Anyone who comes into my MB and thinks he can 

get away with killing my people is in for a world of hurt. You shouldn’t be worried 

about Dr. Gould. You should be worried about me.” 

Bat glared right back at the guard trying to stare him down. “I didn’t kill anyone.” 

He pointed over the guard’s shoulders. “What killed those people is still out there, and 

you’ll see more deaths if you turn that drill back on.” 
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The guard chuckled drily. “That drill has been running since lights up. You think 

unplugging a couple cables would break a high-tech piece of equipment like that?” 

Bat shrugged. “Yeah, I did.” 

The guard brushed him off. “Dr. Exeter will be here soon. Try not to talk until 

then.” 

The guard took a seat and put his feet up on his desk. 

Bat tried to doze off, but he was still wearing his rubber suit, and it was hot. He 

refused to take it off, though, because sweating was preferable to getting zapped. 

Fortunately for him, Dr. Gould and the guards really believed he was crazy and let him 

keep the suit on. That they took his mask bothered him, but upon considering his 

odds, he figured he’d have an easy enough time protecting his noggin. 

The guard’s radio squawked. “We’re getting reports of multiple casualties on the drill 

team on Level Seven.” 

The guard’s feet dropped to the floor. “How many?” 

“All of them!” 

Bat’s eyes widened. “It’s too late.” 

“What happened?” the guard asked.  

“People are just dropping. We think the drill hit some kind of gas, but the air sensors 

show normal. We’ve seen some flashes of light. Maybe the gas is sparking.”  

“They carry zappers,” Bat said as a matter-of-fact. “They’re actually pretty 

impressive considering the size—” 

“Shut up,” the guard ordered.  

The screen on the wall began to light up. The guard stood. “That’s impossible.” 

“What is it?” Bat asked.  

The guard snapped a quick look at Bat before grabbing his radio. “All units report 

to duty. Level Seven is off the grid. 911s have been called in from Levels Six and Five. 

Gear up with breathers. We don’t know what we’re up against yet.” 

“You’re up against Martians,” Bat said.  

Bat watched the guard as he pulled on hazmat suit.  

“Your suit is fabric, right?” Bat said.  

The guard shot him a look. “Yeah, why?” 

“No reason.” He paused. “Can you let me out? Isn’t it now obvious that I didn’t kill 

those people?” 

“Why does it matter what my suit is made of?” the guard asked, ignoring Bat’s 

request.  
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Bat leaned back. “Will you let me out if I tell you?” 

The guard’s eyes narrowed. A tense minute of silence followed. Finally, the guard 

pulled out his key card. “Tell me what you know, and I’ll let you out.” 

Bat pushed to his feet. “Let me out first.” 

“No.” 

“But, what if I tell you and then you don’t let me out?” 

“I give you my word.”  

Bat chewed the guard’s words for a moment. “Okay, fine. The Martians electrocute 

their victims. I’m sure it’s a bit more complicated than that, but I know that my rubber 

suit saved my life when one of those little red buggers shot me.” He motioned to the 

bars. “That’s all I know. Now, let me out.” 

The guard seemed surprised. “I’m not letting a criminal run free.” 

“You gave me your word!” 

“You stole a key card. You tried to sabotage Big Bertha.” 

“Oh, come on. I had a very good reason for doing both those things.” 

Only the guard was no longer paying attention to Bat. He was now looking at the 

ventilation shaft. “What is that?” 

Bat turned and squinted his eyes. “I don’t see—oh, hell.”  

A hint of movement in the darkness behind the grid turned into dozens of little 

caterpillars hopping out from the vent. Several landed on the guard. He scrambled to 

brush them off him. Several small flashes of light sent the guard convulsing, and then 

he toppled to the floor, unmoving.  

The little fuzz balls began to move toward Bat. He shook at the bars. Then, he saw 

the guard’s key card lying on the floor. He dropped down and reached out. The 

Martian nearest the key card fired, but the shot was stopped by the rubber of Bat’s 

gloves. In a rush he grabbed the card, jumped to his feet, and swiped the card over the 

lock.  

His prison door opened, and he leapt over the Martians shooting at him from the 

floor and walls. Bat held his arms up to protect his head. His personal effects were in 

a box on the table. He lunged the last couple of feet to reach it.  

He grabbed the rubber mask with one hand. With his other hand, he took the box 

and smashed the Martian nearest him. He slid the mask over his face and then turned 

to face his enemy. They were now a small army, pouring out of the vent. Many 

continued to shoot at him, to no effect.  
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He contemplated finding a quiet place in the MB to ride out the attack, and 

thought that seemed like a good plan. He picked up his key card and noticed the 

squashed alien under box. He cocked his head as an idea struck him. 

Bat disliked adventure. Luckily for everyone at the MB, he disliked aliens even 

more. 

The fuzz busters 

The entire MB was under attack. Bat walked through the hallways, fast enough to 

move quickly past the Martians on the walls, but slowly enough to not wear himself 

out. After all, he’d never been the most athletic fellow.  

He headed down the stairs to Level Two, stepping over bodies along the way. He 

needed to get to Level Five, which he suspected had already been completely overrun 

by Martians. There were so many Martians, the walls were crawling with the fuzzy-

coated things. 

Little flares of light constantly twinkled around Bat, and he felt pinpricks of 

warmth across his suit. He wondered if the thick rubber would last, and he began to 

jog. As he descended, he encountered fewer Martians and more bodies, and he realized 

that it was probably because there was no one left to kill.  

When he reached Level Five, it was relatively quiet, though hundreds, if not 

thousands, of Martians still lingered on the walls and floors. Bat needed to check the 

screen to find the right room. He flicked a Martian off the screen as he scrolled 

through the map.  

“There you are,” he said, and hustled down the hallway.  

At the door, he used the guard’s key card and was relieved to see it open. He 

stepped inside and found himself standing before a large 3D printer. He ran through 

the printing wizard to design the item. Once he was satisfied, he selected Two for 

number of copies and pressed Print. In the meantime, Martians were trickling in from 

the overhead vent. 

As his items were produced, Bat smiled. His fingers caressed the first one before 

wrapping around the handle. He picked it up and faced the incoming Martians.  

How do you kill a bug? 

With a giant electrified flyswatter, of course.  

And, what was better than one giant electrified flyswatter?  
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Two giant electrified flyswatters.  

He swung the three-foot-wide weapon. It smashed a dozen Martians with a 

resounding zakt. Bat laughed before swinging it again and again. Soon the room was 

devoid of any living Martians. He looked up at the vent to see the remaining aliens 

running away.  

Bat picked the second swatter up from the printer bin, and held the two before 

him. “I shall call you fuzz busters.” 

He then strode with confidence out of the room to face the alien hordes. Bat 

worked his way up, level by level, smashing and pounding his way through every 

Martian he came across. By the time he reached the ground level, he was exhausted 

and headed to the commons for a cold drink.  

As he stepped inside the large hall, his jaw dropped. Here was where the residents 

had made their last stand. Much of the population lay on the floors and sprawled 

across the tables. Dr. Gould lay toward the back, nearly buried by a guard. Hank lay 

next to the food line, a meat cleaver held in a literal death grip.  

Bat had no time for reflection, because there were still thousands upon thousands 

of Martians in the commons—and every single one of them was headed for Bat. His 

jaw dropped. “Oh, come on, already.” He sighed, raised his fuzz busters, and let out a 

roar. “Bring it on, you fuzzy fiends!” 

He swung and took out a dozen Martians. He swung again. Bat continued to swing 

until his arms felt like they were about to fall off, and his suit was filled with sweat. 

The Martians kept coming, so he kept swinging. He became a mindless automaton, 

swinging at anything that moved. At some point, he realized there was nothing left 

moving, and he stood in the center of the commons, holding his battle-worn busters 

and surrounded by piles of caterpillars.  

Bat wanted to collapse, but instead he pushed himself to keep going. He walked 

over to Dr. Gould and took her key card. Every level had a control room, as a 

redundancy measure, so he took the control room nearest him. Using her key card, 

Bat sealed off Level Seven—and Level Six for good measure. No one could accuse Bat 

of not being fair.  

From there, he returned to Level Five and began printing off rubber suits, Fuzz 

busters, and vent covers. If the Martians wanted to return, he’d be ready.  

Some time later, he returned to his pod, sealed the vents, stripped, and showered. 

When he collapsed onto his bed, pleasant thoughts flitted through his mind. He’d been 
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right after all. He would find some peace and quiet on Mars. He frowned. And, a 

lifetime supply of Mars bars. 

With a sigh, he pushed to his feet. After all, he was the undertaker of Mars, and he 

had a job to do. 
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