MARTIAN BALLETTO

Living on Mars, Glen Norris seldom received deliveries by hand. So, when a courier arrived at his flat in the New Chicago Dome, it startled him. But the real surprise came when he was handed an invitation to lunch with most famous widow on the planet. 
He was to meet her at an exclusive restaurant called The Rouge. Glen ran his hands through his salt and pepper hair and hoped she was buying, because meals there cost more than ordinary Martians make in a month.
The next day, he took the underground maglev train system connecting the various Martian domes. Then he passed his left wrist over a sensor to pay for his ride to The Capitol Dome. Since only government officials and corporate executives lived there, it was the most desirable habitat on Mars. And the perfect location for a place like The Rouge. 
The moment he entered the restaurant, he was ushered to Annette Hall's corner table. She was a striking woman in her mid-forties with strands of auburn hair peeking out from under a black shawl. Apparently, she was still in mourning.
She greeted him with a trite smile and indicated he should sit beside her. Her cool reception was understandable, given the recent tragic death of her husband, Phillip Hall.
Glen was about to speak when she interrupted him. "I assume you're aware who my husband was?'
"Of course, Mr. Hall was the President of the Asteroid Mine Workers Guild."
With a slight tilt of her head she asked, "And myself?"
"Your family owns Camilla Corporation. They make zeptosecond computer chips."
"Good," she said with a flick of her right hand. "They say you're the planets top detective, and I only hire the best."
Glen's first thought was, I'm sure you do. If your ring with the large blue stone is any indication, you could buy half this dome. But all he said was, "How may I help you?"
"I want you to expose the people who murdered my husband."
Glen slid forward in his chair. "The news reports said it was an accident. The environmental system on his space shuttle failed, and he and two crew members were asphyxiated."
Annette's poised posture never changed as she said, "I believe a faulty device was intentionally installed on that ship to eliminate my husband."
"Who? And more importantly, why?"
With an ice-cold stare, she locked eyes with Glen. "The who is the former beau of my husband's lover. The why is because Phillip and I had reconciled, and he was leaving her."
Glen held up his hands. "Wait a minute. You think you husband's mistress killed him?"
Annette shrugged, "Lover, mistress, whatever. Yes."
When a waiter requested their order. Annette never glanced up and just said, "Coffee."
"Same'" Glen agreed. He wasn't sure if he could eat right now anyhow. Once they were alone again, he asked, "What makes you suspect them? Hell, why do you even know them?"
"Leona Hastings is the Guild's Vice President. I've met her and her former significant other at various functions."
"What makes them murder suspects?"
Annette folded her hands on the table. "With our reconciliation, I'm sure she saw her prestigious job, Capitol Dome apartment, and Phillip slipping away." 
"But murder?"
"Phillip's death puts Leona in line for the Guild's presidency, and she keeps her impressive address. Of course, there's always the revenge factor."
Glen found her matter-of-fact critique disturbing, and it raised questions. "How would she know what to sabotage on a spaceship?"
"Her ex-boyfriend, Ron East, is an engineer for the firm that operates the shuttle Phillip was on."
Glen furrowed his brow. "Why would he do that?"
"Perhaps it was to get Leona back? Who knows how love affects some people."
Glen ran his hands through his hair and said, "The Transportation Agency's preliminary findings called it an accident. Even if I poked around, I only have your suspicions to go on."
"I'll pay you triple your usual rate plus a bonus after you inform the authorities that she did this." 
"And if I can't?"
"You will." Looking up, Annette said, "Oh, good, here comes our coffee."
******
Glen returned to his apartment with two thoughts in mind. First, that was the best coffee he'd had in years. And second, how the hell was he going to handle this assignment. He could try talking to East or Leona, but they could ignore him. Without a concrete lead, he could only nibble at the edges of Annette's vague accusations.
He reached up to scratch his neck and wondered how it must feel to be so casual regarding money. That's when it hit him. He should follow the money. Since Adom Insurance frequently hired him for investigations, he would start there.
"Computer, get me Bart Ward in Adom's legal department."
When Bart's image flicker to life on Glen's wall, he commented, "You still won't use holographs?"
"Nope, they give me headaches. I have a question; did Adom insure Phillip Hall?"
"The President of AMWG who recently died?"
"Yeah."
"Sure did. We also cover the Rudhira Company, the shuttle owners."
"Mind if I look around as your agent?"
"No problem. You on to something?"
"Nah, just some speculation from a client."
******
That night, Glen read the Transportation Agency's report on the deaths of Hall and the crew. They were returning from inspecting the mines on the asteroid Ceres when the carbon monoxide filter failed. The faulty unit was on its way to Earth for examination. 
The following morning, he traveled to the Space Port Dome. As always, it was a bustling hodge podge of activity. 
All Martin domes were cemeterial. But the Port had grown appendages and additions as the Mars colony grew. It was now the most congested and Earth like environment on the planet.
At the Rudhira Company, he presented his insurance credentials and asked to speak to Ron East. He was introduced to Pete Stanton, the maintenance supervisor, who said, "I'm told you want to talk to East. Well, feel free, if you can find him."
Glen cocked his head. "What do you mean?"
"He ain't here. Hasn't been since a week before the Hall accident. Isn't that why you want to see him?"
"Ah-yeah." Glen stammered. "Did he quit, or was he fired?"
"Neither, he just stopped coming. We tried contacting him, but he never returned our messages." Then Stanton shook his head. "Obviously, he's no longer an employee."
"Was he the last person to work on the filtration system in Hall's shuttle?"
"Our records show he only inspected it. Hey, will this delay our insurance payment? We have lots of credits tied up in that ship and it don't make money sitting in a hanger."
Glen turned to leave, saying, "Sorry, that's not my side of the business."
******
Stanton supplied East's address in the New Huston Dome, so Glen traveled there. The second he knocked on Ron's door, he heard someone behind him say, "He ain't there, and who the hell are you?"
Glen spun around. "Norris, Adom insurance."
"Does he owe you money, too?"
Glen stifled a smile and asked, "And you are?"
"Bill Buford, this is my building. East ain't been here for a month and his rent's past due. If you find him, tell him I'm selling his stuff and renting out his flat."
Glen's eyes opened wide. "You were inside?"
"Sure. He could've been dead in there. Don't want no corpse stinking up my place."
What a touching sentiment, Glen thought. But he only said, "I'll be certain to inform him."
******
Glen had been searching for an excuse to interview Leona Hastings, and now he had one. Given her past relationship with East, and Annette's suspicions, she might know where how to find him. At the very least, he could size her up.
The instant he paid for another trip to the Capitol Dome, he wondered if Annette would balk at his travel expenses, although he doubted it. 
At the AMWG's offices he used his insurance gambit to ask for Ms. Hastings. An hour later, he met with an attractive woman with raven black hair. Glen considered her clothing rather stylish for business, but at his age, he seldom paid attention to the latest fashions. 
Once they were seated, Leona said, "I assume this is about Mr. Hall's demise?"
"Not exactly." Glen apologized. "I'd like to know if you've had any contact with Ron East lately."
Leona's eyes narrowed. "Why is an insurance company interested in him?"
"He worked on the spaceship Phillip Hall died in and I'm trying to locate him."
Leona leaned back in her chair. "I'm sure you're aware we were once close, but I haven't seen Ron in over a month."
"So, you don't stay in touch with him?"
"No. He asked me to meet him for lunch four or five weeks ago. I found it curious, since we only discussed mundane items. Then he paid, and we left. It was a waste of time, but the restaurant was nice."
"Well, if he contacts you, please call me. Oh, by the way, my condolences on your loss."
Leona looked away. She knew he knew, but said nothing.
******
On his way to the underground maglev system, Glen felt frustrated and ran his hands through his hair. The one person he wanted to interview was nowhere to be found. 
Considering that everyone on Mars had a tiny chip in their wrist, everything they did, from buying a train ticket to eating lunch, was recorded and deducted from their personal account. Even when Glen presented himself as an insurance investigator, the chip showed he was authorized to do so. It was like leaving a trail of bread crumbs, but accessing those scraps was limited.
Law enforcement agents could retrieve these transactions with probable cause or a warrant, but otherwise, they remained private.
Glen realized he needed a lead to follow, so he skipped the train and headed to the Security Ministry. Down a narrow corridor, he opened a door marked CD Police. Inside, he found Captain Ken Auburn communicating with his field personnel. When Ken noticed his visitor, he flicked off his holographs and smiled. "What can I do for you, Norris?"
"I want to file a missing person's report."
"Ha," laughed Ken. "We live in a closed society where everyone is tracked. I haven't done one of those in five Martian years."
"Does that mean you can't, won't, or don't remember how?"
Ken's smile broadened. "I may be old, but haven't forgotten how. The question is why."
"The guy hasn't been seen by his employer, landlord, or ex-girlfriend in over a month."
"Hell, that doesn't mean he's missing. He could be tired, broke, or lonely."
Glen leaned on Auburn's desk. "And he was the last person to work on Phillip Hall's space shuttle."
"The big mining union honcho who died?"
"The same."
"Is this an insurance investigation?"
"Kind of."
"Okay," Ken allowed. "You can file a report, but I'm shorthanded. It may be months before we're able to look into it.
Glen stood up straight. "As a retired cop, couldn't you activate me and assign me the case?"
"That I could do. Alright, give all the info."
******
The cops on the street might be overworked, but the ones manning the backroom computers didn't seem to be. By the time Glen reached his apartment, a transcript of Ron East's most recent ID scans had arrived. He skipped to the last two months and noted the entries stopped four weeks ago. Until then, all Ron's actions were routine. Travel to work, shopping, meals, and a few drinks at his favorite pub. 
But the big question was, how was he functioning on Mars without scanning his chip?
A couple of items stood out. In the week prior to leaving his job, East paid for two meals at the Capitol Dome's Cerise Café. It was obvious one was lunch with Leona, but why another one? Given where he usually ate, this wasn't the type of place he would pop into for a bite.
Did he meet Leona twice? Glen considered contacting her, but if she and East were responsible for the shuttle accident, that could spook her. Instead, he opted to visit the Cerise Café and check their surveillance videos. He might pick up a clue regarding Ron, or at least see what he looked like.
Since every business on Mars was required to keep scrutiny footage for a Martian year, Glen's newfound authority as a police officer allow him to access the video. The restaurant manager was cooperative, and because Glen knew the dates and times he wanted, he scrolled right to them.
Sure enough, there was a handsome fortyish man sitting across for Leona. Her profile and raven black hair were unmistakable. In the second video, the woman sat with her back to the camera, but her sable hair was clearly visible. With the manager hovering over him, Glen couldn't study the scene in depth, so he made a copy to look at later. After thanking the manager, he strolled out of the Café.
He still didn't know where East was, but he suspected Leona had lied to him. Maybe Annette wasn't paranoid?   
As he walked toward the maglev station, two figures emerged from the shadows and confronted him. Then the big one announced, "The boss what's to see you."
Norris felt every muscle in his body tighten as he said, "And who's that?"
"Don't be a wise guy," the smaller thug grumbled. "Just follow us and everything will be fine."
A block later, they entered an art deco style building where Glen was ushered into an office. Although he'd never met Sergio Monterey, he had no doubts about who was seated behind an ornate desk. No other mobster on Mars was referred to as the boss. Glen understood he was facing the most ruthless gangster on the planet and had to choose his words with care.
Sergio skipped any pleasantries and got straight to the point. "Why were you nosing around my restaurant?"
Glen raised one eyebrow. "Yours?"
Sergio cocked his head. "Let's just say I have an interest in it."
As his knees went weak, Glen said, "Sorry, didn't know. I'm looking for a guy who dined there weeks ago. Thought I might find a clue to his whereabouts."
"You doing this as a cop or gumshoe?"
Glen found it interesting that Sergio was already aware of his elevation to active status. So, to be safe, he replied, "Insurance investigation."
"Good." Was the gruff response. "The cops can't help?"
"No, he hasn't been scanned in a month."
Sergio rubbed his chin. "He's either buried under a sand dune, or spent a ton of money having his ID altered."
Glen ran a hand over his hair. "I thought IDs were hard-wired in out chips."
"They are," Sergio said in a raspy voice. "But the reporting software ain't. For enough credits you can change it." After a brief hesitation he added, "At least that's what I hear."
Glen was still processing this information when Sergio said. "Okay Norris, why are you looking for this guy?"
"A client of mine thinks Philip Hall's accident wasn't one. The man I'm searching for worked on that shuttle."
Sergio leaned back and stared at the ceiling. "Phil was alright in my book. He understood who really controlled his union members." Then Glen's blood run cold as Sergio turned his gaze toward him. "If it turns out someone caused his death, I'll be very unhappy. And so will everyone involved. Call me if you need help." 
Glen paused before saying, "Ah, you wouldn't know anyone who modifies IDs, would you?"
Even as he spoke, Glen feared he had overstepped his bounds, but Sergo only said, "I might know a guy who knows some guys. I'll be in touch."
Their meeting ended with a wave of Sergo's hand. Glen felt unsteady as he walked to the maglev station. That encounter could have gone lots of ways, most of which wouldn't be pleasant. But as it turns out, he had a major crime figure on his side. For the moment.
Back in his apartment, he figured he needed more information about altered IDs, so he called Captain Auburn.
The instant Ken appeared on his wall, Glen realized what he would say, so he interrupted him. "Yeah, I get it, no holographs."
Ken grinned, then asked, "Any luck finding East?" 
"Nope, but I got a question. What do you know about altering ID chips?"
"You can't afford it, and neither can most Martians."
"That much?"
"We're aware it happens, but we don't pursue it, we just wait it out."
"Huh?"
"Everyone's number is hard-wired in their chip. Whenever the software is updated, your original ID shows back up. So, for big bucks, you might hide for a day, or maybe a month. It's a crap shoot. Updates are random and no one knows when there coming."
******
With so much on his mind, Glen headed to his dome's observation deck to do some thinking. On his way there, a guy handed him something, saying "Here, you dropped this." 
Before he could respond, the man disappeared onto a crowded sidewalk. In Glen's hand was a note with one name, Monty, and a Space Port Dome address.
With a shrug, he dragged himself to a maglev station, and traveled to one of the Port's sketchier sections. When he arrived at a battered store front, he hesitated before entering. Inside, he found a large man behind a parts counter. When he asked for Monty, the big fella flexed his shoulders, but said nothing. Once Glen showed him the note, the guy relaxed. "I was told to give you two sets of numbers, that's all."
While Monty recited the numbers, Glen recorded them. He was sure one was Ron East's ID, and the other was his new persona.
With a nod, Glen went straight to the Capitol Dome Police. Ken informed him it might take a while to track this latest ID, so Glen decided to visit Leona Hastings again.
This time, she didn't make him wait. Still as stylish as ever, Leona stood by a conference table with her hands on her hips and demanded. "What's this about?'
"You said you met East one time, yet there's video showing a second meeting."
Leona's eyes widened. "No, it was only once. That must be someone else."
"Well, it appears to be you. Are sure about this?"
"I'm positive. I probably shouldn't have met him that first time. Phil was divorcing Annette, and we were engaged." As she spoke, she thrust out her left hand, flashing a large diamond ring.
Glen took a deep breath and said, "Sorry for bothering you."
"I guess this means you haven't located Ron yet?"
"Good guess."
******
That evening Glen felt perplexed. If there was a murder, he had two sets of suspects. Ron East and two separate women, and one of them was lying to him. If Hall's death was planned, all three had motives. Ron might get Leona back, while she didn't want to lose her position and power. As for Annette, she would get revenge against Phillip and Leona. A lot depended on which woman was telling the truth. And finally, what if it really was an accident? Why lie?
Early the next morning, a bleary-eyed private detective received a message. "On screen," Glen mumbled. As Ken appeared on the wall, he got right to the point. "I have bad news and worst news."
Glen grabbed a cup of coffee before saying, "Great, give me the bad news first." 
Ken's face remained stoic as he said, "Tests show the carbon monoxide filter's codes were modified to shut down about the time the shuttle returned from Ceres."
In an instant Norris became wide awake. "It was murder?"
"Yep."
"What's the other thing."
"We found East."
"Isn't that good news?"
"Nope. He's on an Earthbound spaceship. He bought a ticket with his new identification code and boarded a ship right after he left his job."
Glen did some quick math and grumbled, "It'll be three hundred Sols before he's back."
"Might be closer to an Earth year," said Ken. "We've alerted the terrestrial authorities. They'll arrest him for ID fraud and extradite him, but we won't be seeing him for a while.
Glen poured himself more coffee before saying, "What's a trip to Earth cost?"
Ken chuckled. "A lot. Your boy is spending a heap of credits."
******
Glen needed to get back to basics, so he examined the restaurant's security video again. This time, he studied every move the two people made. One specific scene caught his eye, so he watched it twice. Then he took a deep breath before placing four calls. 
Three hours later, he asked Annette Hall if they could meet. Right before dinner, he ambled into The Rouge restaurant for the second time in his life.
She was at her usual table and greeted him by saying, "Have your informed the authorities regarding what you've found?"
"I have."
"And?"
"I quit."
Annette was stunned. "You what?"
Glen stood near her table and said, "I refuse to be played like you've done with East and Hastings. You let Ron do your dirty work and set up Leona for the fall. I have no idea what you've planned for me, but I'm out."
Annette's complexion turned crimson. "You're accusing me?"
"Yes. The meeting between Leona and East was a set up. Everything was arranged so she could be identified. In the next one, the woman wore a black wig and strategically placed herself so her face couldn't be seen. Even when she handed Ron a control unit to put in the shuttle."
Still mad, Annette spit out. "That doesn't mean it was me."
"It might have worked if your family's company didn't make that module, and if you weren't wearing that large ring on your left hand. I spotted your distinctive opal in the security video."
Annette shook her head. "Lots of women own big rings."
With a smirk, Glen said, "I sent a screen shot to a client who's a jeweler. He says it's one of a kind. Besides, Leona can't afford identity swaps and trips to Earth."
Still defiant, Annette grumbled, "People borrow money all the time."
"Nobody loans hundreds of thousands without collateral. And before you say anything, I called a loan shark who said if someone in his business shelled out that much money, everyone would know it."
"You're crazy."
"Am I? As Hall's wife, you were aware Sergio Monterey and Phil were tight and probably siphoning money from the Guild. So, once it was reviled Hall was murdered, Sergio would seek revenge or lose face."
Anette fumed. You're not crazy, you're delusional."
"And you're devious. Leona goes to jail, and the mob eliminates your loose end, Ron East." Then he leaned forward. "Did I mention I called the Guild's legal department? Your husband already had divorce papers drawn up."
Annette responded with a cold stare. "None of this will hold up in court."
Glen nodded. "That's what the cops said. But because three people were killed, they'll keep digging."
Annette slammed her fist on the table and yelled, "Get out. You're fired!"
Her outburst shocked everyone in the restaurant. As Glen turned to go, he said, "I already quit, remember?"
******
Half a Martian year after the scene in The Rouge, Glen had moved on. But always watched his back. He was working a fraud case when someone approached him and asked, "Are you Mr. Norris?"
Glen kept a wary eye on the man as he answered, "Yes?"
"Captain Auburn wants to see you."
"I'm on a job. What's so urgent?" Glen protested.
"Something about a guy named East."
"Lead the way."
******
Ken met Glen in the Security Ministry's lobby. As they walked down a corridor, Glen asked, "So, do you have East?"
Auburn shook his head in disgust. "Yeah, want a pain. He had a gang of lawyers fight his extradition, and now that he's here, another gaggle of them are filing motions to have him released on bail."
"All those barristers cost a lot of credits. Where's it coming from?"
"Guess."
"It was a rhetorical question. Okay, why am I here."
"East won't cooperate and refuses to answers questions."
"Has anyone offered him a deal?"
"No, with all his high-powered attorneys, the boys upstairs think it'll hurt our chances of prosecuting him."
"Again, why me?"
"We need someone who's not a cop to explain what life will be like on the streets if he walks." Then Ken winked.
With a nod, Glen asked, "Where is he?"
Ken opened a nearby door. "In here."
Glen entered a small off-white room containing a table and two chairs. One chair was occupied by Ron East, the other empty.
East looked up and snickered, "Are you the good cop or a bad cop?"
Glen sat down and folded his hands. "I'm not a cop."
Ron gave him a sideways glance. "Then what are you?"
"Private investigator."
Ron rolled his eyes and laughed. "Is my landlord suing me for back rent?"
Glen sighed before saying, "Look pal, Philip Hall had friends who don't give a damn about fair trials, or your rights. To them, you're already guilty and they have no qualms about dishing out punishment." 
Then Glen lifted his head and looked around. "But here, the law protects you. Out there, you're every criminal's prime target."
East's lower jaw dropped as Norris stood up. Before reaching the door, Glen turned and said, "Think it over. Is it better to be locked up for a while or put out of commission forever? Your call."
******
The trial was a sensation on two planets. The star witness recounted how a wealthy socialite planned and financed the deaths of three people. His story made him a romantic hero to some, since he insisted his only motivation was to win back the love of his life, not the money.
Ron East accepted his sentence and was incarcerated. Annette, however, filed numerous appeals.
Watching the news, Glen Norris had two thoughts. First, how long will it be before Annette disappears? And second, what is he going to do when Sergio asks him for a favor?
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