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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Foreword

The inspiration for this novel came from a tour of Biosphere II, the experimental habitat then under construction at Oracle, north of Tucson, Arizona. A sealed environment, with 2.5 acres under glass, it is designed to be an independent ecosystem. Eight volunteers have been sealed inside to stay two years, along with a few goats and dwarf pigs and the green plants intended to supply them all with oxygen and food.

My nephew, Larry Littlefield, was installing its elaborate Hewlett-Packard computer system. He spent a day showing me over the multimillion-dollar installation and introduced me to the director, Margret Augustine, the architect, Phil Hawes, members of the staff, and the waiting volunteers. I found that many of them conceived it as a pilot project for future habitats to be built on the Moon or Mars.

This novel is the story of the first expedition to Mars and the attempt to plant the first human colony as I imagine future space history may happen, with no space aliens or petrified cities or surviving Martians, though I have allowed myself one surprise. I’ve tried hard to respect what is known, depending on such sources as the NASA Atlas of Mars, by Batson, Bridges, and Inge; The Surface of Mars, by Michael H. Carr; and NASA’s Viking: The Exploration of Mars. My thanks are due to all these people and many others. I am especially indebted to Geoffrey A. Landis for a copy of the NASA workshop report, Lunar Helium-3 and Fusion Power.

I trust that the actual first explorers will be more fortunate than some of my own people. If what they find on the actual planet is not exactly what I’ve described, I’m sure it will be equally exciting and certainly worth the cost of the expedition.

—Jack Williamson


Introduction

by Arthur C. Clarke

Some little while ago, when I was a gangling farm boy of 14, I came across a copy of Amazing Stories containing a tale I still remember, despite the millions of words that have since passed before my eyes. It was written by one Jack Williamson and was called “The Green Girl”. Thereafter I kept meeting Jack’s stories all over the place: the one which made the greatest impact on me was “The Moon Era”, in which the hero goes back in time to the period when the Moon was a living world. Perhaps the years have given this tale a magic which would not survive rereading, but it seems to me that in “The Mother” Jack created one of the first memorable alien beings in science fiction—comparable to Weinbaum’s famous “Tweel”. There is a sadness and tenderness about this story which still lingers with me.

Very different was Jack’s collaboration with Dr. Miles J. Breuer in “The Birth of New Republic”—a reenactment of the American Revolution on the Moon. The struggle for independence of mankind’s colonies from another world is a common theme in science fiction, but this may well have been its earliest treatment. Looking back over Jack’s long career (now entering its seventh decade!) I am astonished to see how many themes he has explored, and even originated. “The Humanoids” remains a classic study of man-machine relationships, and Seetee Shock developed the technology of contra-terrene matter—a subject of considerable interest in connection with advanced space propulsion systems. We can now actually manufacture small quantities of “C.T. matter”, albeit at enormous expense; long ago, Jack explored the tricky—indeed hair-raising—technology of handling it. And “The Legion of Time” may have been one of the earliest explorations of alternative universes—again a subject now very much in the forefront of modern physics.

On looking back over his long and influential career, I have no hestitation in placing Jack on a level with the two other American giants, Isaac Asimov and Robert Heinlein. And now, in his eighty-third year, he has shown that he has lost none of his old skills.

The first flight to the Moon was a major theme in science fiction right up to the 1960s. Now the first expedition to Mars is the topic for the closing decade of this century—and the opening one of the next. Although there are quite a few points over which I’d love to have a friendly argument with Jack, Beachhead is an exciting and enjoyable dramatization of the first Mars expedition.

I use that word “dramatization” deliberately. Anyone writing about Mars today is labouring under a severe disadvantage, from which his/her precursors like Wells, Burroughs and Bradbury were happily free. We now know that, alas, there aren’t any Martian princesses, ruined cities or vast canal systems—or indeed any atmosphere worth talking about. It’s quite a challenge, therefore, to write an exciting story about the exploration of Mars, without inventing implausibilities which may be refuted in a few years’ time. Jack has managed very well to maintain suspense and momentum, while at the same time giving a vivid picture of Mars as it really is—a rugged, colourful world, which will continue to unfold its mysteries for decades to come.

To plug a book of one’s own in an introduction to a fellow author’s may be regarded as scaling new heights of chutzpah. However, I think the unique manner in which I’m writing this introduction fully justifies such effrontery….

I’m reading Jack’s manuscript in truly extraordinary circumstances, which would have been pure science fiction only 20 years ago. Virtual Reality Laboratories of San Luis Obispo, California, recently sent me their amazing VISTAPRO computer program, which allows one to take the topographical maps of Mars obtained from the Mariner and Viking missions, and to generate incredibly realistic images of them from any viewpoint: some of these are so good that they could easily be mistaken for actual colour photographs. More than that, one can modify the images in an almost infinite number of ways—introducing vegetation, water, trees, clouds etc. In fact, I’ve been busy terraforming Mars to produce the illustrations for a book I’ve entitled The Snows of Olympus: A Garden on Mars.

Even with the fastest AMIGA3000 east of Suez, it may take up 30 minutes for a complete picture to appear on the monitor, so I have been reading Jack’s manuscript while waiting for the program to run. And since we both, for obvious reasons, have chosen the most spectacular areas of Mars, I’ve had the uncanny experience of reading about such places as the Coprates Canyon and Olympus Mons while they were slowly materializing on the monitor beside me.

Thank you, Jack, for a memorable experience, and also for inventing the very word ‘terraforming’ half a century ago! The best of luck for your latest opus—not, I’m sure, your last….

Arthur C. Clarke 
Colombo, Sri Lanka 
17 December 1991


1

The Authority


The Mars Authority was a consortium formed to support the exploration and ultimate colonization of Mars. It had four members: United Europe, Russia, Japan, and America. Unfortunately, it was already bankrupt and near collapse before the first explorers took off.



Sam Houston Kelligan. Sam to his father, Houston to his mother, Hew to most of his friends. A quiet slim young chap with sandy hair and an open smile. Born heir apparent to the billion-dollar Kelligan empire, he disappointed everybody, growing up with his imagination fixed on Mars.

His parents and LeeAnn: he loved all three. In their different ways, all three loved him. But they wanted him here on Earth, not risking his fool neck on one more crazy escapade.

On that early summer morning in the old Fort Worth mansion, he came down for breakfast in his blue dress uniform. His father, already in the kitchen, looked up from the morning papers spread over half the table, grinning at his rows of Mars Corps award ribbons.

“Como ’sta, Moonboy?”

“Okay, sir.” He tried to ignore the sarcasm. “I’m flying back to White Sands this morning. We’re checking in for the Moon flight today.”

Roberto had the Texas breakfast ready: ham and eggs and redeye gravy hot on the stove, biscuits still warm in the oven, coffee made, chilled orange juice in a tub of ice. He filled his plate and brought it to the table.

“Damfool stunt!” his father snorted, jabbing a finger at a bold headline. “Look at this.”


MARS EXPLORERS

RACING ON MOON



“A test, sir.” His father had taught him to say sir when he was three years old. “To see how ready we are for Mars. We build the rovers and drive them across the far side of the Moon.”

“A lunatic scheme!” His father scowled across the table through black-rimmed glasses. “We saw it on TV last night, and your mother’s sick about it. I promised to have a word with you.”

“We’ve had words enough.” Houston shrugged. “Sorry, sir.”

“Listen to the facts.” His father’s blunt forefinger jabbed at him. “Scientists call it idiotic. Congress is cutting support for your grand Authority. You’ve got just one ship, the other still in pieces on the Moon. Listen, boy—”

Flushed pink, he caught a raspy breath. Used to giving orders, he didn’t like to beg. Houston felt sorry for him.

“Can’t you see?” Grimly, he went on. “See the pure asinine stupidity? Risking your life on the Moon, just to get your chance to die on Mars?”

“We’ve talked enough about it, sir.” He kept his voice down. “Let’s not fight again. Not this morning.”

“Please, Sam, take a minute.” His father’s voice wavered between pleading and command. “Remember who we are.”

“I remember,”

“We Kelligans helped found the Republic of Texas.”

Silently, Houston buttered a biscuit. He had heard the words all his life. Stephen Austin Kelligan, named for the first founder of the state, was the founder himself of a corporate empire. Sitting erect across the cluttered table now, he was sternly handsome in profile, his silvery hair worn long. A man of achievement all his life, though always here on Earth and first of all in Texas. An honored cadet commander long ago at College Station, he had read Latin, studied Caesar’s campaigns, and called himself a modern Roman. Nearly sixty now, once a state senator, he still relished the title.

“Some of our kin did go to seed.” Awkwardly, he groped for understanding. “Your mother and I did have to scrimp and save when we first began, but I worked years south of the border. Earned new respect for the old family name. Created Kelligan Resources. Even rebuilt the old family mansion. All for you, Sam.”

The pride gave way to vexation.

“You’re a Kelligan and Texan. Come to your senses! Carry on, Sam-boy, and you can be the richest man in the state.”

“Which isn’t—isn’t what I want.” He gulped to curb his impatience. “We’ve talked enough about it, and you know I’m trained for Mars. I hope to go out on the Ares. If I fail to make the grade—” Shoulders hunching, he laid his fork down. “That’s when I’ll have to opt for something else.”

But not for Kelligan Resources. With that silent resolution, he bent again to his ham and eggs. His father had always fought to shape his life, and he had always fought for freedom.

“About this race?” His father pushed the bifocals down to frown at the paper. “Here’s this engineer saying the Mars Corps is taking foolhardy risks to get the expedition into space while it can.”

“There has to be a risk.”

“Risk?” His father mocked his tone. “Your risks have always killed your mother. Ski jumping. Flying those idiot kite contraptions you used to build. That tomfool hang gliding. Now this wild-haired game on the Moon. Can’t you grow up?”

“Sir—” He drew a long breath. “Planting the first Mars colony is certainly more than a game. The test is a trial run, planned to pick survivor types for Mars. People that should have the best chance there.”

“Must you run it on the Moon?”

“They’re a lot alike, sir, Mars and the Moon. Both dead worlds. Smaller than Earth. Gravity weaker. No air a man can breathe. No liquid water. No natural screen against radiation.”

“If that’s what you want—” His father paused to polish the black-rimmed glasses on his wide maroon necktie and peer across the empty dishes as if finally trying to understand. “How do you pick these survivor types?”

“We run a five-hundred kilometer course laid out across the other side of the Moon. I don’t know where they plan to start us, but our finish point will be the Farside Observatory.”

“How many miles?” His father had refused to learn the metric system.

“Around three hundred, sir.”

“Three hundred?” His father’s voice lifted with startled concern. “Across the Moon? An area you’ve never seen?”

“We have maps, sir. Photos taken from space. The hazards have to be there to make it a test, but we’ve all lived and worked on the Moon. I’ve been flying there, testing the laser spectrometer. We were granted a million apiece, to build our vehicles and buy equipment.”

“A million to squander?” A scornful sniff. “That’s what’s killing your Authority!”

“A million wasn’t too much, sir. Not considering the conditions we had to meet. Complete life support. Adequate range and power. Total weight under a hundred and eighty kilos. That’s for the vehicle, suit, supplies. Everything.”

“If you’ve got to do it—” Absently, Kelligan polished has glasses again. “What are the odds?”

“Thirty-two people will be competing, sir. Eight from each power. Only two Americans will be chosen to go. With luck enough, I’ll be one of them.”

Roberto had appeared at the door.

“Luck, boy, if your mother can’t stop you.” His father rose abruptly, thrusting out a heavy, black-haired hand. Religiously, he was in his downtown office well before eight, five mornings a week. “With better luck, you’ll soon be back, training yourself to compete with Marty to be our next CEO.”

[image: image]

Marty Gorley.

The son of Lucina Gorley. Once Kelligan’s private secretary, Lucina was now, as he called her, his right-hand man. Houston had never much liked her, and he had hated Marty as much as he could hate anybody, ever since a day when he was four years old.

His fourth birthday. His mother had given him a set of brightly-colored building blocks and a picture book of the planets. He built towers and forts and cities with the blocks, but the book was more exciting. He made his mother explain the pictures and read the words aloud. He begged people to help him find Mars in the sky. His mother couldn’t find it, and his father never had time to look, but one dark night he slipped out into the back yard after dinner and saw a bright red star that had to be Mars.

He tried to show the star to Marty, who came along to play with him when Lucina was working on papers with his father. Marty didn’t care about Mars or any planet. What he wanted was to play with the neat bright blocks. Houston let him help build a city on the floor. On Mars, Houston told him. That was silly, Marty said. Mars was a star somewhere off in the sky where nobody could go.

“Maybe not yet,” Houston said. “But I’m going to build a Mars ship and fly there when I’m grown up.”

“Like hell you will.” Marty liked bad words. “Mother says you’re no bueno por nada. She says you’ll die in jail, because they spoil you rotten.”

“Tell her to wait and see,” Houston answered. “I heard my mother tell her bridge ladies you’re a rotten apple.”

“If you’re so smart—” Marty came running. “Look at your city!”

Marty kicked the city. The blocks went flying, and Houston balled his fists.

“You can’t hit me.” Marty backed hastily away. “Your mother won’t let you. I’m littler.”

Houston let him run away to the room where Lucina was shut up with his father. He gathered the little blocks and built another city, placing the buildings in a neat little circle, like he thought they should be on Mars.

Growing up, he never liked Lucina, not even when she brought him little gifts from Mexico and said how smart he was. He never really made friends with Marty, even when they had to share rooms for one semester at College Station.

He had never forgotten the way Marty laughed and kicked his city.

[image: image]

His mother came down as she always did to kiss his father dutifully and walk with him out to the waiting car. She was still in her pajamas and her favorite old blue silk robe, her face not yet made, though her fine white hair was already neat. Not quite fifty, she looked years older.

“Your father talked to you?” When the car was gone, she came back with a cup of hot water and a tea bag to the kitchen table. She stood a moment scanning him with pale, troubled eyes. “What did he say?”

She had been a Bascomb, one of her forebears a captain in the Mexican War, her great-grandfather a Texas Ranger, her father a rancher and a federal judge. Her inheritance had been the seed of the Kelligan fortune. Meeting her haunted eyes, Houston wondered how she had ever loved his father.

“Nothing to change anything.” He shrugged, unhappy with the moment. “I’m catching my flight this morning. Checking in this afternoon. Medicals tomorrow. Our equipment’s already inspected. We’ll be on our way to the Moon by the end of the week.”

“We hoped you might resign.”

“Mother—” He reached for her hand. Its thin flesh felt lax and cold. “You know I can’t.”

“Houston—” She sat down slowly, with a hopeful glance at his face. “Don’t you care for LeeAnn?”

“She’s okay.”

“She’s beautiful!” A tone of hurt protest. “She adores you. She always did.”

“We’re good friends.” He smiled and nodded, trying to soften her disappointment. “I like her a lot and I know what she means to you. Old Texas. Neighbors when your father owned the ranch. I guess it’s no secret she always wanted us to marry.”

“Houston, why don’t you—”

“Because I’d have to give up—everything.” He shrugged, a gesture of denial. “Space. Mars. All I ever hoped for. She’d want a home in the suburbs. Golf and dances at the country club. Fort Worth society. I’d have to go into business. Probably with my father.”

“We’d be so happy!” The anxious smile dimmed into her set look of passive endurance. “I couldn’t help hoping, but I’ll try to understand.” She turned with a tired little sigh to sip at her tea. “I used to hope you’d wake up, at least for your father’s sake, but I guess you never will.”

“I don’t expect to.”

“I remember—” She paused to peer at him, her pale eyes wistful. “The first time you said you were going to Mars. It was here in this same room. Your father had scolded you. He said you’d been impertinent.”

“I’d called him a fat nincompoop.” He grinned. “I’d heard the word from Marty.”

“There was some book you were reading—”

“Heinlein,” he said. “A story about the red planet. I wanted to go there.”

“You were so young.” Her wan smile reflected his. “Only six.”

“Even then, Mars was real to me.” He spoke softly, but then his voice lifted. “I always read about it, dreamed about it. NASA broke my heart, killing their manned programs, but now there’s this one last chance.”

“I know.” Her thin fingers caught his arm, pulling him back from the dream of space, back to the kitchen table and her look of saddened resignation. “Your father calls it craziness. You’ve never made him happy, but I try to understand.”

“I hope you can.” He leaned to kiss her dry blue lips. “I’ll feel better if you do.”

“Can I ask you, Houston?” Her troubled eyes came back to his face. “About this Authority? Your father gets upset when I want to know about it.”

“He hates paying taxes. Exploring space costs money. That’s the why of the Mars Authority. It spreads the load four ways. Our ship’s the Ares. We’ve made most of the components on the Moon and assembled it in orbit. The last six months I’ve been out there, working at the helium plant and learning to fly shuttle craft.”

“On the Moon?” She was distressed. “Already? Your father never told me.”

“Mom, you worry too much.”

“LeeAnn has been telling me things you and your father wouldn’t. She’s afraid you’re going to be in terrible danger. Houston—” She had to pause, blue lips quivering. “What’s going to happen to you? Out on Mars?”

“Quién sabe, as Father likes to say.” She didn’t answer his smile, and he told her more seriously, “Whatever happens, I don’t mean to be sorry.”

“It could be—bad?”

“We just don’t know, but this Moon test is to pick the best crew possible. We’ll have fine equipment, and we’re all trained for it. I hope you’ll be proud if I get to go, because it’s a great thing, Mom. Great for humankind!”

She lifted her empty teacup and set it down again, rattling in the saucer.

“When—” A sob broke her voice. “When?”

“If—” He shrugged and grinned, but still she wouldn’t smile. “We’ll all be back at White Sands for the final physicals and briefings. The Ares is taking on water right now, mass for the helium drive. The crew can go aboard as soon as they are chosen.”

“My child!” She reached again for her cup, but it slipped out of her fingers and shattered on the floor. She seemed not to notice. “My only child.”

With no more he could say, he put his arm around her. He caught her scent, the jasmine his father always bought her. She trembled against him, thin frail bones in thin frail flesh. Holding her, he grasped to understand all he couldn’t share: the pain she had endured, the hopes she must have lost, the fears that still haunted her.

In a moment she moved again, wiping at her tears with the sleeve of the worn blue robe. With a silent shrug, he let her go. His world was space, hers this old house. The gulf between had grown too wide for them to cross.

“I’m sorry!” Bravely, she was trying at last to smile. “I can’t—can’t help what I feel.” She caught her breath. “When is your flight?”

“Ten forty-five. LeeAnn is coming to drive me.”


2

The Corps


The Mars Corps was a tiny force of picked men and women trained to undertake the exploration and colonization of the planet. The few who finally got there were cynically betrayed.



White Sands Spacebase, once the White Sands Missile Range, was now Mars Command. Many of the buildings were old and shabby, but there was a huge new hangar for the spaceplanes. A wide new runway arrowed through ten kilometers of sparse desert brush toward old desert mountains and the new worlds beyond. The new Goddard Tower, all bright aluminum and glass, held Authority headquarters and Mission Control.

After chow that evening, Houston sat with three Corps friends in the Starways Lounge on the top floor of the tower, looking down across the tarmac at the tiny silver blade of the spaceplane standing in front of the hangar, ready to take them toward the Moon.

A Russian, an East Asian, another American, all three on edge.

“To the winners!” Lavrin had offered to share his bottle of vodka, but Ram Chandra wanted white soda.

Houston and Martin Luther White ordered Mexican beer “Us!”

The others drank, but White sat glaring at his beer, his scarred features moodily grim. A muscular giant born in Baltimore, he had shrugged off a big league baseball contract to earn his chance at Mars. The past year he had been away, on duty on the Moon.

“I’m out of the race,” he told them glumly. “Got the word before I left Farside.”

“Out?” Shocked, they stared at him. “How?”

Jaws bleakly set, he merely shrugged.

“Hard luck,” Houston told him. “I’m sorry.”

“You needn’t grieve.” Wryly, he grinned. “Fact is, Hew, you ought to be happy. With me sitting out, you’ve got your own chance to make the American twosome.”

“Maybe.” Houston laughed. “If you think you’re a better man than I am. Anyhow, the race is yet to run, and I wish you were still with us.”

Close companions, the four had trained together since enlistment, in barracks and classrooms, spacecraft and labs, deserts and mountains and even undersea, with special duty tours on the Moon.

The Russian was Arkady Lavrin. A red-haired giant, he was the son of a Swedish mother and a Ukrainian diplomat who carried Viking genes from the blond invaders who brought their dragon ships down the Dnieper a thousand years ago. Never happy at home in Kiev or anywhere on Earth, he had spent his boyhood exiled to military schools and more years advising guerrilla groups in Africa before he got sick of tribal feuds, and fixed his mind on Mars. He liked his vodka, played wicked chess, and had a gift for command.

Ram Chandra was born in Calcutta but educated on Asia Island. That was the floating nation built to be the new Hong Kong, now the commercial hub of the whole Pacific and capital of the East Asian Union. A hollow square, it was five kilometers on a side and twelve decks high, supported on submerged pontoons, with airstrips along three sides and a seaport in the center.

At the Starways table now, White sat staring wistfully through the windows at the spaceplane on the tarmac and that runway to the planets. Lavrin ordered more beers for him and Houston and poured another vodka for himself—the Corps didn’t mind a drink or two after duty, though many more washed you out. Nervously, he drained his soda. They sat watching in awkward silence till he turned slowly back.

“Cheer up, starbirds.” He grinned. “A hard lump for me, but nobody’s funeral. I may be the lucky one when the whole story’s told.”

“How come?” English was the language of the Corps. Lavrin had learned it on training tours at Texas Tech, and his Russian accent was nearly gone except in moments of emotion. “Or can’t you talk?”

“Shouldn’t,” he muttered. “But don’t cry for me. I’ve already made my name, whenever the Authority decides to let you know.”

Down on the tarmac, mechanics were opening an access door to load the heavy little green-painted cylinders of helium-3. White watched them sadly, lips pressed tight.

“Here’s what I can tell.” He looked up last. “I’ve been on special duty out at the Farside labs. Assigned to study the rocks and dust the probes brought back from Mars. Held there in quarantine, to keep hostile Mars bugs off the Earth. A wise idea, I guess, seeing what happened to me.”

“Something we should know?”

“You will.” He nodded. “In due time, whoever makes the team will get a secret briefing. Probably just before the takeoff.”

“Why secret?” They all stared across the table. “Those bugs—they’re real?”

White shrugged and turned again to gaze at the space-plane and the endless runway and the brassy desert sky above the far brown mountain.

“If they are,” Lavrin said, “we’ve got a right to know.”

“I guess you do.” He turned soberly back to drain his beer. They were alone at the end of the long room, but he lowered his voice. “You won’t talk about anything I spill?”

“Of course not,” Lavrin said. “Agreed.”

Chandra and Houston nodded, listening.

“No actual bugs,” he said. “But there is something in the dust. Not as totally dead as was first reported.”

“Life?”

“Not exactly.” White shook his head, still hesitant. “Nothing like ours, anyhow. You have to understand that the research is still incomplete. Preliminary conclusions are still classified. I don’t want to say more than I have to. Any public hint would be terrible PR. Could even kill the expedition.”

“I see.” Lavrin looked behind him to be sure they were still alone. “But since you’ve said this much—”

“A molecule.” White nodded. “One we isolated from the dust. Something that can replicate, placed in the right medium. It has to have water, nitrogen, carbon, and at least a trace of iron. Strange and very primitive. Simpler than any life on Earth, but perhaps the first step toward the evolution of a different sort of life. We were debating what to call it. Protolife, or maybe paralife.”

“I don’t see—” Lavrin’s red eyebrows lifted. “How could that discovery wash you out?”

“The protolife did.” His face twitched. “We’d decided the dust was harmless. I exposed myself. I’m infected, or maybe allergic to it. Something new and confusing to the docs. They never agreed what it was. No treatment, of course. I was hospitalized for a couple of weeks. Cough, fever, skin eruptions.”

Troubled, they studied him.

“You look okay.” Houston grinned and gripped his massive arm. “You feel okay. Fit enough to take us all.”

“Fit for Mars.” A rueful shrug. “I begged for my chance, but I’m still the guinea pig. They’re holding me here for more observation. Taking half a liter of my blood every other week, for a vaccine they’re trying to produce.”

“If it’s that bad—” Chandra pushed his empty glass away. “It’s a crime to keep it secret.”

“What I thought.” White nodded. “The general called me in when he heard about it. My own advice was to go public. Delay the launch till we could finish the study and try to make a vaccine. He wasn’t convinced. It’s now or never, so he says. Do or die.”

“He has no right—” Chandra muttered. “Not to choose for us.”

“You’ll get your choice if you make the team,” White promised him. “And you can see the general’s problem. The flight window’s open now. We have to launch in the next few weeks or wait two years.”

“I’d wait. In two years we could have the Nergal complete. Two ships instead of one. Double our chance. And maybe that vaccine.”

“The general says we can’t wait two years. Too many cost overruns. Too many delays already, even to get the Ares off the Moon. Two more years, he thinks, and we’re dead.”

“Better to die of the dust?”

“Up to you.” White shrugged. “After you’re briefed. After all, I’m not dead. Not even any major complications—none the docs can find. If we do get a vaccine, we can ship it out on the Nergal when the next window opens. If the Authority is still alive by then, and Nergal actually ready.

“That’s the story, anyhow.” With a defiant scowl at the bar machine, he clicked his credit code to order one more beer. “Just in case you want to resign.”

He saw their faces and shook his head.

“Not that I thought you would.”

“Thanks for the facts,” Houston said. “Now what’s ahead for you?”

“I’m still with you, at least as far as the Moon,” White said. “They need to keep me in reach as long as they want my blood. I’m to be a deputy mission commander on the Moon mission.”

“Our boss?” Houston waved him an ironic Corps salute. “Orders for us, sir?”

“I do have instructions for you.” White frowned, serious again. “The Authority is staging another publicity blitz. Tomorrow’s media day. They’re inviting critics to tour the facility; interview the teams.”

“Nothing I like.” Chandra scowled. “Can’t we hide?”

“Better be charming,” White urged him. “If you want to keep us alive. If the public and the congress cutoff the money—which could happen in a minute if they hear about the protolife—Mars will be dying on the vine.”

[image: image]

Next day Houston found himself escorting a heavy, sweaty, blue-jowled newsman named Nicholas Blink, who wanted to know what on Mars could be worth forty billion American dollars.

He took Blink aboard the spaceplane and recited facts about it. Construction time, empty weight, fuel load, rocket thrust, Mach speed at shift from ramjets to scramjets, titanium skin temperature at hypersonic velocities, flight time to LEO. Blink, he saw, didn’t understand or care.

“Fuel?” He pointed at a yellow-painted pump truck. “What does it burn?”

“That’s water,” Houston told him. “Reaction mass for the rocket engine. In the rocket jet, it’s turned to superheated plasma—”

“Water?” Blink took it as a joke. “You’re flying to the Moon with water in the tank?”

He tried to explain the helium fusion engine, but Blink’s newspaper was The Keyhole Spy, aimed at supermarket shoppers who wanted spice instead of space.

“This damn hellhole!” he grumbled. “Get me out of the heat and find me a beer.”

Houston took him to the airconditioned Starways Lounge for the beer and gave him a press kit.

“All about the Moon run,” he said. “A fact sheet, photos, even a video disk. The object, of course, is to pick the best people for the Mars team.”

Blink unbuckled his belt to ease his considerable belly and squinted at a spidery Moon rover.

“That’s what the taxpayers get for all their billions? A car race across the back the Moon?”

“It’s a planet they’re buying.” Houston tried to swallow his impatience. “Read the facts and run the disk. Space does cost a lot, but what we’ve already spent is wasted unless we do get there.”

Blink gurgled his beer.

“We will get there,” Houston promised him. “We’ll build habitats, explore the planet, establish a permanent colony. A second human world—”

“This Moon race?” He wasn’t listening. “A great sports event, if I could get there.”

“Sorry, sir,” Houston said. “But the Moon’s no picnic for anybody. Facilities are limited. No accommodations for the media.”

“You don’t have to coddle me.” Blink raised his nasal whine. “I’ve never ducked a risk. I’ve been down in subs and ridden a balloon over Everest. If you really want publicity, get me to the Moon.”

“Sorry, sir. But you’ll find background on the Mars Corps in the press kit. The test is to choose eight volunteers for this first expedition. We have a few hundred more in training, hoping to follow when they can—”

“These eight?” Blink squinted at him shrewdly. “Are they married?”

“They aren’t even selected yet.”

“Four couples, I understand?”

“Four men and four women.”

“That could be a story for us.” Blink nodded to accept another beer. “Eight people cooped up together, away from the world for two long years. What will they do about sex?”

“Their own business,” Houston said. “Not that I think it’s a problem. They’ll have enough to do without—”

“There’s our story!” Blink broke in. “A psychologist I interviewed last week said all eight should agree to a sort of group marriage. To prevent the violence that might result from natural sexual jealousies. In other words, a free love society.”

“A nut,” Houston said. “We can do without his advice. The team members will be free—”

“Free!” Blink echoed him. “That’s my point. They’ll be off the Earth, outside of public notice and beyond any law. Like the old Bounty mutineers. What is to restrain them?”

“Their own decency. The discipline they’ve learned. Their mission is Mars, and they aren’t going there for any sex orgy—”

“Sex orgy!” Blink grinned, murmuring the words. “Sex orgy on Mars! That’s what I came for.”
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