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To Barbara, my favorite columnist; to Maria and Mike Cote, my favorite editors; and to the memory of Carleton S. Coon, an early victim of political correctness





I do not feel obliged to believe that the same God who has endowed us with sense, reason, and intellect has intended us to forgo their use.

—GALILEO GALILEI




PREFACE

This is a work of fiction. I have striven to make the scientific background of this story as accurate as possible. All the descriptions of the conditions existing on Mars are based solidly on the observations made by satellites in orbit around that planet and rovers trundling along its rust red sands.

However, I have not been constrained by the facts. I have created a scenario to explain the current conditions on Mars that is purely my own invention. While many scientists hope to find bacterial organisms living deep underground on Mars, there is no evidence that the red planet was once inhabited by an intelligent species. That speculation can only be disproved by a thorough exploration of Mars, an exploration conducted by human beings, in addition to robotic craft.

The description of the greenhouse flooding on Earth is also based on actual climatological data, although I have accelerated the timescale somewhat. With a little bad luck, many of us will live to see such flooding. Alas!

The political results of massive greenhouse flooding will be, I fear, to accelerate a trend toward ultraconservative religion-based governments almost everywhere on Earth, a trend that is already evident in much of the world, including the United States. With coastal cities flooded, productive farmlands parched with drought, and the electrical power grid collapsed, millions will be displaced from their homes and their livelihoods. They will demand safety and order, even at the price of individual liberties. History has shown all too often that people turn to authority when faced with disaster, and willingly surrender their freedom.

BEN BOVA

Naples, Florida

July 2007


BOOK I
DYING TIME

Listen to the wisdom of the Old Ones.
The red world and the blue are brothers, both born of
Father Sun. Separated since birth, bombarded by fiery Sky Demons, they found their own paths through time and space. The blue world grew large and rich, deep with water and teeming with life. The red world, farther from Father Sun, smaller, colder, also bore life—for a while.

The Sky Demons returned to both brother worlds, howling, burning, destroying with terrifying hammer blows. Many creatures of the blue world died under their mindless fury. On the red world almost all life was annihilated. Almost all.

Man Maker brought The People to the blue world, where in time they flourished. Strangest of all, Coyote—the Trickster—led The People back to the red world. In time.


DATA BANK

Mars is the most earthlike planet in the solar system. But that doesn’t mean that it’s very much like Earth.

Barely half of Earth’s size, Mars orbits roughly one and a half times farther from the Sun than Earth does. It is a small, cold, seemingly barren world, a frozen desert of iron-rust sands from pole to pole.

Yet Mars is a spectacular world. The tallest mountain in the solar system is the aptly named Olympus Mons, a massive shield volcano three times higher than Everest, with a base as wide as the state of Idaho. The main caldera at Olympus Mons’s summit could swallow Mt. Everest entirely. Other huge volcanoes dot the Tharsis highlands, all of them long extinct.

Almost halfway across the planet is Hellas Planitia, an enormous impact crater nearly the size of Australia and some five kilometers deep, gouged out when a huge meteor slammed into Mars eons ago.

Then there is Valles Marineris, the Grand Canyon of Mars, a gigantic rift in the ground that stretches farther than the distance between Boston and San Francisco, a fracture that is seven kilometers deep in some places and so wide that explorers standing on one rim of it cannot see the other side because it is beyond the horizon.

The atmosphere of Mars is a mere wisp, thinner than Earth’s high stratosphere. It is composed mostly of carbon dioxide, with traces of nitrogen, oxygen, and inert gases such as argon and neon. The air pressure at the surface of Mars is about the same as the pressure thirty-some kilometers up in the high stratosphere of Earth’s atmosphere, so thin that an uncovered glass of water will immediately boil away even when the temperature is far below zero.

Which it is most of the time. Mars is a cold world. At midsummer noon on the Martian equator, the ground temperature might get as high as seventy degrees Fahrenheit. But at the height of a person’s nose the temperature would be zero, and that night it would plunge to a hundred below or even colder. The thin Martian atmosphere retains almost none of the Sun’s heat: it reradiates back into space, even at noon on the equator.

There is water on Mars, however. The polar caps that can be seen from Earth even with an amateur telescope contain frozen water, usually overlain with frozen carbon dioxide: dry ice. Explorers found layers of permafrost—frozen water—beneath the surface, enough underground water to make an ocean or at least a sizable sea.

There is abundant evidence that water once flowed across the surface of Mars. The entire northern hemisphere of the planet may once have been an ocean basin. Mars was once considerably warmer and wetter than it is now.

But today the surface of Mars is a barren desert of highly oxidized iron sands that give Mars its rusty red coloration. Those sands are loaded with superoxides; the planetwide desert of Mars is more like powdered bleach than soil in which plants could grow.

Yet there is life on Mars. The First Expedition discovered lichen-like organisms living inside cracks in the rocks littering the floor of the Grand Canyon of Mars. The Second Expedition found bacteria living deep underground, extremophiles that metabolize solid rock and water leached from the permafrost.

And the human explorers discovered an ancient cliff dwelling built into a niche high up the north wall of the Valles Marineris. There were once intelligent Martians, but they were wiped out in a cataclysm that scrubbed the entire planet clean of almost all life.

Curious explorers from Earth sought to understand those long-vanished Martians. But others of Earth preferred to ignore them, to pretend that they had never existed. In an irony that stretched across two worlds, the greatest discovery made on Mars led directly to the determined effort to put an end to the exploration of the red planet.


TITHONIUM BASE: MORNING

Carter Carleton woke from a troubled sleep. The vague memory of a dream faded in his mind even as he tried to recall it more clearly. Something about the university and the board of regents’ kangaroo court, back on Earth. Better forgotten, he told himself as he pulled the thin blanket off his legs. Better in the deep bosom of the ocean buried, like Shakespeare said.

As he sat up on his narrow bed the aroma of brewing coffee wafted into his cubicle. With it came the nasal twanging of some country-and-western song. “Damned cowboys and their recordings,” he muttered, planting his feet on the floor. Then he grinned inwardly. Those cowboys have doctorates in geology and biochemistry, he reminded himself.

Officially, the base was named in memory of the late Darryl C. Trumball, the Boston financier who had donated a considerable share of his personal fortune to the exploration of Mars. But everyone called it Tithonium Base, situated on the floor of the Tithonium Chasma section of the four-thousand-kilometer-long Valles Marineris, the immense Grand Canyon of Mars.

The floor was radiant-heated but still it felt cold to Carleton’s bare feet. Not as cold as outside, he thought. A glance at the weather readout on the digital clock by his bedside showed the outside temperature hadn’t quite reached ninety below zero yet.

Morning on Mars. Carter Carleton still felt thoroughly out of place among the scientists and technicians who made up the personnel of the Tithonium Chasma base. He was older than any of them, gray-haired and getting pudgy despite his daily toil at the dig. The only anthropologist at the base. The only anthropologist on Mars. The only anthropologist within some hundred million kilometers, for that matter.

Another day, he said to himself, grabbing his towel and toiletries. No, another sol, he corrected. Here on Mars they’re called sols, not days.

“Whatever,” he muttered as he trudged barefoot across his cubicle to the door of the common lavatory.


THE VILLAGE

In his condo in Albuquerque, Jamie Waterman dreamed also. He knew it was a dream, yet the Navaho side of him also knew that dreams reveal truths hidden during the waking day.

The village stood before him, sturdy dried-brick dwellings three and even four stories high. The street was unpaved, of course: nothing more than hard-packed dirt. The sunlight felt warm and good on his shoulders, and Jamie realized that he was wearing nothing more than an old checkered shirt, faded denims, and his well-scuffed boots. No space suit.

The villagers looked strange, very different from Jamie. Why not? he asked himself. After all, they’re Martians.

Jamie walked among the Martian villagers unnoticed, unseen. They paid no attention to him as they scurried on their daily tasks. I’m just a ghost to them, he realized. I’m invisible. Unseen.

Then he recognized his grandfather Al striding along the bare dusty street toward him, wearing his best black leather vest and his broad-brimmed hat with the silver band circling its crown.

“Ya’aa’tey!” Grandfather Al called out the old Navaho greeting. “Grandfather!” Jamie called to him, astonished. “But you’re dead!”

Al grinned widely at him. “Naw, that was a mistake. I been right here, waitin’ for you.”

Jamie laid a hand on his grandfather’s shoulder. He was as solid as the stone bear fetish Al had given his grandson so many years ago. Jamie still carried it with him wherever he went.

“You’re really here?” Jamie felt tears welling in his eyes.

“Long as you want me to be,” said Al. “And this village? This is the way it was?”

“Naw,” Al said. “This is the way it’s gonna be.” Then he added, “Go with beauty, grandson.”


TITHONIUM BASE: THE CAFETERIA

By the time Carter Carleton had dressed and come out into the open central area of the base’s main dome, bright sunlight was streaming through the dome’s curving walls. Overnight, a polarizing electric current turned the plastic walls opaque, to keep the base’s interior heat from escaping into the frigid Martian night. By day, the current was turned off and the walls became transparent to allow warming sunshine in.

Sunshine always made Carleton feel better. That’s one advantage that Mars has, he said to himself as he headed for the cafeteria, off on the far side of the open area. There hasn’t been a cloudy day here in millions of years. Except for the dust storms.

The cafeteria was completely self-service. If you wanted eggs for breakfast you cracked open a plastic package of powdered eggs and fried them yourself on one of the hand-sized skillets hanging over the grill. Staff members took turns cleaning up after each meal. It was perfectly ordinary to see a tenured professor of microbiology loading the dishwasher or sponging down the tables.

This early in the morning the scrubbing robots were still scouring the tile floor. One of the squat, round little turtles was buzzing down the edge of the cafeteria counter; it stopped ten centimeters before Carleton’s loafer-clad feet. It beeped impatiently.

“Go around me, stupid,” Carleton muttered.

The robot dutifully maneuvered around his feet and resumed its route along the counter’s edge.

The grill still bore the same CLOSED FOR MAINTENANCE sign that had been there the day before. This place is going to seed,Carleton grumbled to himself. The bakery odor of fresh toast tempted him, but instead he chose a bowl of cold cereal and poured reconstituted milk into it. As he was reaching for the fresh raspberries, grown in the greenhouse in the adjoining dome, he heard:

“Dr. Carleton?”

Turning, he saw it was one of the junior technicians. The name tag on her shirt read MCMANUS. She was the base’s only nanotechnician.

“Doreen,” he replied, smiling the way he used to in his classrooms.

She had lovely, thickly curled auburn hair, but it was cropped close in a strictly utilitarian style. Her face was oval, with the large shy eyes of a waif. She was almost Carleton’s height, but so thin and bony that Carleton wondered if she were bulimic. Instead of standard-issue coveralls she wore a mannish long-sleeved shirt and creaseless slacks of pearl gray.

“Do you mind if I join you?” she asked, unsmiling. Her voice was low but sweet; Carleton imagined she was probably a good singer. Mezzo-soprano, most likely. He saw that she was carrying a tray that held only a mug of fruit juice and a slice of toast. Nothing more. The toast looked burnt, at that.

“I’d be glad of the company.”

It was still early enough that only a few of the tables were occupied. Voices murmured; the intercom speakers purred soft rock music. Carleton picked an empty table and put his bowl of cereal down.

Once she was settled in the chair on his right, Doreen McManus asked, “Are you going outside again today?”

Carleton groused, “Are you going to twist my arm again?”

Her expression grew even more serious. “Dr. Carleton, you simply—”

“Call me Carter, please. When you call me ‘Dr. Carleton’ it makes me feel a hundred and fifty years old.”

“Carter, then,” she said, with the beginning of a smile.

“And you are going to twist my arm again, aren’t you?”

“That hard-shell suit of yours is awfully old.”

“It works fine. No complaints.”

“But the nanofabric suits are so much easier to work in.”

He picked up his spoon, hesitated, then put it down on the table again with a tiny clink.

“Everybody else uses the nanosuits,” she said earnestly.

“I’m sorry. I just don’t trust them.”

“But—”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t trust you, Doreen. I just feel safer inside an old, reliable hard-shell suit.”

She looked at him with her big puppy eyes for a long, silent moment. Carleton realized her eyes were an exotic grayish green color. It reminded him of a jewelry stone. What was it called? Tourmaline, he remembered. With an effort, he looked down and started spooning up his cereal.

“Would you mind if I went with you this morning?” she asked.

“In a nanosuit?”

“Yes, that’s what I’d be wearing.”

He grinned at her. “Trying to shame the old man?”

“You’re not old.”

“Old enough,” he said, with a practiced sigh.

“Would it be all right?”

“To come out this morning? Sure. The work’s pretty boring, though. Except for the explosions.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Okay, then.”

“Doreen, good morning!” Carleton looked up to see a dark-haired, thickset younger man approaching them. With a glance at Carleton, he plunked his tray on the table as he asked, “All right to sit here, Dr. Carleton?”

Kalman Torok, Carleton saw: one of the biologists. There were only two hundred and some people at Tithonium Base and Carleton—with his long years of memorizing students’ names—knew most of them on a first-name basis. Name tags helped, of course.

Behind him came an older woman whom Carleton recognized as Nari Quintana, the base’s chief medical officer, a diminutive, spare older woman with a bony, hard-edged face and mousy dull brown hair. She sat down without asking permission and began unloading her tray onto the table.

As he picked up his steaming mug of coffee Torok asked gloomily, “Have you heard the latest? They say they’re going to shut us down and ship us back to Earth.” He spoke in British English with a decided Middle European accent.

“Who says that?” Carleton snapped.

Torok raised his heavy black brows.

“It’s the buzz. Everybody’s talking about it.”

He talks with his eyebrows, Carleton said to himself. They’re more expressive than his whiny voice.

“I don’t believe it,” said Doreen.

“They’re closing the base over in Hellas, but not here.”

“Here,” said Torok, as if he had superior knowledge.

“They can’t shut us down,” Carleton said.

“That would be stupid.”

“Criminal,” Quintana agreed. “I’d have to return to Caracas.”

“Not to Caltech?” Doreen asked. “I thought you were on the medical staff there.”

She shook her head sadly. “I gave up my position at CalTech to come to Mars.”

“And what happens to your work?” Carleton asked Torok.

The biologist sighed. “It would be the end of my experiment on growing plants in the indigenous soil. I would write a paper on it when I got back to Budapest, I suppose.”

“Couldn’t you bring soil samples back to Budapest?” Doreen asked.

“What good would that do?” Torok countered, those thick dark brows knitting. “I’d have to start all over again and the university would never pay to build a simulation chamber large enough to be useful.”

He fell into a morose silence. Quintana picked listlessly at her plate of eggs and soymeat bacon while Torok took a sip from his mug.

“God, what I’d give for a decent cup of coffee,” the Hungarian groused, thumping the mug onto the tabletop. “Instead of this crap.”

“It has to be decaffeinated,” Quintana replied sharply. “Caffeine denatures vitamin C. You know that.”

“Yes, I know. Still—”

“Do you want to come down with scurvy, like they did on the First Expedition? You’re on Mars! Keep that in the front of your mind every day, every minute.”

Torok started to glare at the harsh-tongued physician, but shrugged instead and muttered, “I won’t be on Mars for much longer. Neither will you.”

Trying to make it sound bright, Doreen said, “Well, if we’re sent home you’ll be back with your wife and kids again, Kal.”

Torok’s face grew even more somber. “She prefers to have me here.”

“Oh?”

Carleton asked, “What about you, Doreen?”

“If we have to leave I’ll go back to Selene and work in the nanolab.”

“On the Moon?”

“You can’t do nanotech work anywhere on Earth,” she replied.

“Not legally.”

“And you, Professor?” Torok asked. “Where will you go?”

Carleton still winced inwardly when anyone addressed him by the title that had been stripped from him.

“I’m staying right here,” he said firmly. “And so are all of you. They can’t shut us down. Waterman won’t let that happen.”


SAN SIMEON, CALIFORNIA: BOARD OF EDUCATION

“Meeting will come to order,” said chairperson Lisa Goodfellow. The four other men and women sitting around the oval table stopped their conversations and turned their attention to the chairperson.

Seated at the opposite end of the table from the chairperson was Oliver Maxwell. While the board members were dressed in California casual clothes—open-neck shirts and relaxed, comfortable jeans—Maxwell wore a sky blue sports jacket over his shirt and tie.

“In deference to Mr. Maxwell, who has a plane to catch, I propose we consider his item on the agenda before anything else. Any objections?”

No one said a word. The chairperson smiled at Maxwell. “The floor is all yours, sir.”

Maxwell remained in his chair, smiling back at the board members. He was a stocky man in his late forties, with crinkles around his deep-set eyes.

“This won’t take long. I represent the Mars Foundation, as most of you already know. The Foundation wants to make its package of learning materials available to the schools of your district.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “For free, of course.”

“A package of learning materials?” asked one of the board members.

“About Mars. About the exploration work going on there,” Maxwell said. “The life forms that they’ve found. The cliff dwellings. The ancient volcanoes. The kids’ll love it.”

“About Mars,” said the chairperson, almost in a whisper.

“Videos, texts, pictures … the kids’ll love it,” Maxwell repeated.

One of the two male board members, tanned and sun-blond as a beachcomber, knit his brows. “This is science stuff, isn’t it?”

Nodding, Maxwell replied, “The exploration’s being done by scientists, yes. But it’s exciting. It’s an adventure in discovery!”

The beachcomber shook his head. Turning to the chairperson, he complained, “Look, they tried to ram Darwin down our throats years ago. These scientists are always trying to sneak their ideas into the school curriculum. It’s our duty to protect our children from their secularist propaganda.”

“But it’s not propaganda!” Maxwell cried, sounding genuinely hurt. “It’s real. They’re actually searching for the remains of a village that intelligent Martians lived in millions of years ago!”

“Yeah. And I’m descended from a monkey.”

“There’s no proof that intelligent people lived on Mars,” said the woman across the table. “It’s all unproven theories.”

“But—”

The chairperson smiled sweetly at Maxwell once more. “We thank you for the Foundation’s very generous offer. The board will take it under consideration.”

“But—”

“I know you have a plane to catch. We’ll get in touch with you once we’ve come to a decision.”

Reluctantly Maxwell got to his feet and shuffled out of the meeting room. He knew what the board’s decision would be. And he didn’t look forward to the next stop on his itinerary: Salt Lake City.


ALBUQUERQUE: DURAN CONDOMINIUMS

Jamie Waterman awoke slowly from his dream about the Martian village. For long moments he lay unstirring in his bed, looking up at the soft eggshell white of the ceiling, his eyes focused on the past.

Al’s been dead more than twenty years, he said to himself, and still I dream about him. Turning his head, he saw his wife sleeping beside him. Vijay’s beautiful dark face looked relaxed, untroubled. Jamie wished he could feel that way.

I was there when Al died, when the Sky Dancers took him away, Jamie remembered. Not like when Jimmy died. Vijay was alone then. I was a hundred million kilometers away. She had to deal with our son’s death by herself.

Slowly he blinked away the memory of his dream, the memories of the dead, and slipped quietly out of bed. Vijay stirred slightly but didn’t wake up, her long dark hair tousled, her lustrous eyes softly closed. I’ll never leave you again, Jamie promised silently. Not for anything.

He padded to the bathroom and shut the door as quietly as he could.

Another day, Jamie thought as he looked into the shaving mirror. Just like yesterday and the day before. Just like tomorrow will be. Going through the motions. The excitement’s gone. Now we’re just trying to hold on, trying to keep them from shutting us down.

Why bother? he asked himself. Why not let the bastards close down the program and bring everybody home? Why fight the inevitable?

His unhappy face stared back at him: broad cheeks, coppery skin, dark brooding eyes. Strands of gray flecked his close-cropped jet black hair. His mouth turned downward unhappily. He saw his father’s Navaho face; his mother’s golden hair and pink skin were inside him, didn’t show.

Jamie showered, then shaved even though he felt he didn’t really need to. When he slowly opened the door to the bedroom, Vijay hadn’t stirred in their bed.

If the shower and the shaver didn’t wake her she must be really out. Good, he thought. She deserves her rest. Putting up with me isn’t easy.

He dressed as quietly as he could in his newest jeans and a crisply starched white shirt. Rummaging carefully through his dresser drawer, he pulled out his best bolo, the silver and onyx one that he usually reserved for formal receptions at the university. Softly, softly he filled his pockets with change and keys and facial tissues. And the bear fetish with the wispy white eagle’s feather that Al had lovingly tied to it just before Jamie left for Mars the first time.

The feather’s looking pretty shoddy, he thought. Worn down by the years. Just like me.

Vijay slept on. Sleep is the best healer, Jamie said to himself. She says she’s okay; she smiles and acts normal and pretends she’s over it. For me. She puts on the good face for my sake. But Jimmy’s death still haunts us. We should’ve done what real Navahos do: we should’ve left this condo and moved someplace else, someplace far away from all these memories.

With his boots in one hand he tiptoed to the edge of the bed. So beautiful, he thought as he gazed down at her. It shouldn’t have happened to her like this. She deserves better.

Help her find her path through this, he prayed silently to gods he didn’t really believe in. With a grimace he added, And while you’re at it, I could use some help myself.


TITHONIUM CHASMA: THE RIFT VALLEY

“It’s hard to think of this as a valley,” said Doreen.

Carleton heard her in the earphones built into his suit’s glassteel helmet. “A rift valley,” he said.

She made a little frown. “I’ve had some geology classes, Professor.”

“Please call me Carter.”

“Sure.”

Her nanosuit was transparent. It looked to Carleton as if she were wearing nothing over her coveralls more than a plastic rain suit with an inflated bubble over her head. Even the life support pack on her back looked too small to do its job, flimsy. Yet she was standing out on the surface of Mars in the morning sunlight, snug and apparently perfectly safe.

Carleton felt like a shambling Neanderthal beside her. His spacesuit was a heavy, cumbersome shell of cermet with flexible joints at the elbows, knees and waist. Semiflexible, he corrected himself. I’ll know what arthritis feels like when it hits me, trying to move around in this outfit. He pictured himself like Falstaff, clanking unwillingly into battle inside his heavy suit of armor.

Doreen had volunteered to help him lug his equipment out to the digging site, so he had allowed her to carry the spades and tongs and brushes while he pushed the cart that was loaded with the explosives and detonators.

She’s right, he thought as he looked past her at the cliffs looming over them. It doesn’t look like a valley. The cliffs on Carleton’s left were more than three kilometers high. The valley was so wide that he couldn’t see its other wall: it was over the horizon.

They call Mars the red planet, he mused as they trudged along to the site. Yes, most of its surface is rust red dust. Iron oxides. A red desert, from pole to pole. But look at that cliff face: bands of ochre and pale yellow and light brown along with the iron red. You can’t stand here for ten minutes without wanting to be a geologist.

Several klicks along the cliff face was the sloping ramp of dirt and rocks that Jamie Waterman had used for the first transit down to the floor of Tithonium, back during the First Expedition, more than twenty years ago. The original Mars base had been up on the plateau in those early days. But it was down here on the valley floor that the Martian lichen had been discovered, struggling to stay alive through frigid nights and dust storms that smothered everything in their path.

And in that notch high up in the cliff wall Waterman had found the ruins of buildings: brick structures erected by intelligent Martians more than sixty million years ago. Intelligent Martians who were wiped out by an extinction-level meteor strike, just as the dinosaurs on Earth had been driven into extinction by a killer meteor impact.

There were three buckyball cables running along the cliff face now, to carry people and equipment from the base on the valley floor to Waterman’s village up in the cleft in the rocks. Only, it wasn’t a village. Carleton was convinced of that. Some sort of shrine, more likely. Or a fortress. The village was down here, on the valley floor. Had to be. If only I could find it, he thought. If the damned lichen are smart enough to live down here, where it’s warmer and there’s some moisture from the frost that forms overnight, then the Martians must’ve been smart enough to do the same.

Except that he hadn’t found any village. Not yet, he told himself. It’s here, you just haven’t gone deep enough yet.

“Is that the site?” Doreen asked, pointing with a spade toward the edge of the pit a few dozen meters ahead.

“That’s it,” Carleton said.

“And you think there’s a village buried here?” Doreen put down the spade and the bag of brushes.

They stopped at the edge of the pit. It was fifty meters across and about twenty meters deep, almost square in shape. Its bottom looked freshly swept, cleaned of all debris and dust, nothing but bare jagged rock. To one side of where they were standing rested the tables bearing mesh grids for sifting rubble and the hoist that Carleton used to lower himself into the pit.

As he carefully took his packages from the cart and lowered them to the ground in his stiff-jointed suit, Carleton said, “Ground-penetrating radar showed indications of a gridwork about thirty meters below the surface. Nature doesn’t produce grids; intelligence does.”

“But you haven’t found anything,” Doreen said, not accusingly, he thought. If anything, she sounded sympathetic.

“Haven’t gone deep enough yet. The village is underneath sixty-some million years of compacted dust.” If it’s here at all, he added silently.

“And you excavate with explosives?”

“Beats digging.”

“But doesn’t that blow up the fossils you’re looking for?”

“I’m not down deep enough for fossils yet. When I find something I’ll start digging by hand.”

“Sounds weird, blasting away like that.”

He chuckled at her. “There’s precedent for it. Dart or Broom or one of those paleontologists in South Africa a century or more ago, they used dynamite to excavate fossil sites.”

“It still sounds weird,” Doreen insisted gently.

“Don’t sweat it,” he said. “I sift through the rubble after each blast, to see if there’s anything in it. So far, nothing. It takes a long time, but digging by hand would be really tedious.”

He could see Doreen’s face clearly through the nanofabric bubble of her helmet. She looked intrigued, but he thought he saw doubt in her big doe’s eyes, as well.

“You’re doing this work all by yourself?”

“Nobody’s willing to help me. I’m something of a pariah, you know.”

“I’ve heard about that,” Doreen said. “Some sort of scandal? You had to resign your professorship at Penn?”

“I was set up. The fundamentalists took control of the board of regents and they didn’t like what I had to say about Darwin, so they set me up with a Mata Hari.”

“Mata Hari?” Doreen clearly had never heard of her.

“A spy. A seducer. A whore.”

She looked at him, and he was glad that all she could see in the reflective gold coating of his helmet visor was a mirror image of herself. Good, he thought, feeling his cheeks burning with unrepressed fury at his memories.

At last she said, “I’ll help you.”

“Help me?”

“With your work here. I’ve got nothing much else to do. The nanosuits work fine and they don’t need any maintenance to speak of. I’ll help you dig.”

He was surprised at her offer, but he heard himself reply immediately, “No. You’ll just make difficulties for yourself.”

“They can’t make trouble for me,” she said. “I don’t live on Earth, remember? I’m a citizen of Selene. I’m free.”


ALBUQUERQUE: UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO

The paperless office is still nothing more than a distant daydream, Jamie said to himself. No matter how hard he tried to keep his office neat and tidy, the clutter always crept in to drown him. His office was no bigger than any of the others along the corridor of the Planetary Sciences Department building. Its door bore a modest sign:

J. WATERMAN
SCIENTIFIC DIRECTOR
MARS PROGRAM

Inside, the office had space only for a regular university-issue desk of genetically engineered faux maple, littered with papers, a bookcase stuffed with reports and folders, and a single plastic chair for visitors. The room had a window that looked out at the elevated interstate highway that ran through the heart of Albuquerque. This early in the morning, the rush-hour traffic was just beginning to build up.

Jamie had come in early to try to get some work done before his conference call was scheduled. He squeezed around his desk and slid into the swivel chair, booted up his desktop computer. He shook his head at the litter that threatened to engulf him. Got to clean this place up, he thought as the computer ran through its self-check and then announced with a sharp beep that it was ready for work.

Scanning the morning’s schedule, he saw that he had more than two hours before the conference call would come through. He started to review the latest reports from the teams on Mars.

It’s been nearly two years, he realized. Two years since I left Mars. Two years since Jimmy died. Skydiving. Of all the stupid things a teenager could do, he had to get his kicks by jumping out of an airplane. Why? Because his father had, years before. But I did it because I had to: it was part of my training for the Mars mission. I didn’t do it for fun. The Russians wouldn’t okay me for the mission if I didn’t jump. I wasn’t there to guide Jimmy, to make him understand, to protect him. I wasn’t there for my son. Or for Vijay.

I know it’s hit her hard. She tries to put a good face on it, pretends she’s gotten over it. For my sake. She doesn’t want me to see how she’s hurting. But I know the pain is there. I feel it. Mothers get sick when their sons die. They wither away. They get cancer.

He shook his head, trying to clear away the past. Focus on today, he told himself. This morning.

The exploration of Mars was proceeding slowly. Not like those breathtaking heady weeks when they had first landed, when every day seemed to bring an exciting new discovery. Now the exploration went more slowly. That’s the way science works, Jamie told himself. You break through into a new area, new ideas, and it’s mind-blowing. But then you get bogged down digging out the details, searching for the clues, building up the evidence.

It takes time, exploring a whole world.

The original Mars base had been at the edge of the Tharsis highlands, but once they discovered the lichen clinging precariously to life at the floor of Tithonium Chasma, and Jamie discovered the ancient ruins notched into a cleft in the cliffs there, they moved the base to the canyon floor and enlarged it. A smaller base had been established almost halfway across the planet in the enormous impact crater called the Hellas Basin, but Jamie knew that they couldn’t afford to keep it going. Nearly three hundred men and women were working on Mars, resupplied regularly by flights from Earth and the lunar nation of Selene. That’s about a hundred more than we can maintain on our current funding, he admitted silently.

Yet we don’t know much more about the Martians than we did twenty years ago, Jamie grumbled to himself, when I first glimpsed the remains of their cliff dwellings. Just that they’re gone, wiped out in the same cataclysm that killed off the dinosaurs here on Earth sixty-five million years ago.

An intelligent species, destroyed by the impersonal, implacable crash of a meteor big enough to blow away Mars’s atmosphere and wipe out all life more complex than those hardy little lichen.

They never knew what hit them, Jamie thought. Then he corrected himself. They knew. They realized that death had come screaming out of the sky. They were intelligent enough to understand. But they didn’t have the level of technology to do anything about it. All they could do was die.

“Christ,” he muttered, “I’m getting morose in my old age. Death and dying is all I think about anymore.”

At least we’ve got those big telescopes watching for asteroids heading toward Earth. We can spot them years in advance. We can send rockets out to them, divert them away from a collision course. We won’t be wiped out the same way the dinosaurs were. The way the Martians were.

With a shake of his head he turned his attention to the morning’s reports. There was a lengthy analysis of the lichen that lived in the rocks strewn along the valley floor. Jamie scanned the abstract, frowning, then studied the graphs that summarized the authors’ findings. The lichen are dying off, he saw. Slowly, slowly, but there’s less and less water vapor in the atmosphere, less water to keep them alive.

Mars is dying. The whole planet is dying. Jamie leaned back in his chair and rubbed his aching eyes. Who isn’t dying? he asked himself.

His phone buzzed. Startled, Jamie glanced at his desktop clock and saw that more than two hours had passed since he’d arrived at his office. I’ve just pissed away two hours, he scolded himself.

The phone buzzed again.

Thoroughly disgusted with the news about the lichen and his own failing, Jamie tapped the phone’s keypad. The face of the President of the Navaho Nation appeared on the flat screen mounted on the wall to his right. She was older than Jamie, her hair dead white, pulled back off her face and tied into a long queue that draped over her shoulder. She was wearing a plain blouse of light tan, with turquoise and coral beads sewn along the edge of the collar. Her face was wrinkled, as weathered as the mesas of the Navaho land where she lived, but her dark eyes sparkled with warmth and lively intellect. She had the same broad cheekbones and stocky build as Jamie.

He glanced again at the digital clock and grinned, despite himself. She’s right on time. Unusual for a Navaho.

“Ya’aa’tey,” Jamie said, dipping his chin slightly.

“Ya’aa’tey,” she replied. It is good.

“Our friend in Boston is late.”

The president smiled. “He must be learning Navaho ways.” They both laughed.

“Everything goes well for you?” Jamie asked. “Almost everything.”

“Almost?”

With a shrug, she replied, “The Anglos are trying to buy more of the reservation’s land. They say they need it for the people who were driven from their homes by the big floods. If we don’t sell they say they’ll go to court and take the land anyway.”

“Refugees.” Jamie knew that the greenhouse warming that had flooded coastal cities and driven out millions of now-homeless refugees was also bringing rains to the lands of the Navaho people, turning stark brown desert into inviting green pastures. White politicians and real estate developers coveted those newly green acres. The pressure to open the reservation to settlement by the refugees was growing every day, every hour.

“There’s plenty of open land in other places,” the president said, “but they’re putting a lot of pressure on—”

The phone buzzed once more, interrupting her. Jamie touched the keypad and his wall screen split into two images. The new one showed C. Dexter Trumball, in his office high up in one of Boston’s financial district towers.

“Morning,” Dex said curtly.

Each time Jamie saw Dex he was struck all over again by how much the former geologist had grown to resemble his late father. Dex Trumball still had all his hair, but his handsome face had thinned over the years since he and Jamie had worked together on the Second Mars Expedition. And those blue green eyes of his seemed sharper, more penetrating, as if he knew things that no one else knew. His father’s eyes, scheming and demanding.

“How’s the weather in Boston?” Jamie could see a briskly clear blue sky through the window at Dex’s back.

“You haven’t seen the news?” Dex asked. “This morning’s news from Washington?”

“No,” said Jamie.

“The president’s zeroed out the Mars program.” Jamie felt it like a sharp blow to his heart. “She zeroed out…?”

“What does that mean?” asked the Navaho president.

“It means the U.S. government will stop funding us when the new fiscal year starts.”

“She can’t do that!” Jamie protested. “She’s done it.”

“Congress won’t let her get away with it,” he insisted, but he knew he was clutching at straws.

Dex’s expression was halfway between a sneer and a scowl of disgust.

The Navaho president said, “Other nations help to fund the program, too. Maybe—”

“America puts in the lion’s share,” Dex said. “Once Washington pulls out the others will do the same.”

“But—”

“We’re sunk,” Dex growled. “Screwed. Dead in the water.”

Not while I breathe, Jamie said to himself. Not while there’s a beat left in my heart.


TITHONIUM CHASMA: THE DIG

Carleton would not allow Doreen to handle the explosives. Not that they were actually dangerous, but he would not take any chances. She might be just what she says she is, he told himself, a nanotech engineer with nothing better to do while she’s here on Mars. But she might be another plant by those psalm-singing sonsofbitches, he fumed inwardly as he planted the strips of plastique in a careful pattern across the bottom of his excavation. Who knows? She might be one of those fanatics who’d be willing to blow herself up just to destroy me. Like the old suicide bombers back in the Middle East, years ago.

Still, he was glad of her company. He talked to her as he put down the strips of plastic explosive, absently chatting away as if they were strolling along a campus path back on Earth.

“Everything we know in biology supports Darwin’s concept of evolution through natural selection,” he was saying. “Hell, biologists have even watched populations of fishes splitting into separate species, in lakes in Africa.”

“But so many people are against Darwin,” Doreen said, more to keep him talking than out of conviction, he thought. She was sitting up on the lip of the pit, her nanosuited legs dangling into the excavation.

“Know-nothing fundamentalists,” he grumbled as he worked. It was impossible to bend far enough inside the hard-shell suit to lay down the doughy strips. Carleton had to get down on his knees. As he worked he crawled along the rough base of the pit like an oversized infant encased inside a robot.

“I think they see Darwin as a challenge to their beliefs,” Doreen said.

“I think they don’t think at all,” he groused. “They just follow orders from their know-nothing ministers.”

“Now be fair,” Doreen countered. “If Darwin’s right and we humans are just another kind of animal, it destroys their belief that we’re special, that we were created by God separate and apart from all the animals.”

“Yeah, and given dominion over the Earth so we can slaughter all the other animals and chop down all the trees and just generally screw up the environment.”

“It destroys their belief that God sent his only son to redeem our souls,” Doreen said firmly. “It hits them where it hurts the most.”

“You don’t understand,” he said. “It’s not about religion. It’s about politics. It’s about power. Their leaders use religion to keep their followers in line. When you’re told you’re doing God’s work you’re willing to do just about anything they tell you to.”

“But they really believe their religion.”

“Of course they do. That’s what makes them so ruthless. They think they’re on God’s side.”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

He looked up at her, from his kneeling position. “Is that what you believe?”

“It’s what they believe, Professor.”

“And you? What about you?”

She hesitated a long moment before answering, “I’m not certain of what I believe. I know that I don’t have all the answers, that’s for sure.”

“But you’re a Christian.”

“A Quaker.”

Surprised, he blurted, “A Quaker?”

“Society of Friends,” Doreen said.

“I never met a Quaker before,” Carleton admitted.

“There aren’t that many of us. We’ve only got four regulars at Selene.”

A Quaker, Carleton mused silently. William Penn was a Quaker. Philadelphia was founded by the Quakers. The University of Pennsylvania, too, if I remember right. But the university isn’t run by Quakers anymore. Hasn’t been for a long time.

He felt the old anger simmering inside him again. Squatting on the floor of the excavation, he craned his neck to see Doreen up on the lip of the pit. A Quaker. Could a Quaker be a Mata Hari? he asked himself. Not very likely, he answered. Or are you just thinking with your testicles again?

Finally he finished laying out the explosive strips and planting the thumb-sized detonators in them. Carleton laboriously slipped the climbing rig’s harness over the shoulders of his hard suit, then pressed the button on it that activated the winch. Through the thin Martian air the winch’s motor sounded like the faint whine of a mosquito.

Once he reached the lip of the excavation Doreen came over to help him out of the harness. Then he took her gloved hand and led her fifty paces from the rim of the pit.

“You’re going to set it off?” she asked.

“Got to call control, back at the base,” he said, pecking at the suit radio’s keypad on his left wrist. “The geologists want to know when I blast, so they don’t get their seismometer records screwed up.”

She watched him as he called the base and told the excursion director he was ready to fire the explosives.

“Hold on while I check with the rock jocks,” the controller’s cheerful young voice came through his helmet earphones.

Doreen started to ask, “Do they ever stop you from—”

“Dr. Carleton? You’re cleared to detonate at 11:15 precisely. It’s now 11:06:33.”

“Eleven-oh-six-thirty-three,” Carleton repeated, his eyes on the digital clock set into the wrist pad. “Check. I’ll blow at 11:15, on the tick.”

The explosion, when it came, disappointed Doreen. It wasn’t a ground-shaking blast: just a little whump followed by a cloud of dust that slowly wafted away from the pit.

She walked beside Carleton to the edge of the excavation. Its floor was covered now with broken, shattered bits of rock.

“Now we start the day’s real work,” he said to her.

It took hours to spade up the rubble, pack it into containers, and hoist it up to the surface. Carleton was impressed with Doreen’s willingness to work. And the fact that she could move so much more easily in her nanosuit than he could in his unwieldy hard shell. The strangely small sun climbed higher in the saffron sky. Temperature’s getting up to twenty below, Carleton surmised as they hauled rock shards to the sifter.

He felt perspiration trickling along his ribs and saw Doreen absently try to wipe her brow, only to bump her gloved hand against the spongy bubble of her inflated helmet.

“You should’ve worn a head band,” he told her. “Keeps the sweat out of your eyes.”

Blinking hard, she said, “I didn’t think I’d be sweating when it’s so cold.”

“The suits keep your body heat in.”

“Now you tell me.”

The sifter rattled away. Carleton stopped it to study the contents of the tray beneath it, running his gloved fingers through the dust, finding nothing more than grains of rusty sand. Then he and Doreen poured still another load of shattered rock and started the machine rattling again. Even in the gentle gravity of Mars his arms were starting to ache.

“So much of science is manual labor,” he said as they strained to lift another carton of rubble onto the sifter’s grid. “Just plain donkey work. Hours of it. Years of it. All for the chance of making a discovery.”

“It’s a lot easier in the nanolab back at Selene,” Doreen said, puffing slightly from exertion. “Nanomachines are teensy little things.” He laughed. “And the Moon’s gravity is even lighter than Mars’s.”

“We should be using nanomachines here,” she said.

“Here? For what?”

“They could build bigger domes for us, pull out atoms of iron and other metals from the ground and build really strong domes, big as you want.”

Carleton felt impressed. “You could do that?”

“Sure,” she replied, her voice eager. “Back at Selene they build spacecraft out of carbon soot. Nanomachines turn the carbon into pure diamond, stronger and lighter than steel.”

“So you think we could build a bigger, safer base with nanobugs.”

She nodded brightly inside her helmet. She’s really good-looking, he thought. Not much of a figure but her face is pretty, with those big soulful gray-green eyes. Carleton smoothed the rubble over the grid and reached for the switch that would start the sifter working again.

“That’s a funny-looking piece of rock,” Doreen said, pointing to one of the shards on the grid.

Carleton grunted and picked up the odd-shaped rock in his gloved hand. It rested in his palm easily. He held it for a moment, then turned it over and brought it up almost touching his visor so he could look at it more closely.

He goggled at it. He actually felt his eyes bugging out, felt the breath gush out of him.

“Dr. Carleton?” Doreen said. “Carter? Are you okay?”

It took several tries before he could say, “It’s a funny-looking piece of rock, all right. It’s a vertebra! I’ll eat camel dung if it’s not a goddamned mother-loving vertebra!”


ALBUQUERQUE: UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO

“Let’s put this in perspective,” Jamie said to Dex and the Navaho president. “It doesn’t have to mean the end of everything.”

“The hell it doesn’t,” Dex muttered.

“Most of our funding comes from the Foundation,” said the Navaho president. “The government’s contribution is important, I know, but we get most of our money from private donors, don’t we?”

Dex answered, “Private contributions have been tailing off. It’s harder and harder to get major donations; the big money people have been backing away from us, and now, with the goddamned feds pulling out of the program, it’ll be tougher than ever to get them to come through.”

The president said, “I know we’re not supposed to make a profit out of Mars, but my Council people have been making noises.”

“Noises?” Jamie asked.

“You know, questions. They’re wondering why we can’t get something out of the program.”

Dex started to say, “You’re running the world’s biggest conservation effort, and—”

“The biggest in two worlds,” the president corrected, with a sly smile.

“Three,” Dex immediately countered. “Don’t leave out the Moon.”

Jamie listened to them arguing mildly back and forth, remembering how Dex had originally come to Mars on the Second Expedition, bubbling with plans to make a tourist center of the red planet. Ostensibly a geologist, C. Dexter Trumball had insisted that if private donors such as his father were expected to finance the exploration of Mars they had to be allowed to make a profit out of it. He had his father’s vision of using Mars to make money. But once he saw the ancient cliff dwellings, once he realized that this seemingly barren planet had sustained intelligent life, Dex defied his father and helped Jamie turn legal stewardship of Mars to the Navaho nation.

A friendship had grown between the two men, a friendship that held strong even after Dex returned to Earth to face his furious father.

It was a supreme irony, granting control of the red planet to the red-skinned Navaho, who regarded the guardianship of Mars as a sacred trust and would allow only scientific exploration. The news media trumpeted the story while financial backers such as Darryl C. Trumball howled about betrayal and turned to their lawyers. The International Astronautical Authority upheld the Navaho claim, and so did the World Court—as long as at least one member of the Navaho nation actually lived on Mars. International law prohibited any nation or corporate entity from claiming ownership of a planet or even a pebble-sized asteroid, but anyone could claim exclusive use of a body in space if they were actually working on that body.

So the Navaho nation controlled Mars as long as one Navaho lived and worked on the planet. The scheme had succeeded for nearly twenty years. Mars was being explored by international teams of scientists. Tourism was limited to virtual reality simulations, where paying customers could experience a visit to Mars without leaving their living rooms on Earth, without disturbing the frigid desert sands of the red planet.

With a conscious effort, Jamie returned his attention to the meeting and the problems of the day.

“The VR tours are bringing in a steady income,” the Navaho president was saying, “especially when we open up a new territory to walk through.”

“So what’s the problem?” Jamie asked.

“The Council’s hoping for more income,” she replied, her normally stolid face frowning slightly. “Maybe a bigger percentage of the gross.”

“Christ, you’re already getting everything above our operating costs,” Dex Trumball snapped.

“Your operating costs include a pretty fat fee,” said the president.

“My Foundation people can’t work for free!”

The president sighed. “It’s just like the casinos: you’re making more money out of the VR tours than we are.”

“But you’re not doing anything,” Dex insisted. “You don’t have any costs at all. It’s all pure profit for you.”

Jamie jumped in before the president could reply. “Dex, listen: no matter how much money the VR tours bring in, the Diné will always need more.”

“And my Foundation’s supposed to be an endless source of bucks?”

“We have a lot of legal fees coming up,” the president pointed out. “Washington is making claims on reservation land. Squatters are moving in on us.”

Dex’s youthful face broke into a wicked grin. “We could offer the refugees land on Mars. Like the old Homestead Act, let ’em settle—”

“No!” Jamie shouted.

Laughing, Dex replied, “I was wondering how long it’d take you to yell.”

“You’re not serious,” the Navaho president said.

“Not really,” Dex admitted. Then his expression turned crafty. “Although I bet we could build big domes, pump air into them, bake the oxides out of the soil and start growing crops.”

Scowling, Jamie said, “Don’t even joke about that, Dex.”

But Dex went on, “With the new fusion torch ships the transportation costs wouldn’t be so bad, I bet.”

“Dex—”

“Y’know, it’s just crazy enough for some politicians in Washington to go for it. Send the refugees to Mars! A trillion-dollar boondoggle.”

“It’s not funny,” Jamie insisted.

“Yeah,” Dex admitted. “I guess not. Wouldn’t work anyway. Even with the fusion rockets it’s too damned expensive to ship millions of people off-planet.”

“So can we get a better break on the revenue income?” the president asked, returning to her point.

“I don’t see how,” Dex replied immediately. “Besides, we’ve got a bigger problem now.”

“Bigger?” asked Jamie.

“With Washington backing out of the program, the Foundation’s going to have to carry the funding load pretty much alone.”

“But there’s the Europeans, the Chinese—”

“And the Russians, I know. They’ll all back away, you wait and see. Besides, what they’re putting into the pot now isn’t enough to take up the slack.”

“So it’s up to the Foundation,” Jamie said.

“Yeah, but the donations are getting harder to come by. The big money’s going into reconstruction, restoring the electric power grid, new housing for the refugees. Everybody and his brother has their hands out. It’s endless.”

“And Mars is a luxury,” the Navaho president murmured.

“Worse than that,” said Dex. “The religious nuts want to close us down. They don’t want us finding anything else about the Martians. They don’t even want to think that there was another intelligent race on Mars.”

“The New Morality?”

“And the Holy Disciples in Europe and all the rest of them. They don’t like us finding anything that conflicts with their twelfth-century view of the world. They want to forget about Mars. They want everybody else to forget about Mars, as well.”

Jamie sank back in his desk chair. “So they’re putting pressure on you.”

“Not just me. On our donors, our backers. Spend your money here on Earth, they say. Help your fellow human beings instead of poking around on Mars.”

“That’s a strong argument,” said the Navaho president.

Searching for a ray of hope, Jamie said, “But the universities want to continue the exploration.”

“The universities are under pressure, too,” said Dex, with a shake of his head. “And now that the White House has skunked us, it’s going to be tougher than ever to raise new funds.”


INTERVIEW

“So how can you possibly keep your team on Mars now that the government has canceled its funding for the program?”

Jamie stared at the interviewer. He had spent most of the day answering questions from reporters. He had appeared on four different network news shows, skipping lunch to sit before their cameras and answer the same questions over and over again.

Normally Jamie enjoyed interviews. He got a kick out of the cut-and-thrust, where the interviewer was trying to dig out something sensational and he was doing his best to get across the points he wanted to make despite the interviewer’s loaded questions. But now, after this long day of interrogation, Jamie felt tired and irritable.

They’re ready to bury us, he realized. Half of them don’t even know that most of our funding comes from private sources, and has for nearly twenty years. Washington pulls out and they think we’re dead.

This interview in the studio of a local Albuquerque affiliate of a major network was being aired live across the nation. Jamie had postponed his dinner to appear in the studio. He had phoned Vijay at home twice to tell her he’d be late and twice gotten the answering machine’s bland response. Has she heard the news? he wondered.

His interviewer of the moment was in Los Angeles, speaking with Jamie over a closed video circuit. Rhonda Samuels was a crafty middle-aged woman with a practiced smile and a cobra’s eyes. Her ash blond hair was so carefully coiffed that Jamie thought it could have been a helmet. Her beige suit fit her trim figure without the slightest wrinkle. Jamie felt distinctly grungy in the shirt and jeans he’d been in since early morning. He was glad he’d worn the onyx bolo.

How can we keep exploring Mars without money from Washington? Jamie fingered the bear fetish in his pocket as he framed his answer.

He remembered how his grandfather Al would sit in silence for long moments while he was dickering with one of the artisans who produced the jewelry and hand-painted pottery that Al sold in his shop on the Plaza in Santa Fe. Al was never in a hurry when he spoke to his fellow Native Americans. “Take some time, Jamie,” he would advise his grandson. “Size up the person you’re talkin’ to. Get the feel of the situation before you open your mouth.”

But this was television, where five seconds is an eternity.

Rhonda Samuels interrupted his silence.

“I mean,” she said, her voice low but hard-edged, “without government funding you won’t be able to keep the exploration team on Mars, will you?”

“Actually, Ms. Samuels,” Jamie said, trying to make it bright despite his inner weariness, “the government was only contributing about a tenth of our total funding. Most of our support comes from private sources.”

Her brows shot up. “Private sources?”

“The Mars Foundation, which is based here in New Mexico,” Jamie explained. “One of our major backers is the Trumball Trust, in Boston. Then there’s—”

“But without the government’s contribution, can you afford to keep those men and women on Mars?”

“I think so. We’re doing the math. And we’re looking for additional donors.”

“Additional donors?” she asked.

“People or institutions that want to help us carry on the exploration of Mars.”

“But in the meantime, if your budget is strained by Washington’s decision, won’t that have repercussions for your exploration team?”

“Repercussions?”

“On their safety,” Rhonda Samuels said. “If you have to cut your budget, won’t that affect the safety of the explorers on Mars?”

Jamie forced a strained smile. “Safety is always uppermost in our minds.”

“Ahead of everything else?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Were you thinking safety first when you were on Mars and you pushed your superiors to allow you to make the first excursion into the Grand Canyon?”

“Nobody died,” Jamie said tightly.

“But there certainly were dangers involved.”

“There are dangers involved in all exploration. You learn to deal with them. We have an excellent safety record.”

“But what if someone was seriously injured, or came down with an illness you’re not equipped to deal with on Mars. What would happen, with the nearest hospital a hundred million miles away?”

Jamie smiled gently. “We’d send a fusion torch ship to take the patient back to Earth. It’s not like the old days, when it took months to travel to Mars. Fusion torch ships can make the trip in less than a week.”

Sharply, she asked, “Why aren’t you on Mars, then?” Jamie cursed himself for not expecting that one. He lifted his chin a notch and replied, “Personal reasons. Family reasons.”

“Your son’s death.”

Nodding, he said, “He died on Earth, not Mars.”

Shifting slightly in her chair, Samuels asked, “How old are the members of the exploration team? What’s their average age?”

She must think I keep all the personnel files in my head, Jamie said to himself. Aloud, he replied “Mostly pretty young. Postdocs in their late twenties, thirties, for the most part. I guess the oldest person on the team right now is Carter Carleton.”

Her eyes widened. “Carter Carleton? The maverick anthropologist? He’s on Mars?”

“He has been for nearly a year,” Jamie said. “And he’s no more of a maverick than you are.”

Samuels hesitated for the barest fraction of a second, then turned to face straight into the camera. “We’ll be back in a moment. But first this.”

The overhead lights dimmed slightly and the muted monitor screen suddenly showed a housewife staring into a sink full of dirty dishes.

From the larger flat panel that linked to Los Angeles Rhonda Samuels said to Jamie, “You’re doing fine.” A younger woman rushed to her side with a brush in one hand and a spray can in the other.

“I just want you to understand,” Jamie replied slowly, “that we’ll never knowingly endanger our people on Mars.”

She nodded while her assistant fussed with her perfect hair. Jamie thought of Edie Elgin, the TV newswoman he’d lived with when he was in Houston training for the First Expedition. Beautiful, bright, gutsy Edith. She was married now and living in Selene, the underground city on the Moon. Married to Douglas Stavenger, no less, Selene’s founder and de facto leader.

“One thing, though, Dr. Waterman. Call me Rhonda. Not Ms. Samuels. Got it?”

“Got it,” Jamie said, nodding.

“In one!” called the floor director, a hand on the intercom plug tucked into his ear.

Jamie sat up a little straighter and tried to clear his mind as the hairdresser scampered out of view.

The floor director pointed at Jamie and the interviewer turned on her brittle smile again. “Dr. Waterman, let me ask you a different question.”

“Fine, Rhonda,” said Jamie.

“What are we getting out of the exploration of Mars? What have you discovered that’s worth the billions of dollars that have been spent on your program?”

Jamie felt his cheeks flare with sudden anger and hoped the cameras didn’t pick it up. Forcing himself to take a calming breath before speaking, he answered, “That’s sort of like asking how high is up.”

“What have you found?” Samuels insisted. “After all, you’ve spent billions—”

“Life,” Jamie said sharply. “We’ve found the most important thing that’s ever been discovered, Rhonda. We’ve found that ours is not the only world on which life exists. More than that, we’ve found intelligent life. Intelligence arose on Mars, just as it has on Earth.”

“But it’s gone extinct.”

“That’s not the important point,” Jamie said. “The important point is that intelligence is not rare in the universe. We’ve explored two planets—Earth and Mars—and found intelligence on both of them. Two for two. There’s probably all sorts of intelligent species on other worlds.”

“Really?” Rhonda Samuels’s carefully painted face looked almost fearful.

“Really,” said Jamie.

She hesitated, cocked her head slightly to one side. Getting instructions through her earplug from her director, Jamie guessed.

At last she said, “Dr. Waterman, you’ve made the point that you would never knowingly endanger the men and women now on Mars.”

“That’s right.”

“But how can you be sure of that? Aren’t they in danger every day they’re on Mars, every moment?”

Jamie rocked back slightly. “I don’t think they’re in such terrible danger.”

“You don’t? Aren’t you being naïve about that? After all, they can’t breathe the air, can’t walk in the open without wearing spacesuits. Do you have adequate medical facilities on Mars? Can you evacuate someone if a medical emergency comes up?”

“We’ve never had that kind of a problem.”

“The people have a right to know just how much danger your team on Mars is in.”

“We know how to deal with the conditions on Mars. We do it every day.”

“Every day,” Samuels repeated, as if it was an accusation.

Then she turned from Jamie to look squarely into the camera again. “I think we owe it to the courage of those fine men and women struggling to survive on Mars to bring them home, now that the budget for exploring Mars has been cut to a dangerously low level.”

Jamie sat there with his mouth hanging open while the floor director shouted, “Okay! We’re out!”
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