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			Dedication

			To Kimberly, Richard, and the millions of Mars fans worldwide, and to the memory of Ray Bradbury, my favorite, all time science fiction writer.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Fresno, California

			Luis Bellandia wiped his brow, hoisted his bag of Valencia oranges over his right shoulder, then worked his way down the long, wobbly extension ladder. It was July in California, and especially hot in the San Joaquin Valley, where he worked as a field hand when there were crops to be picked. He figured it to be somewhere over a hundred degrees now, with the late afternoon sun beating down on him, his coworkers, and everyone else, he reasoned, that lived in Fresno and elsewhere in the valley.

			He unshouldered his oranges, laid them at the trunk of the large orange tree, and then reached for the canteen of water there, one of three he had brought with him today, the other two now empty. Grasping the canteen, he took his sombrero off and poured some of the lukewarm water over his head, then drank what was left. It was quitting time, near six in the afternoon, and time to head toward the weigh station, a good three football fields away. It had been a long day, rising from bed at five in the morning, getting dressed, eating a quick breakfast of oatmeal and milk, then kissing his wife, Jo Anne, who had risen with him and made him a sparse lunch before he left. Jo Anne worked as a kitchen helper in a local restaurant and, while her day wasn’t as long as her husband’s, nevertheless it wore her out working in a hot kitchen, doing dishes and other menial chores. She would leave for work an hour or so after he did, and get home a couple of hours earlier, take a nap, and then prepare dinner for the both of them.

			Luis picked up his heavy bag of oranges and, slinging them over his shoulder, made his way to the weigh station. He was tall for a Mexican, twenty-three years of age, well-muscled, clean-shaven, and handsome by anyone’s standards. He stopped behind the other field workers, seven in all, who were ahead of him, six men and a pretty, young, stout woman, and waited his turn.

			“Forty-seven and a half pounds,” Raphael, one of the weigh-in men said, weighing Luis’s oranges. Once weighed, he walked through a back door and dumped the fruit in a larger crate situated outside the ramshackle shed he was working in with four other men. “A good haul for you today, Luis!” he called over his shoulder. “Twelve bags. You work very hard!”

			“Yes, thank you,” Luis said, getting his chit a few minutes later for today’s haul, too tired to say anything else. He would collect a chit each day he worked, they were tabulated on Saturday, and he would be paid cash by the paymaster, just in time to buy groceries and other essentials. He would take Sunday off, as did most of the others, and spend some valuable time with his wife, who, after much pleading and being a good worker, had been granted permission for Sunday off by her boss, creating ill feelings among some of the others she worked with.

			Luis took out his frayed wallet, put the chit inside, put the wallet back in a back pocket of his well-worn shorts, then rinsed his head off under one of two spigots outside the shed, trying to cool off, not worried any about getting the rest of his clothes wet. He would dry off soon enough before he got home.

			He turned in his chit and collected his money, along with a small bag of four free large oranges, a bonus of sorts from the farm’s owner to all his workers. Anxious to get home, he hurried to his bicycle, parked in the provided bike rack along with many others, unlocked it, jumped on board, and headed for home, a good three miles away, dodging heavy traffic as he pedaled slowly in the bike lane provided, too tired to try and get home in a hurry. 

			* * *

			Luis and Jo Anne, married out of high school at age eighteen, children of poor parents, lived in a small, yellow and white striped mobile trailer with one bedroom, a kitchen, a living room—where their small computer was housed—and a bath room, one of thirty-six trailers in a rectangular lot provided by the owner. They lived there, paying rent, along with other field workers, mostly migrants from Mexico, living in similar habitats, some by themselves, others with families with young mouths to feed. Toward the south end of the rectangular, treeless lot, roughly the size and shape of a football field, more trailers sat on both sides of a dirt road that ran between them and down the middle of the lot. There sat a large, concrete block utility building that housed separate shower rooms, sinks, and toilets for men and women who lived in trailers without bathrooms, mostly families who could not afford to pay rent for a mobile home with its own bathroom. 

			Jo Anne, standing five-foot-six inches, slim, strong, and beautiful, with red hair and blue eyes, met Luis at the door, a cold beer in hand. She gave him a kiss and a big hug, then handed her husband the beer, which he drank in two gulps.

			“Welcome home!” she said, always cheerful and outgoing, especially around her husband, who she felt worked too long and too hard. 

			“Thanks,” Luis said after finishing the beer. He looked at Jo Anne’s carefully tended flower and vegetable garden that surrounded their home, extending out from the trailer on all sides in the three-foot spaces provided. His wife treated her plants with tender, loving care as if they were her children. Childless, they waited for the day they could make enough money to afford children. 

			Luis surveyed the beauty Jo Anne had created, standing out in an otherwise messy group of homes. He smiled for the first time that day, then hugged his wife again and followed her back into the cramped trailer, where they fell into their small, two seater couch. 

			“How was your day?” he asked, relaxing, the beer having a quick effect.

			“Busy, busy, busy, what with it being a Saturday and all. Tourists in town and kids out of school.”

			Luis nodded, then got up and retrieved another beer from their small refrigerator. He popped the top, took a big swallow, then handed the can to his wife, who finished it off.

			“What smells so good?” he asked.

			“I have baked us a chicken, with some potatoes and carrots, in celebration of Saturday night! Tomorrow is Sunday, and this will be a good start to that day, here this evening with beer and a full stomach for once!”

			Luis grunted his approval, then sat back down next to his wife and put his arm around her, wondering once again how he had ever won such a beautiful, hard-working, outgoing, loving and caring woman.

			* * *

			The next morning dawned bright and hot. Luis and Jo Anne sat at their built-into-the-kitchen-wall half-table, just big enough to seat two people, finishing their scrambled eggs and tortillas. Luis was reading the Sunday edition of the Fresno Bee, the Sunday morning edition being one of the luxuries he afforded himself, not subscribing to the weekly papers. An avid reader, he would have ordered the Monday through Saturday editions had he the money and the time to read them.

			He folded the paper in his lap and turned to look at his wife, who was seated to his right nursing a cup of coffee and enjoying their so far quiet, peaceful morning.

			“They are advertising again,” he said wistfully. 

			“Who?” Jo Anne asked, recognizing her husband’s look, and knew full well “who.”

			“Sparaxis. They are asking for workers again to go to Mars. Men to work in the mines and women in the clinic, and the greenhouses, and headquarters, and the mines too, if they can do the work.”

			“We’ve talked about this before,” Jo Anne said, frowning, scrutinizing her husband. “I don’t know if I could survive on a dead planet, Luis. I would miss my garden, and the rain, the orange and other trees, and—well, all those things.”

			“The main dome, the one that protects the row houses, and the hospital, and the headquarters and other buildings, they have a park in the middle of all of them, connected by pathways. I told you this. We have seen pictures. With trees and grass and even flowers, and the greenhouses are always packed with plants. There is space between the blocks of row houses for people to plant their own gardens, grow some of their own food. We will only be gone for three years, sweetheart, three Earth years. A hundred-thousand-dollars apiece for you and me, each year, not counting the six months out and back on the ship, for which we don’t get paid. That’s four-hundred-thousand dollars when we are done with our tour. Four-hundred-thousand-dollars, Jo! We can come back and go to college, like we always dreamed, make something of ourselves, our lives, be somebody! Have children! We have no family here. There is nothing to keep us here! Please, Jo, it is our only hope.”

			“I don’t know, Luis. I just don’t know. I’m sorry. It’s risky. We might not come back at all. What in the world do they mine there, that makes it profitable for old man John Sparaxis and his company?”

			“Diamonds, Jo. Reds and blues, and others, rare here on Earth. And gold—very expensive now that Earth is running out—and other rare metals and things. They even bring back Mars rocks for people who want souvenirs, and for museums and such, and they sell for big prices! The old man is making another fortune by being there, all right, by being there on Mars.”

			“I don’t know, Luis. It scares me. So many things could go wrong.”

			“Do you really want to be a kitchen maid all your life?” Luis asked, suddenly angry. “And me picking grapes and oranges all the time, in this terrible heat? And lettuce and crap in the winter when it is cold and foggy? What happens when we get too old to do these things? Huh? What do we do then?”

			Jo Anne bowed her head, put her hands over her eyes, let out a long sigh, then raised her head and looked at her husband. 

			“It means that much to you? To go to that ungodly planet and work in the mines?”

			“Yes, Jo Anne. It means that much to me. And it should to you, too. It is the only way we can have a future.”

			Jo Anne sighed again and looked at her calloused hands, the bruise on her elbow, felt the pain nagging at her lower back. Could things really get worse? Roasting in the summer and freezing in the winter? Never enough money to go anywhere or do anything, to buy the necessary clothes and food, to own their very own car?

			“Well, we’ve got nothing to lose, I guess because we don’t have much,” she said, taking a deep breath. “It will be our life’s great, grand adventure, something to tell our kids about.” 

			Luis turned and grabbed his wife, hugged her tight, and kissed her forehead. “Thank you, Jo. I love you so much.”

			“Ouch! Don’t squeeze me so hard, Luis. You’ll break me!”

			Luis let go and wiped at his eyes. Getting up, he jumped up and down and around, punching at the air with his fists, hooting and screaming all the while.

			“Goodness sakes, Luis. Calm down! You’ll have a heart attack.”

			“Too young for that!” he said, still dancing around the small room and boxing the air.

			“Don’t we have to get physicals and stuff before we can go? Pass some tests or something?”

			“We are young and
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