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As if to
respond to the Martian colonist’s final message, the remaining
space agencies combined to send a team of fifteen on their second
attempt. The pressure was on after the first colonist’s abandonment
had led to his madness and despair. The mistakes of the past would
be overcome. Hero pioneers for the starving millions on Earth, they
would be supplied and supported. The Brave Fifteen would be
considered the first real colonization effort, and the other
colonist’s tale would become no more than a footnote.

Once they
arrived, and were actually engaged in the work of building a
colony, tensions natural to such a group began to surface. Phil
mistakenly thought of himself as a captain, Compra’s reclusive
tendencies became exacerbated, and Jess resented every moment away
from examining the Martian geology. Karlo’s reticence became
silence, Megumi’s obsessive nature focused on resonance equipment,
and Isaiah’s memories of his upbringing led him back to his
religion. They were trained, so they knew how to work together
despite their different perspectives on the mission. They built a
habitat and made long-term survival plans.

Only when the
supply ship failed to arrive a year later did they begin to
question both their purpose and wonder if Earth had forgotten them.
Dismayed and terrified, their earlier efforts were seen anew as the
play-acting that they were. Even as their relationships began to
fray, they had to survive with what they had: their willingness to
leap into the dark, their scientific training, and once the food
ran out, the resourcefulness which arose from desperation.
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 Chapter One ~ Inspiration

 


Even as a
child, Julia Simons’ long-term goals were easy to define. She
wanted to go to space. By the time she was fourteen she had whiled
away long afternoons reading science fiction in which intelligent
people—usually men in those early days—conducted the orderly
business of exploring and settling other planets. Even as she
rejected the limited roles the books offered her—as either mother
to the new race or a pleaser of men—in her imagined future, Julia
became an astronaut or a scientist.

Although her
dreams pointed her to space, she was a strict rationalist, and had
little patience for those who spoke of aliens and travel to distant
stars. She rejected interstellar travel as impossible in the
foreseeable future and focused instead on the solar system. It was
her earnest wish that humanity would explore and then settle the
asteroids and the other planets, and that obsession guided her
intellectual pursuits. She excelled in the sciences and virtually
ignored the humanities. She was fond of saying that science would
get her to space, while the humanities could merely brag about it
afterward.

By the time
Julia was in high school and bored by her teacher’s introduction to
physics and chemistry, she began to sneak into classes at Brentwood
University, no more than a mile away. Of course, her obsessions
took a toll on her social life, and instead of the parties the
movies told her she was missing, she trounced all comers in the
chess club and joined the debating society at Brentwood.

Her interest in
men notwithstanding, her sharp wit and what was interpreted to be
eclectic and obscure interests worked against her dating life.
There were few potential mates who Julia found interesting enough
to talk to, and her obsessions about the state of NASA’s funding
and the problems with the Apollo missions drove even those hardy
few away. Undaunted, Julia left high school without a diploma in
order to attend Brentwood’s accelerated science program. There she
shared her classes with other high school students who were
considered to be gifted and Julia got her first taste of the social
setting that was to be her chosen career.

So that she’d
be ready for asteroid mining she devoted her attention to robotics
and metallurgy, but when research on Mars indicated it might still
house traces of life, she turned her considerable talents to
astrobiology. She focused on biology and organic chemistry until
advances in aerospace engineering and materials science pointed to
reusable rockets.

As Julia moved
from her teenage years to adulthood, her original dreams were
informed by the space programs of her time. She wanted to be on the
team that ensured humanity would be walking on the moon again. She
wanted to work with those who would make sure that the preparation
for a trip to Mars would not just be a short flag-planting drive-by
to satisfy nationalist ambitions. Ultimately, beyond her own
desires to contribute to her fellow humans leaving the cradle, she
wanted to ensure that humanity didn’t become extinct on Earth.

She threw
herself into her work and soon her hundreds of hours of research
paid off. Her projects were Mars-focused, as infuriated by the
casual way most books about Mars ignored its inhospitable
environment to focus on stories of loss and rescue, she did a
chemical analysis of perchlorate to see how difficult it would be
to grow plants in the Martian soil. She studied planetary dynamos
and even took to recording the aurora in the northern winter, her
fingers stiff with the cold as she took photos of the northern
lights that won her a photography prize. Her labeling of her photos
notwithstanding—with names like ionosphere after solar storm, and
Carrington 2027—she caught the attention of the engineering
department.

“I understand
you want to study planetary exploration?” Although smoking had been
forbidden on campus, Neilson was partial to cigars in his closed
office. It was a form of boot camp, the endurance of the vile
smoke, but Julia had dreamed of the methane lakes of Titan. Even
Neilson couldn’t compete with that.

“I think it’s
time engineers began to work on a plan to get us back into
space.”

Her barb hit
its target. She was quoting his complaints at the Planetary
Society, although she lay the blame at his door instead of NASA’s
like he had after many meetings with disgruntled space agency
retirees.

“And how do you
suggest we do that?” Behind his sharp look there was a yet another
patronizing male professor. “NASA is closed for business. Haven’t
you heard?”

“The agency
needs sound ideas. Not an endless money pit of unworkable ideas and
pet projects. There are still people who remember when we last went
to the moon. It’s right over there.” She pointed over her
shoulder.

Neilson glanced
out the window, confirmed that she was right about the location of
the moon and decided to take more time to instruct the young lady
on her role in science. “We have the best men working on this. I
don’t think you need to trouble your pretty head about it.”

“That’s the
problem. Those are the best men. We’ll have to do
better.”

After she left
his office Neilson sat for so long looking at the door that he had
to relight his cigar. “Feminist movement. Worst thing that ever
happened in this country,” he told the smoke-stained paneling.

Julia studied
engineering in her undergraduate. O’Neill’s wheel would need a
competent builder, she told herself, and terra-forming required
knowledge of construction. She kept her aspirations secret and her
head down, stubbornly working her way through aerospace engineering
and Biosystems. She didn’t trouble herself that the grades in class
had as much to do with gender as they did competence. She was there
for the parchment and the information. The rest of it, the
hobnobbing with fools, she could do without.

Graduating as
the first woman who had forced the academy to accept her
engineering degree, Julia’s ambitions could have been dashed
immediately. It had started to become obvious what others, some not
very subtly, had tried to tell her. A female engineer was as
welcome as a shark in a wading pool. The screaming bathers might
seem comic at first, but Julia’s applications to engineering firms
uncovered the mess that was the misogynist result.

Undeterred, she
went back to university to study environmental science, with a
specialization in Biosystems engineering. She worked on the Santa
Barbara arcology, and the biosphere project, where her more radical
ideas passed the litmus test of human habitation. She was
responsible for the living air and water purification system.
Disdaining the traditional mechanical approach to purification, she
was often heard to ask, “Do you know how many years of engineering
it would take to improve a million years of evolution?”

The Santa
Barbara archology went on to become the standard for archologies.
Even while the United States outlawed them—citing the fanatics who
called it thousands of heretics living in sin—the rest of the world
embraced the technology. Julia could have had a lucrative career
replicating that work for the rest of her life if she’d patented
it. As it was, she gave the Biosystems approach to the world by
registering it with Creative Commons. Soon Vietnam and China, Japan
and Russia were building projects using her ideas and, she was
relieved to see, improving on her design.

From the
outside, some thought her interest in space had waned. They said it
was merely an obsession of her youth, like riding horses and
wearing jean shorts. Julia said little about it, but her archology
work on closed systems of air and water purification were all part
of a bigger plan.

When she
returned to get a PhD in astrophysics, with a minor in
astrobiology, her mother despaired of ever holding grandchildren.
“What man wants a woman smarter than him?” her mother had asked.
Her father had merely looked thoughtful.

Strangely,
despite his silence, her father was supportive of her career. While
she was still in high school she asked if he thought she could
become an engineer. His reply had been overwhelmingly positive: “If
anyone can do it, you can,” he had said, his hand on the steering
wheel of the Olds that only Julia could keep going. “You’ve got a
head on your shoulders. You can do anything you put your mind
to.”

“What do you
think about what Mum says about men not liking intelligent women?”
Julia had asked, for at that time she had still concerned herself
with the opinions of others.

Her father’s
reply was refreshingly straightforward. “They can go to hell. There
are smart men too, and some of them aren’t going to be happy unless
they find a smart woman.” Julia’s father had left school at
fourteen, and his undiagnosed learning disabilities had plagued him
his entire life. His scholastic difficulties had made him an
advocate of education, and his was the most unflagging support that
Julia found on her path through the male-dominated science programs
of the university system.

Julia married
after her PhD, although her mother’s not-so-secret ambition to
become a grandmother was never satisfied. Instead, Julia looked to
space, and her astrophysicist husband, Larn Quando, shared her
desire if not her direct goal. They became famous in astrobiology
circles, as he took her ideas to their theoretical conclusion, and
she preached for a practical return to the moon and the settlement
of the asteroids.

When the first
broadcasts came back from the publicity stunt—as Julia thought it
it—that was the first Martian colonist’s attempt to survive, she
listened like everyone else. Jack’s one-way mission was meant to
test their delivery systems, and he’d embraced his fate
wholeheartedly. She feared for the man’s sanity, and as his reports
became sporadic and then ceased altogether, she wasn’t cheering.
The experiment had run its course, but she could think of a hundred
improvements. At least one of those was sending more than one
person.

In her home
office, Julia drafted workable plans to hollow out asteroids and
install a biosphere in their core. She designed space stations that
looked like huge wheels, and generation ships built out of
asteroids and comets, carrying their own power and wending their
way between the stars. Although she was a private visionary, Julia
was determined to see at least some of humanity’s most inspiring
dreams come to fruition. Accordingly, when NASA was resuscitated
after the second resource war, she joined the team and began to
work on the Mars project.

 



Chapter Two ~ The
Project




In the first
phase of the project, the importance they gave her work was obvious
in how far she was seated from the decision-making tables. She was
as remote as she could get and still be part of the team.
Understandably, given her background, she was tasked with a
Biosystems approach, but she worked nearly twenty-hour days until
she knew almost as much about rocketry as those in the propulsion
labs, and nearly the same for the fuel delivery and electronic
engineering experts who worked on the pumping systems and
controllers.

Her
cobbled-together expertise meant she could cajole and convince the
money people even in topics which lay outside her field. For all
her vaunted lack of social skills, she found she was talented at
wresting cash from those who had to rationalize their expenditures
to the voting public.

“The cost of
resources to send even a small crew to Mars and have them return is
prohibitive,” she argued with the men in grey suits who held the
purse strings. Speaking to them in their own language, she talked
of cheaper alternatives. They had spent more than fifteen billion
for a man who sent reports from the Martian surface. Although it
had been widely touted as the media event of the century, most of
the people they were trying to reach—those who paid regular
payments to their banks—weren’t interested. The other potential
audience that Julia was hoping to convince was made up of
teenagers.

They were a
tough crowd. They’d barely looked up from their screens when the
reports started to come in. Somehow, the public relations people
had missed the mark completely. Although millions read about Jack’s
every move, there were at least ten billion who couldn’t remember
his name. NASA needed positive press after a few spotlighted public
disasters.

“We can do more
than just scrape a probe through the Martian atmosphere.” Julia
knew that the loss of the Mars Climate Orbiter still rankled in the
bureaucratic mind, and she was not above teasing dollars out of
their shame.

“What we really
need are one-way trips, carrying colonists.”

The suits
waited. The idea wasn’t new. Many people, some of them NASA
advisors, had proposed sending more hardy volunteers to the Martian
surface. There they might—for as long as the air held out—report on
conditions that a robot rover might miss. That information
gathering was meant to lead to other missions, possibly even a
settlement. Julia’s innovation was to skip the intermediary
step.

“We know as
much about Mars as we can from the robots. Sending more volunteers
is political suicide.” At that a few of the suits nodded. They’d
made the same assessment themselves. “We need to send colonists,
equipped as well as we can, given what we know. They will assess
what they need, and we can have another ship in orbit ready to be
outfitted.”

“How much will
this save us? The cost of two ships, as well as a load of colonists
and whatever start-up equipment they need. At least one drone ship
with surface gear. And another ship waiting in orbit. Sounds
expensive.”

The greyest
suit of all, a man Julia had discounted as he shifted in his seat
and opened the neck on his rumpled shirt, looked too alert for
Julia’s taste, but she took the bait. “We can run this mission for
less than ten percent of NASA’s operating budget, if we call it a
pilot.” Official projects tended to run in the billions, but pilot
projects skimped on the safety protocols and experimental trials.
The savings could be immense.

“If what you
say is true . . .” another suit began. “What time frame are we
looking at?”

Time was a
sensitive issue to Julia. She had long since given up her fantasy
of going to space, for once she turned fifty she knew that was no
longer for her. As well, she’d been diagnosed with an inoperable
cancer. She had ten years at the most to see her project to
completion if, in her morphine-addled state, she’d understand what
she was seeing. She still dreamed that others might go and spread
the human genome beyond what a localized disaster could
exterminate.

“We have five
years.” To their gasps, she added, “We have a window of
opportunity. Mars is passing as close to Earth as it has in forty
thousand years. That alone will save us millions in fuel, food and
air. Now is the best time to begin.” Julia knew that if five years
were proposed, ten would become more likely, even if the project
began immediately.

There was a
hubbub of discussion, but its tenor was very unlike the babble of
former meetings. Behind the scenes some external pressure had
apparently been brought to bear. For the spreadsheet nannies in
front of Julia, her idea was their chance to farm out contracts and
wrangle perks from local suppliers.

There were the
usual debates, the threats to dismantle other decades-long projects
as if that were necessary to raise the money for the Mars shot,
petty parting statements about aspects of the launch which were
seen as luxury, such as speciality foods and supplies that would
help the colonists survive, but Julia weathered them all. She was
more versed in the numbers than them, and that won their grudging
respect as she discussed fuel and redundant engineering strategies.
She put charts on their screens which told of the plans which held
the greatest chance of success. Sending only one person was
obviously a mistake, and she tactfully stepped around that
possibility since it raised the specter of past
miscalculations.

Five colonists
were seen as psychologically unstable, and even ten skirted with
the possibility of triangulation as a few colonists broke under the
weight and turned on the others. That had happened in Antarctic
training sessions. Fifteen was enough to make a community. That
number of colonists meant they were too many to break into smaller
vicious groups which might be a significant enough part of the
whole to disrupt the entire enterprise. Fifteen colonists mimicked
the size of small ancient communities in which humanity had spent
its formative million years of existence.

The data coming
out of the experiments in Antarctica were telling. Although the
results hadn’t been publicized, the money men knew about the
smaller groups which had gone berserk in the mountains in the
interior of the continent. Some had been found wandering aimlessly
far from the habitat, while others were cobbling together castoff
oil drums into rafts on which they planned to escape the isolation.
They were the lucky ones. Some were murdered, and those who’d last
been in contact with the dead were mute on the subject.

The suits knew
that Julia was right, but they argued to grandstand, to show their
initiative, to perform their fiscal responsibility to the board,
and to present a façade of solemnity for the media.

As the project
left the drawing board and took off in the public imagination as
shuttle after shuttle carried loads into space, Julia got to know
the greyest suit man quite well. James Bellam was a lifelong fan of
the space program, for many of the same reasons as Julia, although
he cared more about the potential payoff of exploration than he did
saving the species. As an ally, he was formidable. He suggested
that the European and Russian shuttle systems save their external
tanks. He was responsible for discontinuing NASA’s wasteful
practice of detonating the tanks and letting them fall back to
Earth. That was a waste of thousands of precious kilograms of
liquid hydrogen and oxygen and the many tonnes of aluminium lithium
alloy.

“We only have
so many resources, and the price of putting them in orbit is
prohibitive,” he argued publicly. “We need to save these tanks and
their contents for the Mars project, so that humans might carry
their birthright to the planets.” Bellam was not above bombastic
prose if it carried public opinion.

Gathered
together, the tanks represented a huge investment of aluminum,
steel and magnesium, which, considering getting goods into space
cost twenty thousand dollars a kilogram, represented a windfall
worth hundreds of millions. Also, the public had the satisfaction
of seeing that Earth’s precious resources were not merely thrown
away because scientists lacked imagination. Far the opposite. The
Mars project had gained the attention of nations all over the
world, and as they lined up to recommend personnel, Bellam made
sure they were accompanied by financial donations.

Julia was in
charge of organising the group of scientists who would make up the
colonizers, as well as a backup team. She also kept her finger on
the pulse of every part of the operation. She tirelessly watched
over the design and building of the ship, making changes that meant
that the ship would not only carry resources to the planet’s
surface but would be a resource itself, once it was emptied. “The
ship is going one way too,” she told the engineers. “The least we
can do is make sure the colonists can use the bulkheads and
motors.”

The subsequent
years were filled with endless meetings, delays, budgetary
approval, and infighting. She gained and lost four administrators,
as they were headhunted away to other more lucrative positions, and
she fired two of them herself. One was diverting part of the
economic stream into his cronies’ pockets through subcontracts and
consultancy schemes, but she caught him before he did too much
damage. She was credited with the catch, but she noticed a certain
cooling around her while the money people tried to cope with the
idea that she was watching the finances so closely.

The other
firing was quite different. He came to her from politics. He’d been
a petty bureaucrat and then some kind of procurement specialist in
logistics and emergency services. She imagined that such a hire
would mean he was endlessly flexible and considerate, but the
complaints began to come in almost immediately. He would interrupt
meetings to demand the answers to sudden pop quizzes on material
not germane to his employees’ responsibilities, and when they
professed not to know the chemical makeup for chondrite, or how many degrees Kelvin it took for
carbon dioxide to sublime, he would berate them in front of their
peers. Others would shift uncomfortably in their seats, but when
flying from overseas meetings they would have nowhere to
escape.

He especially
targeted women, and men he thought of as weak, and the good aspects
of him as a hire—his quick intelligence and ability to think on his
feet—were soon outweighed by his toxic effect on the workplace.
Julia was a full year getting rid of him, at the cost of a
four-month delay on the project and—Larn told her later—about a
thousand gray hairs per month. Once he was gone, she hired a woman
who’d been working with her and taking on an increasing portion of
the labour. Tara proved to have a prodigious memory of minutiae,
and she could be called upon at any given moment to supply the
measurements or weight of a given set of materials. She could
estimate off the top of her head but she always made sure to
double-check her figures so that she was as correct as she was
certain.

The managers
respected her and liked her easy way with problems. Preparations
for the flight came with its fair share of mineral scarcity, and
negotiating with local deliveries was always a logistical headache.
The project’s mandate defined its relationship to local business
and nearby industries, but relying on them was a balancing act.
They could not demand so much that smaller businesses would need to
expand. If they did, they would fail once the colonists were gone.
Tara considered the needs of the community, the budget they’d been
given, and her armies of workers felt her hand on their lunch
breaks and benefits packages.

With Tara
taking over much of the nuts and bolts of the enterprise, Julia
could concentrate on the protests which diverted public attention
from their project and rallied even more people to block the
highways and supply lines. Most of them were onlookers, come for
the fun and parties, but amongst them were hard-core Earth
Firsters. By the beginning of the first resource war, they’d
transformed their radical eco-battles to fighting any industry
which was public enough to be worth their while and which used
resources which they claimed would be better spent on Earth.

They were
problematic, but she understood them. They wanted to stay relevant,
and they had a clear set of goals and ethics. They had lost
rainforest valleys and grasslands; they had fought the climate
change shift with a hundred million others across the world. As a
hundred thousand species went extinct yearly, they were fighting a
losing battle. They picketed and wrote letters, blocked airports
and dismantled power plants, but even their most radical actions
achieved nothing. Consumerism was a powerful and addictive drug,
and all around them a toxic waste stream was delivered to every
watershed.

They went to
prison for spiking trees and derailing freight trains, for
introducing contraceptives into the human water supply, and—as they
grew more desperate and the first resource war came to an exhausted
end—attempted assassination of corporate leaders. Evans and Murvan
lost their lives to Earth First actions, and they were expanding
their targets when most of them were jailed or sent to labour camps
in the newly opened north.

The ragtag
remnants of Earth First barely had enough momentum to protest and
attract public attention. Julia went to meet them when they’d first
arrived, and although Tara wanted to send security with her, she
went alone. She was sure Tara had embedded some faceless people in
the crowd in case things went poorly, but she wasn’t worried. She
was confident that anyone faced with a logical explanation would
come to understand her commitment to the project. There was nothing
that could stand between her and her ship reaching Mars.

Evelyn was
tired, but she stood when Julia approached and at a rumble from the
group of disaffected kids who lived rough between the highways, she
waved them away. “You can sit there.” Evelyn pointed to a folding
wooden chair.

“I thought we
should meet.”

“I guessed you
would come. I’ve seen you on the press releases. You’re head of the
project.”

Julia nodded
that might be true.

“Will you live
long enough to see the ship arrive?”

Shaken, Julia’s
eyebrows wrinkled. “I can’t see why not. Anything I should know?”
She remembered the assassinations.

“You don’t have
to worry about me. Our teeth have been pulled. Literally.” Evelyn
pulled back her lips and showed the missing teeth from her upper
jaw. “Actually punched out. Dakota Pipeline 2018. Although a few
were pulled by overzealous police after hours.”

“I thought I
could explain what we’re doing here.”

“I guessed. You
wanted to say that we’re saving the human species. That we’re
expending billions of kilojoules of energy to get fifteen people to
Mars. And they’re supposed to be our backup plan.”

“That’s the
idea. After all the dinosaurs—”

Evelyn held up
her hand. “You should save the story about the threat from space
rocks. Another audience. We have enough threats here.”

Julia paused.
“That’s the official line. But truthfully, the suits don’t care if
humanity is spread to other planets. They’re looking for resources.
They want a return on their investment.”

Evelyn nodded
tiredly. “I was married to a man who cheered at extinctions.
Alistair only thought about money and his own comfort. I know the
type.”

“I think
they’re right in some ways. Not about the money, but we need to
move manufacturing off planet. We’re wrecking it. And it’s not
going to stop. I think we all know that.”

“Alistair
stopped finally. Heart attack, I heard. I like to think my actions
had something to do with it. The last trip we took was to the lake.
We had a little cabin, but every summer it was quieter at the lake.
The loons stopped calling, the sparrows never came to the feeder,
and even the fish refused to leap on the still evenings.”

Julia pictured
the places she’d visited. The installations in the everglades which
had been flooded and then poisoned with farm runoff and industry
waste. Upper state New York had lost its amphibians in the early
part of the century, and with that a cascade occurred which led to
losses through the entire biosphere.

“There weren’t
even mosquitos the last time we went. I pled with Alistair. I told
him we had to do something. But he was sure that ten billion people
couldn’t cause any destruction. That all we were doing was living
our lives, working on our projects.” She pointed to the shiny flank
of the hanger where the Mars rockets were being mocked up.

“Short of a
chemical in the water, or the endocrine interrupters, we’re going
to keep going. But I think we’re involved in the same project. I
want to send humanity out to the dead rocks. We can mine and shred
that landscape and it doesn’t matter because it’s sterile. We will
be bringing life to Mars. The colonists will set up greenhouses and
work on bacteria which will survive on the surface.”

“We need to
trim back the entire enterprise.” Evelyn was tired and her hand
trembled as she lifted it. She saw Julia’s look. “Essential
tremors. Exacerbated by toxins in the water. Liver failure.”

“Aren’t there
medicines? Transplant?” Julia wished she could reel the words back
and replace them with comforting platitudes.

“The medical
establishment has been underfunded for years.” Evelyn almost
smiled. “We could have cracked all these problems. I wish you’d
taken on biochemistry instead of astrobiology and engineering.”

She knew more
about Julia than she’d let on. Julia thought about Evelyn’s life.
They were nearly the same age, and likely had faced the same
challenges. “We each have to pick our part in the fight. I’m not
the enemy.”

“You wouldn’t
be here if you were.” Evelyn pointed to a rifle barrel poking from
a tent.

“The same.”
Julia’s grin was a grimace. She nodded toward the men who lingered
just out of sight, their dirty grey clothes blending in with the
dusty bushes but their motions catlike as they readied to leap.

Evelyn pushed
her hands onto the chair arms and got to her feet. “We each have
our own task to do. There is probably nothing more to say.”

“I’d like to
say it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Evelyn smiled.
“You should say it then.”

“We could have
used a colonist like you.”

“And us too.”
Evelyn nodded and a woman stepped from behind the two men waiting
for Julia and came forward to lead Julia away.

“Backups within
backups. We could have used your skills.”

Evelyn nodded
and Julia let herself be led to the edge of their camp. Her shadows
caught up with her as the woman excused herself and went around
them to return.

“You were
indispensable.” Julia shook her head and turned back to the fence
around their compound.

“It’s dangerous
to go without an escort,” one of them began to explain but the
other poked him in the side.

Julia was
already concentrating on the next task. “It’s dangerous to use
people like Evelyn as an example.” She pointed to their cameras.
“I’m safer with her than her with me.”

There were two
other major factions to deal with. Although some thought Reverend
Dander and Yarrum were the same, Julia knew Dander could be dealt
with. She’d contacted him a week earlier, and they’d made plans to
meet. She had a strategy for the meeting—offering him the souls of
the universe—which might convince him to withdraw his objections,
but for Yarrum, a true fanatic living off the adoration of his
followers, there was no entrance to his mind.

Such people
were all about themselves, and he’d been famous for allowing his
followers to be mowed down by the army when they turned against the
government, but they still never blamed him for hiding in his
Florida resort and denying their ties to his organization. He
denounced them as terrorists with the rest, and when they were
sentenced to death, he cheered publically while they wept. She knew
no way to communicate with such a person.

They were
winnowing through the colonists they would send, parsing hundreds
of resumes for those who claimed doctorates they never had and
others who hadn’t been active in their field for decades. More than
a few wanted to go to Mars for the livestreaming possibilities, but
they would make poor colonists when confronted with the hard work
of trying to survive. Also, they couldn’t be trusted to complete
the science they’d been tasked to do. Even the lone first colonist
had managed the experiments he’d been sent to perform, despite his
deteriorating mental state and the problems with communication.

Julia would
have liked to take an active part in the selection process, but she
was instead booked for meetings with the Reverend and reviewing
security protocols with her staff. There had been several attempts
at vandalism, and she only reluctantly agreed to several more
kilometres of fencing. They would make the compound larger, and
shove the perimeter farther away. That should prevent those whose
contribution to their cause was lobbing rocks at the vehicles
bringing supplies and ferrying staff back and forth to the small
town whose name bragged that it was League City.

She resented
the diversion of hundreds of thousands of dollars to legal fees and
contractors for the fence, but she regretted even more that she’d
had so little to do with the selection of the colonists. She would
have to trust her team to sort those who were merely idealistic
from those who had the skills and mental agility and
resourcefulness to make the trip and succeed on the other side,
whatever that looked like.

She’d heard
some of Dander’s famous speeches, and although she disagreed with
most of what he said, she agreed that Mars would be a forbidding
environment. When he was shown into her office she was surprised to
see that he was an unassuming-looking man. She’d expected, from his
video appearances, that he’d be tall and old-testament
forbidding.

“You look
different than I pictured,” she said as she rose greet him. Shaking
hands had gone out of fashion with the last pandemic, but the habit
of standing to say hello had survived despite the loss of its
follow-through.

“I’ve seen you
on the videos as well. They make all of us look different. The
makeup they plaster on you. And they say it’s essential to make
someone look normal.” He shook his head.

“Take a seat.”
She gestured to the chair, feeling awkward now that they’d started
the conversation on such strange footing. “You wanted to see me,”
she reminded him.

“I know there
is no way to dissuade you from the launch,” Dander began. “The
government is not investing this much in building and advertising
to just pull out.”

“We’ve done it
before.”

“The first
colonist?” At her nod, his face darkened. “That’s part of why I’m
here. I know how flighty governments are. I know the agency is more
stable—”

“Agencies,”
Julia interrupted. “We have JAXA and ESA working with us. As well
as the Indian space agency.”

“Even so,” he
bowed his head. “I’ve seen government mandates come and go.”

Julia tried to
guess his age. She figured he was at least sixty, which meant he
would have seen the first resource war start. He had a right to be
suspicious. “I think we can get this program off the ground. If I
thought we would pull the plug I wouldn’t have hired all these
people.” It was always a good idea to remind people that the Mars
colonist project provided jobs, and League City, or even Houston,
couldn’t afford to be too selective about corporate backing.

“We need to
clean up the Earth. We need to return to a role of
stewardship.”

The speech was
obviously well rehearsed, and Julia guessed she was listening to
one of his sermons.

“These are
one-way coffin tickets to a hell of cold, rather than a hell of
fire. We have no guarantee that any of the crew will survive. Don’t
leave Earth now. Not when she is at her most needy.”

Julia nodded at
the right moments, said yes a few times, and then sprang the
argument with the least traction first. “We need to diversify
humanity. To spread onto other planets and habitats in case a
disaster were to strike—”

“Yes.
Dinosaurs. Evelyn said you would bring up dinosaurs.”

Julia’s gaze
narrowed. Dander wasn’t above working with others. Yarrum would
never deign to deal with an unbeliever. “You have to remember too
that GPS technology and optics advances had their origin in the
various space programs. They’re not merely scientific vanity.” She
could feel a headache crawling up the back of her neck.

“We have the
technology we need to ameliorate the conditions here on Earth. That
should be our goal, not merely running away.”

“Or running
toward,” Julia corrected. “I think you’re looking at this the wrong
way. If, as you say, god gave us the Earth so that we can spend our
time worshipping him.” Dander’s face tightened at the description
but Julia pressed on. “Then how better to worship than carrying his
word into space? Maybe that is part of the plan that has brought
the project this far.”

“God’s grace
doesn’t work that way.” Dander was backed into a corner and he knew
it. If god controlled everything on Earth, then he was responsible
for the whole idea, the construction, and the engines which were
being tested. If it was against his plan, then he would never have
allowed it, or would eventually undermine the mission. That holy
plan would not need either Dander or Yarrum’s help.

Julia pressed
the advantage, although she approached it as a psychological
curiosity. “Likely you and I were meant to meet. And perhaps that
will change the plan for the better.”

“Or
perhaps”—Dander got to his feet and seemed taller because she was
still seated—“I am an instrument to bring the project to its knees.
Just like Babel was brought down.”

“In which case
you’ll lose your parishioners. With everyone speaking different
languages, you can hardly get them to follow you.” She’d read the
damn book. She’d had to when she was young, and this wasn’t the
first time she’d put it to use.

When Dander
left Julia sighed, sat for a few minutes and then called her
personal assistant. “I need a publicist. An expert in spin. I think
I just pissed off the church.”

Soon her
publicist was dealing with the bible people, the environmentalists
who preached resource use from their vans and trucks, the
sightseers who wanted selfies with the staff or equipment, and
those whose leader had told them they could join the aliens who
were waiting for them outside the range of Earth’s instruments if
they could clamber aboard the Mars project. Julia had enough to do
investigating workers who stole valuable parts for resale, funding
their own private online stores, and others who fought with their
coworkers and ruined supplies and equipment in order to perpetuate
their feuds.

There were also
the real demands of the job. Although they’d been promised a huge
budget when they began, as the years wound on, the agencies began
to claw back some of the money going to essential aspects of the
project. Julia grew familiar with the refrain—“Try to do more with
less”—until it resounded in her dreams.

Julia
recommended, fought for, and got three satellites which would be
above Mars all the time, ensuring the colonists had radio
communication and weather reports from anywhere on the planet. She
also oversaw the loading of the plants and frozen animal embryos,
although she had to convince the biology team that such optimism
was warranted. Pushing herself past her limits, with her watchful
husband on the sidelines, Julia got the colonists trained, their
ship built in space, and what systems that could be tested put
through their paces.

A credit to her
organizational ability, the Mars project was ready to go after
seven years of her failing health. The team had been selected,
trained in the harsh terrain of Antarctica, and forced into close
contact with others until they were ready to break. The
psychological profiles spoke well of those they’d chosen—despite
Julia’s fears that some of them would be problematic—and they
passed physical endurance tests. They were specialists in their
fields, and were well situated to report their findings once the
communication equipment arrived with the drone.

Julia never
stopped until the crew had been chosen and confirmed and the ship
towered over the hangers which had seemed huge when she’d arrived
at the liftoff site nearly a decade earlier. She’d done everything
she could, and that knowledge combined with the frantic pace she’d
kept up over the years served to weaken her when she most wanted to
be strong.

She watched the
liftoff from her hospital bed, accompanied by Bellam and her
husband Larn.

“Do you think
they’ll make it, Bellam?” Julia choked on her words and her chest
heaved with the effort.

“They’ll get
there. And they’ll touch down. What they do after that is up to
them.” Bellam was draped in a charcoal grey suit, the darkest one
Julia had seen him wear.

“You’ve done
it, dear.” Larn had consistently been quietly enthusiastic. “You’ve
done what you always wanted to do.”

“I wanted to go
there myself,” Julia retorted, “but I guess I’m a spectator after
all. I hope they make their way.” Julia let her fears creep into
her voice.

“They will. At
least as well as us,” Bellam said as the nurse arrived to urge them
out. “The way things are going, maybe even better.”

The nurse stood
a moment, looked at the television, and then let them stay.

When Julia died
a week later, the Aurora, as a famous writer had dubbed the ship,
was still coasting on its course. It had made its initial burn, and
was scheduled for fourteen more course corrections. Whatever the
colonists did, they carried the lifetime hopes of an old woman, as
well as the dreams of the ten billion inhabitants they left behind
in roiling chaos on the teeming Earth.

 



Chapter Three ~ The
Colonists


Jess never
expected to go to Mars. She had a low opinion of her credentials
and at least three other names of high renown occurred to her when
she considered the mission. Her specialty was impact crater
formation and deformation on non-terrestrial planets, which meant
that she knew a great deal about Mars’ geology, but she was no
match for Pierre Laronde, the grand old man in the field, or Evan
Mercer, a researcher out of Harvard whose career she had followed
enviously. Both of those scientists were older men, which meant
they might not be selected, but Ama Madube, from the University of
Zimbabwe, was younger than Jess and more prominent.

The financial
smile on her department head’s face when the department received
the call for Jess to be trained for a possible position on the
mission was the first indication that she might be going to Mars.
“But what about Mercer, or Madube?”

“They
apparently want you.” Snave was mentally counting the grants that
Jess’ appointment would bring to the school. “I’ve already
organized a replacement for your absence.”

Snave was being
excessively euphemistic. No one was meant to return from the Mars
mission. She wouldn’t be coming back. Jess moved through the
following weeks in a daze. She broke up with her boyfriend of two
years, who would have to find another apartment in which to crash
while his slow-moving music career gathered steam. She found a home
for her cat with her neighbour, kissing his fuzzy head goodbye with
a sense of finality, and stored her more precious belongings with
her sister. The rest of her furniture she left with her boyfriend,
if he should happen to find a place before her landlord rented the
apartment.

Once she was at
the training base, she threw herself into her new life. She played
the games she knew were calculated to weed out those with
antisocial tendencies, and proved she didn’t have sexual hang-ups
by sleeping with some of the crew. To her surprise, Madube was
listed as backup crew, and when she met her at an information
session, she was contrite.

“It really
should be you that’s going,” she began as she held out her hand to
the tall African woman.

“You believe
so? You must not have read your own papers.” Madube spoke with
laughter in her voice. “You have written more about the Martian
substrate and the fines than anyone else, other than Laronde, of
course.”

“But your paper
on the sulphur content of the Valles Marineris was brilliant.”

“We could
compare papers, but you were judged more worthy. Even with my ego
about my work, I knew you would be first on the list. You deserve
the honour.” Madube extended her hand again and Jess hugged her in
relief.

~

Isaiah had been
brought up Christian reform. He’d gone to a Christian school and
been taught by people who were more than regularly devout, although
they scarcely knew more than their pupils. He was a bright child,
and overcame the penury of his childhood education by hard work and
his mother’s library, although the early indoctrination still
lingered in how he interacted with others. His mother had
reluctantly been admitted to the church, since she’d taken a
Masters in literature. “Reading heathen books is not the way into
heaven,” the pastor had said pointedly to Isaiah’s father. “I’m not
sure you’re making the right decision. You must consider your
children.”

The corruption
that the pastor had warned of had come to pass. Isaiah schooled
himself, his curiosity taking him from the magic and mysticism of
the church service to his mother’s copy of Plato’s Republic,
from Agatha Christie’s murder mysteries to his mother’s
undergraduate textbooks. Even while he learned in church that god
had planted the bones of dinosaurs in an Earth that was only six
thousand years old, Isaiah read about the different finch species
in the Galapagos, and what scientists the world over had made of
that after reading Darwin’s seminal study.

Inevitably,
such mixed messages produced a confused child. Isaiah was caught
between either rejecting his father’s beliefs and embracing them
later in life as a rabid Marxist or denouncing political pundit, or
remaining a fanatic and only slowly growing to understand how
little humans and their stories could encompass the mysteries of
the world. Isaiah was the latter. As a teen he’d stood with his
father on street corners and screamed at desperate women slinking
into abortion clinics, and he’d burned books that he was told by
the pastor contained filth.

If Isaiah
hadn’t possessed an inquiring mind, he would have remained an
ignorant fool, doomed to howl and gibber in churches, learning
nothing about his world and even less about himself. But Isaiah
rejected that almost inevitable fate. With the air of a drowning
person gasping for breath as they broke the surface, Isaiah learned
from his mother’s books that the outside world was richer than he’d
been led to believe. He expanded his reading with the school
library, hiding the books in the barn so he wouldn’t be accused of
either fraternizing with Satan, or worse, improving his mind.

Isaiah’s
entrance to university was equally fraught with guilt and pain. He
didn’t have a formal education from a recognised school, so he had
to pass stringent entrance tests. Many Saturdays he could be found,
nose down in an exam paper with a hundred other hopefuls, most of
whom were recent immigrants. Isaiah learned to ignore the
occasional foreign student who leapt to their feet and proclaimed
themselves to be a theorem; he studied even while they were being
sedated.

Once he arrived
at university, and became socialized enough to have friends, Isaiah
realized, at least partially, that his superstitious background had
done him a grave disservice. He was not only sadly lacking in
academic skills, but socially awkward and opinionated. More than
one professor took him aside and talked to him about his openly
derisive and superior attitude and his tendency to correct fellow
students. His most memorable discussion, however—which Isaiah
credited as leading him to Mars—was with his English professor.

Ivdar told
Isaiah that he would make little of himself if he didn’t stop
dreaming about magic. “I have students who break up with their
boyfriends because their love cannot compare to that of a vampire
movie,” he said. “I have others who are so deep into a
philosophical inquiry they barely understand that they view all
other modes of discourse vapid. But you, Isaiah, and others like
you—who are from a background so limited, and so mentally
brutalizing—are the most tragic of all.”

“Tragic?”
Isaiah had inserted into the gap.

“Yes, tragic.
There are better words, but I’ve chosen that one. Have you ever
wondered what your parents did to your developing mind,
Isaiah?”

“They taught me
morality.” Isaiah could see where the rant was going.

“They planted
unsubstantiated fantasies in you so deep that you may never be able
to root them out.”

“God is not a
fantasy, sir.” Isaiah spat out the honorific as though it were a
curse.

“Magic, Isaiah.
The belief in the unseen, the unheard, and unknown, and worse, the
unproven. If you actually think—”

“I should go,
sir.” Isaiah rose to leave.

“—that mumbling
words to yourself can affect change in the universe, you need to
re-examine your notions of truth. If every passing fantasy is
valid, then the entire world is up for grabs. The Nazis could have
been right, the KKK, the Rotarians. You leave the world open for
madness, Isaiah.”

As Isaiah
rushed down the hall, brushing the tears of frustration from his
eyes, he imagined himself burning Ivdar alive. Gleefully, he
pictured the blackened corpse arriving at the gates of heaven and
being denied entry because of a strict dress code. Isaiah knew that
god likely had a more fitting punishment, but he followed the
dictum that god helps those who help themselves.

Once Isaiah had
calmed somewhat, and matured, he began to re-examine what Ivdar had
said. It was true that Isaiah never demanded the burden of proof of
his beliefs that he had of banking, or the efficacy of medicine. As
his studies drifted into sociology and anthropology, Isaiah began
to doubt, and then declaim fundamentalist views. He retained an
image of god as energy. He began to believe in a life force, and in
that way downgraded his belief in god from the old man with the
beard into an energy that controlled matter. Although
intellectually he was growing up, Isaiah wasn’t ready to be
entirely alone in the universe.

By the time
Isaiah had settled into medicine, his sense of superiority was
obscured by the pomp of his colleagues, and god had receded to the
backburner of his mind, leaving a residual heat that looked like it
would dissipate in time.

~

Compra wasn’t
really suited for the Mars settler initiative. He was too solitary
to live in a herd, and disliked the tight spaces of the habitat. In
Aurora he clamped down on those feelings with difficulty, and tried
to pass as he never had in his life. Compra soon had the reputation
as reclusive, scholarly, and more than a little irritable.

Compra’s life
on Earth hadn’t been so different. In the overwhelmingly social
culture of southern Argentina, he had quickly been branded as
maleducado, and as he grew older he kept even more to
himself. He attended school and went to the cafés like other teens,
but most of the evenings he sat alone. He never followed up the
cafés with the discos. He finally left Neuquén with relief, and
went to university in Cordoba, and then graduate work in Barcelona.
He wasn’t made for Latin culture, he used to tell himself. He had
more of an English or American sensibility.

The clash
between his solitary nature and the necessity of working with
others came when he first heard about the opportunity to go to
Mars. He was a microbiologist working in the United States at the
time, and with his specialty in microorganisms, especially
anaerobic bacteria, he was a natural pick for the mission. For the
first time in his academic life, however, his lack of socialization
stood in his way.

With the same
dogged determination that had marked his entire life, Compra set
his sights on joining the colonists. Although he had rarely
presented at conferences, he suddenly attended every exobiology
conference, as well as those in his own field. The wealth of
research he had accumulated and merely shelved, he pulled down and
presented. He endured the questions and handshakes, trying to
imitate an affability that he didn’t feel. He felt a flexible shell
of simpatico slipping over him, as he remembered how Silvio, his
hyperactive childhood friend, greeted everyone in the room.

Compra already
had the impressive credentials in his field that only an obsessive
with no social life could attain; he set out to widen himself
academically until he was also known for bacteriological
exobiology. Even while funding was being raised for the Mars
mission, Compra glad-handed and presented, and when the ships were
being built, he became known as the preeminent specialist in his
area. Compra had carefully kept his wish for Mars secret, however,
knowing that his eagerness might be interpreted as obsessive. He
presented papers on Martian meteorites and their wealth of genetic
imprints, but he showed no interest in the planet itself.

When Compra was
approached by the joint space agencies, his surprise at their
interest in him was carefully feigned, and when he accepted the
position, he walked home for the first time in years, not wanted to
share his triumph with the people on the commuter train. Compra was
going to Mars.

Compra
immediately gave up his apartment and moved into a crowded rooming
house tenanted by foreign nursing aides. They had come from
poverty-stricken nations to wipe up after those too squeamish to
touch their own messes. They typically worked many hours of
overtime, like Compra himself, and then fell asleep exhausted. They
respected Compra’s lifestyle, and were incredibly social. Picking a
social group that was in no position to refuse him Mars, Compra
began to rewrite his social self. He needed to be able to survive
the training camps, as well as six months on the close-packed ship,
and then live in the habitat until the second ship arrived and more
solitary dwellings could be allotted.

While Compra
reinvented his social self, he also worked on his secret project.
He’d always longed to employ his training to terraform Mars, but
when his proposals had been roundly dismissed, by academic and
activist alike, he’d focused his energies elsewhere. His dream of
anaerobic bacteria multiplying and making oxygen had never left him
however, and when the Mars mission was first discussed, his old
obsessions had leapt to the fore.

In the lab,
when his other work was done and his colleagues and graduate
students had left, Compra sat at his computer and remodeled the
methanogenic bacteria that live in the human intestine. Rejecting
modification after modification, Compra tried to make one that
would be able to move outside the human body and propagate in a
harsh and forbidding climate. He modified his bacteria by tweaking
gene expressions and then exposed his result to a
temperature-controlled vacuum chamber.

When the call
came for the candidates to fly to France for their year-long
training, Compra wasn’t ready, but he packed up what he had, hoped
that it could survive the Martian environment and consoled himself
that he might have access to equipment on the training base.
Enduring the training by imitating his childhood friend, Compra
Silvioed his way through ice-breaking sessions, psychological
testing, and the almost mandatory sexual escapades. The project
managers were looking for well-rounded people, and Compra was
determined to pass.

Compra was
called up a few times for his unusual behaviour, such as missing
communal meals to work in the lab, but they never suspected the
depths of his anti-social nature; Compra grinned his way through
such meetings, his confident bravado borrowed from Silvio, his
sympathetic nature a recently assumed but convincing habit.

~

Unlike Compra,
Karima was strictly utilitarian in terms of the application of her
field of research. She’d been one of the preeminent scientists on
Earth in genetic modification of plants for construction purposes.
She publically denounced the high profile genetic playboys who
tinkered with the human genome to create monsters, as well as a lot
of enemies in the public, and concentrated instead on plants which
made the world a better place. Even while her colleagues designed
human food crops to be addicted to toxic chemicals so corporations
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