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It is not his ship, 

or his problem...

...but suddenly Robert McClain finds himself behind the helm controls of the Earth’s Last Hope, blasting off for the Sol System’s most savage race—The Borman Classic. His brother Pete has planned on being the racer in the family, but an accident moments before the qualifying run to the moon takes him out of the running, leaving his little brother to carry on.

Now he finds himself speeding from planet to planet, moon to moon, wrestling against the most dangerous forces in space, and worse—Martian skullduggery. Robert quickly realizes that there is more at stake than a racing championship for Earth. His life, and the life of his crew are on the line.
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Mars colony has won the Borman Classic interplanetary race fifteen races in a row. The biannual race is named after Frank Borman, the commander of the Apollo 8 mission, run by the long defunct NASA—It was the first spacecraft to leave Earth, orbit the moon, and return. The races were won by what Earthers consider unfair trickery, and with some openly making accusations of outright cheating and poor sportsmanship.

Friction between Earth and Mars often results in fighting between the race teams. Enforcers from each of the colonies are employed to police the race launch site, and to keep the Martian and Earth teams separated from each other, with their ships located on opposite ends of the two-square-mile launch complex.

There is a flurry of activity at the space center with engineers making last minute repairs and modifications, flashes of bright light and the smell of ozone come from welders, also present is the strong odor of fuel, coolants, and hydraulic fluid. Reporters are scattered over the launch facility interviewing rocket-ship crews, engineers, mechanics, and race experts. Blast walls surround the launch pads to keep bystanders at a safe distance, and to conceal the scorched and blackened concrete from previous use.

A qualifying run to the moon is used to determine which spaceships will enter the race. Each of the racing teams, fifty in all, will launch at a predetermined time. The first ship to land on the moon, from each of the colony worlds, is automatically entered in the race providing there are no disqualifying violations of the rules, leaving only one racing team for each interstellar colony, Earth, Mars, the mining colony on Mercury, the belters based on Ceres, the Jovian moon colonies of Europa, Io, Ganymede, Callisto, the gas mines on Saturn’s Titan, the helium mines of Uranus, the methane mines on Neptune, and the deep-space research outfit on the binary planets of Pluto and Charon. Venus is unrepresented. There are no colonies on the hothouse planet, only an orbiting space station serving as a refueling stop and repair center.

The Martian guard at the receiving area is wearing black and red leatherlike armor and carrying a stun stick. He watches a helicopter land, and an Earthman get out of it. From the looks of the passenger, he is a student—wearing the dark blue uniform of Earth’s Space Academy. The guard orders, “Stop!” Then explains, “It’s race day, no school passes are accepted today.”

Robert says, “I’m not a student, not anymore. My brother has a ship entered in the race, Earth’s Last Hope.” He opens his jacket, and removes a pit pass and his identification card from its inner pocket, and hands them to the guard. The guard takes the documents, examines the pass and identification card, and compares the information contained on them with the boy.

The photograph has the same boyish look and shows that he has recently turned twenty-one Earth years old, legally an adult. He stares the boy down to intimidate him. It doesn’t have the effect he is hoping for with the boy staring back at him, eye to eye. The Martian guard is the first to break eye contact. “Has Earth gotten so desperate that they can’t find real pilots with guts to race, that they are now sending their children to race against us? Eh?”

Enforcers, from the cut and color of their uniforms, representing Jupiter and the belters move closer to stave off trouble. This isn’t the time and place for it. It could cause an embarrassing delay for the Martian team. He hands the documents back to the child.

Normally he would give the kid the boot, just for being an Earther, or at least misdirect him. He gives the boy one last look; there is something strange about the kid. He gives him an eerie feeling. He comes to his senses, no, he is harmless, and obviously of no importance. “Your brother’s ship is on launch pad thirteen.” He points in its direction.

Robert walks in the direction the guard has indicated he should go, wiping sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his uniform jacket. The summer heat here in Houston, Texas is much hotter than at the academy grounds in Cleveland, Ohio. People are scrambling away from a nearby launch pit, a launch pad surrounded by a blast wall to protect the spectators and reporters from the blast of heat, and to a lesser extent, the deafening roar of crews test firing rocket engines.

My brother must be crazy; he is double sure of it when he sees the Earth’s Last Hope perched on a launch cradle. The ship has been pieced together from salvaged parts taken from damaged and outdated rocket ships in the asteroid belt. Only a crazy person would consider entering it in a race against the sleek custom-built ships that are designed and used exclusively to race in the Borman Classic. The Earth’s Last Hope has been built for mining asteroids—not racing.

Pete sees his brother approaching the launch pad, and slides down the ladder, much like a pole, instead of using the steps to climb down. His feet impact the ground, and his knees bend to absorb the shock. He checks his balance, then hurries to the open launch pit blast doors, then through them.

The brothers greet each other, shaking hands, clapping each other’s shoulders, then give a fierce hug. They step back and admire each other, Pete, eleven years his senior, muscular, with a deep tan that came from years of working in the asteroid belt. His coveralls are stained with dirt, grease, and hydraulic fluid, and it smells of sweat.

Pete notices his brother’s navy-blue academy uniform has been stripped of its cadet rank, collar lapel insignia, awards, and decorations. Even the jacket buttons that have the school crest had been removed, and replaced with generic buttons. “Sorry about the uniform, I didn’t mean to soil it.”

“It’s okay, it’s not as if I have need of it, not anymore.”

Pete diverts the conversation away from the academy by saying, “You’re late, you were supposed to be here hours ago. I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show up. Wait until you see what we’ve done to the old girl—and what we have left to do to make the launch time. Murray and I need your help, if we are going to make lift-off on time.” If we don’t make lift-off, there is no sense in doing a late launch. It is game over.

“I sent a message, told you that I wasn’t coming. I couldn’t if I wanted to, not during third-year finals.”

“I was sure that you would change your mind. I spoke with Superintendent Kaufman last night, and told him that you are part of the team and would want to be here.”

“I know, he called me into his office first thing this morning. We had a brief discussion about my future in the academy, then he kicked me out. He said—” He cannot tell his brother. What the Commandant had to say to him is too embarrassing. He told him that any cadet who has a chance to compete for the honor of Earth, and won’t take it, doesn’t have what it takes to be an officer in the space fleet. He was immediately discharged, told to remove his rank insignia, awards and decorations, and all symbols of the academy from his uniform, and to report to his brother. He will consider reinstating him, only after proving that he is worthy of a second chance by winning the race, or at least beating the blamed Martians.

There is no sense arguing that he has spent years studying for the entrance exams with Pete tutoring him, and that it has been his and his brother’s dream that I will pilot space ships between the planets of the solar system. It is more his dream now, than his brother’s—those dreams are smashed, forever gone.

“Pete, did you ask the Commandant to sack me?”

He doesn’t deny it; he turns away, and says, “Not exactly. I was sure that you would want to come along, be a part of the team. We have always brought each other good luck, like the first time I took you for a ride on my old scooter, and you spotted the gold asteroid.”

“Like the time you helped me prepare for the academy entrance exams, and how we both wanted me to be a licensed helmsman!” Robert says sharply. “Like the way we used to discuss things together before we did anything!”

Pete winces, and slowly turns to face his brother. “I didn’t have time, or any choice. I only convinced Thompson Fuel Company to back me as a sponsor three weeks ago. Murray and I have been going crazy, refitting the Earth’s Last Hope, and getting her ready. I just managed to get her here from California in time to enter the race, and now we are up against the deadline. Luna City had a tube blow out, and the engineers Thompson Fuel Company promised me can’t get here in time. I need your help. Other than Murray and me, there isn’t anyone better suited to crew the ship.

Robert sticks out his hand, and says to his brother, “Why didn’t you tell me all this from the beginning?” All the bitterness he felt towards his brother is quickly fading away. Things are right between them again, as they have been since they lost their parents in an explosion, and his brother had turned asteroid prospector to keep them going. “We still need another certified pilot to join us. I only have a Junior Helmsman Learner’s Permit.”

“This came for you this morning.” Pete pulls a crumpled envelope out of his coverall pocket, and hands it to his younger brother. Robert opens the envelope, inside is a full helmsman certification for Robert McClain, put in hack by Admiral Kaufman, Commandant of the Space Academy. “He thought you might need this.”

Robert looks up at the ship. The exterior is largely unchanged, except for the fresh paint, new heat tiles, and the wings look as if they are set back further, and a bit shorter. Maybe they aren’t, but the new profile makes them look less wide, giving them the appearance of being shorter.

They climb the launch-cradle ladder to the open hatch, and enter the ship. Inside it is different, the heavy bracing and beams that give the hull the strength needed to grab onto small asteroids and move them, have been removed and replaced with slender struts. The control room is smaller, barely big enough for three men. The central rail that serves as a ladder, from level-to-level, leads down to a combination workroom and living quarters. The big mining machines are gone, replaced with three small cabins, a galley, a general-purpose room, and a repair room. The next level, that once served as a cargo hold, is filled with storage for food packets, water recovery, and air scrubbers that remove carbon, and other particulate matter. Most of the space is being utilized by the fuel tanks, which have been enlarged to hold the additional fuel needed for interplanetary racing. The next level houses the reactor and fuel mixing chamber for the rocket engine. Nothing is the same, the whole ship has been gutted and refitted with new equipment for the race.

A familiar voice calls up from below them, “I knew you would come, and just in the nick of time!”

Murray, an old rock hopper, and the best engineer money could buy was hired by his brother all the way back in the beginning, when they first purchased the Earth’s Last Hope, after finding the gold asteroid. He was their father’s chief engineer before the accident that took his and their mother’s lives. His hair is cut short, and speckled with gray, not yet the silver that comes with old age.

“Murray, you’re not going—”

The engineer cuts him off, “Ain’t I kid? I’m not yet sixty, too young to hang my hat and retire, and too damn old to see them damn Martians steal another race, not if I can help it. Just try to stop me from coming along.”

Everything inside the ship is different with the refit, but the placement of the components follow the same pattern of the compact equipment of the old mining ship. His knowledge of the ship’s layout makes Robert of more use to Murray and Pete than an engineer not used to the compact layout of the machinery aboard mining ships.

Robert steps towards the open tool box, and says, “What’s next on the list?” The three men work on installing fuel flow regulators, and control valves that should have been installed, leak checked, and tested weeks ago. They finish the installation, and put the tools away.

He looks at the maze of fuel lines, and says, “You won’t get enough fuel through those lines to feed the engines with enough fuel to win, not unless you have the best fuel ever made, five-fold.”

Murray grunts, and Pete says, “We have better than that. We have the fuel that Dad was working on prior to the accident.”

“You can’t use it, it is unstable! It’s what killed Mom and Dad.” Their parents had been killed in an accident when he was ten years old. The memory of the blinding flash of the explosion that turned the darkness of space bright with light is seared into his mind.

Pete says, “It took me a while, years to find the problem. It wasn’t the fuel that killed our parents. The man who repaired the fuel tanks in our father’s ship, soldered the seams of the fuel tanks instead of welding them. Solder contains tin, it reacted with the catalyst used in the fuel causing the explosion.

“But the investigation—”

“It is closed. Too much time has passed, and the investigators refuse to reopen the investigation, even with the new evidence. They don’t care. It was an accident—case closed.”

Murray says, “The fuel has been tested. It’s safe! The ship didn’t explode when it lifted-off in California.”

Pete says, “I made a deal with Thompson Fuel Corporation for first crack at purchasing Dad’s fuel formula. With the new fuel, they can shift freight faster, using less fuel, and for less cost. They can beat the price of the Martian contracts, and bring shipping back to Earth. The catch is, the fuel is unproven. This race is a test, to prove the fuel is as powerful as our father claimed it to be, and that it is safe to use.”

Ever since the explosion, and the loss of the prestige from repeatedly losing the last fifteen biannual races to Mars, Earth has been struggling to feed its people. Earth has been steadily losing shipping contracts to the Mars colony, with each race lost. If Earth doesn’t win this year, it may be the end of the competition, and for them. They need to win.

His future is also on the line. If they don’t win the competition, the best he can hope for is being hired as a junior midshipman on a freighter, that is if the Martians will hire him.

Murray says, “I think we got it fixed this time.” He turns a valve to pressurize the fuel system, and turns to put his spanner in the tool box. Pete screams. A thin stream of blue tinted fuel sprays out from a loose fitting. Murray reacts instinctively, tightening the B-Nut fitting with the wrench, but it is too late—it is damage done. Pete moans, and staggers backwards with his hands over his eyes. Robert jumps forward, grasps his brother’s arms, and eases him toward a chest. Murray drops the wrench and retrieves an emergency medical kit from the wall.

“I’m okay, I just got a drop of fuel in my eyes.” Robert stares at his brother in horror. Murray opens the kit, tears open a packet containing sterile gauze, and uses it to dab the fuel away from Pete’s eyes, then he holds the eyelids open and squeezes bottle after bottle of saline into the eyes to flush out the fuel residue.

Robert groans, “Dang blast it!” when he sees the reddened spots where the fuel has hit bare skin, and he sees a thin white film coating the eyes. Murray removes two pain pills from the med kit, and places them in Pete’s mouth, and says, “Swallow.”

“Murray, get a doctor!”

Pete says, “There isn’t time. The race is about to start. Robert, I can’t see. You are going to have to do it.”

Footsteps sound above them, and a voice calls down, “Pete, take-off warning sounded, ten more minutes to lift-off. I thought, maybe you wouldn’t hear it, being busy down here, so I—are you ill? Do you need a medic?”

Pete stands, narrowly avoiding hitting his head, grins, and says, “Thanks, friend. I’m all right, I just got blinded for a moment from fuel splashing into my eyes. I’m alright now. You best get back to your ship, and get ready for lift-off.”

The man nods, with worry in his friendly brown eyes, and says, “Then good luck to us. May we beat the Martians!” Then, he leaves.

Pete says to his brother, “No doctors, there isn’t time. We are taking off. I’ll be alright until we reach the moon. You can get me a doctor then.”

Murray grumbles, “Yeah, who is going to get us there? I’m not licensed to pilot the ship, not officially. We’re not dropping onto an asteroid; the race officials are going to check our certifications.”

Robert says, “I’ll do it. Get my brother strapped in, then come up to the control room.” He climbs up the rail to the control room, and sits on the pilot seat. He hears the old man strapping his brother onto an acceleration couch below him. While he is waiting, he flips switches to close the hatch, switches to internal power, and powers the instruments. 

Outside, warning sirens blare, warning stragglers away from the launch pads. He watches the seconds count down on the ship’s chronometer, ticking off the final seconds until five thirty. Time to lift off. Robert switches the fuel pumps on, presses the igniter button, and pushes the throttle forward. The rocket motor lights off, the ship is enveloped in a cloud of smoke, and leaves its launcher, rising into the sky on a column of flame.
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Fifty rocket ships blast savagely upward, racing toward the qualifying position at Luna City. The first ship, from each world, or moon, to land at the moon base, will automatically be the one to represent their world, unless the crew is disqualified for violations of the rules. Most of the ships don’t concern Robert. He isn’t racing against all of them; his race is against the other eight ships representing Earth.

He tries spotting the other Earth ships on the viewscreen. Each ship has a substance added to its fuel to color the drive plume, white for Mercury, green for Earth, red for Mars, blue for each of the Jovian moons, yellow for Saturn’s moon, Titan, purple for the rock hoppers based on Ceres, turquoise for Neptune, magenta for Uranus, and aqua for the deep-space researchers on Pluto and Charon. He scans the sky for green streaks of light, and eases the throttle forward.

The gee forces push him back onto the heavily padded acceleration seat, and his breathing becomes harder, forcing him to breathe with shallower breaths, quicker. The ship groans with the increasing force from the thrust of its engines.

Murray shakes his head, and says, “Look at ‘em go—they are trying to fool you into doing something rash, and stupid. Me and Pete figure the best ships can only do is two gravities of constant acceleration to the Moon.”

Robert nods to let Murray know he understands. Gravity is still based on Earth
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