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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CONTACT!


The theme of this magnificent, thought-provoking novel is the search for intelligent life in the universe – and the nature of such life. From the discovery by the central character of life-forms on Mars to his final, deeply moving apotheosis on Titan, Saturn’s greatest moon, the authors present the reader with a wealth of engrossing and stimulating speculative material. The original story from which IF THE STARS ARE GODS grew won the Nebula Award in its category; the complete work is an impressive example of compelling, convincing and consciousness-expanding science fiction at its best.




ONE


1992


MARS


I


It was a fact, Major Paul Smith reasoned as he gazed at the cratered terrain now sweeping past, that life existed on the planet Mars.


No, not just the present landing party – Kastor, McIntyre, Reynolds, and Morgan – who were surveying the northern reaches of the basin of Hellas, but native Martian life. Up to and most definitely including a number of related varieties of complex spores. The proof was there. For two decades a succession of robot probes, both American and Russian in origin, had relayed the evidence to a supposedly stunned populace of Earth.


It resembled the assassination of a famed political or religious leader: one never forgot his own first experience. For Smith, the moment chanced upon his final year at the Academy, during a physics course. The instructor, a former NASA technician, halted the class in mid-session while he scurried to huddle with three beaming colleagues. ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ he announced at last, spinning free to face the class. (His hands actually shook; Smith now envisaged them trembling.) ‘I have just been informed that apparent evidence has been received at Pasadena which tends to indicate the possible presence of life on Mars.’


Fear. He recollected the sweep of emotion like a bitter taste on his tongue. Fear crawled up his spine, held taut and secure in the stiff-backed chair.


We are hot alone. Green men. Flying saucers. Slitherly lizardly fiends … Are they watching us? Smith grinned now, almost as if in embarrassment, remembering the automatic assault of old clichés. In spite of the instructor’s carefully placed qualifiers, his soul had quivered fearfully.


The evening headline, with no place for apparents, tends, or possibles, had screamed bluntly:


LIFE ON MARS!


And even though Smith knew, by then, that this ‘life’ indicated nothing more frightening than the presence of organic matter in the Martian soil, the icy fingers clutched his spine again.


Life on Mars. For the hell of it, Smith uttered the phrase aloud into the tomblike silence of the orbiting command chamber: three such simple little words. Substitute most any other word for that final noun and the result ranged between banality and silliness. Smith experimented with some examples : ‘Life on Earth… Life on Tibet… Life on the barroom floor…’


‘Life on Mars,’ Paul Smith said. A big crater drifted past the window, the circling slopes standing like the spiney ridges on a horned toad’s back. Sure there was life down there, but the old fear had long ago been eroded. Even the continuing reports from the landing party in Hellas of new and remarkable strains of life failed to stir Smith deeply. The human mind, he realized, possessed an awe-inspiring talent for converting in remarkable time the most fantastic truths into the most banal facts.


Speaking of time, he guessed he ought to prepare. Smith hung curled in the command chamber nook nearest the window that presently overlooked the passing Martian surface. This vehicle, the Fresno, named by Colonel Kastor in honour of the U.S. President’s birthplace, orbited at a mean distance of some two hundred kilometers above Mars. Each successive orbit occupied slightly more than one hour. Except in cases of dire emergency, the landing party below (Nixon Base, Kastor had named them, supposedly in honour of the politician who had served as President during the first manned lunar expeditions, but more likely as another stroking device aimed at soothing the present administration) transmitted every fourth pass. This, as Smith well knew, was number four.


The transmissions, dull and impersonal as Kastor normally made them, served to snap the monotony, but they also forced Smith to move. (Sod, he hated Mars! – an incredible truth, and not yet banal. Paul Smith had given up five years of his life and journeyed through some sixty million kilometres of space, only to discover that he passionately loathed the objective of all these efforts.


Mars seemed to mock his own world. The mountains climbed higher; he passed the dome of Olympus Mons each orbit and now refused even to glance that way. The canyons ploughed deeper, the plains swept wider. And the life – life on Mars! – was a mocking life. Life that may have once been spawned amid relative beauty (or so some scientists theorized), but which now certainly existed in infernal ugliness. That’s why he hated the damn planet: it was ugly – and through no lack of his own imagination, either. Ugly, ugly, ugly!


Smith remembered the view of Earth seen from space, a sight familiar to him, but never monotonous, after nearly a full year of preparatory experiments and manoeuvres in the orbital lab. The Earth shook the breath right out of your chest. Green and azure blue, brown and puffy white … Not this – not red.


He studied the cratered terrain. This was part of the Southern Hemisphere; the Northern, more volcanically active, was less tedious. Still, he sometimes guessed that Kastor understood his real attitude – which helped explain why, in an unanticipated, unexplained change of plans, Kastor had elected to take young Reynolds down to the surface instead of the more experienced Smith, who had not disputed the decision at the time. Kastor had insisted that it was because they needed experience in orbit, while there was already plenty of that below in Morgan and McIntyre. Smith had said nothing. Kastor had pointed out that Reynolds, an astronomer, already knew more about Martian life forms than Smith, a military officer. Smith had not argued. Much later, while others slept, Smith had asked young Reynolds if he’d ever read A Princess of Mars by Edgar Rice Burroughs. When Reynolds looked blank, Smith had laughed and said, ‘Then I guess you don’t know so damn much about Martian life as Kastor thinks.’


Paul Smith forced himself to move. Releasing the straps that bound him, he floated gently up, then kicked out. He drifted across the length of the command chamber, struck a wall softly, then slipped straight on the ricochet into the chair fronting the radio. He checked his altitude and confirmed his location in terms of the Martian surface. Though Hellas itself would not come into view for another ten minutes, he decided to call now. He spoke softly, but his voice boomed. ‘Nixon Base, this is Fresno. Nixon Base, this is Fresno. Nixon Base, this is Fresno.’


Silence. Apparently Kastor wasn’t quite so eager.


A sudden, angry impatience gripped him. Smith wanted this finished so he could go back to his window. Even in the time so far, he had grown inordinately fond of isolation. During the second week, he had discovered the fragile, spiderlike webs woven by the taut blue veins on the backs of his hands. ‘Nixon Base, this is Fresno.’


Kastor stirred. ‘Hello, Fresno, this is Nixon Base. Paul, is that you?’


No, sir, it’s Edgar Rice goddam Burroughs. ‘Yes, Jack.’


‘How about it? Anything especially interesting up there?’


‘Nope. Quiet as a little mouse.’ Smith tried to envisage them down there. The plain of Hellas flat as a child’s chest. The red dust heaped and piled. The howling, oddly forceless wind. The horizon near enough to touch. Four figures in matching bulky suits. The mantislike crawlers…


Kastor controlled the radio. Once he had permitted Mc-Intyre to speak, but the subject had been a geological matter. After Smith received the party’s transmissions, he relayed them to Houston, where the highlights were played – against old images of Mars – on the evening news shows.


‘There’s a light storm brewing at one hundred twenty degrees longitude, thirty degrees latitude south, but that shouldn’t affect you.’


‘It doesn’t seem likely – half a planet away.’


‘I guess not.’ You bastard, I’m only trying to do my job up here: to scan the Martian surface for duststorms. So far – more mockery – Mars had remained uncharacteristically quiescent. The annual Great Dust Storm was not due to hit till well after their departure, a cautiously predetermined fact: the Storm originated in the Noachis region near the edge of Hellas. Still, there was usually some lesser activity.


‘We’ve made some atmospheric samplings and I want to transmit the preliminary results,’ Kastor said.


‘Sure, go ahead.’


While Kastor spoke (repeating, no doubt word for word, only what Morgan had told him), Smith listened with no more than half an ear. He remained vaguely curious, but not obsessed. Spores. Organic compounds. Microbiotic life. He’d heard this all before. Why not, he wondered idly, a silicon giraffe? How about a two-hundred-foot, green-skinned, hom-rimmed Martian worm with a funny nose?


And he missed Lorna. Horny for his own wife. How little the average citizen knew of an astronaut’s agony. With Morgan in the crew, maybe they got the wrong idea. Prolonged nightly orgies. A pornography of the spaceways. They didn’t know Loretta Morgan. He grinned at the thought of the old bag stricken with mad lust.


Kastor screamed: ‘Oh, my God, hold on! Jesus, we’re shaking like—!’


Silence.


Paul Smith felt icy fingers of fear creeping along his spine. ‘Jack!’ He spoke softly this time. ‘Nixon Base!’


And in this emergent moment of crisis his eyes unfilmed, the padding illusions of the mind fell away, and Paul Smith saw suddenly that this world had now turned on them in some unimaginable way. And that they were unprepared. So many months of stress, boredom … Each of them was now tipped at some angle to reality; each had made his own private pact with the world … and had been twisted by it. He, Smith, was now clutched in his Mars-hating neurosis. Below, each member of the ground team was no longer the well-balanced crewman he’d been Earthside. No, the one thing they’d never been able to check – the effects of prolonged isolation and work in deep space – had slowly wrought some new change in each of them, gnawing away at their personal defences. And now they were exposed …


Smith grimaced. He needed the others to navigate the return module to Earth. Alone, he would die. Starve or strangle or suck vacuum above the bloated crusted carcass of red, blotchy Marscape, the leering land crushing him to it… ‘Nixon Base, this is Fresno. Nixon Base, this is Fresno’


Smith had to tilt his head to see the ten-inch video screen set at an angle in the hull to his left. The flat pink basin of Hellas crept into view past jagged, towering mountaintops. There was life down there on Mars.


II


Colonel Samuel J. Kastor squirmed in the aluminium frame of his crawler seat and struggled to be content with the worm’s-crawl pace Loretta Morgan maintained as she drove across the basin. After all, he reasoned, there was no reason to hurry. Smith wouldn’t fly away, the landing module lay safely secured, and the orbits of Earth and Mars remained steady. Hell, he thought, we’ve already uncovered more firm data in a few weeks down here than fifteen robot flights over a twenty-year period. That twenty-billion-dollar cost figure for the entire expedition irritated him. Kastor didn’t want to have to pay it back out of his own sixty-five-thousand-dollar salary. We’re giving them more than they have any right to ask for, he decided.


Hellas, which from above resembled an elongated pancake, stretched its features around the two crawlers. He saw rocky ridges, smooth bumps, a few boulders, but mostly dust. The wind was a constant factor but when one was buried inside the hulk of a suit, it was easily discarded. Kastor regretted the necessity of landing here. McIntyre, the geologist, had fought hard against the decision. His reasons were professional; Kastor’s were artistic. McIntyre had loudly asserted that it was ridiculous to send a manned expedition to Mars and ignore the volcanic constructs and plains; he favoured a landing site somewhere on the volcanic plain between Tharsis Ridge and Olympus Mons. NASA had rejected the suggestion. Life forms, not rocks, had motivated the twenty-billion-dollar inves’Im ent, and life forms happened to be most plentiful in the southern Hellas region. All Kastor had desired were the best, most dramatic videotapes possible. The sight of a volcano twenty-five kilometres high or a canyon seventy-five kilometres wide could have pried open a lot of weary eyes back on Earth. Still, Kastor damn well realized, if the expedition succeeded in solving some of the puzzles of Martian life, then the wildest pictures under creation would mean nothing beside that accomplishment. Maybe that was why he was in such a hurry now. Surrounded by these bleak wastes, he knew that it was life or nothing. He had expended five years of his own life on a cosmic gamble. Would it pay off ?


McIntyre was driving the second crawler, with Bradley Reynolds strapped to the seat beside him. The two vehicles rode nearly side by side. Reynolds, his form concealed by the heavy suit, waved an arm high in the air. Understanding the signal, Kastor glanced at his chronometer and then, involuntarily, at the clear, powder-blue sky. No, Smith wasn’t up there yet. At dawn and dusk the Fresno would streak through the sky, a bright yellow star on a frantic course. Except for Morgan, none of them bothered to look anymore.


Reaching lightly across, Kastor waved a hand in front of Morgan’s bubble helmet. When she glanced his way, he pointed toward the ground. By common consent the four of them avoided radio contact whenever possible. Kastor wasn’t sure he understood why. Perhaps the reason had to do with their constant mutual proximity these last years. In other words, they were sick to their stomachs of one another.


As soon as Morgan brought the crawler to a smooth halt, Kastor bounded off the side into the piled dust. When the other crawler stopped, he motioned Reynolds to join him. He waited until the other man had approached near enough so that his narrow, angular, bearded face showed distinctly through his helmet, then said, ‘Brad, would you mind going over with me the data you collected from the last atmospheric sampling?’


‘No, sir, not at all.’ Reynolds began to repeat what he had already told Kastor an hour before. Kastor listened intently, refreshing his own memory. Over the radio he heard Morgan’s sour sigh. Screw her. Sure, it would have been easier to permit Reynolds to do his own talking, but Kastor knew full well the value of public exposure. This was his expedition – he was the commander. He didn’t intend to allow some bright kid to sneak up and erode that bitterly achieved position.


‘Then there’s been another quantitative increase?’ Kastor asked.


Reynolds said, ‘Yes, sir, that’s true.’ ‘Which fits your previous findings ?’ ‘Perfectly. Would you like to see ?’


Kastor said, ‘Yes, show me.’


Reynolds trudged back to his crawler and returned shortly with a crude map he and Morgan had drawn of Hellas basin. Various scribblings – lines, circles, dots, and figures – littered the face of the chart. Kastor began to shake his head inside his helmet, then realized the danger of letting Reynolds guess his confusions. ‘Where’s the focus again ?’


Reynolds laid a thick finger on the northeastern corner of the map. ‘Everything seems to be pointing this way, sir.’


The closer we approach, the greater the quantity of life.’


‘And the variety and complexity, too.’


T remember that.’


‘But you still don’t think we should tell Houston’


‘We’ve given them all the data.’


‘But not our own conclusions.’


Kastor sighed inwardly. Morgan also hounded him constantly on this. I’ve don’t want to look like fools, Brad. We have no explanations for this.’


‘Maybe if we told them, they could find one.’ This argument was also Morgan’s favourite.


There’s plenty of time for that later’


‘But, sir, don’t you—?’


Kastor backed off. ‘I’ve got to talk to Smith. We can discuss this later.’


‘But, sir—’


‘Later, Reynolds,’ Kastor said rudely. The communication equipment occupied an aluminium crate in the back of his crawler. Kastor believed he had made a wise choice, selecting Reynolds over Smith for the landing party. Reynolds was damn bright – even Morgan failed to detect the peculiar patterning of Martian life. But brightness wasn’t the reason Kastor had chosen Reynolds. Kastor prided himself on his own ability to see past people’s surface manoeuvrings to their core motivations. For himself, he wanted one thing from life, and that was power. Kastor believed that ninety-five per cent of the human race acted for similar aims, but most, ashamed, concealed this fact behind meaningless phrases like ‘the good of humanity’, ‘the future of the planet’, and ‘the joy in helping others’. Kastor didn’t give a hoot about humanity, the planet, or any others. Unlike most people, he didn’t try to hide his feelings from himself. Twenty-five years ago he had sought an Air Force commission because he had believed that was where the power lay. A mistake. War, once the primary pursuit of mankind, had dwindled to a vestigial state. He now knew fame was the answer, and that was why he was here. Bradley Reynolds – there was a weird one. Kastor believed Reynolds was part of the five per cent; power failed to interest him. But what did? Paul Smith – tough, young, ambitious – an obvious rival. But Reynolds was unreadable.


Kastor hauled the communication gear out of the crawler and set up the radio on the Martian sand. Morgan and Reynolds crowded around him, while McIntyre remained seated in his crawler.


Kastor twisted the antenna and twirled a dial. He suddenly heard a hollow disembodied voice: ‘—this is Fresno. Nixon Base, this is Fresno.’


Adjusting his suit radio so that his voice would transmit above, Kastor spoke evenly: ‘Hello, Fresno, this is Nixon Base. Paul, is that you ?’


Yes, Jack.’


‘How about it? Anything especially interesting up there?’


‘Nope. Quiet as a little mouse. There’s a light storm brewing at one hundred twenty degrees longitude, thirty degrees latitude south, but that shouldn’t affect you.’


Kastor spied the opportunity for a lightly sarcastic jeer. ‘It doesn’t seem likely – half a planet away.’


I guess not.’


Kastor grinned. Poor Smith, getting bored up there. It took a damn strong man to withstand total isolation; you had to be able to bear your own company. Kastor said, ‘We’e made some atmospheric samplings and I want to transmit the preliminary results.’


‘Sure, go ahead,’ said Smith.


Kastor spoke slowly, repeating as nearly word for word as his memory allowed what Reynolds had told him. He tried to envisage Smith up there listening, but it was the bigger audience that interested him. The people of the planet Earth. The late evening news. He tried to add some drama to his voice, but the dry words refused to be manipulated. This was heady stuff, he knew. It was life. The Martian Garden of Eden. Reduced to facts, the truth sounded not only dull but obvious.


The quake struck without warning, as suddenly as a bolt of pitchfork lightning. The ground trembled and Kastor tottered. He fell flat on his rump and got tossed into the air. Reaching out to grab a secure hold, he realized that the whole world was insecure. He screamed, ‘Oh, my God, hold on! Jesus, we’re shaking like—!’


He saw Morgan fall. Reynolds sprawled on top of her. The radio bounced like an energized ball. Kastor threw out his arms and covered it. He hugged the radio. If the world collapsed around him, he wouldn’t be alone.


A barrage of voices pounded in his ears. Reynolds shouted. Morgan cried. McIntyre screamed. ‘It’s a goddamn quake!’ yelled Kastor, ‘Shut up and hold on.’ Incredibly, he saw one of the crawlers flop on its back. A burst of dust and sand covered his helmet. He was blinded, buried. He clawed for the sky and realized he still had hold of the radio.


Silence.


The land had stopped shaking.


Kastor shoved away the blanket of debris covering him and stood up. Tentatively he tested his limbs. Grouching, he unburied the radio. ‘Men,’ he said softly, adjusting his suit to receive.


A woman’s voice answered, ‘Jack.’


‘Morgan, where are you ?’


‘Here, behind you.’


‘Oh.’ He realized he could see. Turning, he saw Morgan crouched upon the sand. A body – Reynolds – lay sprawled beneath her heavy arms. Deserting the radio, Kastor hurried over. ‘He’s dead.’


‘I don’t think so,’ said Morgan. ‘He may have banged his head on his own helmet. Turn up your radio. I think I can hear his breath.’


Kastor didn’t care about that. His gaze caught hold of the upturned crawler. Much of their gear – food, testing equipment, bundles of paper – covered the ground. A trickle of water from a ruptured vat seeped into the Martian soil. The second crawler remained upright and undamaged.


Morgan’s voice spoke into his radio. ‘Brad, can you stand?’


Reynolds (weakly): Yeah, but I’m bleeding’


Kastor saw McIntyre and groaned. The poor bastard had been sitting in the crawler. When it turned over, he had flipped out. A sharp, heavy strut had cracked his helmet. Kastor looked down at the mangled skull and felt ill. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he cried, lie’s dead’


III


Loretta Morgan believed they had underestimated the terrible hostility of this planet. Left undisturbed for aeons since creation, Mars lay passive. We’re like fleas crawling through the fur of a dog, she thought. And Mars may give a twitch and shake us off.


She remembered how they’d buried poor McIntyre – the body sealed up like a sack of their own garbage to avoid any possibility of contamination. Kastor had called her a cold bitch because of her refusal to mourn. She could have laughed in his face. To her, life was a gift, and weeping because it was gone was like a brat whining because Santa had brought only four presents and not the anticipated five. We’ve come to Mars where we don’t belong, she thought, and so we’re all going to die. We’ve no right to expect a damn thing from this cold universe, and that includes the gift of precious life itself.


Thinking of life made her think also of death. And thinking of death made her think of poor McIntyre. And McIntyre brought her right back to Colonel Kastor again.


The silly simple son of a bitch, she thought He’d wanted her to mourn before and now, when it really ought to matter deeply to him, there was absolutely nothing he could do one way or the other.


Colonel Kastor had died today. He’d driven a crawler into a twenty-metre chasm and perished. An accident. A damned stupid, senseless, careless, pointless accident.


Bullshit, she thought. That was no accident.


Mars had risen up – a sleeping dog disturbed – and scratched a second life.


First McIntyre and now Kastor.


Two remained : she and Reynolds.


Soon that number would be just one.


And that one would not be her.


The hard, tight surfaces of the life-support tent encircled them both. It was cold Martian night outside, but she’d already completed her evening walk. After sunset, as soon as the cocoonlike webbing of the tent stood upon the sand, she went strolling alone. Kastor, when he was alive, had called these private walks a sure sign of feminine sentimentality. She didn’t know about that. She did know that she stood poised upon the tip of a dune and peered through her bubble helmet at the steady green orb of the shining Earth. For five minutes she did this, looking away only to blink, saying a final passive goodbye. Humankind had invaded space, she thought, to learn once and for all how damn inconsequential it really was. That’s what the green star told her. So did this: life on Mars. So did McIntyre and now Kastor, both dead and unmourned seventy million kilometres from what each called home. So would she, when her turn came, when she was just as dead as either of them. Who (or what), she asked, gave one tiny damn for any individual human being, dead or alive or indifferent ?


No, she didn’t think she was crazy. Smith was crazy and Kastor, too, probably, but not her. This was Mars, and she had known all along that this was where she would die. It wasn’t a premonition – a furtive glance at a possible future. No, it was knowledge – it was necessity. They had come here to understand the conditions of life on Mars, but each had brought, willingly or not, the conditions of death on Earth. She didn’t want to die. The end frightened her as much as anyone. But she would go. She was ready now. It could be tonight or tomorrow or the day right after. The exact instant did not matter. Life was gone, finished, complete. Loretta Morgan, such as she once had been, was dead.


She sat naked beside young Reynolds. Kastor’s death had at last freed her at night of the burden of her own clothes. Not that he would ever have noticed; sex, Kastor had likely believed, was a sign of feminine sentimentality. She would have noticed, though.


‘Well, what do you think?’ asked Reynolds, who was straining hard to act as though he had seen a naked woman before. In fact, she believed that he had. Despite the boyish smiles and mere twenty-seven years, Bradley Reynolds was a man whose natural impulses sprang too suddenly to the surface for him ever to know true naiveté; Reynolds might occasionally be artless, but he was never just simple. ‘


Letting her heavy breasts fall naturally, she leaned over and touched the map with a finger. ‘I think we’re getting damned close. The source of life ought to be here.’


‘The Garden of Eden,’ he said, peering at the heavily notated northeastern corner of the map.


She drew back. Don’t call it that. That was Kastor’s need for dramatics. Life on Mars is drama enough. We don’t need PR slogans.’


‘Maybe we don’t , but NASA may.’ There he was again. Artless, but not simple.


Then call it what you like.’


‘How about Agnew Point ?’


‘Who?’


‘The base. Agnew was one of Nixon’s vice-presidents. He was chased from office for accepting bribes.’


You’re not interested in the Senate too, are you?’


His lips formed a boyish smile. ‘I’m not old enough.’ Reynolds sat with the radio between his clothed legs. Smith would soon be passing. ‘How long do you estimate it will take for us to reach this source ?’


She thought, chasing briefly away all intimations of certain death. ‘With only one crawler and three quarters of our supplies expended, I’d guess three weeks.’


‘We may get hungry on the way back.’


‘We’ll live,’ she said, battling not to smile.


‘I suppose so.’ He shrugged. But the only solution I can devise that explains the source is that Martian life has evolved so recently that it’s still centred in this one place.’


She shook her head. ‘It’s evolved too far for that.’


‘Not necessarily. Look, how do we know? Without an ozone layer, in a carbon dioxide atmosphere, the rate of mutation may be fantastic’


Her thoughts came with a clarity that amazed her. The first probes found evidences of life as far from Hellas as Elysium. Maybe the apparent centralization is merely a matter of environmental convenience. On Earth, there’s more life in Florida than Greenland. Hellas might be the Florida of Mars.’ She studied the chronometer strapped to her wrist ‘It’s almost time.’


He acted surprised. ‘Smith already ?’


‘Look,’ she said quickly, ‘you are going to tell them, aren’t you?’


‘Because Kastor’s dead?’ He shook his head. ‘That doesn’t really seem fair. It would make him look like a fool for keeping it secret – a fool or worse.’


‘But he was a fool – and worse.’


‘No. I’ve thought about this. I’ll tell them later, but not right away, not the same day. I don’t want to ruin a man’s reputation.’


‘But the man’s dead, damn it! ‘


‘I’m sorry, Morgan.’


‘But you do intend to tell them later? You aren’t going to play silly dramatic games like Kastor?’


‘No, I’ll tell them.’


‘Then promise.’


He seemed puzzled but nodded. ‘All right, I promise.’


All of this was forcing her to realize how awfully alone she was. Wasn’t there anyone else – man or woman or beast – who truly understood how utterly minute a human being was? This was Mars, damn it; native life existed here. Who could worry about the reputation of a dead man at a time and place like this ?


Smith’s high, shrill voice came over the radio: ‘—this is Fresno. Nixon Base, this is Fresno.’


Reynolds said, ‘Fresno, this is Hellas Base. Paul, I’ve got some terrible news. Colonel Kastor died today in an accident.’


‘Oh, no,’ said Smith.


Loretta Morgan smiled tightly. You damned hypocrites, she thought. When the time came, would they be mourning for her, too?


IV


Bradley Reynolds held his arms around Loretta Morgan as she lay stiffly beside him. Outside the life-support unit, the winds raged, tossing dust and sand in great, huge puffs that obscured the light of day. Reynolds knew that the annual Great Martian Dust Storm normally originated in the northeastern Noachis region where it bordered upon the Hellas basin. That storm, though slow to develop, eventually expanded to the point where it circled the Martian globe. Occasionally the storm reached clear into the Northern Hemisphere and covered the entire planetary surface. According to Smith, this particular storm had similarly originated in Noachis as a white cloud perhaps two hundred kilometres in length. The storm was much larger than that now, but it still wasn’t the Great Storm. That wasn’t due until spring. Morgan said she thought this storm was just Mars scratching her fleas. Her odd wit aside, the 6torm had kept them pinned down in the tent, unable to move, for two weeks now. Smith reported that the storm seemed to be dwindling. By crawler, the source point of Martian life (if such a point even existed, Reynolds reminded himself) remained a full week distant.


‘I love you,’ Reynolds told Morgan, but both knew that was not true.


They lay in darkness. An equalizer. Not only were all men and all women no different in the dark; all worlds seemed the same. Except for the howling, raging wind, the noise far in excess of the actual force, this could have been the Earth. A camp high in the Sierras. A man and woman in love. Not extraordinary. ‘Bradley, let me go. I have to pee.’


But this was Mars.


‘Sure,’ Reynolds said, removing his arms.


He couldn’t hear her moving across the tent. The wind obscured that, too. Life was precious here, and precarious, too easily ended. McIntyre and Kastor, Morgan’s tiny pattering feet. I am alive, Reynolds reminded himself. So are they. He meant the Martians. The others refused to use such terminology, but the Martians (spores, microbes, bacteria) were alive. Reynolds felt his relative youth caused the difference. By the time he became aware of a physical universe extending beyond the barriers of his own home, the fact of life on Mars had been known. Alien life was thus an integral factor in the fabric of his consciousness – a given quantity. Even Morgan sometimes revealed a careless fear and bitter anger that life, which had seemed one of the few remaining characteristics separating man from the universe, was no longer unique to Earth. Morgan would deny this. She would say that most intelligent people (and many who were not) had accepted for decades the knowledge that life could not be limited to one world. But Reynolds knew that theory and fact were never the same. The majority of Earth’s population believed that a God existed, but if one appeared tomorrow in the flesh, this belief would in no way lessen the shock of the physical fact. It was the same with alien, Martian life.


But Reynolds, born at a time when God was known, not only accepted but actually expected alien life. These puzzling Martian spores, existing and thriving where they should not, could only be a beginning. There were worlds beyond – Jupiter, Saturn, Titan – and then the stars. When he talked this way, Morgan accused him of idealism, but life was no longer an ideal ; life was real.


He pushed aside the blankets that covered him and stood up. He called, ‘Loretta?’ screaming to be heard above the wind. She didn’t answer. He was cold. Even in the ultimate privacy of the life-support tent, his own nudity disturbed him. He padded forward and banged his knee against a water vat.


‘Ouch!’


He searched the floor for a torchlight. Loretta? Hey, where are you?’ A sudden anxious chill touched his heart. She must be eating. His fingers closed around the slick handle of the torch. He flicked a finger, ignited the beam, swung the light.


He saw nothing against the far wall.


She couldn’t have gone out.


Reynolds turned the light. He recalled’ now, before the storm, Morgan had gone out alone every night to gaze ritualistically at the green beacon of the Earth; but both remaining suits and their helmets lay neatly packed in crates on the floor of the tent.


Reynolds completed a full three-hundred-sixty-degree turn. ‘Loretta!’ he screamed, continuing to spin.


She was nowhere present in the tent.


As he struggled into the suit – realizing too late that it was her suit and contained the rank residue of her scent – he remembered how she had been: forty years old but still lovely. Her body – squat and too stout, tiny stubby fingers and small delicate feet, wide hips, lines of three children on her belly, loose breasts.


He carefully fitted the bubble helmet over his head.


Sealing the inner airlock door, he waited impatiently for the outer door to cycle open. The shrieking wind would cover the sound of its closing; she could have left unheard.


Inside the suit he could not hear the terrible wind. Dust and sand scoured the surface of his helmet. He used his hands as claws to see. Her body lay half buried no more than a metre from the airlock. Lifting her dead weight easily in his arms, he hurried back inside.


Reynolds hoped that the brief exposure of the body to the open Martian atmosphere had not been sufficient to contaminate the land.


Before leaving the area, he would have to run a careful check to be sure.
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