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ONE

the mission. . . 

Martian One had been an unmanned  lander that landed on Mars in the winter of 2053.  The space program was fortunate:  it landed in a rather smooth area of an otherwise rocky Martian surface called Gustev Crater near the northern hemisphere.  The Martian One cameras then rotated in all directions,  snapping photos of the surface and was able to send back startling pictures of the area in fine detail.  Earth scientist had a  good look at the Martian area where they thought the Martian Two manned  mission should land.  The photos sent back from the surface was spectacular and similar to those taken by the Viking landers during the 1970's,  eighty years earlier,  only of a higher quality.  

***
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THE MARTIAN TWO manned mission was launched in  February of 2054.  It landed within five miles of the unmanned lander.  It had five astronauts onboard and it was the first manned  mission to the Red Planet.  The five Martian Two astronauts had made the 480,000,000 mile journey in only three days and had actually walked on the surface of the planet.  There,  they found a crystal,  grainy-like substance on their shoes;  a shiny,  thick,  luminous sand that experts found of a 'carbon'  nature,  the beginning formation. . .  of diamonds.  

The space program called a meeting.  Five astronauts were chosen to go back to the same area of the Red Planet to gather more information on the crystallite,  grainy-substances found on the shoes of the Martian Two astronauts,  and perhaps bring back diamonds. 

The Martian Three mission was born.
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TWO

crystallized

The five Martian Three astronauts sat at the same table in the NASA briefing room.  One NASA official presided over the meeting.

"Gentlemen.  In three weeks,  Martian Three,  the third in our Martian series will go up and return to the Red Planet.  You might wonder why we are going back,  and so soon?  Well,  the Martian Two crew saw something there:  something sandy;  crystallite,  grainy-objects on their shoes."

The NASA official went to a corner of the room and retrieved a small box.  He sat the box on the table in front of the five crew members of the upcoming Martian Three mission.  He opened it.  It's contents glowed.  It glowed so much that the crew literally had to turn away.

One of the five astronauts raised his hand.

"What is it?"  he asked.

". . . Martian dust,"  the official answered after a few seconds had passed.  "And we want to know why it shines as it does.  We have an idea.  We've had it examined by experts in the field of mineralogy. The sand contains a 'carbon'  content.  They are hard,  inorganic and contain properties that can be applied to substances of organic,  natural origin:  such as coal:  meaning it is possible it is the beginning stages of the formation of diamonds."

He looked at them:  "Yes,  diamonds.  And if that be so,  we think it would be worth our efforts to investigate this possibility.  Perhaps,  if they are there,  even bring some of them back."  

The crew was immediately,  but cautiously interested. 

"We're going up anyway,  Sir,"  said one of the crew members.  "We might as well search for this,  as far fetched as it sounds."

"That's why we are going up so quickly:  and so secretively.  You are to tell no one about this:  we don't want to become,  the laughing stock,"  the official said.

***
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THE MARTIAN THREE MISSION was under way.  Only three weeks of diligent training stood between themselves and launch.  They had been chosen from the rank and file of military and education.  They wanted to make good. 

Originally,  they thought,  they were going up for scientific research.  Then they were informed that they were on their way to Mars;  yes,  for research,   but mainly to find,  if at all possible,  if they existed,  and they knew,  if they were lucky. . .  diamonds.  

***
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THE ASTRONAUTS

Forty five year old,  Commander Clyde Murray had come out of retirement,  after  having served twenty two years as a Naval Aviator.  He was to be the first Black astronaut to command an intersteller mission;  a mission that actually left earth's orbit.  Though he came from humble beginings,  born and raised on a small farm in South Georgia,  he had been a Princeton University graduate,  with a masters degree in Physics,  his application  had been chosen over many qualified candidates because of his understanding of science and engineering.  Once chosen, he took a 'leave of absence' from his university teaching job and moved his wife and young son from the Philidelphia area to Florida in February of 2054.  It was there that he met his crew.  Training for the mission began immediately,  leading up to the March,  2054 launch.

***
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PILOT WINSTON TEALE would be the one and only driver of the ship.  He,  like Commander Murray,  was an ex-Navy pilot,  who at forty years of age had twenty years of aviation experience under his belt.  He had done the 'dirty work'  of aviation,  that unlike Commander Murray,  who only flew training flights, he  had flown reconnaissance (spy)  missions over dangerous enemy territories,  gaining valuable information on where bad people lived,  their lairs and their movements.  He could also land in tight areas and aboard aircraft carriers with his information and photos that could not have been gotten any other way.  

Meterologist Bob Stanton,  was a big city weatherman,  who always had his eyes to the skies.  He was proud to be flying to the Red Planet,  who although his function would be minor during the trip would be instrumental in the interpreting of the Martian  skies;  tracking the movement of the stars,  and the wind speed on the surface once they had landed. 

***
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TWO GEOLOGIST WERE hired.  The first was a Korean woman,  Geologist/  Doctor Susan Jang,  a university professor at Columbia in New York,  invited because of her intense theroy,  books and pamplets outlining how there might be organisms,  just below the Martian surface.  Nothing of the sort was brought back by the Martian Two trip to Mars,  but she held onto her convictions.  NASA officials was anxious for her to prove her theroy.

She was to be the second woman to walk on the Martian surface.

The next man invited aboard had a dual role:  Geologist/ Jeweler Tim Rutherford,  educated at Harvard but owned a large Jewelry store in Los Angeles,  California,  that bought and traded precious gems.  It was what caused  the space program to come calling at his door.  Yet,  he deemed it a privilige to be taking part in such a highly regarded experiment.

He jumped at the chance to be aboard.

They knew what they were looking for and within three weeks they had prepared themselves for the 480,000,000 mile journey that would take them across space to the door step of the fourth planet:  the planet called Mars.  They knew that the mission was speculative at best:  that there had been no other embarkation like the one they were trying for in the history of the space program.  

To them,  that was what made the mission all the more important:  all the more exciting.  

***
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WHEN ENTERING THE MARTIAN atmosphere they would target the same area as the Martian Two mission;  a rocky,  hilly region in the northern hemisphere called Gustev Crater.  

The space pogram wanted the Martian Three astronauts to first find the  'hull'  of the Martian Two rocket;  the spider-like tripod bottom section of the rocket left on the surface when they lifted off.  That way they would know the Martian Three would be in the same region as the former mission.  The space program knew they would then be headed in the right direction;  the area of a grainy,  crystallite  substance the Martian Two astronauts had found on their shoes. 

They were ordered to turn the place 'inside out'  in quest to what they were looking for.  Diamonds.

***               
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BLACK COMMANDER CLYDE Murray met with NASA officials one day before launch.  He said to them that:

"All systems were go."  

It was March 9th.

He seemed nervous to the officials,  but at the same time,  determined.  "We're ready.  We're go for launch.  We won't promise you anything.  And I hope what we are looking for  is real."
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THREE

March 10th, next day 

Launch day

It was 10:00 o 'clock.  The temperature at NASA was already at a balmy 75 degrees and they expected it to climb to nearly 80 degrees at the 12:00 noon launch.

NASA considered it:  the 'perfect launch weather'.

The five astronauts ate a hearty breakfast at NASA headquarters.

They were in full pressurized space suits as engineers escorted them to the top of the one hundred foot tall rocket.  On the top of their heads were bubble top plastic helmets.  The helmets contained a straw-like pump inside so that they could drink water,  and a little microphone just to the right side of it so they could communicate in the thin Martian atmosphere.  

At T-minus thirty seconds and counting all was well within the Martian Three  rocket.  At T-15 seconds, the astronauts prepared themselves for the propulson that was to follow.  At T-0 the compact one hundred foot high rocket lifted smoothly from the space center in a ball of fire.

The second manned mission to Mars was off!

The five astronauts settled back for their three day journey that they hoped would prove or disprove the granule of grainy-like sand brought back by Martian Two were of diamond content;  and perhaps bring back larger ones,  if indeed they existed.

They all were hoping that they did.  They knew that that was the sole purpose of their mission.  They were all hoping to find diamonds.

***
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BUT,  FOR THE TIME being,  they had only to orbit the earth.  The earth was becoming a curved blue ball behind them!  They were to orbit the earth once,  then wait for orders from the space agency.  
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FOUR

the trip  

As they orbited they checked their pockets on  their space suits.  They knew it was only a place to bring back samples of objects they thought valuable or of interest.  They had a utility belt  around their waist,  with scoops,  to shovel up soil;  buckets to store it;  small hammers;  a pick and a thick nylon rope among other things.  
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