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      For smilin’ Danny B.

      May the weather be pleasant

      wherever your longest walk has taken you.
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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sol 796, 9 pm

        20º0’S 356º35’E

        Zubrin Crater, Mars

      

      

      

      Dust devils glided across the crater floor as the last drop fell into Leana’s glass. Luis sat the bottle on the counter, picked up his own glass, and clinked hers in an unspoken toast. They leaned against the counter and sipped their drinks.

      “I miss wine,” Leana said as she swirled the contents in her glass.

      “A few more months,” Luis said. “As soon as it’s ready, I’ll make sure you have some.” He set his glass on the counter, wrapped his arms around her, and nestled his face against hers. “Homemade grape juice isn’t the same, but let’s not forget that this is very special… the first-ever Martian grape juice from the first-ever Martian grapes.”

      She loved the smell of him, the warmth of his cheek against hers. Mars may be breathtaking, but after all this time, he could still take hers away.

      “True,” she said, and smiled.

      She treasured these moments—early evening with the children asleep and the day’s work complete—when they could finally be together. This was when it felt most like Earth, felt like it had when they’d just started out, just fallen in love—when they’d first planned to be exactly here. The day, the work, and the place fell away, and all that mattered was that they were together.

      Tonight felt different, though. After two years with just the four of them here, tonight was the last night they’d be able to say with any confidence that they were the only people awake on the entire planet. Tomorrow, everything would change. Everything they’d worked toward over the last decade would finally begin.

      His dream had brought them here, but their love had made it possible. “I couldn’t do this without you, you know.”

      “And I’d be lost without you.” He said.

      “So true.” She flashed him a mischievous smile, and he looked at her in that way she loved. A warm flush rose in her chest and she turned to him, took his glass, and placed it in the sink with her own. “I’ll get them in the morning.” She took his hand. “Let’s go to bed.”
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      Leana wanted to sit down. Thank God for point-five g’s. She’d finished her final checks on the environmental systems and living units in nineteen separate HABs, and she was beat. It would be nice to have everyone here, finally. At least then she could take a break.

      HAB 20’s comm system beeped. “Leana honey,” Luis said, “we’ve got confirmed telemetry from both ships—they’re on schedule for landing.”

      She loved to hear his voice in an empty HAB—there was something intimate and sexy about the way the computer positioned his voice for her ears, like he was inches from her. “Thanks, sweetheart,” she said. “Everything under control there?”

      “Oh, yeah. Everybody’s where they should be, systems are online, and the lights are shining. It’s a beautiful evening, and I can’t wait to see those ships land. It’s going to be quite a sight! How about you?”

      “I’m just wrapping up here,” she said, “last one, then I’m going to pick up the kids. We’ll be there with the other transport in plenty of time.”

      “They’ll be excited when those ships come in, in…” he paused, “forty minutes. Pre-entry burns have begun... They’re making final trajectory adjustments and getting lined up for their deorbit burns.”

      “You pay attention to your job,” she said, “and we’ll see you in about half an hour.”

      “Yes ma’am!” He said and laughed.

      She touched the sTrans patch on her neck as she headed toward the airlock, and said, “Status: Gabriel and Michael Pendrova.”

      The computer’s AI could distinguish commands and requests picked up by the sensor/transceiver patch from general conversation, but she’d never gotten comfortable with the more conversational style of voice interaction that Luis favored. He treated anything with apparent autonomy and a friendly voice interface as part of the crew, but she preferred to maintain a discrete separation and would generally touch the patch to initiate interaction whenever her hands were free enough to do so. It was an affectation that Luis playfully—if somewhat too frequently—needled her over.

      Gabriel and Michael Pendrova are coloring in Habitation Pod 1A, Common Room. The computer responded in the casual voice it had evolved for her over the years.

      “Thank you,” she said, then caught herself and rolled her eyes, glad Luis wasn’t there to give her grief. She wasn’t completely immune to the AI’s personality, and her parents had raised her to be polite by default.

      You’re welcome.

      Leana groaned and imagined Luis’ laughter.

      She paused at the airlock’s inner door and surveyed HAB 20A’s common room while she once again ran through her mental checklist of the basic things Tyler and Tamra would need. The HAB looked like a home, if a sparsely decorated one, but they would soon make it their own.

      Leana turned and entered the airlock.

      “Nanny,” she addressed the boys’ caretaker AI, “please have the boys get ready for an excursion. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      Of course, Mrs. Pendrova.

      Nanny was the one exception she’d made to her arms-length treatment of the algorithms that supported their daily lives. She’d learned early on that it helped the boys when she and Luis treated the AI like a partner and a real person who cared for them. Eventually, they would discover—and likely exploit—Nanny’s limitations, but for now they emulated the respect they saw. And it was just easier on her to always treat Nanny the same way.

      She latched her helmet in place on her back as she walked toward the airlock between the HAB and the transport. She paused at the threshold as a wave of mild nausea unsteadied her. Instinctively, she checked the suit’s dosimeter, which read normal. Second time today. Good thing the docs are almost here. She entered the transport and started the automated undock. The airlock doors closed, the centimeters of space between them pressure-cycled, and the seals released. Once clear of the HAB, she took the vehicle’s controls and headed toward home.

      The transport bounced along the path between HABs, and Mars slid past its south-facing windows—flat and rock-strewn regolith spread out in every direction under the haze of a rust-colored sky. To the north far beyond the HABs, the wall of the crater in which they’d built their little ghost town narrowed until it vanished over the horizon.

      Leana hoped she’d never take the view for granted.

      The colony’s HABs sat in two rows in an arc centered on the large Central Pod, and faced south past the smaller interior crater nearby that they would soon transform into an enormous, domed, green lake. Their home—HAB 1—was nearest to the Central Pod’s southwest corner, and only a short drive from HAB 20 on the other side. She engaged the automated docking sequence as she approached.

      They would share HAB 1 with Paul and Sheila, their oldest, dearest friends, who—along with her and Luis—were the progenitors of the whole Mars colonization mission.

      Leana had taken special care in kitting out the Robinson’s B-side common room, decorating it with photo and art reproductions and other items she knew would help them feel at home. She’d even placed seedlings of Sheila’s favorite flowers which she’d started with stock from the colony’s cryogenic seed vault and nurtured in the greenhouse. Technically, it was an unauthorized use of the vault’s seeds, but it would make her friend happy.

      And besides, who could’ve stopped me?

      She entered the main airlock and waited while the dust mitigation system’s ultrasonic vibrations and air column dislodged and carried away the Martian dust. Once clear, she opened the airlock’s inner door to HAB 1’s A-side, onto a small landing which overlooked her living room.

      There Gabriel darted, naked, around the corner of the couch, up the steps, and down the hallway toward the bedrooms, with Michael—himself only half-dressed—in close pursuit.

      “Gabriel!” Michael waved crumpled clothes in the air as he ran. “You have to let me dress you!”

      Breathless laughter and a shrill scream were Gabriel’s immediate response, followed by, “I can dress me!”

      Leana grinned despite herself. “Boys!” Leana said, loudly but calmly, her smile still firmly in place. “Come here, please.”

      Gabriel ran back into the room, a sock in one hand and a t-shirt in the other, followed closely by Michael.

      “I tried Mama, but Gabes wouldn’t let me help.” Michael said, his gaze fixed on the floor.

      “It’s all right, Michael,” Leana said, “You tried. Gabriel can dress himself, but he’s not as quick as you, so you should be patient with him. Now, Gabriel, where are the rest of your clothes?”

      Gabriel looked back towards the boy’s room.

      “Ok. You go get yourself dressed. I’ll check on you in two minutes.”

      “Ok mama,” he turned and padded back to his room.

      “How about you, Michael?”

      “I’m almost ready, Mama,” he replied. “Are the other people here?”

      “Not yet, but almost,” she said. “We’re going to go help with the landing, then you two can help me get them to their new homes. Tomorrow we’ll meet everyone in the main building to get to know them a little better. You’ll get to meet some of the kids tonight, but there won’t be much time to play. Our new friends will be very tired.”

      “I understand.”

      “Now, please finish getting ready, while I help your brother.” Leana held out her hand, which Michael took, and they walked together back towards the bedrooms.

      Gabriel was mostly dressed when she entered his small room, though his shirt was on backwards. She helped both of them finish up and, with little argument, herded them back through the living room and into the airlock. The boys grabbed their own pressure suits and helmets from their compartments, and she helped them wriggle in and lock their helmets in place on their backs.

      They entered the transport, and she strapped them into their seats, then herself. She disengaged from the airlock and headed for the landing zone.
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      Leana stopped the transport several meters from the one Luis had driven, and waved to him as he turned from his console and waved back. Luis had set up a command console on the ground just outside his transport where the boys, strapped into the back seats, couldn’t see him.

      “Leana,” Luis’ voice came over the comm system, “we’re about two minutes away from the first deorbit burn.”

      Behind her, the boys bounced in their seats and shouted, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!”

      “Alright. Hooking in now.” Leana switched her consoles over to the launch and landing dashboards that showed the incoming ships’ telemetry and enabled her to patch into comms as needed. “I’m online, switching comms.” She set up for two-way with both Luis and Antoniadi One. “Antoniadi One, this is Mars Base. How do you read?”

      “Mars Base, Antoniadi One. You’re coming in loud and clear, Leana. It’s great to hear your voice.”

      Paul’s voice filled her with warmth and hope—had it really been two years since she’d been able to speak to her old friend in anything near real time?

      “You too. Now let’s get you down here so I can give you a hug.”

      “You got a deal.”

      “Mars Base, Antoniadi One.”

      Sheila! Leana tried not to shout over the comms. “Antoniadi One, go ahead.”

      “Leana, I suggest you keep your paws off my husband.”

      Leana laughed. “Oh dear, don’t you worry. I’ve got a hug waiting for you, too.”

      “Me too, Aunty Sheila!” Michael said, while Gabriel looked down at the transport’s floor in silence.

      “Oh, and I’ve got hugs for both you boys,” Sheila said, “you just wait till I see you!”

      “Clear channel, please,” Luis cut in. “Reunions can wait. Deorbit burns in sixty seconds.”

      The landing zone was the same they’d used when they arrived nearly two years before, though expanded and significantly improved with the help of the construction rovers. Now two rings of lights defined the cleared and compacted areas where the twin ships would soon set down.

      Leana reviewed her displays. “Antoniadi One, Mars Base. Telemetry is looking good.”

      “Mars Base, we’re all greens up here. Deorbit burn in ten.”

      Luis made a similar call to the sister ship, whose burn would begin sixty seconds after the first.

      Indicators flashed as Paul’s ship began its burn. Velocity dropped steadily for thirty seconds until Leana’s panel lit up with warnings. Numbers continued to flow in, but everything was off program. The ship’s velocity had stabilized—apparently all three vacuum engines were out.

      Leana grabbed a headset and put it on. “Comms private,” she said, “Antoniadi One, Mars Base. What’s your status?”

      “Having a bit of a bumpier ride up here than we expected, Mars Base. Engines shut down early and so far we haven’t been able to bring them back online. We’re updating the entry program. We should have plenty of propellant to adjust our entry vector, but we’ll be coming in hot.”

      “Understood,” she said. “Stay on top of it. I’ve got you, Paul.”

      “No worries here, Mars Base. It’ll be fine. Just like the simulations.”

      Paul was a capable pilot, and both he and the ship could handle much worse. She needn’t have worried but for the more than fifty people aboard, including her two best friends.

      “Tell the boys we’ll see them soon. Antoniadi One, out.”

      “Will do, Antoniadi One. See you on the ground. Mars Base out.”

      Leana helped the boys unbuckle and come up to the front to watch the ships land. She and Luis had already discussed the dangers of landing with them, so they were as prepared as they could be. If anything went wrong, she’d talk them through it, and they’d figure out the rest together.

      Leana watched the readouts and gave her status report. “Approach and entry vectors are set. Orientation and attitude set. Antoniadi One entry interface in ten seconds. Comms blackout in twenty.”

      From their vantage point near the landing sites, the ships would appear to rise like shooting stars from the eastern horizon as they compressed the thin Martian atmosphere into a super-heated plasma.

      An indicator flashed. “Comms blackout,” Leana said. “Receiving good telemetry from satellite passthrough.”

      Michael was the first to notice the bright flash near the horizon, which grew brighter as it rose. “Mama! Look!” He pointed it out to Gabriel.

      “Awaiting voice contact.”

      The ship left a trail of fire in the sky that dimmed and finally vanished altogether. Leana tried to blink away the afterimage.

      “Antoniadi Two entry interface in ten seconds,” Luis said.

      The comms blackout was expected, but no amount of simulation had prepared Leana for the sick emptiness in her stomach. C’mon, Paul, let me hear you. She reviewed the ship’s systems in her head as she checked the telemetry again and grasped for reassurance. We should have heard from him by now.

      A second star rose above the horizon, brighter and higher than the first before it also faded from view.

      “Antoniadi Two comms blackout. Telemetry’s good from satellite passthrough. Looking good so far,” Luis said.

      Leana’s patience couldn’t hold out any longer. “Antoniadi One, Mars base. Standing by.”

      If they don’t make it… She couldn’t even finish the thought.

      “Antoniadi One, Mars Base. Standing by for voice contact.”
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      Leana gripped the back of the seat as they waited for voices to emerge from the static. Next to her, the boys giggled and bumped each other with their hips.

      “Antoniadi One and Two, this is Mars base standing by,” Luis said.

      Leana scanned the sky for some hint of the incoming craft. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, she noticed a single dark spot.

      “Mars base, Antoniadi Two. We read you, Luis. Initiating retro-propulsive descent at five-thousand meters.”

      “Roger, Antoniadi Two,” Luis replied.

      “Antoniadi One, Mars base.” Leana said. “Standing by for voice contact.”

      The spot resolved to a ship that fell impossibly far, impossibly fast until finally its engines roared back to life. The ship slowed and stabilized as it descended toward the landing site.

      Leana had observed dozens of retro-propulsive landings, but always found the sight incongruous—the way a craft fell out of the sky until, at the very end, it floated to a touchdown on a pillar of fire.

      “Antoniadi Two, Mars base standing by.” Luis called over the comms.

      Finally, Leana spotted the second ship almost past her view through the transport’s forward window. They’ve overshot the landing!

      “Antoniadi One, Mars base awaiting voice contact.” Leana said.

      Finally, the ship’s engines flared, and it seemed to shudder almost to a stop in midair as it corrected its path and brought itself back to the landing zone.

      C’mon, Paul.

      “Mars base, this is Antoniadi One,” Paul said. “Retro-propulsive descent initiated. How ‘bout let’s not do that again.”

      Oh, thank God!

      “Antoniadi One, Mars base. It’s great to hear your voice, Paul. The hard part’s over,” Leana said. “Now come on home.”

      They made it! Leana released her grip on the seat and blood flowed back into her fingertips.

      The boys sat, transfixed, as Antoniadi Two was the first to descend on a tower of flame toward the landing area. Dust billowed from beneath the massive ship as her landing struts deployed and she touched down in a cloud.

      “Antoniadi Two, Mars base. Touchdown,” Luis said. “Welcome to Mars.”

      The boys high-fived, giggled, and bounced around the cabin.

      “That was awesome!” Michael said.

      Leana wondered if they understood the significance of all this, and lamented that she might never know. She and Luis had trained for this—had seen the ships land more than a hundred times in the simulator. Michael and Gabriel had just seen it for the first time, and she both adored and envied their naïve excitement. Soon enough, these landings would be just another part of their routine.

      Antoniadi One thundered toward the other landing area moments later, and once again the boys were enraptured. It would have seemed like magic to see such an enormous thing hang in the air if not for the incredible noise and wind. Astride chaos, the ship crept downward until her landing struts emerged and she finally touched down.

      Luis’s uncharacteristic “Whoop!” nearly overloaded her speakers before he killed his transmitter. He shook his hands as if to release the tension.

      Leana felt it too. They’re here, and they’re safe. “Alright boys, back in your seats. Let’s go get our friends.”

      Luis packed and loaded the communications gear into his transport’s storage compartments. The equipment would soon find other uses, at least until the next group of colonists arrived in about two years.

      Luis waved to them again, then climbed the steps into his transport. Leana strapped the boys into their seats, then drove to Antoniadi One’s landing area. Soon both vehicles had attached themselves to the ships’ extended airlocks.

      Leana walked to the airlock door and flashed a smile to her boys. The mixture of excitement and apprehension on their faces stopped her short, and she went to them.

      “Boys, there’s nothing to worry about.” She kneeled and placed her hands on their knees. “Uncle Paul and Aunt Sheila are in there, waiting to see you, and they’re going to be so happy to be here.”

      She, Luis, and Paul had been the driving force behind the entire Mars project, and they’d worked together so closely they were practically family.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get to know everyone else soon, and there’ll be plenty of kids to play with tomorrow once everyone’s settled in. Won’t that be fun?” They didn’t look convinced, but she knew they’d get there. “I love you both. Now, should we let them in?”

      Michael tentatively nodded his head.

      “OK.” Leana patted his leg. “Here we go!”

      She approached the door and opened it. On the other side of the airlocks, the ship’s occupants were in various states of composure and congratulations. Paul and Sheila stood nearest the door.

      Paul’s eyes were baggy and red-rimmed, but his huge, familiar grin filled his face as he reached out his hand. “Hey Lee, it’s great to see you again.”

      “Hi, Paul,” she said. Instead of offering her hand, she opened her arms and hugged him, then Sheila. “I can’t tell you how good it is—and how relieved I am—that you’re both finally here.” After a moment, she pulled away and said to them and the entire group, “Welcome to Mars. Welcome home.”
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      Despite two years of interplanetary separation, Leana marveled at the easy comfort of seeing her friends again.

      Paul put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed it congenially. “Everyone,” he said as he turned to his crew. “For those of you who’ve not yet had a chance to meet her, this is Leana Pendrova—my star pupil, my very dear friend, and one of the most capable people I’ve ever known.”
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