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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.


      






PART I


The Seed
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Nativity Scene


An hour after my children were born, we went up to the new lounge to have a drink.


You couldn’t have done any of that on the Mars I first knew, eleven years ago. No drink, no lounge, no children – least of all, children born with the aid of a mother machine, imported from Earth. All of it courtesy of free energy, borrowed energy, whatever they wind up calling it. The mysterious stuff that makes the Martians’ machines work.


(And is, incidentally, wrecking the Earth’s economies. Which had to be wrecked, anyhow, and rebuilt, to deal with the Others.)


But right now I had two gorgeous new babies, born on Christmas Day.


‘You could call the girl Christina,’ Oz suggested helpfully, ‘and the boy Jesus.’ Oz is sort of my godfather, the first friend I made in Mars, and sometimes it’s hard to tell when he’s joking.


‘I was thinking Judas and Jezebel myself,’ Paul said. Husband and father.


‘Would you two shut up and let me bask in the glow of motherhood?’ The glow of the setting sun, actually, in this new transparent dome, looking out over the chaos of construction to the familiar ochre desert that was more like home now than anyplace on Earth.


It wasn’t much like conventional motherhood, since it didn’t hurt, and I couldn’t pick up or even touch the little ones yet. On their ‘birth’ day, they were separated from the machine’s umbilicals and began to ease into real life. As close to real life as they would be allowed to experience for a while.


Josie, Oz’s love, broke the uncomfortable silence. ‘Try to be serious, Oswald.’ She gave Paul a look, too.


A bell dinged, and our drinks appeared on a sideboard. Paul brought them over, and I raised mine in toast. ‘Here’s to what’s-her-name and what’s-his-name. We do have another week.’ Actually, there was no law or custom about it yet. These were the first, numbers one and two in a batch of six, the only twins.


Children born naturally in Mars hadn’t done well. They all got the lung crap, Martian pulmonary cysts, and if they were born too weak, they died, which happened almost half the time. When it was linked to an immune system response in the womb, in the third trimester, they put a temporary moratorium on natural births and had the mother machine sent up from Earth.


Paul and I had won the gamete lottery, along with four other couples. For all of us, the sperm and ova came from frozen samples we’d left on Earth, away from the radiation bath of Mars.


I felt a curious and unpleasant lightness in my breasts, which were now officially just ornaments. None of the new children would be breast-fed. None of them would suffer birth trauma, either, at least in the sense of being rammed through a wet tunnel smaller than a baby’s head. There might be some trauma in suddenly having to breathe for oneself, but so far none of them had cried. That was a little eerie.


They wouldn’t have a mother; I wouldn’t be a mother, in any traditional sense. Only genetically. They’d be raised by the colony, one big extended family, though most of the individual attention they got would be from Alphonzo Jefferson and Barbara Manchester, trained to run the ‘creche’, about to more than double in population.


My wine was too warm and too strong, made with wine concentrate, alcohol, and water. ‘They look okay. But I can’t help feeling cheated.’


Josie snorted. ‘Don’t. It’s like passing a loaf of hard bread.’


‘Not so much the birth itself, as being pregnant. Is that weird?’


‘Sounds weird to me,’ Paul said. ‘Sick all the time, carrying all that extra weight.’


‘I liked it,’ Josie said. ‘The sickness is just part of the routine. I never felt more alive.’ She was already 50 percent more alive than a normal person, a lean, large athlete. ‘But that was on Earth,’ she conceded.


‘Oh, hell.’ I slid my drink over to Paul. ‘I have to take a walk.’


Nobody said anything. I went down to the dressing room and stripped, put on a skinsuit, then clamped on the Mars suit piece by piece, my mind a blank as I went through the rote safety procedure. When I was tight, I started the air and clomped up to Air Lock One. I hesitated with my thumb on the button.


This was how it all began.
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History Lesson


Carmen Dula never set out to become the first human ambassador to an alien race. Nor did she aspire to become one of the most hated people on Earth – or off Earth, technically – but which of us has control over our destiny?


Most of us do have more control. It was Carmen’s impulsiveness that brought her both distinctions.


Her parents dragged her off to Mars when she was eighteen, along with her younger brother Card. The small outpost there, which some called a colony, had decided to invite a shipload of families.


A shitload of trouble, some people said. None of the kids were under ten, though, and most of the seventy-five people living there, in inflated bubbles under the Martian surface, enjoyed the infusion of new blood, of young blood.


On the way over from Earth, about halfway through the eight-month voyage, Carmen had a brief affair with the pilot, Paul Collins. It was brief because the powers-that-be on Mars found out about it immediately, and suggested that at thirty-two, Paul shouldn’t be dallying with an impressionable teenaged girl. Carmen was insulted, feeling that at nineteen she was not a ‘girl’ and was the only one in charge of her body.


The first day they were on Mars, before they even settled into their cramped quarters, Carmen found out that the ‘powers’-that-be were one single dour power, administrator Dargo Solingen. She obviously resented Carmen on various levels and proceeded to make the Earth girl her little project.


It came to a head when Dargo discovered Carmen swimming, skinny-dipping, after midnight in a new water tank. She was the oldest of the six naked swimmers, and so took the brunt of the punishment. Among other things, she was forbidden to visit the surface, which was their main recreation and escape, for two months.


She rankled under this, and rebelled in an obvious way: when everyone was asleep, she suited up and went outside alone, which broke the First Commandment of life on Mars, at the time: never go outside without a buddy.


She’d planned to go straight out a few kilometers, and straight back, and slip back into her bunk before anyone knew she was gone. It was not to be.


She fell through a thin shell of crust, which had never happened before, plummeted a couple of dozen meters, and broke an ankle and a rib. She was doomed. Out of radio contact, running out of air, and about to freeze solid.


But she was rescued by a Martian.
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Germ Theory


Humans call me Fly-in-Amber, and I am the ‘Martian’ best qualified to tell the story of how we made contact with humans.


I will put Martian in quotation marks only once. We know we are not from Mars, though we live here. Some of the humans who live here also call themselves Martians, which is confusing and ludicrous.


We had observed human robot probes landing on Mars, or orbiting it, for decades before they started to build their outpost, uncomfortably close to where we live, attracted by the same subterranean (or subarean) source of water as those who placed us here, the Others.


With more than a century to prepare for the inevitable meeting, we had time to plan various responses. Violence was discussed and discarded. We had no experience with it other than in observation of human activities on radio, television, and cube. You would kick our asses, if we had them, but we are four-legged and excrete mainly through hundreds of pores in our feet.


The only actual plan was to feign ignorance. Not admit (at first) that we understood many human languages. You would eventually find out we were listening to you, of course, but you would understand our need for caution.


We are not good at planning, since our lives used to be safe and predictable, but in any case we could not have planned on Carmen Dula. She walked over the top of a lava bubble that had been worn thin, and fell through.


She was obviously injured and in grave danger. Our choices were to contact the colony and tell them what had happened or rescue her ourselves. The former course had too many variables – explaining who we were and what we knew and all; she would probably run out of air long before they could find her. So our leader flew out to retrieve her.


(We have one absolute leader at a time; when he/she/it dies, another is born. More intelligent, larger, stronger, and faster than the rest of us, and usually long-lived. Unless humans interfere, it turns out.)


The leader, whom Carmen christened Red, took a floater out and picked up Carmen and her idiot robot companion, called a dog, and brought them back to us. Our medicine cured her broken bones and frostbite.


We are not sure why it worked on her, but we don’t know how it works on us, either. It always has.


We agreed not to speak to her, for the time being. We only spoke our native languages, which the human vocal apparatus can’t reproduce. Humans can’t even hear the high-pitched part.


So Red took her back to the colony the next night, taking advantage of a sandstorm to remain hidden. Left her at the air-lock door, with no explanation.


It was very amusing to monitor what happened afterward – we do listen to all communications traffic between Earth and Mars. Nobody wanted to believe her fantastic story, since Martians do not and could not exist, but no one could explain how she had survived so long. They even found evidence of the broken bones we healed but assumed they were old injuries she had forgotten about, or was lying about.


We could have had years of entertainment, following their tortuous logic, but illness forced our hand.


All of us Martians go through a phase, roughly corresponding to the transition between infancy and childhood, when for a short period our bodies clean themselves out and start over. It isn’t pleasant, but neither is it frightening, since it happens to everybody at the same time of life.


Somehow, Carmen ‘caught’ it from us, which is medically impossible. Our biologies aren’t remotely related; we don’t even have DNA. Nevertheless, she did have the transition ‘sickness’, and we brought her back to our home and treated her the way we would a Martian child, having her breathe an unpleasant mixture of smoldering herbs. She expelled everything, especially the two large cysts that had grown in her lungs. She was fine the next day, though, and went home – which was when the real trouble started.


She had apparently infected all the other youngsters in the colony – everyone under the age of twenty or so.


It was all sorted out eventually. Our leader Red and a healer Martian went over to the human colony and treated all the children the way they had Carmen, not pleasant but not dangerous. Unfortunately, no one could explain how the ‘disease’ could have been transmitted from us to Carmen and from Carmen to the children. Human scientists were mystified, and, of course, we don’t have scientists as such.


The children seemed to be all right. But people were afraid that something worse might happen, and so the humans on Earth put all of Mars under quarantine, where it remains to this day, although there have been no other incidents. People who come to Mars do so in the knowledge that they may never see Earth again.


There is still no shortage of volunteers, which makes me think that Earth must be a very unpleasant place.
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No Ordinary Hero


I had to name the boy Red, after my friend who gave his life to save us all. Paul and I tried on various names for our daughter, and settled on Nadia, Russian for ‘hope’. Which we need now. (They both had the middle name Mayfly, sort of a joke between me and the memory of Red.)


There were probably a good number of human boys and girls named after that particular Martian. You couldn’t say the name in Martian, a series of clacks and creaks and whistles that means ‘Twenty-one Leader Leader Lifter Leader’. He saved me from dying of exposure, or stupidity, and a few years later, he saved the world by putting himself on the other side of the Moon when he realized he’d become a planet-destroying time bomb. Not something that happens to ordinary heroes.


The Martians had told us about the ‘Others’ early on – the other alien race that supposedly had brought the Martians to Mars, tens of thousands of years ago. At first we wondered whether they were myth, or metaphor, but the memory family (those who always wore yellow, like Fly-in-Amber) insisted that the Others were actual history, though from so far ago the memory was all but lost.


They were as real as dirt, as real as death.


The memory family didn’t know that they had another function, besides using their eidetic memories to keep track of things. They also retained a coded message, generation after generation, that would be transmitted to humans when the time was right.


The decoded message seemed innocuous. By means of a checkerboard digital picture, a ‘Drake diagram’, we learned that the Others were a silicon-nitrogen form of life; they evidently lived immersed in the liquid nitrogen seas of Triton, Neptune’s largest moon.


Various mysteries began to come together after the Others revealed their existence, like the paradoxical combination of high technology and scientific ignorance in the Martian city. (They apparently lived only in one huge underground complex, about the size of a large city on Earth, but with more than half of it covered with creepy fungoid agriculture.) The Others had built the city and populated it with thousands of bioengineered Martians, evidently for the purpose of keeping an eye on Earth, an eye on humanity.


The city had no obvious power source, but they had apparently limitless power from somewhere. Human scientists eventually figured it out, which gave us unlimited power as well, evidently bled off from some ‘adjacent’ universe. I wonder what we’ll do if they show up with a bill.


The Other that lived on Triton – many other Others were light-years away – gave us ample demonstration of what unlimited power can do.


It nearly destroyed the satellite Triton in one tremendous explosion. An instant before the explosion, it escaped, or something did, in a spaceship that screamed away at more than twenty gravities’ acceleration. Its apparent destination was a small star called Wolf 25, about twenty-four light-years away.


Before the Other made its spectacular exit, it prepared an equally spectacular exit for the human race. The head Martian, my friend Red, was unknowingly a direct conduit to the otherworldly source of energy that powered the Martian civilization, and when he died, that connection would open up, with world-destroying intensity.


The world it destroyed would not be Mars. The Other had contrived to send Red to Earth before the time bomb was triggered.


Red knew he didn’t have long. He asked my husband Paul, who is a pilot, to take him to the other side of the Moon to die. There was no way of knowing exactly how large the explosion was going to be, but presumably the Moon had enough mass to block it.


It did. Red’s funeral pyre was bright enough to be seen light-years away, but only a few gamma rays leaked through.


Would the Others see the flare and assume that their little problem – the existence of the human race – had been solved?


That was not likely. We had to go to them.
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Logics


Magic trumps science for most people, and wishful thinking drives a lot of decision-making. So a large and vocal fraction of the human race thought the best way to deal with the Others would be to lie low.


If we didn’t try to contact them and didn’t broadcast any signals into space – who needs to, since everybody has cable? – then the Others would think that their plan had worked, and so would leave us alone.


Of course there’s no cable between Earth and Mars, but the idea of abandoning Mars actually sounded pretty attractive to some, since without Mars none of this would have happened.


Then there was also the problem that we didn’t think to turn off all the transmitters right after the big explosion on the other side of the Moon, so it would be like closing the barn door long after the horse had trotted off to Wolf 25.


A different kind of logic asserted that we had better start building a defense against the Others right now. Assuming that the ship that left Triton couldn’t go faster than the speed of light, it would be more than twenty-four years before they got back home and found out Earth had survived, and a similar time before they came back.


A half century can be a long time in the evolution of weapons. Fifty years before Hiroshima, soldiers were still killing each other with bayonets and single-shot bolt-action rifles.


With unlimited energy, we could make our own planet-buster. And a starship to take it to them.


A lot of humans (and all Martians) thought that was a really bad idea. There was no reason to assume that what they did on Triton and the Moon represented the pinnacle of the Others’ ability to do damage. If we got them angry, they might flip a switch and blow up the Sun. They might send us all off to wherever the energy was coming from. Or some other place from which there would be no returning.


Meanwhile, the Earth’s various economic and political systems were trying to deal with the mixed blessing of free energy. It wasn’t quite literally free, since someone had to pay for the manufacture of an outlet. But there were dozens of factories, then hundreds, then one on every block, popping them out for pocket change. A black box with a knob and a place to plug in, for alternating current, or a couple of terminals, for DC. There were other ways to access different kinds of power – like the direct matter-to-energy inferno that would power ad Astra.


The consortium that had built the Space Elevator, which put things in orbit cheaply and made endeavors like the Martian colony possible, had grown into an enterprise that had an annual cash flow greater than all but the two wealthiest countries. It had a lot of influence on matters like whether or not to build a fleet of starships and go kick some alien butt. It could have made the largest profit in the history of commerce if it had decided to encourage that, but a version of sanity prevailed: it would only make a small fleet of warships, and leave it here in the solar system. And before it did anything aggressive, it would send a peace-seeking delegation to Wolf 25. Sacrificial lambs, some said, and of course its best-known public representative, ‘the Mars Girl’ Carmen Dula, would be one of them. She was not thrilled by the idea.
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Earth and Mars and in Between


None of us who had set foot in Mars was allowed to return to Earth. The logic was clear: until we knew why everyone of my generation and younger simultaneously came down with the Martian lung crap, there was no telling what other strange bugs we might harbor. So we’re all Typhoid Marys, until proven otherwise.


We could live in Earth orbit, though, inside a quarantined satellite, Little Mars. I commuted back and forth, Little Mars to Mars, on the one-gee shuttle, which (without spending months in free fall) took between two and five days. I was happier in Mars, and would have settled down there if the Corporation would have left me alone. See my kids often enough for them to remember my face.


In Little Mars, I could don a virtual-reality avatar and electronically walk around on Earth without infecting anyone. Usually my avatar looked like a twelve-year-old girl in shiny white tights who staggered a lot and ran into things, with my face and voice, kind of. When I visited Starhope, though, the spaceship factory, for some reason they gave me a male avatar. Six feet tall, broad-shouldered, glossy black. Still clumsy and a little dangerous to be around.


It was even more clumsy than the girlish avatar I was used to, because everything I did and said went through a censoring delay, in case I inadvertently said, ‘Hey, how are those warships coming along? The ones we’re going to use against the Others?’


It was a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the mostly symbolic completion of ad Astra, the ship we were eventually going to take to Wolf 25. All that was really complete, though, was the habitat, the living and working quarters for the crew of seven humans and two Martians. The ship itself was being built out in space, attached to the huge iceball that would provide enough reaction mass to go twenty-some light-years and back.


A miniature version of it was already well past the Oort Cloud, the theoretical edge of the solar system. It had more spartan quarters and the modest goal of going a hundredth of a light-year and back without exploding or otherwise wasting its test pilot.


Our ship would be reasonably comfortable, bigger than the John Carter, which had taken twenty-seven of us on an eight-month journey to Mars. We’d been weightless then, though; on our trip to the presumed home of the Others, we would be traveling at one-gee acceleration, once the ship got up to speed. Then turn around at the midway point and decelerate at the same rate.


Scattered among the merely real humans at the ceremony were eight avatars identical to mine, I guess standard issue at Starhope. One of them was Paul and two would be Moonboy and Meryl, the other two xenologists who were going with us. Maybe three of the others were the Corporation/UN team, who couldn’t be in Little Mars – no place to hide – but might have been in orbit somewhere. Or just in the next room, for that matter, their identities hidden.


(We’d never met face-to-face, but we had exchanged letters. Nice enough people, but a married threesome, two men and a woman, seemed odd to me. One man is hard enough to handle.)


I missed some of the oratory. It’s easy to fall into a drowse when you’re standing motionless in VR. If I missed something important, I could trivo it back.


Our mission was so vague I would be hard-pressed to write a speech about it more than a minute or two long – or shorter than a book. Go to the planet we think the Other went to, just to demonstrate that we could. Then react to whatever they do. If ‘whatever they do’ includes vaporizing us, which doesn’t seem unlikely, then the fact that we didn’t try to harm them first will have been our default mission. Aren’t you sorry you killed us?


As soon as the ceremony was over, they started taking the habitat apart. It broke down into modules small enough to be lifted by the Space Elevator.


Once the habitat was delivered, Starhope would settle down into what would be its regular business for the next forty years: building warships.


It was a really stupid idea, since the Others had already demonstrated how easy it would be for them to destroy the Earth. Why aggravate them?


Of course, the warship fleet’s actual function was more about keeping the peace on Earth than carrying war into space. It gave the illusion that something was being done; we weren’t just a passive target. It also provided employment for a large fraction of the Earth’s population, who might otherwise be fighting each other.


The fleet was never mentioned in any broadcast medium; people used euphemisms like ‘space industrialization’ to keep the armament project secret from the Others. I supposed it could work if the Others weren’t listening too hard or were abysmally stupid.


It was good to get out of VR and shower and change. When I was finished, there was a message from Paul saying he was down in the galley with fresh coffee and news.


The coffee was a new batch from Jamaica. He let me take one sip and gave me the news: the Earth triad was coming up to get to know us, ahead of schedule.


‘No idea why,’ he said. ‘Maybe Earth is too exciting.’ ‘Probably just scheduling. Once they start shipping up the pieces of ad Astra, it’s going to be hard to find a seat on the Elevator.’ But it was odd.
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Introductions


I had thought about this moment for some time, often with dread. Now that the moment had come, I just felt resignation, with an overlay of hope. On the other side of this air-lock door was exile from humanity, perhaps for the rest of our lives. Until the Mars quarantine was lifted.


I looked at my mates, Elza and Dustin. ‘I feel as if someone should make a speech. Or something.’


‘How about this?’ Dustin said. ‘“What the fuck was I thinking?”’


‘My words exactly,’ Elza said. ‘Or approximately.’


We were floating in a sterile white anteroom, the hub of Little Mars. There were two elevator doors, facing one another, slowly rotating around us: EARTH SIDE and MARS SIDE. People could come and go from the Earth side. The Mars side was one-way.


I pushed the button. The door, which was the elevator’s ceiling, slid open. We clambered and somersaulted so that our feet were touching the nominal floor. I said ‘Close,’ and the ceiling did slide shut, though it might have been automatic rather than obedient.


As it moved ‘down’ toward the rim of the torus, the slight perception of artificial gravity increased until it was Mars-normal, very light to us. An air-lock hatch opened in our floor, and we climbed down a ladder. The hatch closed above us with a loud final-sounding clunk. A door opened into the supposed contamination of Little Mars.


I’d expected the typical spaceship smell, too many people living in too small a volume, but there was a lot more air here than they needed. It smelled neutral, with a faint whiff of mushroom, probably the Martians’ agriculture.


I recognized the woman standing there, of course, one of the most famous faces in the world, or off the world. ‘Carmen Dula.’ I offered my hand.


She took it and inclined her head slightly. ‘General Zahari.’


‘Just Namir, please.’ I introduced my mates, Elza Guadalupe and Dustin Beckner, ignoring rank. They were both colonels in American intelligence, nominally the Space Force. Israeli for me, but we spooks all inhabit the same haunted house.


She introduced her husband, Paul Collins, even more famous, who would be piloting the huge ship, and the other two xenologists, Moonboy and Meryl. We would meet the Martians later.


We followed them down to the galley. Walking was strange, both for the lightness and a momentary dizziness if you turned your head or nodded too quickly – Coriolis force acting on the inner ear, which I remembered from military space stations. It doesn’t bother you after a few minutes.


Dustin stumbled over a floor seam as we went into the galley, and Carmen caught him by the arm and smiled.


‘You’ll get used to it in a couple of days. Myself, I’ve come to prefer it. Sort of dreading going back to one gee.’


The ad Astra would accelerate all the way at one gee. ‘How long have you lived with Martian gravity?’


‘Since April ’73,’ she said. ‘Zero gee there and back, of course, in those days. I’ve been back and forth a couple of times on the one-gee shuttle. I didn’t like it much.’


‘We’ll get used to it fast,’ Paul said. ‘I split my time between Earth and Mars in the old days, and it wasn’t a big problem.’


‘You were an athlete back then,’ she said, with a little friendly mocking in her voice. ‘Flyboy.’


Terms change. For most of my life the old days meant before Gehenna. Now it means before Triton. And a flyboy used to fly airplanes.


‘Nice place,’ Dustin said. Comfortable padded chairs and a wooden table, holos of serious paintings on the walls, some unfamiliar and strange. Rich coffee smell. They had a pressure-brewer that I saw did tea as well.


‘Pity we can’t take it with us,’ Paul said. ‘Best not get too used to Jamaican coffee.’


There was room around the table for all of us. We all got coffee or water or juice and sat down.


‘We wondered why you came early,’ Moonboy said. ‘If you don’t mind my being direct.’ He had a pleasant, unlined face in a halo of unruly gray hair.


‘Of course not, never,’ I said, and, as often happens, when I paused Elza leaped in to complete my thought.


‘It’s about the possibility that we, or one of us, might find the prospect impossible,’ she said. ‘They want us to think this is all cast in stone, and they’re sure from psychological profiles that we’ll all get along fine – and at any rate, we have no choice; there’s only one flight, and we have to be on it.’


Moonboy nodded. ‘And that’s not true?’


‘It can’t be, absolutely. What do you think would happen if one of us seven were to die? Would they cancel the mission?’


‘I see your point …’


‘I’m sure they have a contingency plan, a list of replacements. So what if the problem is not somebody’s dying, but rather somebody’s realizing that before the thirteen years is up, some one or two of the other people are going to drive him or her absolutely insane?’


‘Don’t forget the Martians,’ Meryl said. ‘If anybody here is going to drive me fucking insane, it will be Fly-in-Amber.’ The other three laughed, perhaps nervously.


‘Walking through that air lock did trap you,’ Paul said. ‘There’s no going back.’


‘Not to Earth, granted. But one could stay here, or go on to Mars,’ I said, looking at my wife. ‘You’ve never said anything about this.’


‘It just came into my head,’ she said, with an innocent look that I knew. Happy to have surprised me.


‘It’s a good point,’ Paul said. ‘A couple of days out, we’re past the point of no return. Let’s all have our nervous breakdowns before then.’


It did cause me to reflect. Am I being too much of a soldier? Orders are orders?


Thirty-five years ago, in the basic training kibbutz, a sergeant would wake me up, his face inches from mine, screaming, What is the first general rule?


‘I will not quit my post until properly relieved,’ I would mumble. Much more powerful than I will obey orders.


‘What is the first general rule?’ I asked her softly.


A furrow creased her brow. ‘What is the first what?’


Dustin cleared his throat. ‘I will not quit my post until properly relieved.’


She smiled. ‘My soldier boys. We need a better first rule.’ She looked at Carmen and raised her eyebrows.


‘How about “don’t piss off the aliens”?’


‘Except Fly-in-Amber?’ I said to Meryl.


She gave a good-natured grimace. ‘He’s no worse than the other ones in the yellow tribe. They’re all kind of stuck-up and … distant? Even to the other Martians.’


I’d seen that in our briefings. The yellow ones were the smallest group, about one in twenty, and with their eidetic memory they served as historians and record-keepers. They also had been a pipeline to the one Other we’d had contact with – a sort of prerecorded message that all the yellow ones had carried around for millennia, supposedly, hidden waiting for a triggering signal.


When the signal came, nine eventful years ago, Fly-in-Amber had been here, in Little Mars. He went into a coma and started spouting gibberish that was decoded pretty easily. The Other was announcing its existence and location and the fact that it had a silicon-nitrogen metabolism, and little else. It didn’t mention the fact that it was about to try to destroy the world.


‘I’m sort of like the soldier boys,’ Paul said. ‘I hadn’t thought about there being an option.’


Carmen laughed. ‘For you, forget it. You have to fly the boat.’ Actually, it was so automated and autonomous that it didn’t need a pilot. Paul would oversee it and take over if something went wrong. But that was beyond problematic. Nobody’d ever flown an iceberg close to the speed of light before.


I could sense people sorting one another out socially. The three of us and Paul all had military service, and, in most mixed populations, that is a primary difference. A pseudospeciation – you have killed, at least theoretically, or been given permission to, and so you are irrevocably different.


We comprised one slight majority. The ones who’d lived on Mars comprised another, more basic. But I could see Paul being an instinctive ally in some situations.


Meryl got up and opened the refrigerator. ‘Anybody hungry?’ A few assents, including my own. ‘Disgustingly healthy, of course.’ She took out a tray with white lumps on it, slid it into the cooker, and pressed a series of buttons, probably microwave and radiant heat together.


‘Piloting this thing is a scary proposition.’ Paul looked down at the table and moved the salt and pepper shakers around. ‘No matter who does it – especially when we’re light-months or light-years away from technical help.’


Not that technical help would do much good if the Martian power source gave out. We might as well burn incense and pray.


‘No use worrying about it till Test One gets back,’ Meryl said. She took the tray of buns out of the cooker and put them on the table.


‘You check on him today?’ Carmen asked Paul.


He nodded and took a notebook out of his pocket and thumbed it on. ‘He’s about two and a half days from turnaround. Sixty-two hours.’ Test One was the miniature of ad Astra that was going out a hundredth of a light-year and back. ‘No problem.’


The pastry was warm and slightly almond-flavored. I didn’t want to speculate on where that came from. Not almonds.


‘You haven’t talked to him?’


‘Not since yesterday. Don’t want to nag.’ He looked at me. ‘I should be jealous. Another pilot in her life.’


She laughed. ‘Yeah. I’ll ask him whether he wants to come into quarantine for a big sloppy kiss.’


‘Test One isn’t from Mars side?’ I hadn’t known that.


‘No, they want to use it for local exploration. Don’t want to give us lepers a monopoly on the solar system.’


It made sense. The Moon was closed to people who’d been exposed to Mars, and it would probably be the same for the new outposts planned for Ceres and the satellites of the outer planets.


My heart stopped when a monster stepped through the door. Then restarted. Just a Martian.


‘Hi, Snowbird,’ Moonboy said, and followed that with a string of nonhuman sounds. I didn’t know you could whistle and belch at the same time.


‘Good morning,’ it said in Moonboy’s voice. ‘Your accent is improving. But no, thank you, I don’t want to eat a skillet.’


‘Have to work on my vocabulary.’


It turned to us. ‘Welcome to Little Mars, General. And Colonel and Colonel.’


‘Glad to be here,’ I said, and immediately felt foolish.


‘I hope you’re being polite and not insane. Happy to join an expedition that will probably result in your death? I hope not.’ It moved with a smooth rippling gait, four legs rolling, and put an arm around Meryl. Three arms left over.


I’d seen thousands of pictures of them, and studied them extensively, but that was nothing like being in the same room. They’re only a little taller than us but seem huge and solid, like a horse. Slight smell of tuna. The head very much like an old potato, including eyes. Two large hands and two small, four fingers each, articulated in such a way that any could serve as thumb. Four legs.


This one was wearing a white smock, scuffed with gray. When she spoke she ‘faced’ the person she was speaking to, though there was nothing like an actual face. Just a mouth, with fat black teeth. The potato eyes were really eyes, bundles of something like optical fiber. They looked in all directions at once and saw mostly in infrared.


‘You’re Snowbird?’ my wife asked.


She faced her. ‘I am.’


‘So you’ll be dying with us.’


‘I suppose. More than likely.’


‘How do you feel about that?’


A human might sit down or lean against something. Snowbird stood still, and was silent for a long moment. ‘Death is not the same for us. Not as important. We die as completely, but will be replaced – as you are. But we’re more closely replicated.’


‘A white dies and a white is born,’ I said.


‘Yes, but more than that. The new one has a kind of memory of the old. Actual, not metaphorical.’


‘Even if you die twenty-four light-years away?’ Meryl asked.


‘We’ve talked about that, Fly-in-Amber and I. It will be an interesting experiment.’


They don’t reproduce at all like humans. It’s sort of like a wrestling match, with several of them rolling around together, their sweat containing genetic material. The one who wins the match gets to be the mother, breaking out in pods over the next few days. One for each of the recent dead, so the population of each family remains approximately constant.


‘You weren’t on the Space Elevator roster,’ Carmen said, ‘and we didn’t expect you until the message just before you got here. Is that a spook thing?’


All human eyes were on me, and probably a few Martian ones. ‘Yes, but not so much with Elza and Dustin. We all have ties to the intelligence community, but I’m the only one who’s supposed to move in secret. Of course, when we’re traveling together, they stay invisible, too.’


‘The secrecy,’ Snowbird said. ‘That’s because you’re an Israeli? A Jew?’


I nodded to her. Difficult to look someone in the eye when there are so many. ‘I was born in Israel,’ I said, as always trying to keep emotion out of my voice. ‘I have no religion.’


That caused a predictable awkward silence, which Carmen eventually broke.


‘A friend of mine’s parents knew you in Israel, after Gehenna. Elspeth Feldman.’


It took me a moment. ‘The Feldmans, yes, Americans. Life sciences. Max and … A-something.’


‘Akhila. You approved them for Israeli citizenship,’ she said.


‘Them and a thousand others, mostly involved in the cleanup. The country had a real population shortage.’ I turned back to Snowbird. ‘You know about Gehenna.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘Which is not the same as understanding. How did you survive it?’


‘I was in New York all of 2060, a junior attaché at the UN. That’s when the first part of the poison went into the water supply at Tel Aviv and Hefa.’


‘Anyone who drank it died,’ Carmen said.


‘If they were in Tel Aviv or Hefa a year later,’ I said, ‘when car bombs released the second part of the poison. An aerosol.


‘It wasn’t immediately obvious, where I was. In an office full of foreigners. And it was a Jewish holiday, Passover.


‘We had the news on, cube and radio – one of the car bombs had gone off two blocks away.


‘Five or six people started having trouble breathing. All of them dead in a couple of minutes. They could breathe in, but couldn’t exhale.


‘We called 9-9-9 but of course got nothing. Went down to the street and …’ Elza put her hand on my knee, under the table; I covered it with mine.


‘Millions died all at once,’ Snowbird said.


‘Within a few minutes. When we got outside, cars were still crashing. Alarms going off all over the city. Dead people everywhere, of course; a few still dying. Some had jumped or fallen from balconies and lay crushed on the street and sidewalks.’


Snowbird spread all four hands. ‘I’m sorry. This causes you pain.’


‘It’s been twenty years,’ I said. ‘Twenty-one. To tell the truth, sometimes it feels like it didn’t happen to me at all. Like it happened to someone else, and he’s told me the story over and over.’


‘It did happen to someone else,’ Elza said. ‘It happened to whoever you were before.’ Her fingers moved lightly.


‘You probably know the numbers,’ I said to the Martian. ‘Almost 70 percent of the country dead in less than ten minutes.’


‘They still don’t know who did it?’ Snowbird said.


‘No one ever claimed responsibility. More than twenty years of intense investigation haven’t turned up one useful clue. They really covered their tracks.’


‘So it was done by someone like you,’ Moonboy said. ‘Not really like you.’


‘I know what you mean, yes. It wasn’t some band of foaming-at-the-mouth anti-Semites. It was a country or corporation that had … people like us.’


‘Could you do it?’ Paul said. ‘I don’t mean morally. I mean could you manage the mechanics of it.’


‘No. You can’t separate the mechanics from the morals. After twenty-one years, we still don’t have one molecule of testimony. The people who drove the car bombs died, of course – and we don’t think they knew they were going to die; they were all on their way to someplace, not parked at targets – but what happened to the dozens of other people who had to be involved? We think they were all murdered during or just after Gehenna. It wasn’t a time when one dead body more or less was going to stick out. Every lead we’ve ever had ends that day.’


Carmen was nodding slowly. ‘You don’t hate them?’


I saw what she meant. ‘Not really. I fear what they represent, in terms of the human potential for evil. But the individuals, no. What would be the point?’


‘I read what you wrote about it,’ she said, ‘in that journal overview.’


‘International Affairs, the Twentieth Anniversary issue. You’ve been thorough.’


She smiled but looked directly at me. ‘I was curious, of course. We’ll be together a long time.’


‘I read it, too,’ Paul said. ‘“Forgiving the Unforgivable”. Carmen showed it to me.’


‘Trying to understand why I was, why we were, selected?’


‘Why military people were selected,’ she said. ‘The pressure for that was obvious, but frankly I was surprised they gave in to it. There’s no way we can threaten the Others.’


She was holding back resentment that I don’t think was personal. ‘You’d rather have three more xenobiologists than three … political appointees? We’re not really soldiers.’


‘You were, once.’


‘As a teenager, yes. Everyone in Israel was, at that time. But I’ve been a professional peacekeeper ever since.’


‘And a spook,’ Elza said. ‘If I were Carmen, that would bother me.’


Carmen made a placating gesture. ‘We probably have enough xenobiologists, and really can only guess what else might be useful. Your M.D. and clinical experience is as obviously useful to us, personally, as Namir’s life as a diplomat is, to our mission. But we don’t know. Dustin’s doctorate in philosophy might turn out to be the most powerful weapon in our arsenal.


‘I won’t pretend it didn’t annoy me when I found out the Earth committee had chosen an all-military bunch – and then spooks on top of that! But of course I can see the logic. And it’s reasonable in terms of social dynamic, a secure triad joining two secure pairs.’


That dynamic is interesting in various ways. The committee wanted no more than three military people, so the civilians would outnumber us, but they didn’t want to upset the social balance by sending up single, unattached people – so our family had a large natural advantage.


But how stable is it, really? Everybody’s married, but Carmen and Dustin and Elza are all under thirty, and the rest of us are not exactly nuns and monks.


In the first hour all of us were together, I suppose there was a lot of automatic and unconscious evaluation and categorizing – who might bond to whom in the winepress of years that we faced? At fifty, I was old enough to be Carmen’s father, but my initial feelings toward her were not at all paternal.


I could tell that the attraction was not mutual; she had me pigeonholed, the older generation. But my wife was her age, actually a few months younger. She must have known that as a statistic.


Was I just rationalizing, being the pathetic middle-aged male? Assuming that a woman must be attracted to me just because I was instantly attracted to her?


And I was, though I wouldn’t have predicted it, not ‘the Mars Girl’. As a diplomat, I’ve dealt with far too many famous people. Carmen had none of the automatic assumption of importance that I find so tiresome. She was almost aggressively normal, this least ordinary of all women. Ambassador to another species, a fulcrum of history.


She was not physically the kind of woman I would normally find attractive, either; so slender as to be almost boyish, her features sharp, inquisitive. Her eyes were green, or hazel, which I had never noticed in photographs. Hair cut close for space, like all of us. There wouldn’t be any need for that tradition on the long trail to Wolf 25.


Meryl was closer to my age and physically attractive, almost voluptuous. Olive skin and black hair, she looked like most of the girls and women I grew up with.


None of whom were still alive. I could not look at her without feeling that.
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