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  MARS CHILD




  The colony on the red planet had no need for heroes. It wanted people who knew how to solve the problem of simple survival. More than anything else it wanted independence form a doomed Earth—and it was in deadly of succeeding.




   




  CHAPTER ONE




   




  Jim Kandro couldn’t pace the corridors, because there weren’t any. The Colony’s hospital was simply an extra room built onto the doctor’s rammed-earth house. They still called it “earth,” though it was the rust-reddened soil of Mars. 




  The narrow space between and wall cramped his restless legs; the monotonous motion wearied his arm. But Jim stayed on, doggedly determined to see the thing through, rubbing his wife’s back and whispering reassurances, as much to himself as to her. 




  “Why don’t you let me take over for a while?” the doctor suggested. Jim’s usefulness was over now; the man was only communicating his own panic to his wife. “Go in the other room and lie down, or take a walk outside if you want to. Nothing’s going to happen for a while yet.” 




  “Doc . . .” The man’s voice was rough with anxiety, but he held back the frantic questions. “Please, Tony,” he said simply, “I’d rather stick around.” He fixed a smile to his face as he bent over Polly again. 




  Anna came in before Tony had quite decided to call her. It was a talent she seemed to have, one of the reasons why he had chosen her for his assistant. 




  “I think Jim needs a cup of coffee,” he told her firmly. 




  Kandro straightened up awkwardly. “All right, Doc.” He was trying hard to be matter-of-fact. “You’ll call me if anything—when there’s news?” 




  “Of course he will.” Anna’s quick assurance forestalled Tony’s exasperated retort. She put her hand on Kandro’s arm, and smiled down at the woman on the bed. “Not much longer now, Polly,” she said with quiet certainty. “Come on, Jim.” 




  As the door closed behind them, Tony turned to his patient, and surprised a brief smile on her lips. “You mustn’t mind,” she explained, almost apologetically. “He’s so worried.” 




  She had no breath for more. She twisted suddenly on the narrow bed and clutched at the air till Tony gave her his hand to squeeze on. Every other form of physical labor, he reflected unhappily, was made easier by the light gravity of Mars; but the labor of childbirth was eternally the same. And there was nothing he could do right now, except to offer her the reassurance of his presence. He stood and waited, gooseflesh cascading from the nape of his neck down his spine as she ground her teeth against the pain. 




  When it was gone and she released his hand, he turned to the sterilizer for a fresh glove. One more examination, he decided. Something should be happening by now. 




  He heard her deep inhalation behind him. 




  “Anna’s so nice,” she sighed. 




  He heard the difference before he turned and saw it. Polly was lying back, completely relaxed, making the most of the time before the pain returned. 




  “Yes, she is,” Tony said. He dropped the glove on the table; another examination wasn’t going to do any good, for her or for him. Quit the damned fiddling, he told himself. Sit and wait. You let that poor son-of-a-gun get you down. If she can wait, you can too. Be the doctor you would have been in Pittsburgh or Springfield—any Springfield on Earth. So you’re on Mars. So what? Sit and wait. 




  He got a chair and put it next to the high bed, dropped his hand casually on the sheet where Polly could see it, where she could grab it again when she wanted to. He leaned back and forced himself, muscle by unwilling muscle, to relax. 




  On the other side of the door, Jim raised his “coffee” cup for the fourth time to his lips, and for the fourth time put it down again untasted. 




  “But what do you think, Anna?” he burst out. “How does it look to you? You’d know if there was anything . . . wrong.” 




  “It looks all right to me,” she said again, gently. “It looks like a normal delivery.” 




  “But she’s been—she started at six o’clock this morning! Why should it take so long?” 




  “Sometimes it does. That doesn’t mean there’s anything wrong. It’s hard work, that’s all. It takes time.” It was useless to tell him not to worry. She went over to the work counter that ran the length of the rectangular room. “I don’t think it’ll be much longer now, Jim. Do you want to try and get some steep while you wait? Or if you’re going to stay up, could you give me a hand here?” She pulled out materials quickly. 




  “Sure.” He got up, still holding the cup as though he didn’t even know it was in his hand. “I mean, I’ll be glad to help.” He let Anna relieve him of the cup, and accepted an alky torch, never wondering why she should choose to start a job at half-past midnight. 




  “Look,” he said desperately, “you would tell me, wouldn’t you, if it wasn’t going right? He—Tony wouldn’t want to keep me from knowing, would he? She never got this far before, you know.” 




  “Believe me, Jim, if there were anything wrong, Tony would tell you. And I don’t know any more than you do. You were in there longer than I was. Here, hold the flame down this way, will you?” 




  For just a minute, he turned his attention to the work. “But why wouldn’t he tell me anything?” 




  “Because there was nothing to tell, I imagine.” Even Anna’s patience could wear thin. Deftly, she removed the torch from his hand before the down-turned flame could do any damage. 




  Kandro wanted to yell: you don’t know, none of you know, twelve years we’re been married and a man and a woman want kids, and none of you know how we want kids and all she does is get so sick you think she’s dying and she never got this far before and you just don’t




  know . . . 




  He saw in Anna’s eyes that he didn’t have to say it, that she did understand. Her arms went out a little, and the big, rawboned man flopped on his knees before the plain little woman and sobbed with his head awkwardly pillowed against her. 




  *




  At 3:37 A. M. Dr. Tony Hellman adjusted a tiny oxygen mask over the red button nose of a newborn infant, wiped it and wrapped it, and returned his attention to the mother. He reached for the buzzer that would summon Anna from the other room to help; but he didn’t push it. Kandro was sure to come storming in with her, and Polly was too wakeful and excited as it was. Then, too, there was a certain perverse satisfaction in doing the whole job himself, even the messy wiping up operations that would be left to a student nurse back on Earth. 




  When he had finished, he overrode Polly’s plan to stay awake and stare at her baby. He gave her a stiff shot of sedative to make certain, then decided to give her an OxEn pill for the next day as well, hoping she would sleep through till late morning. 




  Only since the development of the magic pink pellets, containing the so-called “oxygen enzyme,” had it been possible for most human beings to live a normal life on Mars. Before that, anyone who did not have the rare good luck to possess naturally Mars-worthy lungs lived permanently in an oxygen mask. Now masks were needed only for babies too small to tolerate the pill.




  The miracle enzyme made the air of Mars as useful to human lungs as the native atmosphere of Earth . . . always provided the human in question took his pill religiously every day. Let thirty hours go by without renewing the treatment, and he would be dying, within minutes, of anoxemia. 




  Tony took a last look at the baby, made sure the tiny mask was properly adjusted, and checked the oxy tank for proper flow, Polly was already half-asleep. He went quietly past her bed, and opened the door to his living room. 




  “Shh!” Anna turned from her workbench, her face warm and cheerful. She pointed to the bunk where Jim, fully dressed in tunic and sandboots, lay fast asleep. 




  “Everything all right?” 




  Tony nodded. “Damn sight better than I expected.” After the glaring light of the hospital room, the quiet dark in here was good. More than that, Anna’s untroubled presence served to dissolve all the nervous tension of the hours before. Suddenly too fatigued even to talk, he finished briefly, “Boy—five pounds two ounces, Earth weight—good color—strong too.” 




  “Good.” Anna returned her attention to the work. “I’ll finish this up and then go sit with her. I’ll call you if she needs anything.” 




  “What about him?” Anna glanced at Jim’s sprawled figure. “He’ll be all right.” She smiled. “He can wait a few hours to meet his son.” 




  For just a moment more the doctor stood there, watching her, fascinated as always by her delicate art. A puff on the tube, a twist as it reddened in the flame, a spin against an iron tool, another puff. All of it casual, seemingly random, and then, somehow, there was a finished piece of work part of the intricate glass tubing always needed at the Lab, a fragile-looking piece of stemware for some new colonist’s household, a precise hypodermic syringe for himself. 




  He watched till his weary eyes refused the bright spot of light where the pale flame washed over the glowing glass. Then he stumbled into the adjoining bed room and slept. 




   




  CHAPTER TWO




   




  The lab was the cash drop of Sun Lake. Mars had a slight case of radioactivity, nothing you couldn’t live with, but enough to enable Sun Lake City Colony to concentrate and isolate radioisotopes and radioactive organics for sale on Earth at better than competitive prices, even after the stiff tariff for transport. 




  The materials handled were only mildly dangerous, but it was the doctor’s job to render them effectively not dangerous at all. Twice a day, before work started in the morning and again before quitting time, Tony geigered the whole place. On this precaution the whole community depended, not only for safeguarding their sole source of income, but for their very lives. Every adult member of the Colony did work at least indirectly connected with the Lab; all of them spent some time there. 




  Among other things, it was the only building with a large enough room to serve for social functions. And it offered the only possible change from mud-colored walls, from isomorphic rooms, all just 15x15, from cement floors and wall bunks. The Lab had everything the other buildings lacked—steel frame work and alumalloy wall sheathing; copper tubing and running hot water; built-in power outlets, Earth made furniture; even the blessings of an Earth-import air filtering system. 




  The one kilometer walk out to the Lab in the early morning always infused the doctor with a glowing sense of confidence and well-being. In a year on Mars, he had lost little of his first pleasure in the buoyancy afforded by the low gravity. Walking was effortless; and, in the thin air, an hour’s sunlight was enough to clear the night’s chill from the open spaces. At noon, the sun would be too bright; in the evening, the cold would return as suddenly as it had departed. Now, in the first part of the morning, it was like a perfect autumn day on Earth. 




  Behind him, in the houses that lined both sides of the colony’s single curved street, people were dressing hurriedly, citing, making plans, getting ready for the day’s work. Ahead, the shining blue walls of the Lab were set off against the magnificent backdrop of Lacus Solis itself. The ancient sea bed was alive again with color as the early sun’s rays glinted off millions of tiny articles, the salts and minerals of Mars deposited by long-dried waters in millennia past. The clean lines of the new building against that sparkling expanse constituted at once a challenge and a reassurance—this is what man can do; here is everything he needs to do it with. 




  If we can . . . a second chance for man, if we can learn how to use it . . . .




  Tony unlocked the storage cabinet built into the massive lead-lined, door of the Lab. He took out his suit of protective armor—probably the only Earth-import wearing apparel ever bought and paid for by the Colony—but before he got into it, he turned to look back just once at the little huddle of houses where, a few hours ago, Polly Kandro had affirmed her faith in Sun Lake’s future in the most emphatic personal manner. 




  The solidity of the Lab was a disagreeable symbol of the Colony’s present status; it was still the only decent structure Sun Lake had to show. Halfway up the almost imperceptible three kilometer slope from “canal” bed at his left to “sea” level at his right sat the Colony, lumpishly. Every building, like Tony’s own home-and-hospital, was tamped native dirt. The arc of dull rust-brown huts squatting close to the ground and close to each other presented to Tony a monotonous row of identical plastic-windowed backsides. 




  Behind them, fields A, B, C. and D showed, even from the Lab, the work of Sun Lake’s “mudkickers”—the agronomists who, using tools as ancient as the harrow and as modern as the mutation-creating particles that stream from a cyclotron, were changing Mars plants into things that could nourish an Earth animal, and changing Earth plants into things that could draw nourishment from the grudging Martian soil. 




  Mutated bean plants whose ancestors had been a button-bearing Mars cactus dotted field A. Mutated cauliflowers—the size of apples, dark brown and still manufacturing in themselves too much potassium cyanide to be edible—darkened field B; another few plant-generations and they would be food for the Colony table, though tasting somewhat of the neutralized cyanide bitter almonds. 




  Ten kilometers beyond the fields of bastard Earth-Mars vegetation, there had been beauty only recently—the fantastically eroded Rim rock Hills. Five months ago, however, the first pre-fab shacks had gone up in the camp on the other side of the hills. Three months ago the first furnace had been fired at Pittco Three: Pittsburgh Coal, Coke and Iron Company’s Mars Metal Refining Plant Number Three. Now a dirty shroud of yellow-stained smoke draped the peaks from dawn to dark. 




  With a feeling of intense distaste, Tony started climbing into his suit of armor. A second chance for man . . . 




  His own high-flown thoughts mocked him. Another chance to do exactly as they had done on Earth. Already the clean air of Mars was thickening with the eructations of Earth’s commerce. Nor was the camp beyond the hill a lone offender. Even Sun Lake, to survive at all, had to maintain a cash crop economy—and the Lab was the potentially deadly crop. 




  Tony made sure that every flap on his suit was zippered and closed, and the last adjustments made on the helmet. He picked up the hand counter from the bottom of the compartment and worked the screw around to calibrate out Mars’ naturally heavy background “noise.” The needle eased to zero on the dial. Only then did he open the heavy door of the Lab itself and begin his slow trip of inspection through the building. 




  All areas were well under the threshold of danger, as usual, except for a hot patch in the isotope room. Tony chalked a yellow line around the spot and marked the door of the room with a bright yellow cross. Finished, he headed straight for the clean-up room and checked the condition of the exterior of his suit against the bigger stationary radiation counter that was kept there. 




  Not until he was sure he hadn’t picked up anything on gloves or boots did he remove his suit and dump it down the chute for routine de-radiation. He hated to take time for the rest of the procedure today: he had to check with the men who were working in the hot spot; he had to get back to the hospital to see Polly; he had a patient, Joan Radcliff, who worried him badly. What was more, he’d slept too late to eat breakfast at the communal table shared by most unmarried Colony members; he hadn’t even had “coffee”—and he missed it. But after the number of times he’d nagged the others about skimping on safety precautions, he couldn’t pass up any of them himself. 




  He stripped and dumped his clothes down another chute, sand-scrubbed himself, and holding his breath, walked through the stinking alcohol spray. Methyl alcohol, cheaper and easier to produce in the Lab than water, and sand for soap made bathing an ordeal instead of the pleasant ritual it had been on Earth. 




  Tony moved fast, but by the time he had put on a fresh tunic and boots and emerged into the central hall, the Lab was already full of people getting set for the day’s work. He edged past a knot of busy conversationalist in the corridor. 




  “Hey, Doc . . .” 




  He paused and that was his undoing. 




  “How’s Polly? Tony, hold on—how’s the baby? Are they all right?—Doc, wait a minute. Did everything go all right?—Where are they?—What is it . . . ?” 




  He answered the same questions a dozen times. It seemed that half the population of Sun Lake was in the corridor with him, and they all wanted to know the same thing. Finally, despairing of getting through until he had satisfied them all, Tony climbed up on a chair and addressed the crowd. 




  “Five pounds, two ounces, Earth weight—a boy—wrigglingest baby I ever saw. Plenty lively, and he looks just like his old man. What else do you want to know?” 




  “How’s Polly?” 




  “Fine. So’s Jim.” The hoary joke got its inevitable laugh. 




  Then one of the chemists said, “I make a motion for a birthday present. Let’s build that other room onto the Kandro house right now.” 




  It was an offer that had been made months before, and that Polly, hesitant and slightly superstitious, had refused. “There’ll be time enough after the baby’s born,” she had told them, and stuck to it. 




  Tony knew why; knew about the first time; eleven years before, when she had carried a child for seven months, and then had to pack away all the things she had lovingly collected for its birth. They had stayed in their cartons for four more years, and two more miscarriages, before she gave them tearfully to a luckier woman. 




  “When is she going home, Doc?” one of the electronics men asked. “How much time have we got?” 




  “I don’t know. Maybe tomorrow morning,” Tony told them. “She’s in pretty good shape. It’s just a matter of where she’ll be most comfortable. I don’t imagine she’ll want to stay in the hospital very long . . . After all, it’s not exactly designed for luxurious convalescence.” They were all familiar with the crowded little room; he waited for a dutiful laugh to die down, and added. “I think tomorrow will be about right . . . not later than the day after.” 




  “We better get started then,” Mimi Jonathan, the pert black-haired Lab administrator, spoke up. “Suppose I make up some work parties, and we get things going?” 




  She produced a pencil and paper and began taking down the names and abilities of everyone whose Lab work was not too pressing. Two groups of volunteers left promptly, to collect soil from the old “canal” bottom, and to set up the frames for ramming. Others would have to stay in the Lab to set up the machinery for work on the synthetics that would paint the new room, build the new furniture, and clothe the new baby. While Mimi plunged into the complexities of reassigning work space and job time, the doctor managed to get away from the enthusiastic crowd. 




  He made his way to the isotopes room, and was happy to find Sam Flexner, the chemist in charge, waiting for him at the yellow-chalked door. Apparently his harping on safety rules had penetrated in at least one case; Sam knew enough to stay on the spot even in the midst of the sudden excitement over the baby. 




  Tony opened the door and pointed out the ragged chalked circle on the floor. “Any idea what it is?” 




  “We were running some radio-phosphorus,” Sam said doubtfully. “But there was no trouble on the run. Must be spillage.” The chemist had a young open face, and Tony liked him. He began to fill in the necessary report. 




  “What reason?” Spillage was unusual. 




  “It’s a bigger order than we usually handle—must have been a hundred kilograms.” Sam looked up sharply. “It was all right yesterday, wasn’t it? The afternoon checkup?” 




  Tony nodded. 




  “Then it must have been at closing. I . . . well, I left a few minutes early yesterday. Figured the boys could close up all right, but I guess one of them took a lazy man’s load in his tote box . . . filled it up too high to save himself a trip. I’ll check on it and tell them in a nice way, all right?” 




  “That should do it. But I better have a look at the checkout tubes.” 




  Sam brought over a tray of tubes resting in numbered grooves. He was wearing one like them pinned to his own lapel. The contents of the tubes was its normal dirty white. Purple would have meant “too close to hot stuff too long.” 




  “Okay,” said Tony, checking his form. “That hot spot there, I think you’d better chisel it out and get one of the suppliers to take it way out and dump it.” 




  “Old Learoyd was here with a load of vanadium dirt. He’ll do it when he leaves for Pittco.” 




  “Fine. Get it done. And tell Learoyd to put the staff in the back of his rig. I don’t think you could kill any of those old boys with anything subtler than a meat ax, but I wouldn’t want him to sit next to it for a ten-hour trip.” He dated and tuned off the form. “That’s that. Only you better stick around till close-up after this.” He smiled and put a stop to the young chemist’s attempt at explanation. “How’s Verna, anyhow? Something better happen soon, if it’s going to make all this trouble.” 




  Sam grinned back. “You may hear something soon,” he admitted. “But please don’t—uh—” 




  “Doctors don’t gossip,” Tony said. “One thing about this place,” he added, “we can’t help making history every time we turn around. Have a baby, and it’s the first baby; have another baby, and it’s the first girl born; slice out an appendix, and it’s the first abdominal surgery. Let’s see—you and Verna will be the first marriage between a drop-in chemical engineer and a, share-holding agronomist—if she’ll have you.” 




  “Sounds like one of those weather records,” complained Sam. “The coldest 3.00 P.M. reading at the corner of Spruce and Juice on a January 16th since 2107.” 




  “It’s your place in history,” Tony assured him. “We’ll all be footnotes. I’ll see you this afternoon.” 




   




  CHAPTER THREE




   




  Tony stepped out with springs in his knees, and, feeling the waxing heat of the morning, threw back the hood of his parka. The marvelous clear air of an hour earlier was fast disappearing, as the mineral trash that covered Mars surface began to heat and roil the atmosphere. He looked off toward the Rimrock Hills, mourning their vanished beauty; then he stopped in surprise, squinting at the enigmatic black bugs crawling back and forth within the shadow of the hills. 




  He stood there, watching, as the seemingly random pattern of motion, trended gradually in the direction of the Colony. 




   Who would be out on the desert afoot? He stopped and shielded his eyes. There were about twenty of them, and they were humped with—carbines and oxy masks. 




  The military! 




  But why? There’d never been a visit from Commissioner Bell’s little intercolony police force before; never been any occasion for it. Each colony handled its own internal policing. 




  It was a year now since Bell’s boys had been out for anything except routine administrative work, such as guard mount over the rocket; the last time was when an ace foundryman for Mars Machine Tool was rightly suspected of committing mayhem on a Marsport shopkeeper. Mars Machine Tool’s colony administration insisted on being unimpressed by the evidence and refused to surrender him to Marsport. Bell’s boys had simply walked in and taken him away for his trial and conviction. 




  But Sun Lakers weren’t given to mayhem. 




  Tony headed back for the Lab as the crooked trail of the soldiers straightened out into a beeline for the same place. He had his patients, but he was also a member of the Colony Council and this looked like Council business. 




  In the Lab he went straight to the front office and asked Mimi; “Did Harve ever get that recorder put together?” 




  “Last week,” she said. “It’s been a blessing too. Why?” 




   “I think Bell’s boys are paying us a call.” He told her what he’d seen outside. “It might be useful to have a record of it.” 




  Mimi nodded thoughtfully, and flipped a lever at the side of her desk. “That’ll register anywhere in the office,” she explained. “I’m a pacer—Harve set it up so I could walk all over the office while I talk, and still have it record.” 




  Sam Flexner was also there. He put down a completed report form on the spillage in his department to ask: “What do they want?” 




  “I don’t know,” Tony told him. “But I think we’d better put in an intercom call for Joe Gracey to come on out here. He ought to be tending his seedling in C Area. Phone the South End to send a runner and get him out here on the double.” 




  Gracey was the senior agronomist, and, like Mimi and Tony, a member of the Colony Council. The fourth member, and most recent addition, was Nick Cantrella; in only six months’ time since his arrival at Sun Lake, Nick had risen from junior setup man to bossing all maintenance and procurement for the Lab. At the moment he was home with a nasty chemical burn on his arm. It wasn’t really so bad that he couldn’t be called in for an emergency, but Tony hesitated to do so, and he noticed that Mimi didn’t suggest it either. Nick had a red-hot temper and practically no inhibitions. 




  “No,” the doctor said to the questioners that began to press around him, “I don’t think we ought to go out and meet them. Better just go ahead and work and get the new room for the Kandros put together. Flexner, will you stick around? It may be some damn thing or other about our atomics—some technical precaution we may have missed.” 




  “No, sir,” said another man emphatically. It was O’DonneIl, who had ditched a law career to become a sweeper and then a maintenance man and then a good jury-rig physicist. It was his job to see that no daylight showed between the Colony’s atomics practice and the law. 




  “Hump,” said the doctor. “You stick around too.” 




  There was a thudding on the door and a self-conscious calling of an archaic formula: “Open in the name of the law!”




  The delegation was a half-platoon of soldiers with their carbines and cumbersome oxygen masks and tanks—a choice bit of military conservatism, since a pocketful of OxEn pills weighed a hundredth as much and would keep them alive a hundred times longer. There were two civilians and an officer—Lieutenant Ed Nealey. 




  Tony was relieved to see him; they were fellow members of a subscription club that split the heavy postage on Earthside scientific periodicals, and Tony knew Nealey to be a conscientious and level-headed young career officer. 




  The doctor was extending his hand to Nealey when he remembered his protocol. One of the civilians was unknown to him, but the other was Hamilton Bell, Commissioner of Interplanetary Affairs. “I’m Tony Hellman, Commissioner,” he said. “I don’t know if you remember me. I’m the doctor here and a member of our Colony’s Council.” 




  The commissioner, was a small man, tending somewhat to pompous frailty. He looked like the kind of person rumor made him out to be; a never very important functionary who got the dreary Mars post when a very ordinary graft ring of which he was a prominent member was “exposed.” The exposure followed only reasonably quickly on the heels of his bolt from the Insurantist Senate minority in the Panamerican World Federation. In the interval between the news accounts of Bell’s political switch, and the spectacular news stories of graft corruption in which he was involved, there had been just time for the minority to become a majority . . . 




  “Can you speak for the Colony?” he asked abruptly, ignoring Tony’s hand. 




  The doctor cast a bewildered look at Lt. Nealey, whose eyes were front and whose face was set. Tony noticed, he carried in a canvas scabbard the disassembled dipole and handle of an electronic “Blood-hound.” 




  “I’m a council member,” Tony said. “So is Miss Jonathan here. Another council member’s ill and the third is on his way. The two of us can speak for the Colony. Now, what can we do for you?” 




  “It’s a police matter. Do you care to make a statement before I have to drag the situation out into the open?” 




  “Let me take it,” muttered O’Donnell. Tony nodded. The lawyer-turned-physicist firmly told the commissioner: “I want to remind you that we are a chartered colony, and, under the charter, are entitled to police ourselves. And I also want to say that we are not going to respond to any fishing expeditions until we hear what the complaint is.” 




  “Suit yourself,” grunted the commissioner. “But you’re not self-policing when you steal from another colony. Mr. Brenner, tell your story.” 




  Eyes swiveled to the other civilian, Brenner of Brenner Pharmaceuticals. So that, thought Tony, is what a trillionaire looks like. Younger than anyone could reasonably expect, and somehow looking comfortably conservative even in a parka of orange-red mutation mink. The best of food, plenty of rest, and the most careful attention to his bodily needs were combining to cover the prominent bones of his face with deceptive pads of soft flesh; but he still wore the countenance of a lean and questing man: a perplexing expression of bland good humor or of permanent inner amusement. 




  Brenner shrugged and smiled a little uncomfortably. “I had no choice. Doctor,” he said. “A hundred kilos of my marcaine—bulk micron dust, you understand—was stolen yesterday.” 




  Somebody gasped. A hundred kilograms of marcaine, principal product of Brenner’s works, was a small fortune on Macs—and a large fortune on Earth, if it could be diverted from medical use and channeled into one of the innumerable pipelines to addicts. 




  “Naturally I reported it,” Brenner explained. “And of course Commissioner Bell had to order a Bloodhound search. It brought us here.” 




  “Ed,” Tony appealed to the grim-faced lieutenant, “did you operate the Bloodhound? Will you give your personal word that it led to the Colony?” 




  “Answer him, Lieutenant,” Bell 




  “I’m sorry to . . . Dr. Hellman,” Ned said stiffly. “I checked the machine three times, myself. Strong scent from Brenner’s storeroom to the Rimrocks, then some confusion in the Rimrock caves, and a weakening scent from the Rimrocks to here. It doesn’t actually stand up all the way here, but it doesn’t go anywhere else. That’s definite.” 




  “Please, Dr. Hellman,” said Brenner kindly. “You needn’t look so stricken. All it means is that there’s a rotten apple in your barrel. That happens.” 




  Gracey hurried in, a spindle-shanked ex-professor of low-temperature agronomy from Nome University. He addressed himself directly to Brenner: “What are you doing here?” 




  “Mr. Brenner has sworn out an intercolony complaint of grand theft,” said the commissioner. “You’re Gracey? You needn’t waste your breath trying to blacken Mr. Brenner’s character. He’s already informed me that there was a disagreement between you which you’ve taken to heart.” His meager smile showed that what he meant was “become a little cracked over.” 




  “He hasn’t got any character to blacken,” growled the agronomist. “He tried to get me to breed marcaine weeds for higher production of his hell-dust and I wanted to know why. Wasn’t that naive of me? I checked on Earth and I found out that maybe ten per cent of his marcaine goes into medical hands and the rest—” 




  The commissioner shut him up with a decisive: “That’s enough. I will not listen to random accusations based on newspaper gossip. I don’t doubt that after marcaine arrives on Earth some of it is diverted. The world has its weak-willed people. But Mr. Brenner is a responsible manufacturer and you people . . . I respect your ideals but I’m afraid I can’t say much for your performance. The business of Mars is business. And a major theft from one of our leading industrial colonies is very serious indeed.” 




  “Gentlemen,” said Brenner, “I can’t ignore it. I’d like to, simply to spare the unpleasantness, but the amount involved is too important financially. And there’s always the danger that some quantity might get into illegal channels.” 




  Gracey snarled, looked as though he wanted to spit on the immaculate floor of the Lab. 




  “What exactly do you intend to do?” Tony asked hastily, anxious to forestall an eruption from the irritable agronomist. 




  “It should be quite clear by now,” Bell replied, “that it is my duty to conduct a search of these premises.” 




  “You’ll keep your grabbing little hands off our equipment!” Unexpectedly, it was Flexner who exploded. “It’s all nonsense, and you know it. What would we steal from that drug peddler?” 




  Brenner’s quiet laugh rasped into the appalled silence that followed. Flexner, enraged, took one belligerent step toward the trillionaire and the commissioner. 




  “Sergeant!” barked Lieu Nealey, and a noncom, unslinging his carbine like an automaton, aimed from the hip at the chemist. Flexner stopped in his tracks, red-faced with anger, and said bitterly: “So he can make the damned stuff and welcome, but all hell breaks loose if somebody hooks it.” 




  “For the last time—” began Bell, exasperatedly, and then interrupted himself. He drew a paper from his parka and handed it to Tony. “The warrant,” he said shortly. 




  Tony passed it to O’Donnell and there was a long, foot-tapping minute while the ex-lawyer studied the document.




  At last O’Donnell said, “According to this, you plan to open our shipping crates and break into our process ovens. Is that correct?” He was pale with anger and worry. 




  “Correct,” said the commissioner, while Brenner shrugged helplessly. “Marcaine could, of course, be concealed from the Bloodhound in lead insulated containers.” 




  “Then you are aware,” said Tony, “that we manufacture radioactive materials?” 




  “I am.” 




  “And you realize that there are certain procedures required by law for the handling of such materials?” 




  “Doctor Hellman! Has it slipped your mind that I represent the law you’re speaking of?” 




  “Not at all.” Tony was determined not to lose his temper. “But I could hardly expect you to carry in your mind all the time the innumerable petty details that must come under your administration. And it happens that I represent, here in the Colony, the observance of the laws under which our radioactives license was granted, I think that as chief radiological monitor for the Colony, I should be permitted to accompany your men in any search.”




  “That’s out of the question.” The commissioner dismissed the request impatiently, “The License you spoke of is, as we both know, a grade-B atomics license, permitting you to handle only materials well below the safety level, so I see no reason for any unnecessary fuss. Lieutenant . . .” 




  “Just a minute, please, Commissioner,” Tony interrupted frantically. It was perfectly true that as the direct representative on Mars of the Panamerican World Federation, Bell was judge, jury, and corner cop, all rolled into one. Redress was as far away as Earth, and the road to Earth was the rocket from which Bell had the power to bar them. 




  “Don’t you realize,” Tony pleaded, “that our materials stay below the safely level only because we have a well-established monitoring procedure? If you insist on breaking into process ovens and opening crates without my supervision, Sun Lake cannot assume responsibility for any dangerous radioactivity.” 




  “I understand that, Doctor,” Bell answered crisply. “Any handling of radioactives in my presence is obviously done on my responsibility, not yours. The commission, oddly enough, is supplied with its own monitors. I do not believe we will require your assistance. Carry on, Lieutenant.” 




  Nealey took a reluctant step. 




  Choking back his anger, Tony said flatly: “In my opinion you are exceeding your authority. Your men will interfere with our processing and break open our shipment crates. Our machinery is so delicately adjusted that any kind of handling by untrained people could easily destroy it. And we’ve spent the last month packing our outgoing shipments for the next rocket. You know what the law is for packing radioactives. If you broke open our shipment rocket would be here and gone before we had the stuff decontaminated and repacked. It would be ruinous for the Colony.” 




  He saw out of the corner of his eye that O’Donnell was unwillingly shaking his head. Bell was the law on Mars. And Bell wasn’t even bothering to answer. 




  “At least give us a chance to look into it,” urged the doctor. “Maybe we have got a bad apple. We’ll find him if we do. You can’t wreck us just on suspicion!” 




  “More than suspicion is involved here,” said Bell. “The findings of the Ground Tracing Device, M-27, known as the Bloodhound, when operated by a qualified commissioned officer, are accepted as completely Legal evidence in all authorized world courts.” 




  They watched bleakly as die lieutenant began to assemble the dipole, handle, power pack and meters of the Bloodhound. 




  “I have a suggestion,” said Brenner. “Under Title Fifteen of the Interplanetary Affairs 




  Act—”




  “No,” said O’Donnell. “We don’t want it.” 




  Brenner said persuasively, “If you’re clean, there’s nothing to worry about.” 




  “Title Fifteen was never meant to be applicable to a case like this,” O’Donnell crossfired. “It’s one of those shotgun laws, like a conspiracy count—” 




  “That’s enough,” said the commissioner. “You can’t have it both ways. As long as Mr. Brenner’s willing, this is your notice; I’ll confirm it in writing. Under Title Fifteen of the Interplanetary Affairs Act, I advise the Sun Lake Colony that you have until the next Shipment Day to produce the marcaine thief and the stolen marcaine or evidence of its disposal. If you fail to do so, I will instruct the military to seal off Sun Lake Colony and a suitable surrounding area for a period of six months so that a thorough search can be conducted. 




  Lieutenant, move your men out of here.” 




  Nealey snapped the half-platoon to attention and marched them through the Lab door. The unmilitary figures of the commissioner and the tall, angular drug maker followed them.




  O’Donnell’s face was grim. “It was written in the old days of one ship a year and never revised,” he said. “‘Sealed off’ means just that—nothing and nobody in, nothing and nobody out,” 




  “But we’re geared for four ships a year,” said Flexner complainingly. “Shipment Day’s only three weeks off. Rocket’s due in ten days, two days unloading, one week overhaul and off she goes. We’d miss the next two rockets!” 




  “We’d miss the next two rockets!” Tony repeated, dazed. 




  “Half a year without shipments coming in, half a year without goods going out!” 




  “He’s trying to strangle us.” 




  “It can’t he legal,” objected Flexner. 




  “It is. By the time it could be changed, the Colony’d be dead anyway.” 




  “Even if we pulled through, we’d be poison to Earthside buyers—shipments arriving there half a year late.” 




  “He’s trying to strangle us,” O’Donnell insisted doggedly. 




  “How many OxEn pills have we got?” 




  “What’s Bell’s angle? What’s Brenner out for?” 




  “Bell’s crooked. Everybody know’s that.” 




  “That’s why they sent him to Mars.” 




  “But what’s his angle?” 




  Tony was still a doctor. To no one in particular he muttered, “I’ve got to check on the baby,” and started out again on the road from the Lab to the huts with the spring gone from his knees. 




   




  CHAPTER FOUR




   




  The living room was empty. Someone had tidied it, straightened the wall bunk where Jim had slept, and cleaned up the dirty dishes. Anna’s long work-counter was bare, all the tools and materials stored away now in cupboards underneath. That alone made the room look deserted. 




  Tony wouldn’t talk to the women about the commissioner and his trap. He’d try not to think about it; he’d tell himself it would work out somehow in the three weeks of grace they had. 




  The door to the hospital was open, but no sounds came from the other side. Polly was asleep then, and Anna had gone out. 




  Tony drew a cup of water from the tap on the plastic keg, and set it to boil on the stove with a pinch of “coffee” makings—the ground, dried husks of a cactus-like plant that grew in some abundance on the desert. At its best the stuff had approximately the flavor of a five-day old brew of Earth-import brick coffee, made double strength to start with and many times reheated. It did contain a substance resembling caffeine, but to Tony it often seemed the greatest single drawback to human life on Mars. 




  Automatically he checked the time; the stuff was completely undrinkable if it brewed even a fraction of a minute too long. Before he put any food on to cook, he stepped into the hospital half of his hut for a look at Polly. 




  “Well!” 




  “Hello, Tony.” Anna barely looked up to acknowledge his presence. She had moved the baby’s basket next to Polly’s bed and was beading over, peering into it. 




  “We were watching the baby,” she unnecessarily told him, and promptly returned to that fascinating occupation. 




  “Just what is there to watch so hard?” the doctor demanded. 




  “He’s . . .” Anna finally transferred her attention; she made a helpless little gesture and smiled with an irritating air of mystery. “He’s very interesting,” she said finally. 




  “Women!” Tony exploded. “Sit for hours watching a baby sleep!” 




  “But he’s not sleeping,” Anna protested. 




  “He’s hardly slept all morning,” Polly added proudly. “I’ve never seen such a lively baby!” 




  “And how would you know what he was doing all morning? When I left here you were asleep yourself, and Anna was all ready to go home and do likewise, Where’s Jim?” 




  “He wanted to go to work,” Anna explained. “He was—embarrassed, I guess, about staying out. I told him I’d stay. I wasn’t really sleepy anyhow.” 




  “You weren’t sleepy? After twenty-six hours awake?” He tried hard to be stern. “So you sent Jim off to work to give him a chance to brag about his baby. You weren’t sleepy, and neither was Polly, and strangely enough, neither was the newcomer here! Well, as of now, all three of you are just too sleepy to stay awake, you understand?” 
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