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Part One
Chasing Maria



Chapter One
Whomp-Poof!


A little way into the twenty-first century, a local TV station in Mexico City received a call from a well-known, but eccentric professor of physics at the nearby University. The professor claimed the invention of an antigravity machine, and offered a free demonstration at his home in an hour. It being a slow, late-summer news day, the news director sent a film crew out to tape what he expected to be an amusing filler spot. When they arrived, Dr. Ernesto Rodrigo Lopez consumed thirty minutes of video tape with a detailed and incomprehensible explanation of his discovery, complete with Xeroxed handouts and overhead slides. Dr. Lopez never noticed the reporter glancing at his watch all through the presentation, so intent was he on the lecture. Still expounding on his theories, Dr. Lopez led them out to his back yard for the promised demonstration.

“Please, allow me a moment to wheel my working model out of the laboratory.” 

The garage door squealed up along its tracks, revealing a sweating Lopez tugging his contraption out onto the oil-stained driveway in the hazy summer heat. A stout, middle-aged woman pushed from the back end. She smiled at the reporter and cameraman. The report returned the smile, feeling sorry for the woman who would inevitably not be smiling when her husband’s machine did not work. Sympathy or not, he’d still run the tape on the evening news. That was his job.

Lopez’s amazing device wobbled back and forth on its twenty-foot journey from the mad scientist’s garage/workshop to the driveway beside the house. It occupied most of the flat area of a large metal and plastic cart, the type one might use to get a just-purchased plasma TV or refrigerator from a Costco store to your vehicle in the parking lot. A small diesel engine hung off of the rear of the cart, proudly bearing the logo of a Japanese conglomerate. The engine’s business end mated up with what might have been the differential from a subcompact car, which apparently distributed power to a truly baffling array of spinning, meshing gears and sprockets. The power train drove an abundance of rocker arms, whirling disks, and other, unidentifiable mechanical contrivances densely packed in and about an open frame-work. 

The Rube Goldberg monstrosity reached about seven feet above the ground, and extended past the sides of the cart. Oil dripped from various working parts, which explained the stains on the driveway pavement. A lawn chair cantilevered from the front of the cart, affixed with a generous amount of duct tape. Arcane control levers clustered about the arms of the lawn chair, connected to numerous spots in the mechanisms, secured with even more duct tape. 

The reporter took one look at this contraption and grinned. TV is a visual medium, and the visual impact of Lopez’s machine was impossible to ignore. In fact, the thing was six flavors of crazy on a plate. He just couldn’t wait to see the thing in high gear. Finally, something I can put on the air! 

Lopez fussed with linkages and bolts, which had come loose during the short journey from the garage. He meticulously sprayed WD-40 in several strategic spots. He put down the can of lubricant and turned to face the reporter and the cameraman.

“Allow me to present my antigravity machine, on which I have labored tirelessly for close to fifteen years. And, let me introduce my lovely wife, Maria. She will have the honor of the first ride, to prove how safe it is.”

Maria blushed and giggled. “Oh, Ernesto.”

“Of course, it’s safe. It’s just going to sit there,” the cameraman muttered under his breath.

“Shh!” The reporter whispered. “Just make sure you get this all on tape. This is so nuts, it’ll be the lead story.”

“We’re rolling tape.” The cameraman barely contained his snickers.

The good Doctor tightened Maria’s jury-rigged lawn chair seat belt, and went over the controls one last time. Then, he pulled on the starter rope a few times before the small, second-hand diesel engine he got from a junkyard sputtered to life. The engine sound was noisy, and small clouds of black smoke puffed out of its exhaust.

“Okay, Sugar Lumps, ease it into gear just like I showed you.” 

The chubby, middle-aged woman vaguely reminded the reporter of his mother. She hesitantly moved a lever mounted to the side of the lawn chair forward very slowly. Throughout the mechanism, gears, disks, and sprockets started turning faster and faster. 

The cameraman shook his head, wondering if the vibration was going to shake the lawn chair loose from the duct tape mountings. The reporter quietly reminded the cameraman to make sure he catches Dr. Lopez’s expression when the thing just sits there.

Complex and interleaving patterns of gear trains and other less identifiable apparatus move in peculiar patterns. And then, slowly, amazingly, the whole machine rose six inches off the oil-stained concrete of the driveway and hovered there, rock steady. The newsmen blinked at the suspended machine.

Maria let go of the control lever and squealed with excitement, “This is so strange, but it’s giving me a headache.”

“Me too,” the reporter shouts over the shrill din of engine and spinning machinery, trying to figure out how this trick is being accomplished. “Way in the back of my head.”

“It is a minor side effect. Nothing to be concerned about.” Dr. Lopez dismissed the complaint with a wave of his hand. “All right, Darling, push the lever forward a little bit more!”

Maria put pressure on the lever with one finger, and the machine shot up so fast that the cameraman had trouble keeping it in the frame. It leveled off, again rock steady, at about two hundred feet. By now, the newsmen were realizing that this wasn’t a trick. This old coot had actually invented something startling.

“Maria! Turn on your radio!” Dr. Lopez shouted at his wife, waving a child’s walkie-talkie over his head. Maria waved back and reached into the pocket of her dress to retrieve the walkie-talkie’s twin. She made a show of turning it on ... Whomp-POOF!

It wasn’t until the video tape was replayed frame by frame much later that what happened was pieced together. The antigravity machine, and Maria, folded in on themselves, shrinking rapidly to a point and then disappearing with a Whomp-POOF sound. Theories abound as to exactly what occurred–from instantaneous molecular destruction to being shoved sideways into a neighboring universe—but none have ever been proven or disproven.

The immediate effect on Dr. Lopez was stunned, gape-mouthed silence, staring at the spot where his Maria had been. The immediate effect on the reporter was a sudden and irresistible compulsion to get this video tape back to the station. It contained footage of an actual, honest-to-God newsworthy event that, fake or not, would draw viewers like flies to honey. The news crew peeled rubber down the street with the doors of the van still closing. The documents Lopez’s law professor friend assured him would protect his patent fluttered, forgotten, and unsigned in the van’s wake.




Chapter Two
The Lopez Watch


The station ran the story on the evening news. Before the program was over, the phones were ringing off the hook. Within twenty-four hours, Dr. Lopez was an international celebrity. A battalion of journalists camped out in the street outside his house. Lopez refused to answer the door or the phone. This was just fine with the media, who didn’t know or even care if the doctor’s machine was a fake or not. As they saw it, the important facts were: This mad scientist blew up his wife in an experiment, and the public, for some ghoulish reason, wanted to watch anything about him on TV. The more they watched, the more commercial time was sold. The “Lopez Watch” was on.

GNN Broadcast – Outside of Casa Lopez

“Good morning, this is the Global News Network.” One of the twin anchors delivered into the camera lens below the red light with a precisely modulated tone of voice and expression.

“Thank you, Jane.” The other anchor responded. “This morning, we are coming to you from Mexico City, in front of the home of Professor Ernesto Lopez, and his late, or at least missing, wife, Maria.” 

“Yes, Howard. Questions persist as to the fate of Maria Lopez. “How culpable is her physicist husband, Ernesto, in what happened to her?”

“What indeed happened to Maria? To try and answer that question, Jane, this morning we’ve asked prominent astrophysicist and best-selling author Dr. Quentin LeRoy to join us here at the GNN breaking news desk.”

“Thank you for coming on the program, Dr. LeRoy. We know that you’ve reviewed the video of Maria’s tragic disappearance. What can you say about it, from a scientific perspective?”

“Well, Jane.” Dr. LeRoy flashed a dazzling smile at the camera. His teeth sparkled like the grill of a luxury automobile. The look in the media-scientist’s eyes assured the public not to fret about technical matters they didn’t understand. Dr. LeRoy had a handle on that confusing science stuff, and was going to dumb it down for the ignorant peasants.

“My staff and I have gone over that video with a fine-toothed comb, frame by frame. While this is just a preliminary conclusion, I think we can say that this was most likely an unfortunate accident. There’s no reason to suspect Dr. Lopez intentionally caused the death of his wife.”

“Do we know she’s dead?” Howard parroted the question his producer fed him through an earpiece.

“That would be my professional opinion, as a physicist.” Dr. LeRoy set his jaw in a manner that signaled questioning him would be challenging a modern-day Newton. “The image of Maria and the apparatus appears to grow smaller and smaller. That suggests she was travelling directly away from the camera at a high velocity.” Velocity is a much more scientific term than speed. “I’m sure that, once the Mexican authorities have had time to search, her body and the debris will be found some distance away. Taking into consideration the estimated altitude, and the probable force of the explosion, I’ve calculated that she was propelled between four hundred and six hundred yards to the south-southwest.” LeRoy chuckled. “That would be four hundred to six hundred meters for our Mexican neighbors, who use the metric system.”

Having forgotten that Mexico didn’t use good old American units of measure, Jane skipped a beat in relaying the comment from her earpiece. “An explosion has been speculated, Dr. LeRoy. What might have caused that?”

“It’s difficult to say without examining the wreckage, Jane. My money would be on the power source for Dr. Lopez’s contraption. The plans are readily available on the internet, and go into great detail on all components, but the engine, which supposedly drove it.”

Frowning slightly, Howard asked, “What are your thoughts, Dr. LeRoy, on the fact that the device got up into the air in the first place. Dr. Lopez claimed it was an antigravity machine.”

Dr. LeRoy looked at Howard with condescension. Fortunately, Howard didn’t notice. Jane did, though, and expertly concealed it by looking down at her notes.

“Oh, I expect that once the wreckage is located, Howard, we’ll have that answer. There are probably a number several drones concealed within the house. Drones are commonly powered by lithium-ion batteries, and such batteries can, under the right circumstances, catch fire and explode. That’s a much more plausible explanation than some fantastic antigravity machine.”

“Why do you rule out antigravity, Dr. LeRoy?” Jane ignored the distracting conversation in her earpiece. The producer had forgotten to mute his microphone while he dispatched a staffer to dig up what she could on exploding lithium-ion batteries. That might make a good companion piece, should such an explosion have caused Maria’s demise.

“Antigravity is pure science fiction, Jane.” Dr. LeRoy scoffed. “Oh, I didn’t find anything specifically wrong with Dr. Lopez’s theories as presented in the material he provided before the accident. Although they can’t be valid.” The photogenic physicist flashed a dazzling grin at the camera. “Antigravity, if it does exist, could only be achieved by a huge expenditure of energy via a device of much greater complexity than is described here,” he thumped the pile of drawings before him derisively. “I mean, really. He claims to have put it together in his garage in his spare time. This machine could be constructed by anyone with access to a reasonably precise machine shop. Hardly high tech. Almost anyone could build this in, oh, a week or so.”

Dr. LeRoy pontificated about exotic matter and negative mass. Howard demonstrated a remarkable ability to look interested while contemplating what he’d eat for lunch.

After a minute or two, the producer decided it was time to wrap the segment up. There was only so much raw science the average viewer would put up with before reaching for the remote control. Besides, Dr. LeRoy was scheduled to spout the same “science-angle” in ten minutes on another network’s program, which was set up about five yards (meters) away.

“Time to plug the book.” The producer said in Jane’s earpiece. 

Jane picked up a book from the desk. “Is this subject covered in your book, Dr. LeRoy?”

No newcomer to network TV and its rigid scheduling, LeRoy effortlessly transitioned from technical rant to shameless self-promotion. “Yes, it is, Jane. In my book, Science and You...” He held up the mass market edition at an angle calculated to reduce camera glare.




Chapter Three
Corroboration of Results


“God, I hate that smug bastard.” Bill Rinaldi, PhD, scowled at the TV.

“Your granola’s getting soggy.” Bill’s wife, Diane, pointed out. If she’d known Quentin LeRoy was going to be on the morning news, she certainly would’ve changed the channel before Bill came downstairs. Too late now.

“I told you he cheated on exams when he was an undergrad.”

“Yes, Bill. You told me that many times.”

“And now he’s on the God-damned TV, yammering on about exotic matter. He wouldn’t recognize exotic matter if it bit him on the ass!”

Diane gave him “the look”.

Bill shrugged and rolled his eyes. “Okay, I wouldn’t recognize it either. But I don’t pretend like I would in front of millions of people on TV.”

“We’ve been over this, Bill. You’re a real scientist. He’s a trained monkey.”

“An obscenely rich and famous trained monkey.”

Knowing LeRoy had murdered Bill’s appetite, Diane picked up their breakfast dishes and stepped to the sink. “They probably had to cut away before he started chewing on the cover of his book.”

The mental image of a chimpanzee, LeRoy gnawing and drooling on the cover of his best-seller, made Bill guffaw. This is why he loved Diane. She always knew just what to say when he needed cheering up.

Bill rode his bicycle the two miles to the University. It was early, traffic was light, and the August heat hadn’t yet had a chance to turn the streets into hot griddles. That would come later when the sun cleared the tall, old shade trees lining the parkways. 

Bill couldn’t help but run the interview over in his head. One thing LeRoy said echoed in particular: Supposedly, anyone with access to a machine shop could build one of these Lopez contraptions. Was that so? Not that anyone could believe a word out of LeRoy’s mouth. Best to corroborate.

When Bill unlocked his office door, he didn’t bother turning on the lights. His head knew that fluorescent lights didn’t add much heat to the room. Still, the un-air-conditioned office felt cooler, relying only on the sunlight streaming in from the open windows.

His calendar was clear, but two journal article drafts, waiting to be peer-reviewed, chided him silently from a stack on the desk. The morning emails consisted of equally abhorrent tasks, physics department administrative responsibilities, and safety meeting notices. There weren’t even any chatty emails from colleagues. Too hot and too early, he supposed.

Faced with that repulsive mix of chores, it wasn’t surprising that Bill found himself searching the internet for Professor Lopez’s designs. They weren’t hard to find either. A quick read through, followed by a slower, more careful examination of the important parts, convinced Bill that, surprisingly, LeRoy had told the truth. Probably a rare event indeed. The device was complex, and somewhat baffling, but wouldn’t be difficult to fabricate.

Bill sipped some iced tea Diane had put in a thermos for him as he stared at the computer screen. It was August, and classes wouldn’t start for weeks, so he wasn’t busy. He could always use another paper to publish before the end of the year, knowing a few tech journals would be interested. One of the editors was a friend, and that counted for a lot. 

Bill had actually met Lopez a couple of times at physics conferences. The old fellow had seemed competent at the time. A story like this would linger in the UFO and flat Earth fringes for years unless someone took the time to run the same experiments and publish the results. Disappointing as those results might be to some. That’s the way science is supposed to work. It was embarrassing how long it took to sort out that cold-fusion business.

Bill came to a decision and clicked on the print icon. The elderly printer across the office must have been too tired from the heat to cause trouble this morning. Instead of complaining about the paper feed tray being empty or a low ink supply, it obediently vomited a thick stack of text and drawings.

Bill picked up the phone and dialed. “Hey Ernie, can you please ask Gary to come by my office? Thanks.”

About fifteen minutes later, Gary Dolman rapped on the open office door. Gary was a tall man in his sixties. His attire and appearance might best be described as hippie biker. A bushy, gray mustache spilled down on both sides of his mouth. An equally gray ponytail hung down the back of his t-shirt. Gary’s title in the physics department was “Maintenance Supervisor”, a job which encompassed keeping things running and building crazy things the Professors and grad students needed.

“What’s up, Bill?”

“Have a seat, Gary.” Bill retrieved the print out and handed it to Gary.

Gary riffled through the stack. “I saw this on TV.”

“We’re going to build one.”

Gary arched a skeptical eyebrow. And started paging through the file. “Uh, do you need a pilot’s license to fly around in this thing?”

Bill laughed. “If I were to ask the local FAA rep, he’d probably say I do. But I don’t expect the thing to do more than sit there and vibrate.”

“Good to know you haven’t lost all your sense. Why bother, then?”

“Because somebody needs to replicate the experiment and show it doesn’t work. Besides, I need something to publish before the end of the year.”

“Now I see the method to your madness.” Gary smiled. “Do you have funding for this boondoggle?”

“There’s probably enough left over in my discretionary expenses to cover maybe half of it. I figured I’d go crawling to the department chair for the rest.” He glanced at the wall clock. “He’ll still be playing golf until lunchtime. That’ll give me time to throw together a few slides.”

“Don’t bother.” Gary shook his head. “I’ll hide what you can’t pay for in the maintenance budget.”

Bill blinked. “Thanks, Gary. That’s nice of you.”

“Yes, it is. But I’m not doing it entirely out of the goodness of my heart.” 

“Enormous as it is.” Bill snarked.

“Isn’t it, though?” Gary smirked. “Things are slow this time of year, and the guys in the machine shop are mainly just sitting around, playing pinochle.”

“People still play pinochle?”

“They do. That and euchre. Anyway, they’ll be happy for the work.” He sighed. “Look, I’m not complaining. But most of the jobs we do around here, when not simple maintenance, are welding up brackets for a thermocouple, or building a stand for some analyzer. Those are important. They’re just boring. This,” Gary pointed at the printouts. “This is challenging. Fun, even.”

Gary held up a technical drawing from the stack for a particularly convoluted component, densely populated with dimensions, tolerances, and radii of curvature. “I might do this one myself. Setting up the milling machine and lathe will be a job in itself.”

“Thanks.” Bill grinned.

“There’s a list of off-the-shelf parts Lopez used near the back. Complete with manufacturers’ stock numbers. That’ll save us time.” Gary looked at the page through the bifocals hanging on a chain around his neck. “Wouldn’t be surprised if we have a lot of these on-hand.”

“Great! I really appreciate this.”

Gary flipped forward a bit in the stack of pages. “This indicates he used a small diesel engine to drive the thing. If we’re sure the device is just going to sit there, it’d be simpler and easier to bolt on an electric motor instead and just plug it into a wall outlet.”

Bill scowled at the diagram. “It would be easier. Cheaper too. But, no. We need to keep as close to the original mechanism as practical if we want to replicate the experiment. Find a small diesel engine.”

“Okay.” Gary looked doubtful. “You do remember that the gal who climbed into the other one hasn’t been found yet?”

“True. That’s why I’m going to let you fire it up first.” Bill smiled.

“Hah!” Gary groaned and stretched as he rose from the chair. “Like that’s going to happen! Go find an eager grad student to do the honors. I’ll get back to you this afternoon with a time frame once I check with the machine shop.” Gary laughed as he headed out the door.

***

Diane was used to Bill immersing himself in his work, so she wasn’t surprised when he tumbled into this latest project like a diver off the high board. Bill mumbled a hurried explanation around mouthfuls of dinner, before he dashed out the door. She didn’t see much of him for weeks, as he and Gary worked into the early hours, often dozing for a few hours on the couch in the faculty lounge instead of returning home. Par for the course of being a nuts-and-bolts scientist’s spouse.

“What the devil is that?” Bill skeptically inspected the ramshackle vehicle parked in the middle of his lab over the rim of his coffee mug. It was still early enough to drink a hot beverage. He’d switch to iced tea as the day heated up.

“Like it?” Gary slapped the side of the small car with inexplicable pride. “It’s going to be our flying car.”

“It’s a dune buggy.” Bill reasoned he just needed more coffee. He took another sip, and blinked away the cobwebs of the late night’s work and restless sleep on a worn-out couch. No, there was still an off-road vehicle in the middle of his lab. Benches had been shoved out of the way to allow Gary to push the thing in from the parking lot. The door to the lot was still open. Early morning sun reflected in, burning the dew off the grass in the traffic islands.

“It’s a Baja buggy.” Gary explained, “I got it from the mechanical engineering lab across the quad.”

“Baja buggy. You mean that race out in the desert,, they build a car every year for?” 

“Yeah. This one rolled down a dune and onto some rocks a couple of years back.” The roll cage around the driver’s seat was, indeed, partially collapsed. “The engineers have been cannibalizing it for parts ever since. They need the floor space, so I was thoughtful enough to take it off their hands.”

“Out of the kindness of your heart.” Bill chuckled.

“Out of the kindness of my heart. I was going to buy some kind of cart for our project. But this beauty was free for the taking. Less to hide in the maintenance budget.” Gary beamed. “I can bend and tack weld the roll cage back into shape, use it for supports for that Rube Goldberg contraption in the drawings. We can push her around by hand. Don’t even need a steering wheel.”

“That’s good, because the steering wheel is missing.”

“Like I said, the engineers have been using her for parts.” Gary stepped over to a bench and seized a pair of Vise-Grip pliers. He clamped them onto the naked end of the steering column poking up at the remnants of the driver’s seat. A twist back and forth turned the bald, under-inflated front tires left and right with a reluctant squeak of protest. “See? Problem solved.” 

Bill sipped more coffee and eyed the vehicle. “This’ll work. Not like it’s going anywhere except where we push it.”

“Exactly.”

Bill frowned, visualizing the size of the Lopez Mechanism in relation to the buggy. “As heavy as the assembly probably will be, the thing might tip over backwards, though.”

“Hmm.” Gary scratched his chin. “It might. How about I hang some weight off the front end to counter-balance?”

Bill nodded. “I think we’d better.”




Chapter Four
The Exploding Seagull


Bill strained to hold the bracket in place while Gary tightened the bolts to secure it. They both sat on the concrete floor of the lab, arms stretched into the complex assembly of the Lopez device.

With a final grunt, Gary twisted his wrench one last turn. “There. That ought to hold it.” 

“Whew!” Bill leaned back against a work bench, still seated on the floor. The large, double door to the parking lot was propped wide open to catch any stray breezes. The concrete floor was hard on his rear end, but it provided a relatively cool surface in the middle of the hot August night. “I think that’s the last of it. We can fire her up any time now.”

Gary twisted his head to look at the bench top where machined components and subassemblies had been laid out neatly. The bench was bare. “Hey, you’re right.” Gary ran an eye over the completed project, double-checking for loose or missing parts and control linkages. “How about we wait until morning, though? I’m getting too old for these all-nighters.”

Bill laughed. “Sure. I’ll catch a few winks on the couch in the lounge. Wake me when you come in, and we’ll give it a test run.” 

Gary wiped his hands on a rag. The tattoo peeking out from under his sleeve caught Bill’s attention.

Pointing at it, Bill said, “Say, Gary, I keep forgetting to ask about that.”

“What, this?” Gary pulled the sleeve up to reveal a tattoo of a cartoon seagull in the middle of exploding. Legs, wings, and a startled head flew outwards from a central puff of detonating gas.

Gary let out a loud laugh. “This is from my squandered youth, which I spent in the Navy. I served on a destroyer, out of Bremerton, Washington. Sometimes, the five-inch gun crews would have target practice by throwing an emptied oil drum over the side, letting it drift off a bit before shooting it. I wasn’t on a gun crew, but it seemed like fun. So, I talked the gunner into letting me sit in for him.”

“Did you hit it?”

“Yes, I did. Pure, dumb luck, really. But just as I pulled the trigger, a seagull landed on the drum.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Man, there was nothing left but a cloud of dirty feathers! Now, the skipper had noticed me slip into the gun mount. He was going to read me the riot act. But, when I blew up that bird, he was laughing so hard he forgot to be angry. The next thing we know,” Gary cupped his hands over his mouth to imitate the echo from a loud speaker and dropped his voice an octave. “Now hear this! Seaman Dolman has been awarded the Order of the Exploding Seagull!”

Bill rolled on the floor, laughing. It was pretty late, and he needed some sleep.

Gary was chuckling, himself. “Next liberty, my buddies and I decided that this incident demanded commemoration with a tattoo.”

***

Early the next morning, sunlight streamed in through the tall lab windows, silhouetting the anti-gravity dune buggy. Bill blinked at it, sipping a too-hot cup of coffee. Something had been added. He stepped closer and bent down to study a sheet of paper duct-taped to the front. It was a printout of a digital photo of Gary’s exploding seagull tattoo, complete with gray hairs about the edges.

“I thought she needed some nose art,” Gary explained from the doorway.

Bill shrugged. “I like it.” Then he yawned. “Okay, let’s get busy and show that this thing isn’t going to work. Maybe we can get it done before anybody complains about the noise and diesel fumes.”

Slowly, they pushed the buggy out into the parking lot. There were only a few cars there this early on a summer morning. So, they had plenty of room. 

Gary checked that there was some diesel fuel in the engine’s tank, and that nothing had come loose or fallen off in the short trip from the lab. Bill had thought about at least putting his bike helmet on for the test. But he’d forgotten it up in his office, along with his phone. The darn thing went dead on him last night, so he left it plugged in to charge. Bill decided it wasn’t worth going up to his office to get the helmet. It’s not like this darn thing was actually going anywhere.

“You all set?” Gary asked.

Bill nodded. “How about you start the engine, and then stand over there to video the test run?”

“Okay.” Gary pulled the rope to start the small diesel engine bolted to the rear of the dune buggy. It clattered to life, then settled down to rumble its way through the fuel flowing from the sheet metal tank.

Bill eased his way into the ripped driver’s seat. The rusty metal frame of the seat creaked as his weight settled. His jeans snared for a moment on that damned pair of Vise-Grip pliers, which were still clamped to the steering column. Not exactly ergonomic in design.

Puzzling over a sheet of notes he’d scribbled down on what controls did what, Bill eased the clutch into contact. He felt the Lopez Mechanism spin up behind him. He barely noticed the resulting headache and lightness in his stomach, attributing it subconsciously to too much coffee and not enough sleep. 

Bill glanced back and forth between his notes and the “vertical” control lever, gingerly pushing it forward an inch or two. Damn! He’d neglected to check and see if Gary was ready to video the test. Annoyed, Bill glanced over to apologize to Gary. However, Bill did not see Gary across the parking lot. The view to his left offered only sky.

Mouth hanging open in shock, Bill looked down to encounter the copper sheeting of the Physics Building roof, with its attractive green patina shining in the dawn light. A few pigeons on the roof tilted their heads, probably wondering why he was invading their realm. Gary was at the edge of the parking lot, pointing a video camera up at him. Not surprisingly, Gary’s face held a “holy shit” expression. Holy shit, indeed.

Bill was trying to process this development, when a car turned into the parking lot, almost on two wheels, and squealed to a stop across three spaces. It looked a lot like his car. It was his car! The driver’s door swung open, and Diane scrambled out, looking upset. Diane spotted Gary, pointing the video camera skyward, and tilted her head back to see her husband hanging in the air.

Diane screamed.

Diane and Bill had been married long enough to become somewhat attuned to each other’s state of mind. Diane’s scream was not a scream of surprise at encountering her husband suspended at the wheel, or Vise-Grip, of a flying dune buggy. No, this was a scream of abject terror, a wail of despair.

Test run or no, Bill prudently decided that he needed to find out what Diane was so upset about. He carefully reversed the travel of the control lever, and, with a muttered prayer of thanks, slowly settled back on the already steaming asphalt pavement. The bald tires of the recently flying dune buggy cushioned the landing.

There was barely time to disengage the clutch and cut fuel flow to the engine, before Diane pulled Bill out of the seat. Sobbing, she dragged him away from the machine, not stopping until they were thirty yards from it, back in the shade of the lab. Bill didn’t resist as Diane wrapped him in a shuddering embrace.

“Oh, God!” she gasped into his shoulder. “I thought I’d lost you!”

“What?” Bill started to ask.

Diane broke the embrace, smacked him hard on the arm, then hugged him again, tighter than before. “Don’t ever do that again!”

Mystified, Bill looked up at Gary as he was coming in from the parking lot with the video camera. Gary, married himself, sensibly decided to keep his mouth shut. His eyes communicated his profound surprise that the exploding seagull had left the ground, and his puzzlement at Diane’s behavior. There was more going on here than concern over an unexpected joy ride.

“Honey?” Bill asked. “What’s going on? Why are you here?”

Diane took a couple of deep breaths. “I called, and you didn’t answer. Then I thought… What if I killed you just by making your phone ring? So, I jumped in the car and drove over here. I ran three red lights!”

“Why?”

“Jenny Kohlbach, and Greg Horner are gone!” Diane shouted.

Bill held her at arm’s length. “Jenny from Purdue and Greg from UT? Gone where?”

“Just gone! They each built one of those things, like you. Then they disappeared. Jenny’s husband, Dave, sent me a video, and I watched it happen!” She started crying again.

Bill looked at the dune buggy sitting innocently in the middle of the lot. Gary was staring at the buggy as well. It didn’t appear dangerous. But it was.

“There’ve been others,” Diane said through her tears. “Somebody named Hernandez at Michigan State. Dave said you knew him. I can’t remember all of the names, but their spouses started calling each other. They figured out that the problem is electricity. If you try to use any kind of electrical device when the damned thing is running, you just disappear!”

This was shocking news. People Bill knew, colleagues and friends, had died. Or had disappeared.  Beyond that, Bill was struggling to come to terms with two things. First, he’d been saved by being distracted enough to let his phone go dead. Second, Lopez’s crazy machine actually works.

Diane was holding him tight again. Bill wondered how Quentin LeRoy was going to explain all of this. He’d never seen a trained monkey eat crow before.




Chapter Five
Scope Creep


“We think that this Lopez thing might really take off.” The marketing manager, Kobiyashi, smiled at his joke. The head of Hijiyama Heavy Industries, Hijiyama-san himself, was seated at the rear corner of the long, u-shaped table. He was watching the marketing presentation on the screen, stone-faced. So, the rest of the executives arrayed around the table followed suit.

“Ahem,” the marketing manager moved to the next slide in the presentation. The slide showed a series of bubbles plotted on a chart. It was colorful and busy, and showed the market sizes and timing of new Hijiyama product lines related to Lopez Technologies. Opinions varied on whether the marketing department could reliably predict the future.

The marketing manager concluded his remarks. “Our analysis finds that the part of Hijiyama most likely to profit from this technology will be the Marine Diesel Engines Division. Projections show a twenty percent increase in sales next year.”

Hijiyama raised an eyebrow. “Twenty percent is quite a jump. How confident are you in that estimate?”

“Very confident.” Kobiyashi nodded.

The CEO locked eyes with Kobyashi. The two had worked together for some years now . While the marketer was cursed with the unseemly optimism required by his position, Hijiyama knew the man would never commit to a twenty percent increase without good reason. The tea leaves must look even better than twenty percent. Thirty? Forty?

“What is your plan to make sure we capture this market?”

As if he were expecting the question, the marketing manager advanced to the next slide. It displayed a rendering. “We’ve started a crash program with R&D to build a demonstration vehicle. We plan to fly it to trade shows and to customer sites.”

“Our competitors will be doing the same.” Hijiyama-san pointed out.

“That’s why it’s a crash program.”

“Hmm!” Hijiyama rumbled and slapped his palm on the table. The room was silent. “I have a better idea.”

***

“Everyone, stop working!” Kenji Tanaka strode into the large room, demanding attention. Engineers and designers looked up from computer workstations and huddle tables, startled.

“All hands meeting in the big conference room, right now!” Kenji announced, turning on his heel and heading to the conference room at the far end of the open work area.

After a frozen moment, the several dozen members of the Lopez Craft project team rose and followed their leader into the conference room. The most senior people sat near the front. Younger engineers and draftsmen filled in the cheap seats or stood at the rear, unconsciously sorting themselves by the age and status hierarchy still in effect in Japanese culture. Kenji silently watched them file in, a serious expression on his face.

“Close the door, please,” Kenji commanded. That puzzled many. Why bother closing the door? Everyone was in here already. Kenji noted the confusion and plowed on. “First, the project is not cancelled.”

The project team breathed a sigh of relief. Cancellation was the obvious conclusion to draw from the way Kenji was acting. While this project was difficult and demanding, it was also the most interesting work most of them had ever done.

“We are, however, changing the scope.” Kenji picked up a copy of the project scope from the table in front of him. The three-page document was a carefully Crafted, meticulously detailed summary of the project’s goals. On the cover page was a rendering of the planned Craft, soaring through the sky above Mount Fuji, the Hijiyama corporate logo proudly displayed on its flank.

Kenji held the scope document above his head so everyone in the room could see it. He then crumpled it into a ragged ball and tossed the team’s former purpose into a wastepaper basket. Fate, amused by the scene, made the wadded-up scope bounce on the edge a couple of times before sinking into the trash. The room gasped. It was a dramatic thing to do, but Kenji was a dramatic guy. 

Kenji also knew how to use drama. He let the tension stretch for a few more seconds before stepping to the large, white board at the front of the conference room. He picked up a dry-erase marker from the tray at the bottom of the board and wrote a single word on it.

Mars.

Kenji circled the word, capped the marker, and placed it back in the tray. He turned to face the stunned team.

One of the junior engineers, shaken from normal reticence by the events of the last few minutes, dared to ask, “Is that the project’s new name?”

Kenji pointed at the word on the board. “That is our new scope, our destination.” A histrionic moment passed. “Mars, the planet.”

Kenji had to restrain himself from laughing. It seemed as if he faced a roomful of fish. Most, if not all, of the mouths of his team gaped wide open in shock. He must have looked the same a mere half-hour previously. He’d gotten over it. So would they.

“I have just returned from a meeting with Hijiyama-san,” Kenji   said. “He told me that we are no longer building a Craft to simply fly around and sell more diesel engines. Hijiyama-san is a man of vision. We are now building a spaceship. We will build this ship, and we will launch it in ten weeks. And then, we’ll fly it to Mars!”

“How will we do that?” Someone at the back of the room asked.

“I don’t know. Not yet.” Kenji told the team. “But we will find out. We will make it work, you and I.” Each person in the room had the impression he was addressing them individually. “Fifteen minutes ago, Hijiyama-san looked me in the eye and asked if I could do this job for him. He is not the type of man you say maybe to. You say yes, or you say no. My heart was pounding. My heart is still pounding. But I looked him in the eye, and I said yes! Are you going to help me?”

The team erupted in cheers.

The most senior of his team stood. “Tanaka-san, how long will it take to get to Mars? How will we find it?”

“Thank you for volunteering to head that sub-team, Aoki-san.” Kenji picked up the marker from the tray again, uncapped it, and wrote “Aoki – Navigation” on the board. After a second, he erased “Navigation”, replacing it with “Astrogation.”

Kenji glanced around until he found the person he sought. “Saito-san, will you head up life support systems?”

Over the next few minutes, the board filled up with a list of tasks to be accomplished and the people responsible for them. Kenji capped the marker and gripped it behind his back. His fingers turned white with the tension he felt. The enormity of what he had just jumped headlong into filled him with fear and doubts. But there was no way he would let any of his team suspect that.

“Very well. We will meet daily, every morning, for no more than ten minutes. I will have the chairs removed from this room to make sure the meetings don’t last any longer than that.” His team laughed. “But don’t wait for the meeting to bring problems or roadblocks to me. Hijiyama wants daily updates from me, right after our meetings.”

“What is our budget?” Saito asked.

“We do not have a budget,” Kenji replied. “Hijiyama-san told me that we should spend what it takes to get the job done. Bring in any experts you need. Buy whatever equipment is required. But don’t slow down.”




Chapter Six
Hijiyama I


Daunting as the task laid upon Kenji’s team was, the timing worked out fairly well. The previous demonstration project had been far along already. The design of the Craft was finalized, and components were ordered or begun fabrication. 

The decision was made to use the original design as a platform upon which to build their spaceship. Kenji shook his head. He was building a spaceship. He would have bet a large sum of money against that possibility just yesterday. This is what happens when you show management that you can get things done. They keep giving you bigger and tougher jobs to do. He purposely didn’t think about where that trend might lead. He was too busy for such distractions.

“So, this will be more manageable if we keep in mind that we already have a ship under construction.” Kenji took a cautious sip of the mug of scalding, black coffee a team member had brought him. “We just have to add on what’s needed to run it in space.”

“And air tanks to keep the crew alive,” Saito noted glumly.

“And keep the diesel engines running,” Added Kimura

“And how to figure out where they are,” Aoki chimed in.

“And even operate the fuel pump without gravity,” Yamada scratched his head.

“And a thousand other vital details we haven’t even thought of yet. Any one of which might doom us if we overlook them,” Kenji interrupted the gloomy litany before it could go on any longer.

He stared at the scribbled priorities and assigned responsibilities filling the large marker board below the bold heading of their destination. The senior people of his team stood in front of the board in a semicircle. The bulk of the team was back out in the main open office area, brainstorming, calculating, designing, calling vendors, and jumping into the job with both feet. 

A crew of support staff was busy stacking chairs and carting them away on dollies. A thought popped into Kenji’s head. He motioned the leader of the support staff over.

“Yes, Sir.” The man was middle-aged, tall, beefy, well-suited for his job of moving bulky furniture around tall office buildings at the whim of paper pushers.

“When you have the chairs out of here, bring in some office partitions and block off part of the room. The area will need to be big enough to fit about a dozen cots.”

“Cots?” The crew chief raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t the oddest task he’d ever been given, but it was unusual.

“Yes, they don’t need to be elaborate, or even particularly comfortable for that matter. The people using them are going to be too tired to notice. And, whatever happens, we’ll only need them for ten weeks.”

“Are you sure a dozen cots will be enough?” Aoki asked.

“Good point,” Kenji conceded. He turned back to the crew chief. “Better make that two dozen,” He grinned. “If we need more than that, we’ll expand into another conference room.”

***

Kenji closed the file folder on the desk and looked up at the man across from him. Jiro Ota was of average height, and not exactly handsome. He would blend seamlessly into a crowd, except for his eyes. At first, Ota’s dark, brown eyes appeared icy cold. But that was only an initial impression. Upon inspection, the best description of the man was calm. Not an apathetic or serene calmness, but rather a patient confidence that radiates from him. It’s a bit unsettling, really.

“What have you been told about this job, Ota-san?” Kenji commenced the interview.

“You need a pilot,” Ota shrugged.

Kenji tapped the file folder. “You’ve had a lot of experience.”

“I’ve had a lot of different jobs. Experience comes with that.”

“Why so many jobs?”

Jiro glanced down at the file folder and sighed. “Tanaka-san, if you’re as smart as you appear to be, you know why I’ve had so many jobs. I’ve been the pilot in four separate crashes. None of them were my fault, but that doesn’t matter. Insurance companies see me as a poor risk and unlucky. Although, they’d never admit to that. Airlines and air cargo outfits have to listen to insurers. I’ve learned to deal with it.”

Kenji smiled. “You’ve survived four crashes. And all without losing any passengers. You might argue that makes you a very lucky pilot.” 

“I might, but I don’t. Luck’s an unreliable quantity. It’s better to keep your head and do what has to be done.” Jiro held Kenji’s eyes for a long moment. “So, Tanaka-san, why am I here?”

“You are here because I don’t just need a pilot. Hijiyama has five corporate pilots on staff, all of whom are well qualified. They’re steady, dependable people. But Fate hasn’t tested them as thoroughly as she’s tested you, Ota-san.”

Jiro’s eyes showed a spark of real interest now. 

Kenji continued, “I have engaged people to search for a very special type of pilot for a very special job. We need a pilot who can deal effectively with the unexpected and the unknown. Everyone we talked to pointed us to you, Ota-san.” Kenji held out his hand. “Of course, being lucky doesn’t hurt.”

Perhaps this wasn’t to be another tedious job, in a long line of tedious jobs. Although he barely admitted it to himself, dancing with Fate in stormy skies had awakened a restlessness in Jiro’s soul. That restlessness stirred, hearing the faint call of adventure, a sound he’d thought long lost from this world.

Jiro reached out and shook Kenji’s hand. Fate smiled.

***

“Well, what do you think of her?” Kenji asked.

At first, Jiro didn’t understand what Kenji was talking about. They stood at the edge of an expanse of concrete, deep within one of Hijiyama’s Industrial compounds, an hour outside of Tokyo. Lines painted on the pavement showed that the area had previously been an interior parking lot. Utilitarian buildings’ tall, drab walls of corrugated steel siding surrounded the lot and shielded it from external view.

Construction cranes hovered over the center of the lot like attentive mother birds. Scaffolding, fabrication sheds, and the ordered chaos of a build in progress swirled under them. The nucleus of this pandemonium, its purpose, was a collection of steel tanks and interlacing piping, a network of steel girders holding the whole business together. It looked more like a small refinery lying on one side than a spaceship, but that’s what it was. This was Jiro’s first glimpse of the Hijiyama I.

Kenji handed Jiro a hard hat and placed one on his own head. Jiro looked at the hard hat skeptically.

“Safety rules,” Kenji explained. “Besides, you’ll be happy the first time you bump your head in there. We haven’t had any time for ergonomic design.”

Jiro jammed the head protection on and tightened the chin strap. Kenji’s words proved prophetic. The hard hat saved each of them from contusions three or four times before they were in Hijiyama I for five minutes.

The interior of the crash-built spaceship wasn’t cramped. The crew compartment consisted of a standard, fifty-thousand-liter cylindrical pressure vessel. Weeks before, the thing had contained cryogenic fluid. Perhaps it was Jiro’s imagination, but he seemed to still detect a faint chemical reek. 

The pressure vessel was about the size of a tractor-trailer. Which should have left plenty of room for a two-person crew. Except that the rear —of the compartment also held a large diesel engine, and the mysterious Lopez Mechanism it was to drive. The front third of the compartment housed two seats, controls, and, almost as an afterthought, sleeping, meal and sanitary facilities.

“The engine and Lopez machinery are here in the crew compartment in case you need to work on them in flight.” Kenji hunched over in the space between the diesel engine and the curving wall.

Jiro nodded at the diesel and the obscure complexity of the Lopez device, before picking his way forward. Workmen crowded into the cockpit, connecting cables and mechanical linkages between the pilot’s seat and the antigravity device. Jiro judged it best not to distract them too much.

“Can’t say I’m happy with the lack of visibility.” Jiro tapped a thick, glass disk about eight inches in diameter. It was sandwiched into a set of pipe flanges set in the steel wall of the crew compartment. A half-dozen of these small port-holes were located strategically around the pilot seat. They would be his only connection to the outside world while the ship flew.

“That was the compromise we had to make.” Kenji shrugged. “Every penetration degrades the mechanical integrity of the structure. You can have one larger port, directly ahead, or several smaller ones, in various locations.”

“When you put it that way...” Jiro chuckled. It was a bit late to make changes now anyway. He decided the small ports would do fine.

The control linkages leading back to the Lopez drive were protected by metal mesh guards, tacked to the inner walls. Piping is also connected to the diesel and air-regulating mechanisms bolted along the compartment. Again, Jiro was thankful for the hard hat.

“This is a fuel line for the diesel, from a similar-sized tank on the other side of this wall.” Kenji tapped the pipe. “On the other side of the ship are a pair of air tanks, which feed oxygen for you and the diesel to breathe. The diesel engine exhausts directly into space. It’s a very inefficient use of air. That’s why the air tanks are so big, and we need two of them. We’ll have to figure out a better system in the future.”

“As long as we have something to breathe the whole way there and back.” Jiro winked.

“There should be plenty,” Kenji assured him.

“What are these hooks for?”

“Space suits. They’ll be delivered the day after tomorrow.”

Jiro examined more closely the opening through which they entered. “This is an airlock.” He slowly closed and opened the hatch, then studied the valving and pressure gauges of the mechanism for operating the lock. “When can I take this thing up for a spin? I’ll need to get a feel for how it handles. I suppose how she handles is the proper term. This is a ship, after all.”

“Not until next week, unfortunately,” Kenji said. “But we have a prototype Craft you can fly now. It’s just a framework with an engine and a Lopez machine. No pressure cabin, so don’t take it up too high.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Jiro grinned. He was eager to get his hands on the controls of the prototype, even if he couldn’t leave the atmosphere. Yet.

***

“How about another loop?” Jiro screamed to make himself heard above the roar of the wind.

“Sure!” Hiroshi Sasaki replied with an enthusiasm he didn’t feel. 

The puzzling operation of the Lopez machine banished gravity from within its field. So, Jiro and his engineer Hiroshi had felt like they were in free fall since the prototype had started up. But the sight of the landscape tilting and wheeling around them was profoundly unsettling to the young man. 

Of course, Hiroshi Sasaki would never admit to such a thing. When the announcement was made that someone from the design/build team was to accompany the pilot on Hijiyama I’s historic voyage to Mars, there had been no shortage of volunteers. Kenji Tanaka chose Hiroshi from the large pool because of his youth, physical condition, and extensive experience with diesel mechanics. Hiroshi would be damned if he’d let the tiny detail that actually flying in a Lopez Craft scared him spitless get in the way. Plenty of time for psychological therapy after the trip. Assuming he survived.

Jiro laughed. He took pity on his new flight engineer, and flew the Lopez prototype back toward the landing field on a straight and level path. A fairly good judge of character, Jiro realized Hiroshi was terrified. And yet, the kid was strapped in next to him, doing the job and not complaining a peep. That counted for a lot in Jiro’s opinion. Hiroshi would do just fine.

There was a welcoming committee waiting for them as Jiro brought the prototype in for a landing. He disengaged the Lopez Mechanism and let the diesel engine idle for a moment before shutting it down. Hiroshi looked up from his gauges as the engine spun down and gasped.

“It’s Hijiyama-san, himself.” Hiroshi whispered to Jiro.

Jiro squinted at the gaggle of business suits grouped around Kenji Tanaka and a silver-haired figure. Yes, the man looked like the CEO he’d seen in the papers. The entourage was a dead giveaway, as well. Jiro had always harbored a skeptical attitude towards authority. It came with his chosen profession. But this man was paying the bills. And, he dared to seize the opportunity to privately finance a mission to Mars with both hands. Jiro conceded the old man might be alright on that basis alone.

Jiro and Hiroshi climbed down from the pilot cage of the prototype Lopez Craft. They wore insulated coveralls and fur-lined pilot caps, complete with goggles. The getups were reminiscent of gear from the 1940s, the last time pilots had flown with the wind in their faces. They lined up, side by side, and bowed to Hijiyama-san. It seemed like the proper thing to do.

The flying pair smelled of diesel exhaust and sky. Their faces were red from the wind. The old man grinned and asked, “How does my Ugly Duckling handle, Ota-san?”

Jiro suppressed a smile. He’d taken to calling the prototype the Ugly Duckling. Apparently, someone had carried that tale to the boss. “Not the fastest I’ve ever flown, Hijiyama-san, but she’s nimble.”

Hijiyama nodded. “I have people working on that. Maybe she’ll be quicker by the time you return from Mars.” The old man looked each of his explorers in the eye. “I needed to meet you before you left. To thank you.” Hijiyama looked beyond them, to the Ugly Duckling. “I would go with you if I were younger.” He snorted. “If my board of directors would let me!”

From the wistful look in the old man’s eyes, Jiro believed him. Yes, he decided. He liked Hijiyama, despite his money and power.




Chapter Seven
To Mars 


Hijiyama I handled differently than the Ugly Duckling. That was not surprising. The Duckling was a creature of the air, a relatively dense and viscous fluid. The Craft that Jiro and Hiroshi flew to Mars was designed for a vacuum. Hijiyama I was ponderous and sluggish in the thick soup of Earth’s atmosphere. Much like flying the airborne refinery she resembled. 

The Mars-bound Craft rose slowly from the assembly of corporate dignitaries and video cameras, climbing skyward at a pace of not much more than a couple of hundred kilometers per hour. The videographers were kept well back from the launch site. They’d grumbled at not being allowed a closer vantage point, not understanding that electricity and Lopez Technology don’t play well together. 

Above fifty-thousand feet, fifteen-thousand meters, Jiro carefully increased speed. The thinning atmosphere was more forgiving at that altitude. Lower, the decidedly non-aerodynamic Hijiyama I had howled and shuddered like a trainwreck at high speeds. It was strange to fly a Craft that didn’t depend on the speed of air over a wing to stay aloft. One of the many adjustments to accepted fundamentals Jiro had made lately.

Once the manometer gauge dipped to true vacuum, Jiro confirmed that they were indeed in space by glancing out of the small portholes. The lower ones showed the bright blue curve of Earth dropping away. The higher ones shone with hard, flinty starlight.

“Hiroshi, time for a position fix,” Jiro called to his engineer, and momentary astrogator. 

Hiroshi swam forward from the engine. He’d been fussing over his diesel and the drive shaft linking it to the Lopez Mechanism. The obsessive attention was completely justified, in both crews’ opinions. That engine was the only way they’d get to Mars, and back. Its perfect operation was a priority. 

Since there were no electric lights aboard, Hiroshi retrieved a chemical luminescent glowstick from a bin along the way. He snapped the inner tube to mix the components within, and shook the thing to a greenish brightness. Careful testing had shown that the Lopez drive tolerated this form of illumination. Bins were stuffed with enough of the glowsticks to light the cabin the whole time they expected the trip to take. Although, neither he nor Jiro hoped that would be necessary. The glowsticks didn’t provide much light, but it was enough to read the instruments. It was better than candles or lanterns, which would’ve consumed oxygen that the crew and the diesel needed.

Hiroshi strapped into the co-pilot’s seat and set his eye to the astrogation mechanism, which he’d decided to call a sextant, for want of a better term. The thing differed from a traditional maritime sextant in significant ways, but fulfilled the same purpose. It was intended to guide them to Mars by sighting on stars and planets. Both Hiroshi and Jiro were trained in its operation, and Hiroshi had helped build the darned thing.

Hiroshi recorded the positions of several stars and the Earth, relative to the heading of Hijiyama I, in a logbook with a scratchy pencil. There was a special pencil sharpener mounted on the bulkhead nearby, with a bag to contain the pencil shavings it spewed. He had to hold the glowstick close to the vernier scales and then the logbook page to get enough light. 

“On course, Ota-san.”  

Jiro glanced at the log entry and readings as Hiroshi held the book open, the glowstick painting the pages green. 

“Thank you, Hiroshi. Please call me Jiro. Seems silly to keep using san when we’ll be the only people for a hundred million kilometers.”

“Thank you... Jiro.”

Jiro floated forward and put his eye to the low-power telescope mounted at the small bow porthole. Both the telescope and the porthole aligned with the centerline of the ship like a rifle sight. He peered at the red dot of Mars through the lens. A spider-web of precisely-etched circles surrounded the center of the porthole. He confirmed that their destination, Mars, was offset by the proper number of degrees from the heading of the ship. Although Hijiyama I would soon be traveling at close to a million kilometers per hour, the planet would still cover almost fifteen million kilometers in its orbit around the sun during the week it took them to reach it. 

The offset ensured that they’d rendezvous with Mars, not chase it across the sky. The offset would shrink as they neared Mars. Printouts of a table and chart listing the required offset by ship’s position, taped to the wall, rustled in the breeze from the air supply vent. An equivalent table and chart with the offsets for Earth covered the backside of the printout. They’d flip it over before starting back.

For a moment, Jiro was overwhelmed with the challenge he’d accepted so cavalierly. There were a thousand critical details, like the astrogation minutiae the design/build team had addressed in the frantic ten weeks imposed upon them. Any one of those details, overlooked or improperly dealt with, could doom the crew to an ugly fate. 

Then, Jiro’s training, experience, and innate outlook reasserted itself. The team had been rushed, but they knew their jobs. The odds were that things would be fine. And if they weren’t, Jiro and Hiroshi would deal with the situation. Or they’d die. The realization that he steered his fate, but Hiroshi’s as well, made Jiro laugh out loud. That approached nirvana for a pilot.

Hiroshi, surprised by the laugh, looked at Jiro. Their eyes met, and it seemed as if they read each other’s minds. Neither wanted to be anywhere else in the universe than riding this slapped-together flying refinery to Mars. Before long, they passed the orbit of the moon and became the first two humans to enter interplanetary space.

***

Wayne Kowalski, PhD, and head of NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, turned the business card over and blinked across his broad, wooden desk at the man who’d handed it to him. The card was printed in Japanese characters on one side, and English on the other. The English read: Kenji Tanaka, Director of Special Projects, Hijiyama Heavy Industries. Followed by contact particulars like address, phone numbers, and email.

“Mr. …uh,” Wayne glanced down at the card to make sure he got his visitor’s name right, “Tanaka, what is it you want to talk about? The meeting request was rather vague.”

“I won’t take up much of your time, Mr. Kowalski.” Kenji smiled. “Your organization is responsible for operating the current Mars rover project. In the next two or three days, your rover will probably observe something... unusual. If that occurs, I will be able to shed light upon that observation.”

Wayne stared at Kenji. “You’re being very obscure, Mr. Tanaka.”

“Yes, I am, Dr. Kowalski-san.” Kenji rose to his feet. “I will be staying in town. “My cell phone number is on my card. Please call me anytime, day or night.”

Kenji bowed and let himself out of the office. Wayne watched him leave. A small voice in the back of his head told Wayne he’d better hang onto that business card.

***

After a couple of days, Jiro’s and Hiroshi’s excitement at being the first people to travel so far from Earth ebbed a bit. It was still there, but subdued. Maintaining such a sense of wonder continuously fell victim to the routine of checking position and heading, and watching the engine, fuel flow, air supply, and Lopez drive with a manic intensity. The constant headache induced by the operating Lopez machine was only partially relieved by ibuprofen. The trip was tedious, punctuated by periodic thoughts about the fact that they didn’t even have a radio. If they ran into trouble, they couldn’t let Earth know about it.

After a week, the sphere of Mars filled their sky, and both explorers felt almost giddy with excitement. It was frustrating to travel a hundred-fifty-million kilometers, and then spend a day searching for where they were supposed to land. The trouble was that one stretch of sandy, Martian landscape looks very much like another from orbit. Without GPS to guide them, it took a while to find their way. 

“I think that’s it.” Hiroshi nodded. The tone of his voice betrayed more doubt than his words.

Jiro sighed. “It’s like trying to find one compact car in the whole Sahara Desert.”

Hiroshi bounced his eyes between the section of Mars over which they hovered and the high-resolution photograph floating before him. His finger traced geographic (mars-ographic?) features in the photo, taken by the Mars Orbiter. Hijiyama I was at a much lower altitude than the path of the Orbiter. It would be a shame to come all this way and crash into another space.

“The ridgelines and craters look the same.” Hiroshi reasoned.

“They did the last three times as well,” Jiro grouched. “Oh well, it’s not like we have anything better to do. Strap in and I’ll take her down.”

Jiro flew the spaceship down into the atmosphere. This time, they were in luck. The Mars Rover was almost exactly where the X on the photograph said it would be. The pilot and his flight engineer grinned at each other, cheering. Jiro landed Hijiyama I about a kilometer away from the Rover, after examining the ground as intently as he could through the hand-sized portholes he had to work with. The ship settled on its landing struts without any obvious trouble.

Hiroshi shut down the Lopez Mechanism and then the diesel engine. Both men luxuriated in the sudden absence of headache and the constant clatter of the engine. They’d almost forgotten what blissful silence was.

Only a few minutes were spared to drink a toast in celebration of being the first people to land on another planet. The sake set, cups, flask, and a rectangular wooden box to catch overflow from the cups were priceless family heirlooms that Hijiyama-san had entrusted to them for the occasion. The sake poured strangely in the lower Mars gravity. Neither explorer was an authority concerning fine sake, but it wouldn’t have mattered if the toast was drunk with the foulest rotgut alcohol. With care, they packed the sake set away in its velvet-lined case, for solemn return to the old man who’d made the trip possible.


OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OEBPS/images/image1.png
‘ 11 HISTRIA
SCIFI&GFANTASY





OEBPS/images/9781592115839.jpeg
RAY'TAELER

THE I]IEEEL POWERED














