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Introduction
RED PLANET BLUES

BY GEORGE R. R. MARTIN

ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS A PLANET CALLED MARS, A
world of red sands, canals, and endless adventure. |
remember it well, for | went there often as a child.

Born and raised in Bayonne, New Jersey, | came from a
blue-collar, working-class background. My family never had
much money. We lived in a federal housing project, never
owned a car, never went much of anywhere. The projects
were on First Street, my school was on Fifth Street, a
straight shot up Lord Avenue, and for most of my childhood
those five blocks were my world.

It never mattered, though, for | had other worlds. A
voracious reader, first of comic books (superheroes, mostly,
but some Classics lllustrated and Disney stuff as well), then
of paperbacks (science fiction, horror, and fantasy, with a
seasoning of murder mysteries, adventure yarns, and
historicals), | traveled far and wide while hunched down in
my favorite chair, turning pages.

| soared among the skyscrapers of Metropolis with
Superman, fought bad guys in Gotham City with Batman,
swung between the water towers of Manhattan with Spider-
Man. | sailed the South Seas with Long John Silver and
Robert Louis Stevenson, and swam beneath them with
Aguaman and Prince Namor the Submariner. Scrooge
McDuck took me to Darkest Africa to search for King
Solomon’s Mines, and H. Rider Haggard returned me there. |
swashed and buckled and fought the Cardinal’'s men with
the Three Musketeers and Dumas Pere, sang of the Green



Hills of Earth with the blind singer Rhysling and Robert A.
Heinlein, trekked across Big Planet with Jack Vance, sped
through the Caves of Steel with Isaac Asimov, and dared the
terrors of the Mines of Moria with J. R. R. Tolkien. Books
became my passport to Arrakis and Trantor, Minas Tirith and
Gormenghast, Oz and Shangri-La, all the lands of myth and
fable ...

. and to the planets, moons, and asteroids of our solar
system as well. Frozen Pluto (still a planet!), where the sun
was just a bright star in the sky. Titan, with Saturn and its
rings looming overhead. Mercury, one face turned eternally
toward the sun, where life could only survive in the “twilight
zone” between day and night. Mighty Jupiter, whose
fearsome gravity made its inhabitants stronger than a
hundred men. Venus, hidden beneath its shroud of cloud,
where web-footed natives (Venusians or Venerians, take
your pick) hunted dinosaurs through fetid, steaming
swamps.

And Mars.

Growing up, | think | went to Mars more often than | went
to New York City, though Manhattan was only forty-five
minutes and fifteen cents away by bus. We usually made a
Christmas trip to New York, saw the holiday show at Radio
City Music Hall, ate in the Horn & Hardart automat in Times
Square. That was pretty much all | knew of New York City
(yes, | knew of the Empire State Building and the Statue of
Liberty, but never visited either one until the seventies, long
after | had moved away from New Jersey).

Mars, though ... | knew Mars inside and out. A desert
planet, dry and cold and red (of course), it had seen a
thousand civilizations rise and fall. The Martians that
remained were a dwindling race, old and wise and
mysterious, sometimes malignant, sometimes benevolent,
always unknowable. Mars was a land of strange and savage
beasts (thoats! Tharks! sandmice!), whispering winds,
towering mountains, vast seas of red sand crisscrossed by



dry canals, and crumbling porcelain cities where mystery
and adventure lurked around every corner.

Mars has always had a certain fascination for us
Earthlings. It was one of the original planets, the Fab Five of
antiquity (along with Mercury, Venus, Jupiter, and Saturn),
the “wanderers” who refused to march in step with the
stars, but made their own way through the heavens. And
Mars was red, its color visible even to the naked eyes of the
ancients; the color of blood and fire. Small wonder the
Romans named it after their god of war. Galileo’s
observations of Mars through his telescope, Cassini’s
revelation of the polar ice caps in 1666, and Asaph Hall's
discovery of the Martian moons Phobos and Deimos in 1877
only served to make the red planet even more
appealing ... but it was Italian astronomer Giovanni
Schiaparelli’'s announcement that he had observed “canali”
on Mars that cinched the deal.

The name Schiaparelli gave the dark lines he saw on the
Martian surface actually means “channels,” but when
reported in English it was rendered as “canals.” Channels
can be natural; canals are artificial. And 1877 was part of an
era when man-made canals were very much in the public
consciousness. The Erie Canal, completed in 1825, had
played a key role in the westward expansion of America.
The Suez Canal had opened in 1869, connecting the
Mediterranean to the Indian Ocean. The French would begin
work on the Panama Canal just a few years later, in 1881;
the Americans would finish it in 1914,

Each had been a massive undertaking, a wonder of
modern engineering, and if there were canals on
Mars ... well, surely there must be canal builders as well.
Surely there must be Martians.

Small wonder then that when Herbert George Wells sat
down a few years later to write a “scientific romance” of
alien invasion called The War of the Worlds, he looked to the
red planet for his invaders. “Across the gulf of space,” Wells



wrote, “minds that are to our minds as ours are to those of
the beasts that perish, intellects vast and cool and
unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes, and
slowly and surely drew their plans against us.”

Schiaparelli’'s observations had awakened the interest of
scientists as well as novelists. In particular, they had excited
the interest of the American astronomer Percival Lowell.
Lowell’'s new observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, boasted
larger telescopes than Schiaparelli’s in Milan, and had less
light pollution to contend with as well. Powell trained those
telescopes on Mars ... and saw, not “channels,” but canals.

Mars became Lowell’s passion. For the rest of his life he
studied the red planet extensively, finding more every time
he looked, drawing extensive, intricate, and detailed maps
of the Martian surface, complete with canals, double canals,
oases. He published his findings and theories in three
enormously popular and influential books: Mars (1896), Mars
and Its Canals (1906), and Mars as the Abode of Life (1908),
promulgating the theory that the canals, long and straight
and obviously artificial, had been built by a Martian race to
carry water from the polar ice caps to the vast deserts of
their arid planet.

Other astronomers turned their telescopes on Mars as
well. Some of them saw Lowell’s canals, confirming his
findings at least in part. Others saw only Schiaparelli’'s
channels, and put them down as natural features. Some saw
nothing at all and insisted all these canals were optical
illusions. By and large, the astronomical community
remained skeptical of Lowell and his observations ... but the
idea of Martian canals, and the Martian civilization it
suggested, had taken firm root in the public consciousness.

Especially in the minds of the storytellers.

H. G. Wells had given the world Martians, but he himself
never took us to Mars. That task he left to a (much lesser)
writer named Garrett P. Serviss, who published a sort of
sequel to War of the Worlds called Edison’s Conquest of



Mars in 1898. Though largely (and deservedly) forgotten
today, the Serviss novel was widely read and influential in
its day, and was the first to carry the reader across the gulf
of space to the red planet, with its two moons, windswept
deserts, and Schiaparellian canals. But it was a later writer
who truly brought that landscape to life, and established the
template that would inspire generations of science-fiction
writers to come, and thrill and delight thousands upon
thousands of readers like myself.

“Normal Bean,” he named himself when he sent his story
off to the editors at The All-Story magazine in 1911.
Someone thought that was a typo (it wasn’t), and “Under
the Moons of Mars” was bylined “Norman Bean” when it
began its serial run in February 1912. The writer behind the
pseudonym was Edgar Rice Burroughs. The serial would be
retitlted A Princess of Mars when its installments were
collected together and republished in book form in 1917.
Under that title, it would remain in print for the better part
of a century, and give birth to numerous sequels, spin-offs,
and imitations.

Barsoom was the name that ERB’s Martians (green and
red both) gave their dying desert planet. Burroughs took
Lowell’s notions and ran with them, filling up the red planet
with Tharks and thoats and flying boats, with radium rifles
and white apes and atmosphere plants, with daring
swordsmen and egg-laying princesses clad only in jewels.
Though never a great writer, ERB was a master storyteller,
and in John Carter and Dejah Thoris he created two
characters that generations of readers would come to love
and cherish, their popularity eclipsed only by that of his
other creation, the jungle lord called Tarzan. Ten more
Barsoom novels would follow over the next half century,
some featuring John Carter, some other characters ... but
the world that Burroughs had created, his Mars, with all its
lands and peoples, would remain the true star of the series,
from the first to the last.



Barsoom was his, and his alone. But Percival Lowell’s
books and theories were out there for all to read, and Otis
Adelbert Kline, Stanley G. Weinbaum, C. S. Lewis, Jack
Williamson, Edmond Hamilton, and myriad other writers
soon joined in with their own takes on Mars and its
inhabitants. Though E. E. “Doc” Smith had taken science
fiction to the stars with The Skylark of Space in 1928, only a
few of his fellow scribes ever followed him there. From the
twenties to the sixties, most SF writers preferred to remain
closer to home, in a solar system teeming with life, where
every planet, moon, and asteroid was more exotic than the
next.

How many tales were set on Mars during the heyday of
the science-fiction pulps? Hundreds, surely. Thousands,
probably. Tens of thousands? Maybe. More tales than | can
possibly list? Certainly. Most forgettable and forgotten, to be
sure, but every tale, even the least and worst of them,
helped to make the red planet a little more familiar, a little
more real. The Mars of my childhood was not the invention
of H. G. Wells or Percival Lowell or even Edgar Rice
Burroughs, as important and influential as they were, but
rather an amalgam created by many different writers, each
adding their own touches and twists over the years and
decades to create a kind of consensus setting, a world that
belonged to everyone and no one.

That was my Mars. As it happens, | never read the
Burroughs novels when | was a kid (I came to them much
much later, when | was in my forties, about three decades
too late), but | knew and loved the works that ERB’s
Barsoom had inspired. My first visits to Mars were in the
company of Tom Corbett, Astro, and Roger Manning, the
crew of the Polaris in the classic series of juvenile (today we
would call them YA) space operas derived from Robert A.
Heinlein’s Space Cadet by way of the television series Tom



Corbett, Space Cadet. Heinlein himself took me back to a
somewhat different Mars in another of his Scribners’
juveniles, Red Planet. | learned about ferocious Martian
sandmice from Andre Norton and her doppelganger Andrew
North. In the drytowns, | faced “Shambleau” with C. L.
Moore and Northwest Smith. Then came Leigh Brackett and
Erik John Stark, another of the great space-opera heroes.
Later, a little older, | encountered The Martian Chronicles,
and a very different take on OIld Mars from the pen of Ray
Bradbury, elegiac rather than adventurous, but just as
magical, just as memorable.

Roger Zelazny's haunting, poetic “A Rose for Ecclesiastes”
was probably the last great story of The Mars That Was. First
published in the November 1963 issue of The Magazine of
Fantasy & Science Fiction, the Zelazny story became an
instant classic. (Zelazny also wrote the last great story of
Old Venus, the Nebula Award-winning “The Doors of His
Face, the Lamps of His Mouth.”)

By the time | encountered the works of Bradbury and
Zelazny, | was already writing stories of my own. My first
efforts were prose superhero stories for the comic-book
fanzines of the sixties, but | soon moved on to sword-and-
sorcery tales and mysteries and SF, and started dreaming
about making a career as a writer. One day, | expected, |
would be writing my own Mars stories.

It was not to be. For even as Zelazny was penning his
tales of Old Mars and Old Venus, the space race was heating
up. | watched every manned launch on our old black-and-
white television in our apartment in the projects, certain
that | was seeing the dawn of a new age, where all the
dreams of science fiction would come true. First came
Sputnik, Vanguard, Explorer. Then Mercury, Gemini, Apollo.

Yury Gagarin, Alan Shepard, John Glenn.

And Mariner ... oh, Mariner ...

It was Mariner that put an end to the glory days of Old
Mars ... and to its sister planet, Old Venus, wet and watery,



with its drowned cities, endless swamps, and web-footed
Venusians. Mariner 2 (launched August 1962) was the first
successful planetary flyby, reaching Venus after three and a
half months of spaceflight. Mariner 4 (November 1964) did
the same honors for Mars. Mariner 5 (June 1967) was
another Venus probe. Mariner 6 (launched February 1969)
and Mariner 7 (launched March 1969) were a Martian
double-team. Mariner 8 was lost, but its sister Mariner 9
(May 1971) entered Martian orbit in November of that year,
joining Phobos and Deimos to become a third Martian moon,
the first artificial satellite of the red planet. Mariner 10, the
last of the series, cruised by not only Venus, but Mercury as
well ... demonstrating that the innermost planet did not, in
fact, keep one face perpetually turned toward the sun, as
had been previously believed.

And all of that would have been tremendously exciting,
only ...

The Mars that NASA discovered was not the Mars of
Percival Lowell and Edgar Rice Burroughs, of Leigh Brackett
and C. L. Moore. The Mariner probes found no trace of cities,
living, dead, or dying. No Tharks, no thoats, no Martians of
any hue or color. Lowell’s network of artificial canals was not
in evidence, and neither was Schiaparelli’'s “channels.”
Instead, there were craters; the real Mars resembled Luna
much more than it did Barsoom. And Venus ... beneath
those clouds, instead of swamps and dinosaurs and web-
footed Venerians, Venus was a toxic hell, volcanic, sulfuric,
far too hot for humans to survive.

Mariner’s findings thrilled scientists around the world and
gave us a detailed and accurate picture of the nature of the
inner planets, but for the readers and writers of science
fiction like me, the excitement was mingled with
disillusionment and dismay. This was not the Mars we
wanted. This was not the Venus of our dreams.

| never wrote that Mars story. Nor any stories on Venus, or
Mercury, or any of the worlds of the “lost” solar system of



my youth, the worlds that had provided the setting for so
many wonderful tales during the thirties, forties, and fifties.
In that | was not alone. After Mariner, our genre moved to
the stars in a big way, searching for the colorful exotic
settings and alien races that could no longer be found here
“at home.”

Science fiction did not entirely abandon Mars as a subject
after the Mariner probes. The occasional story and novel
continued to be written. But these new tales were set upon
the “new Mars,” the real Mars, Mariner's Mars ... where
canals, dead cities, sandmice, and Martians were
conspicuously absent. Kim Stanley Robinson’s award-
winning trilogy about the colonization and terraforming of
the fourth planet—Red Mars, Green Mars, and Blue Mars—
was the most ambitious and memorable of those, and a
worthy effort it was.

Overall, though, the number of science-fiction stories set
on Mars and its sister planets declined sharply after Mariner,
for understandable reasons. The real Mars was simply not as
interesting as its pulp predecessor. Airless, lifeless, dead,
the planet the Mariner probes showed us could not plausibly
support either the swashbuckling interplanetary romances
of Burroughs, Brackett, and Moore, nor the evocative,
elegiac fables of Bradbury and Zelazny. Post-Mariner, when
we talked about the possibility of life on Mars, we were
talking about microbes or maybe lichen (though even lichen
seemed to be pushing it), not sandmice and thoats. And
while the discovery of Martian life would no doubt be
electrifying to biologists and space scientists around the
world, there's never been a microbe with the appeal of
Dejah Thoris.

And so the lichens triumphed. Dejah Thoris and all her
fellow Martians were banished to the outer darkness and the
backlist, never to be seen again ... not even in the movies.
When Steven Spielberg filmed his adaptation of The War of
the Worlds in 2004, the invaders were no longer Martians,



as they had been in the Wells novel and the Orson Welles
radio broadcast and the Classics lllustrated comic book and
the 1953 George Pal film, but rather aliens of undetermined
origin. Spielberg’s invaders came to Earth in lightning bolts
(1), rather than cylinders fired across the gulfs of space by
intelligences vast and cool and unsympathetic. | was not the
only one who missed the Martians ...

Which brings us, at long last, to Old Mars, the anthology
you hold in your hands, a collection of fifteen brand-new
stories about Old Mars, lost Mars, the Mars of the canals and
the dead cities and the Martians. With a few very notable
exceptions, the contributors to this volume began their
careers after Mariner. Like me, they grew up reading about
Old Mars but never had the chance to write about it. That
Mars was a lost world, gone forever.

Or maybe not.

Yes, the Mars of Percival Lowell and Norman Bean and
Leigh Brackett and C. L. Moore and Ray Bradbury does not
exist, but why should that mean we cannot write about it?
Science fiction is and always has been part of a great
romantic tradition in literature, and romance has never been
about realism.

Western writers still write stories about an Old West that
never actually existed in the way it is depicted; “realistic
Westerns” that focus on farmers instead of gunslingers
don’t sell nearly as well. Mystery writers continue to write
tales of private eyes solving murders and catching serial
killers, whereas real-life Pls spend most of their time
investigating bogus insurance claims and photographing
adulterers in sleazy motels for the benefit of divorce
lawyers. Historical novelists produce stories set in ancient
realms that no longer exist, about which we often know little
and less, and fantasy writers publish stories set in lands that
never did exist at all. And as no less an SF luminary than
John W. Campbell Jr. himself observed, in the final analysis,
science fiction is actually a subset of fantasy.



Purists and fans of “hard SF” and other people with sticks
up their butts may howl that these stories are not “real
science fiction.” So be it. Call them “space opera,” or “space
fantasy,” or “retro-sf,” or “skiffy,” any term you like. Me, |
call them “stories,” and like all stories, they are rooted in
the imagination. When you come right down to it, | don’t
think “real” matters nearly as much as “cool.”

Mariner could not find Old Mars. But you can.

Just turn the page.

—George R. R. Martin
August 2012



ALLEN M. STEELE

Allen Steele made his first sale to Asimov’s Science Fiction
magazine in 1988, soon following it up with a long string of
other sales to Asimov’s, as well as to markets such as
Analog, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and
Science Fiction Age. In 1990, he published his critically
acclaimed first novel, Orbital Decay, which subsequently
won the Locus Poll as Best First Novel of the year, and soon
Steele was being compared to Golden Age Heinlein by no
less an authority than Gregory Benford. His other books
include the novels Clarke County, Space;, Lunar Descent;
Labyrinth of Night, The Weight; The Tranquility Alternative; A
King of Infinite Space; OceanSpace;, ChronoSpace; Coyote;
Coyote Rising; Coyote Frontier, Spindrift; Galaxy Blues;
Coyote Horizon; and Coyote Destiny. His short work has
been gathered in five collections, Rude Astronauts, All-
American Alien Boy, Sex and Violence in Zero-G, American
Beauty, and The Last Science Fiction Writer. His most recent
books are a new novel in the Coyote sequence, Hex, and a
YA novel, Apollo’s Outcasts. He won the Robert A. Heinlein
Award in 2013, as well as three Hugo Awards, in 1996 for his
novella “The Death of Captain Future,” in 1998 for his
novella “Where Angels Fear to Tread,” and, most recently, in
2011 for his novelette “The Emperor of Mars.” Born in
Nashville, Tennessee, he has worked for a variety of
newspapers and magazines, covering science and business
assignments, and is now a full-time writer living in Whately,
Massachusetts, with his wife, Linda.

Here he takes us to a Mars very different from the Mars of
his Hugo-winning novelette, the Old Mars of ancient dreams,



and deep into the Martian Badlands, on a mission that could
plunge two races, and two worlds, into all-out war.



Martian Blood
ALLEN M. STEELE

THE MOST DANGEROUS MAN ON MARS WAS OMAR AL-BAZ,
AND the first time | saw him, he was throwing up at the Rio
Zephyria spaceport.

This happens more frequently than you might think.
People coming here for the first time often don’t realize just
how thin the air really is. The cold surprises them, too, but
I'm told the atmospheric pressure is about the same as
you'd find in the Himalayas. So they come trooping down
the ramp of the shuttle that transported them from Deimos
Station, and if the ride down didn't make them puke, then
the shortness of breath, headaches, and nausea that comes
with altitude sickness will.

| didn’t know for sure that the middle-aged gent who'd
doubled over and vomited was Dr. al-Baz, but | suspected
that he was; | hadn’t seen any other Middle Eastern men on
his flight. There was nothing | could do for him, though, so |
waited patiently on the other side of the chain-link security
fence while one of the flight attendants came down the
ramp to help him. Dr. al-Baz waved her away; he didn’t need
any assistance, thank you. He straightened up, pulled a
handkerchief from his overcoat pocket, and wiped his
mouth, then picked up the handle of the rolling bag he’d
dropped when his stomach revolted. Nice to know that he
wasn’t entirely helpless.

He was one of the last passengers to step through the
gate. He paused on the other side of the fence, looked



around, and spotted the cardboard sign | was holding. A
brief smile of relief, then he walked over to me.

“I'm Omar al-Baz,” he said, holding out his hand. “You
must be Mr. Ramsey.”

“Yes, I'm your guide. Call me Jim.” Not wanting to shake a
hand that just wiped a mouth, which had just spilled yuck all
over nice clean concrete, | reached forward to relieve him of
his bag.

“l can carry this myself, thank you,” he said, not letting
me take his bag from him. “But if you could help me with
the rest of my luggaqge, I'd appreciate it.”

“Sure. No problem.” He hadn’t hired me to be his porter,
and if he'd been the jerk variety of tourist some of my
former clients had been, | would’ve made him carry his own
stuff. But | was already beginning to like the guy: early
fifties, skinny but with the beginnings of a potbelly, coarse
black hair going grey at the temples. He wore round
spectacles and had a bushy mustache beneath a hooked,
aquiline nose, and looked a little like an Arab Groucho Marx.
Omar al-Baz couldn’t have been anything but what he was,
an Egyptian-American professor from the University of
Arizona.

| led him toward the terminal, stepping around the tourists
and business travelers who had also disembarked from the
3 p.m. shuttle. “Are you by yourself, or did someone come
with you?”

“Unfortunately, | come alone. The university provided
grant money sufficient for only one fare, even though |
requested that | bring a grad student as an assistant.” He
frowned. “This may hinder my work, but | hope that what |
intend to do will be simple enough that | may accomplish it
on my own.”

| had only the vaguest idea of why he’d hired me to be his
guide, but the noise and bustle of the terminal were too
much for a conversation. Passenger bags were beginning to
come down the conveyor belt, but Dr. al-Baz didn’t join the



crowd waiting to pick up suitcases and duffel bags. Instead,
he went straight to the PanMars cargo window, where he
presented a handful of receipts to the clerk. | began to
regret my offer to help carry his bags when a cart was
pushed through a side door. Stacked upon it were a half
dozen aluminum cases; even in Martian gravity, none small
enough to be carried two at a time.

“You gotta be kidding,” | murmured.

“My apologies, but for the work | need to do, | had to bring
specialized equipment.” He signed a form, then turned to
me again. “Now ... do you have a means of taking all this to
my hotel, or will | have to get a cab?”

| looked over the stack of cases and decided that there
weren’t so many that | couldn’t fit them all in the back of my
jeep. So we pushed the cart out to where I'd parked beside
the front entrance and managed to get everything tied
down with elastic cords | carried with me. Dr. al-Baz climbed
into the passenger seat and put his suitcase on the floor
between his feet.

“Hotel first?” | asked as | took my place behind the wheel.

“Yes, please ... and then | wouldn’t mind getting a drink.”
He caught the questioning look in my eye and gave me a
knowing smile. “No, | am not a devout follower of the
Prophet.”

“Glad to hear it.” | was liking him better all the time; |
don’t trust people who won’t have a beer with me. | started
up the jeep and pulled away from the curb. “So ... you said
in your e-mail you’d like to visit an aboriginal settlement. Is
that still what you want to do?”

“Yes, | do.” He hesitated. “But now that we've met, | think
it’s only fair to tell you that this is not all that | mean to do.
The trip here involves more than just meeting the natives.”

“How so? What else do you want?”

He peered at me over the top of his glasses. “The blood of
a Martian.”



When | was a kid, one of my favorite movies was The War of
the Worlds—the 1953 version, made about twelve years
before the first probes went to Mars. Even back then, people
knew that Mars had an Earth-like environment;
spectroscopes had revealed the presence of an oxygen-
nitrogen atmosphere, and strong telescopes made visible
the seas and canals. But no one knew for sure whether the
planet was inhabited until Ares | landed there in 1977, so
George Pal had a lot of latitude when he and his film crew
tried to imagine what a Martian would look like.

Anyway, there’s a scene in the movie where Gene Barry
and Ann Robinson have made their way to L.A. after
escaping the collapsed farmhouse where they’d been
pinned down by the alien invaders. Barry meets with his
fellow scientists at the Pacific Tech and presents them with a
ruined camera-eye he managed to grab while fighting off
the attackers. The camera-eye is wrapped in Ann Robinson’s
scarf, which was splattered with gore when Gene clobbered
a little green monster with a broken pipe.

“And this”—he says melodramatically, showing the scarf
to the other scientists—*“blood of a Martian!”

I've always loved that part. So when Dr. al-Baz said much
the same thing, | wondered if he was being clever, copping
a line from a classic movie that he figured most colonists
might have seen. But there was no wink, no ironic smile. So
far as | could tell, he was as serious as he could be.

| decided to let it wait until we had that drink together, so
| held my tongue as | drove him into Rio Zephyria. The
professor’s reservation was at the John Carter Casino Resort,
located on the strip near the Mare Cimmerium beach. No
surprise there: It's the most famous hotel in Rio, so most
tourists try to book rooms there. Edgar Rice Burroughs was
having a literary renaissance around the time it was built, so
someone decided that A Princess of Mars and its sequels
would be a great theme for a casino. Since then it's become



the place most people think of when they daydream about
taking a vacation trip to Mars.

Good for them, but | want to throw a rock through its gold-
tinted windows every time | drive by. It's a ten-story
monument to every stupid thing humans have done since
coming here. And if | feel that way, as someone who was
born and raised on Mars, then you can well imagine what
the shatan think of it ... when they come close enough to
see it, that is.

It was hard to gauge Dr. al-Baz’s reaction when we pulled
up in front of the hotel lobby. | was beginning to learn that
his normal expression was stoical. But as a bellhop was
unloading his stuff and putting it on a cart, the professor
spotted the casino entrance. The doorman was dark-skinned
and a little more than two meters in height; he wore the
burnoose robes of an aborigine, with a saber in the scabbard
on his belt.

Dr. al-Baz stared at him. “That’s not a Martian, is he?”

“Not unless he used to play center for the Blue Devils.” Dr.
al-Baz raised an eyebrow, and | smiled. “That’s Tito Jones,
star of the Duke basketball team ... or at least until he came
here.” | shook my head. “Poor guy. He didn’t know why the
casino hired him to be their celebrity greeter until they put
him in that outfit.”

Dr. al-Baz had already lost interest. “l was hoping he
might be a Martian,” he said softly. “It would have made
things easier.”

“They wouldn’t be caught dead here ... or anywhere near
the colonies, for that matter.” | turned to follow the bellhop
through the revolving door. “And by the way ... we don’t call
them ‘Martians.’ ‘Aborigines’ is the preferred term.”

“I'll' keep that in mind. And what do the Mar ... the
aborigines call themselves?”

“They call themselves shatan ... which means ‘people’ in
their language.” Before he could ask the obvious next
question, | added, “Their word for us is nashatan, or ‘not-



people,” but that’s only when they’re being polite. They call
us a lot of things, most of them pretty nasty.”

The professor nodded and was quiet for a little while.

The University of Arizona might not have sprung for a
grad student’s marsliner ticket, but they made up for it by
reserving a two-room suite. After the bellhop unloaded his
cart and left, Dr. al-Baz explained that he'd need the main
room—a large parlor complete with a bar—for the
temporary lab he intended to set up. He didn’'t unpack right
away, though; he was ready for that drink I'd promised him.
So we left everything in the room and caught the elevator
back downstairs.

The hotel bar is located in the casino, but | didn’t want to
drink in a place where the bartender is decked out like a
Barsoomian warlord and the waitresses are dolled up as
princesses of Helium. The John Carter is the only place on
Mars where anyone looks like that; no one in their right
mind would wear so few clothes outside, not even in the
middle of summer. So we returned to the jeep and | got
away from the strip, heading into the old part of town that
the tourists seldom visit.

There’'s a good watering hole about three blocks from my
apartment. It was still late afternoon, so the place wasn’t
crowded yet. The bar was quiet and dark, perfect for
conversation. The owner knew me; he brought over a
pitcher of ale as soon as the professor and | sat down at a
table in the back.

“Take it easy with this,” | told Dr. al-Baz as | poured beer
into a tallneck and pushed it across the table to him. “Until
you get acclimated, it might hit you pretty hard.”

“I'll take your advice.” The professor took a tentative sip
and smiled. “Good. Better than | was expecting, in fact.
Local?”

“Hellas City Amber. You think we’d have beer shipped all
the way from Earth?” There were more important things we
needed to discuss, so | changed the subject. “What’s this



about wanting blood? When you got in touch with me, all
you said was that you wanted me to take you to an
aboriginal settlement.”

Dr. al-Baz didn’t say anything for a moment or so. He
toyed with the stem of his glass, rolling it back and forth
between his fingers. “If I'd told you the entire truth,” he
finally admitted, “l was afraid you might not agree to take
me. And you come very highly recommended. As |
understand, you're not only native-born, but your parents
were among the first settlers.”

“I'm surprised you know that. You must have talked to a
former client.”

“Do you remember lan Horner? Anthropologist from
Cambridge University?” | did indeed, although not kindly; Dr.
Horner had hired me to be his guide, but if you'd believed
everything he said, he knew more about Mars than | did. |
nodded, keeping my opinion to myself. “He’s a friend of
mine,” Dr. al-Baz continued, “or at least someone with
whom I've been in contact on a professional basis.”

“So you're another anthropologist.”

“No.” He sipped his beer. “Research
biologist ... astrobiology, to be exact. The study of
extraterrestrial forms of life. Until now, most of my work has
involved studying Venus, so this is the first time I've been to
Mars. Of course, Venus is different. Its global ocean is quite
interesting, but ...”

“Professor, | don’t want to be rude, but do you want to get
down to it and tell me why you want the blood of a”—damn,
he almost got me to say it!—"an aborigine?”

Sitting back in his chair, Dr. al-Baz folded his hands
together on the tabletop. “Mr. Ramsey ...”

“Jim.”

“Jim, are you familiar with the panspermia hypothesis?
The idea that life on Earth may have extraterrestrial origins,
that it may have come from somewhere in outer space?”



“No, I've never heard that ... but | guess that when you
say ‘somewhere,” you mean here.”

“That is correct. | mean Mars.” He tapped a finger firmly
against the table. “Have you ever wondered why there’s
such a close resemblance between humans and Martian
aborigines? Why the two races look so much alike even
though they’re from worlds over seventy million kilometers
apart?”

“Parallel evolution.”

“Yes, | expect that's what you've learned in school. The
conventional explanation is that, because both planets have
similar environments, evolution took approximately the
same course on both worlds, the differences being that
Martians ... aborigines, sorry ... are taller because of lower
surface gravity, have higher metabolisms because of colder
temperature, have significantly darker skin because of the
thinner ozone layer, and so forth and so on. This has been
the prevalent theory because it’s the only one that seems to
fit the facts.”

“That’s what I've heard, yeah.”

“Well, my friend, everything you've known is wrong.” He
immediately shook his head, as if embarrassed by his
momentary burst of arrogance. “I’'m sorry. | don’t mean to
sound overbearing. However, several of my colleagues and |
believe that the similarities between Homo sapiens and
Homo artesian cannot be attributed to evolution alone. We
think there may be a genetic link between the two races,
that life on Earth ... human life in particular ... may have
originated on Mars.”

Dr. al-Baz paused, allowing a moment to let his words sink
in. They did, all right; | was beginning to wonder if he was a
kook. “Okay,” | said, trying not to smile, “I'll bite. What leads
you to think that?”

The professor raised a finger. “First, the geological
composition of quite a few meteorites found on Earth is
identical to those of rock samples brought from Mars. So



there’'s a theory that, sometime in the distant past, there
was a cataclysmic explosion on the Martian surface ...
possibly the eruption of Mt. Daedalia or one of the other
volcanoes in the Albus range ... which ejected debris into
space. This debris traveled as meteors to Earth, which was
also in its infancy. Those meteors may have contained
organic molecules that seeded Earth with life where it
hadn’t previously existed.”

He held up another finger. “Second ... when the human
genome was sequenced, one of the most surprising finds
was the existence of DNA strands that have no apparent
purpose. They’'re like parts of a machine that don’t have any
function. There’'s no reason for them to be there, yet
nonetheless they are. Therefore, is it possible that these
phantom strands may be genetic biomarkers left behind by
organic material brought to Earth from Mars?”

“So that’'s why you want a blood sample? To see if there’s
a link?”

He nodded. “l have brought equipment that will enable
me to sequence, at least partially, the genetic code of an
aborigine blood sample and compare it to that of a human.
If the native genome has nonfunctional archaic strands that
match the ones found in the human genome, then we’ll
have evidence that the hypothesis is correct ... life on Earth
originated on Mars, and the two races are genetically
linked.”

| didn’'t say anything for a few seconds. Dr. al-Baz didn't
sound quite as crazy as he had a couple of minutes earlier.
As far-fetched as it might seem, what he said made sense.
And if the hypothesis was true, then the implications were
staggering: The shatan were close cousins to the
inhabitants of Earth, not simply a primitive race that we’d
happened to find when we came to Mars.

Not that | was ready to believe it. I'd met too many shatan
to ever be willing to accept the idea that they had anything
in common with my people. Or at least so | thought ...



“Okay, | get what you're doing.” | picked up my glass and
took a long drink. “But let me tell you, getting that blood
sample won’t be easy.”

“ know. | understand the aborigines are rather
reclusive ...”
“Now, that’s an understatement.” | put down my glass

again. “They’ve never wanted much to do with us. The Ares
| expedition had been here for almost three weeks before
anyone caught sight of them, and another month before
there was any significant contact. It took years for us to
even learn their language, and things only got worse when
we started establishing colonies. Wherever we’ve gone, the
shatan have moved out, packing up everything they owned,
even burning their villages so that we couldn’t explore their
dwellings. They’'ve become nomads since then. No trade,
and not much in the way of cultural exchange ...”

“So no one has ever managed to get anything from them
on which they may have left organic material? No hair
samples, no saliva, no skin?”

“No. They’ve never allowed us to collect any artifacts from
them, and they’re reluctant to even let us touch them. That
outfit you saw Tito Jones wearing? It's not the real
thing ... just a costume based on some pictures someone
took of them.”

“But we’ve learned their language.”

“Just a little of one of their dialects ... pidgin shatan, you
might call it.” | absently ran a finger around the rim of my
glass. “If you're counting on me to be your native
interpreter ... well, don’t expect much. | know enough to get
by, and that's about it. | may be able to keep them from
chucking a spear at us, but that’s all.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Are they dangerous?”

“Not so long as you mind your manners. They can be ...
well, kinda aggressive ... if you cross the line with them.” |
didn’t want to tell him some of the worst stories—I'd scared
off other clients that way—so | tried to reassure him. “lI've



met some of the local tribesmen, so they know me well
enough to let me visit their lands. But I'm not sure how
much they trust me.” | hesitated. “Dr. Horner didn’t get very
far with them. I'm sure he’s told you that they wouldn’t let
him into their village.”

“Yes, he has. To tell the truth, though, lan has always been
something of an ass”—I laughed out loud when he said this,
and he gave me a quick smile in return—*“so | imagine that,
so long as | approach them with a measure of humility, |
may have more success than he did.”

“You might.” lan Horner had come to Mars with the
attitude of a British army officer visiting colonial India, a
condescending air of superiority that the shatan picked up
on almost immediately. He learned little as a result and had
come away referring to the “abos” as “cheeky bahstahds.”
No doubt the aborigines felt much the same way about
him ... but at least they’d let him live.

“So you’ll take me out there? To one of their villages, |
mean?”

“That’s why you hired me, so ... yeah, sure.” | picked up
my beer again. “The nearest village is about 150 kilometers
southeast of here, in a desert oasis near the Laestrygon
canal. It’'ll take a couple of days to get there. | hope you
brought warm clothes and hiking boots.”

“l brought a parka and boots, yes. But you have your jeep,
don’t you? Then why are we going to need to walk?”

“We'll drive only until we get near the village. Then we’ll
have to get out and walk the rest of the way. The shatan
don’t like motorized vehicles. The equatorial desert is pretty
rough, so you better prepare for it.”

He smiled. “l ask you ... do | look like someone who’'s
never been in a desert?”

“No ... but Mars isn’t Earth.”



| spent the next day preparing for the trip: collecting
camping equipment from my rented storage shed, buying
food and filling water bottles, putting fresh fuel cells in the
jeep and making sure the tires had enough pressure. | made
sure that Dr. al-Baz had the right clothing for several days in
the outback and gave him the address of a local outfitter if
he didn’t, but | need not have worried; he clearly wasn’t one
of those tourists foolish enough to go out into the desert
wearing Bermuda shorts and sandals.

When | came to pick him up at the hotel, | was amazed to
find that the professor had turned his suite into a laboratory.
Two flat-screen computers were set up on the bar, a
microscope and a testtube rack stood on the coffee table,
and the TV had been pushed aside to make room for a small
centrifuge. More equipment rested on bureaus and side
tables; | didn’t know what any of it was, but | spotted a
radiation symbol on one and a WarninG-Laser sticker on
another. He'd covered the carpet with plastic sheets, and
there was even a lab coat hanging in the closet. Dr. al-Baz
made no mention of any of this; he simply picked up his
backpack and camera, put on a slouch cap, and followed me
out the door, pausing to slip the Do Nor Disturs sign over the
knob.

Tourists stared at us as he flung his pack into the back of
my jeep; it always seemed to surprise some people that
anyone would come to Mars to do something besides drink
and lose money at the gaming tables. | started up the jeep,
and we roared away from the John Carter, and in fifteen
minutes we were on the outskirts of town, driving through
the irrigated farmlands surrounding Rio Zephyria. The
scarlet pines that line the shores of Mare Cimmerium
gradually thinned out as we followed dirt roads usually
traveled by farm vehicles and logging trucks, and even
those disappeared as we left the colony behind and headed
into the trackless desert.



I’'ve been told that the Martian drylands look a lot like the
American Southwest, except that everything is red. I've
never been to Earth, so | wouldn't know, but if anyone in
New Mexico happens to spot a six-legged creature that
looks sort of like a shaggy cow or a raptor that resembles a
pterodactyl and sounds like a hyena, please drop me a line.
And stay away from those pits that look a little like golf-
course sand traps; there’s something lurking within them
that would eat you alive, one limb at a time.

As the jeep wove its way through the desert, dodging
boulders and bouncing over small rocks, Dr. al-Baz clung to
the roll bars, fascinated by the wilderness opening before
us. This was one of the things that made my job worthwhile,
seeing familiar places through the eyes of someone who’d
never been there before. | pointed out a Martian hare as it
loped away from us, and stopped for a second to let him
take pictures of a flock of stakhas as they wheeled high
above us, shrieking their dismay at our intrusion.

About seventy kilometers southeast of Rio, we came upon
the Laestrygon canal, running almost due south from the
sea. When Percival Lowell first spotted the Martian canals
through his observatory telescope, he thought they were
excavated waterways. He was half-right; the shatan had
rerouted existing rivers, diverting them so that they’d go
where the aborigines wanted. The fact that they’d done this
with the simple, muscle-driven machines never failed to
amaze anyone who saw them, but Earth people tend to
underestimate the shatan. They're primitive, but not stupid.

We followed the canal, keeping far away from it so that we
couldn’t be easily spotted from the decks of any shatan
boats that might be this far north. | didn't want any
aborigines to see us before we reached the village; they
might pass the word that humans were coming and give
their chieftain a chance to order his people to pack up and
move out. We saw no one, though; the only sign of
habitation was a skinny wooden suspension bridge that



spanned the channel like an enormous bow, and even that
didn’'t appear to be frequently used.

By late afternoon, we’'d entered hill country. Flat-topped
mesas rose around us, with massive stone pinnacles jutting
upward between them; the jagged peaks of distant
mountains lay just beyond the horizon. | drove until it was
nearly dusk, then pulled up behind a hoodoo and stopped
for the night.

Dr. al-Baz pitched a tent while | collected dead scrub
brush. Once | had a fire going, | suspended a cookpot above
the embers, then emptied a can of stew into it. The
professor had thought to buy a couple of bottles of red wine
before we left town; we opened one for dinner and worked
our way through it after we ate.

“So tell me something,” Dr. al-Baz said once we’'d
scrubbed down the pot, plates, and spoons. “Why did you
become a guide?”

“You mean, rather than getting a job as a blackjack
dealer?” | propped the cookware up against a boulder. A stiff
breeze was coming out of the west; the sand it carried
would scour away the remaining grub. “Never really thought
about it, to be honest. My folks are first-generation settlers,
so | was born and raised here. | started prowling the desert
as soon as | was old enough to go out alone, so ...”

“That’s just it.” The professor moved a little closer to the
fire, holding out his hands to warm them. Now that the sun
was down, a cold night was ahead; we could already see our
breath by the firelight. “Most of the colonists I've met seem
content to stay in the city. When | told them that | was
planning a trip into the desert, they all looked at me like |
was mad. Someone even suggested that | buy a gun and
take out extra life insurance.”

“Whoever told you to buy a gun doesn’t know a thing
about the shatan. They never attack unless provoked, and
the surest way to upset them is to approach one of their
villages with a gun.” | patted the utility knife on my belt.



“This is the closest | come to carrying a weapon when
there’'s even a possibility that | might run into aborigines.
One reason why I'm on good terms with them ... | mind my
manners.”

“Most people here haven’'t even seen an aborigine, |
think.”

“You're right, they haven’t. Rio Zephyria is the biggest
colony because of tourism, but most permanent residents
prefer to live where there are flush toilets and cable TV.” |
sat down on the other side of the fire. “They can have it.
The only reason | live there is because that's where the
tourists are. If it wasn’t for that, I'd have a place out in the
boonies and hit town only when | need to stock up on
supplies.”

“I see.” Dr. al-Baz picked up his tin cup and mine and
poured some wine into each. “Forgive me if I'm wrong,” he
said as he handed my cup to me, “but it doesn’t sound as if
you very much approve of your fellow colonists.”

“I don’t.” | took a sip and put the cup down beside me; |
didn’t want to get a headful of wine the night before | was
going to have to deal with shatan tribesmen. “My folks
came out here to explore a new world, but everyone who's
come after those original settlers ... well, you saw Rio. You
know what it's like. We're building hotels and casinos and
shopping centers, and introducing invasive species into our
farms and dumping our sewage into the channels, and
every few weeks during conjunction another ship brings in
more people who think Mars is like Las Vegas only without
as many hookers ... not that we don’t have plenty of those,
too.”

As | spoke, | craned my neck to look up at the night sky.
The major constellations gleamed brightly: Ursa Major,
Draco, Cygnus, with Denes as the north star. You can’t see
the Milky Way very well in the city; you have to go out into
the desert to get a decent view of the Martian night sky. “So
who can blame the shatan for not wanting to have anything



to do with us? They knew the score as soon as we showed
up.” Recalling a thought I'd had the day before, | chuckled
to myself. “The old movies got it wrong. Mars didn’t invade
Earth ... Earth invaded Mars.”

“I didn’t realize there was so much resentment on your
part.”

He sounded like his feelings were wounded. That was no
way to treat a paying customer.

“No, no ... it's not you,” | quickly added. “lI don’t think
you’'d be caught dead at a poker table.”

He laughed out loud. “No, | don’t think the university
would look very kindly upon me if my expense report
included poker chips.”

“Glad to hear it.” | hesitated, then went on. “Just do me a
favor, will you? If you find something here that might ... |
dunno ... make things worse, would you consider keeping it
to yourself? Humans have done enough stupid things here
already. We don’t need to do anything more.”

“I'll try to remember that,” Dr. al-Baz said.

The next day, we found the shatan. Or rather, they found
us.

We broke camp and continued following the Laestrygon as
it flowed south through the desert hills. I'd been watching
the jeep’s odometer the entire trip, and when we were
about fifty kilometers from where | remembered the
aborigine settlements being, | began driving along the canal
banks. | told Dr. al-Baz to keep a sharp eye out for any signs
of habitation—trails, or perhaps abandoned camps left
behind by hunting parties—but what we found was a lot
more obvious: another suspension bridge, and passing
beneath it, a shatan boat.

The canal boat was a slender catamaran about ten meters
long, with broad white sails catching the desert wind and a
small cabin at its stern. The figures moving along its decks



didn’'t notice us until one of them spotted the jeep. He let
out a warbling cry—“wallawallawalla!”—and the others
stopped what they were doing to gaze in the direction he
was pointing. Then another shatan standing atop the cabin
yelled something and everyone turned to dash into the
cabin, with their captain disappearing through a hatch in its
ceiling. Within seconds, the catamaran became a ghost
ship.

“Wow.” Dr. al-Baz was both astounded and disappointed.
“They really don’t want to see us, do they?”

“Actually, they don’t want us to see them.” He looked at
me askance, not understanding the difference. “They
believe that, if they can’t be seen, then they’ve disappeared
from the world. This way, they’'re hoping that, so far as
we’'re concerned, they’ve ceased to exist.” | shrugged. “Kind
of logical, if you think about it.”

There was no point in trying to persuade the crew to
emerge from hiding, so we left the boat behind and
continued our drive down the canal bank. But the
catamaran had barely disappeared from sight when we
heard a hollow roar from behind us, like a bullhorn being
blown. The sound echoed off the nearby mesas; two more
prolonged blasts, then the horn went silent.

“If there are any more shatan around, they’ll hear that
and know we’'re coming,” | said. “They’ll repeat the same
signal with their own horns, and so on, until the signal
reaches the village.”

“So they know we’re here,” Dr. al-Baz said. “Will they hide
like the others?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” | shrugged. “It's up to them.”

For a long time, we didn’t spot anyone or anything. We
were about eight kilometers from the village when we came
upon another bridge. This time, we saw two figures standing
near the foot of the bridge. They appeared unusually tall
even for aborigines, but it wasn’t until we got closer that we
saw why: each of them rode a hattas—an enormous buffalo-



like creature with six legs and an elongated neck that the
natives tamed as pack animals. It wasn’'t what they were
riding that caught my attention, though, so much as the
long spears they carried, or the heavy animal-hide outfits
they wore.

“Uh-oh,” | said quietly. “That’s not good.”

“What's not good?”

“l was hoping we’d run into hunters ... but these guys are
warriors. They can be a little ... um, intense. Keep your
hands in sight and never look away from them.”

| halted the jeep about twenty feet from them. We climbed
out and slowly walked toward them, hands at our sides. As
we got closer, the warriors dismounted from their animals;
they didn’t approach us, though, but instead waited in
silence.

When the owners of the John Carter hired a basketball star
to masquerade as a shatan, they were trying to find
someone who might pass as a Martian aborigine. Tito Jones
was the best they could get, but he wasn’t quite right. The
shatan standing before us were taller; their skin was as dark
as the sky at midnight, their long, silky hair the color of rust,
yet their faces had fine-boned features reminiscent of
someone of northern European descent. They were swathed
in dusty, off-white robes that made them look vaguely
Bedouin, and the hands that gripped their spears were
larger than a human'’s, with long-nailed fingers and tendons
that stood out from wrists.

Unblinking golden eyes studied us as we approached.
When we’'d come close enough, both warriors firmly planted
their spears on the ground before us. | told Dr. al-Baz to
stop, but | didn’t have to remind him not to look away from
them. He stared at the shatan with awestruck curiosity, a
scientist observing his subject up close for the first time.

| raised both hands, palms out, and said, “/ssah tas
sobbata shatan” (Greetings, honored shatan warriors).



“Seyta nashatan habbalah sa shatan heysa” (Please allow
us human travelers to enter your land).

The warrior on the left replied, “Katas nashatan Hamsey.
Sakey shatan habbalah fah?” (We know you, human
Ramsey. Why have you returned to our land?)

| wasn’t surprised to have been recognized. Only a
handful of humans spoke their language—albeit not very
well; | probably sounded like a child to them—or knew the
way to their village. | may not have met these particular
warriors before, but they’'d doubtless heard of me. And |
tried not to smile at the mispronunciation of my name; the
shatan have trouble rolling the “r” sound off their tongues.

“(I've brought a guest who wishes to learn more about
your people),” | replied, still speaking the local dialect. |
extended a hand toward the professor. “(Allow me to
introduce you to Omar al-Baz. He is a wise man in search of
knowledge.)” | avoided calling him “doctor”; that word has a
specific meaning in their language, as someone who
practices medicine.

“(Humans don’t want to know anything about us. All they
want to do is take what doesn’t belong to them and ruin it.)”

| shook my head; oddly, that particular gesture means the
same thing for both shatan and nashatan. “(This is not true.
Many of my people do, yes, but not all. On his own world, al-
Baz is a teacher. Whatever he learns from you, he will tell us
students, and therefore increase their knowledge of your
people.)”

“What are you saying?” Dr. al-Baz whispered. “l recognize
my name, but ...”

“Hush. Let me finish.” | continued speaking the native
tongue. “(Will you please escort us to your village? My
companion wishes to beg a favor of your chieftain.)”

The other warrior stepped forward, walking toward the
professor until he stood directly before him. The shatan
towered above Dr. al-Baz; everything about him was
menacing, yet the professor held his ground, saying nothing



but continuing to look the shatan straight in the eye. The
warrior silently regarded him for several long moments,
then looked at me.

“(What does he want from our chieftain? Tell us, and we
will decide whether we will allow you to enter our village.)”

| hesitated, then shook my head again. “(No. His question
is for the chieftain alone.)”

| was taking a gamble. Refusing a demand from a shatan
warrior guarding his homeland was not a great way to make
friends. But it was entirely possible that the warriors would
misunderstand me if | told them that Dr. al-Baz wanted to
take some of their blood; they might think his intent was
hostile. The best thing to do was have the professor ask the
chieftain directly for permission to take a blood sample from
one of his people.

The shatan stared at us for a moment without saying
anything, then turned away and walked off a few feet to
quietly confer with each other. “What's going on?” the
professor asked, keeping his voice low. “What did you tell
them?”

| gave him the gist of the conversation, including the risky
thing I'd just said. “I figure it can go one of three ways. One,
they kick the matter upstairs to the chieftain, which means
that you get your wish if you play your cards right. Two, they
tell us to get lost. If that happens, we turn around and go
home, and that’s that.”

“Unacceptable. I've come too far to go away empty-
handed. What's the third option?”

“They impale us with their spears, wait for us to die, then
chop up our bodies and scatter our remains for the animals
to find.” | let that sink in. “Except our heads,” | added.
“Someone will carry those back to the city in the middle of
the night, where they’ll dump them on the doorstep of the
nearest available house.”

“Please tell me you're joking.”



| didn’t. The professor was scared enough already, and he
didn't need any stories about what had happened to
explorers who'd crossed the line with the shatan, or the
occasional fool stupid enough to venture onto aboriginal
territory without someone like me escorting them. | hadn’t
exaggerated anything, though, and he seemed to realize
that, for he simply nodded and looked away.

The shatan finished their discussion. Not looking at us,
they walked back to their hattases and climbed atop them
again. For a moment, | thought that they were taking the
second option, but then they guided their mounts toward Dr.
al-Baz and me.

“Hessah,” one of them said (Come with us).

| let out my breath. We were going to meet the village
chieftain.

The village was different from the last time I'd seen it. Since
the shatan became nomads, their settlements are usually
tent cities, which can be taken down, packed up, and
relocated when necessary. This one had been there for quite
a while, though; apparently the inhabitants had decided that
they’d stay at the oasis for some time to come. Low, flat-
roofed adobe buildings had taken the place of many of the
tents, and scaffolds surrounded a stone wall being built to
enclose them. But if the place had a name, | wasn’t aware of
it.

Dr. al-Baz and | were footsore and tired by the time we
reached the village. As expected, the warriors had insisted
that we leave the jeep behind, although they allowed us to
retrieve our packs. They’d slowly ridden abreast of us all the
way, only reluctantly letting us stop now and then to rest.
Neither of them had spoken a word since we’'d left the
bridge, but when we were within sight of the settlement,
one of them raised a whorled shell that looked like a giant
ammonite. A long, loud blast from his horn was answered a



few seconds later by a similar call from the village. The
professor and | exchanged a wary glance. Too late to turn
around now; the inhabitants knew we were coming.

The village seemed empty as we entered through a half-
built gate and walked down packed-dirt streets. No one to
be seen, and the only things that moved were hattases tied
up to hitching posts. The tent flaps were closed, though, and
the narrow windows of the adobe houses were shuttered.
No, the place wasn’t deserted; it was just that the people
who lived there had gone into hiding. The silence was eerie,
and even more unsettling than the spears our escorts
pointed at our backs.

The village center was a courtyard surrounding an
artesian well, with a large adobe building dominating one
side of the square. The only shatan we’d seen since our
arrival peered down at us from a wooden tower atop the
building. He waited until we'd reached the building, then
raised an ammonite horn of his own and blew a short blast.
The warriors halted their hattases, dismounted, and silently
beckoned for us to follow them. One of them pushed aside
the woven blanket that served as the building’s only door,
and the other warrior led us inside.

The room was dim, its sole illumination a shaft of sunlight
slanting down through a hole in the ceiling. The air was
thick with musky incense that drifted in hazy layers through
the light and made my eyes water. Robed shatan stood
around the room, their faces hidden by hoods they’d pulled
up around their heads; | knew none of them were female
because their women were always kept out of sight when
visitors arrived. The only sound was the slow, constant drip
of a water clock, with each drop announcing the passage of
two more seconds.

The chieftain sat in the middle of the room. Long-fingered
hands rested upon the armrests of his sandstone throne;
golden eyes regarded us between strands of hair turned
white with age. He wore nothing to indicate his position as



the tribal leader save an implacable air of authority, and he
let us know that he was the boss by silently raising both
hands, then slowly lowering them once we’d halted and
saying nothing for a full minute.

At last he spoke. “Essha shakay Hamsey?” (Why are you
here, Ramsey?)

| didn’t think I'd ever met him before, but obviously he
recognized me. Good. That would make things a little easier.
| responded in his own language. “(I bring someone who
wants to learn more about your people. He is a wise man
from Earth, a teacher of others who wish to become wise
themselves. He desires to ask a favor from you.)”

The chieftain turned his gaze from me to Dr. al-Baz.
“(What do you want?)”

| looked at the professor. “Okay, you’'re on. He wants to
know what you want. I'll translate for you. Just be
careful ... they're easily offended.”

“So it seems.” Dr. al-Baz was nervous, but he was hiding it
well. He licked his lips and thought about it a moment, then
went on. “Tell him ... tell him that | would like to collect a
small sample of blood from one of his people. A few drops
will do. | wish to have this because | want to know ... | mean,
because I'd like to find out ... whether his people and mine
have common ancestors.”

That seemed to be a respectful way of stating what he
wanted, so | turned to the chief and reiterated what he'd
said. The only problem was that | didn’t know the aboriginal
word for “blood.” It had simply never come up in any
previous conversations I'd had with the shatan. So | had to
generalize a bit, calling it “the liquid that runs within our
bodies” while pantomiming a vein running down the inside
of my right arm, and hoped that he'd understand what |
meant.

He did, all right. He regarded me with cold disbelief,
golden eyes flashing, thin lips writhing upon an otherwise
stoical face. Around us, | heard the other shatan murmuring



to one another. | couldn’t tell what they were saying, but it
didn’t sound like they were very happy either.

We were in trouble.

“(Who dares say that shatan and nashatan have the same
ancestors?),” he snapped, hands curling into fists as he
leaned forward from his throne. “(Who dares believe that
your people and mine are alike in any way?)”

| repeated what he’'d said to Dr. al-Baz. The professor
hesitated, then looked straight at the chieftain. “Tell him
that no one believes these things,” he said, his tone calm
and deliberate. “It is only an hypothesis ... an educated
guess ... that | want to either prove or disprove. That's why |
need a blood sample, to discover the truth.”

| took a deep breath, hoped that | was going to get out of
there alive, then translated the professor’s explanation. The
chieftain continued to glare at us as | spoke, but he seemed
to calm down a little. For several long seconds, he said
nothing. And then he reached a decision.

Reaching into his robes, he withdrew a bone dagger from
a sheath on his belt. My heart skipped a beat as the light fell
upon its sharp white blade, and when he stood up and
walked toward us, | thought my life had come to an end. But
then he stopped in front of Dr. al-Baz and, still staring
straight at him, raised his left hand, placed the knife against
his palm, and ran its blade down his skin.

“(Take my blood),” he said, holding out his hand.

| didn't need to translate what he’d said. Dr. al-Baz quickly
dropped his backpack from his shoulders and opened it. He
withdrew a syringe, thought better of it, and pulled out a
plastic test tube instead. The chieftain clenched his fist and
let the blood trickle between his fingers, and the professor
caught it in his test tube. Once he’'d collected the specimen,
he pulled out a tiny vial and added a couple of drops of
anticoagulant. Then he capped the tube and nodded to the
chieftain.



“Tell him that | greatly appreciate his kindness,” he said,
“and that | will return to tell him what | have found.”

“Like hell we will!”

“Tell him.” His eyes never left the chieftain’s. “One way or
another, he deserves to know the truth.”

Promising the chieftain that we intended to return was the
last thing | wanted to do, but | did it anyway. He didn’t
respond for a moment, but simply dropped his hand,
allowing his blood to trickle to the floor.

“(Yes),” he said at last. “(Come back and tell me what
you’'ve learned. | wish to know as well.)” And then he turned
his back to us and walked back to his chair. “(Now leave.)”

“Okay,” | whispered, feeling my heart hammering against
my chest. “You got what you came for. Now let’s get out of
here while we still have our heads.”

Two days later, | was sitting in the casino bar at the John
Carter, putting away tequila sunrises and occasionally
dropping a coin into the video poker machine in front of me.
I’d discovered that | didn’t mind the place so long as | kept
my back turned to everything going on around me, and |
could drink for free if | slipped a quarter into the slots every
now and then. At least that's what | told myself. The fact of
the matter was that there was a certain sense of security in
the casino’s tawdry surroundings. This Mars was a fantasy,
to be sure, but just then it was preferable to the unsettling
reality I'd visited a couple of days earlier.

Omar al-Baz was upstairs, using the equipment he’d
brought with him to analyze the chieftain’s blood. We’'d
gone straight to the hotel upon returning to the city, but
when it became obvious that it would take a while for the
professor to work his particular kind of magic, | decided to
go downstairs and get a drink. Perhaps | should have gone
home, but | was still keyed up from the long ride back, so |



gave Dr. al-Baz my cell number and asked him to call me if
and when he learned anything.

| was surprised that | stuck around. Usually, when | return
from a trip into the outback, all | really want to do is get out
of the clothes I'd been wearing for days on end, open a
beer, and take a nice, long soak in the bathtub. Instead,
there | was, putting away one cocktail after another while
demonstrating that | knew absolutely nothing about poker.
The bartender was studying me, and the waitresses were
doing their best to stay upwind, but | couldn’t have cared
less about what they thought. They were make-believe
Martians, utterly harmless. The ones I'd met a little while
ago would have killed me just for looking at them cross-
eyed.

In all the years that I'd been going out in the wilderness,
this was the first time I'd ever been really and truly scared.
Not by the desert, but by those who lived there. No shatan
had ever threatened me, not even in an implicit way, until
the moment the chieftain pulled out a knife and creased the
palm of his hand with its blade. Sure, he’d done so to give
Dr. al-Baz a little of his blood, but there was another
meaning to his actions.

It was a warning ... and the shatan don’t give warnings
lightly.

That was why | was doing my best to get drunk. The
professor was too excited to think of anything except the
specimen he’d just collected—all the way home, he’'d
babbled about nothing else—but | knew that we’d come
within an inch of dying and that ours would have been a
really nasty death.

Yet the chieftain had given his blood of his own free will,
and even asked that we return once the professor learned
the truth. That puzzled me. Why would he be interested in
the results if the thought of being related to a human was so
appalling?



| threw away another quarter, pushed the buttons, and
watched the machine tell me that I'd lost again, then looked
around to see if | could flag down a princess and get her to
fetch another sunrise. Dejah or Thuvia or Xaxa or whoever
she was had apparently gone on break, though, because
she was nowhere to be seen; | was about to try my luck
again when something caught my eye. The TV above the
bar was showing the evening news, and the weatherman
was standing in front of his map. | couldn’t hear what he
was saying, but he was pointing at an animated cloud
system west of Rio Zephyria that was moving across the
desert toward the Laestrygon canal.

It appeared that a sandstorm was brewing in Mesogaea,
the drylands adjacent to the Zephyria region. This sort of
weather isn't uncommon in the summer; we call them
haboobs, the Arabic name for sandstorms on Earth that
somehow found their way to Mars. From the looks of things,
it would reach the Zephyria outback sometime tomorrow
afternoon. Good thing I'd come home; the last thing anyone
would want is to be caught out in the desert during a bad
storm.

A waitress strolled by, adjusting a strap of her costume
bikini top. | raised my glass and silently jiggled it back and
forth, and she feigned a smile as she nodded and headed
for the bar. | was searching my pockets for another quarter
so that she’d see that | was still pretending to be a gambler,
when my cell buzzed.

“lim? Are you still here?”

“In the bar, professor. Come down and have a drink with
me.”

“No! No time for that! Come upstairs right away! | need to
see you!”

“What's going on?”

“lust come up here! It’s better if | show you!”

Dr. al-Baz opened the door at the first knock. Spotting the
cocktail glass in my hand, he snatched it from me and



drained it in one qulp. “Good heavens,” he gasped, “I
needed that!”

“Want me to get you another one?”

“No ... but you can buy me a drink when | get to
Stockholm.” I didn’t understand what he meant, but before |
could ask he pulled me into the room. “Look!” he said,
pointing to one of the computers set up on the bar. “This is
incredible!”

| walked over to the bar, peered at the screen. Displayed
upon it were rows of A’'s, C's, G’s, and T's, arranged in a
seemingly endless series of combinations, with smears that
looked a little like dashes running in a vertical bar down the
right side of the screen. A five-line cluster of combinations
and smears was highlighted in yellow.

“Yeah, okay,” | said. “Professor, I'm sorry, but you're going
to have to ...”

“You have no idea what you're looking at, do you?” he
asked, and | shook my head. “This is the human
genome ... the genetic code present in every human being.
And these”—his hand trembled as he pointed to the
highlighted cluster—"are strands that are identical to the
partially sequenced genome from the aborigine specimen.”

“They’re the same?”

“Exactly. There is no error ... or at least none that the
computers can detect.” Dr. al-Baz took a deep breath. “Do
you see what I'm getting at? The hypothesis is correct!
Human life may have originated on Mars!”

| stared at the screen. Until then, | hadn’t really believed
anything that Dr. al-Baz had told me; it seemed too unlikely
to be true. But now that the evidence was in front of me, |
realized that | was looking at something that would shake
the foundations of science. No, not just science ... it would
rattle history itself, forcing humankind to reconsider its
origins.

“My god,” | whispered. “Have you told anyone yet? On
Earth, | mean.”



“No. I'm tempted to send a message, but ... no, | need to
confirm this.” The professor walked over to the window. “We
have to go back,” he said, his voice quiet but firm as he
gazed out at the city lights and, beyond them, the dark
expanse of the desert. “l need to get another blood sample,
this time from a different shatan. If the same sequence
appears in the second sample, then we’ll know for sure.”

Something cold slithered down my spine. “I'm not sure
that’'s a good idea. The chieftain ...”

“The chieftain told us that he wanted to know what we
discovered. So we'll tell him, and explain that we need more
blood ... just a little ... from one of his tribesmen to make
sure that it’s the truth.” Dr. al-Baz glanced over his shoulder
at me. “Not an unreasonable request, no?”

“I don’t think he’s going to be very happy about this, if
that’s what you're asking.”

He was quiet for a few moments, contemplating what I'd
just said. “Well ... that's a risk we’ll just have to take,” he
said at last. “I'll pay you again for another trip, if that’s your
concern ... double your original fee, in fact. But | must go
back as soon as possible.” He continued to gaze out the
window. “Tomorrow morning. | want to leave tomorrow
morning.”

My head was beginning to ache, dull blades pressing upon
my temples. | shouldn’t have had so much to drink. What |
should have done was turn him down right then and there.
But his offer to double my fee for a return trip was too good
to pass up; | needed the money, and that would pay my rent
for a couple of months. Besides, | was too drunk to argue.

“Okay,” | said. “We’ll head out first thing.”

| went back to my place, took some aspirin, stripped off my
filthy clothes, and took a shower, then flopped into bed. But
| didn’t fall asleep for quite a while. Instead, | stared at the



ceiling as unwelcome thoughts ran an endless loop through
my mind.

What would the chieftain do when Omar al-Baz informed
him that shatan blood and nashatan blood were very much
alike and that our two races might be related? He wouldn’t
be pleased, that much was certain. The aborigines never
wanted to have anything to do with the invaders from Earth;
as soon as our ships had arrived, they had retreated into the
wilderness. This was the reason why they’d become
nomads ...

But they weren’t anymore, were they? The significance of
what I'd seen at the village suddenly became clear to me.
Not only had this particular tribe built permanent houses,
but they were also erecting a wall around them. That meant
they were planning to remain where they were for some
time to come and were taking measures to defend
themselves. They were tiring of running from us; now they
were digging in.

Until now, the human colonists had been content to ignore
the shatan, thinking of them as reclusive savages best left
alone. This would change, though, if humans came to
believe that Homo sapiens and Homo artesian were cousins.
Suddenly, we’'d want to know all about them. First would
come more biologists like Dr. al-Baz, more anthropologists
like Dr. Horner. Maybe that wouldn’'t be so bad ... but right
behind them would be everyone else. Historians and
journalists, tour buses and camera safaris, entrepreneurs
looking to make a buck, missionaries determined to convert
godless souls, real-estate tycoons seeking prime land on
which to build condos with a nice view of those quaint
aborigine villages ...

The shatan wouldn’t tolerate this. And the chieftain would
know that it was inevitable the moment Dr. al-Baz told him
what he’d learned. First, he’'d order his warriors to kill both
him and me. And then ...



In my mind’s eye, | saw the horrors to come. Wave upon
wave of shatan warriors descending upon Rio Zephyria and
the other colonies, hell-bent on driving the invaders from
their world once and for all. Oh, we had superior weapons,
this was true ... but they had superior numbers, and it would
only be a matter of time before they captured a few of our
guns and learned how to use them. Ships from Earth would
bring soldiers to defend the colonies, but history is unkind to
would-be conquerors. Either we would be driven back, step
by inexorable step, or we would commit genocide,
exterminating entire tribes and driving the few survivors
farther into the wilderness.

Either way, the outcome was inevitable. War would come
to a world named for a god of war. Red blood would fall
upon red sand, human and Martian alike.

A storm was coming. Then | thought of a different storm,
and knew what | had to do.

Two days later, | was found staggering out of the desert,
caked with red sand from my hair to my boots save for
raccoonlike patches around my eyes where my goggles had
protected them. | was dehydrated and exhausted to the
point of delirium.

| was also alone.

Ironically, the people who rescued me were another guide
and the family from Minneapolis whom he’d escorted into
the desert just outside Rio Zephyria. | remember little of
what happened after | collapsed at their feet and had to be
carried to the guide’s Land Rover. The only things | clearly
recall were the sweet taste of water within my parched
mouth, a teenage girl gazing down at me with angelic blue
eyes as she cradled my head in her lap, and the long,
bouncing ride back into the city.

| was still in my hospital bed when the police came to see
me. By then, I'd recovered enough to give them a clear and



reasonably plausible account of what had happened. Like
any successful lie, this one was firmly grounded in truth. The
violent haboob that suddenly came upon us in the desert
hills. The crash that happened when, blinded by wind-driven
sand, I'd collided with a boulder, causing my jeep to topple
over. How Dr. al-Baz and | had escaped from the wreckage,
only to lose track of each other. How only | had managed to
find shelter in the leeside of a pinnacle. The professor’s
becoming lost in the storm, never to be seen again.

All true, every word of it. All | had to do was leave out a
few facts, such as how I'd deliberately driven into the desert
even though | knew that a haboob was on its way, or that
even after we saw the scarlet haze rising above the western
horizon, I'd insisted upon continuing to drive south, telling
Dr. al-Baz that we’d be able to outrun the storm. The cops
never learned that I'd been careful to carry with me a pair of
sand goggles and a scarf, but refrained from making sure
that the professor took the same precautions. Nor did they
need to know that I'd deliberately aimed for that boulder
even though | could have easily avoided it.

| broke down when | spoke about how I'd heard Omar al-
Baz calling my name, desperately trying to find me even as
the air was filled with stinging red sand and visibility was
reduced to only arm’s length. That much, too, was true.
What | didn't say was that Dr. al-Baz had come within three
meters of where | was huddled, my eyes covered by goggles
and a scarf wrapped around the lower part of my face. And
yet | remained silent as | watched his indistinct form lurch
past me, arms blindly thrust out before him, slowly
suffocating as sand filled his nose and throat.

My tears were honest. | liked the professor. But his
knowledge made him too dangerous to live.

As an alibi, my story worked. When a search party went
out into the desert, they located my overturned jeep. Omar
al-Baz’s body was found about fifteen meters away,
facedown and covered by several centimeters of sand. Our



footprints had been erased by the wind, of course, so there
was no way of telling how close the professor had been to
me.

That settled any doubts the cops might have had. Dr. al-
Baz’'s death was an accident. | had no motive for killing him,
nor was there any evidence of foul play. If | was guilty of
anything, it was only reckless and foolish behavior. My
professional reputation was tarnished, but that was about it.
The investigation was officially concluded the day | was
released from the hospital. By then, I'd realized two things.
The first was that | would get away with murder. The second
was that my crime was far from perfect.

Dr. al-Baz hadn’t taken the chieftain’s blood specimen
with him when he’d left the hotel. It was still in his room,
along with all his equipment. This included the computers
he’d used to analyze the sample; the results were saved in
their memories, along with any notes he might have written.
In fact, the only thing the professor had brought with him
was his room key ... which I'd neglected to retrieve from his
body.

| couldn’t return to his hotel room; any effort to get in
would have aroused suspicion. All | could do was watch from
the hotel lobby as, a couple of days later, the bellhops
wheeled out a cart carrying the repacked equipment cases,
bound for the spaceport and the shuttle, which would ferry
them to a marsliner docked at Deimos Station. In a few
months, the professor’s stuff would be back in the hands of
his fellow faculty members. They would open the digital files
and inspect what their late colleague had learned, and
examine the blood specimen he’'d collected. And then ...

Well. We’ll just have to see, won’t we?

So now | sit alone in my neighborhood bar, where | drink
and wait for the storm to come. And | never go into the
desert anymore.
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The Ugly Duckling
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IT TOOK FRED MATHER THE BETTER PART OF AN HOUR TO
drive over the blue hills that stood between the base camp
and the bone city. At the highest point of the switchbacking
ancient road of crushed white stone, the thin Martian air
grew even thinner. He had to take long, slow breaths to fill
his lungs, while dark spots danced at the edges of his vision
and he worried about steering the New Ares Mining
Corporation’s jeep over one of the precipices.

He could have gotten there more quickly—and more
safely—by paralleling the dried-up canal down to the glass-
floored sea. Then he could have plowed fifteen miles
through its carpeting dust to the promontory girdled by a
seawall that had not felt a wave’s slap in ten thousand
years. The towers of the dead Martian town stood like an
abandoned, unsolved chess puzzle, white against the faded
sky.

The road at the landward end of the town was lined on
either side by low, squat structures, windowless but with
arched doors of weathered bronze. He was just wondering if
they might be tombs—nobody knew yet what the Martians
had done with their dead—when the hand radio on the
passenger seat squawked and Red Bowman’s voice said,
“Base to Mather, over.”

He picked up the set, keyed the mike switch, and said,
“Mather, over.”

“How you coming?” said the crew chief. Mather thought
he heard a note of suspicion in the man’s voice.



“I'm just pulling into the town now.”

There was a silence, then the radio said, “The hell you
been playing at? You should’ve been there an hour already.”

“l took the hill road.”

“What the hell for?”

“I thought it might be quicker. It looked shorter on the
map.” Mather was lying. The reason he hadn’t gone by the
canal road was that he hadn’'t wanted to meet any other
traffic. He had wanted, for a little while at least, to be able
to pretend that he was the only Earthman on Mars instead
of just the only archaeologist.

The radio crackled back at him. “We got a schedule to
meet, egghead. Now you get those transponders planted,
then you get your heinie back here mucho pronto.”

Bowman hadn’t said “Over,” but Mather was about to
confirm and sign off when the crew chief continued with,
“And you come home by the seabed. You wreck that jeep,
and you’ll be going back Earthside on the next rocket, with a
forfeiture of all pay and benefits!”

“Roger, over and out,” Mather said. He put down the radio
and steered the vehicle through a gateway of bone pillars
carved in twin spirals that led to a small plaza surrounded
by two-story white buildings, their walls pierced by narrow
doors and slits for windows.

The Martians had been light-boned and graceful, brown-
skinned and golden-eyed, though they had often worn
masks when they went out—silver or blue for the men,
crimson for the women, gold for the children. Back on Earth,
he had seen the long-distance images recorded by the
earliest expeditions—the ones that had failed, for reasons
still  unknown. There were no close-up, postcontact
likenesses of Martians because between the third and fourth
landings, Terran diseases to which they had no resistance
had killed off almost all of them in a few weeks. Their flesh
had dried to leaves and their bones had become sticks; the
floors of their homes were littered with the stuff.



Mather would have loved to meet a Martian, though he
knew they could be strange. Telepathic was the prevailing
opinion among academics, though with brains that worked
at a sideways tangent to what humans meant when they
said, “Common sense.”

You still heard tales of surviving Martians, spotted at a
distance in remote places—such as the blue hills behind
him. That had been another reason Mather had come that
way, just in case.

He sat in the jeep and took a long, slow look at as much of
the town as he could see from here. “Get a good overview,”
his graduate-thesis advisor used to say, “before you plunge
into the detail. That way the details will form themselves
into a pattern sooner and you may save yourself from
running up a lot of blind alleys.”

The plaza held only one object of note. At the center of
the open space that surrounded him was a substantial
circular structure, four ascending, concentric rings of white
material that would probably turn out to be bone—there was
a reason why the dead town was called “the bone city.”

Mather could see a bronze pipe standing up from the
smallest, highest circle. From it would have flowed water to
fill the first round of the four, to trickle over the sides and fill
the others in turn. Of course, not a drop of liquid had
dampened the object in millennia: this part of Mars was
believed to have been abandoned tens of centuries ago,
after the seas had vanished and the soft rains that had
gently sculpted the hills ceased to come over the green
water.

Having finished his survey, Mather climbed out of the
jeep, hooked the radio to his belt, and approached the
nearest building. Its door was ajar, but he had to push it all
the way open to squeeze through the narrow entry. He
found himself in a circular foyer, its bone walls decorated
with lines of copper—once gleaming, now a dull green—that
had been inset into incisions in the white hardness.



Some of the lines were curved, some straight. They met at
odd angles and somehow contrived to draw Mather’s gaze
into what seemed to be three-dimensional shapes. It
seemed to him that the silence in the dead town had
managed to deepen. Then, as he continued to stare, trying
to make sense of the forms emerging from the matrix, the
lines moved of their own accord. He experienced a growing
vertigo. One moment, he was looking into an infinite
distance; the next, he was about to fall into it.

He clapped his hands to his eyes and held them there
while he slowly counted to ten. When he took them away,
he was looking again at lines of verdigrised copper set into
bone. But immediately they started their pull. He dropped
his gaze to the floor, saw a spiral mosaic of gold and silver
tiles, faded and half-obscured by dust that had drifted
through the doorway. At least it did not move.

The radio hissed and squawked again. “Base to Mather,”
said Bowman’s voice, “we’re not seeing any transponder
signals.”

He went outside. “I'm in the town, just scoping for the
best sites,” he said.

The backseats of the jeep had been taken out to make room
for a large wooden box with a hinged lid. Inside, nestled in
packing straw, were dozens of small, black oblongs, each
one a radio transponder with a telescoping steel antenna
that could be pulled up from its top and a red on-off switch.
Mather’s job was to place the devices in a rough grid. As
he positioned each one, he was to throw its switch to on.
The transponders would broadcast signals that would
delineate the layout of the ancient town to the electronic
brain of a huge tracked machine that was even now being
slowly hauled from the base camp down to the dry seabed.
Tonight, it would be eased down to the seabed, there to be
loaded onto a multiwheeled transporter. Tomorrow, it would



creep the rest of the way to the bone town, to be off-loaded
at the base of a sloping ramp topped by a set of stairs from
which, presumably, the ancient Martians had once launched
their shining boats.

The leviathan would trundle up into the town, deploy its
hydraulic grapples, and begin stuffing the bone city, piece
by piece, into its mechanical maw. It would grind up the
town, house by house, separating metal and stone from the
ossiferous material that the Martians had built the place
from. The valueless stone would be spat out, the metal
compacted and excreted like cubic droppings.

The metal was valuable, but it was the bone that really
mattered. It would be pulverized, sacked, and stacked on a
detachable trailer that rolled along behind the behemoth. As
a trailer was filled, it would be detached and another put in
its place. Then the loaded trailer would be hooked to a
tractor, and the eight-wheeler would head off across the dry
sea until it met the Martian road-and-canal network. Then it
would go to one of the newly built Earthman towns that
were surrounded by farms whose soil, even after lying fallow
for thousands of years, was not all it might be.

The ground bones of Martian cities would fertilize the
crops that would feed the tens of thousands of Earthmen
arriving each month as the silver-rocket armada continued
to cross the black gulf between the worlds.

Mather was one of the most recent arrivals. He had been
unable to secure funding to come to Mars as an
archaeologist. The new old world needed brawny pioneers,
not pointy-headed academics, he was told. Archaeologists
objected to the destruction of the ancient Martian cities, so
the company was being careful not to let any of them
anywhere near them.

So Mather had concocted a résumé that should not have
withstood even the most cursory scrutiny, but New Ares
Mining Corporation had lucrative contracts to fulfill and was



desperate for men to mine the bone cities. Mather was on
the next rocket out.

The trip was long and the quarters close. The men he
would be working with soon deduced that Fred Mather had
not come, as they had, from the coal mines of Kentucky or
the oil leases of west Texas. His hands were too soft and his
neck not rough enough. The crew chief, Red Bowman, a
veteran of the Alaska gold fields, marked him down as a
city-boy tenderfoot on a job that had no slack to cut for
greenhorns.

Mather worked quickly, quartering the town on foot, placing
the transponders according to a rough map made from an
aerial photograph snapped by a New Ares rocket. Two hours
after he began, he threw the switch on the last device, then
walked back to where he had left the jeep.

He lifted the hood, removed the cover of the carburetor,
and dropped a pinch of Martian grit into its barrel. Then he
radioed base to say that the vehicle wasn’t running right—
he suspected dirt in the carburetor or fuel line—so he would
stay the night in the town and repair the faulty part in the
morning.

“I wouldn’t want to risk overturning the jeep coming home
in the dark,” he said. “Those roads can ice up pretty bad, |
hear.”

Bowman was on his supper break. The radioman said,
“Roger that. Talk to you tomorrow. Base out.”

In the dwindling sunlight, Mather dug under the jeep’s
front seat for the scuffed satchel that contained his field
notebook. He equipped himself with a heavy-duty flashlight.

“Okay,” he said to himself, “let’'s see what we can
accomplish.”



It was no good saying to the directors and shareholders of
New Ares Mining Corporation that the bone cities of Mars
were a priceless asset. New Ares accountants and engineers
had already worked out the figures: The cities were only
priceless in that they were free for the taking; the profits
from mining them, however, would start in the tens of
millions and climb sharply into the hundreds. It was
conceivable that, if Mars filled up and more of the bone-built
dead towns were found, New Ares’ earnings could
eventually total a billion.

“Imagine,” one of Mather’s workmates had said on the trip
out, as they swung side by side in their hammocks in the
passenger hold. “A billion dollars. And we’re gonna be part
of that.”

“Yeah,” Mather had said. “Imagine.”

The Martians had built their towns mostly out of stone and
metal, crystal and glass. They had run water through
channels in the floors—to cool the rooms and, Mather
hypothesized, their slender feet—and grown fruit
hydroponically from the walls.

But in some parts of the planet, there had once been a
fashion—perhaps it was a ritual requirement—for building in
bone. Martian architects had designed houses walled and
floored in thin sheets of ossiferous material that must have
been peeled like veneer from the huge bones of gigantic sea
creatures. Sometimes, the great ribs and femurs were used
whole as structural members, trimmed and squared or
rounded to the needed dimensions, often ornately carved
into pillars and lintels. Still more of the stuff had been
crushed into powder, then bound together with burnt lime to
make a durable concrete for roads and doorsteps.

Building in bone made for houses that were filled with a
diffuse and airy light that threw no shadows. The material
was also porous, so the rooms breathed even though the



windows were narrow and sealed with bronze shutters. The
walls also had the quality of absorbing rather than reflecting
sound; Mather imagined that conversations in Martian
rooms must have been muted, even the shouts and tumults
of the aureus-eyed children softened and calmed.

He chose houses at random, traversing hallways and
peering into chambers. The places were empty, the
inhabitants having packed up in no apparent hurry.
Occasionally, he found items of abandoned furniture—more
bone, a couple of metal frames, the less durable wooden
parts long since turned to dust.

In a corner of one upstairs room, he found a bone table on
which rested a scatter of Martian books. He'd heard of
these: sheets of thin silver inscribed in snakelike symbols of
indelible blue ink. No one could read them, though it was
said that someone had once done so and had become
deranged. The subsequent murders had been hushed up.

Mather leafed through the books but could derive nothing
from them other than that they had been beautifully made.
He gazed at a page for almost a minute, waiting to see if he
would be drawn into the twisting patterns as he had been
with the wall design, ready to drop the book if anything
untoward occurred. But nothing did. Finally, he placed the
artifacts in his satchel—a willful violation of his terms of
employment—and went outside.

The town sloped gradually from the landward end to the
place where the sea had been, the finger of rock on which it
was built also narrowing as it neared the vanished waves. At
the very tip, the Martians had laid out a wide plaza, this one
without a fountain. The pavement was fashioned from
thousands of small tiles, their original bright colors now sun-
faded to pale pastels, arranged in a border of stylized waves
and sailing ships, blue against bronze, surrounding a great,
sinuous sea creature with huge eyes and triangular flukes.

A broad flight of bone-concrete steps led down from the
open space to the former harbor, where two curved moles



enclosed a sheltered basin with a seaward opening only
wide enough for two of the slim, burnished craft to pass at
once.

The buildings that stood at the edge of the open space
were grander than the houses he had entered so far. Their
entrances were wide metal doors between carved pillars of
bone. The surfaces of the doors were worked in raised
snake-script in bas relief. Unlike the mouths of the houses,
these were all closed.

It was natural for an archaeologist to wonder when
presented with the unexplained behavior of vanished folk.
Did the Martians, on the day they abandoned their homes,
observe a ritual that decreed their doors must forever lie
open? Was there a converse requirement to seal the
entrances of public buildings, as Mather assumed the wide-
doored edifices to be?

He did not know, would probably never know, but he
would enjoy speculating in the professional journals when
he returned at last to Earth, the only one of his kind to have
done the fieldwork. And so it was with a frisson of
anticipation that Fred Mather took hold of the handles of a
pair of bronze doors and pulled.

The portals opened easily and he stepped into a wide,
well-lit space. The building contained one high-ceilinged
room, domed above in thinnest bone so that a translucent
illumination fell upon the ringed tiers of seats that
descended from the doorway to make a flat-bottomed bowl.
In the middle of the amphitheater, rising from the floor, was
a great cube of white stone, its top a little higher than the
uppermost row of seats.

On the side facing Mather as he stepped down from tier to
tier, the surface of the block was incised with a complex
design, inlaid with greened-over copper, like the wall in the
first house he had entered. It drew his eyes so that his steps
began to falter. He lowered himself to a seat midway down
the bowl. This time he would study the effect. He pulled his



eyes away and fetched out his notebook, unclipped a pen
from its wire-spiral spine, and took a deep breath.

Then he looked again at the cube. As before, he found
that whichever part of the design he focused on, his gaze
was pulled toward its center. Abruptly, the two-dimensional
pattern took on depth, so that instead of staring at
something, he was now peering into it.

Unable to look away, he flung a forearm across his eyes,
then used the limb to restrict his vision as he made quick
notes on the effect. At one point, he looked up to see if he
could sketch the pattern of green on white, but immediately
the pulling-in effect resumed—this time even stronger—and
he had to use his arm to blind himself again while he noted
this new observation.

From the satchel, the radio squawked. He paid it no heed,
continued to write. Red Bowman’s voice came, harsh and
incongruous in this Martian space, “Base to Mather, over.”

The archaeologist ignored the summons, continued to
make notes. He had a sense that he was about to discover
something new and remarkable, to acquire some
transformative knowledge to which he would say, at first,
“That’s incredible!” followed almost immediately by, “But, of
course!”

Bowman’s voice intruded again on the moment. He
reached inside the satchel to switch off the radio, but a
momentary flash of cunning stayed his hand: If he didn’t
answer, they might think he was hurt; if they thought he
was hurt, they might come to help him; if they came, they
would take him away from ... from whatever was about to fill
him with—

“Base to Mather, are you all right?”

He keyed the mike switch. “Mather to base. What's up?”

“What took you so long?”

The lie came smoothly. “I was cleaning out the carburetor.
Wanted to wipe my hands before | picked up the radio.”



There was a silence. He could imagine the crew chief
digesting the information, filtering it through his undisguised
dislike of the greenhorn—an impersonal dislike that
extended to all the Fred Mathers of the two worlds, with
their soft palms, their long words and longer sentences. He
probably suspected that people like him secretly hoarded
books that should have been burned on the great bonfires
Bowman would remember from his childhood, when the
government had cleansed the people’s minds.

At last, Bowman said, “We may have trouble getting the
harvester down the ramp to the seabed tomorrow. It's
steeper than it looked. So it might not arrive on schedule.”

“Okay,” said Mather. “Doesn’t bother me.”

“But we’re all gonna be tied up with this. So if you can’t
get the jeep running, nobody’s gonna come and get you.”

“Okay.”

“Or bring you any food or water.”

Mather shrugged. “I've got sandwiches and a gallon or so.
I’ll get by.”

“You say so,” said Bowman. “l wouldn’t want to spend too
long in one of those places. People have seen ghosts.”

“Ghosts don’t bother me,” said Mather. “Over and out.”

He turned off the radio and put it back in the satchel. Then
he methodically finished his note-taking. All this time, he
had been shielding his gaze from the figured cube. Now he
took a settling breath and said, “Okay, here we go.”

He lowered his arm. The pattern seemed to reach out for
him. A small, involuntary gasp escaped him, then he nodded
and said, “Ah.”

It was the evening of the Touching of the Sea. He had
invited neighbors to dine before they went down to the
gathering above the harbor. His wife cooked meats in the
house, then brought them on golden plates out into the



inner courtyard, where they sat on bone chairs and drank
the fruited wine from his own trees.

The conversation was relaxed and mellow. The two
couples were friends as well as each other’'s next-door
neighbors. They talked of people they knew; the husbands
compared their expectations for the coming season’s hunt
up in the hills; the wives discussed the plays they planned
to see—mostly timeless revivals, though there was to be a
new work by a playwright from across the sea who was
developing a reputation for deliberately stimulating his
audiences.

When the meal was done and the last, formal toast drunk,
they went down to the festival, through darkening streets lit
by crystal torches and aflow with golden-eyed folk in their
holiday clothes. No one wore a mask this night; it was not a
time for circumspection.

The plaza by the sea was thronged. All of the town was
there, the oldest given places on the steps of the
surrounding buildings, the youngest on the shoulders of
their parents, so that all could witness the Touching. A
coterie of musicians played the festival anthem and the
crowd swayed, humming to the ancient song.

As the last notes died, all of them turned toward the
harbor. The boats that usually filled most of the circular
basin had been rowed to the sides, tethered to bronze rings
set in the stones of the moles or to each other, so that a
wide channel lay open from the foot of the steps to the gap
where the enclosing barriers did not meet.

One musician struck a single, plangent tone from his harp.
As one, the crowd craned forward. Now a sound somewhere
between a sigh and a moan rose up from each throat. It
mingled and became one common note, rising not in
volume but in intensity. It filled the plaza like an invisible
mist, then it flowed down the steps and across the harbor
and out over the sea. And carried with it a single thought.



Minutes piled upon minutes, became almost an hour, the
sound continuously pouring from the crowd, the thought
uniting them. Then, out beyond the harbor mouth, the
waveless summer sea rippled, once, twice. A triangular-
fluked tail rose and slapped the surface gently. A dark,
gleaming back showed, then disappeared, only to come up
once more in the channel between the boats.

The monotonous song intensified. Golden eyes shone in
the torchlight. A pressure wave rolled across the surface of
the basin and wet the bottom steps. As the water ran back
down, the sea parted. A broad-mouthed head broke the
surface, its eyes as big as dinner plates, though these were
not gold but resembled silver-rimmed onyx.

The sea beast’s tail thrashed, driving its head and forefins
clear of the water and up onto the harbor steps. The crowd’s
moaning song grew stronger still, the carried thought more
imperative. The tail went deep, scraping the floor of the
basin, the sinuous body hunched and straightened, and, as
water ran from its dark, striated skin back into the sea, the
summoned creature forced itself higher up the stairs, until
its head touched the plaza’s tiles.

Silence fell. The women took the children to join the old
people, while the men descended the steps to stand on
either side of the sea beast. The sky above the town was
black, the stars like chips of bone. The harpist plucked
another string. In one motion, the men drew their curved
knives, then waited for the final note.

Fred Mather awoke to find himself in near-total darkness at
the top of the steps above the dry harbor. The stars and the
two small moons gave just enough light to show the bone
town as a pale fog seen from the corners of his eyes, but
when he looked straight ahead, he could see almost
nothing. The sky was as black as it had been in the vision,
but, near the horizon, he could see the small green orb that



was Earth. He did not know how long he had been standing
at the top of the steps, but it had been long enough for the
wind off the dead seabed to chill him. Shivering, he rubbed
the pebbled skin of his bare forearms.

He had to make notes. He felt his way back to the
amphitheater and to the seat where he had left the satchel.
His notepad was not there, but the flashlight was. By its
hard beam, he found the spiral-bound book outside. It lay on
the tiled surface of the plaza, covering the eye of the sea-
creature mosaic. He went and retrieved it, found the pen a
few feet away.

But when he sat on a doorstep to write by the flashlight's
glow, the making of ink marks on paper struck him as faintly
ridiculous. The straight and curved blue lines would not
always resolve themselves into words; they kept turning into
mere chicken-scratchings, as if his ability to read was
waxing and waning.

His mind kept going back to the vision of the festival: the
death of the sea beast, the solemn taking of its flesh and
the wrapping of the dripping pieces in squares of cloth the
women had brought with them, the people walking home,
leaving the creature’s bones to be cared for by those who
had earned that honor.

And something else. He did not know how he knew it, but
he was aware that this Touching had been the last, that
there were no more beasts left to call. He struggled to put
that knowledge into words, then transpose the words into
letters of blue ink scratched onto paper. But he kept losing
the knack.

Finally, he abandoned the effort and lit his way back into
the amphitheater. Some instinct told him to sit in another
part of the great room, facing another side of the cube. He
stared into its matrix of incised lines and instantly felt
himself falling into ...



They were four, all friends from boyhood, now grown to
maturity. They had trained hard, challenging one another,
encouraging one another, daring one another. And it had
paid off: They had been victorious in the annual games and
had thus won the honor of being the first hunting party into
the blue hills above the bone town.

They ran now in single file along a trail they had known as
children, when they had played at what they now did in
earnest. They knew every curve and fold of the land, the
ridges, shoulders, and valleys, and they knew as well that
there was a certain place where the birds sheltered through
the day, emerging at dusk to light up the night sky with
their scintillating streaks and fire-trails, sparks falling like
red snow.

It was a tall and narrow cave mouth, where the ground
had parted a million years ago. But such was the lay of the
land that the crevice was almost invisible unless viewed
from a precise angle. The four men knew that angle, knew
the chamber that widened behind the slit of the opening. In
there, the birds would be sleeping, huddled together on the
ground like a pool of banked embers, rustling and breathing
together.

The four hunters crept to the mouth of the cleft, wire nets
ready. Still in single file, they scraped backs and chests
against the rough rock—it had been easier when they were
boys—and eased into the cavern. Silently, breath abated,
they ranged themselves around the sleeping quarry. Then,
at a signal from the eldest, they cast their nets in a
prearranged sequence.

The birds awoke as the first net fell, and rose up as one,
swiftly bearing the wire mesh aloft. But the second net fell,
its edges weighted, and the birds’ upward motion slowed.
Then came the third net, and the fourth. Weighed down, the
overlapping meshes too dense to escape through, the
creatures settled back to the floor with a mournful sound.



Elated, the hunters carefully brought the borders of the
nets together, made a bundle whose gathered mouth they
briskly tied with metal cords.

The birds, pressed into a sphere, flowed rustling over one
another, like a boiling sun of gold and red. The men used
their weapons to widen the crevice, then gently bore the
captive birds out into the sunlight. The creatures voiced
their displeasure, but the hunters struck up the traditional
hymn of consolation with its promises of respect and good
treatment.

The birds quieted, whether soothed by the blandishments
or lulled by the sonorous rhythm of the song. Where the
white road left the hills and ran down to the town, the men
stopped to order their garments and brush off any dust or
detritus. Then they hoisted the netted birds over their heads
like a collective halo, and, at a measured pace, made their
triumphant return.

Before they were halfway to the spiral-pillared gate, the
people were coming out to sing them home.

The song was still echoing in Mather’s mind when he came
back to the here and now. He was not surprised to find
himself outside the gate at the landward end of town. The
shrunken sun was graying the Martian sky from somewhere
behind the rumpled silhouette of the hills, making the road
of crushed stone to shine ghostly at his feet.

This time, he did not even think to write any notes. He
turned and walked slowly—he was unaccountably tired—
through the dead town, back to the harbor plaza. Although
he had not eaten or drunk in quite some time, he passed by
the sandwiches and water can in the jeep without noticing
them.



“He’'s mostly just dehydrated,” said the roughneck who’'d
had first-aid training. “The air’'s so dry here, if you forget to
keep drinking, you can start to get woozy pretty fast.”

“Pour another cup into him,” said Bowman, “then put him
in the shade.”

They'd found Mather facedown on the tiles of the harbor
plaza when the truck carrying the mining machine arrived in
the late afternoon of the second day. Now, as Bowman
leafed through the notebook he’d found not far from the
collapsed man, he knew why Mather hadn’t been answering
his radio calls since the day before.

Most of it was illegible scribbles, but a few words stood
out—communal, ritual, bonding—enough to confirm the
crew chief’'s long-held suspicion that Mather was another
one of those longhaired intellectuals who got all Mars-struck
and came out here thinking they’'d find ... What? Bowman
had no idea what kind of foolishness filled a mind like
Mather’s. And he didn’t want to.

He went to the top of the harbor steps and threw the
notebook down toward where the mechanical behemoth’s
front tracks were already finding purchase on the bottom
riser. Black smoke belched from the machine’s exhaust as
the operator goosed the throttle, and it began to climb, the
bone steps cracking and powdering beneath grinding metal.
The right-side track reached Mather’s book and shredded it.

Bowman watched to make sure the miner was coming on
in the way it was designed to. When it reached the top, and
its front end crashed down onto the tiles, shattering them,
he ordered the operator out and climbed into the control
compartment. The machine’s screen lit up, green on black,
showing a gridwork based on bright points: the
transponders Mather had placed, thankfully before he went
outbacky-wacky, as Bowman had once heard an Australian
desert prospector describe it.

The radio signals were all five-by-five. Bowman set the
controls, stepped down from the cab, and watched as the



great machine oriented itself and set to work. It labored
over to the building nearest the harbor steps, deployed its
heavy chain-link thrashers, and began to demolish the front
wall in a spray of bone dust and chips.

“Looks good,” the crew chief said, shouting to his men
over the noise of the automated miner. “Let’'s get the jeep
down here. | want to get back to base before it's too dark.
First drink’s on me.”

When they were all loaded and ready to go, he sent a man
to fetch Fred Mather. But Mather was gone.

The silvery-paged books were not really books, Mather now
knew. The raised hieroglyphic squiggles weren’t meant for
the Martian eye but for Martian fingers. You ran the pads of
the fingertips over the sinuous forms and out came, not
text, but music. The songs formed in your head and played
themselves out as you stroked the pages: all kinds of songs
—from dancing tunes to soft ballads, from hymns to
anthems, but each one tinged with a melancholic sweetness
that he had come to associate with Martianness.

In his lucid moments, he contemplated the balance and
the contrast that were inherent in the meeting of Martians
and Earthmen: One race was fading into its purple twilight
just as the other was setting out to see what the bright day
would bring.

Over the music, he could hear Bowman and some other
men calling his name. He was disappointed. He'd thought
that when they set off back to camp, they’d report him as
missing and forget about him. People did wander off on
Mars, never to be seen again. And he had not made any
friends among the miners. They'd all seen him for the ugly
duckling he was.

But, as he sat in the birds’ cave and thought about it, he
recognized that they’'d have had to come back to restart the
machine. The morning after they’d left, he'd climbed aboard



and thrown the big main switch that stopped it. The
machine paused in its digestion of a house that stood
halfway between the harbor and the gate. The land
leviathan had been making substantial progress. Earthmen
knew how to build reliable machinery.

But there were books to be gathered, and a few other
objects that the Martians had left behind: masks, some
children’s toys, items of clothing, a cup that might have
been carved from alabaster. He’d wanted to bring them to
the cave. But when he’'d gathered all that he could find and
returned to restart the miner, he found that he did not know
how to set its controls to follow the transponder grid. So he
had left it with its engine idling in neutral, knowing that Red
Bowman would come out in the jeep to get it running again.

He had hoped that they’'d think the miner had
malfunctioned on its own, but the calling voices from
outside the cave told him that the crew chief was not given
to innocent explanations. Mather crept to the narrow mouth,
which he'd made even harder to see by dragging prickle
bushes into the cleft. Through the thin branches, he could
see Bowman and the others. They were standing on a
ridgeline, cupping their callused hands around their mouths
to call his name. They had binoculars. They also had guns.

The men looked for him all day, but Mather remembered the
Martian hunting skills he’'d acquired from the memory-
visions—that’s what he had taken to calling the phenomena
—and he had no trouble avoiding capture. In the evening,
the searchers climbed into the jeep and drove off across the
empty sea. From the hills, he watched their dust plume
hang in the air almost motionless, so slowly did the fine
particles sift down in the lesser gravity and the windless
Martian air.

When full darkness fell, he went down to the town. He had
discovered that the lines incised into the walls of the houses



performed a similar function to those graven into the sides
of the cube. But, whereas the latter were memory-visions of
public events, the ones in the houses were of private
occasions. They were the Martians’ family photo albums.

At first, he had thought he should disable the machine
completely, to save these intimate records. But after
sampling several, he realized that they were all much the
same: memories of births and deaths and unions, naming-
day ceremonies, and other mundane rites of passage. But
each was imbued with the same soft sadness that
permeated the communal gatherings. These were not
records taken from the middle of a community’s life but
from its end. They were memorials, left by the long-ago
Martians when they packed up their possessions, and,
leaving the doors of their houses open, went away forever.

Red Bowman was not happy. He had a production schedule
to fulfill. Having the automated miner standing idle because
crazy Mather had interfered with its controls threatened the
crew chief’'s chances of winning the substantial bonus that
would be due him if he delivered truckloads of bone
fertilizer before the specified date. So when the jeep had
gone far enough out across the seabed, he stopped it and
got off, sending it on to base with the other men while he
walked back along its vague track, trudging through the fine
dust to the bone town.

Night fell before he got there, but he could see the white
towers glimmering before him, occasionally lit by sparks and
flashes as the tireless machine that was grinding its way
through the walls encountered metal. But even if he'd been
blind, Bowman could have found his way just by going
toward the sound of the diesel engines. Or by the stench of
its exhaust.

He came up the harbor steps and crossed the plaza. The
sea beast’'s image was almost completely defaced by the



miner’s tracks. The behemoth’s mechanical growls faded as
it turned a far-off corner in its programmed course, putting
walls between it and the Earthman. Bowman used the lull to
listen for sounds of Mather’'s moving about the town. In a
few moments, he heard something.

At first, he thought it was a wind wuthering beneath a
building’s eaves. But there was no wind, and the Martians’
roofs were flat and no wider than the walls that supported
them. He moved in the direction of the sound. It was coming
from across the plaza, from one of the larger buildings that
the behemoth would not reach for a couple of days.

The place had a bronze door, figured in the flowing script
that Bowman did not like to look at; it reminded him of
snakes, and snakes reminded him of the Devil. He
sometimes wondered if there had been a deal between God
and Lucifer: God would rule on Earth and the Devil would
have Mars.

He eased through the door, a flashlight ready for use in
his left hand, a pistol in his right. He didn’t want to have to
shoot Mather, but everybody knew the story of the man on
the early expedition who'd gone mad and murdered his
crewmates. He thought the fellow might have been an
archaeologist—some kind of ologist, for sure—and he’'d gone
kill-crazy after rubbing up against too much Martian euvil.,

The sound came again, a keening, crooning note without
words. It was like something a cat would sing, Bowman
thought, maybe to a mouse it had caught. He didn’t like cats
either. Killing was all right when you had to, really had to,
but you ought to do it clean.

He could dimly see the general layout inside the building:
an open space, seats or steps in descending circles, a great
white shape at the bottom. The sound came from the
opposite side, louder now that Bowman was inside the place
and the hoo-hooing was echoing so softly around the bone
walls. The hairs on his neck and forearms rose of their own



accord. He slid his thumb over his weapon’s safety catch,
making sure it was off.

He edged around the upper deck of the amphitheater.
Against the white vagueness, he saw a dark shape, seated
halfway down the tiers. He readied the pistol, then thumbed
the flashlight’'s switch.

A Martian sat in the middle of the terraced seats, clad in a
robe of metallic cloth that dully reflected the beam. His
whole head was enclosed in a cloche-mask of silver, the
facial features chased in gold, the thin eyebrows elevated,
and the mouth pursed in an expression of permanent
surprise. Bowman could not see the color of the eyes
through the mask’s slits, but the figure’'s gaze did not turn
to him. Instead, it remained fixed on the side of the cube
down in front.

The Earthman played the flashlight’'s beam over the man.
He could see the hands, five-fingered instead of six. From
beneath the robe came the cuffs of the blue jeans they all
wore, and the scuffed boots were also New Ares company
issue.

“Mather!” Bowman called. The man in Martian garb gave
no sign of having heard. The crew chief moved in on the
runaway, keeping the beam on him, with the pistol lined up
just beside and behind the flashlight. “Mather!”

The masked head did not turn, the limbs did not move.
Bowman stood beside him, poked his shoulder with the
muzzle of the gun. “Snap out of it!”

Still no response. Bowman set the flashlight down on one
of the tiered seats so that it illuminated the still figure. Then
he hooked his fingers below the rim of the head-enclosing
mask and yanked upward.

The Martian warriors marched to battle in gleaming
companies of 144. Six companies made a battalion of 864.
They carried shields of hammered bronze that matched



their burnished armor and guns capable of spitting streams
of metal insects that, finding flesh, would sting and burrow.
On their flanks and scouting ahead raced knee-high electric
spiders, their joints clicking with a rhythm that combined
into a continuous whir.

Six battalions had gone out through the bone gate of Ipsli,
almost the town’s entire male complement. They took the
coastal road toward Huqg, and, by midday, they arrived at
the chosen field, a place where the hills fell back to widen
the coastal plain. They formed up, four battalions in front,
two in reserve, and sat down to await the enemy.

The Hug army came late, earning themselves some
justified mocking from Ipsli. Questions were shouted across
the open ground as to whether they’'d had something better
to do today, whether their beds had been too comfortable to
leave. Or their wives.

The Huq replied with taunts of their own, recalling past
encounters when Ipsli’'s war aims had not been realized.
Then the heralds went to meet in the space between the
two hosts, to decide on the order of battle. As usual, it
would be individual combats first, then small groups. Ipsli’s
first battalion was anxious for a rematch with their Huq
counterparts; it was felt that last year's engagement was
decided more by the state of the ground—it had rained the
night before—than by the relative skills of the combatants.

Youths fought first, with minimized weapons. Then came
the midranked warriors, in pairs and quatrains. Ipsli was
doing well, only two deaths and one maiming, while several
Hugs had had to be carried from the field. Sentiment within
the ranks was leaning toward ending the day with a general
melee.

There came a break for lunch while the spiders fought
their bouts. Hugs and Ipslis wagered against each other on
the outcomes, the heralds holding the takes and disbursing
the winnings. Then it was time for individual champions to
take the field.



Fred Mather was in the form of Ipsli’'s paramount, wearing
his great-great-grandsire’s armor of laminated strips of
bronze overlaid with polished electrum. When, late in the
afternoon, the trumpets called his sign, he took up the long
spear, its black shaft bound with strengthening wire. He
disdained to fight with a shield.

As he stepped out in front of Ipsli, the spear over his
shoulder, a shout went up from the battalions behind him.
He strode toward the center of the field, watching as the
Hug champion came to meet him. Unlike last year, his
opponent had chosen only the long, two-handed electric
sword. It would be a memorable contest, Mather thought.
Next year, they might well be singing songs about today.

He had gotten used to the strangeness of being two
persons in one mind. The Martian memory-visions were like
the documentary dramas he had seen on television at
home, where actors took the parts of historical figures—
except that here the spectator took the actor’s place. He
had wondered at first if the experience was similar to what
fiction books had done to readers, before the cleansing of
the world.

Now Mather-as-warrior strode calmly to where the heralds
waited on the fighting ground. He grounded the butt of his
spear, then tipped back his helmet to rest it on the crown of
his long, narrow head. The man who had come out to face
him set his sword’s point against the turf and tilted back his
own headgear. His golden eyes gazed at Mather with no sign
of fear.

The first herald sang the traditional song. As he heard the
last line begin, Mather gripped the shaft of the spear, took a
slow and steady breath, and pulled his helmet down. He
assumed the ready stance. The swordsman also covered his
face and raised his blade.



Bowman yanked the cloche-mask clear of the lunatic’s face,
but it fit too tightly to come all the way off. Mather’s eyes, in
the flashlight beam, were wide and opaque. For a moment,
they looked almost golden, but the crew chief put that down
to a reflection of the pale bone walls in the man’s grossly
dilated pupils.

Mather blinked, once, then after a moment, twice more.

“Snap out of it!” Bowman said. He poked him again with
the pistol’'s muzzle.

The archaeologist came up off the bench, turning toward
the crew chief in one fluid motion. With the back of his left
hand, he brushed the pistol away, while his right struck out
at Bowman’s belly. But the blow did not connect, and not
just because the other man stumbled back.

Mather looked down at his right hand, as if puzzled. From
the way he held it, Bowman first had the impression that
there was something in the madman’s grasp—did the
Martians have invisible knives?—and that he had tried to
stick him with it. But then, as he saw Mather blink, Bowman
realized that the crackpot must be seeing things.

Somehow, that made him more angry than anything yet.
It wasn’t right that this soft-handed college boy’s insanity
was threatening Red Bowman’s bonus and the life it would
buy for him here on Mars: a place of his own and a solid
business to run. He was willing to work hard for what he
wanted, and no dreamy-eyed book-fiend was going to rob
him of his earned reward.

He stepped forward and smacked Mather across the side
of the head with the pistol barrel. But the steel did not hit
flesh. Instead, it struck the dull gleam of the Martian head
covering. The sound of the impact was a musical note, but
the helmet seemed to absorb the shock. Mather barely
registered the blow.

Yet something had gotten through. The archaeologist
blinked again, and now it seemed for the first time that he
was actually focusing on the crew chief. He looked down



again at his right hand, curled around empty air. Then he
shook his head as if coming out of a daze.

“You're coming with me,” Bowman said. He raised the
gun, and so that the madman would have no doubt as to the
consequences of disobedience, he thumbed back the
hammer.

Mather’s shoulders slumped. He reached up with both
hands and wriggled the silver cloche-mask free of his head.
He lowered it and gazed sadly at its polished, figured
surface, the perpetual surprise that looked back at him.
Then, when Bowman said, “Move it,” he flung the metal
object up and into the crew chief’s face.

Bowman fell back, blood spurting from his nose. He lost
his footing and toppled over the bench seat beside him,
banging the elbow of his gun arm. The pistol fell, clattering
on the bone floor right beside his foot, and he was glad it
did not go off. But by the time he had recovered the weapon
and swung the flashlight around, he had only enough time
to catch Mather disappearing through the door to the plaza,
the Martian robe flying like a flag from his shoulders.

He hunted for the madman all night, light and gun at the
ready. He steeled himself to shoot on sight, but when the
thin Martian dawn came he was still alone.

The mechanical behemoth ground on, house by house,
street by street, filling its hoppers with the dust of millennia-
dead sea beasts, excreting its cubes of gold and silver,
copper and bronze, still warm from the atomic smelter.
Bowman fretted that Mather would return from his hiding
place in the blue hills and try to stop the work. He took men
from other projects, gave them guns, and put them on
guard.

The sentries reported seeing occasional flashes of sunlight
on metal up in the blue hills, but the madman made no
more attempts to interfere with the reduction of the bone



city. Finally, the day came when they reloaded the
automated miner onto its multiwheeled transporter and
prepared to move it across the dusty, glass-bottomed sea to
the next deposit. The operation proceeded without incident.

Red Bowman’s bonus was safe again. He had been a man
short for a while, but had managed to make up a full crew’s
complement by hiring an experienced hard-rock mining man
who had come to Mars hoping to get rich prospecting in the
barrens but had found nothing.

The crew chief watched the transporter slowly carry the
leviathan away, followed by its floating contrail of pale dust.
Then he started up his jeep and drove through the scar
where the town had been. The houses were gone, as well as
the pavement of the streets on which they had stood for
thousands of years. The miner had scraped right down to
the packed earth beneath, and in places to the rufous
Martian bedrock. After it had uncovered the first urn buried
beneath a courtyard, Bowman had called in the technician
to reset the automatic controls. The machine had then
proceeded to find scores of the gold, silver, and electrum
containers, increasing the operation’s precious-metals yield
by a solid percentage. New Ares had awarded Bowman an
“attaboy” bonus for showing initiative.

He came to where the gate had stood and put the jeep
onto the ribbon of crushed white rock. He drove slowly
toward the hills, then up into them as the road began to
climb. He moved his gaze from side to side, watching for
flashes of light.

The hills always gave him the creeps. They were as silent
as the ancient towns, but somehow the silence was different
here. The towns were not human-made, but they had been
manufactured by beings who, for all their peculiarities,
shared some commonalities with Earthmen. The land itself,
though, that was pure Mars. It had never had any
connection to humankind, not all the way back to the gelling
of the planets. Men might come and build on it, but they



would never be of it. And those who tried to be of it, like
Mather, would always be driven mad.

That was Bowman’s way of thinking, and before he moved
off to the next demolition, he wanted to talk about it with
the one man he knew who might understand. So he drove
higher into the hills, stopping every now and then, his head
turning from side to side, waiting for the bright wink.

Late in the afternoon, he saw it from the corner of an eye
and turned toward the long, boulder-strewn slope from
which it had come. There was a group of tall rocks halfway
up the hill. They might have been a natural occurrence, or
they might have been placed there for some obscure
Martian purpose. But when he trained his binoculars on the
formation, he saw motion through a gap between two of the
stones.

He got out of the jeep and walked toward the place, his
hands held out to show that they were empty. “Mather!” he
called. “We’re leaving! Nobody’s going to come after you!”

A voice came from the rocks, thin on the less substantial
Martian air. It had a flutey quality, as if a musical instrument
were speaking. “What do you want?”

“l just wanted to say good-bye,” Bowman said. He was
closer now, close enough to see between the gaps in the
rocks. He saw silver and touches of gold. “You know,” he
said, “that mask rightly belongs to New Ares Mining.”

“No,” said the thin voice, “l don’t know that.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Bowman said. “We’ll get it later, |
suppose. After you die.”

There was no response to that.

“You are going to die, you know,” said the Earthman,
trudging up the slope. “Fact is, | don’'t know how you’ve
managed to survive this long without water. Were you
sneaking in at night to steal it?”

“No.”

“Then how?”



Again there was no answer. Bowman had reached the
rocks. He could see glimpses of Mather through the gaps.
The man was wearing the Martian robe and another mask,
this one with an expression of serene amusement. “Come
out and we’ll talk,” he said.

“About what?”

The crew chief shrugged. “About what you’re going to do,
how you’re going to live.”

“Does that matter to you?” said the musical voice.

“A little. Listen, at first, | was angry at having you on my
crew because | didn’'t think you’'d pull your weight. Then |
got scared that you’'d screw up the operation and wreck
everything.”

Bowman waited a moment to see if the other man would
respond, then said, “But once you left us alone to get on
with it, you were not my problem anymore. And now that
we’'re pulling out, | can afford to wonder about what you
think you're achieving up here.”

He waited again, this time letting the silence extend. It
made him uncomfortable. He was thinking that it wasn’t just
a silence between him and Mather; it was a silence between
him and the hills, between him and Mars.

Finally, the man behind the rocks spoke. “There’s nothing
to achieve.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“There’s nothing to do. Nothing to be done.”

“l don’t understand.”

“It's all been done,” said Mather. “That’s the point. That's
what Mars is.”

“| still don’t understand.”

“I know.” There was another silence, then, although
Bowman had heard no footsteps, Mather’'s musical voice
came as if from farther away. “Good-bye.”

The Earthman skirted the standing rocks and climbed
above them. There was no sign of the other man. He called



his name, twice, but heard only the eloquent silence of the
Martian hills.

Bowman went back to the jeep, back to the base camp,
then on to the next job. In later years, he would sometimes
tell people, “Just because you can come up with a question,
that doesn’t mean there’s an answer.”

Some years later, a prospector came by, his picks and
shovels and magnetometer clattering with each step of his
walking machine. He spotted the cube of white stone that
the automated miner had left as valueless and went to take
a look. To one side, he found a mummified corpse clothed in
Martian cloth, seated on a chair carved from Martian
ironwood. A silver mask rested on the desiccated lap.

At first, the prospector thought that he’d discovered a
genuine Martian, though people said they were all gone
now. It was the eyes that fooled him: wide and dried, and
turned toward the cube, they had looked from a distance
like golden coins.

But the mask was a good one. The prospector’'s day had
not been wasted.
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The Wreck of the Mars Adventure

DAVID D. LEVINE

WILLIAM KIDD KNELT UPON THE COLD STONE FLOOR IN THE
complete blackness of the Condemned Hold in Newgate
Prison. Heavy iron shackles lay loose upon wrists and ankles
grown far thinner than when they’d first been fitted, the skin
torn and scabrous from too-long acquaintance with the cold,
rough metal. Chains rattled as he shifted into a somewhat
less uncomfortable position.

All of these were familiar, and could be ignored. But the
commotion in the hall beyond his locked door was new, and
a terrible distraction. No doubt some of the other prisoners
were celebrating the imminent demise of their most famous
neighbor.

“Keep quiet out there!” he cried, or tried to. “Leave a
condemned man to make peace with his Lord!”

There was no possibility that the revelers could have
heard Kidd. His Dundee brogue, once powerful enough to
carry across a hundred yards of open ocean in the midst of a
gale, was now reduced to little more than a whisper. Yet,
almost at once, the babble of voices dropped away to
nothing.

A moment later came the rattle of keys in the lock.

This too was unexpected. For anyone at all to enter Kidd’s
cell was a rarity, by order of the Admiralty Board and the
House of Commons. A visit in the middle of the night was
unprecedented. And on the very eve of his execution ...

Kidd levered himself up into a sitting posture, chains
clanking as he settled back on his haunches. Weary from



months of imprisonment, despondent from vyears of
rejection, disappointment, and defeat, he could think of no
reason for such an untimely visit other than more bad news.
Perhaps the House had decided to advance his execution to
the small hours of the morning for some political reason. Or
perhaps they intended to shave his head, or perform some
other indignity, before marching him to the gibbet. He'd
long given up any thought of comprehending the constant
fickle changes of Parliamentary whim.

Whatever the news, Kidd meant to take it as a man
should. Exerting himself to his utmost, he strained to rise to
his feet. But he had barely struggled up to one knee when
the door clashed open.

The dim, flickering light of torches blinded him. He tried
and failed to raise an arm to shield his eyes. But before he
could do so, two burly keepers entered and pinned his arms
behind him. New irons clasped him at elbow and wrist, tight
and hard and cold, and new chains ran clattering down to
the ringbolts fixed in the stone floor. The guards forced Kidd
to his knees, and in a moment he was trussed immovably in
place. A hand gripped the back of his head, forcing his gaze
to the floor. Was he to be beheaded here in his cell?

“P-prisoner secured, m’lord.” The voice belonged to one of
the prison’s harshest and most brutal wardens. What could
reduce this man to stammering servility?

“Leave us.” A cold, brusque voice, one used to immediate
compliance. It had an accent Kidd couldn’t place. Dutch?

“M’lord?”

“Leave us. Alone.”

The warden gulped audibly. “Yes, m’lord,” he whispered.

The hand released Kidd’'s head and two sets of feet
shuffled out of the cell. A moment later, the door creaked
closed, shutting more quietly than Kidd would have thought
possible.

A single torch remained, and the sound of one man
breathing.



Kidd raised his head.

The stranger was tall, over six feet, and the dark cloak
that covered him from head to toe could not disguise his
imperious bearing. He held an embroidered handkerchief to
his nose, no doubt soaked in vinegar to combat the prison’s
stench.

“To what do | owe the privilege, m’lord?” Kidd rasped,
masking his terror with ironic courtesy.

The man pushed back his hood. “Surely an investor can
pay a visit to his client?”

For a moment, Kidd failed to recognize the face, with its
proud black eyes and its hard, humped beak of a nose. Then
he gasped and ducked his head. Though they’d never before
met in person, he’'d seen that face in profile on a thousand
coins. “Your Majesty,” he whispered, though cold anger
burned beneath his ribs.

William Ill, King of England and Ireland, also William Il of
Scotland, placed the vinegar-soaked cloth again beneath his
nose. “My time here is short,” he said, his voice muffled.
“Even men as deeply stupid as my beloved advisers cannot
be counted upon to miss my absence for long. So | must
come directly to the point.” He drew the cloth aside, his
dark eyes fixing Kidd’s. “I am here to offer you a pardon.”

At first, Kidd could form no reply. Surely this was only a
dream? Or a cruel jape, intended only to deepen his
suffering? Hope warred with anger and disbelief in his
breast. “Your Majesty?” he managed.

“You heard me,” the king snapped. “l will spare your filthy,
piratical neck from the noose my Parliament has woven for
you from your own ill-considered words.”

Kidd matched the king’'s level stare. “l but spoke the
truth.”

“The truth is nothing against politics! And were it not for
politics, I'd never find myself here in this stinking rathole
with you.” The king sighed. “You are troublesome, Kidd. You
and | both know you are no pirate, but my advisers would



see you swing for the damage you’'ve done your backers’
reputation. And with your impetuous bravado and your
damned honesty, you’ve made so many enemies | could
never defend you in public without losing the whole Whig
party. But for all your faults, and for all the stories your
enemies have spread about you, you're too good a captain
to waste on the gibbet. So, again, | have come to offer a
pardon.” A small strange smile played upon his lips. “But if
you accept this pardon, you will be required to undertake a
certain charge for me. When you hear the charge, and the
conditions, you may wish to decline this offer of clemency.”

“What charge and conditions,” Kidd snarled through
gritted teeth, “could make a man esteem the hangman’s
noose above a king’'s pardon?”

Infuriatingly, the smile broadened. “I desire that you plan,
outfit, equip, crew, and carry out an expedition to the planet
Mars.”

Rage flared in Kidd at the king’s callous jest, but he held
his tongue; he did not even allow the contempt he felt to
show on his face.

This prudence was a new thing for Kidd. Even one year
ago, freshly detained on false and libelous charges, he
would have railed and spat and fought at such a ridiculous
slight. But capricious imprisonment had taught him caution.

He paused and gave due consideration to the words of a
king—a king not known for levity or insanity. This was a new
century, a time of exploration and discovery and wonders.
With the New World now nearly as well mapped as the Old,
men were setting out in search of even newer worlds.
Balloons were rising from all the capitals of Europe, and
after Dampier’s successful circumnavigation of the Moon, a
journey to Mars, though outlandish, was not entirely
inconceivable.

“I've heard the charge,” Kidd said, swallowing his anger.
“And the conditions?”



“Primus,” the king said, holding up one finger, “you may
not disclose the terms of the pardon to any man, upon
penalty of death. Secundus, you will be placed under the
command of the physiologer John Sexton. You will obey his
orders, serve him faithfully, and remain within one hundred
feet of him at all times until the successful completion of the
expedition, under pain of death. Tertius, you will be held
personally responsible for the safety of the said Sexton.
Should any harm whatsoever befall him, you will suffer
death.” He put down the hand with its three extended
fingers and crossed his arms on his chest. “On the other
hand, if you should somehow manage to return to London
with your own head and Sexton’s intact, you'd have the
gratitude of a king. Perhaps even a baronetcy.”

K