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LANDSCAPES
The outdoors has always been a fundamental part of my inspiration and my writing process. I live in the Rocky Mountains and spend a great deal of my time hiking—and writing. I wander for miles, voice recorder in hand, dictating chapter after chapter, or just mulling over a plotline or characters.
This short story is my effort to show readers how experiencing the breathtaking beauty of planet Earth has opened up creative windows for me. It’s my way to try and explain my obsession for hiking in the rugged wilderness to the couch potatoes who “don’t get it.”
 
By the time our clunky shuttle finished two weeks in roundabout transit to the “designated wilderness” planet of Bifrost, Craig and I were more than ready to stretch our legs on the trails of a new alien world. I just hoped we weren’t too out of shape for vigorous trekking.
The uniformed ranger who piloted us wasn’t altogether happy with his chauffeur duties, but his gruff answers to our many questions could not diminish my exuberance. We were two hard-working guys, looking forward to having the peace and solitude of an entire world to ourselves, and determined to take the long, risky hike to see one of the greatest sights in the Galaxy. With humanity spreading across practically every habitable world, it was nearly impossible to get away from it all. Yet time and again we managed it.
Craig had filled out the sheaf of required forms, and I had paid all of the fees. We were not just tourists of the “pull over, look, then drive on” variety. We were authorized to be here on Bifrost. We had the best modern backpacking equipment, semisentient adventure clothing, and camp supplies—not to mention embarrassingly detailed maps. These expeditions had become an annual ritual for us.
Scenery. Solitude. Adventure. This was going to be heaven.
To minimize the impact of visitors on the environment, our ship touched down in a meadow, the single authorized landing zone for official vehicles. When the shuttle’s hatch opened, Craig and I stuffed the appropriate allergen filters into our noses, then took deep breaths of the clean alien air. Ready to go.
“I have been counting down the nanoseconds until today,” Craig said. “Oh, I was looking forward to this.” He had looked tired and a little withdrawn during the long trip, but now he seemed to come alive again. Though he spends most of his life inside an artificially lit starship cabin, Hawaiian genes from somewhere back in Craig’s bloodline endowed him with honey-tan skin, deep-brown eyes, and blue-black hair. I, on the other hand, am freckled and pale as protoplasm; despite undergoing melanin treatments and applying sunfilms, I’d probably burn beet red before the end of the trek.
The ranger unloaded our packs from the shuttle’s cargo bin. Craig and I hoisted the heavy loads onto our shoulders, carefully adjusted the straps and clamps for balance, and double-checked each other’s equipment as if we were orbital construction workers suiting up for a spacewalk.
For us, no first-person-tourist simulations would do: no 3-D images of scenery, no implanted memories of the perfect vacation. This was the real thing. We were going to be entirely and blissfully alone in the wilderness of Bifrost. Making a memory.
“You’ve got seven days,” the ranger said. “Make sure you’re back in time, or I’m gone.”
Craig turned his wide face to the sky. “If you don’t see us in a week, maybe we don’t want to go back!”
“Uh-huh.” The ranger expressed an encyclopedia of skepticism in those two syllables.
“How often do you really lose people out here?” I asked him.
“About one in twelve miss the scheduled pickup and are never found.”
“Maybe they decided to turn Robinson Crusoe,” Craig suggested.
“Probably got eaten.” The ranger shrugged. “With budget cuts, the Planetary Wilderness Bureau can’t afford to go looking for everybody. It’s all in the waiver you signed.”
“We can handle ourselves,” I said. “We do a wilderness trip every year. Even if we get lost, we know how to find our way back.”
The ranger stared at us with a grim frown, convinced this would be the last time anyone would ever see us alive. I see that look on my wife’s face every time I leave on one of my outdoorsy expeditions with Craig. She never believes me when I promise to be careful, though I have survived every adventure relatively unscathed. So far.
Craig grabbed his walking stick and tossed the other one to me. “Come on, Steve, we’d better start relaxing as fast as we can. Only seven days to cure a year’s worth of headaches.”
We activated the staffs, which would help us navigate and could also act as cattle-prod defenses if we were harassed by wild animals—though we’d face severe fines and time on a penal planet if we dared to hurt any endangered alien species.
“Right,” I said. “Asgaard awaits.”
 
Bifrost vegetation had more blues and oranges than a typical chlorophyll-based ecosystem. We passed between scaly ferns and ethereal lichentrees that looked like upside-down waterfalls, and got a view of an ugly swatch of clear-cut ground where loggers had managed to chop down everything before strict preservation regulations had been passed. Now, gray-white stumps thrust up from the soil like razor stubble on a giant’s face.
Neither Craig nor I are foaming-at-the-mouth environmentalists, but when you’re utterly alone on a wilderness planet, it changes your perspective, clears your head. The scars left by human greed or carelessness tend to look like a big steaming pile of dog shit right in the middle of a playground—our playground for the next week.
“I’m glad I never had to haul freight for lumberjockeys or stripminers.” Craig scowled, taking the environmental damage as a personal affront. “In a beautiful place like this, what the hell were they thinking?”
“I didn’t think the company gave you any choice about the cargoes you carry,” I said.
“Screw the company—they’ve done it to me enough times. Gotta take a stand once in a while.” Frowning, he stumped off, as if turning his back on the problems of his real life. “I came here to get away from all that.”
Craig is a long-distance cargo hauler who flies a company-owned transport ship around five systems, picking up percentages along the way. He has always dreamed of buying his ship from the company and becoming an independent hauler—and he’s gotten close—though recent months had brought a series of setbacks. I didn’t know the details, but I would probably hear plenty during the long trek.
At some point each year Craig and I need to get away, escape our jobs and civilized home lives, no matter how much it costs or how far away we have to go. Forget spas and empathic massages, nightlife and interactive entertainment experiences. Sometimes a guy just wants to get sweaty, be miserable, sleep in an uncomfortable tent, eat bad-tasting food, get lost, and then find the way back again, ready to face another year of reality.
Before long the faint path descended toward the distinctive rushing-wind sound of a wide creek. We picked our way over boulders toward the cascade. Wiping perspiration off his brow, Craig climbed up onto a squarish talus slab and shook his head. “This is a trail?”
“It’s a route.” I flipped the filter over my right eye and turned it on so I could see the infrared cairns, little beacons invisible to the naked eye—and presumably to the Bifrost wildlife as well—that marked the trail without defacing the nearly pristine wilderness.
A ribbon of foamy lavender water etched its way through pock-marked stone. Some sort of indigenous algae gave the stream the peculiar tint that in itself served as a reminder not to drink the water without treating it first. In a narrow spot over the creek, three wobbly looking lichentree logs had been knocked over to form a corduroy bridge.
I gingerly started across, looking down into the angry cascade. Although none of the guidebooks had mentioned the presence of aquatic carnivores on Bifrost, the very idea made me scuttle quickly to the other side. Craig paused, bent over, and ceremoniously spat a glob of phlegm into the water. Although he’s four years older than me, being out in the wilderness always seems to transform him into a little kid.
Once we were over the bridge, I let my eyes move back and forth, tracing the discouraging zigzag pattern of steep switchbacks up the other side of the canyon wall. When I groaned in dismay, Craig reminded me, “We do this for fun, remember? Asgaard awaits.”
“Yeah, yeah, Asgaard awaits. It’s sure better than sitting in my environmentally controlled cubicle.”
I had long suspected that Craig envied my stable job with its regular salary, though he assured me he’d rather be footloose, traveling from system to system, than stuck at a desk. For most of the year I work sealed in a cubicle chamber surrounded by screens and interfaces, exploring all manner of networks, following faint data trails. I’m a specialist in tracking certain violations in the business world, a hunter hired by clients to scan the labyrinth of entertainment loops, advertising, and news stories for unauthorized use of someone else’s intellectual property. In most cases the perpetrators are too naïve or stupid to be a real threat. Still, just because they’re idiots doesn’t mean they can’t cause disasters. I’m paid to avert disaster. It’s a subtle job, and I’m good at it.
Even so, I spend much of my time dreaming of Getting Away From It All, while looking at the images in my Fifty Most Spectacular Sites guidebook. Craig does the same on his long-distance hauls. And now that we were on Bifrost, we intended to make the most of our limited time here, and make a year’s worth of memories along the way.
Soon after we began the climb, with my thighs were hauling every gram of mass against Bifrost’s gravity, I found myself regretting all of the supplies I had put into my pack. I reconsidered each item from a new angle: Why should I require a first-aid kit, if I was careful enough? Would I actually miss my sanitation amenities if I left them behind on the trail? And did I really need to eat every day? Besides, the ecosystem and indigenous species here were compatible with our biochemistry, so we could just live off the land, despite the potential fines. How would the rangers ever know?
Unfortunately for my weary legs, my ingrained commitment to averting disasters brought me to my senses, and we plodded onward and upward. After two switchbacks, we rested ten minutes, then staggered up two more. By early afternoon we climbed over the canyon rim and were greeted by the glorious sight of a thin, cool stream running across the mesa top. We bounded toward it and stopped on the bank to unlace boots, strip off self-cleaning socks, and dunk our feet into the frigid water.
Craig let out a long “Ahhhh!”, put his hands behind him, and stared up into the sky where vulture-sized butterflies drifted about on the breezes. There’s nothing like the sheer delight of a simple pleasure when you’re tired and dirty. “This is the sort of experience wives just don’t understand,” he said.
“Some wives do,” I said.
“None of mine ever have,” Craig said, and a shadow crossed his face. I thought he was about to say something more, but he yelped and yanked his feet out of the water. Several small scallop-mouthed bivalves clung to his bare toes and ankles, nipping at the flesh.
In the stream I saw a swarm of these small nibblers approaching my own exposed flesh and pulled my feet out of the water just in time. Inspecting his toes, Craig found only a pinch mark, no broken skin.
“We’re making a memory,” I reminded him—a phrase that had become a private joke between us when we ran into something unexpected.
He chuckled to himself as he pulled his socks back onto his moist feet and relaced his boots. I understood what he was thinking: After waiting so long and working so hard to get to Bifrost, we weren’t about to let anything ruin our trip. “Rest stop’s over.”
 
On backpacking trips, I prefer to put on an extra kilometer or two the first day, when my energy is greatest. Craig has the opposite philosophy, not wanting to burn himself out too soon, so he likes to break off early. Therefore, we compromised and called a halt exactly where we had decided to stop during the months of planning for the trip.
In a pleasant clearing surrounded by huge blue ferns, we unshouldered our burdens, activated the self-erecting tent systems, strung up phosphors for light, and turned on the discourager beacons to drive away any nocturnal predators. Since regulations prohibit real campfires, we settled for a high-resolution hologram of crackling flames and rough logs. I’d considered bringing a can of aerosol woodsmoke, but discarded it when paring down the weight of my pack.
Craig selected a self-heating gloppy concoction of noodles and sauce while I, in a show of macho fortitude, intentionally chose a Spampak. He looked at me with a frown. “You’re crazy. I’d rather eat indigenous invertebrates.”
“On the trail is the only place this stuff tastes good.” I proceeded to eat my meal with much lip-smacking.
We sat outside in the growing darkness under the camp lights and talked. When you’re hiking all day, you don’t have much extra breath for conversation, so you can let your thoughts wander, clear your head, work out personal problems and questions or, better yet, just think about nothing. That’s a luxury most people in the frenetic civilized world with families and careers and daily schedule grids don’t have.
“I wish my life could be like this all the time,” Craig said with a sigh.
“You’d miss the amenities of civilization. Eventually.”
He gave an eloquent shrug. “But there are plenty of things I wouldn’t miss at all.” He leaned closer to the campfire image. “What a year! I don’t know how I’m ever going to dig out from under the crap, Steve. Maybe it’s impossible.”
I waited. Craig didn’t need me to ask questions. He’d tell me what he wanted to tell me.
“First, I lost a huge account. A shipment of extremely delicate—and extremely valuable—skreel embryos hatched prematurely while my ship was under heavy acceleration, killing every one of them. In the wake of that disaster, my transspace insurance carrier dropped me.”
“Without insurance, how will you—”
“Then, before I could get even probationary coverage, I misaligned my ship in a spacedock on Klamath Station—and that caused damage totaling just about my entire net worth.”
“Are you going to have to declare bankruptcy?”
From the dark forest came the sound of crashing trees, a loud roar, and a frightened-sounding trumpet as two large animals collided with each other. Craig listened for a minute, then with utter faith in our discourager field, continued, “The company’s already planning to sever my contract, and if I declare bankruptcy, I’ll lose my ship and any chance at a livelihood. At that point, my options narrow down to submitting myself for scientific research or volunteering for hard labor on a terraform colony.”
“I hear terraformers get paid well. At least that’s a possibility.”
“And where could I spend the credits on a raw world?”
I groaned in commiseration. No wonder he needed to get away. “Trust me, someday when it’s all over, this will seem funny.”
“I don’t think so, Steve. It’s hard to imagine.”
I might have tried to cheer him up, but then the large indigenous animals—any guidebook would have called them “monsters”—lumbered into view. One, an elephant-sized panther, ripped into a house-sized spiny ungulate that looked like a cross between a porcupine and a woolly mammoth. The ungulate tried to duck into a defensive posture, but the panther-thing slipped under its guard.
They snorted and snarled. Spittle and blood flew. Lichentrees crashed into splinters. The porcupine creature raked a spine down the predator’s flank, but the beast didn’t seem to notice. The ungulate fled crashing away from our campsite. Without so much as a look at us, the panther sprang after it.
Resigned, Craig said, “Well, that gives me a whole new perspective on my trivial human problems.”
“Amen,” I said. “I’m turning in.”
 
All the next day the trail led along a sinuous arid ridge dotted with surrealistic hoodoos, hardened clay that stuck out from the softer sandstone like a petrified alien army waiting to advance. I used my clicker to snap large files of images, though Craig just stared in peaceful satisfaction, drinking in the details, taking pictures with his mind. “I store the images in my brain,” he’d once told me, “since I’m the only one who really cares about them anyway.” I had to agree. There’s nothing more boring than looking at pictures of someone else’s vacation, no matter what planet it’s on.
Late in the afternoon, the wind picked up and the sky congealed with ugly gray clouds, and I became uncomfortably aware of how exposed we were on this ridge. Rain and hail struck with the force of Thor’s hammer, stinging my bare arms. I dropped my pack and ducked under one of the hoodoos for shelter. Overhead, sheets of static lightning and blue balls of Saint Elmo’s Fire whipped about.
I scrambled to get out my electrostatic rain shield, but my hands were already wet, and I fumbled it. An earsplitting clap of thunder was followed by a rumbling boom, and I dropped the shield projector. Naturally, it struck a rock, and the device sparked and fizzled out. “Great.”
Craig crouched under the inadequate shelter with me, his head covered by his own electrostatic umbrella, a twinkling net that deflected the raindrops and the gravel-sized hail. He shifted it over so I could huddle under the meager protection that had never been designed to cover more than one person. “Here, I’ll tough it out.”
“You’re getting drenched and bruised!” I said.
“I’m making a memory.” Craig smiled, shrugging the droplets away. “Isn’t that part of the charm of this back-to-nature stuff?”
“It’s supposed to be a pleasant sort of misery,” I said. “The kind that makes you appreciate your everyday life a bit more.”
“Bifrost is going to need to toss some pretty big loads of ‘pleasant misery’ at me.”
Watching the majestic storm and waiting for the hail to end, we each ate several handfuls of hyper-granola and chased it with some energized water. Then we passed the time chatting.
Craig was having problems with his current soon-to-be-ex wife Grace, who had filed divorce forms while he was on a long-distance run, making it impossible for him to finish the rebuttal phase in time unless he dropped his cargo and raced back home—which she knew, as did I, that Craig would never do.
“Grace figured out a new tactic for increasing alimony. She claims that since I’m flitting around between star systems all the time, the time-dilation effect, though small, is still significant. Therefore she has effectively put more time into this marriage than I have. She’s trying to get 1.3 times the standard alimony calculation.”
“Never heard that one before.” It was just another nail in the coffin of his disastrous year.
As the storm rumbled and swirled around us, Craig continued to tell me about how all of his previous divorces had gone wrong. I’d lost track, unable to remember which of the women were legally bound wives and which were just long-term live-ins. He never learned to be more wary of the women he hooked up with.
But we were here on Bifrost, with only a few days to forget about the nonsense of our normal life. I tried to get Craig thinking about good times, positive things.
We both got a chuckle reminiscing about the previous year’s trip, shooting the Hundred Mile Rapids on Beta Kowalski. No one could survive the legendary whitewater stretch in a traditional kayak or raft, so Craig and I rented armored ballistic projectiles. We both found them uncomfortably similar to coffins with picture windows built into every side. Unable to control our own paths, we simply laid back for the ride, in occasional radio contact, though the thundering rapids drowned out most transmissions as we went over cascades, plunged down giant drop-offs, then shot along the current to the next set of even worse rapids. It had been an adrenaline rush for five hours straight, and we were both so weak and shaky by the time we reached the pickup point that the expedition managers had carted us off for a routine medical check. The recovery facilities and the numerous saloons at the bottom of the cascades proved that we weren’t alone in being stunned by the trip.
Afterward, Craig and I each had a different look in our eyes. “Most people don’t do that, you know,” I said.
He nodded. “Most people aren’t crazy.”
“Most people are boring.”
When we showed my wife the pictures, she was predictably horrified and made me promise I would never try such an outrageous stunt again. It wasn’t hard to agree, since I didn’t need to shoot the Hundred Mile Rapids a second time. I had already checked that one off the list, and there were other things to see and do. I had them all in my guidebook, The Fifty Most Spectacular Sites in Galactic Sector A. Everybody needs goals.
 
The next morning we descended steeply into a swamp, with rivulets of water snaking around dubious-looking tufts of dryer ground. I found it ironic that our discourager fields were effective at keeping large predatory animals away, yet somehow they did nothing to block swarms of annoying skeeters. The small biting insects couldn’t possibly have a natural appetite for Terran-based blood, but that didn’t stop them from biting us.
The swamp foliage was so dense and the muddy ground so uncertain that we had to keep IR filters over our eyes just to spot the trail beacons, many of which were covered with moss or slimy fungus. I had to unroll the mapfilm and uplink to the surveillance satellites and zoom in on the detailed topography.
Splashing across the marsh, Craig misjudged a stepping stone and sank in up to his knee. He pulled out his foot, dripping with greenish-black muck so viscous as it crawled off his boot that it seemed alive. Maybe it was.
Halfway through a thicket, I saw some other hiker’s carelessly discarded food foils, and my face pinched with annoyance. “Can you believe someone would go to all the trouble of coming to Bifrost, then be stupid enough to throw litter on the ground?” I worked my way off the marked trail to clean up after the slob. When I pulled at a polymer strap from a hiking pack, it came out of the muck connected to the gnawed remains of a human femur. Now it dawned on me that this wasn’t merely careless litter.
“Yeah. I think we’ve found that one-out-of-twelve the ranger was talking about,” Craig said, reading my sober expression. “He wasn’t very successful at the Robinson Crusoe bit.”
I know it sounds warped, but the only thing I could think of was, “I hope the poor guy got munched on the way back from his hike, so that at least he got to see the Asgaard Bridge.” Sometimes my priorities sound screwy even to me.
I let the bone drop back into the swamp. “I’d better leave a radio flare so the rangers can come and gather the remains.” I took one of the pulsers from my belt, activated it on non-emergency locator mode, and tossed it into the water. If I remembered right, the terms of our backcountry permits required the hiker or his surviving family members to pay all the costs of such a retrieval operation. Maintaining a wilderness planet is serious business. . . .
A large fern sprang back and slapped me in the face after Craig pushed into the dryer forest beyond the wet marsh. I wiped slime off my cheeks. We were both tired, but we had to do at least another kilometer. Otherwise, we wouldn’t reach our destination tomorrow, and the whole schedule would fall apart.
We found an adequate campsite just after dusk. Too tired to talk much, we ate our meals. That night we went to sleep early after looking at our guidebooks again and drooling over the glorious pictures of the Asgaard Bridge—certainly one of the fifty most spectacular sights in Sector A, if not in the whole Galaxy. I couldn’t wait to see it with my own eyes.
 
As luck would have it, thick fog had settled into the lowlands. The trail took us into a narrow gorge, where we couldn’t see anything but a gauzy mist that hung like a suffocating pillow. We moved quickly: After days of hiking, our goal was near. We were about to join the very short list of privileged people who had actually been to the Asgaard Bridge. Mere pictures would never be the same as personally experiencing this wonder first-hand.
We began our long ascent, and once in a while we broke above the low-lying mists and saw outcroppings like islands in a gray-white sea. We climbed toward our destination—the grail. As if by some malicious joke, the clouds thickened even further, making it impossible to see more than a hundred meters in front of us, then fifty, and then twenty. In clear weather, the trail would have been plain, but we had to use the IR cairns just to find our way through the mist.
“Can’t see a thing,” Craig muttered. “This is not the memory I wanted to make.”
“We’re not there yet.”
We kept hoping against hope that the fog would lift by the time we reached the Asgaard Bridge. It was mid-morning, and the sun ought to burn away the fog and leave us with clear skies and a beautiful view. It had to.
We reached the top of a mesa, then headed toward the edge of the gorge. Both the map and the IR indicators told us that we had reached our ultimate goal. And we could see nothing. Absolutely nothing. Days of hiking, months of preparations, countless permits, enormous expenses—all to get here.
To see thick fog.
The claustrophobic air intensified sounds, and we could hear the roar of the lavender river charging through the rocks and cascading into the distant gorge. I squinted, demanding optimism from myself, but I couldn’t discern even a silhouette.
“The perfect ending to a perfect year.” Craig shook his head. “It defies belief.”
“You say that every time something like this happens.” Resigned, I opened my pack, removing a snack and some juice. “Might as well have lunch.”
Troubled and sulking, he tossed pebbles into the unseen chasm, while I opened the map and the guidebook, looked at the image of the Asgaard Bridge again, and tried to calculate just how long we could wait there. This weather couldn’t last forever, but it could last longer than we had. We both remembered the ranger’s admonition that he wouldn’t wait for us—and I couldn’t stop thinking of the skeleton in the swamp.
“Three hours is all I’m comfortable with. I sure don’t want to miss the pickup shuttle. I’ve got a performance review and a raise justification when I get back to work.”
“Yeah. And I’ve got my alimony hearing.” Craig hurled another rock over the edge. “Sure wouldn’t want to miss that.”
I started figuring out how fast I could make my way back at top speed, how many extra kilometers I could put on my feet each day, but I doubted Craig could keep up.
On the other hand, I really wanted to see the Asgaard Bridge.
After three hours of growing frustration, the gray mist grew whiter and brighter, thinning. I finished packing up, reluctant to leave but watching my chronometer. We had never turned back before. Never. But our time was up.
Feeling as if a neutron star were weighing me down, I hefted my pack. “That’s it.” Many other choice words were running through my mind.
Craig didn’t move to pick up his pack, just sat staring into the opaque fog. “You go ahead.”
“You’ll never catch up.” My pace was always faster than his.
“I don’t have to.” He finally turned to me. I’d never seen such a bleak yet simultaneously peaceful expression on his face. “I’m not going. I’m staying here.”
What could I say to that? “You’re crazy! Come on.”
“I mean it. What do I have to go back for? I’d rather go native here. I’ve got my equipment, supplies, guidebooks.” The way he rattled off his justifications, I could tell Craig had been thinking about this for a long time—maybe even before the ranger had dropped us off. “The life forms are compatible, so I can hunt and forage. I can build myself a cabin. I’ll be Robinson Crusoe, living off the land. Peace. Solitude. Adventure. You of all people should understand that, Steve.”
“I understand it as a game, a break, a vacation. Not everyday life.” Craig’s expression wavered. I was articulating his own doubts. “Sure, we like doing this primitive thing every year, mainly because it makes our regular lives tolerable by comparison. The only reason we have fun getting miserable is because we know we’re going back to reality when it’s over. It gives us an appreciation for the simple pleasures.”
“I don’t have any simple pleasures left,” he said. “I’ve got nothing. No job, no money, no ship, no wife. Tell the ranger that a monster ate me, or that I fell off a cliff. Make up a good story.”
I could only stare at him. “You’ll regret it in a week, Craig. A month at most. And nobody’ll be there to throw you a lifeline.”
“No other options that I can see. And I sure don’t want to sign up for a bioresearch project. I like camping, roughing it, surviving by my own hands—” He stopped in mid-sentence and jumped to his feet, grinning. “You better take a look, Buddy! Get ready to hear a chorus of angels.”
And he was right. The mist parted, and golden sunbeams stabbed down enough to impress even the most jaded photographer. Suddenly, there was the Asgaard Bridge, an impossibly delicate and poignant sliver of rock stretched across a gorge as deep and as sharp as if a cosmic scalpel had sliced the flesh of the sandstone all the way down to the bone. Directly beneath the arch flowed a foaming cascade of pink quicksilver, a perfect strand of water, pouring from between walls of natural diamondplate crystal. Showers of rainbows filled the air all around us. It was more stunning than anything I had ever seen, more breathtaking than any image in any guidebook. High spires of quartz-laced rock rose like crystalline spears on either side of the gorge, dazzling in the light.
Putting aside the crisis for a moment, Craig and I raised hands, and gave each other a high-five. This was exactly what we’d come out here for. “By far the best one on the whole list!” He said that every time.
I pounced. “And if you stay here, who am I going to see the rest of them with?” I pulled the guidebook from my pack. The Fifty Most Spectacular Sights in Galactic Sector A. “We’ve only done seventeen, Craig—that leaves thirty-three more to go!”
He wavered, looking at the Asgaard Bridge, then back at the open book. Just to prod him, as the final part of the ritual, I found the Bifrost page and marked a big fat X on the checklist box. Another one down.
“I really wanted to see the singing cliffs of Golhem,” he admitted. “And the refractory eclipses of Tarawna.”
“Don’t forget the fungus reefs and phosphor labyrinths on Kendrick Five-A. I was thinking of a way we could combine two separate checklist locations into a single vacation for next year. We can bag all fifty, Craig. But not if you’re stuck here.”
He looked as if his engines and life-support systems had all just shut down. I knew him well enough to read a flicker of doubt in his expression. Even he hadn’t been so sure about his decision. “But what else can I do? This seemed like a decent way—make my own home, settle a plot of land. . . . I could pull it off. I know I could.”
I had an idea. “If you’re going to do that, then why not sign up for one of the terraform colonies instead? Same idea, but you’ll get a huge financial incentive and gain title to half a continent. Pick yourself a hardworking colonist wife and form a dynasty.”
He scratched his rumpled and sweaty hair. “Terraformers? I always heard that was miserable, no amenities, living with minimal resources . . . no amenities . . .” His words slowed.
“And exactly how is that different from turning Robinson Crusoe here?”
He remained silent. Then, like the mists evaporating to give us a view of the Asgaard Bridge, an uncertain smile broke through on his face. “The difference is, if I become a land baron, I can foot the bill for our next expedition.”
Though I was anxious to start back, I handed Craig the guidebook and let him spend a few minutes mulling over the images. The Fifty Most Spectacular Sights in Galactic Sector A. I set the hook: “You know, there are books like that for Sectors B and C, too.”
Craig shouldered his pack and looked at the Asgaard Bridge one last time before returning the guidebook. Shaken and still uncertain, he took the lead with a new spring in his step. “We’ll have plenty to do for years to come, Steve—if you and I make the time to go to these planets.”
“We will. As long as we get back to the shuttle in time.”
 
The End



FONDEST OF MEMORIES
Several years after a painful marriage breakup in my twenties, I discovered that, over time, my subconscious had been erasing many of the bad parts of the relationship and tinting the fond memories with a rosy glow.
It seems that everyone tends to edit their memories of lost loved ones, emphasizing the admirable qualities and the good times to heroic proportions, while obliviously erasing the unpleasant aspects.
If a character had the chance to bring his lost wife back, through the miracles of cloning and memory transference, would he be satisfied with the real person…or would he choose to make a few changes to match his altered memory of her?
What would you do?
 
The stars in the bowshock are blueshifted as the ship soars onward. With each passing moment, the difference between my age and Erica’s becomes smaller. Her newborn/reborn body, still on Earth, continues its second life as I grow farther away in distance, but closer in time.
I lean back in the comfortable Captain’s lounge. The ship runs by itself, and I am its lone crewmember. Time passes much swifter for me, thanks to relativistic effects. But it still seems like an eternity until I can return home, until I can have Erica back the way she was.
 
This is my favorite memory of her, the one I recorded first:
Erica and I had met hiking in the back country. Both of us enjoyed the isolation, to get away from the gleaming cities. We introduced ourselves during the long walk, and two weeks later we arranged to meet again, to go rafting down the river.
The current was languid and warm at the heart of summer. Erica brought her own inflatable raft, and we laughed, so caught up with seeing each other again that we forgot to bring along the auto-inflator pump. Embarrassed at our mistake, we took turns using our own lungs to inflate the large raft as we knelt in the rocks and sand of the bank. Red-faced and puffing, we thought the situation seemed ludicrous at the time, but it forged a golden thread in our relationship.
“I’m glad you’re not upset about it,” Erica said.
I shrugged and said exactly the right thing. “The point, my dear, is to spend time with you. It doesn’t particularly matter what we’re doing.”
Our embarrassment was strained further when we saw that we hadn’t brought the oars either. We got into the raft and pushed ourselves into the current, kicking with our feet, paddling with our hands, using our rubber thongs to move us toward the center of the river.
We spent hours that day, floating under the sun, talking to each other. We ate bread and cheese from the cool-pack nestled between us; we drank cans of cheap beer. When we got too hot, we would roll over the flexible side of the raft into the river, splash around until we were cooled, and then crawl back in again.
Once I swam up to Erica and, on impulse, slid my hand against the bumps of her spine and pulled her close for a stolen kiss. She let it last a full second longer than I had expected, and time seemed to stop as we hung there in the warm current, buoyant, as if in a place without gravity.
Neither of us worried about how sunburned we were getting. I paid altogether too much attention to how beautiful the diamonds of drying water were as they shone on her skin. . . .
Of all the scenes I relived for the recorders, that is my favorite memory of her.
 
I had already seen the explosion of the lunar passenger shuttle on the news before the authorities tracked me down. I watched the rough picture on screen as the craft took off from the crater floor and headed back on its two-day journey to Earth orbit. At the extreme range of the lunar base cameras, the liquid fuel tanks erupted, turning the shuttle into a cloud of dissipating wreckage and scintillating chunks of ice and frozen air. The image was streaked with pops of video static because the news crews had enlarged it so much.
Erica had been on that shuttle. The irony was, she had gone to the moonbase for its bimonthly safety check. Erica had gone to inspect the underground tunnels, the above-surface domes, making sure the wall-plates and life-support systems would keep the base inhabitants safe for another couple of months.
No doubt Erica had been perfectly relaxed, thinking her job done, as she departed the gravity sphere of the Moon. Someone else had seen to the safety of the transport shuttle. . . .
I got rid of the Transport officials and their preprogrammed sympathy as quickly as their protocol would allow. I stared at the wall, at the home Erica and I had made for ourselves over the years. The lights turned into garish flares through the distorted lens of my tears.
I went into our bathroom and picked up a hairbrush Erica had forgotten to pack. I held it in my hand and stared at it, at the few strands of golden hair trapped by the bristles. She was gone. They would never bring back any sort of remains. A few strands of hair, like golden threads, were all I had left of her.
 
The first time I went to her apartment, Erica didn’t think I was watching as she primped in front of the mirror, using her brush with a snap of her wrist, and came back out to meet me. I had dressed in my finest clothes.
Erica had the music turned low, candles lit. She normally didn’t cook, but had studied food-preparation tapes to get everything just right. That she would do that for me impressed me more than the food ever would.
She made me sit down and accept her attentions as she served salad in a transparent bowl, as she ladled steamed broccoli (which I don’t even like) onto the plate, and then bronze-colored chicken breasts. She poured us each a glass of frigid burgundy in a chilled goblet, and we proposed a silent toast, smiling.
“Everything perfect?” Erica asked.
I made an “umming” satisfied sound and said, without thinking, “Well, burgundy isn’t really supposed to be chilled. You serve it at room temperature.”
Her reaction shocked me. She seemed devastated. My one thoughtless comment had destroyed all of her preparations. I hadn’t realized how fragile she was.
“But it doesn’t matter—” I tried to say, but Erica stood up so quickly from the table that her chair wobbled, and she—
NO. I rewound and edited that from the memory recorder. A trivial detail, not worth condemning to permanent archive. A simple thing. Fingering the controls, I deleted my tactless comment, ran back to a few moments earlier.
I closed my eyes, focusing on my imagination. This would be better for Erica.
YES. She had kept the burgundy at room temperature after all; we ate artichokes instead (which I do like). The meal went perfectly. We ended up smiling and holding hands across from the candle flame.
 
The man from the clone-bank sealed Erica’s golden hairs in a sterile, transparent envelope. “No need to worry, sir. This is quite sufficient. I expect no problems at all.” He tucked the envelope away. “I am indeed sorry about what happened to your wife, but we can fix that now.”
I sat back in their self-adjusting chair and tried to feign a relaxed appearance. I felt so empty, so desperate. Part of this seemed completely wrong, but it also seemed the only thing to do.
The man from the clone-bank—I can’t recall his name now—sensed my hesitation. He was a professional, accustomed to nervous people like me. He had a thin, clipped accent, not identifiable as any particular foreign language, but the inflections sounded too processed, as if he had learned to speak through language implants.
“You have been through our counseling sessions, have you not?” he said. His eyes did not waver as they looked at mine; they appeared too small for his face. “You understand that we will use information from these hairs to fertilize a donor egg. The resulting child will be the genetic equivalent of your wife.”
He held up one finger; the nails were neatly manicured. “However, she will be a newborn baby. The body will be the same, but the age difference, some thirty years now—”
“I’m taking the star-freighter option,” I interrupted.
This caused the man’s eyebrows to raise. “Most people do not. While they can bring themselves to do the actual cloning, they are not willing to abandon their friends, their lives.”
“Erica counts more than any of that,” I said.
The man from the clone-bank smiled again. “We can help you choose an appropriate star-route with the relativistic difference you desire. When you return, your wife will look exactly as you remember her, the same appearance and the same age. But the memories, ah, the memories. . .”
I looked the other way. I didn’t want to hear about this part. I had been avoiding it. Those memories were lost, and I would never truly have the same Erica with the same past.
But the man from the clone-bank waited and then said, as if sharing a secret, “For that, we have a way.”
 
Reliving these memories, focusing my mind to resurrect every last detail and bring it into the recorders, is the kindest form of pain imaginable.
Of course, I deleted all memory of my affair entirely. It’s gone. It never happened, as far as the new Erica is concerned. I saw no need to put her through that kind of pain twice.
I realized, even while I was doing it, that I didn’t want her to be unaware of my dissatisfaction, the reasons that drove me to seek companionship and understanding other than her own. Though the affair tore apart many of those precious threads that bound us together, if Erica had been able to learn from it, she could have understood more of the things that I needed, the things I found missing between the two of us.
And so, when I rewrote my memories I retained some of the minor quarrels and resentments we had toward each other. But instead, I rationalized a way for her to recognize her inadequacies before it became too late. Erica saw what she was doing, how her work shut me out, how she paid too little attention to me—and now, in my imagination, I rebuilt some of the events.
This time, she fixed things between us in the ways I wish she had done before. This time, as I recall it for permanent record, instead of her red-faced and tear-stained expression, instead of her anguished screaming at me for what I had done to her. . .this time, still with tears in her eyes, she bowed her head a little, apologized, and said she did indeed love me.
 
The man from the clone-bank made sure I understood the apparatus before he left me alone in the room with my thoughts and memories. The mesh-net of contact electrodes, the soothing subliminal music in the background, the warm lights and gentle air currents were all designed to lull me into a semi-hypnotic trance so I could recall everything for Erica.
“The memories we record are extraordinarily vivid,” the man said. “We take everything. Our lives are more than just grand events, but a sum of little details as well.
“We have a frame-of-reference processor that can shift the viewpoint of everything it records. When you recall something that happened between you and your wife, you naturally remember it through your own eyes, through your own filters of perception. With the frame-of-reference parallax, we can change that, adapt it, so that when we implant those memories into the clone, she will recall them as if she had experienced them herself. In such a way, you can indeed share everything you remember together. She will be your wife once more.”
The man’s voice tightened as he looked at me. His mouth curled into a button of fleshy lips. “Please attempt to remember as many details as possible, even the most trivial things. Summon them up and record them. The more input we have, the more exact will be the recreation of your wife.”
They scheduled me for a eleven sessions, and I began the task with relish, because I wanted to relive every single one of my precious moments with Erica.
 
Our largest fight, the one I regret the most, came when—after months of subtle hints that I carefully ignored—Erica finally approached me and asked me if I wanted to have children. The tone of her voice and the way she acted made it obvious how badly she wanted them herself.
I had heard about the “biological clock,” how many of my acquaintances had suddenly and irrationally decided to toss away their careers and have families instead. Erica and I had just moved into a large home of our own. We were moving up in the world. We had everything we wanted. Erica’s sudden request took me by surprise.
She routinely accepted more inspection jobs than she could handle; her job already took us apart more than I wanted. She was always off on the lunar shuttle, or checking the trans-Channel tunnel, or the Bering Straits bridge. Adding a child to the equation (or more than one, from the way she presented the question) would swallow up the little private time that remained to us.
I didn’t feel either of us had the time or the energy to be good parents, and I knew how children could be ruined by parents who had come to resent their existence. I told Erica that we were not in a position to be good parents and therefore, for the sake of our potential child, we should not become parents at all.
This devastated her. She refused to make love to me for weeks. She moped around, saying little to me. The whole thing soured our relationship. It seemed almost a relief when job duties called her to the moon for a routine inspection tour, her last.
Now the most important thing was just to have Erica back.
So, as I recalled our discussions and my persuasive arguments, instead of Erica acting childishly and refusing to see reason, I altered the memories again, making her think for a long while about what I had said. Then finally, with dejection but genuine understanding, she nodded and agreed.
“You’re right,” she told me. “It was just a nice thought. I don’t want to have children after all.”
I was happy with the new memory. It would make things stronger between us.
 
I sit at the helm of my ship and think of Erica as the stars rush by. The chronometer continues to reel off two sets of numbers: my subjective time inside the Captain’s cabin, and Earth-normal time, which flies by as the ship streams toward its destination. Before long, I can turn the ship around and begin my swift journey back to Earth.
Three decades will have passed by the time I return. I have put all our income into trust, and the star-freight company has deferred my salary into interest-bearing accounts with a regular stipend paid to the clone-bank to prepare Erica’s clone.
When I arrive home, she will be the same age, the same appearance. . .the same person who was lost to me. I lean back and smile again. I picture Erica coming to greet me at the starport. I can’t wait to see her again.
She will be just the way I remember her.
 
The End



CONTROLLED EXPERIMENTS
The late Jon Gustafson, writer and genre art appraiser, had an odd habit of challenging other authors to write a story that began “There were rats in the soufflé again.” An unusual obsession, perhaps, but Jon did get enough stories to fill at least two anthologies.
Given that opening line, here’s where I took the story…
 
There were rats in the soufflé again.
Tricia screamed and dropped the plate as she withdrew it from the station’s food-prep unit. Behind the metal walls of the circuitry, she heard clunks and sounds of the other rats stirring, scrambling, coming at them.
“Look out!” Captain Kennedy Brandt shouted, knocking her aside as he pointed his blaster at the unit, firing in one long, continuous stream of energy that sputtered and popped through the air. Metal shards spat out of the chamber along with globules of molten plastic. Sparks flew as slagged circuitry, plexiglass, and steel dripped down the cracks.
Rats screamed one last time as they regrouped, tried to fall back into formation, then died in smoking masses of fur and cooked flesh. Others deep behind the panel squealed from their injuries and fled. But they would find another way to get in. It was only a matter of time.
Outside the airlock of the one safe module on station SS-1, Tricia could hear the scrabbling of claws against the door, the scrape of metal. God, they were using tools again!
Tricia regained her composure and looked at the ruined food-prep unit and wide-eyed Captain Brandt staring down at the depleted blaster in his hand. “Great, Captain. That was your last blaster charge. Now what are we going to do when they finally do break in?”
“They’re not going to break in!” he shouted, his voice husky with panic.
Behind them, low to the floor, Tricia heard a slow chuckle from the only other survivor aboard the orbital research station. Dr. Sonnya Lyov, with her amazon build and long gray-blond hair, looked out of place curled up like a terrified baby, drawing her knees up to her chin. “They’ll get smarter and smarter,” she said. “It’ll never end. They’ll find a way to get us.”
The captain whirled toward Tricia defensively, misdirecting his helplessness. “You said you purged the life-support systems!”
“I did, and the food channels, too. I dumped hard vacuum into all the ducts.” She shook her head. “But you know how smart the rats are. They must have rerouted everything to protect themselves.” Tricia sat back down again, gasping, trying to stop from hyperventilating. “Now we don’t even have a food-prep unit. Thanks, Captain.”
Kennedy Brandt whirled at her, wild-eyed. “The rescue shuttle will be here in a few hours! We won’t need any more food.”
Sonnya Lyov moaned and covered her eyes. “The rats will get us before then. There’ll be no rescue shuttle.”
Tricia lunged to her feet, screaming at the doctor. “Lihue’s message did get through! It was acknowledged! Just shut up.”
The first officer on SS-1, Kai Lihue —now dead —had run bellowing out into the corridor as Captain Brandt covered him. When the airlock door to their module had opened, rats screamed and scattered, white fur flying as Lihue charged. His muscular Hawaiian frame looked enormous compared to the scurrying super-intelligent rats.
“Good luck,” Tricia had whispered after him.
The last she saw of Lihue was him ducking around a corner as the rats regrouped to mount a defense. Scattered along the corridor she had noticed tiny pieces of metal, electronics, pointed objects—weapons. The rats had been building bizarre, rodent-sized weapons.
She saw sparks flying, minuscule projectiles. The rats were shooting at Lihue! He stumbled, but kept running, firing his own weapon and making blackened holes on the walls as bolts of energy spanged off the metal plates.
Captain Brandt had sealed the door immediately behind his first officer.
Through the station intercom, they heard Lihue reach one of the other separable modules. He had locked himself in, panting, then blasted the few rats he found tinkering there. He had managed to reconfigure the transmission antennas that the rats had sabotaged, then began broadcasting to unsuspecting Earth below, telling their story and begging for an emergency rescue before they were forced to set off the station’s automatic self-destruct.
Just as Lihue began to repeat his message, the rats outside had somehow figured out how to blow the explosive bolts. They jettisoned Lihue’s module from the main core of the station, sending it adrift in orbit. It would likely have crashed flaming through Earth’s atmosphere —but the rats couldn’t wait for that. They managed to reconfigure SS-1’s solar-power mirrors, focusing the concentrated energy onto the side of Lihue’s drifting module, breaching its containment.
Over the radio, they could hear the first officer’s screams fade into a hissing rush of vacuum.
The rats had done it out of revenge and their own scientific curiosity. That was all they seemed to want.
Now, Sonnya Lyov struggled with her long legs and muscular arms, trying to stand up, but it seemed too difficult a task for her. She slumped back into her corner. “Everything we do, everything we try and fail, teaches them more and more. They keep learning.” She grinned. “That was what they were designed to do.”
“Then we’d better not fail anymore. Right, Captain?” Tricia said.
Brandt swung around with his dead blaster ready to fire, as if that would help anything. Tricia finally snatched the weapon out of his hand and tossed it clattering to the deck.
 
Station SS-1 had been designed as an orbital isolation lab for genetics research, but after a decade it had been adapted for nanotechnology research. Well-known investigator and Nobel Prize winner Dr. Sonnya Lyov was trying to increase human mental abilities by developing cellular machines to fit inside the brain, acting as vast warehouses that could organize information, store countless encyclopedias of facts where they could never be forgotten.
After a year of final prototyping, Dr. Lyov and her assistant Billy Donatelli had tested it out on their dozens of captive lab rats to see if they could master mazes better, run through them faster. And did they ever!
After only two days, the results were remarkable. Somehow, the rats could communicate with each other the correct routes. Those watching above in the cages would help direct the test rat through the maze, offering a bird’s-eye view.
Excitement ran high. Several live newsnet interviews from orbit astonished the scientific world.
Until, one sleep period, the rats escaped from their cages. Every one of them. When Lyov and Donatelli came into the lab the following morning, they found the cages sprung open with tiny ladders dangling down from the high shelves. Melted spots on the metal sides glimmered beside tiny contraptions that could only be miniature welding tools put together out of lab junk, hooked into the station’s primary power supply.
And the rats had all vanished. Lyov had kept it secret for half a day, searching the modules while Lihue, Tricia, and Captain Brandt smiled patronizingly at the oddball scientists.
That night, during their year-anniversary celebration meal in the mess, Tricia had called up soufflé from the food-prep database. All of the crew had gathered for the meal. When she pulled it out of the chamber, the dish was infested. The rats had been trying to rig an explosive into the food package.
Another check showed that the rats had broken into the food stores and stockpiled everything for their own uses. Billy Donatelli found that the rats had also removed the access panels to several of the station’s computer terminals. The rats had tapped into SS-1’s entire database, downloading every scrap of knowledge stored in the master computer.
And they kept learning. . . .
That night, while Billy Donatelli worked alone in the lab, the rats caught him.
They vivisected him.
The following morning, Sonnya Lyov found her assistant’s body and various organs strewn throughout the module. Body parts had been locked in empty cages. Tiny clawed footprints, smeared in the plentiful blood, skittered along the stools, the tables. Small pawprints marked the keys on the computer terminal. A brief message had been typed onto the screen.
“WE KNOW WHAT YOU HAVE DONE TO RATS FOR CENTURIES IN THE NAME OF SCIENCE. NOW WE HAVE DISCOVERED HOW ENJOYABLE SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH CAN BE. WE WILL CONTINUE OUR OWN SERIES OF EXPERIMENTS.”
 
Now, only the three survivors remained, trapped in a single module with the doors barricaded and no way out. They continued to hear scratching at the door and tiny hissing noises. The rats were experimenting with more gadgets.
Suddenly a large hollow thump reverberated through the station. Dr. Lyov whimpered. Captain Brandt dove for his empty blaster on the floor. “What is it?” he cried. “What is it!”
Tricia gripped the metal stem of a mounted chair as the station rocked. “I think they’ve blown another one of the detachable modules. Just like Lihue’s.”
Captain Brandt scratched his square jaw. “I don’t know why they haven’t just jettisoned us, if they’re so anxious.”
“That wouldn’t be any fun for them!” Dr. Lyov said, then started giggling again. “They’re observing our reactions under stress.”
Station SS-1 had begun to spin crazily, knocked into an off-center axis that made their module wobble with each rotation. Out of the tiny porthole, Tricia couldn’t see Earth. The stars of the Galaxy spun overhead.
Outside the metal door, the murderous rats kept trying to get inside. . . .
The ‘incoming message’ indicator chimed, startling Tricia, Dr. Lyov, and Captain Brandt. The light blinked again. Tricia rushed to the message pad and pushed RECEIVE. Capital letters spilled across the screen.
“RESCUE SHUTTLE ACHILLES APPROACHING STATION SS-1. UNABLE TO REACH YOU ON VOICE BAND. ESTIMATED ARRIVAL, 25 MINUTES. WILL DOCK AT YOUR MODULE’S AIRLOCK. PLEASE ALLOW ACCESS.”
“We’re saved!” Captain Brandt shouted.
“ACKNOWLEDGED,” Tricia typed. “All right, now we just wait.” She pushed aside sweaty strands of hair.
The metal plate below the main bulkhead door felt warm. The rats must be trying to burn through. She heard skittering noises, as if the rats were redoubling their efforts. Tricia clenched her hands together.
Before fifteen minutes had passed, they heard the clunk of something heavy striking the walls of SS-1 on the outside. The message terminal chimed again.
“RESCUE SHUTTLE ACHILLES RENDEZVOUS SUCCESSFUL. ASTRONAUT TROY IN YOUR AIRLOCK IN 5 MINUTES.”
“We’re going to make it!” Captain Brandt shouted. Even Sonnya Lyov crawled to her feet.
Tricia heard the rats on the other side of the door renew their scrabbling. They had only a few minutes left.
The lights on the outer airlock blinked on, indicating that someone had opened the external hatch. The colors turned from red to amber.
Captain Brandt pounded on the door, as if to communicate his desperation. The rescuer knocked back once, signaling. Dr. Lyov stood up to wait by the airlock door, taller than either Brandt or Tricia.
Tricia felt ready to break down now and allow herself to feel the panic. She looked out the porthole again to take one last look at the wheeling stars overhead —and she saw shards of metal, wreckage of structural supports, white ceramic heat tiles. “What?”
Captain Brandt opened the inner airlock door, allowing the astronaut to enter. The rescuer took two slow steps forward. Captain Brandt ran to grasp the hand of his savior.
But something wasn’t right. Tricia turned to look at the newcomer. “That’s one of our suits!” She saw the markings of SS-1 and the station logo plain as day on the helmet, on the breast. “That suit’s from one of our EVA lockers!”
Out of the corner of her eye she saw more wreckage drift past the porthole. It was the twisted remains of a destroyed shuttle. The real rescue shuttle. Then a human body drifted across her field of view.
The shuttle had never rendezvoused. The rats had destroyed it somehow, perhaps by knocking one of the detachable modules right into its path as it approached. They had been faking the transmissions.
At the airlock, Dr. Lyov started laughing hysterically one last time as the faceplate of the rescuer’s suit burst open, revealing five rat-pilots sitting in tiny command chairs hauling joysticks rigged to pulleys and gears mounted inside the suit, making it walk, making it raise its arms, making it move toward them.
Other compartments of the suit split open, and more rats boiled out holding tiny guns, projectile launchers, possibly poison-laced needles.
Tricia shrank back against the wall and thought about the shuttle Achilles, the astronaut Troy. “We fell for that old trick again,” she thought. “Maybe we’re no smarter than rats after all.”
Captain Brandt fell down trying to clonk the rats with his dead blaster. Dr. Lyov offered no resistance whatsoever.
As the rats swarmed toward her, firing paralyzing needles into her arms and legs, Tricia wondered exactly what type of experiments the rats intended to perform on them.
 
The End



HUMAN, MARTIAN—ONE, TWO, THREE
Who says obsolete software isn’t good for anything? It inspired this story.
While working at a large research laboratory, I became intrigued by the concept of how something could be considered obsolete and useless when it was working precisely as well as it always did. For instance, I would happily use a word-processing program or a drawing program, until a new-and-improved version of the software came out. Now, the old program functioned just as well as it ever did, but I was expected to discard it in favor of the upgrade.
What if that happened to human beings? I postulated a group of people who underwent extreme surgery and bodily modifications to survive in the harsh environment on Mars, while they undertook major terraforming efforts. But once the terraforming work took hold and the environment became less inhospitable, their extreme bodily modifications were no longer necessary, and more normal people could live on Mars. The whole work crew had effectively made themselves obsolete.
I was so captivated by this idea that, after I wrote and published the following novelette, I took the characters and situations and ran with them, expanding the story into a full-fledged novel, Climbing Olympus. If you enjoy this story, you can also read the complete novel, which is also available from WordFire Press.
 
Ice, the color of spilled platinum on ochre dust, extended in a lake out from the breached pipeline. Lumpy white stalagmites marked where reclaimed water had spewed into the thin atmosphere, frozen, and then volatilized. Before long, the solid lake would erase itself again, evaporating into the Martian sky.
 
As she worked the controls to bring the crawler toward the adjacent pumping station, Rachel Dycek tried to assess the area of the spilled ice. “Thousands of liters,” she said to herself, “Many thousands. A disaster.”
She turned a sharp eye from the clinging scabs of ice, to the broken pipe itself. The thin-walled pipe looked more than just breached—someone had torn it apart with a crowbar.
That almost piqued her interest. Almost. But Rachel didn’t let it happen. Her successor would have to deal with this debacle. Let him show off his talents. He deserved the trouble.
As she drove up, three dvas emerged from the insulated Quonset hut beside the pumping station. The dvas—from the Russian word for “Two”—were second-generation augmented humans, physically altered to survive the rigors of the Martian environment. Rachel watched them approach; she recognized none of them, but then she had done little hands-on work with the second generation. Only the first. She powered up the air compressors on her suit and cycled through the crawler’s door.
“Commissioner Dycek!” the leading dva greeted her. He was a squat man covered with fine silver-and-black bodily hair, wearing loose overalls. His nose and ears lay flat against his face to protect against heat loss, and his nostrils were wide sinks on his face. The skin had a milky, unreal coloration from the long-chain polymers that had been grafted into his hide. His chest ballooned to contain grossly expanded lungs.
Rachel looked at the dvas clinically; she had spent a great deal of her time in UN hearings justifying every detail of every change she had made in both generations of the colonists. The other two dvas, two females also wearing the padded silvery overalls, clung beside him like superstitious children, but they let the man do all the talking.
“We did not expect someone of your stature to investigate our mishap,” the dva man said. “But perhaps it warrants your attention.” His accent was thick and exotic from the southern Republics, Azerbaijan or Kazakhstan most likely. He shuffled his feet in the rusty sand, kicking loose fragments of rock. “It is much worse than we reported in our initial transmission.”
Rachel stepped forward, turning her head inside the environment suit. The air compressor kicked in with a roar that sounded high-pitched and distant in the thin air, and she waited until it had idled down again before she spoke. “What do you mean, is worse? How much water was lost?”
“No, the loss is what you see here.” The dva man gestured to the metallic sheet of ice. Wisps of steam flowed upward, transient, making a breeze of its own. The salmon-colored sky had an olive tinge from the algal colonies that had been proliferating in the atmosphere for nearly a century. Rachel saw no sign of the seasonal dust storm on its way.
“No, come with me. We will show you what else.”
As the dva man turned, with the two women beside him, Rachel finally placed him and his ethnic unit. Kazakh, from one of the abandoned villages around the dried-up Aral Sea. The Aral Sea had been one of the largest fresh-water bodies on old Earth, obliterated by the insane schemes of Joseph Stalin trying to rework the desert landscape to fit his whim; Stalin had expended all that water to irrigate rice fields in the desert—rice, of all things!—until the Aral shoreline had retreated kilometers and kilometers farther inland, leaving boats high on the land, leaving fishing villages starving and disease-ridden. The area had never recovered, and when the call went out for second-generation candidates many families from the Aral region had leaped at the chance to come to Mars, to make a new start. Even here on a new planet they clung to their ethnic groupings.
She followed the dva man. Her suit crinkled, unwieldy from its high internal pressure. The three dvas led her over to their hut and then behind it. Part of the back wall had been staved in, and then shorn up once more.
Under a coating of reddish dust and tendrils of frost, two iron-hard corpses lay on the ground.
She bent down to look at the wide, frozen eyes, the splotched, bloodstained fur, the ragged wounds where the dvas’ throats had been slashed.
Jesus Keefer was going to have a terrible blot on his first month as her successor, she thought. So far, Keefer and the UN had kept everything cordial, a comfortable transition period between two commissioners, with nothing but respect for each other. Somehow, though, he would find some way to connect even a murder with some indiscretion or incompetence under her administration.
“We kept this other one by himself.” The dva man took her to the other side of the Quonset hut. “We did not want him tainting the soil beside our comrades.”
The third body lay sprawled, arms akimbo, head cocked against a shoulder as if the dvas had tossed his body there in disgust. Inside her helmet, Rachel Dycek let out a gasp of awe.
“Adin,” the dva man said, stating the obvious. First generation.
“I thought they were all dead by now,” Rachel said.
“Not all,” the dva man answered, gesturing with his stubby hand at the exaggerated adaptations of the adin.
The dvas looked human—distorted to the point of caricature found in Western newspapers, but human nevertheless. It required a greater leap of imagination to guess the origins of the adin, who had endured more extreme transformational surgery so they could survive an exile in the even harsher environment Mars had been a quarter century earlier. The eyes were deep set under a continuous frilled hood to shelter them from cold and blowing dust; the nostrils were covered with an extra membrane to retain exhaled moisture. A second set of lungs made bulbous protrusions in the adin’s back, half-hidden by this one’s skewed position in the dust. The adin was naked in the freezing air, and the dvas would not have stripped him.
“He came out of the darkness,” the dva man said. The two women nodded beside him. “His comrade smashed the water pipeline outside. We were distracted. Water makes a screaming sound when it bursts out into the air and freezes, you know. This adin came through the back wall of our dwelling and attacked us. He slashed the throats of our two comrades while they were still trying to wake up. But we managed to club him to death.”
Rachel noticed what she should have seen right away. Frozen blood made dark lines coming out of its inset ears; its eyes had shattered. “Down here the air pressure must have been killing him. The adin were adapted for conditions much worse than this.”
The air-compressor on the back of her suit kicked in again, and she marveled at the irony of the air being too thick, the temperature too warm for the first generation of Mars-adapted humans.
Rachel turned back to the lake of ice, the broken pipeline that stretched from the water-rich volcanic rocks of the Tharsis highlands. “Can you repair this yourselves?” she asked. She did not want to report back to the base if she didn’t need to.
“Yes,” the dva man said, nodding as if it were a matter of pride to him. “We are self-sufficient here. But we hope there will be replacements for. . .for our lost comrades. We have much work to do.”
Rachel made a noncommittal response. No more dvas would be created from Earth, and both of them knew it. Though conditions on Mars still remained worse than a bad day in Antarctica, tough unmodified humans would soon be making an earnest attempt at colonization, more than just the token UN base Rachel Dycek had overseen.
“You will need to make your repairs with haste,” Rachel said. “A Class Four dust storm is on its way from the north, and should arrive within one or two days.”
The dva women looked at her with sharp, deep-set eyes. The man nodded again and took a step backward. “Thank you, Commissioner. We already know about the storm. We can smell it in the air.”
The response took her aback. Of course the dvas would know simple things she could not, just by living closer to the Martian environment. An approaching dust storm of this magnitude would make subtle changes they could detect.
Rachel had been concerned only with how the storm would obliterate her own tracks.
The breached water pipeline had been a mere pretext for her to take one of the five crawlers from the inflatable base. The dvas would do their repair duties, and Commissioner Keefer would keep receiving satisfactory reports. Rachel Dycek would be long gone before anybody suspected something might be wrong.
After cycling back through the entrance of her crawler, she drove off toward the volcanic highlands and the mighty rise of Olympus Mons, leaving the dvas behind with their spilled ice and their dead. She had no intention of ever returning to them, or to her base.
 
Even here, on the highest slopes, the Martian air tasted thick and spoiled to Josh Tiban. His first inclination would have been to mutter a curse and spit at the ground, but he had learned decades ago never to waste valuable moisture in pointless gestures or unheard words. Mars was unforgiving.
He reached the opening of the cave and turned to survey the endless slope that stretched down to the horizon. The return climb had not even left him out of breath. With only a third of the gravity that his body had been born to, Mars made him feel like a superman. The air had grown easier to breathe with every step he took. He belonged here.
Two of the other adin came out to greet him as he stood in the cave entrance. They appeared weak, scraggly, inhuman—as they had been designed to look.
When they saw him alone, they hesitated. Stroganov asked, “Where is Nicholas?”
“Dead. The dvas killed him.” But it had been more than the dvas. He and Nicholas had descended too rapidly, and the atmospheric pressure had maddened him with pain. Nicholas had begun to hemorrhage before the dvas struck their first blow.
“Oh Josh!” Bebez said. Her words sounded too human coming from the tight, insulated lips, the flattened face.
He leaned against his pointed metal staff, torn from the center of a transmitting antenna, and closed his eyes. Josh Tiban. That was what they had called him in the camps, the supposedly nonexistent camps that had never been closed down in Siberia. Before that he had worked in the Baku oil fields, near the Caspian Sea in Azerbaijan; his superiors had showed no mercy when a fire in his area caused a major explosion that destroyed a week’s production of petroleum. After being sentenced to Siberia and amputated from society, Josh Tiban had grown strong in the hellish winter wasteland, the harsh labor. And then they had snatched him away again, put him through rigorous selection procedures, made him sign forms written in English, a language he could not read, and then worked their black cyborg magic on him.
“Josh! Is Josh all right?” Cora Maris’s voice sounded shrill in the thin air. “Why doesn’t he come inside?” Josh had never heard her voice in the rich atmosphere of Earth, but he imagined it had been deep and musical. Cora herself must have been beautiful. She refused to leave the caves now, especially now.
He stepped into the cave. “I am here. We destroyed one of the water pumping stations. It will do no good. Nicholas died.”
Inside, the caves were comfortable, the air breathable. The dim light hid the traces of green lichen crawling over the rocks. He remembered how excited he had been, all the adin had been, when their terraforming efforts had begun to show results, the lichens, the algae, the changing hue of the sky. They had worked together in selfless exertion, tearing themselves apart to terraform the planet, to make it a better place, for them.
They had been the first true Martians, feeling the soil with their bare feet, breathing the razor-thin air directly into their enhanced lungs. They had set out to conquer a world, and they had succeeded, too well. Now, none of them could breathe the dense air below.
Cora came out, swaying as she walked. She went to him, and he embraced her. “I am glad you came back, Josh. I was worried.”
Josh could not even feel the details of her body against him. The long-chain polymers lacing his skin insulated against heat loss but also deadened the nerve endings. He felt like a man in a rubber monster suit from a ridiculous 20th century film about invading aliens. But like those costumed actors in the movies, Josh Tiban was human inside. Human!
With the death of Nicholas, only five of the adin remained. He, and Cora, and three others.
And Cora frightened him most of all.
 
Through the trapezoidal windowports of the crawler, Rachel Dycek could look out at the Martian sky and see stars even during the daytime. The burning dot of Phobos swam from horizon to horizon twice a day, running through the sequence of phases—full, to quarter, to crescent, to new—each time, though they were visible only in telescopes. The other moon, Deimos, seemed nailed to the sky, hanging in the same place day after day after day, as it only slowly lost pace with the planet’s rotation rate.
The uphill slope of Olympus Mons was shallow; the solar system’s mightiest volcano seemed to take forever to rise up from the Tharsis Plain until it pushed itself clear of the lower atmosphere. The crawler vehicle steadily made progress, kilometer after kilometer.
The monotonous landscape sprawled out on all sides of her. Rachel peered out the windowports at the vista. She felt small and insignificant, unable to believe the arrogance with which she had tried to change all this. She had been successful against a world—but now her successors tossed her aside as casually as if she had been the most miserable failure ever.
The terraforming of Mars had begun with atmospheric seeding of algae decades before the first permanent human presence on the planet. The algae latched onto the reddish dust continually whipped into the air, gobbled the abundant carbon dioxide, photosynthesized the weak sunshine, and laid the groundwork of ecology on a new planet.
Encke Basin, in the Southern Highlands, showed the great recent scar where the united Earth space program had diverted a short-period comet into Mars, bringing with it a huge load of water and also measurably (and temporarily) raising the planet’s temperature from the heat of impact. Encke Sea had volatilized entirely within seven years, further raising the atmospheric pressure.
Remotely operated nuclear explosions dropped down the gullets of volcanoes had reinitiated volcanism in some areas, spewing more water vapor and other gases into the air. Further explosions had melted the ice caps.
But the terraforming had been an enormous and unending drain on Earth’s treasury, siphoning off funds and resources that—some said—might better be spent at home. Fifty years had passed, and still no humans smiled under the olive sky or romped through the rust-colored sands, and interest in the terraforming project had dropped to its lowest point of all time. The beginning of a worldwide recession nearly spelled the end of a resurrected fourth planet.
No wonder the Sovereign Soviet Republics had looked on Rachel Dycek as a national hero. She had developed a new type of human, surgically altered and given biomechanical adaptations that allowed them to survive in the harsh environment. Double lungs, insulated skin, altered metabolism, like a living protective suit grafted onto their bodies.
In a surprise move, suddenly there were people living on Mars—and they were Russians, Siberians, Soviets! The news shocked the world and catapulted Mars back to the forefront.
Rachel Dycek and her team came out of hiding from their rogue experiments and raised their hands to accolades. A hundred human test subjects were eking out a living on the surface of Mars, breathing the air, setting up terraforming industries, ingesting the algae and lichens and recovered water. They transmitted progress reports that the whole world watched.
After months of outraged—or perhaps envious, Rachel thought—investigative commissions from the world scientific community, she and her team had developed a second generation of Mars-adapted humans, the dvas, with less-drastic changes to survive on a world growing less hostile year by year.
All the enhanced humans were sterilized before transport to Mars; since they were not genetically altered, any children conceived would have been normal human babies, who would die instantly upon taking their first freezing, starving breath.
And now finally, five years ago, a “natural” human presence had been established on the surface, living in thin-walled inflatable colonies set up in canyons protected from the harsh weather. Rachel Dycek had been commissioner of the first Mars base for those five years, watching as her dva workers paved the way on the highlands, remaking the world for humans to live on it unhindered.
The dva project no longer needed her supervision, though. Adapted humans were a short-term phase in the terraforming project. Most of the adin had abandoned their work and died out before Rachel ever set foot on the planet, and there would be no more dvas.
Jesus Keefer, the UN Mars Project advisor, had come to supervise the establishing of the human base five years before, leaving Rachel in charge of operations. Now he had come back to take over, returning from Earth—”the second coming of Jesus,” she had heard some of the others call it.
Rachel’s work on Mars was finished. They would return her to Earth, a well-respected scientist and administrator. She would fill her days with celebrity banquets, lecture tours, memoirs, interviews. Charities would want her to endorse causes; corporations would want her to endorse products. Her face would appear on posters. Children would write letters to her.
It would be pathetic. Everything would remind her of how she had been retired. Obsolete. Tossed aside now that she had completed her task. But Mars was her home, her child.
The crawler vehicle toiled up the lava slope of Olympus Mons. Black lumps of ejecta thrust out like monoliths from the dust, scoured and polished into contorted shapes by the furious wind. On the sunward side of some of the rocks she could see gray-green smears of lichen, perhaps even a tendril of frost. It made her heart ache.
Even in the one-third gravity, her body still felt old and weak. Returning to Earth—and the extra weight it would make her carry—would be hell to her.
Instead, she had made up her mind to go to the highest point in the solar system, rising fourteen miles above the volcanic plain—make sure you finish up at the top, she had always said. Olympus Mons stood proud above most of the atmosphere, two and a half times the height of Mount Everest on Earth.
On the edge of the eighty-kilometer-wide caldera, Rachel Dycek would stand in her laboring environmental suit and look out across her new world. Already, she could see the bruised color of the northern sky as the murky wall of dust stampeded its way toward the southern hemisphere, coming closer.
The crawler itself might survive—the vehicles had been designed to be tough—but the sandstorm would obliterate all traces of her.
 
Cora Maris remained in the shadows of the lava tubes where the adin lived—partly out of shyness, partly out of a growing loathing she felt toward her own body.
Her eyes had been modified for the wan Martian sunlight. They had been dark eyes once, beautiful, like polished ebony disks, slanted with the trace of Mongol features retained by many Siberians. Her Martian eyes, though, had been set deep within sheltering cheekbones and brow ridges, covered with a thick mesh of lashes.
People did not fully value what they had until it was lost.
She remembered her grandmother braiding her hair and singing to her, marveling at what a beautiful girl Cora was. Her grandmother would no doubt run away shrieking now, making the three-fingered sign of the Orthodox cross.
Cora made her way up the sloping passageway to where sunlight splashed through and warmed the rocks. The wind picked up as she stepped outside. The cramps in her abdomen struck again, making her wince, but she forced herself to keep moving. She used her fingers to collect strands of algae that had clung to the flapping skimmer-screens that filtered airborne tendrils from the winds. The adin would cook the algae down, leach out the dusts, and make it into dense, edible wafers.
After greeting her upon returning from his raid, Josh Tiban sat brooding in silence below, basking near the warm volcanic vent. She thought of him as a rogue, one of the legendary Siberian bandits. It had taken her a long time to grow accustomed to the abomination of his body, the lumpy alien appearance, the functional adaptations tacked onto his body as an afterthought.
She recalled her emotional turmoil the first time they had made love, more than the usual turmoil she always felt when making love to a new man for the first time. This was no longer a man but a freak, with whom she grappled in a charade of love.
But decades ago, when the adin had first been set free on Mars, such petty concerns had been overwhelmed by simple survival.
A hundred of the adin had set out to establish their new lives on Mars. Eight had died within the first week when their adaptations did not function as expected; over half succumbed within the first year, unable to survive.
As good colonists, they had transmitted back to Earth regular reports, at first every day, then every week, then intermittently. With a forty minute round-trip transmission lag, they could transmit their report and be gone again from the station before the Earth monitors could respond. Josh had liked that, using the delayed messages to taunt and frustrate the Earthbound observers. The Earthers couldn’t do a damned thing about it.
Growing cocky with his power as the leader of the first humans to tame Mars, Josh had spoken to the remaining adin one day. The Earthers had abandoned them on Mars, he said, to sink or swim depending on their own resourcefulness. The home planet wanted to watch a soap opera, the struggle for survival of their quaint outcasts. Finally, one day, Josh had transmitted an arrogant challenge, refusing to do their terraforming work any more, and then destroyed the station. He had taken the metal spire from the tip of the antenna and kept it as his royal staff.
Within a Martian year, the first dvas arrived.
By that time, only thirty adin remained. They had moved up to higher altitudes where the climate was more comfortable, the air thinner and easier to breathe. Cora had seen and admired Josh, sensed his power and charisma, and looked up to him. It had been possible for her to forget his appearance, and to make love to the man inside.
He had taken her under the dim sun, inside a sheltering ring of lava rock that reminded her of a primitive temple. She lay back in the cold, red dust but could not feel the sharp rocks against her padded back. When Josh held her and caressed her and lay his body on top of her, she could enjoy little of his touch. Too much of the skin sensitivity had been blocked.
Thin wind had whistled around the rocks, but she could hear Josh’s breathing, faster and faster, as he pushed into her. Her external skin may have been deadened, but she squirmed and made a small noise deep in her throat: The nerves inside had not been changed at all. They moved and grabbed at each other, making an indentation in the dust that looked afterwards as if a great struggle had occurred. They smeared their bodies and the delicate fur with powdery rust.
They had nothing to worry about. The Earther doctors had made sure they were all sterile before dumping them on this planet. Sex was one of the few pleasures they could still enjoy. Cora and Josh had made love often. What did they have to lose? she thought bitterly.
Now, her arms laden with wind-borne algae strands, she turned and listened to an approaching, mechanical noise tinny in the thin air. She saw the human crawler vehicle approaching in the distance, raising an orangish-red cloud behind it.
Cora stumbled back down into the cave, but already the other adin had heard it. She saw Josh leap to his feet from where he had been brooding; his body glistened with diamonds of frozen vapor. He held the pointed staff in his hand and peered out the window opening. The other three adin hurried to him.
No one paid attention to her. She couldn’t be much help to them right now anyway.
Cora slumped down against the rough rock wall, breathing heavily, and sorting out the algae strands. She felt tears come to the sides of her eyes as she patted her swollen belly—the last great practical joke of all.
 
The crawler vehicle helped Rachel Dycek choose the best course, but she opted to follow the edge of a gaping chasm that spilled down the slope of Olympus Mons, possibly extending all the way to the base of the towering cliff that lifted the volcano up from the Tharsis bulge. The chasm was one of the only landmarks she had found on the vast uphill plain.
Gauges showed the outside air pressure dropping as she ascended. The wind speed picked up, bringing gusts that carried enough muscle to rattle the crawler.
She had been climbing for half a day. The distant Sun had passed overhead and dropped to the northwestern horizon. Behind her reeled two parallel treads, marking the path of the crawler. That would all be erased when the storm hit within the next day, certainly before anyone thought to come out to look for her.
With a momentary twinge of guilt, Rachel hoped the dvas at the pumping station would be all right, but she knew they had been trained—and made—to survive the weather conditions of this new transitional Mars.
Beside her, the chasm suggested days long past when liquid water had spilled downhill from melting ice. Or perhaps the enormous shield volcano had simply split its seams. Rachel knew little about geology; it was not her area of expertise.
But then, if she had been a geologist on Mars, her specialty would never have become obsolete.
Rachel saw areas that looked like ancient volcanic steam vents, lava tubes, and towering jagged teeth of black rock rotten with cavities from blowing dust. It looked like an extraterrestrial Stonehenge guarding a gateway to a wonderland under Mars. Sunset shadows stretched out long, like dark oil spilling down the slope.
And then figures stepped away from the rocks, emerging from the lava tubes. Human figures—no, not quite human. In the fading light she recognized them.
Adin.
She saw three at first, and then a fourth stepped out. This one carried a long metal staff. Her heart leaped with amazement, awe, and a little fear. She had known in her heart that some of her first generation still survived; the sabotage at the pumping station only confirmed that.
Rachel’s first impulse was to turn the crawler around and flee back downslope to report the presence of this encampment of rogue “Martians.” What would they do to her if they caught her?
But instead Rachel stopped and parked the vehicle, locking its treads. So what might they do, and what did it matter? She sealed the protective plates over all the windowports, then she stood up. The recompressed air in her suit tasted cold and metallic.
Rachel had nothing to lose, and she wanted to know how the adin had fared, what they had done, why they had broken off contact with Earth. Curiosity burned within her. At least she would know that much before she died, and it would bring closure to all her work. She had to find out for herself, even if no one else would know. She smirked inside her helmet. She was probably the only one who cared anyway.
She cycled through the door of the crawler and turned behind her to key the locking combination.
Rachel stepped forward to meet the adin survivors as, together, they bounded toward her.
 
The Earther inside the suit looked fragile, eggshells strung together with spiderwebs. She would never survive ten seconds outside.
Assisted by Stroganov, Josh took the woman’s arm and lifted her off the ground. Her reflective suit, bloated from its internal pressure, felt slick and unnatural in his grip. He noticed that the suit design had changed somewhat since he had last dealt with the Earthers, when they had first deposited the adin on the Martian surface.
He and Stroganov carried their captive easily in the low gravity; oddly, she did not struggle. Josh set the woman down in the dimness of the widening lava tube and scrutinized her small body. Through the faceplate of her helmet, he saw dark eyes and an angular face, salt-and-pepper hair. He discerned no expression of helplessness and fear. He found it disconcerting.
“I recognize you,” the Earther woman said. Her words came out filtered from the speaker patch below the faceplate, in crisp textbook Russian that came straight out of Moscow schooling. Nonplussed, she straightened herself and looked around the grotto. “You are Joshua Tiban.”
Pleased that she knew him but also angry with where she must have seen him, Josh said, “You must have been one of the those entertained by how we struggled for survival on this world, while you sat warm and cozy on yours? How often do they replay my last transmission to Earth, just before I ripped out the antenna?” He rang the staff on the porous lava floor for emphasis.
“No, Joshua Tiban, I remember you from all my selection procedures.” She paused. “Let me see, Siberian labor camp, correct? You had been a worker at the Baku oil fields in Azerbaijan. Your record showed that you got into many brawls, you came to work drunk more often than not. During one shift you had an accident that started a fire in one of the refinery complexes. The safety systems failed and the resulting explosion killed two people and ruined a week’s worth of oil production.”
The other three adin stepped away, looking at her in amazement. Bebez grabbed onto Elia’s arm. Josh felt a cold shiver crawl up his spine that had nothing to do with the temperature of Mars. Flickers of memory brought him fuzzy glimpses of this woman, dressed in white uniform, bustling down cold tile halls. “How do you know all this?”
The woman’s response was a short laugh. She seemed genuinely amused and relaxed. “I selected the final adin candidates myself. I performed some of the surgery. I made you, Joshua Tiban. You have survived here because of the augmentations I added to your body. You and these others.” She turned around, flexing her arm. The suit made crinkling noises, then hummed as the air compressor switched itself on.
“I do not remember them as much as I know you. There were so many candidates in the first phase. After that, I supervised work on the dva phase. Then I came here to see everything you have done. You should be grateful to me, Joshua, with every breath you take of Martian air.”
Josh felt the fury boil within him. It all came back to him now. “Doctor. . .Dycek—is that your name, or have I remembered it wrong?” She was provoking him, taunting him—perhaps she did not know him as well as she thought. Stroganov gawked at her, then at him; yes, he remembered her too, the smell of chemicals, the slice of pain, the promises of freedom, the exile on this planet.
He brought the metal staff up. “I should just smash open your helmet.”
“Do what you will. I never intended to return anyway.”
Josh stared down into her dark eyes distorted by the transparent polymer. He could not say anything. She had made him helpless.
“Tell me why you are so angry,” she continued. “We set you free of your labor camp. You signed all the papers. We gave you a world to tame and all the freedom to do it. Better to rule in hell than to serve in heaven, is that not correct?”
All the clever words tumbled in his throat, clambering over each other to come out. Where was the tough, charismatic leader who had conquered Mars? He had made his speeches over and over to the surviving adin, words that did not count because the adin already knew their situation; now, though, he had the proper person in front of him. He clenched his hand together so tightly that he actually felt the nails against his thick palm.
The anger finally burst out, and Josh shouted in a way that overrode all his training for shallow breaths and conservation of exhaled moisture. “You made me master of this environment. You created me for Mars—and then you took Mars away!”
He gestured out beyond the walls; in his mind he held a picture of the growing lichen, the tracings of frost on the lava rock, the thickening air; he had no idea what images she would conjure from his words.
Dr. Dycek looked at him through the faceplate. He saw a weary patience in her eyes, which made him even angrier. She did not understand.
“Why is she here?” Elia asked him. “Find out why she is here.”
Josh looked down at Dr. Dycek. His body was strong and large. He was free of her protective encumbrances, but still she did not appear intimidated. “Yes, why?”
“I am being replaced. The UN Mars Project leaders think all the adin are dead by now. The dva project is entering its last phase. I am obsolete. I have no more work here, and I am to be shuttled back to Earth. But I want to stay.”
Josh tightened his grip on her thin metallic suit. “So now you know what it feels to be obsolete yourself. We watch our world slipping away day by day with each new dva establishment, with each water-recovery station, with every normal human setting foot on our planet! The time has come to send them a message they cannot ignore.”
Dr. Dycek put her gloved hands on her hips. The air compressor came on again. “I came up here to be swept away in the dust storm. They will never find my body. If you kill me it makes no difference.”
“We could dump it just outside of your flimsy inflatable base. They would find you then.”
“Then someone would have to hunt you down,” Dr. Dycek said. “Why bloody your hands? No need to add murder to your conscience.”
Josh laughed at that. He felt easier now, more in control. “Murder? It is murder only when a human kills another human. Mars will be killing you, Dr. Dycek. Not me.” He hefted the metal staff over his head, ready to swing it down upon the curved faceplate. She tilted her head up. “It is the way with all creatures: those who cannot adapt to their environment must die. So here, breathe the clear, cold air of Mars. It will be a grand gesture for the adin!”
“Josh, stop!” It was Cora’s voice. She made her way out of the shadows from the back of the cave. “I once admired your ways, but now I am tired of how you must make a ‘grand gesture’ out of everything. Tearing up our transmitter after sending your message to Earth, sabotaging the water pumping station two nights ago, even blowing up the Baku oil refinery because of a stupid argument you had with your superior.”
Dr. Dycek narrowed her eyes. “So, that was no accident after all.”
“No, it wasn’t!” Josh snapped. But he watched Dr. Dycek’s attention flick away from him as soon as Cora stepped into the light. Cora panted, then winced as another contraction rippled through her abdomen.
“She’s pregnant!” Dr. Dycek said. “How? That’s impossible!”
For a moment, Josh thought her comment so ludicrous that he stifled a chuckle. How? Does a doctor not know how a woman gets pregnant?
“Even the best Soviet sterilization procedures must not be one hundred percent effective,” Cora answered. “Do not kill her, Josh.”
Dr. Dycek’s entire attitude altered. “The baby will die if it is born up here! It will have none of your adaptations. Just a normal, human child.”
“We know that!” Josh shouted.
“This changes everything. An adin having a child! The first human born on Mars!” Her voice rose with command, taking charge of the situation, as if they were her slaves—just like in the training and therapy sessions before leaving Earth. “We will have to take you in the crawler vehicle back down,” she said to Cora. “I can pressurize the cabin slowly so you will acclimate and tolerate the atmosphere below for a short time.”
Josh felt his control of the other adin slipping away like red dust through his fingertips. They nodded in agreement, looking at the suited figure, ignoring him. Cora stepped forward, so intent with new hope and excitement that she did not try to hide her swollen appearance. “You can save my baby?”
“Perhaps. If we get you back to the base.”
“This is good news, Josh!” Bebez said. “We thought the baby would die for certain.”
Josh released his hold on Dr. Dycek’s arm and turned to face his four companions in the cave. “Yes, save the child! And then what? Then everything will be perfect? Then all our problems will be solved? No! Then the Earthers will know where we are. They will come by and watch us die off, one by one. They will make a documentary program about us, the failed experiment. Maybe it will be on worldwide National Geographic?”
He moved toward the opening to the deepening dusk outside. It was difficult for him to stomp in anger in the low gravity. “You are all fools! I can have more intelligent conversations with the rocks.”
Josh Tiban stalked out into the air to stare at the brightening stars, at Phobos rising again in the east and the pinprick of Deimos suspended partway up the sky. He felt like the king of all Mars, a king who had just been overthrown.
 
Not even Josh’s tantrum could disturb Rachel’s concentration as she stared at the rounded abdomen of the adin woman. The survival of these augmented humans delighted her, but the simple miracle of this pregnancy that should never have happened amazed her much more. A pregnancy, the type of thing men and women had been doing for millions of years.
But never before on this planet.
She and her medical team had sterilized all the male adin before shipping them off to Mars. There had been no need to sterilize the females, a much more difficult operation. But now that Rachel thought of it, she had indeed seen numerous documented cases of men siring children years after they had had vasectomies. She and her team had considered that possibility to be an acceptable risk. She could hardly believe it herself.
But the tight skin stretched over Cora’s belly spoke otherwise. The thick adin fur wisped up and curled over, showing white patches where skin had been stretched to its limits. Rachel reached out with a gloved hand to touch the bulge, but she could feel little through the protective material.
Cora Maris, though, seemed more preoccupied with excusing Josh’s temper. “He is not always like this. He is strong and has kept us alive, but everything is running through his fingers now. He lost our companion Nicholas two nights ago in a raid.” She drew a deep breath. Her words carried a rich Siberian accent that evoked thoughts of wild lands and simple people. “These grand gestures of his always backfire.”
Suddenly Cora’s mouth clamped shut and she let out a hiss. Her eyes winced closed. The skin on her abdomen tightened until it had a waxy texture and looked as hard as the rind of a melon. Her hands groped for something to grab onto, finally seizing a lump of lava. She squeezed the sharp edges until blood oozed from shallow cuts in her palms, freezing into a sparkling smear on the rock.
Rachel did not know what to do. She knelt beside Cora while the other adin came closer, showing their concern. Rachel had never had children of her own; she had been too preoccupied with her work, too driven, too dedicated. She had never regretted it, though—had she not done something far more important by preparing the first human to set foot on Mars?
Cora gasped out her next words after the spasm passed. “It’s all right. For now. That has been happening for days. I can bear the pain, but it certainly makes conversation difficult!”
“You must not have the child here,” Rachel repeated, then tried to lighten the doom in her voice. “I would not be able to find any boiling water. How can you deliver a baby without boiling water?”
One of the adin made a noise; it might have been laughter. Cora was working too hard to recover herself that she paid no attention to the humor. Rachel grew serious again. “How frequent are the contractions?”
“I have no idea,” Cora snapped in a voice filled more with pain and weariness than anger. “I don’t exactly have a chronometer!”
“They are about every fifteen minutes,” one of the adin, Bebez, said. “You must get her away from here. Give her whatever help you can offer. The baby will surely die up here.”
Rachel realized she would have to give up her own pointless gesture of defiance, standing on the volcano top while the dust storm swept her away. She would have to turn her work to something else, but she could wait no longer.
Cora’s infant would focus Earth’s attention once again on the adin and the dva, and Rachel’s own efforts. She might even get a reprieve, be allowed to stay on Mars to study the remaining altered humans and how they adapted to their changing planet. But she felt she was doing this for something else as well. Better to save a life than take her own.
“Let us go and save your child, Cora. My crawler vehicle is not far, and I can take you down where the baby can be born in safety. We can perhaps put together a special chamber back at the base, so you can see your little one.”
Nodding her agreement, Cora stood up and Rachel touched her shoulder. The other three adin nodded their agreement, but made no move to help as the two women went to the door opening into the Martian dusk.
Outside, Josh Tiban was nowhere to be seen. The sky’s green had turned a muddy ochre, spreading into blackish-purple. The upthrust rocks were stark against the smooth slope of Olympus Mons.
The crawler was gone.
Leaving Cora to stand against a rock, Rachel ran over to where she had stopped the vehicle. The low gravity made her feel light on her feet. Buffeting breezes ran their gentle fingers over her suit. She found the crawler’s tracks already beginning to blur in the wind, a pried section of the volcanic debris on the ground with rounded punctures made from Josh’s staff, and a sloughed-off portion of the chasm wall where a large object had been toppled over the edge.
As dread surged inside her, Rachel went to the brink of the gorge where more lava rock lay strewn a hundred meters below. In the gathering shadows of night, she could make out the squared-off form of her vehicle, smashed and out of reach far below.
 
In darkness, they used tough cables and harsh white spotlights to reach the bottom of the chasm. The adin had taken the equipment from their remaining cache of supplies and gadgets they had brought with them when they had abandoned the Martian lowlands.
Cora allowed Dr. Dycek and Stroganov to help her over the roughest patches, but the low gravity and the broken wall assisted her more. She had to stop four times during the descent while the labor cramps seized her entire body, demanding all her attention.
Over the past two days the cramps had clenched her stomach muscles, squeezing and pushing, then loosening again. At first they had been intermittent, several an hour and then giving her a few hours rest before they started again. But it grew worse, more regular, more intense, as her muscles lowered the baby, helped position it, started to open her up inside. Cora knew she might have to endure this for several more days, or the baby could come within hours.
Stroganov jerked the thin cable and shone the spotlight down on the crawler vehicle among the scree. He had never told anyone his first name, but clung to his family identity; he traced his lineage back to the first nobles sent by Peter the Great to conquer the wilds of Siberia. It seemed oddly appropriate here.
The crawler had rolled and plowed a clean path down the cliff as it fell, but its low center of mass had brought it to a rest upright, though canted against a mound of rubble. As Stroganov played the light over the scratched and dust-smeared hull, Cora looked for the disastrous damage she expected to see.
“It appears to be intact,” Dr. Dycek said. She squeezed Cora’s shoulder and jumped the last few meters down to the bottom of the chasm, landing with deeply bent knees. Her voice sounded thin and far away as she shouted through her faceplate. “This vehicle is tough. It was built to withstand Mars—just as you were.”
She held out her hands for Elia to toss down one of the spotlights. Using its beams, Dr. Dycek climbed around the vehicle, inspecting the metal plates protecting the trapezoidal windowports. She rapped one with her gloved fist, then held her fist high in satisfaction.
On her own initiative, Cora began to make the last part of the descent. Stroganov and Elia helped her until they all stood on the jumbled floor of the chasm. Loose boulders the size of houses lay strewn about. Cora looked up to the top of the cliff wall, a black razor-edge that blocked all view of the stars. Bebez had remained in the caves, and Cora saw no figure looking down at them.
They had called into the darkness for Josh to come and help them, but he had remained silent and hidden.
Dr. Dycek trudged up to them. “The door-lock mechanism is still functioning. The antenna is smashed, though, so we will not be able to let anyone on the base know we are coming.” She paused. “From all the metal scars around the antenna base, it looks to me that Josh knocked it off himself.”
The other adin said nothing. Cora nodded to herself. Yes, that was the way Josh would do it. He was so predictable.
Then her knees buckled as the labor spasm squeezed her like a fist and sucked away all thoughts of the outside world. Stroganov caught her and held her upright.
Dr. Dycek grabbed one of Cora’s arms and began to stumble-walk her toward the crawler. “Come on. We have at least a day’s journey before we get back to the base. Even then, I cannot be certain this chasm will lead us anywhere but a blind end. But there is no other way. The crawler is down here, and we have no choice of roads. You have no time to waste.”
Dr. Dycek hauled her into the tilted opening of the crawler’s small airlock. Stroganov and Elia helped, each of the adin men squeezing her numb skin in a silent gesture of farewell.
“The storm is coming,” Stroganov said, sniffing the air.
“I know,” Dr. Dycek answered. She made no other comment about it, but faced Cora instead. “We will get you inside and begin the slow pressurization of the interior. We have to make the atmosphere thick enough so the baby can breathe, in case it is born along the way.”
“I know,” Cora said, imitating the doctor’s words. She dreaded the thought of air as thick as soup and heavy as bricks on her chest, making on ordeal out of every breath. . .especially not during the most exhausting hours of her entire life.
She doubted the baby would wait until they reached the Earthers’ inflatable base.
The airlock door closed behind them, leaving them in claustrophobic darkness. Already, Cora longed for one last breath of the cold air on top of Olympus Mons.
 
As the southern hemisphere of the planet Mars turned away from the sun in its winter season, the drop in temperature caused great portions of the atmosphere to freeze out. Water vapor and carbon dioxide piled up in layers to form a polar ice cap. The resulting drop in air pressure sucked tsunamis of wind from the northern hemisphere down across the equator. The wind gathered force, rushing to fill the invisible hole at the bottom of the world, picking up dust particles in a fist as tall as the sky.
The storm hit them three hours after leaving the adin encampment. Rachel could barely see as the roiling murk pounded and shook the crawler vehicle from side to side. The walls of the crevasse sheltered them from the worst gusts, but vicious cross currents still made her wrestle with the directional levers on the vehicle.
The muffled sounds of the scouring gale came through only as distant whispers. Rachel sat tight-lipped, squinting through the whirlwind and hoping to swerve in time to avoid the largest rocks or another gaping chasm. Her suit worked doubletime to absorb her perspiration. She no longer felt like someone who wanted to surrender.
She kept her mind focused on moving ahead, on the need to return to the main base, where she could hold another success up before the face of Jesus Keefer and show how important she still was to the Mars project. Her work had resulted in the birth of the first Martian, a landmark event never before rivaled in history. She was still worth something.
Behind her on one of the passenger benches, Cora Maris spoke little, muttering in pain as another labor spasm hit. Rachel used the vehicle’s chronometer to time them. They occurred about every four and a half minutes. Cora seemed oblivious to the storm outside.
Rachel wound her way along the crevasse floor, hoping it would spill out onto the Tharsis Plain or climb back up to the flat surface of Olympus Mons. She had no idea where the narrow canyon would take her, but she had to follow it.
She also did not know where the nearest settlement would be, or if she would have a better chance heading straight for the main base facilities. As they continued, Rachel increased the air pressure in the crawler, gradually acclimating Cora to the change. She could not give up now.
A wry smile came to Rachel’s face: she had never imagined she would be facing the dust storm in such a manner.
She had been unrealistic and selfish, puffed up with a distorted view of her own self-importance. Earth would not care about her suicide. The act had sounded poignant and dramatic at the time, like a great hero going to meet doom—but now she realized that most people would shake their heads sadly and pity her instead. They would find her pathetic. They would reevaluate all of the successes she had had, use her final madness to brush aside the other work she had done. Jesus Keefer would likely see to that. He had always been impatient with the slow work of the adin and the dva, wanting instead to have humans wrestle out a direct existence on Mars from the start.
But Rachel and her team had made it possible for the first humans to walk free on another world. No matter how the future changed, no one could alter that. The wonder of this adin baby had convinced her of that.
“I think. . .” Cora said, gasping words that Rachel heard muffled through her helmet, “You had better find a place to stop the crawler. Park it. Shelter. I need you now.”
Rachel slowed the vehicle and risked a glance backward.
Cora Maris lay on the floor, her back propped against the curved metal wall and her legs spread as far apart as she could manage around the mound of her belly. Between her legs a gush of liquid spilled out, steaming and freezing in the icy air.
Rachel lurched the crawler over to the canyon wall under what she thought was an overhang dimly seen above. Her water has broken! Now what would she do? Rachel was a doctor, no problem. No problem! But she had studied environmental adaptation, worked with cyborg enhancements. The closest she had come to witnessing birth was in staring at cells dividing under an electron microscope.
She locked down the treads of the crawler and turned back to Cora. The pregnant adin woman looked up at her; Rachel hoped the faceplate hid her uncertainty.
“Do not worry,” Cora said, “I believe I can help you.”
The thought of Cora helping her in the emergency made Rachel stifle a raw-edged giggle, but the pregnant woman continued. “I helped my grandmother deliver two babies when I was small. Midwives still do much of that work in Siberia.”
Rachel fought down her scattered emotions and stared into Cora’s dark, slanted eyes. “All right, what must I do?”
“Reach. . .inside. Tell me how far I am dilated. Then we will know how much time I have.”
Rachel looked down at her clumsy gloved hand. She checked the external air pressure monitor; though the suit seemed more flexible now that the differential was not so great, she still could not survive in the crawler cabin. “I dare not remove my suit yet. There is not enough air for me. And the glove is too big as it is. I would hurt you.”
Cora’s eyes winced shut and her body shook. Rachel watched her body straining, the augmented muscles stretched to a point where they seemed to hum from the tension. Cora’s fingers scrabbled on the smooth metal floor, looking for something to grasp. Then the spasm passed.
Cora took five deep breaths, then brought her attention back to the problem. “We need to learn how long it will be. If I am not fully dilated, we might have enough time to reach your base. If I am, then the baby could come in an hour.”
Rachel forced herself to find a solution. She drove the panic away and tried to dredge up alternatives from the thin air. “There are small cutting tools in the repair box, and some metal tape.” She looked down at her suit. “I could cut off my glove, seal the sleeve around my arm with the tape. Then I could feel inside you.”
Cora looked at her, saying nothing, as Rachel continued. “My hand would get numb in this cold, but I can raise the internal temperature here as much as you can stand.”
“If you damage the suit, you would never be able to go outside until we reach your base.” Cora closed her eyes in anticipation of another labor pain. “Perhaps you should keep driving. Hope we will find help within another hour or so.”
Instead, Rachel made up her mind and went to the crawler’s tool locker. She had driven most of an entire day up the smooth slope of Olympus Mons, making good time and seeing exactly where she was going. She had now been moving along barely four hours, over rough terrain, unable to see for the past hour. They would never make it. Better to prepare here.
She pulled up the slick fabric around her wrist and removed one of the small cutting tools. The suit material was tough and could resist most severe abrasions, but not intentional sawing like this. Keeping the metal tape at hand, she pulled in a deep lungful of air and sliced across the fabric.
Her ears popped as air gushed out. She could feel the wind and the cold pushing along her skin. She cut the gash longer, enough that she could pull her fingers out of the glove and thrust her hand out through the ragged opening. With her protected hand, she wrapped the metal tape around her wrist where the suit material met the skin. She taped back the flopping, empty glove, then sealed the seam over and over.
Panting, Rachel tried to catch her breath as the suit reinflated. The air compressor on her back roared to life, added to the ringing sound in her ears. Her head pounded, but her thoughts cleared moment by moment.
Cora squirmed on the floor in her own ordeal. Rachel knelt down in front of her. “Cora? Cora, I am ready.” She touched the adin woman’s bristly coating of fur, the waxy texture of her polymerized skin. Rachel’s hand felt crisp from the cold, then sensitivity faded as she grew numb. “Tell me what I should expect to feel inside you.”
Cora blinked and nodded.
The water on the crawler floor had sheeted over with a film of ice, clinging in gummy knots to Cora’s inner thighs. Rachel slowly felt the folds of skin between Cora’s legs, dipped her fingers into them, then slid her hand inside.
At first the temperature felt too hot, like melted butter, in startling contrast to the frigid air. She forced herself not to withdraw. Her skin burned.
“Feel the opening deep inside. It is like a ridge,” Cora said, biting off each word as she said it. “Tell me how wide it is.”
“A little wider than my hand and thumb.”
Cora bit her lip.
Rachel withdrew and grabbed the other woman’s arm. The biting cold of the air felt like acid on her wet hand. “Is that good or bad.”
“Bad. No, good. That means this will be over much sooner. One hour, maybe two.”
The sound of the storm outside suddenly turned into a monster’s roar, a grinding, crunching sound that pounded through the walls of the crawler. The rock outcropping above them came crashing down, tossing boulders and sheets of dirt.
Rachel fell on her side, clawing at the air; Cora rolled over and curled into a ball to protect her baby. The rocks pummeled the top of the crawler, bouncing and thudding. Reddish smears clogged the view out the main front windowports, blowing away in patches as gusts of wind tore it free of the smooth glass.
Rachel got to her knees and kept breathing in the suit. She felt herself shaking. The palm of her bare hand seemed to burn into the frigid metal of the floor. “Are you all right?” she asked Cora. The other woman nodded.
The sounds of the avalanche faded into the roar of the storm, but then another, softer thump landed on top of the crawler. Cora froze and kept listening. Her eyes widened.
Rachel got up to go to the crawler’s control panel. Luckily none of the falling rocks had smashed through the front windowports.
Then a face and shoulders appeared from above, hands reaching down from the roof of the crawler, brushing the dust aside. The face pressed against the dust, peering inside and grinning. An adin. Josh Tiban.
In shock, Rachel caught herself from crying out. She smacked her hands down on the controls for the protective plates, which slammed down over the windowports. The last thing she saw was Josh Tiban leaping aside in surprise, vanishing into the tangled murk of the storm. Then the metal clanged into place, leaving the crawler in dimness. The central illumination automatically stepped up, bathing the interior in blue-white glow.
Cora stared wide-eyed at the sealed windowport. “Josh!” she muttered. She seemed to have forgotten about her labor. “He caused the avalanche. He must have been working at it ever since we stopped.”
“Out in the storm?” Rachel could hardly believe what she had seen herself. “How could he survive without some kind of shelter?”
Cora shook her head; Rachel saw a smile on her lips. “He likes to do that, pit himself against the elements. He is proud of how he can cope with anything Mars throws at him. Tamer of Worlds—that is what he wants to be called. He does not like to see you domesticating this planet. Then he will be obsolete.”
“I know what that feels like,” Rachel muttered, then stopped. “But if Josh tries to kill me, he will also destroy you, and his baby. Does he not realize he will murder his own child?”
Cora hung her head, then shuddered with another spasm. Rachel adjusted the air compressors to increase the pressure inside the crawler more rapidly. When Cora recovered, she looked Rachel in the eye and kept her voice flat.
“That is what he wants. He needs the baby to die. He has always planned on it.”
Rachel opened and closed her mouth without words; she knew that behind the faceplate she must look like a dying fish in a bowl. “I don’t understand.”
Cora let her slanted eyes fall shut beneath the thick lash membranes. “His grandest gesture of all. He has been anticipating it for month after month. The baby would have died if I had given birth in our caves—we know that. It could not breathe or survive in the elements. I should never have gotten pregnant. That loss would have been a fault of the Earthers, you in particular, Dr. Dycek, though I believe he had no real memory of you. He has found a way to blame all of our troubles on the Earthers. He is good at that.
“When the baby dies, he will have all the reason he needs to strike back. It will be a catalyst, an excuse. No one ever thought someone like you would come.”
Rachel blinked her eyes at the sick logic. “What will he do?”
“He plans to go to your inflatable base and destroy it. With his staff, he can tear holes right through the sides of the walls. He can run from one section to the next as fast as his legs will take him, striking and then moving. He can do it. The alarms will send everyone into confusion. He can burst every module even after it seals itself. The people inside will be trapped and he can pick them off one room at a time. The Earthers might repair some of the walls, but Josh can just strike again. He can wait longer than any of them.”
Rachel felt anger welling up inside of her. “Well then I must make sure he has no reason to attack. Your baby will live.” She patted Cora’s bulging stomach with her bare hand and turned to look at the heavy metal plates covering the windowports. “We are safe here.”
 
Surrounded by the muffled whirlwind of the storm, Cora Maris gave birth to a son. The crawler walls creaked and groaned as the wind tried to push in, but the shelter remained safe.
As soon as Cora’s final labor began, Rachel had no choice but to begin pressurizing the interior as rapidly as the pumps could bring in more air. Many of the intake vents had been clogged with dust from the storm and the avalanche, but still the gauges showed the air density increasing.
Cora cried out with the effort of her labor, but also gasped, complaining about how difficult breathing had become. “Like a metal band around my chest! My head!”
“There is nothing for it. The baby must breathe when it comes.” No matter what it does to Cora, Rachel thought. “You are strong. I made you that way.”
“I. . .know!”
When Rachel had pulled the slick baby free, it steamed in the air, glistening with red wetness. “A boy!” she said.
Cora’s mouth remained open, gasping, trying to lift her lungs. The baby, too, worked the tiny dark hole of his mouth in a silent agonized cry of new life, but he could not find enough air.
Rachel moved quickly now. As she had planned, she shucked her suit and popped open the faceplate, letting the blessed warm air gush out. The shock stunned her for a moment, but she forced herself to keep moving, to plow through the black specks in front of her vision. A bright pain flashed behind her forehead, and then her nose began to bleed.
She grasped the loose end of the metal tape sealing her wrist to the suit. The grip slipped twice before her numb fingers clutched it and tore it off. She let out a howl of pain, whooshing out half the air remaining in her lungs. She felt as if she had just flayed the skin off her arm.
She had to hurry. Grogginess started to claim her, but she stumbled through the motions.
Shivering already, she stepped out of the empty suit, letting the metallic fabric fall in a rough puddle on the floor. She clamped shut the empty faceplate and grabbed up the baby. His skin, smeared with red from the birth, took on a bluish tinge as he tried to breathe. The umbilical cord, tied in a crude knot, still oozed some blood, but Rachel was not worried about that.
Cora found the strength to reach over and touch the infant one last time before Rachel slid him inside the loose folds of the suit and sealed his whispered cries into silence. She began pressurizing it immediately. The folds began to straighten themselves as air pumped inside.
Heaving huge breaths but still starving for oxygen, Rachel grasped the limp sleeve where she had cut off the glove and knotted it. Suit-warmed air blew from the edge, squirting onto her skin. Rachel grasped the roll of metallic tape and wrapped it around and around the end of the sleeve like a tourniquet. The hissing noise stopped, replaced by the ringing in her ears.
She crawled over to where air gushed into the chamber, but that helped only a little. It could only get better.
Cora, though, grew worse. “Can’t inhale,” she said. “Like stones on my chest. Breathing soup.” She was too weak to cope with the increasing difficulty.
Rachel felt all her words go away as she looked at the exhausted new mother, at the mess of blood and amniotic fluid and afterbirth tissue on the crawler floor. This had not been clean and quick like all the make-believe births shown in entertainment disks. It looked like some slaughter had occurred here. But not slaughter—new life.
Somehow, Cora got to her knees, wavered as she tried, and failed, to draw in a deep breath, then crawled toward the airlock. “You must let me out. Dying. Need to breathe.”
Rachel, dizzy from her own lack of air, tried to fight against the confusion in her. “Not in the storm! Not right after the baby. You are too weak.” But she knew Cora was right. If the adin woman had any chance for surviving, it had to be outside, not inside here.
Cora reached the door and rested her head against it, panting. “Strong enough,” she said, again repeating Rachel’s words. “You made us that way.”
Rachel watched her open the inner door and haul herself inside the airlock. The noise of the storm outside doubled. Cora looked at the sagging environment suit on the floor, focused on the squirming lump that showed the boy’s movements, then raised her deep-set eyes to meet Rachel’s. She looked intensely human and inhuman at the same time.
“I will tell Josh his son is alive. Safe.” With great effort, she filled her lungs one more time. “He must face that and change himself. Adapt to new conditions—his own words.” She raised her hand in a gesture of farewell, then sealed the door.
Somehow, her words about Josh Tiban did not reassure Rachel.
The noise of the storm muffled again, grew louder as Cora opened the outer door, then finally settled into relative quiet again. Rachel found herself alone with the newborn baby.
 
She had to push the crawler into overdrive to break free of the surrounding rubble left by the avalanche. The crawler groaned and lurched as it heaved over boulders, bucking from side to side. Rachel wished she had strapped herself in. Unsupported on the floor, the baby in the environmental suit slid over to one corner and came to rest against a passenger bench. She could not hear its cries over the sound of the storm and the straining vehicle.
“Come on!” Rachel muttered to herself, pounding the plastic control panel. The effort sent a wash of dizziness over her. Her jaws chattered together as she shivered in the cold. The back of the crawler rose up at an angle over the worst of the obstacles, then she found herself free of the rockslide.
She slid the protective plates aside so she could see her course, though the storm made that nearly impossible. Using less caution now, she increased the crawler’s speed, trusting the vehicle to crush medium-sized rocks out of its way, rather than picking a path around them.
The chasm walls lowered and the floor widened within a quarter of an hour. She felt the urgency slacking away as confidence grew; she would be out on the flat slope of Olympus Mons in a few moments, and she could use the guidance gear to choose the most direct course back home. She eased the crawler into greater speed.
She turned around the glance at the baby, to make sure it had not been injured.
Then Josh Tiban sprang out in front of the vehicle again and bounded onto its sloping hood. The dust swirled around him, but he seemed to draw energy from the storm. He hefted his metal staff over his head, like a harpoon. The expression on his face made him look like an animal, a savage beast from the wilds of Mars.
Instinctively, Rachel ducked back. She did not think quickly enough to slam the protective plates over the windowports.
Josh brought the pointed tip down with a crunch in the center of the trapezoidal glass plate. A white flower of damage burst out from the tip, and a high whine of air screamed out as he withdrew the staff. He brought the tip down again even harder, puncturing a larger hole through the thick glass.
Rachel heard the roar of the wind outside and a distant howl that might have been triumph from the adin leader.
“Stop!” she shouted, expending most of the air from her lungs. She yanked back on the control lever of the crawler, bringing it to a sudden halt.
The lurch tossed Josh Tiban from his perch, and he rolled nearly out of sight only a few meters away. He staggered to his feet, using the metal staff.
Rachel could have accelerated the vehicle then, swerved to the side and crushed him under the tread. But she could not do it. She stared at him, listening to the scream of escaping air from the largest puncture hole, the smaller whine from the tiny hole. She had created Josh Tiban and exiled him here. He had survived everything Mars could throw at him, and she could not kill him now.
Rachel slapped the palm of her hand against the largest hole in the windowport, picturing herself like that small Dutch boy with his finger in the leaking dike. Instantly she felt the biting cold and the suction tearing at her hand, trying to squeeze it through the hole. She screamed.
Josh Tiban watched.
Then Cora appeared out of the whirlwind, staggering and off balance—perhaps it was only the wind, or her weakness. But she looked stronger than she had when she departed from the crawler.
Josh looked at her in astonishment. Cora reached forward to pluck the pointed metal staff out of his hand. He did not react fast enough to grab it back. He seemed confused at seeing her there at all.
He turned, as if shouting something through the storm at her.
Then Cora shoved the staff like a spear through his chest. In the low gravity, her strength was great enough for the thrust to lift him completely off the ground. The spear protruded from his body, puncturing the second set of lungs that rose like a hump on his back. Then she tossed him away from her.
Rachel tore her hand away from the windowport, leaving a chunk of meat behind that dribbled blood and slurped as it was sucked outside. A frosty red smear coated the white cracks in the glass.
Cora had fallen to the ground outside, but she staggered to her feet and stood in front of the vehicle. She made frantic motions with her arms. Their meaning was clear: Go! Now!
With blood dripping from the torn palm of her hand, Rachel found the metal tape and slapped several pieces over the punctures in the windowport. The tape dug into the hole, pulled toward the outside. She added a second and then third strip of tape over the puncture, and then began to breathe easier.
Outside, red dust had begun to pile around the body of Josh Tiban. Already, Mars hurried to erase all presence of the intruder. Josh had thought himself invincible because he could withstand the rigors of the harsh environment. But Mars had not killed him—a human had.
 
Hours later, she continued a straight downhill course. The slope of Olympus Mons offered a relatively gentle road, scoured clean. The wind continued to hammer at her—such storms rarely let up in less than four days—but it no longer seemed such a difficult thing to withstand.
The layers of metal tape sealed the puncture mark in the front windowport, but air still hummed out. The compressors kept laboring to fill the crawler with air; the heaters warmed the interior as fast as the Martian cold could suck it away. Rachel felt as if she could remain conscious for as long as it might take.
The indicators showed the general direction of travel, though the storm and all of the iron oxide dust in the air could be ruining the accuracy of her onboard compass. Josh had smashed her antenna, and so she could not pick up the homing beacons of any nearby settlements, nor could she send out a distress.
But if she continued down to the base of Olympus Mons, she might encounter one of the many dva materials-processing settlements that tapped into leftover volcanic heat, unleashing water from hydrated rock, smelting metals.
She had been squinting through the dust for hours, and hoping. She could barely hear the baby crying inside her suit.
Rachel thought her eyes had begun to swim with burning weariness when she finally saw the yellow lights of a dva encampment. The squat, smooth-curved walls made the outbuildings look like hulking giants. Much of the complex would be underground.
Rachel let herself slump back in the driver’s chair.
She had made it back with the baby. She had returned to her world, when she had intended to be gone forever. Rachel felt a moment of bittersweet failure, wondering if she ever could have stood alone and faced the onrushing wall of the storm, to let it carry her away into death. And what would have been the point?
There was no use mourning the completion of a job well done. Strong people found new goals to achieve, new challenges to face. Weak people bemoaned the loss of their great days. Beside her on the floor of the crawler, this new baby was trying to be strong, to survive against all odds. Rachel Dycek could be strong, too, stronger than Jesus Keefer or the UN administrative council. Adapt to the hostile environment, and defeat it, Josh Tiban would have said. Humanity, in all its forms, would never be obsolete. Rachel would not be obsolete until she surrendered to obsolescence.
Ahead of her the dim yellow lights of the dva settlement looked as welcoming as a Christmas tree. The cold, empty air of Mars whistled just outside of the front windowport of her vehicle, moaning as it tried to enter through the crack, around the metal tape. But she would not let it harm her.
She had work to do.
 
The End
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