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Nothing that is can pause or stay;

The moon will wax, the moon will wane,
The mist and cloud will turn to rain,

The rain to mist and cloud again,
Tomorrowbe today.

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,Keramos, 1878

Prologue

HAWALII, 2032

The plane banks over the blue sea and the white waves, and the deep green blanket that cloaks the
mountainsides.

She gets off the plane at Hilo's ancient airport, and the cool air smells of plants and humidity. Home at
last.

The other end of the universe from Mars.



Upon her arrival back on Earth, during her fifteen minutes of fame, she had been called by Newsnet, "the
woman who brought it all crashing down." The phrase had won her respect in Tokyo, in Moscow, and in
certain hallways along the Potomac, but she knows that in the crucial hours on Mars, the actions that
changed two worlds were not hers alone. Besides, respect in Earth's gray, frenzied capitals seemed no
longer to matter. Here at home, amidst the perfumed greenery of the islands, people still acted as if the
ancient ways of pleasure might, just possibly, be more important than the ways of power. The thought
intensifies her questions about her own life.

The greenness and wetness shield her from the urgent needs of men now far away, but still in her mind.
Carter. Philippe. All of them on that Oz-like red world, following their brick roads that they were laying
ahead of them, one brick at a time. And here, of course, Tomas is waiting for her.

Later, she and Tomas make frantic love, Tomas betraying a hint of suspicion. But the love of Tomas is
different from the love of Philippe which was different from the love of Carter. They are all different, men.
Philippe had said she was sincere but not honest, and the nature of the distinction still goes around and
around in her mind. Yet here, among the soft plants and the warm waters that fall from the sky like liquid
caresses, she feels free.

She settles in, visits her aunt in the hundred-year-old house under the banyan tree on the hills of Ka'u.
She sits on the wooden veranda and looks across the land toward the sea. Do they still have verandas
anywhere else in the United States? The mainland is a teeming mess, consumed by the drought, the debt,
the lottery, this year's sports scandal, the crisisdujour , and everyone's doomed quest to be rich, famous,
a player, the winner—or at least to acquire the facade ofbeing something, here, she takes time to listen
to insects pursuing their business. She walks on the black beach at Ninole cove and stares at the slimy
creatures in the tide pools. They have climbed over wet rocks like these for eons beyond human
memory, without caring whether other species conquered the land or went still further, beyond the sky.

She is surprised that she feels no impatience in this quiet island life. She feels renewal, recreation.
Wonders if some day she will go back. Back to what? She is not sure she knows how to answer that.
What was it she had sought out there?

Being on the island again makes her aware of cycles. Liquid water, for example: Earth's unique
attraction. Mainlanders seem to believe that water flows in rivers because water's nature is to do so. But
islanders see the whole truth before their eyes. Water babbles down from the mountains across the black
lava rocks and dry grassy plains and into the sea; the only way it can get back to the mountains is for the
ocean waters to be lifted through the air, torecondense , to fall on the broad summits, where it can begin
the cycle again.

She feels part of a vast cycle like that, a molecule of water at one stage of its history. On this island, she
sees that even the land has cycles. Twenty new acres of lava have flowed out into the sea since she left;
down the coast, an old black lava cliff, where she played as a child, has fallen back into the sea. And she
has been to another planet and back.

Still later, there is her tiny son and she is happy for a while, content that she has been, after all, true to
herself.

One day a piece of mail arrives from Mars. It's on actual paper, with handwriting, months old. So
characteristic of what Carter would dream up. Was he afraid to contact her in real time?

She sits on the veranda, and tries to think how to answer him. She gazes at the distant ocean far below,
lost in haze on the humid horizon. Everything is beyond that horizon, and yet she is here and content. For



now.

That evening, she checks out "Mars" on the net. Newsnet explains that Mars is reaching the point in its
own orbital cycle where it is close to Earth. It is shining in the darkening east as the twilight settles in, and
she goes down the road to the ancientheiau above Ninole cove to watch it. She sits on one of the
prehistoric rock walls as waves send white foam crashing over the rocks below. Salt spray accumulates
on her skin.

Mars' amber beacon is the brightest light in the part of the sky above the sea. Strange. In ancient tales of
quests, the hero travels to distant empires and then escapes home, leaving the distant land far behind
forever. In her case, the distant land has followed her around the sun and watches her balefully from the
sky across the sea. With a shock, she realizes she will never escape it. At the right season, it will always
be within direct sight. Wars and carnage, craft and madness, lust and spite; Philippe taught her
Tennyson's prescient poem about Mars and Earth.7/ey remain there, living their lives in that point of
peaceful light: friends, lovers, enemies.

It is unbelievable to her: a glowing dot containing the whole world where she had lived, a world that
already seems an amber dream.She . [ ambers down to the tide pools in the rough lava at the edge of the
sea, and looks for a reflection of Mars' red sparkle on the water. She would like to see the sea and sky,

Mars and Earth, tied together by that reflection.Il would make some kind of link. But the planet does not
glow quite brightly enough; it is too far away and the sea is too restless.

BOOK 1

Kilroy in Hellespontus

...each tale is but a fragment of a tale
—the tale of mankind's history.
—StephenVizinczey , An

Innocent Millionaire,1985



2031, FEBRUARY 42, SATURDAY

Morning. So, was he really going to keep driving west, after all, into the unknown Martian desert?
Stafford smiled to himself.

Stafford's dune buggy churned across the ocher sands of Hellespontus. Inthe immense empty wasteland,
the buggy looked like an insignificant blue insect crawling across a dusty parking lot. The dust kicked up
by its big wheels spurted into the air and fell away slowly, sometimes twisted by uncertain gusts of wind.
Along the horizon, the hazy sky was exactly the same color as Stafford's creased Anglo flesh. But high
above, wasn't that a trace of blue he had been seeing in the last year or so?

They were a long way from anything, Stafford and his dune buggy. Alone. Five thousand klicks from
Mars City. Three-fifty from little Hellas Base, hotbed of desert dreams. There was no road. There had
been no road for more than a day.

Virgin territory, Stafford noted to himself. Well, it wasn't the first time. Old Man of the Desert, they
called him. Not for nothing. He looked at the forbidding, unblemished vista. The smile was still on his lips.

The blue buggy churned on toward ... something. Squinting, Stafford pushed his square, weathered face
forward against the front window, feeling his thick white hair and even his white mustache bristle against
the glass. It was as if he were trying to be out there, to be part of the landscape. The thing he was
searching for would be up ahead, somewhere. He didn't know what it would turn out to be, but he knew
it was there, and he had his suspicions.

When he first started out from Hellas Base on Thursday, he surprised himself by spending as much time
looking out the back window as the front, watching for possible pursuers. This unexpected reaction
intrigued him. Paranoia? Guilt setting in? Still, he knew that people were interested in his actions. The
young engineers and scientists gossiped about him. "So where's Old Man Stafford off to this time?" It
was like the Old West: when a grizzled prospector set out purposefully into the hills, the rumor-mongers
said he was after some secret treasure. Well, this time they were right. Doubly so. Soon they would learn
how right they were.

By virtue of nothing more than the clock's steadfast ticking, Stafford had become one of the seniors in a
rusty world of young technicians.

Martians, they werepleased to call themselves. Well, Stafford had the best claim to the title. Old Man
Stafford, the desert rat, the codger, who spent his retirement searching for ... well ... things. "Wonderful
things." As a boy, back in California, Stafford read about Howard Carter's words when the archaeologist
first peered into King Tut's tomb. "What do you see?" his team asked him. "Wonderful things," he said. It
applied to Mars, Stafford thought.

He peered through the dust-streaked glass. Ahead, to the west, a backlit haze of dust reduced distant,
eroded mesas to pale fantasy castles. They did not shimmer. The air was too thin and too cold. The
castles stood, stolid and still, two-dimensional in the luminous haze. Far cry from the Berkeley cafes and
the last redwood forests, old man. To a lot of the farmers, watching holeo images in their worn armchairs
Earthside, Mars seemed only a landscape of desolation. Red rocks, black rocks, and dust. To Stafford,
it was a new world full of Wonderful Things. Interesting oddities. Martian El Dorados. The things desert
rats had sought for a thousand years.



The spartan horizon ahead was a clean, pale line that no one had ever crossed.

It's always folks from green and wet places like northern California who end up loving the desert, he
mused. Lawrence out of Oxford. Van Dyke out of New Jersey or someplace.

Well let them call him what they wanted. In his twenty-one years on Mars he had had his fill of the
Engineering Corps, the Agriculture Experiment Stations, the Clarke Project,the hundred other
progressive projects of the clean, keen greenhorns who kept pouring into Mars City, intent on bringing it
above what they called "critical mass." Critical mass for survival—that's what they were talking about.
The minimum population and supporting equipment to make a self-sustaining colony. Critical mass was a
shiny, polished concept from the gray halls of the universities and space agencies on Earth, but it had its
dark side—a side discussed only in hushed conversations among the planners who hung out during late
hours in what passed for dim bars in Mars City: they would have to reach critical mass before they could
survive a catastrophic shutdown of the supply lines from Earth—a shutdown that could happen any day
because of an economic collapse Earthside, a spacecraft disaster at Crystal City or Phobos, or worse.
Ordinary Martians laughed it off. But some of the planners thought it might happen. Look what had
happened already in Kazakhstan and Lima.

Stafford's opinion of Earth was that no disaster was too unlikely to contemplate, given the way things
terrestrial were going. The farmers, as Martians called them, had a truly Ptolemaic lack of imagination:
they still thought of Earth as the center of the solar system. Rich, ravaged, unheedful Earth.

Stafford was all for Martian self-sufficiency—anexciting goal—but he grew more and more disillusioned
with the way the greenhorns and uncivil engineers were bent on transforming the rusty old planet not into
a newMars, but into a streamlined suburb of Earth, full of transplanted farmers and mall people.

The thing of it was,no one knew how many people and machines it would take to reach critical mass on
Mars. Some experts said a population of three thousand, plus nuclear generators, soil processors. Others
said five or ten thousand, plus redundant infrastructure; the whole urban mess. For every Ph.D., an equal
and opposite Ph.D.

Martians hoped the present population was enough. Three thousand people—putting Mars City
somewhere in limbo between aresearch out-post and a functioning town. Six thousand Martians in all, if
you counted Phobos, Hellas, and the Polar Station. Too many for Stafford. The old days of basic,
mission-driven exploration had ended. Politics was starting to rear its ugly head. You found yourself
doing something because someone said so, not because it had to be done.

He glanced all around the horizon again. Nothing yet. He craned his neck to peer out the back window.
Nothing behind either. The desert was empty. "Clean" was the word Lawrence had used in Arabia.

Hours later, the blue beetle was still crawling along. In the north, the summer sun had crossed the
meridian and was sinking toward the west. Afternoon. It ought to be hot. Of course, it wasn't. Stafford
didn't let himself think about how cold the air was outside.

He spotted something ahead projecting above the sand. It was dark-colored, not bright as he'd
anticipated. He drove closer.

It turned out to be only a curious rock formation, sticking up like an African anthill. It looked to be some



odd-shaped boulder, exhumed by the winds, sculpted and undercut by the blowing sand. As he drove
by, he foresaw that in another thousand years it would be gone.

Once upon a time, his heart had beat fast every time he saw an odd exposure of old rock. They were
windows into the past. When he first came to Mars, he had been seeking his own holy grail. He had
wanted to be the one to confirm the widespread theory that life had evolved far beyond the measly
microbes that had been reported—on again, off again—since the turn of the century. Given the clement
conditions geologists had established for the earliest phase of Martian history, it should have been true.
From the work of Krennikov and Boikova, it seemed a small step to conclude that once life got started,
it had a thousand non-convergent paths to follow—different paths in each environment, on each clement
planet. Long ago, during the mysteriously moist early millennia of the planet, when the air was thick and
water ran on the surface, Martian RNA and DNA should have gone off in directions never seen on
Earth. He, Stafford, would be the one to find the evidence.

For years, Stafford and his cronies had hoped that they would find rich bioorganic pockets and
advanced fossil forms, sealed deep in protected strata since the beginning of time, proof of their
catechism, of carbon chemistry's quirky ability to adapt. They had wanted an icon, more than a rational
test of a chemical theory, something they could hold in front of the cameras and proclaim, "See,it can
happen anywhere in the universe. We're not alone. Copernicus and Darwin were right: we're not special.”

No luck.

But he'd had his day. Dr. Alwyn Stafford—the father of a tantalizing but disappointing new consensus:
ancient wet Mars had produced no more than a few stunted microbial forms, starting three, maybe three
and a half billion years ago. The earliest examples seemed to be found in the ancient southern highlands.
Eventually, with the atmosphere thinning, all lifeforms in the surface layers had died and were buried. On
the third day they had not risen from the dead, and for the rest of Martian time the arid surface soils had
been sterile, while the primordial atmosphere dissipated, albeit with spasms that had left now dry
riverbeds. Some of the microbes apparently hung on in buried strata, but there was little evolution
because they were in static, frozen environments. And across the entire planet, the surface soil was
sterile, thanks to the planet's unkind lack of an ozone layer. Seasonal dust storms churned the soil every
year and exposed dust grains to the sun's ultraviolet light, sterilizing and re-sterilizing them, breaking up
any group of carbon atoms that might have an idea of getting together for a fling...

That was Martian history in a nutshell, and a desiccated nutshell at that. The new dogma, which he
himself had established—Stafford, biologist of the dead world as they had called him. How many hours
had he spent in a spacesuit under the deceptively bright Martian sky to convince the world of that
uninspiring bottom line?

Stafford regretted none of those days. His teams had dug and they had drilled. They had penetrated the
permafrost. There had been that layer, deep in the south polar strata near the three-billion-year level, with
its enhancement of organic molecules and microbial forms. They had labeled it just another local anomaly.
Still, there had always been that next drill hole, that next spot that might be different.

Finally, Stafford's colleagues, who sat in their comfortable labs on Earth and served on review
committees, had had enough. They declared him a member of several academies, and virtually shut down
the BioExploration labs in Mars City. At the same time, they raised the budgets for the atmospheric
experiments, which—according to the hype—were supposed to test some new theories on relieving
Earth's smog. Stafford had retired in a sort of muted glory. Nice work, old chap. Send us your memoirs.

Stafford's career had left a mystery, really. Why hadn't Martian life gone further? Why hadn't it



demonstrated some adaptation to Mars' increasingly arctic climate? Was life less resilient than they had
thought? Was biology, after all, rarer in the universe than scientists had come to believe? Stafford was
beginning to think he might see some answers to those questions, over the horizon. But for now he had to
concentrate on matters at hand.

Always the next Cibola, the next El Dorado.

Stafford had never been discouraged. He had seen more of Mars than anyone. He had seen strange
sunsets in the land of the Thoats, far beyond the wildest dreams of Percival Lowell and Edgar Rice
Burroughs and Ray Bradbury. The new kids coming to Mars from consumerland—they had never read
the Martian classics. Mars for them was just the latest hi-tech testbed, an exotic gig to put on your
resume, in the desperate gamble to establish yourself among the haves, when you returned to Earth.

For Stafford it was different. There was the desert. His desert. The empty craters; the whistling chasms
whose fluted rocks sang faintly with the Martian wind, where you could get away from people. Here, you
could scream as loud as you liked and no one would come running. On Earth, there was no place left like
that; there was always some damned monitoring system or satellite....

Truth to tell, Stafford's desert jaunts had generated some notoriety and income that allowed him a few
luxuries beyond the frugal existence he had imagined for his late years in Mars City. The ice caves: he had
made money selling his holeos of the peculiar crystalline formations. An Earthside image hank had
marketed his famous close-up of lightning flashing among the dust devils. And a wealthy collector in L.A.
had paid well for the biggest crystal of specular hematite in the solar system. Who would have believed
anyone would be crazy enough to pay for shipping that one back! Some nouveau riche MacLaine, she
was, with money to burn and an idea that Martian crystals were even better than Earth crystals in terms
of aura or whatever the hell it was they talked about in their sad, upscale churches.

The income was nice, but the trouble with the notoriety was that people kept an eye on him, wondering
where he was off to next.

His wife, now gone, used to rail at him about the dangers. He saw it as no different from the pioneer
days on Earth. His grandfather had opened up new trails in the uranium fields of the Mexican desert,
traveling alone and risking death in 110-degree temperatures. He himself risked dying in — 110-degree
temperatures. What was the difference? The eager Reaper strikes pretty fast when the temperatures go
two sigma beyond the green zone .

Anyway, he and his grandfather both had their common sense and their radios. And life always has an
element of danger, he thought with grim satisfaction.

Danger or not, life had been all right since he had retired from the new Mars rat race. Not "retired,"
really. Detachedhimself . Become independent. During his official career in BioExploration, he had failed
to achieve his goal, but he had failed magnificently enough to acquire clout.

Now the big balloon tires were throwing phantom minarets of powdered yellow limonite into the thin air
behind him. On the left was a distant orange cliff, soft in the haze-muted sun. Its base was undercut as if
dwarfs had carved out a shelter. He visualized erosion by the sting of saltating sand grains, driven by the
wind. Ahead to the left the horizon was broken by a crater rim three kilometers across, looking like the
scar left by an unseen hand that had punched its way out of the interior of Mars. Stafford glanced at the
orbiter photo pasted to the dashboard. Crater on the left. Check.

In spite of the fact that the buggy was a tiny beetle in the empty desert, Stafford had faith in it. The



redundant systems were reliable, and the cargo space between the EN-cells and the air processors was
loaded with extra airpacs and water.

Stafford still hadn't played his last card. Lately he had been going around telling his friends that there
were always more mysteries to discover, a little farther out in the desert. He had hinted he was on the
track of something unusual, out in Hellespontus, in the rim country northwest of Hellas Base. He had
arranged for his friend Carter to see him poring over the orbital photos. He had needed to plant certain
ideas in their minds, so they could reconstruct it later. He had needed to set the stage for his next
adventure.

It was amazing that he had ever talked his way into being allowed to take a buggy out on his own. But
Stafford had his clout and Braddock, who was in charge of such things at Hellas, was an unrepentant
good old boy. In the early days, Stafford had been the first to complain about good old boy networks,
but now he saw no contradiction in using systems he couldn't dismantle. Operating in that strange Martian
limbo between official bureaucracy and Getting Things Done, Braddock and Stafford were both willing
to bend the rules in the direction of thelatter.

Good thing, too. It had established the climate that allowed them to pursue what his friends—his
supposed friends—had called their "special operation." He had agreed to go along with it, but he had his
own motives, too. Well, don't think about that now, he told himself. Do this one step at a time.
Concentrate on today's objective.

Where was the damn thing? He thought: If I'm ever going to find it, I've got to find it on this trip. In
another year everything will be different, and nobody'll care about the old Mars.

Damn kids, monkeying around with a planet as if it were a toy. Spraying graphite from Phobos onto the
polar ice to make it evaporate and create more air! Damnedest foolishness he had ever heard of. Still, he
had to admit that the Clarke Project had driven the air pressure up to twenty millibars at Mars City.
Enough to allow the geothermal sites to produce occasional puddles of liquid water instead of mere puffs
of invisible vapor when deposits of permafrost occasionally melted. They had doubled the air pressure
that existed when people first came to Mars—when the air had been too thin to allow liquid water
anywhere but in the deepest canyons. So the engineers were making progress.

They said their work was as natural as nature. As more CO2snow melted at the pole, more sunlight
would be absorbed by the resulting CO2gas in the atmosphere. The more sunlight was absorbed, the
warmer it would get. The warmer it got, the more snow melted. Feedback. The greenhouse effect.
Advective something or other.

If it worked, the ancient rivers would run again for as long as humans endured here. It would rain, and
erosion would wipe out any relics of the previous warm period.

If it worked. Stafford took pride in a measure of cynicism. He had bet some friends back at Mars City
that before they got to one hundred millibars, and before people could start going out without full
pressure suits, some disaster would occur that they hadn't foreseen. He banked on Murphy's Law.

They weren't all so bad, the kids. Carter Jahns, for instance, was the best, in spite of his title. Assistant
Director of Environmental Engineering for Mars City, or some such bullshit. Anyway, he worked mostly
on the indoor environment, not the crazy schemes for modifying the planet itself. Besides, Carter had
something that set him apart, a quiet receptiveness to new ideas. A lot of these kids, they came around to
ask you about the early days, but they never listened. By the time you started an answer they were on to
something else. The way most of them had grown up, the universe was ninety percent fantasy constructs,



and they had trouble recognizing that reality was the real thing, the thing that was left over when the
cyberspace machines were turned off.

From his vantage point of career endgame, Stafford felt he could see things about these kids that they
themselves could not make out. He knew where they were in their life processes, and where they would
go. Carter Jahns, he could tell, was different from the others. He had a mind like a book still being
written. While molded in the assembly lines of Earth, Carter had been left mercifully incomplete, as if
there were still something in him that could be shaped by Mars. Carter didn't know how good he was; he
still had the potential to profit from a mentor. Well, we'd see about that....

Stafford had asked him once when he was planning to go back to Earth. "Don't know." A short answer
but it spoke volumes about him. He didn't say much, but you had the idea that he was thinking about
things. Maybe he thought too much. Maybe that's why Stafford had adopted him as a friend. A protégé,
in fact.

It took Stafford a while to accept this. Carter was his protégé, his only confidant among the younger set.
In Stafford's own mind—hell, out here in the desert he could finally admit it—he had adopted Carter as
the son he had never had, whether Carter recognized it or not.

For Carter's generation, the idea of ancient advanced Martian lifeforms had gone up in smoke—a puff of
sterile Martian dust. There were no more attempts to sterilize outdoor equipment or quarantine the
outdoor environment. As the air thickened, they all wanted to get cm with their cherished damned
planetary engineering. There'll be litter all over the place in ten years, Stafford thought; freeways in a
hundred.

He was getting carried away.

Anyway, he had come to realize that civilization is merely a process of destroying history. In the last
century, civilization had "risen" to a new height: gone were the last places on Earth where you could find
thousand-year-old arrowheads or fragments of pots lying where they had broken. The last ancient spots
had been plowed under, paved, pulverized by bulldozers, and picked over by mindless off-road-vehicle
enthusiasts to whom no oddment was too sacred to take home, to put on their dusty mantelpieces, to
forget. The last neolithic caves in Europe had been cleaned out by sub-teenagers with robo-pacs. The
last arrowhead collections in America were stored in attics of grandparents recently deceased, and were
being thrown out by heirs too busy to check the contents of musty old cardboard boxes.

Of course, there was the question of whether today's crazy boondoggle trip would change everything....
The cold evening was fast approaching. The low sun was sinking and the sky taking on its strange
evening pallor of gray. Longer shadows made it hard to pick his way among the rocks. Soon the sun
would turn into a red dot on the horizon and fade away like an old soldier.

Still nothing in sight, and it should have been around him somewhere.

Suddenly the apricot horizon tilted precariously.

"Damn."

He jerked the vehicle to a full stop as it slumped precariously to one side. He had let his musings distract
him from his driving. He had let the right front wheel bog down into a pocket of soupy dust.



"Damn, damn, damn," he muttered to himself again. No matter how many times he had faced an
unexpected situation out here in the desert, the familiar shot of adrenaline hit him like a kick in the
stomach. Always there was that suppressed truth; you're out here alone. Death is always walking along
behind you in your tire tracks.

He forced himself to pause until the adrenaline surge had passed. These little dust pockets were strange.
You could hardly detect them in advance. They were betrayed only by a subtle smoothness, like the
glassy-surge "footprint" of a whale on the surface of the ocean. There were stories of people hitting big
ones with all four wheels and having to be pulled out. No one knew how they formed.

Cautiously he put the buggy in reverse. Holding his breath, he fed power to the other three wheels. He
gave them a little nudge. The engine whined. He could feel the springy wheels turn, the balloon tread
digging in. The traction held. The buggy lumbered back onto firm ground. But the shadows were getting
too long to continue his search.

Night.

Far from Mars City, far from Hellas Base, Stafford had parked to wait out the bitter hours until dawn on
Sunday morning. Strange, he had "pulled off the road," into a little alcove in the lava. Habit. You didn't
block the road. But in reality, there was no road. There were only his own tracks, hundreds of klicks
from the nearest human.

Night on Mars was so damn dark and cold and lonely. It made you realize you were out on a limb. If
only Mars had a moon as big as Earth's. Moonlight, at least, would be a comfort. How would the red
landscape— those desolate orange dunes out there and the goblinlike dark rocks— look in the eerie
pallor of a full moon, when everything was reduced to greenish-gray?

Night was the most frightening time in the deserts of Mars. Only the thin walls of the buggy between him
and the black coldness, which must surely be populated by unimaginable ghosts from the ancient past of

the dying planet. Or worse yet, he often thought, a night in a desert so foreign and sterile that it offered no
wandering souls to keep sad or menacing vigil; a night impassive and uncaring, with no ghosts at all.

He rolled his head over against the cold, curved window and looked up at the stars. Alpha and Beta
Centauri. Dim patches of the Magellanic Clouds almost obscured by reflections of the softly glowing
dashboard lights. The night sky in the Martian south always disoriented him. Try as he might, he could not
get used to a sky that did not feature the Big Dipper, pivoting around Polaris. Down here, the
constellations pivoted around God-knew-where and were mostly unfamiliar anyway. He tried to learn
them, but they made even less sense than the three-thousand-year-old asterisms of the north.
Telescopum and Sextans and Microscopum and whatever other damn fool things the
seventeenth-century navigators had stuck in the sky. Cultural continuity. He thought he remembered that
the south celestial pole of Mars was somewhere just off the Milky Way toward the Large Magellanic
Cloud, but he could never find it. It was disorienting to fall asleep noticing Orion upside down at a crazy
angle, and then wake up later to find that it had moved in the wrong direction from hour to hour. Skies
don't transfer well from one planet to another.

Liter, in the darkness, he awoke with a start. Some strange dream had startled him. From his bedroll,
laid out across the back of the buggy, he looked out the windows, half expecting to see lights on the
horizon—the lights of... what? There was nothing. Perhaps unexpected night winds had jostled the
vehicle.



His mind had been racing with half dreams, half rationalizations. It was past midnight. Today a lot of shit
would hit the fan. Fully awake now, he tried to recover what had been bothering him. It was the whole
enterprise; the plans he had allowed himself to be caught up in, the plans behind the plans. What would
Carter think of him? Strangely, he realized that if things went too wrong, he could live with the ensuing
mess, but he would feel guilty in front of Carter.

STONEHENGE FEBRUARY 43

"It was, how would you say, merely by chance I found out they were coming up here to the equator.
They were laying out a new seismic net. Ten days' stay. So I talked them into letting me come along. Of
course, in my heart I know it was not by chance at all. I always wanted to build something exactly on the
equator. It was destined to happen, Carter."

"Get serious."

Two figures, alone in the desert, examined the strange circle of rocks, whose shadows stretched across
uneven ground. Sunday morning, dawn. The equator of Mars. Far to the southeast, Stafford had already
resumed his explorations, churning across Hellespontus in what was late morning at his longitude, moving
toward his hidden goal.

The two figures at the equator were suited in puffy blue. They were on the plateau at the west rim of
Hydraotes Chaos, the valley badlands north of Mars City. The high sky was the unearthly gray-violet of
Martian dawn. The puffiness of the figures' outer insulation suits made them look like blue snowmen. One
was of average height with a white stripe on the crest of his blue helmet. The other was tall; his helmet
boasted a fleur-de-lis design. He waved his arms around the landscape, enthusing earnestly.

"It is magnificent, yes?"

"Calm down, Philippe. Just let me look."

The sun was rising in the southeast over the distant canyon. The hazy badlands below were filled with
brilliant morning fog. Golden sunlight flickered through wisps of mist that whisked like Martian sprites
across the gullies, up the slopes, and out of the Chaos, only to losethemselves on the sandy plain.

"Too bad we did not get out here before dawn," the taller figure continued. "Earth is coming around into

the morning star position. Did you know Tennyson wrote a poem about Earth seen from Mars? It has
great lines:



Would we dream of wars andcarnage
Craft and madness, lust and spite,
Roaring London,ravingParis,

In that pointof peaceful light?

Tennyson, he was ahead of his time."

The two figures were surrounded by a ghostly ring of man-sized, russet stones that stood erect and
caught the morning sun like sentinels who had been standing guard all night. The ring of stones was
surrounded by a broad circular ditch and adjacent bank of brown soil a hundred meters in diameter. Two
broad flat avenues, like wide paths cleared of stones, broke through the circle, one running northeast and
the other southeast. Centered in each avenue in the distance was a huge, solitary boulder standing as
erect and quiet as a Buckingham Palace guard.

The shorter figure turned toward the taller. Y ou built this all yourself?"
"Of course."
"It doesn't look right."

The tall figure began moving in long, low-gravity hops around the circle, from stone to stone, patting
each one in turn. "You see, Stonehenge marks the sunrise at summer solstice in England. But since my
Stonehenge is exactly on the equator, I decided to give my Stonehenge two avenues: one for summer
solstice in the northern hemisphere and one for summer solstice in the southern hemisphere."

The two friends moved to the center of the circle. The radio voices cut back and forth invisibly and
inaudibly in the thin air, sounding only inside the helmets. "I studied it, the original Stonehenge." The taller
figure continued, sweeping a puffy and awkward arm toward the northeast avenue, "The builders, they
were very sophisticated about astronomy." He had a European accent, French but with a touch of
British, like a French speaker who had learned English in London. "Of course," he added parenthetically,
"we Europeans always were more sophisticated than you Americans. You did not even have pottery by
that time, if I recall...."

"Mornings are damn cold out here, Philippe, and I've got to be getting back. So just cut the BS."

The tall figure ignored him and pointed directly toward the outlying stone, partway down the
northeastern avenue. "You stand in the center of Stonehenge on the day when summer begins, and you
look down the avenue, and the sun will rise over that outlying stone. In England it was called the Heel
Stone. No one knew why before they discovered it was a calendar observatory. Finally, people realized
the word came from 'Helios.' Greek for sun. Somehow that name had carried down through the ages."

"So you..."
"T always liked the design of Stonehenge. I saw it first in winter. It was covered with snow. So simple

and quiet, as if it had its own secret purpose. I liked it so much. That is why I copied it here. We will
come back in June. You'll see...."



"Where are the big stone gates in the middle? I thought you were going to build the whole thing."

"I re-created the original design, which they started in 2500 B.C. The big stones that impress everybody,
with cross pieces ontop, they were added later, perhaps for some ceremonial function. Trilithons. They
had nothing to do with the original astronomical purpose." He emphasized the last words, as if they were
part of a sacred formula. "By 1800 B.C., the people had forgotten the original purpose. They took a
beautiful observatory and converted it to a temple of superstition. It's always that way, I think.
Knowledge gets discovered,then degraded. The original design was just this simple ring, with the solstice
avenue. Very elegant, yes?"

"How could you build this by yourself?" The smaller figure had a broad, Midwest American accent, with
a hint of something else.

"It was easy. | came out with the seismic crew every morning. I told them I just wanted to observe what
they were doing. We got friendly. Soon they let me start driving the equipment. It was a game, you
know? The French artist, driving a tractor. They were waiting for me to have some disaster so that they
could have a laugh. You Americans are transparent, you know, even when you think you are being
devious. Finally I convinced them to let me take the caterpillar out here on my own. It was just a few
kilometers from their base camp."

The shorter figure sat down on one of the smallest stones, as if pondering the whole enterprise. "Damn
irregular, Philippe. First it's Old Man Stafford soloing in his dune buggy, now it's you driving a caterpillar
like some cowboy construction worker. The rules are going to hell."

"Stafford would like this place. He is interested in everything."
"Yeah. His strength and his weakness."
"He is—how do you say it—an okay guy."

"Of course. I love the guy. There's no one like Stafford. Somehow, he's taken a shine to me. Tells me
about the old days, his adventures... Still..."

"What?"
"It's dangerous for him to go out alone. It's a goddamn bad precedent is what it is."
"They say he goes everywhere, Hellas, the desert. They say he knows of secret treasures...."

"It's just talk, because Stafford has been out alone, and other people haven't." He picked up a pebble
and threw it in a very long arc. "Anyway, it's all Braddock's fault, down at Hellas. Lets Stafford do
whatever he wants. He shouldn't let him go out alone like that. Something goeswrong, there'll be hell to

pay."

"It must be incredible to be out there alone in a vehicle. Did you never want to feel what it is like to drive
one of the vehicles alone? In my caterpillar, it was fantastic. The power! You know what you can do with
it? How it feels? A flick of the wrist and you are moving one-tonne boulders around like the building
blocks of children. Fantastic. I dug the ditch and bank in three days. I can imagine how Stafford must
feel, master of the desert. You know what I think, Carter? I think it is valuable for all of us to let an older,
proven person like him have free rein, to be free of the procedures and the committees. It is a good idea



of our Mars society. We ought to export this idea back to Earth. It is like the Aztecs. The young warriors
were not supposed to drink, but old people could drink as much as they liked. It was their reward."

In the hazy light, Philippe stood by the door of the dune buggy, waiting for Carter to take one last walk
around the New Stonehenge circle.

The wind was beginning to come up. He could hear the rustle of sand grains hitting his suit. Carter should
hurry up. Carter always spent too much time poking around, thinking about things, instead of absorbing
... what? Philippe could not find a word for it. He gazed to the north, across the unexplored desert.

A memory came to him. Once his parents had taken him to Algeria. They showed him an estate and told
him that his great-grandfather had once owned it. The estate bordered on kilometers of trackless desert.
It had been abandoned years before, and the desert was reclaiming it. Philippe could still see the dead
trees like black sticks, with sand lapping at their roots. Peculiarlineations in the sand had once been
irrigation canals, sparkling in the Saharan sun. On that day, the concept of "owning" land became very
strange to him. The estate in the boundless desert was not like a farm that had been tended for
generations. It was just a vast, empty space, a piece of weathering landscape that had been there for
eons before his great-grandfather or any of the French had come from Europe, and would be there for
eons to come. How could anyone say such a thing was owned? It would be like saying you owned the
bubble of air that surrounds you.

As a youth, then, he began to think of himself as a visitor everywhere he went. He would pass through,
and perhaps leave something that some child of the future would enjoy. But he was not an owner or a
competitor for things that other men seemed driven to seek....

The empty Martian desert stretched like a dream beyond the circle he had built: more land than all the
continents of Earth. Unknown. Unused. Winds blew dust to lord knew where, piling it in little dunes and
sweeping them away ten years later. And to what purpose, if there was no one out there to see it? It was
hard to imagine a universe full of events, which no one witnessed.... A planet on which no one had lived.
Till now. Purpose? Through what perverse history had Western culture transmitted this fixation with
"purpose," down through the centuries? Well, the Martian desert, it was just there. Empty.

He had built something in it. He had been seized by the vision of building this structure, here, in this
four-thousand-million-year-old desert. Well, so, it was something he had to do.

He hoped Carter would not ask him why. He could not explain why.

High above the equator of Mars, as Carter Jahns and Philippe Brach departed the NewStonehenge,
Annie Pohaku sat under the glass-roofed promenade of Phobos University. She watched the red globe
sliding overhead, moving ponderously beyond the branches of the pottedXylosma trees. They were
passing over the night side of the planet, black against the stars. It was very different from the night side
of Earth, which she had seen from the shuttle as she left home. Earth's night side twinkled like a jewel box
with the lights of a thousand cities. Here, no lights at all. Just a black bulk blocking the stars, vaguely
menacing.

Now Phobos crossed the terminator and came into sunlight. There, on Mars, was the Lake of the Sun,
Solis Lacus, a fractured dry plain, emerging into dawn to meet its namesake. During the last months, on



the long voyage to Mars, she had been studying her maps and holeos.

The amber light of Mars revealed hidden warm highlights in her long, glistening black hair as Mars
passed overhead, languorously, once every ninety seconds, in response to the rotation of the Phobos
wheel-shaped colony itself. The warm light caressed the planes of her face, her high brown cheekbones,
her wide jaw. Her smooth Eurasian features betrayed fascination as she watched the red, broken
landscapes swing by, one famous landmark after another.

Mars overhead and no one else along the promenade paying any attention. She ought to write something
about that.

There were lots of journalistic opportunities here and not many journalists to cover them. A few stringers
were in place here and there, she knew, but she felt like the only journalist here who was alive. She
looked forward to an interesting assignment. Phobos University was an amazing place, but she couldn't
wait to get back to Mars City and out on the surface. In the few weeks since her arrival, she had been to
Mars City once, to claim the room the net had provided, and to establish a beachhead. She had returned
on the shuttle to Phobos, exploring the University. She had made videos, interviewed researchers, run
hours of satellite imagery from the archives in the big library. Now she looked forward to exploring the
planet itself, and its people.

Chance of a lifetime, she thought. Coming to Mars, not having to live here, but just to drop in for a
matter of weeks and skim the cream off a world the other nets were ignoring. Being here long enough to
experience the place, without getting out of touch with the real news back on Earth. Almost anything she
chose to do could contribute to her assignment as the one-woman advance team to scout out an [PN
special: "Mars—The Next World." The network did something like that every year or so. While she was
here she should get some imagery and write a few pieces for the network's E-mags.

"Mars—TheNext World." There were people back in the network offices in New York and Tokyo who
laughed cynically about the corny title. It was easy for them to laugh at people who departed Earth full of
enthusiasm and came back with wide tourist eyes and earnest tales of amazing sights. Journalistic dogma
said that any assignment off Earth was a career dead end. Mars, some of her friends had told her, was
the farthest outback in the solar system. Big mistake, they said. Maybe so. To network execs, who
thought an office was a natural habitat for humans, anyone who would begin to like provincial Mars
seemed naive, out of touch with The Latest.

In the beginning, when she was a kid, Mars had been news. Scientists and engineers, carving out a
human presence. But what did they have to show for it now? Two decades of dead, dry rocks and a
struggle to keep things going.... The viewers had lost interest pretty fast. Tokyo had lost interest. Maybe
her career was on the line, but try as she might, she didn't really worry much about it. Being here was too
much fun. Anyway, here she was. Chance of a lifetime. She'd show them.

Once you were here, the phrases began to take on real meaning: new world; frontier. To her surprise, a
story was starting to come together. With luck, the net might extend it into a series. Four, maybe five
parts. Takemitsu had said he would consider it if she could come up with enough interesting stuff.

Two students from the University walked by her bench, arm in arm, not much younger than herself. They
were speaking Russian. Interesting place, Phobos. Strange in its own way. It was true what returning
off-worlders said. Phobos was like nothing in the Earth-moon system. The difference was not so much
the physical place, but something about people's attitude toward what they were doing....

She shifted her weight on the cast glass bench, leaning back to watch Mars slide by overhead.



Maybe itwould turn out to be a dead end.... Sometimes she thought about chucking her whole hectic
career and returning to her native Hawaii, where the tempo was still slow and she knew she could be
happy. Back to Tomas, who would always be waiting....

She closed her eyes.

Memories. Scenes, like invisible perfumes, wafting into the windows of her mind like a sea breeze. The
sun bright as a bomb shining in the window of that other shuttle, taking her away from Earth for the first
time, lifting off from South Point.. . Looking down; looking back. The planet curving away blue and
white; and on the planet an ocean blue and green; and on the ocean as far from anyplace as someplace
could be, an archipelago; and on the island curling ferns and streets with pink flowers and trees with
broad green leaves; and on the leaves drops of fresh rain, beaded like little spherical lenses, waiting for
something; and in each lens a sparkle of the sun, and a dozen motes circling like planets...

The eyes of Tomas saying good-bye...

Memories popped intomindspace like subatomic particles popping into existence after the big bang, and
what if whole planets, including dusty red ones, could spring into being as easily as that?

She opened her eyes and looked through the graceful arch of glass. Sun, Mars, Sun, Mars, swinging by.
There were still adventures to be had in her life, before going home.

Suddenly she caught sight of the shuttle drifting against the curved hazy horizon of Mars. It was getting
bigger. The shuttle from Mars City. She could see the antennae, and the protruding landing legs, as
useless here as legs on a fish. It was majestic. She ought to get a shot of that with Mars in the
background. Viewers were used to seeing the slow-motion dance of spacecraft, but not with a red
backdrop. With a little image processing, they could create a 3-D effect. Shuttle hanging in front of Mars,
like a model. Fakey as hell, but Takemitsu and the viewers loved it. It looked more like what they saw in
the action-sensies.

The same shuttle would take her down to Mars.

The most interesting part of the planet was coming into view. The gashlike rift, Valles Marineris, was
carpeted with a deposit of gray-brown dust, forming a dark streak visible from Earth and mapped in the
1800s as the thickest of the mythical "canals." It was given the name Coprates, curiously derived from the
Greek root for dung. Shit canyon. An ironic name for the biggest canyon in the solar system.

She ought to write something about that, too, a little piece with photos of the canyon as seen overhead
through the roof of Phobos's famous promenade. She pondered a title, smiling mischievously.

The empty hills and river channels, passing below, made her think of Earth. She remembered a flight
down the California coast, not long before she left. Masses of houses, the ragged coast with its decaying
luxury hotels, the ribbon roads with their scattered crawling ants. That green and tan land was pressed
down by an enormous accumulated mass of history, the people who had lived there and disappeared.
The first unknown hunters pouring onto the continent through Alaska; Ulloa and Sir Francis Drake
probing the coast, Junipero Serra and his missions, young Richard Dana on his whaling ship visiting an
empty peninsula, and old Richard Dana coming back twenty-five years later to find the massive city of
San Francisco with its bustling American enthusiasm. And the masses of faceless construction workers,
businessmen, farmers, and dream merchants who had built the land—all lost in history. The tangled
invisible mass of events and personages, piling up year after year, seemed to weigh down that land,



becoming denser and heavier each year.

Now, as she looked down on this empty red land of Mars, where no history had accumulated, it seemed
light and airy by comparison, an empty slate.

A thought flashed in her mind: She'd be writing this history. She'd be adding density to the landscape
below.

Yes, she could get a story out of Shit Canyon if she wanted to. A California geologist she had flirted with
a few days before arrival at Phobos said that the canyon was long enough to stretch across the U.S. Said
it formed because of uplifting just before the big volcanoes erupted in Tharsis. Or some such. He seemed
to think this was exciting, and quoted some meaninglessly long time ago in the past—she couldn't
remember. Two billion years? Why did they even bother to talk about time periods so long?

Still, he might make a good interview. When he described his esoteric knowledge, he radiated pure joy,
the way scientists do. How the canyon's formation had exposed underground ice deposits that turned to
water. Cascades of water, gushing out of the faults, rushing down the valley to the east, carving out the
river channels around Mars City. She gazed up at Mars, where she could see them now, ancient dusty
traceries of the twin dusty riverbeds, Eos Chasma and Capri Chasma. The Californian had loved trying to
impress her with this story of diluvian drama. His big hands moved a lot and his eyebrows went up and
down when he talked about what they were learning from ancient strata. He had been kind of cute, in a
boyishly confident haole way. Yes, Takemitsu would love him, describing giant floods and waving his
hands in a low-gravity dance, superimposed on some huge holeo of the canyon.

She ought to find him. He said he had to go directly on to Mars—no time for an interview. He hinted at
dark, important, masculine projects, but she forgave him. When she got back to Mars City, she should
find him again. What was his...She leaned over the 'corder strapped to her wrist and spoke slowly.

"What is the name of the California geologist we met on the flight from Earth?"
"Tubin. Peter Tubin." A quiet female voice from the 'corder.

Tubin, that was it. He'd said he and his crew were doing some kind of research out in the field; that he
might be hard to find. Surely he'd show up sooner or later. Somebody would know how to contact him.

If all went well, Takemitsu would also love the other interview she had already arranged in Mars City,
with the current holder of the artist-in-residence grant, a European named Philippe Brach. Rumor hadit,
he had erected some big Stonehenge-like monument out in the desert. It was a crazy idea but there had
to be some good visuals there.

She glanced back at the east end of the Martian canyonlands passing by. Somewhere in those badlands
the aliens from Earth had erected the soil-banked domes and tunnels of Mars City. Three thousand souls
in the wildest maze of Mars, she thought to herself.

All those scientists toiling away, hoping people back on Earth would not lose interest. She tried to pick
out some sign of it but there was nothing. Three thousand people, tinier than ants, invisible, huddled in
their domes and tubes and towers at 6° south latitude and 35° west longitude. For no good reason, the
coordinates had stuck in her mind like magic numbers. They had managed to build Mars City at the east
end of Shit Canyon. It'd make an interesting dateline.

She had studied Mars City, gone through a dozen holeos.



She rehearsed her lessons. The location had been chosen according to three factors. First, it had to be
near the equator, under the orbit of Phobos's bustling port, to allow a minimum energy transfer orbit.

Second, the scientists clamored to have it located where the rivers had run. They wanted to study the
great mystery: Why the climate had changed and reduced Mars from a river-running, lake-dotted,
pleasant planet to the kind of place that could elicit the line "my warmest day in Hellas was a cold day in
Hell." It was the celebrated phrase of the wild-eyed, bearded poet, Deckard McKinnon, who had been
artist-in-residence in '30, but who had left in disgust halfway through his term, disappeared into the pubs
of London, and never written another word about Mars. She recorded a note to herself under "story
ideas": see if Takemitsu's people could find McKinnon and put him on the show, two years later,
reflecting back on his unhappy view of Mars. The disgruntled poet was gone; Mars was still here. What
would he say to that?

There was a third reason for the city's location: everyone wanted Mars City to be at low elevation. If the
experiments to increase the air pressure continued to succeed—it amazed her to think about it—Mars
might once again see summer lakes at the low-lying sites where air pressure is highest. The once-flooded
basin near Mars City was one of the lowest spots near the equator, three thousand meters below the
zero level. The extra three thousand meters gave Mars City 20 percent more air pressure than most of
the planet. Already, people told her, it was enough to make a suit noticeably more comfortable outside
Mars City than up in the highlands; and enough to make the dust fall differently.

There was so much for her to set down about this place. She wanted to start recording striking word
pictures from which she would assemble a marvelous story like a jigsaw puzzle, but it was always hard to
get started.

Hoping for inspiration, she gazed at the spot five hundred kilometers north of Mars City, where the
now-dry river channels emptied into a tangled mass of gullies called Hydraotes Chaos.

Coming into view were the low, broad lava plains of Chryse Planitia, from which the American
lander—was itVanguard I? —transmitted the first clear photos from the surface of Mars, back in 1976,
when the mainland haoles were celebrating their two hundredth anniversary. After the era of water, the
Chryse plains were covered by lava flows from Tharsis, which slithered across the desert, fuming and
rumbling, 1.4 billion years ago. Today the lava was covered by windblown dust and tumble-down rocky
debris, and the first lander was still sitting out there somewhere, alone, never seen by human eyes since it
had come to Mars. She peered hard, as if concentration would enable her to find it.

Far below, Carter and Philippe in their buggy had joined a convoy heading back to Mars City from the
seismic base camp.

"One thing I don't get about your Stonehenge. Why didn't you put it out in front of the city, by the
landing pads, where everyone will see it?"

"When I found out I could get to the equator, I knew that would be perfect. It gives a planetary scope,
the equator. The work becomes part of the planet itself, turning in space,going through its cycles. The
equator runs literally through the circle. That is what they tell me. They have triangulated it, the seismic
crew."

"Triangulated."



"Something. Imagine. Someday the tourists, they will come up from Mars City just to see this. Take a
day off for sightseeing outside. Stonehenge on Mars. It makes a continuity of culture, if  may say so. Of
course, it is only my own little effort...."

"Don't give me that false humility, Philippe. I'm onto it."

Philippe brushed his long, sandy hair back from his forehead. "What a relief to get rid of the helmet. I tell
you, someday people will drive the 360 klicks every June and December, just to witness sunrise over the
Heel Stones. It will be an historic spot, Carter. I am very happy with it."

"This calls for a celebration, Philippe. Tell you what. I'll buy you a red back at the Nix Olympica."
"No time, my friend. Already my little project has had its greatest success."
"And what would that be?"

"Why do you think men build things and make artworks? It is to attract women. We have no tail feathers
to spread, no big air sac on the throat to inflate like a frog..."

"Y ou should know."

"Be quiet, please. So we have to build things. And it works. You won't believe it, but I am supposed to
meet some woman who wants to come out here. A journalist. She came all the way from Earth to talk to
me."

Carter snorted.

"Oh, I am sure of it." Philippe's voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "I am at liberty to tell you she
is beautiful. Well, I assume she is beautiful because she has a beautiful voice. Sometimes it is enough, a
beautiful voice. A beautiful voice in the dark."

2031, FEBRUARY 44, MONDAY

Late afternoon already as Carter Jahns hurried down the hall toward his oftfice in the old core of Mars
City. For the hundredth time, he noticed that the new flooring in the hallway was not holding up as well as
promised. It wasn't supposed to show wear for six years, they had said. The afternoon meeting with the
architecture committee was over, thank God. He entered his cramped white office and glared at the
do-screen on his desk.



The screen glared back. Every day for a week it had grown more offensive. Now his URGENT list ran
off the bottom of the screen. Intolerable.

The time said 5:10. Good; after five, he wasn't obliged to sit down.

One three-day weekend in the field with his friend Philippe, and already things were out of control. Even
during the committee meeting, the screen had acquired three new flashing URGENT messages. The
pulsating red letters were the only thing that marred the clean efficiency of his office.

He had discovered after leaving school that adult lives were devoted to achieving clean screens. Once he
had had a dream of coming into his office and finding the screen blank. The dream turned into a
nightmare when he realized that this goal would never be reached until he died. He had awakened in a
sweat, still half dreaming: a few weeks after he died, the messages, one by one, would wink out until the
screen was empty and there would be no letters, no paper trail, and no longer any trace of him in the
intercourse of the worlds.

He paused ruefully by his open doorway, considering what to do. The door carried a discreet title on a
blue plaque:

ASSISTANT DIRECTOR ENVIRONMENTAL ENGINEERING

A certain amount of jargon inflation in that, considering the number of hours of politics relative to the
hours of actual engineering. He had arrived in Mars City in 2028 with a staff position, and had been
quickly noticed for his diligence. His thick, dark hair was cut short. His Slavic square face, clear blue
eyes, and chunky athletic build fit what he was: a sample from the new American melting pot. He had
risen suddenly to his present rank when his boss, Stefansdottir, had died of a heart attack eight months
after he arrived. (In the heat of an argument, Philippe had said he could understand why she died soon
after Carter joined her staff.) Philippe had also remarked that the memorial service for the former
Assistant Director seemed tempered with relief that people were beginning to die on Mars of prosaic
natural causes, rather than accidents. Carter was appointed to the post, youngest of four who had held
the position.

How had Stefansdottir put up with all the crap when she held the job?he wondered. Or had Mars been
simpler then, only two years ago? Nowadays he spent half his time dealing with the latest staff arrivals
and their new VR fetish, "personalizing," tripping that left personalities warped for hours. They'd show up
for work, acting like strangers. He couldn't stand them like that. It took days to find the real person.

Stefansdottir's death had been a loss for Mars. Those Icelanders—tough as the meteoritic iron Philippe
had been using in his sculptures. Mars Council should have populated the whole planet with them.
Probably wouldn't have needed spacesuits.

Carter was still in the doorway; 5:15 and the three new URGENT still flashed. One message he might
have checked and answered but three ... He'd be there all night. Hell with it. Quitting time was quitting
time. He had already shut off the 'corder on his wrist during the committee meeting, and he had left it off,
in case someone tried to call him direct with some other damn URGENT message.



He ran his square-tipped fingers through his dark hair. It was more a gesture of despair than anything
else. Why couldn't every division do its own "paperwork" without demanding his input? Of course, if he
ever verbalized that idea, he'd be out in a year. Not a team player, eh, Jahns?

That was the trouble with Mars these days: the bureaucracy was expanding into some inflated realm
where "urgent" meant "routine." It made him cling desperately to his private fiction that he was somehow
outside the bureaucracy, a free player, a free thinker, taking bold initiatives. Building the new Mars and
all that. The new module at the east end of town. The lab facilities at Hellas. Southpole's incessant
equipment needs for climatic research or whatever it was they were doing.

Yes, definitely, the hell with it all. It was time for his traditional Monday night drink with Philippe at the
Nix-O. All right. He admitted it. Nix-O was the real reason he wanted to get out of here.

He snapped off the room light, and the red pulsations from the screen made weird reflections and
shadows on the sculpture Philippe had given him. It sat atop the data file by the door. It was one thing in
his office, he was proud of—a fractured, strangely textured sphere Philippe had cast from one of several
meteoritic chunks found during the early days of the city's construction. Most of the original iron had gone
into a larger sculpture Philippe had made for the Mars Council chambers. Since Carter's sculpture was
made from the leftovers, it gave him a feeling that he had a secret link with the Council. It looked like a
weird alien egg, or perhaps an undiscovered asteroid. It was the one completely irrational thing in the
antiseptic office, and therefore the one he could care about.

He gave the egg a pat, stepped out, and started to close the door.
The desk phone pipped.

Too late, pal. Nobody had any business expecting to find him here at 5:20. He paused at the door to
listen for the message recorder to cut in. A soft female voice came on at the other end. "Mr. Jahns. This
is Driscoll in the Security Office. I guess you've heard we've gotan 03 situation at Hellas Base. We just
got a special assignment for you, direct from the Council. They say you're the one for the job. Guess
everybody knows you've got what it takes. (A snicker.) They say you can turn over the Architecture
proposal to the Espositos for the rest of the week. You better call as soon as you get this message. We'll
try your apartment and..."

Angrily he locked the door. The voice rattled on inside as Carter stomped off down the hall, seething
with indignation.

God, another special assignment! Why didn't they just create a full-time emergency staff or police force
and be done with it, instead of pulling people from one job to another every time something comes up.
Mars City was getting too big to handle problems this way.

And what was with Driscoll anyway? Every time she called with some problem she managed to make it
sound like a come-on. And what the hell wasan 03...? Missing equipment or something? He could never
remember the code that security insisted on using. Why couldn't they just say what they meant? Hellas,
eh? Why drag him into their problem? Probably wanted another outside review of procedures. Well,
there'd be timeenough tomorrow morning ; maybe even later tonight if his conscience acted up.

Those soft voices trying to control everyone's life from machine-space ... Soft voices throughout the
solar system. Always polite, always informed, always bringing trouble.

Carter strode down the hall looking forward to the evening. Philippe, ever cultivating his air of mystery,



had called in the morning to say that Carter should be sure tocome, there was a special surprise in store.

Carter walked faster. The truth of the matter was,the weekend in the desert had put him in a strange
mood. Usually, on his excursions outside, he saw Mars as full of promise. He remembered growing up,
his screen at home blazing with images of people settling into the new bases on Mars, and his mother
telling him that they did not know it yet, but they were building a new society. At twelve he had a map of
Mars on his wall, and he would recite the mystical names: Tharsis, Elysium, Sirenum, and Syrtis Major,
the great dark splotch that had first been charted in the 1600s. He had built a telescope a few years later.
In certain years of astrological import Mars came close enough that he could see the polar ice and Syrtis
Major itself. He had grown up imagining himself severing the constraints of Earth, standing on the red
sands, helping to build this new world. Usually he could recapture that feeling when he looked at the
endless empty plains. But this time, it was the emptiness that lingered in his mind, along with the endless
budget fights with Mars Council. Here he was, part of the mating dance of humanity and nature, locked in
their yin-yang embrace, and he was beginning to wonder, as Felicia back on Earth used to say, where the
relationship was going. Felicia, who had left him for some rich lawyer type who ran around in a
gasoline-powered car.

High above the equator of Mars, the Phobos shuttle made its normally scheduled departure from
Phobos University. With its small steering jets puffing like a dragon out of breath, it backed away from
the colony's giant rotating wheel. The wheel was pegged through its heart to the north pole of the
potato-shaped moon. The ship turned slowly, aligning itself for the main engine burn. Its shadow slithered
silently over the dark craters of Phobos's soot-black surface.

Suddenly the sun slipped behind Mars. The ship glowed in a brief blazeof deep red, and then
disappeared into blackness. It was as if the whole ship had ceased to exist.

Aboard, Annie Pohaku, tall, dark, and uncomfortable in the cramped cocoon seats, tried to slip off her
jacket. With annoyance she noticed a worn LIKELEATHER commercial tag protruding from the seat
lining in front of her. She tore it off, cramming it into the little seat pouch. Her long black hair began its
billowy zero-G dance, a crown of softness, more luxurious than it could ever be on a pillow. A halo. She
started gather it into a knot, then decided to let it float free.

She was startled when the ship slipped into blackness. It was as if she had ceased to exist. Other
passengers began turning on their individual lights. She peered out her window, holding up her jacket to
block the reflections from the nearby lights. Mars hid the stars.

"Planets havea way of blotting out the universe." She recorded the thought quietly. She'd use all these
pithy phrases someday. Right. Another triumph of optimism over experience.

The ship's maneuvering took forever. Finally, the requisite prerecorded voice came on. "For your
comfort and convenience, please"—she always finished the sentence for herself—"remain tightly strapped
into your cramped cocoon and pray while we go slamming into the Mars atmosphere at five kilometers
per second."

The main ascent/descent engines (the pilots called them AC/DC) fired on schedule. The great dragon
had regained his pale, luminous breath. From the middle of night, the ship began its forty-five-minute arc

down toward the surface, toward early evening in Mars City.

The engines made a minute-long, visceral, low-frequency shudder, and then ceased. Now she floated



again in her cocoon. She thought about atmosphere entry, coming in a few moments, but her main
emotion was anticipation of a real bath in Mars City, where water was an abundant luxury after the stingy
showers of Phobos.

It would have to be a short bath. Damn. Well, luxury would be sacrificed in a good cause. In a couple of
hours she was scheduled to meet the guy who had created the Martian Stonehenge. Art on Mars; it
would be a great little segment. She could see Takemitsu smiling. Brach, the artist, had already offered to
take her out there to see it for herself. After all, what man could resist showing off his latest project?

Brach sounded interesting. Euro artist on Mars. She liked his accent. She had vaguely fantasized about
going out into the desert with him Wednesday, bringing him into her orbit, seducing him with her radioed
voice as they walked in their suits among the stones he had erected, as she encouraged him to brag how
the sun would rise over some particular stone. Business-wise, they had something to offer to each other.
They'd have a great time together. If his installation was really impressive, and if the shooting schedule
worked out right, she could maybe get the camera crew out there on the day when the sun came over ...
what had he said about a special stone? She'd get him to explain it during the dinner interview she had
cunningly got him to suggest.

Business aside, she had discovered that it was always interesting to meet people here. Some of the
people—she was not yet comfortable calling them Martians—seemed to pulse with the newness of the
place, a pulsation missing in the crowded cities back home.

The shuttle floated into dawn. The topography, now definitely "below," took shape in a tangle of pale,
long shadows, hazy with dawn fogs. After her childhood in the green-blue-white contours of Hawaii and
the angular urban geometries of Earth, the pastel apricot dawns and red afternoons of Mars excited her in
some way she had not expected. Mars offered some possibility of surprise.

Weightless in her cocoon, she stretched like a cat.

By the time Carter got to the main arcade he was calming down at last. Anyway, there was this clerk at
Music N Books; in the last few days she smiled at him when he went by. No doubt about it. Tomorrow
he'd have to go in and start talking to her. A great thing, women smiling. Besides, against all odds, maybe
she actually liked music and books.

He liked having women on his mind.

He had avoided wasting energy psycho-profiling himself, but Philippe did it for him. Philippe would ask
questions about his childhood, and then analyze the answers, whether Carter asked for analysis or not.
When Carter was ten years old, back in Illinois, his American father had separated from his Russian
mother. It was amicable, but he never saw his father much after that. Carter had convinced himself that
this had not affected him. He had always liked his father, and his father's middle-American pragmatism,
which he had inherited. His mother, with her Russian romanticism, had always been different from other
people he knew, a loving mystery.

Philippe said that this parentage made Carter the perfect citizen of Mars, with its Council set up through
Russian-American collaboration in the second decade of the century.

Carter's mother had been a beautiful woman with enormous eyes, which always seemed wide open in
private amazement. Even now, when he saw the old videos of her, laughing as a young woman, there was



a shock in recognizing her extraordinary beauty. What bit of genetics, he wondered, makes it so difficult
to see our mothers as beautiful women?

Early one day in Illinois, with the morning fog hanging in the fields beyond the screen of trees at the edge
of town, his mother had taken him for a walk. She had talked about Russia, ruined and reborn every

century.

While the whirlwind of technology was stagnating in the rest of the world after 2010, Russia was
booming and blasting its way through its resources. Using technologies and ideas of the twentieth century,
it had become the America of the twenty-first century. The two countries were amazingly alike, she said:
shaped by frontiers. But she said that they would never fully understand eachother, that the Americans
were too set in their ways to try. "And it's important for you to understand this," she said. "Soon you'll be
out in the world and you'll always have a foot in both camps."

Like a parent revealing the facts of life, she had explained the twentieth century to him—as much as
anyone could explain chaos and chance. She owed her own existence to an accident in 1942, she told
him. Her grandmother, as a little girl, had been sent out for a bottle of milk at a chance moment when
Hitler's men—or was it Stalin's men—had come to the house. When she returned there was no one
there.... It was a century of chance survivals and narrow escapes and the luck of being born in the right
country, or finding your way there. It was thecentury, his mother remarked gravely, that turned
existentialism from a dry philosophy into reality.

She had been one of the lucky ones, she said. At least that's what she thought when she arrived in
America during the collapse of the seventy-year Soviet experiment. But she found America to be a
strange world. The Americans crowed of their success and exported their ideas around the planet, but it
was the streets of the most Americanized cities of Earth that were haunted by the most tragic derelicts.

She told him anold Russian joke to explain the difference between the Russian and American social
systems. In America, if a man struck it rich, his neighbor said, "What a success! I hope I can be rich like
my neighbor." In Russia, if a man got rich, his neighbor said, "I hope a disaster strikes him so he becomes
an ordinary guy again, like me."

The problem of wealth concentration, she taught him, had been the key to the last two centuries—the
widening gulf between the haves and have-nots. Her country had at least recognized it in the 1900s and
tried to solve it in a grand, terrible, failed experiment. The Americans had never admitted the problem.
Their upper classes produced complacent sons and daughters who cheerfully burned through most of
Earth's riches. Now, as the Russian upper classes became the richest on Earth, the problem had
returned. Earth's last chance at sustainability was being squandered.

Carter had absorbed a sense of irony from his mother, who had met his father in Moscow during his tour
of engineering facilities of the old USSR. She had arrived in America just in time to witness its slow
downward slide. She had left Russia just before its fortunes ascended on the double tide of resources
and climate change. Carter was lucky, she said, to have a foot in both camps.

Now, on Mars, he seemed to be carrying out some dream that she had prepared him to dream, trying to
builda new world. She had given him a picture of history as something dense, having a gravity that held
events down, fitting into some dialectic that only her generation had seen. He came to see that his father's
people had believed that anyone could change history, while his mother's side believed that it had a large
and random component of fate. The more he saw of the world, the more it became a marvel to him that
he had been born in Moscow. "Our beautiful Moscow," she had called it sadly. Ever since, whether he
was on the Earth, moon, or Mars, he could feel each world's ponderous, silent turning as it churned out



the history of the ants crawling across its back.

It frightened Carter, now, to look back at his mother's ideas and realize that one's experience of life
pivoted entirely on the random spot where he was born into the four-dimensionalyu-chou of spacetime.
His own great-grandmother, shaped by an era of war, saved by a one-minute quirk of fate. And what if
you were born a middle-class, educated Jew, in Munich in 1905? What sense could you make out of a
life that rode a mono-tonic tide from comfort to catastrophe, a train ride toward the abyss with a free
ticket provided by the state bureaucracy?

Carter couldn't help but feel that Philippe viewed all this through a different filter. His was such a long,
European view of history that history was relegated to the background; not up front as in his mother's
consciousness. If history was a series of random waves and tides, it was not something in which you
wanted to be immersed, but something that you tried to ignore because immersion led to drowning. You
tried to stay afloaton the stormy surface of history.

Carter and Philippe had formed their friendship as soon as Philippe arrived in '29, the year after Carter
came. They felt brotherly similarities. Both had experienced a variety of cultures. Both were, in effect,
citizens of the solar system and of no single country, except on paper. Both were born in the magic year
of 2000. (How did other people remember their age, Carter mused.)

Almost with a start, Carter came back to the present to find he was still striding through the garden area
that Philippe called the Tuileries.A pair of lovers were immersed in the world of their bench among the
palms and the flowers. The garden was one of Carter's favorite spots. It was like a gift from the designers
to the inhabitants, a place that worked wonders for people's psyches. Even the plants looked happy.
Martians loved plants, the companions they had brought with them from Earth because they couldn't
bring animals. Plants had evolved the perfect means of transporting life through space—seeds. The
arrivals at Mars City, the only Martians, had brought seeds of philodendrons and potted rubber trees and
blazing ginger flowers.

The hallways of Mars City were nothing if not horticulturally exuberant. An article in theEnglishGarden
Society Journal applauded the Martians for their interest, but said that they lacked a sense of taste. A
gardener who was a Japanese National Treasure, sent to Mars for a visit by a Japanese television
network, gave up in bewilderment and went home. Gardeners, flitting from plant to plant, reminded
Carter that the debate about whether to introduce certain species of insects on Mars had not been settled
in Council. Carter himself had argued that the "insect-free Mars" experiment was working so far;
"besides," he said, "which would you rather have, gardeners or bugs?"

Carter hurried on through the garden, feeling better.

Having become a cynic about urgent messages, Carter had cut himself off from the news that pulsed
back and forth on invisible pathways through the nonexistent ether. For an hour the news had been
flashing from dusty Hellas Base. Silently it sped back and forth, through comsats to Mars City and dark
Phobos, and southward to the Polar Station, and outward through the surging solar wind toward Earth,
and even to the tiny Phobos shuttle.

Aboard the shuttle, Annie Pohaku's 'corder pipped to get her attention. She had programmed it to alert
her to any new Martian postings on Newsnet. She had not expected much, but she always wanted to be
on top of anything that developed in her vicinity. Career and all that. She fished uncomfortably for the
screen in her bag, and turned it on. She read the full announcement with growing horror... and



excitement. This could be big. Takemitsu had defined for her the quality that made the top journalists.
Luck. The right place at the right time....

Carter found Philippe in the Nix Olympica Bar, in his usual corner table, spread out like an octopus. He
wiped his unkempt hair from his brow as Carter approached. "I was reading this novel," Philippe said.
"Czech. Last century. The author describes the Russian tanks rumbling into the heart of Prague, because
he and other writers were publishing things that were too ... frank. You know? For the government. So
your Russians sent in the tanks. Right in the heart of Europe!"

"Times have changed."

"Perhaps yes; perhaps no. We never know, do we? Anyway, he talks about a lover who returns from a
trip and has lost six kilograms. He wants to know what happened to those six kilos. Did they just
dissipate into thin air? He was attached to those kilograms. But my question is different. My question is: If
I 'have a lover and she comes back from a trip minus six kilograms, perhaps only ninety percent of her is
left. As her lover, have I lost something? Is she the same person? Scientists would never accept this—to
have something come back with only ninety percent of its mass, and say casually, 'Oh, well, we will just
ignore the fact that ten percent of the mass is missing.' "

"Yes, but you're not a scientist." It wasn't quite true. Philippe had studied physics, along with everything
else. A couple ofyears, then gave it up. Said he wasn't interested in picturing the universe as if it were
uninhabited.

"Ahh, you are wrong. We are all scientists. You understand nothing, as this writer would say. Kundera,
you know him?" Philippe did not wait for an answer. "We are all scientists because we have to figure out
how to live in the universe. You, especially, you are a scientist because you have a theory of how we will
live on Mars. You try to force other people to live according to your theory, like the Communists did in
your mother's country. This time you had better be right."

"You goingto be like this all night?"
"People expect me to be this way."

It was true. Philippe was stimulated by the fact that people wanted him to be unusual. He was their
visiting French artist. He used their expectations to advantage. His youth in Paris, with seasons in London
and points global, lent him a cosmopolitan air. He had learned English mannerisms that he could turn on
and off at will. "Right. Won't be a moment, thank you very much," he could rattle off in perfect BBC.
Americans, who dominated Mars City, wanted Philippe to be French, because he was an artist. When
they were in the company of others, Carter teasingly called him "The Artiste." He had olive
Mediterranean skin, which emphasized the incongruity of his longish fair hair. Though he was Carter's
age, his thinness and extra height made him look younger and more awkward. He had won the annual
Mars Residency Prize, which gave him two years on Mars to produce work tor Mars City, with the
option to renew for a third year by vote of the Mars Council.

Carter Jahns and Philippe Brach were happy to sit under an arching giant fern in the Nix Olympica Bar
and recycle their old arguments. The pulsing blue neon lights around the door reflected off the chrome
fittings around the room. Fans overhead added anoir atmosphere, though Carter could not see them
without remembering a flap over their impact on the larger air circulation filtration system.



A sign over the door was rendered in green self-glo, in the latest side-ways-turned Martian lettering that
the previous artist-in-residence thought would be a cute design innovation to export from Mars back to
Earth:

2020 VISION

The subtitle referred to the year of the establishment's birth—one night after a Russian team had pulled
an American team out of an emergency hut on its last night of air. This according to apocryphal tradition.

Carter mused about the sign, with its faintly pulsing bright color. It reminded him of his screen, flashing in
the darkness of his office.... The current fad for signs that consumed little energy was a sort of reverse
ostentation. With the fusion generators, there was plenty of power onMars, yet energetic sign illumination
was viewed as being in poor taste. The attitude was a remnant of social tradition from polluted Earth.

The barkeep sent over a waitress with their customary drinks, Martian blues. The waitress was a new
face to them. It was wonderful how new women kept coming to Mars for adventure. She had long legs
and a lingering smile. "Do you like her? I will give her to you," Philippe said after she departed.

"Stow it, Brach." Carter leaned back against the wall, studying the bluish glints off the ice in his glass.

Philippe Brach leaned back as well, hands behind his head, ruftling his sandy brown hair and giving more
prominence to his large ears. His arms and legs seemed to have a life of their own, independent of his
lanky body. In the shadowy light of their corner, the light from behind the fern he looked slightly sinister.
Now he folded his hands in front of him in a prayerful attitude. "Well," he said at last, "it will not be so
interesting if you spend the night staring around the room like a tourist. Are you going to tell Brother
Philippe your problems?"

Carter sipped happily at his blue, and began to explain his theory of office life. He could never decide if
the Martian blue tide felt warm or cool, but its calming waves washed over him like a tide.

"You should be glad you don't have to work in an office," he told Philippe.
"Oh, but I am."

"There's this infatuation with the latest tidbit of news or rumor. Drives me nuts. Whoever has the latest
item is at the top of the pecking order. But these tidbits have a half-day half-life. By the next day,
everything has become obsolete. Why don't people realize this? They always view the time they wasted
on yesterday's rumors as keeping up-to-date. Then they start in again on today's 'news.""

"There's another Eastern European writer who says that in every office there's someone who hasn't
produced anything in years. But, he says, the funny thing is, that's the person who is always the most
feverishly busy.The Compromise. Amusing book. You ought to read it sometime."



"Mmmm. It keeps getting worse, the office politics. Stafford says things are going to hell on Mars.
Sometimes I think he's right."

"This does not sound like you. This attitude, it could be fatal to your job, you know? You have to play
this game if you want to be an American big shot. You had better keep these ideas to yourself!"

Philippe was right about that.

"The trouble is," Philippe continued, "you cannot expect Mars City to keep growing as it has. Today, in
your profession ... Well, the crises will multiply as the budget goes down. You could become like one
little fish, who is trying to stop a tide from going out. Your problem is you are still enthusiastic about
building Mars."

"You're not?"
"T am an observer. [ watch tides come and go."
The waitress, legs and all, passed by. They watched her.

"Maybe I ought to order a red. Wake myself up," Philippe muttered. "We're the only ones who care
about history, you know. Mars is mostly American, in spite of what they say. Today is the only day that
counts. Everything is now. Now, now, now."

Outside, it was February on Mars. More significantly, it was summer in the southern hemisphere, the
season of dust storms, triggered by the summer "warming." "Warming" in quotes, since these were still
temperatures that would make a polar bear stop wanting to go fishing. Still, the sun beat as hard as it
could. Invisible parcels of air, perhaps stagnating over a dark basalt flow during a momentary lapse of
wind, grew warmer than usual and ascended like a hot air balloon without a bag.

During this silent summer shuffling and reshuffling of air, during these invisible ascents and descents, the
light dust of the Martian surface stirred uneasily. In the afternoons, if you could hover above the
unexplored mesas and secret valleys of Hellespontus, you would see the first stirrings of the dust. A
formless cloud here, a twisting, typhoonlike column there. The first spindly dust devils. Then bigger ones,
rising like fat Minoan columns, gathering themselves up to their full height of a kilometer or more, and
then wandering off on aimless journeys like beheaded giant warriors who staggered for hours before
realizing that they had to die: mindless ghosts of Edgar Rice Burroughs's Martian monsters.

On the outskirts of Mars City, as Carter and Philippe argued like Buddhist monks about how to create
good karma on Mars, dust clouds swirled also across the landing pad on the outskirts of the town. But
these were not summer dust devils. They were clouds kicked up by the beetlelike buses that crawled
around the Phobos shuttle that had just landed.

Soon, two buses lumbered from the landing pad toward the soil-banked mounds and gleaming towers of
Hellas Base. Inside the second bus, IPN correspondent Annie Pohaku watched the twisted tufts of dust
picked up by the wheels of the first. They looked like little question marks, floating in the air.

The woman who had piloted the ship down from Phobos was riding in the same bus. She sat a couple of
seats forward of Annie, but turned as they rumbled along toward the city's main terminal airlock. She



eyed Annie carefully and identified in her shining eyes an undisguised intensity, the signs of a relative
newcomer. "And how do you find Mars?" she asked.

Annie was always excited by an arrival, and excitement brought out her feistiness. "I just follow signs
through airlock doors."

The pilot flashed a smile of appreciation, a smile that established a fleeting bond between two
strangers—a jaded pilot and a tired reporter with enough humanness to make a joke at the end of a day.

It set Annie ruminating. Easier to get a smile from a stranger than from a lover.

As soon as they got inside and the pilot left the airlock, Annie hunched down in a peculiar posture she
had developed to keep her voice private, and began speaking to the 'corder.

"Impression upon entering Mars City. Humidity, and a faint smell of humanity. A nicesmell , as if
friendship could have an aroma."

She gave up. She didn't know where to go with the thought. Her 'corder was getting so full of
disconnected fragments that it was getting heavy.

She sighed. Philippe Brach's name was staring at her from the little screen in her lap. Nix Olympica Bar,
eight o'clock, it said.

In the Nix Olympica Bar, by eight o'clock, Philippe was smiling broadly and waving a pen. "You are
about to see artistic inspiration, in the modest person of myself." He took out a reusable pad and began
sketching. The aimless sketch began to take the form of a tree branch with leaves hanging down. "God,
by the ways, is the entity in the universe with which artists and scientists conduct dialogues."

"Are you drunk, Philippe?"

Philippe added a touch of pencil to the sketch and then shook his head. Presently he noticed a flicker of
change on Carter's face. Carter was looking toward the door.

Philippe followed his gaze.

When Annie Pohaku appeared on the blue carpet in the fluted chrome art nouveau doorway at the end
of the Nix Olympica Bar, she was framedunself -consciously for an instant in the vertical beam of the
entrance ceiling lights. The intense lights excited her clean black hair into a resonant glow, both cool and
warm at the same time.

She paused inside the door, and spoke to a waiter, the light still framing her. The waiter nodded in their
direction.

"She's coming this way," Carter was whispering.

"Of course she is," Philippe whispered mischievously. He drew a line through the sketch. "I told you
there was a surprise. Ah, she is as beautiful as I predicted, based on her voice. Look at her hair. Look at
her mouth. And so, you will be a good boy and run along after a few minutes. After all, she has come to
interview me. Of course, I would have let you stay if she had not been so..."



She strode confidently to their table. "You're the artist-in-residence, Philippe Brach."'

Philippe nodded.

"Annie Pohaku: journalist for IPN." She said it with—was it an air of sadness?—and yet some trace of a
smile that seemed to encourage friendship. "You said we could talk about your work, but now..." She
turned and appraised Carter, with her grave smile.

Philippe introduced Carter. "Assistant Director of Environmental Engineering. He's the one who decides
how we're going to live."

She extended her hand to Carter, and then to Philippe, who stood and took it with a slight bow.
"Can I join you?" she continued.

"Why?" said Carter. "Do you think we're coming apart?"

He is trying to be cute, Philippe thought. He likes her.

She sat with her inhibited smile. A rapport had been established, but her expression still had a hint of
gravity.

"Madame," Philippe continued his playful flourish, "welcome to our private table. And more importantly,
may [ buy you a drink?"

The waitress, antennae at the alert for new customers, was already approaching.

"Maywe buy you a drink," Carter corrected. The waitress hurried away with an order for three reds.

In Annie's mind, some rudimentary attraction, directed toward both Carter and Philippe, skittered along
the undersurface of her consciousness, like a bubble in water, hitting the underside of a restless surface.

The thoughts did not surprise her, but she could not focus on them because of the news she carried.

"T'd like to talk about your work, too, Carter. Sometime. I'm supposed to be gathering contacts for yet
another Mars special. But now, with this news from Hellas..." She paused.

"What news from Hellas?" Carter said, suddenly recalling his office screen, with a chill in his spine.

"You haven't heard? Alwyn Stafford took a dune buggy out from Hellas Base and he hasn't come back,"
she said. "He's disappeared."”

BOOK 2

Cold Days in Hellas



[Through the media,] moments break loose of the gravity of history, which means that history ... is
reduced to surrealism.

—Steve Erickson,Leap Year, 1989

2031, FEBRUARY 43, SUNDAY

East of Stafford's parked buggy, the cold sky was finally growing lighter. High, thin clouds began to
catch the rays of incipient sunrise. And here he was, half-awake, sitting alone in the middle of the desert
in his buggy. Crazy, crazy, crazy. He was at the point in his life where things that seemed valid and
attractive by day seemed crazy and pointless in the hours before dawn.

Outside, brown rocks seemed scattered on the sand like seashells on a foreign beach. Each rock
seemed to have its own personality. He remembered a phrase from John Nichols, who pictured electrons
spinning inside rocks. Stones, Nichols said, have heartbeats. Hell, did any of these kids read Nichols
anymore? Who would be the poets of the Martian deserts? ... Maybe Carter's French friend, Philippe
Brach; he seemed to take timero feel the pulse of the place.

Elena Trevina had been in his half dreams. Lena. She cared about Mars. She had moved heaven and
Earth—Iiterally—to get the go-ahead for her polar research base. Bent a few rules in the process, out of
love and curiosity. Capacities for love and curiosity were the dangerous, essential qualities that led to
infatuation with flush-faced Mars. That much he admired in her. But he hoped she knew what she was
doing.

Suddenly he thought of her sex life, down there at the South Polar Station. She was attractive, in a
remote sort of way. As if she wanted you to crack the shell... Who among the males there ... He, of
course, was too old for her. Still, he sensed a real connection between them. She was divorced long
before Mars, obviously knew a few things. A woman had once given him a rule of thumb: If you think
you're getting a conversational come-on, you probably are. But Lena and himself?

The question made him think of the place in his life where time had brought him. This filled him with
unease. For most of the people on Mars, like his friend Carter, there was a clear role in life. Biological.
Sexual. Unconsciously—he could see it now—they were all trying to lay up status points, trying to
impress a potential sexual partner. Biologic programming—wasn't it great? After his own wife died, his



own programming had waned; mortality had begun to loom in his own mind, tied to the question of his
own sexual role. What was it? No longer procreation, thank God.

No longer power or establishing status in either a male or general social pecking order; he had enough of
that. Still, the relation to a woman like Lena took on some unfinished quality, like a problem to be solved.

There he was, intellectualizing again. If sex was no longer instinctive, it was not really sex, and a vacuum
had been created in his life. It needed to be filled, and the paradox was to fill it with something that
fertilized life—like sex itself—and not something that fertilized death.

And what about the rest of them; the tangled web they were weaving with their programs...? Maybe it
didn't matter, as long as it gave him a chance to follow his dream. At his age, that's what he cared about.

Still, he wondered how they were handling things, Trevina at the pole and Braddock back at Hellas
Base. Braddock he had never figured out. The man was inscrutable, always citing some regulation that
turned out to be in his own favor. They always seemed to have the rules on their side, Trevina and
Braddock and the rest of them. Lately, Braddock had been invoking guarantees that went all the way
back to the Russo-American accords that had fostered Mars exploration in the first place.

The rules here had always seemed chaotic. Chaos was a sign of a dynamic society, Carter Jahns had
said once. Or was it his artsy friend, Philippe, in one of those tongue-in-cheek, swaggering monologues
of his? It helped that there were many bureaus back on Earth that wanted Mars City to grow in spite of
unpredictable budget cuts: Live long and prosper. Be fruitful and multiply. As long as those rules applied,
a lot of infelicities could be swept under the rug.

The bureaus applied those rules to themselves, too, like ancient desert tribes.

The confused international lines of political, governmental, military, scientific, and industrial connection
between Mars City, Phobos University, and Earth grew more tangled every day. Mars Council issued
policy edicts and did its best to pretend that the old accords still mattered; and at the same time it had to
respond to the pressures of Russian-American, European, and East-Asian corporate conglomerates that
held the Mars franchises. And there were the U.N. "directives" from Rio, to which all the companies paid
lip service with condescending geopolitical correctness.

Occasionally the Martians mutinied and said "no." And an unspoken idea ran like silent electricity
through the back halls of Mars City: Who was to stop them from running their world as they liked, once
they reached critical mass?

Stafford yawned and stretched and put the seat upright. Back to reality. The sun was up now. He
grabbed a breakfast bar and brewed up a little tea, scanning the landscape outside by habit. No sign of
his objective. According to his calculations, the thing was supposed to be just ahead. Maybe it would be
visible from the top of that highest ridge on the right.

He fired up the buggy and headed that way, remembering how the rumor started, many weeks back,
when he had been in Mars City. One night in the Nix Olympica Bar, a seismic crew member named
Ivanov said he had seen something the previous winter when he was flying a hopper out from Hellas Base
to one of the geophysics sites. Of course, he couldn't do anything about it; hoppers traveled ballistic
trajectories, and the landing point was more than a hundred kilometers away. Something bright, flickering
maybe, down in the red desert. He didn't even record the exact coordinates, except to note that it was
somewhere along the rugged Hellas Rim at the edge of the Noachis desert. At the time, Ivanov had said
nothing. He had not even been sure of seeing anything, so quickly had he passed over the area. Had it



been some speck, a reflection in his window?

Everyone at the bar laughed at Ivanov's story. Next time, they teased, he would tell them he had seen a
Russian bear. Nix-O was a place to swap yarns. The Martian frontier had given the tall tale a new lease
on life. Stafford remembered the time they got a greenhorn believing that a dust storm near Mars City
had grown so thick they didn't have to turn on the retro engines in the shuttle coming down from Phobos.

Stafford didn't laugh off Ivanov's story. He had the advantage of being an old-timer. Old-timers had
heard a lifetime of stories. Every once in a while, two different stories fitted like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

There had been a fellow years before—a little bushy-haired fellow, Stafford couldn't remember the
name—Castillo?—who had lived out at the Hellas Base for a year when it was little more than a single
geodesic dome for the first geophysicists. One day, when Stafford had been promoting more polar
drilling, he had talked to this fellow. How did it feel, living out there with unmitigated Mars only a meter
outside the walls in any direction? What were the snowfalls like? How did the tractors hold up? That sort
of thing. After the interview, the fellow had gone to a drawer and pulled out a scrap that looked at first
like an old hankie. It was a piece of light-colored material with an odd sheen. Perhaps it had been
metallized originally, and the metallic luster had worn off. "Ever see anything like this before?"

Stafford said he hadn't.

The bushy-haired fellow told Stafford how he had found the piece of material when he was out with
some visiting geologists studying the Hellas rim structure. Out among the great stepped clifts, between
two ridges, caught on the projecting hard crystals of a wind-sculpted rock, was this bit of something that
didn't belong.

What had the geologists thought of it? Stafford asked.

They thought it was a piece of junk, some scrap from a shuttle that had landed at the camp, or something
that had blown into the desert from the Hellas Base.

Maybe so, Stafford had said.

But the geologists hadn't taken into account the wind. They hadn't lived there and seen the wind, blowing
and blowing out of the desert of the Hellespontus rim country. This scrap must have come with the wind
out of the Hellespontus desert, where no one had ever been. The bushy-haired fellow had said he
couldn't prove it was anything special. It had looked like a bit of man-made debris, all right. He had put it
in his drawer and told Stafford he always had thought it was the darndest thing.

Years later, when Stafford heard Ivanov's story in the Nix-O Bar, he said nothing about the scrap. He
just smiled. Went home, lay awake most of the night. Went down to the Image Processing Lab the next
morning, and started poring over orbiter photos of Hellespontus and the Hellas rim. He plotted Ivanov's
flight path, and drew prevailing wind lines paralleling the dust streaks east across the rim of Hellas, from
the place the bushy-haired man had been.

Given the uncertainties, the intersection of the flight path and the wind vectors corresponded to an area
maybe fifty kilometers on a side. He accessed the high-resolution photos and sat there for hours, looking
at one after another. There had been two high-res photo surveys covering the area in '12 and in "21. He
compared the images.

On the second day he found something. A triangular object, maybe ten, fifteen meters across—only a



tiny white spot on the photos, a few pixels across at best. It couldn't be snow; the photos were taken in
summer. It appeared in both photos. In the second, it had shifted position by twenty meters.

There had been no Hellas Base in '12. Whatever it was, it wasn't litter from the Hellas Base.

Stafford went home and brooded over enlargements of the photos, and sent through a request for a
dune buggy out of Hellas Base. It would be a two- or three-hundred-kilometer run out to the site, but he
had made jaunts that far before....

By coincidence that was the same week when he received the strange note from Lena Trevina,
hand-carried by the pilot of the monthly shuttle from the Polar Station. It was handwritten, in a carefully
sealed envelope, marked PERSONAL. She had risked no electronic trail.... Maybe he should have
tossed the damn thing.

Stafford's dune buggy crawled to the crest of the ridge. If he had triangulated right...

At first he didn't see it. According to the orbiter photos it should have been somewhere in the broad
hollow stretching before him. There were only a few rocks. Then he did see it, as if it had suddenly
materialized. It had snagged on a corner where a rock had been etched sharp by a thousand dust storms.
From this distance it looked like a sheet of plastic tarp. But then he caught the dull silver gleam of an
object lying beyond, in the distance. He knew what it was. By God, he was going to succeed! Today
would be a historic occasion!

He drove on past the tattered parachute fragment, toward the silvery object. He mumbled a little prayer
of thanks to the long-lost, patient Martian gods. He parked the buggy, and turned on its short-range
transmitter.

He started to reach for his cavernous helmet, but then he remembered the medallion. He pulled it out of
his pocket. It was a little brass medallion, inscribed on the front and back, and hinged on the side like a
Victorian locket, or an old pocket watch. Medallion number 216, it was. Jesus, the places he had been,
the sights he had seen. He popped it open. Inside was a piece of foil, which he placed carefully on his
knee. Using a fine-tipped screwdriver from the tool kit pocket on his pufty legging, he incised carefully on
the foil:

2031, FEB. 43

With more dexterity than patience, he laboriously inscribed his signature on the foil. He replaced the foil
in the locket and snapped it shut with a smile. He put the screwdriver, which had always served him as an
all-purpose tool, back in its kit, and looped the medallion on its nylon cord through one of the Velcroed
loops on his suit. He put on the helmet. He heard the comforting hiss of air around his face. The
auto-elasticized inner suit tightened around him as he depressurized the buggy.

Everything was working fine.

He stepped out, tingling with anticipation. Through the suit he could hear his muffled footsteps



crunching—asound he loved. It sounded like his feet were in another room—in a toolshed with a crunchy
dirt floor.

The metal apparatus was resting in a little hollow.

He walked up to the object and put his hand on it. It had waited sixty years for him. It was pretty beat
up. He could feel little nicks or dents— pebbles blown into it during previous storms? He patted it. "Stout
fellow," he whispered. "It wasn't your fault."

There was a bent, broken rod protruding from one side of the device. He fished up the medallion and

looped its cord securely around the rod, being careful not to disturb the device itself. The little brass disk
gleamed as the sun grew stronger in the dusty sky. On the outside was engraved:

Alwyn Bryan Stafford explored here.
This is the 216th disk left by him at

noteworthysites on Mars. Date inside.

On the reverse it said:

Alwyn Bryan Stafford came to Mars one
Mars-year after the firstMartian/anding.

He landed in year 2010 by the Christian

calendar. He was the 237thhumanbeing on Mars,

andgodfather of the first child born on Mars.

Egocentric, for sure. But what the hell. A hundred years from now when people were finding his disks
here and there, no one would criticize him for leaving this record of the first explorations.

He stepped back and admired the scene. He backed off farther and sat on a rock, memorizing the
whole landscape. What a thing to remember.

Stafford had always been interested in history. Often he had mused over the irony that Earth's park
rangers and environmentalists—anyone with decent style—decried modern litter, but would give an arm
for the litter of early explorers and colonists. Castoffs and inscriptions more than two hundred years old
were priceless, recapturing early travels and adventures. He recalled his visit as a teenager to El Morro
National Monument, the historic inscribed rock of the Southwest, in a landscape not too different from
this one, except for the bushes. Weary travelers, resting in its shade under the vast New Mexican sky,



had carved their names and dates and proud messages. From Onate in the 1600s to American fur
trappers in the 1800s, they had left a record that clarified movements of the pioneers,both famous and
faceless—important if you had a sense of place and time. El Morro: that is where the idea of medallions
was born in the adolescent Alwyn Stafford.

That night, under El Morro's looming presence, young Stafford's eyes had glowed like the distant stars in
the space-black skies of New Mexico's Indian reservations. He lay in their camp at El Morro reading a
book on Coronado's expedition, the Mars Project of its day. A thousand men with the latest
sixteenth-century technology, setting forth with their banners into the unknown on a months-long journey
of discovery. They had published the first written eyewitness accounts ofnative American villages now
destroyed by malls; of burbling rivers, now sucked dry by cities. But historians were still arguing over
their exact route. Which villages? Which rivers? They had neglected to sign in on the great white rock of
El Morro. If onlythey had left some carvings, some bronze plaques, or some inscribed medallions for
someone to find 