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			PROLOGUE

			World Science Fiction Convention

			Chicago, Earth

			Labor Day, 1962

			Fred sat in the suite’s bedroom and sipped his beer. A hot, muggy Midwestern early autumn day was dying outside, but he didn’t think he’d gone more than a block from the hotel since he’d arrived. It had been a wild ride of a con: Nobody wanted to talk about anything but the pictures from the Russian probe on Venus, of course. Dinosaurs and Neandertals and beautiful blond cave-princesses in fur bikinis … although excitement was building about what the American lander would find on Mars.

			He hadn’t wanted to talk about anything but the Russian probe on Venus—except what the American probe was going to find on Mars. Orbiters and telescopes over the last few years had seen what looked like structures and cities. There had been evidence as far back as Lowell’s investigations in the nineteenth century, and spectroscopes had hinted at free oxygen in the air as far back as the 1920s, but it was all a whole lot more credible after what had been found on Venus. The entire world was holding its breath and waiting, when it wasn’t babbling.

			Nineteen sixty-two: the year everything changed.

			But as his agent had told him, the publishers weren’t going to pay him to burble, and he had his rent to pay and groceries to buy regardless of whether or not Mars turned out to have intelligent life. Plus, fiction of his sort was going to get a lot more difficult; it had already, in fact. Extrasolar stuff, that was the ticket … From now on, books set on Mars and Venus were going to be a variety of ….

			Westerns, he thought. They’ll be like Westerns—like the penny dreadfuls they wrote while the Old West was still going on.

			He’d heard somewhere that Kit Carson had read dime novels about his own supposed adventures while he was really a scout and Indian fighter out in the Rockies. And Buffalo Bill had been taking his Wild West show around Europe before the last Indian wars had been fought.

			And our astronauts—no, our planetary explorers—will be reading about themselves while they do it; probably watching movies and TV about themselves while they do it. Louis L’Amour and James Michener will horn in on our territory. I don’t think the president meant “New Frontier” quite so literally, but that’s the way it’s turning out.

			“Come on, Fred, Carol! They’re about to switch from the talking heads to the real pictures!”

			He picked up his Tuborg—Poul had brought in a case, saying that the occasion required actual beer, rather than Schlitz—and they walked through into the lounge of the suite. It was crowded, but virtually none of the fans were there. Not today, though that young friend of Beam’s was off in a corner, the one doing surveys of the writers for Boeing and the Pentagon.

			Someone kicked over a footstool, and he sank his long, lanky frame down on it; Ted had the seat in the middle, right in front, but then he was Guest of Honor. There was an awesome amount of talent in the room now, all the way from Jack—who’d sold his first story to Gernsback in the ’20s, for God’s sake!—through the Big Bull Gorillas like Bob and Arthur to the postwar crowd of Young Turks like him and Poul and first-timers like young Larry from L.A.

			“Amazing we’ve gone from the first satellite to this in only a little over ten years,” Isaac said, looking like a balding Jewish leprechaun as he grinned and rubbed his hands.

			“We had the incentive, once they proved Mars had an oxygen atmosphere back in ’forty-seven,” Bob replied. “That’s why we had von Braun hard at work from the day we caught him, and the Russkis were slave-driving their Krauts, too. Without that to push us, we might still be waiting for the first manned mission to orbit, or even the first satellite.”

			Then, softly: “But we do have the motive. A whole world.”

			“Two,” his redheaded wife said sharply. “We’re not going to let the Reds have Venus all to themselves, even if they did get the first probe there.”

			“What’s really bloody amazing is that we’re going to watch it on TV. In color, worldwide, no less,” another writer said, in excruciatingly British tones. “Which is like Ferdinand and Isabella watching Columbus land in a newsreel at the cinema.”

			“Hell, Arthur, you predicted it fifteen years ago,” Poul replied, and they all chuckled. “Or at least you predicted transmission satellites for TV.”

			“Prediction is becoming less and less attractive, with actual reports from other planets expected daily. I think I’ll stick to writing historicals and time-travel from now on and leave the solar system alone,” one tall distinguished-looking man with a goatee quipped.

			“You lie, Spreggie,” Catherine said crisply. “You won’t be able to resist it.”

			Then all sound died; even breathing seemed hushed. The little crackle as someone sucked on a cigarette and added to the blue haze of smoke under the ceiling sounded loud. Walter Cronkite was pontificating on the screen; for once, his solemnly portentous tones matched the occasion, probably for the first time since D-day. Werner von Braun was beside him, looking like a cat with little yellow feathers stuck to his lips … well, a man might, when the U.S. government was giving him ten percent of its budget to play with on a lifetime basis. It might be twenty percent, after this, or more.

			Fighting over Berlin is starting to look a lot less important. To both sides.

			Behind him, a model of the Mars Viking Lander dropped down a hypothetical trajectory and settled on long spidery legs. Half the fans at this convention were wearing Viking helmets with horns. Poul grumbled that the horns weren’t historical. A lot of them had added little propellers on top, too.

			Bob began: “You know, I had this idea for another Mars book a couple of years ago, about an orphan adopted by Martians, but then the preliminary orbital telescope reports came in and I didn’t dare—”

			“Now!” someone else said. “Everyone shut up!”

			The color screen flickered, showed snow. A groan started, then cut off abruptly as the picture cleared save for a few rastor lines; smoke faded away, blown by a stiff wind. Someone swore softly. The ground in front of the lander was a plain covered in low-growing reddish-green plants.

			“Mars, Commie-Colored Cabbage Planet,” someone said.

			That brought a brief nervous chuckle. The ground cover did look a little like splayed-open cabbages with thick waxy leaves the color of dirty rust. Here and there was a reddish-gray shrub covered in white flowers. Neither seemed to want to burn; the circular fire set by the rockets died quickly.

			The vegetation rippled in the wind, and there was a haze like dust on a horizon that shaded up to a sky that was pink as much as blue. Low rocky hills showed in the distance. Between the lander and them was ….

			“It’s a canal! If only Edgar could be here!”

			“Hell with Burroughs, if only Lowell—”

			“Shut up!”

			It was a canal; about fifteen yards wide, sweeping from left to right and then turning so that it dwindled out of sight like in a perspective drawing, curving to follow the contour of the land, for all the world like a canal in California or Arizona, except that it was covered in an arched roof of some transparent stuff so clear it was barely visible at all. The banks were reddish, man-high stone or concrete, sloping away from the interior and covered in abstract figures something like hieroglyphics, ancient and crumbling and faded.

			A low black shape like a flattened turtle, about the size of a Volkswagen, crawled over the crystal roof without visible means of support, unless there was something like a snail’s foot beneath the carapace.

			“Guess that settles the question of whether those structures we saw from orbit were the product of intelligence or not,” Isaac said dryly.

			“That … turtle, beetle, whatever it is … could be something like a giant social insect,” Frank said stubbornly. “Beavers build dams. That … whatever it is could be doing it.”

			“Beavers don’t carve hieroglyphs on them and neither do ants. The hominids—well, some of them—on Venus looked awfully damned human, which means we’re not reasoning from a sample of one any more. Panspermia and parallel evolution—”

			“Shut up!”

			The audio pickups were transmitting a soft whistling of wind, accompanied by a murmur of commentary from the technicians at Cape Canaveral. There was something in the sky, distant and moving slowly—but too quick for the pickup to track it, given the time-lag factor, so they didn’t try. They waited, and not much happened. A shout went up as a small and fuzzy animal hopped by, but it was gone too quickly to see details except that it precisely matched the color of the leafy ground cover and jumped on its hind legs.

			“Camouflage,” Beam noted; he’d come into the field in the ’50s, but looked older than he must be. “When you’re small and at the bottom of the food chain, you want to be invisible.”

			More of the whatevers hopped around, and turned out to look like desert rats with tufted tails and squashed-in faces; some of them had miniature versions of themselves clinging to their backs. A reading of temperature and atmospheric density came up in the lower right-hand corner of the screen.

			“So at Martian sea level the air’s a little thinner than Denver,” Poul commented, taking a pull on his beer. “The interior highlands must be like Tibet or the Bolivian Altiplano.”

			“Yeah, but with lower gravity—”

			“The dropoff will be slower, yes. Where Viking came down it’s chilly and very dry, but you or I could be comfortable there with a good warm coat.”

			“So much for wearing oxygen masks and skating on the canals,” Bob said, and chuckled ruefully.

			That was probably because of the Mars book he had written back in the early ’50s.

			“It’s northern-hemisphere summer there now, though. Betcha winter is a sockeldanger,” Ray put in. “And twice as long as ours, don’t forget.”

			“Wait, what’s that?”

			People jostled toward the screen, then sat back with self-conscious control. A dot was coming up the long stretch beside the canal, growing until details could be seen ….

			A landyacht, he thought as a wordless cheer rang out, then corrected himself when the scale snapped into his perception. No, a landship.

			Six long outriggers with giant wheels supported it; they dipped and returned as they rode over irregularities in the terrain, keeping the boxy hull nearly level.

			“Good suspension system,” Sprague said. “Pneumatic? Or efficient springs. Even in one-third gravity. The sails look transparent. I’d love to know what they’re made of; it doesn’t really look like cloth.”

			Two masts and yards supported huge gossamer sails that looked like lanteens but weren’t. Galleries and windows ran around the hull; if the builders were sized anything like human beings, that meant the landship was at least a hundred and fifty feet long. As it grew closer they saw a figurehead at the front below the bowsprit, some sort of gruesomely fanged beast ….

			“Now we know something about the local wildlife. Something bad,” Jack quipped.

			“Either that, or they’ve been reading Clark Ashton Smith, Jack.”

			It might be mythological, Fred thought, over the hammering of his heart. Don’t jump to conclusions.

			Closer still, and there was writing behind the figurehead—symbols at least, with a generic family resemblance to the ones on the canal banks. Figures moved on the decks, bending to incomprehensible tasks.

			“It’s heading toward the lander!”

			It did, the front pair of outriggers turning, then the hull foreshortening as the prow swung toward the camera. The sails twisted and did something; Poul liked messing about in boats, and he murmured about pointing into the wind.

			“Beat-up old … whatever-it-is,” Fred heard himself say.

			Closer to, they could see that most of the structure was made out of some dense close-grained reddish wood, intricately carved but worn and patched and replaced in places. But other sections like the outriggers were strange, glossy and looking like metal or crystal or some unearthly—Watch it! he told himself—alloy.

			The sails came down neatly as the craft coasted to a halt. They couldn’t see all of it, for it was too close now; they could observe how the big wheel at the end of one of the outriggers effortlessly climbed over a boulder, the tire deforming and springing back as it did so.

			“That wheel looks as if it were spun somehow, out of resilient crystalline wire,” Bob commented. “Nice engineering. It must grip like fingers. Do we have anything that could do that? They may be ahead of us in some fields.”

			“But they’re using sails for propulsion,” the editor of Astounding said.

			His head pushed forward pugnaciously, and he crushed out a cigarette. “I refuse to believe we’re not the most advanced species in the solar system. We’re going to them, after all, not them to us.”

			“Mars is smaller than Earth,” Bob replied. “There may not be any fossil fuels or fissionables. Our rockets burn hydrogen cracked with power from burning coal, or oil, or more and more from nuclear power. We’re testing atomic-powered rockets for deep-space work, for the manned missions, to get us out there in person—” he nodded at the screen—“but lack of power sources would push Martian development into other paths.”

			Beam drew thoughtfully on his pipe, a minor affectation. “Or they may have come to us first … but a very long time ago, and then they had a Dark Age or two. And to Venus. That would account for—”

			“Lookatthat!” Larry cried joyfully.

			A ramp dropped from under the snarling figurehead, and a dozen figures descended.

			“Martians,” someone said reverently. “Men from Mars.”

			“Humanoids from Mars, at least,” someone else murmured with the abstracted air of a man taking mental notes. “Bilaterally symmetrical bipeds … hard to tell more with the way they’re muffled up. There might be tails under those robes … their joints bend the same way as ours … look, four fingers and a thumb on the inside! Definitely hominid, like the ones on Venus!”

			“And those are weapons,” Beam said. “Rifles, pistols …”

			“And they’re all wearing swords,” Sprague commented. “And one of them has a bow. Unless they’re very primitive firearms, muzzle-loaders, you’d expect edged weapons to go out of use fairly quickly.”

			“Could be some sort of honor code. Maybe Burroughs got that right, too! Gentlemen don’t use a gun if the other guy draws a sword.”

			“Nobody’s that honorable,” Sprague said. “Not in the real world … worlds. Not for long; the cheaters win too often. This place the probe’s in could be the equivalent of, oh, nineteenth-century India or Africa, and the weapons are imported from elsewhere—a transitional phase.”

			“Hey, look, the one with the bow doesn’t have a nose—or at least it’s a real stub under that headdress. Look, he’s turning his head again—you can see it when he’s in profile.”

			“They’re not primitive guns,” Beam said flatly; he was an expert, and a crack shot himself. “I can’t make out the mechanisms but the barrels are too slender and too precisely formed for that.”

			Fred peered more closely. The figures cautiously approaching the lander were swathed in clothing. The basic garment seemed to be a loose wide-sleeved and calf-length robe a bit like an Arab burnoose with an attached headdress that hid everything but a slit over the eyes … or what were presumably eyes. Beneath that he could see baggy pants and boots, and gloves that covered quite humanlike hands. Broad belts and body harnesses of worked leather carried tools and weapons—long curved knives with carved hilts, swords whose guards were intricately worked cages of some glossy stuff, holsters with slender-barreled pistols and fanciful grips.

			One had a bandolier of rope and a grappling tool looped over one shoulder. All of them had something like a cargo hook clipped to their body harness. Another bore something that looked roughly like a rifle as well, with a long thin barrel, a short bulbous body, and a skeletal stock. The archer had a quiver over the shoulder and a strung bow, a complex-looking recurved thing that reminded him a little of pictures he’d seen of Chinese archery.

			The robe of the figure in the lead was a dusty rose color edged with black, and there were jewels and goldwork on the harness. The ones behind ranged from someone nearly as gorgeous to plain brown patched cloth.

			“The captain and officers and crew,” someone murmured. “Or something like that.”

			They came closer and closer, until eyes showed through the slits in their headdresses—humanlike, but detail was frustratingly absent. All were tall and slim despite the muffling cloth; Fred estimated the leader as most of the way to seven feet. The leader … might as well call him the captain … drew his sword. Light shimmered off the metal; it was double-edged and looked disconcertingly sharp, but not exactly like steel.

			“Cut-and-thrust blade,” Sprague said. “More thrust than cut. A good deal like some seventeenth-century European types.”

			Everyone caught their breath as the captain turned and spoke to his … men? The voice sounded human, perhaps a little high-pitched, but the language was wholly unfamiliar. It sounded ripplingly musical with an occasional staccato burst.

			“Tonal and monosyllabic, I think, like Chinese,” Sprague went on, as two of the robed humanoids turned and trotted back toward the ship. “Maybe. Difficult to learn, if it is. I’ll bet the grammar is analytic, too.”

			The captain turned back and prodded the lander, reaching up; they could all hear the tunk … tunk … as the point of the blade prodded the light metal hull.

			The television spoke: “We are attempting to communicate. The message shall be, We come in peace for all mankind.”

			“Some advertising man thought that up,” Fred said, and there was a nervous chuckle; everyone knew how he felt about them.

			Minutes passed, and the English words sounded tinny and strange through the pickup in the thin Martian atmosphere. The Martians jumped back; the one with the bow turned and ran. A rifle came up and fired—there was no bang, no flash or smoke, just a slight hsssst sound, but the lander rang under an impact.

			The captain didn’t run. Instead he shouted something in his musical language and waved the long blade at his followers. One hurried back up the ramp and returned with a folded tarpaulin; the Martians threw it over the lander, and then the screen went dark. Creaking noises followed.

			Poul broke the long silence with a guffaw. “They’re putting it on board, by God! They swung a yard over and tied it up in a sack and they’re hoisting it on deck!”

			Walter and Werner came back on, both looking sandbagged and starting to stammer explanations that couldn’t possibly have anything behind them.

			“I knew it!” Leigh shouted, punching her fist into the air. “I told you sons of … sons what it would be like years ago!”

			A rebel yell cut loose, and suddenly the room was a babble of voices.

			Several years later, the captain’s words were determined to be in the Tradeship dialect of Demotic Modern, and were tentatively translated:

			“It’s alive! Those fools at the Scholarium will pay a fortune for this!”

		


		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Encyclopedia Britannica, 20th edition

			University of Chicago Press, 1998

			MARS—Parameters

			ORBIT: 1.5237 AU

			ORBITAL PERIOD: 668.6 Martian solar days

			ROTATION: 24 hrs. 34 min.

			MASS: 0.1075 × Earth

			AVERAGE DENSITY: 3.93 g/cc

			SURFACE GRAVITY: 0.377 × Earth

			DIAMETER: 4,217 miles (equatorial; 53.3% that of Earth)

			SURFACE: 75% land, 25% water (incl. pack ice)

			ATMOSPHERIC COMPOSITION:

			NITROGEN: 76.51%

			OXYGEN: 20.23%

			CARBON DIOXIDE: 0.11%

			TRACE ELEMENTS: Argon, neon, krypton

			ATMOSPHERIC PRESSURE: 10.7 psi average at northern sea level

			The third life-bearing world of the solar system, Mars is less Earthlike than Venus, although like Earth and unlike Venus its rotation is counterclockwise, and the length of the Martian day is nearly identical to that of Earth’s. The atmosphere is thinner than Earth’s, and is apparently growing thinner still; though it remains easily breathable for Terran humanity at the lower levels, uplands tolerable for Martians require oxygen masks of the type used by mountaineers on Earth. More significant is the fact that Mars has a thick, rigid crust that prevents the plate tectonics characteristic of the other two worlds.

			Average temperatures on Mars are roughly 10 degrees Celsius lower than those on Earth, due to the lower solar energy input. This effect is moderated by the higher percentage of carbon dioxide in the Martian atmosphere, a phenomenon puzzling to scientists because the planet lacks the plate tectonics needed to recirculate carbon compounds and, presumably, has less vulcanism. The year, twice the Terrestrial, and the greater eccentricity of the Martian orbit render seasonal contrasts greater than the Terran norm even at the equator.

			Temperatures on Earth may have been in a similar range, however, at some periods of geologic time (see “Snowball Earth”). It is believed that the gradual thinning of the Martian atmosphere and hence its reduced ability to hold heat has been offset to some degree by the gradual increase in the Sun’s energy output over time.

			The proportions of land and water on Mars are almost a precise reversal of those on Earth. Mars has seas surrounded by land, rather than land surrounded by oceans, and so the total land area is not dissimilar to that of Earth. The bulk of the water area is concentrated in the Great Northern Sea in the northern polar zone, with a smaller equivalent in the Antarctic Sea. Smaller bodies of water are present in parts of the main equator-girdling land mass ….

			Mars, City of Zar-tu-Kan

			Tau-il-Zhi (Tower of Truth)

			May 1, 2000 AD

			“HOW can you work for the vaz-Terranan? They’re rich and they have some curious and powerful tembst, but by the First Principle, they’re ugly!” Jelzhau said, considering the board.

			He moved his Chief Coercive diagonally two squares and threatened her Despot.

			The woman who called herself Teyud za-Zhalt sipped at her flask of essence through the glass straw, savoring the musky tartness of the liquid, and then moved her Flier Transport onto the same square.

			The mild euphoric was doubly pleasurable since Jelzhau would be buying if she won the game, and he had never toppled her Despot in a bout of atanj yet, unless she lost deliberately.

			I am glad to have found alternate employment, she thought, studying the board. He never grasped that I was occasionally throwing the game, either.

			Guarding the life of someone you’d rather see dead was a means of earning your water too heavily spiced with irony for inner peace. Besides that, he was a cheapskate. Occasionally his atanj play was good enough to be entertaining, but usually ….

			Ah, yes. Once again, excessive conservatism in his employment of the Coercives and Clandestines. He relies too much on his Blockade and Boycott pieces, as might be expected of a spice merchant.

			If you didn’t exercise your Coercives, you increased the odds of their defection.

			“You deal with the vaz-Terranan, too,” she pointed out, as he threw the dice to determine whose piece would win the battle for the square. “Extensively.”

			“That is a series of expeditious meetings. You have to associate with the hideous things. Ah, randomness falls out in your favor.”

			The dice showed three threes; that gave the paratroops in her Flier Transport time to emerge and capture his Chief Coercive.

			“Oh, not necessarily so very hideous,” she said, taking the dice. “Some are grotesque—like a squashed-down caricature of humanity—but some are just stocky and perhaps a bit irregular of feature and extremely muscular. The ones I’ve met are all rather clever, too, if naïve.”

			Jelzhau shuddered. “And they ooze. They’re positively slick with water and mucus most of the time. You can feel it on their breath. An extra three on whether my Chief Coercive will defect?”

			“Oozing would be unaesthetic,” Teyud admitted. “Three, agreed.”

			She threw; three ones, a low-probability result. In the game, that meant her paratroopers had bribed or threatened his Chief Coercive to turn against his Despot. She moved the pieces, now both hers, into another square.

			“Your Despot is now confronted,” she said formally. “He must restore Sh’u Maz, or abdicate.”

			Jelzhau sighed and tipped over the tower-shaped piece. “He abdicates; your Despot proves superior fitness to perpetuate his lineage and establish Sustained Harmony. And as for the vaz-Terranan, they have a distinct and unpleasant odor, as well.”

			Her nostrils flared in irony; Jelzhau was given to excessive use of odwa-scent, himself.

			“I can’t detect any untoward odor most of the time. In essential respects, they resemble us. For example, they have their own internal disputes and differences.”

			“They all seem much alike to me.”

			Privately she thought the spice-factor was being a little bigoted, even if there was some truth to the physical description. The travelers from the Wet World couldn’t help their semblance, and the ones from Kennedy Base usually dressed in local garb, and tried to behave in seemly fashion. Which was more than you could say of some of her own race, such as that clutch of deep-chested highlander caravaneers who were singing—they probably thought it was song—over in one corner, and pawing at one of the De’ming servitors.

			If you couldn’t integrate an essence without losing harmony, you shouldn’t partake in public.

			Mind you, the Blue-tinted Time Considered As A Regressing Series was that sort of canal-side dive. It had seen better days, but those had probably been when the Crimson Dynasty still ruled. Someone was neglecting the glow-globes set in the fluid-stone of the ceiling fifteen feet overhead; badly fed, they gave off less light than they should, and it had an unpleasant greenish cast that made the figures of scholars and warriors on the wall look decayed.

			And there was a grease mark on the smooth pearl granite behind her head; the taverner claimed that it had been made by the famous unbound hair of Zowej-ar-Lakrid in the Conqueror’s student days, fifteen hundred years ago, when he was conspiring to overthrow the city’s despot while playing atanj in this very spot, and that it would be sacrilege to remove it. Some deep layer of it might indeed be that old.

			For the rest, the stopping-place looked depressingly like a thousand others she’d seen, from one end of the Real World to another: a circular room on the ground floor of a tower more than half abandoned. In the more-traveled places near the exits the hard green stones of the floor were worn into troughs that menaced the balance of the patrons. Deepest of all were the spots before the entrance to the spiral staircase in the center of the room.

			The floor was set with circular tables of tkem wood that had been polished blackness once and were nicked and dark grey now.

			Hers held a tiny fretted-copper brazier with a stick of cheap incense burning, and a bowl of tart dipping sauce for the small platter that had held raw rooz meat cut into strips. She took the last strip between a mannerly thumb and forefinger, touched it to the sauce and ate.

			Too hot, she thought. Cheap narwak badly ground, or steeped too long.

			The meat at least was decently fresh, pleasant, lightly marbled, deep red, richly salted, and slightly moist; the animal had not lost its flaps in vain.

			Just then the clock over the entrance to the staircase opened its mouth, gave a sad, piercing cry and sang:

			Hours like sand

			On the shores of a bitter sea

			Flow on waves of time;

			Seven hours have passed

			Since last the Sun

			Rose in blind majesty;

			It shall yield heedless to night

			In ten more.

			One … two … three … four … five … six … seven.

			That meant the flier would be arriving soon. Teyud packed her board and set, folding them into a palm-sized rectangle and slipping it into its pouch at her belt as they rose; Jelzhau would have taken the lead if Teyud had not adopted a hipshot pose of astonished sorrow. He flushed darkly and made his bow excessive.

			“True, you are no longer in my employ, Most Refined of Breeding,” he said.

			“Indeed,” she replied tranquilly, neglecting to add an honorific.

			I wonder what the Wet Worlders truly think of us she wondered idly, as they began to trot upward.

			It was still hard to have a conversation with them beyond the obvious, and they were less than frank about some things. That was probably wise of them—everyone loved flattery, and criticism was rarely popular—but a pity nonetheless. They were the first new things to come into the Real World for a very long time.

			Even as her father’s lineage reckoned such things. And they had ruled this world for twice ten thousand years.

			But they do so no longer; now they hide in ruins and brood, she reminded herself. Do not waste life span in reverie on things past, as your father did … does. For each being, the time from birth to death is as that of the universe itself. You are not in the Tollamune Emperor’s court at Dvor Il-Adazar now … and if you were within sight of the Tower of Harmonic Unity, you would die slowly.

			“This trip is the first time I’ve seen this many Martian faces uncovered,” Jeremy Wainman said as the Zhoming Dael slowed on its approach to the tall slimness of the tower. “Here on Zho’da, that is, not in videos back Earthside.”

			Martians called their planet Zho’da; that meant “The Real World,” or possibly “The Only Significant Place.” It was all a matter of perspective, he supposed.

			“It makes sense to muffle up outside on this planet,” said Captain Sally Yamashita of the United States Aerospace Force Astronaut Corps. “Dry, cold, windy, lots of acrid dust. Plus—”

			The Martian airship had made several stops on its way from Kennedy Base, but those had been at caravanserais and isolated trading posts. He and his superior were the only Earthlings—vaz-Terranan in demotic Martian—in the curved forward lounge with its transparent outward-sloping wall. The dozen or so locals mostly remained seated in their nests of cushions and traveling silks and furs, many with a board between them and the eternal Martian atanj game under way; it was routine for them. Jeremy leaned eagerly over the railing, looking as the long bright line of the canal opened out into the glittering shapes of the half-ruined city ahead.

			“Plus, it’s the custom,” he said, grinning and quoting the most common phrase in the orientation lectures that had started back on Earth right after the summons he’d dreamed of but not seriously expected, and had continued at short intervals while the Brackett made its long passage out and then at Kennedy Base too.

			“I am an anthropologist, you know,” Jeremy added. “With a secondary degree in archaeology, to boot, and one in Martian history.”

			Sally nodded. She was tall by Terran standards—everyone assigned to Mars was, though like her, most were below the Martian average. But even at five-eleven, she gave an impression of close-coupled energy, and her slanted hazel eyes were very keen. Her father had been California-Japanese, richer than God and a marine biologist with a hobby in martial arts; her mother was from a long line of Napa Valley winemakers but had broken the mold by going into modern dance. Sally’s own specialty was the study of Martian technology; she had degrees in molecular biology and paleontology. But she was also a general fixer and contact person, helping Kennedy Base interface with the Martians. And, at thirty, she was several years older than Jeremy, with the weathered skin of an Old Mars Hand.

			And … I think she’s a spook. Not all the time, we’re all multitasking here, but I think that’s what she is if you dig down through all the layers. Why are they sending a spook on an archaeological scouting mission? Granted, this can be a very hairy planet, and she looks like she can clip hair with the best of them, but ….

			“You’re an anthropologist … a very inexperienced anthropologist,” she said.

			It was his first trip outside Kennedy Base. He’d seen pictures of the these towers with their time-faded colors and the lacy crystalline bridges that joined them, the transparent domes below full of an astonishing flowering lushness, the narrow serpentine streets between blank-faced buildings of rose-red stone … but now he could see them for himself. They reminded him a little of Indian Mughal architecture done by someone on opium and freed from the limits of stone and the constraints of gravity, but there was a soft-edged quality to them unlike anything his world had ever bred, as if they had grown here.

			In the distance loomed jagged heights that had been the edge of a continent when the site of this city was below the waves of a vanished sea ….

			Sally snorted; he had a sudden uncomfortable feeling she knew just what sort of greenhorn romantic twaddle he was thinking. Her words confirmed it.

			“Even the experienced are just scratching the surface here. Venus may be full of hunter-gatherers or Bronze Age types like the Kartahownians, but this isn’t Venus—the Martians were doing calligraphy and building cities forty thousand years ago. The Crimson Dynasty ruled before the Cro-Magnons painted mammoths on those caves in France, and it fell about the time we invented writing.”

			“We came to them, not vice versa,” Jeremy pointed out. And I’m teasing you. Do you have to be so solemn about everything?

			Apparently she did. Even her nod was grave as she went on.

			“We have a technological edge. Sort of, or so we like to think. But Earth’s a long way away and there aren’t many of us here. We can’t push these people around and we don’t impress them much, either. I repeat: This isn’t Venus. We can’t play Gods-from-the-sky here. We’re on sufferance. And never forget we don’t know dick about this place, really.”

			“Yes, teacher,” he said good-humoredly. “I’ll try to make us a little less abysmally ignorant, hmm? We do need to start learning more about Martian history. Besides what their chronicles tell us. They don’t always ask the same questions we want answered and it’s always a good idea to check words against the stones and bones anyway.”

			“Yeah, so you talked them into sending us to do a dig at Rema-Dza. Which may or may not actually exist.”

			“The satellite photos show something large is there. And according to the chronicles, it could only be the city of Rema-Oza.”

			“Now who’s relying on words? Those are chronicles after fifteen thousand years of recopying, sometimes by people who thought it was a good idea to goof on their descendants, as interpreted by contemporary Martians who sometimes like to play see-what-the-Terran-barbarians-will-swallow. I’m still not sure it was a cost-effective decision.”

			It was hard not to be good-humored. He’d finally made it here. He’d dreamed about it since he was old enough to distinguish the stuff on the news from the fairy tales his mother had read him. He’d worked and planned and sweated and competed, but tens or hundreds of millions had shared that dream. Now he’d done it, while they went on dreaming and reading bad novels about people like him, and watching even worse movies and video shows and breathless documentaries on the National Geographic channel.

			“Why are you along, then?” he asked. “We’re all supposed to be able to handle stuff on our own. We have to, with only a hundred-odd people to study an entire world.”

			Three years of lobbying, and suddenly they found the funds for me and for a survey of the lost cities of the Imperial era. God, I thought it would stay tied up in the USASF bureaucracy forever.

			She snorted again. “We’re not supposed to be self-sufficient on our first time out! And you’re a civilian.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said tolerantly, with a good-natured mock salute.

			If it weren’t for the planetary exploration program, the Pentagon would be an afterthought these days—there hadn’t been a significant international conflict since the Laotian incident in the ’60s, unless you counted occasional scuffles in backwaters like the Near East and Africa, which nobody in the real centers of civilization had spare time or energy to get involved with. The competition with the Eastbloc and Eurobloc was real enough, but on a more rarefied level—civilization seemed to have outgrown direct confrontations. Most people of his university-and-sciences background thought that was an inevitable product of technological and economic progress.

			“Mars and Venus are probably the reasons things are peaceful back home,” Sally pointed out dryly. “But out here, things get a bit more hairy.”

			He nodded, not exactly in agreement but unwillingness to argue with someone senior over a minor point. He was the one in a traveling robe woven from the exudation of jeweled moths—cloth that was Kevlar-like armor as well as clothing—with a sword by his side and a minicam and blank data chips in the haversack slung over his back. When he got back to base, the chips would have enough on them to keep Earth’s scholars working for a generation. Plus, there was the sense of bouncy, dreamlike enjoyment that you felt under one-third gravity; he still had to remind himself now and then not to go bounding everywhere like a slow-mo grasshopper.

			The Tower of Truth rose eight hundred feet above the glassine roof of the Canal Named Liquid Abundance, growing from a tiny, asparagus-stalk shape to its full immensity as the airship approached. Most of that height was a fluted smoothness of stone striated in dusky green and dark rose, broken only by tall narrow windows. The top flared out into a shape like an elongated teardrop set on its base, ringed about with circular doors large enough to take the pointed nose of an airship; the wall between each door was transparent.

			One of the doors irised open as the Zhoming Dael drifted to a near stop three thousand yards away, hanging as weightless as did the dandelionlike seeds for which it was named. From above the passenger deck one of the crew sent an orok out a hatchway, a sort of domesticated eagle with a body the size of a big dog, a crest of bronze-gold feathers on its cruel raptor head and a twenty-foot wingspan. It beat its great pinions twice and then glided to the open portal with a cable in its claws, folding its wings as it stooped through the entranceway and hopped toward the ground crew.

			“You might say birds do well on Mars,” Sally said.

			That surprised him into a chuckle at the understatement. The lower gravity more than made up for the thinner air, and being able to migrate was a big plus here.

			The long fabric of the Drifting Frozen-white Thistle Seeds jerked as hands within took the line and reeved it through geared windlasses. The ship’s engines stopped; Jeremy could hear them panting for breath in the propeller pods above and behind him as the whirring hum died away. In utter silence, the huge craft slid forward until the smooth hull mated with the collar of the portal. Before him, the front of the gondola folded down to make a ramp, and the yellow-red light of Martian glow-globes shone brightly through.

			The passengers stood, slung their bundles over their backs, and walked forward to pay the entry toll. Zar-tu-Kan’s officialdom was represented by a robed figure standing by the exit next to a pillar with a slot in the top. He had a small animallike a dark furry cylinder clutched in his right hand; there was a little red rosebud mouth—or anus or, possibly, both—at one end, but no eyes or limbs. The customs agent held it out from his side so that the six feet of thin, pink, slowly curling naked tail was well away from his body.

			You didn’t want to make accidental contact with a shockwhip, even if the wielder wasn’t squeezing it to turn on the current. Everyone was allergic to the proteins on its surface.

			Each passenger reached into the slot and dropped something as they went by; Sally Yamashita added two inch-long pieces of silver wire.

			“One tenth shem,” a voice in accented Martian said, through a grill on the side of the stone post.

			“Correct weight for two foreigners and up to fifteen zka-kem of noncommercial baggage,” the functionary added. “You may pass.”

			“Doesn’t anyone ever try to stiff the tax man?” he murmured to her. “Slipping in copper for silver?”

			“There’s a mouth with teeth below that slot,” she said. “It can taste the purity of metals with its tongue. And if the weight or composition’s wrong, it bites down and holds you for Mr. Revenue Service to beat on with his Amazingly Itchy Electro-Rat.”

			Ouch, Jeremy thought. There are times when Martian technology is just plain … icky. And they could use a Martian Civil Liberties Union. Admittedly they don’t have really bad tyrants, but they have far too many fair-to-middling ones.

			A crowd was waiting to greet the airship. Quietly animated bargaining started as soon as the passengers disembarked, with raised eyebrows and the occasional spare gesture doing service for shouts, insults, and windmilling arms. Ground crew brought hoses forward to clip to sockets in the Floating Thistle’s nose and pump sludge aboard to feed the engines and the bacterial solution that produced hydrogen for the lifting cells. Fine sand ballast vented from the keel to compensate.

			The interior of the tower here was a huge circular room with a groin-vaulted ceiling; bales and sacks and containers of cargo stood about in it, but not enough of them to prevent a feeling of dusty emptiness. The faded, half abstract, half pictorial frescos above the entry portals showed a traffic far thicker and more bustling … but they might be older than Western civilization, beneath their coating of impenetrable glassine. There was a faint smell in the air of things like burnt cinnamon and something halfway between hibiscus and clove, of acrid smoke, of sweat that was harsher and more concentrated than that of his breed because it wasted less water.

			And somehow the scent of time, like faded memories piled in an infinite attic, layer upon layer until the present seemed no more than an image seen in a dream.

			“Our contact?” he said.

			“Jelzhau Zhau-nor. He’s a big wheel in the Zhau-na, the spice merchants’ guild.”

			“It’s not really a—” Jeremy began automatically.

			“Guild. Or clan. Kin group, corporation, thingie, whatever—”

			“ ‘Thingie’ won’t do for the Journal of Martian Cultural Studies.”

			“Don’t the younger generation have any respect for their elders these days?”

			“Did you, mother dear?”

			“No, but I had an excuse—I was rebelling against my Japanese heritage. Anyway, we buy from him.”

			Jeremy nodded. Martian spices and drugs—they didn’t distinguish the concepts in Demotic—did things to the taste buds, metabolism, and nerves that Terrestrial science was having problems understanding. They were the only things besides information that could really show a profit after interplanetary shipping costs; gold and gems didn’t even come close.

			One of them was a genuine anti-agathic, slowing down aging for Martians and probably for Terrans too, though that would take time to prove. Particularly since Martians had about twice the Terran life span anyway, and the metabolisms of the two species were similar but not identical.

			“And he’s got contacts everywhere. He’s the one who hires our guides for us.”

			Two Martians came forward and took greeting stances ten yards away—which meant, between those of roughly equal status, something that looked like shaking hands with yourself. Martians certainly didn’t shake hands with each other; this culture put a premium on social distance.

			And the gesture was the local equivalent of waving, whistling between your teeth, and shouting, Hey, Mac!

			He and Sally returned the signal. One of the Martians was a man who looked middle-aged—which probably meant he was pushing a hundred, in Earth years—and whose height equaled Jeremy’s own six-six. That was average for standard Martians, though they varied less than humans in that way. His smooth, beardless skin was pale olive, and the oiled hair dressed in elaborate curls was raven black, also common. His robe was striped white and dark green, and the leather of his belt and curl-toed boots nearly shimmered with enameled inlay work.

			The woman beside him made Jeremy’s eyes go a little wider. She was over seven feet tall, with even more of the big-eyed aquiline delicacy of features than most Martians, but looking more solid, somehow.

			Less as if she’d blow away in a stiff wind, he thought.

			The color of those huge eyes was distinctly odd, yellow as fire, and so was the almost bronze sheen of hair caught back in a fine metallic net. There was an eerie loveliness to the alien face ….

			“Hey,” he whispered in English. “You didn’t tell me our guide was—”

			“Of the old Thoughtful Grace caste. They were—”

			“The Crimson Dynasty’s military elite, yes,” Jeremy said. “The caste just below the top.”

			For God’s sake! he thought. I’m not an ignoramus because I arrived on the Brackett six months ago and this is my first off-base field trip. I’ve been studying Mars since I was twelve!

			But he didn’t say it. There were too few Terrans on Mars to start quarrels, even with the selection for stable types. And you were stuck with the same people for the rest of your life; only two people had returned to Earth from Mars in nearly twenty years. Tiny Kennedy Base, off on the shores of the Bitter Sea, wasn’t a real frontier settlement like growing Jamestown on Venus, but it would be his home for a very long time to come. He’d made that decision when he’d walked through the suddenly open door.

			Sally shrugged apologetically for the same reasons. “I didn’t know it would be her this time; there are a couple who we use regularly. Mostly hunters and caravan guards.”

			“I didn’t know there were any purebred Thoughtful Grace left, at least not outside the Wai Zang towns,” he said, professional interest growing in his face. “And that’s a long way away.”

			“Hell, my specialty is Martian technology.”

			“Just that,” Jeremy said dryly.

			Biotech from this planet was revolutionizing a dozen industries on Earth, from waste disposal to fuel production. The powers-that-were viewed archaeology and cultural studies mainly as a means to get the Martians to cough up their knowledge, and to figure out ways of keeping them from lynching or poisoning or infecting the irritatingly inquisitive Wet Worlders.

			“I know just enough of the cultural ins and outs not to get killed—yet,” Sally said with a wry twist to her mouth. “At least they’re more likely to listen to you on short acquaintance, you Goddamned beanpole.”

			The labor gang squatting on the many-footed cargo pallets trotting forward to the flier’s freight ramp were the reason for her complaint. They were De’ming, bred for menial labor by the geneticists—or possibly wizards—of the Crimson Dynasty era. They didn’t exactly look like Earth-humans—they were thick-bodied and short by this planet’s standards—but enough so that they were well within the Terran bell-curve. That was enough to get anyone below six feet perceived as inherently stupid and servile here.

			And I don’t like their eyes. There’s nobody “at home” there.

			Their kind had been working with that same placid, witless docility for the last thirty thousand earth-years or so, just smart enough to take simple directions ….

			Icky. Really, really icky.

			Jelzhau Zhau-Nor tucked his hands into the sleeves of his robe and came to about twice the conversational distance a North American considered comfortable, and cocked his ears forward; they were a bit larger and a bit more elongated than a Terran’s, and a whole lot more mobile. That was a let’s-get-down-to-business signal.

			“I profess amiable greetings, Respectably Wealthy Jelzhau Zhau-Nor,” Sally said politely in Demotic. “Intent and event produced timely arrival. Mutual delight and profit will probably follow.”

			“Hello, my friend Jawen Yama-shita!” he replied, in English.

			With only a few hundred personnel on the planet, the U.S.-Commonwealth Organization of American States base could afford to be very selective, but it was still difficult to find people who met all the other qualifications and were that tall. Not only was Jeremy Wainman six-six, he had a fencer’s physique, long limbed and with a wiry muscularity; his face was handsome in a beak-nosed fashion that would last well after he passed his thirtieth year next April. His blue eyes and close-cropped dark brown hair would be accepted as merely exotic.

			Make that sort of in English, Jeremy thought.

			The sounds were difficult for Martians. At least for speakers of Modern Demotic—the only spoken language on the planet, as far as they’d been able to discover, though there were different dialects. Which simplified things considerably, as learning it made Japanese look easy and Chinese a walk in the park.

			Christ, it’s fun to get out and really use all that language training.

			Then the factor went on in his own tongue: “You have met the highly bred Professional Practitioner of Coercive Violence, Teyud za-Zhalt.”

			And “highly bred” means exactly the same thing as describing highly bred about a racehorse, and it’s a compliment in this language. The title Professional Practitioner of Coercive Violence covers cops, soldiers and bandits.

			Minds with a profound understanding of linguistics had been at work shaping Martian for a very long time.

			All that in a hand gesture and three words, one of them a proper name. It’s a bitch to learn, but I love this language! It’s so … smooth.

			The woman inclined her head slightly and laid her ears back, a gesture of respect to an employer or patron from someone equal in eugenic rank, which was a courteous assumption. Her breed had been lords once.

			“My blades are ready, my guns are fully fed and loaded, other necessary equipment and personnel have been procured, and I command the directional template for our journey of exploration, employer,” Teyud said to Sally, adding the last in Deferential Mode.

			Her voice was beautifully modulated, a little deeper than the normal Martian soprano; if a bronze bell had been precisely machined by computer-directed lasers, it would sound like that. And her accent was noticeably different from that of the spice merchant.

			Perhaps her diction is a bit … crisper? And there’s something about the way she handles sibilants, too. Wait a minute—it’s like the way the pillar-with-teeth spoke … archaic, maybe? A dialect from some out of the way place that hasn’t changed much? I’ve got to get to know her well enough to ask questions!

			Then she turned to him. “Identity? Skill? Status?”

			“Jeremy Wainman,” he said. “Scholar, of variation in custom through time; a partner to Sally, of lesser seniority.”

			She moved her lips slowly, then surprised him by pronouncing his name nearly as he had.

			“Jeremy Wainman, my subsidiary employer, I profess amiable greetings. May randomness produce positive outcomes for you in this period of endeavor, and malice be absent.”

			Mars, City of Dvor Il-Adazar (Olympus Mons)

			Ringing Depths Reservoir Control

			January 1, 2000 AD

			“What do you see?” Sajir-sa-Tomond said to the Terran named Franziskus Binkis. “What amuses you?”

			He had held the shrunken dominions of the Ruby Throne for two hundred Martian years; in Terran terms, he had been born in the year Elizabeth the First was crowned at Westminster. Those centuries of experience and the Crimson Dynasty’s inheritance gave him composure with Binkis, despite the extremely odd way the vas-Terranan and his companion had arrived here in the depths of the City That Is A Mountain.

			On balance, I am content that I did not kill him when I found him in the Shrine.

			Binkis chuckled again. The pumps throbbed in the icy dimness of the great cavern; it had begun as a volcanic bubble, and been shaped to other purposes very long ago. The sound of Binkis’s amusement was lost among the harsh raw power of the sound, and there was a disturbing flicker to his lightly colored eyes. He was six feet tall and lanky for his breed, which made him a little shorter than average and squat to Martian eyes. The Emperor was a foot taller, and mantis-gaunt by comparison.

			“Incongruity,” Franziskus said. “I appreciate the incongruities.”

			His hand moved slightly to indicate the brute angularity of the Earth-made reactor amid the flowing organic machinery that Martians built—or more usually, grew.

			“And yet,” the Terran—

			Who is no longer entirely a Terran, or even entirely a man, Sajir sa-Tomond reminded himself. He has been touched by the things of the Most Ancient, and carried across space and time by them.

			—went on, “I also see in my mind devices that are not machines at all but relations, contiguities of time and space as complex as the dance of neurons in a brain and as abstract as a mathematical theorem. Both these technologies are as crude as a wooden spear hardened in a campfire by comparison.”

			Sajir heard the clearing of a throat behind him. He turned; it was one of the EastBloc diplomats, throughout Lin Yu-Pei.

			He had arrived in conventional wise; by what the vas-Terranan called a nuclear rocket to orbit around Mars, and then by lander dropping on a tail of fire to the field at the Mountain’s foot, where Sajir sa-Tomond had allowed the Eastbloc base to be erected. The diplomat was as diminutive as a De’ming and interestingly different from Binkis in physical type, but Sajir had found him clever enough despite first appearances.

			Though now he is modified. His mind now edits reality and does not perceive Binkis at all.

			And there were the guards in their insectile black armor, drifting like ghosts as they moved to keep the Tollamune, Sajir sa-Tomond the Two Hundredth and Twenty-Fifth, from any risk.

			A little farther back, a knot of officials stood with their hands in their sleeves of robes gorgeous in red and purple, precious metals and jewels like banked embers, but cunningly patched and repaired, great-eyed faces blank beneath round caps worked in filigree. The golden traceries of their headgear were rotten and blackened with age, the emblems of vanished provinces, of services that had once spanned the planet. The air of the
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