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THE SPECTACLE WAS INCREDIBLE, Howard thought.  All around were lights and colors and celebration.  The Martians went all out for the occasion, unfamiliar with the phrase “less is more”, because more was definitely more in this case.  He’d never seen so much decoration and fanfare for anything before.  And the bodies!  There must be a quarter million, easy.  Fifty thousand humans, if not more, and that was a lowball estimate.  The noise deafened him, the chattering of so many voices all in one place, under the stars of Mars with the night sky beautiful and mysterious overhead.

Howard stared up at the stars for a while, thinking it wouldn’t be long before men were out there as well.  With the help of the Martians, together they could explore as far as there was to explore.  Or maybe, if they set their feet far enough, other races would come to them, as the Martians had done.  And maybe those other races would do the same for humanity that the Martians had, offering their science to alter the humans’ DNA so they would be able to live comfortably on other planets.  Howard wondered sometimes if he could still technically consider himself human with the Martians’ modifications.  And even though he lived full time on the red planet, worked amongst them and did everything necessary to immerse himself in their culture, yes, he decided, in his heart, in his soul and in his mind, he was still one hundred percent human.  And nights like this always served as a great reminder; he was alone among a crowd of so many screaming, chanting, moving, reveling bodies, about to observe a ceremony he had no knowledge of for a race that had been extinct long before Howard was even born.

He tried to work his way as close to the front of the crowd as he could, but he was still at least a quarter of a mile away when the proceedings began.

The crowd had formed around the rim of a massive crater, at least two miles across, and probably a hundred feet deep at least.  Howard wouldn’t want to lose his footing on the edge of it, that was for sure.

A siren went off and the crowd went silent and focused on the crater.

Standing just inside the rim was a solitary figure, very official-looking, and he held up his hands to the crowd, then, upon seeing they were waiting for him, he began.

He spoke in the Martian tongue, which Howard had been studying for years, ever since the Martians and humans began their cultural exchanges.  A working knowledge of the language was required for anyone seeking residence and employment on Mars.  Small price to pay, was the thinking, to know the language in exchange for such an opportunity.

The official—if he had a Martian title, Howard didn’t know it—spoke of a fallen race, of a brave race that had evolved and grown alongside the Martians, which Howard thought of as the primary Martians, likening the scenario to the coexistence of Homo sapiens and Homo neanderthalensis on Earth.

He had tried to study as much as he could about the race, but had found surprisingly little information available to the public.  They had died out a century ago or more, but how that had happened, Howard was never able to determine.  Disease, natural selection, he could only guess.  Whatever had wiped them out, the primary Martians had been unaffected.  But they still gathered regularly to pay their respects, and it was gestures like that that made Howard think if he could be anything other than Human, he would be honored to be a Martian.

He watched the people around him and listened to the speaker and felt humbled at this act.  Humans would never do something like this for any extinct species, let alone another species of humanity.  This was a good place, he thought.  He’d made the right decision coming to Mars.  He smiled.

The official thanked the humans who had chosen to attend and invited them closer, sending a wave of hundreds of men and woman into the crater as they sought a better vantage point.  A sea of humans spilled over the lip of the crater, then flowed down, filling the bowl until there were thousands of them in there and the official thanked them all once again for coming.

And then he said the following, which made a chilly silence run through the crowd and made Howard freeze.  The official said:

“We want to thank you all for your trust.  We want to thank you for allowing us to bring you here, for allowing us to share our culture with you, for allowing us to better study yours.  For allowing us to alter your DNA when you had no idea the outcome or even our true motives.  For all you knew, we could have made it so your bodies disintegrated in sunlight.  We have that technology, in fact.  But the truth is much simpler, much more selfish.

“We come here today to remember our fallen fellows, as they gave their lives so we might better enjoy ours.  Did they go willingly?  Not all of them, admittedly.  But they went, and we, the true, the proper race, won the benefits of it.

“You have something on Earth called caviar.  An expensive dish, a luxury item, something only the wealthy among your people get to enjoy.  We have something similar here as well, only it’s not so easily procured.

“The cavoomh live under the ground,” the official said, and by this time Howard had sensed the undercurrent of “get the hell out of here” running through his mind, transmitted by every new word the official spoke. But his body was frozen by curiosity; whatever was about to happen, he had to bear witness.

Then he noticed a low rumble coming from the ground.

“The cavoomh have one weakness, one bait with which we are able to lure them,” the official continued, “a pheromone given off by our former brethren.  And you, our new fellows, our new friends, have, in your infinite generosity, allowed us to bond that genetic capability to your own DNA.  For years, nothing we tried would lure them to the surface.  We realized the pheromone only worked when combined with warm blood.  We almost used this knowledge to bond the genes to our own undesirables, until we discovered you a mere 225 million kilometers away.  So where before we had no way for over a century to draw the cavoomh to the surface, now we have.  And we thank you from the bottom of our hearts for your succulent gift.”

The ground inside the bowl of the crater burst open and a monstrous creature like a spiky worm covered with scales and brandishing a million six-foot-long teeth tore into a handful of humans in one bite, swallowing many of them whole.  As soon as the beast appeared, the Martians were on it, hacking and stabbing and trying to take the thing down.  The beast didn’t go down easily, nor did it do so without a fight.  It thrashed and writhed and ate more humans, attracted by the alterations the Martians had made to them, in the name of making them better able to survive the conditions on the planet—so they had claimed.

The humans trapped in the bowl tried to scramble out, but the incline was too steep, the ground too loose, and they just slid back down the sides, many of them right into the creature’s mouth.

The Martians on its back tore away at it, desperate to stop its rampage—or merely desperate to get at the apparently tender meat inside.

The Martians outside the crater raised their hands and cheered, as if they were watching a gladiator match, Howard thought.  He looked around at the Martians’ faces and they suddenly didn’t seem so welcoming anymore.  He saw a lust in their eyes, a certain crease in their brows which in a human would have denoted malice, and considering all they had done for humanity, he’d have never thought them capable of it.

He wanted to melt into the crowd, to slink away and hide and catch the first shuttle back to Earth.  As if this were an old science fiction movie and it was just that easy.  He’d agreed to the genetic manipulation, his body was now made to survive on Mars.  There was no going back.  Howard felt his heart pound.

The monster whipped around and sent half a dozen Martians flying off its back, but there were still plenty more and they were working their way toward its head, slashing and stabbing with long swords that went in clean and came out covered in red gore, but otherwise seemed to have no effect on it.

He started to back up, slowly so as not to appear to be running, but he only got maybe thirty feet into the crowd before a hand grabbed his elbow and asked, “What’s the rush?  You’re missing the show.”

Howard looked around at the Martian who’d stopped him and stammered an excuse about stomach problems, but the Martian didn’t let go and said to his friend next to him, “He doesn’t want to watch.  I think he wants to go back and tell the others.”

The Martian next to him frowned at hearing this and shook his head.

“That would be a bad idea,” the Martian said.

“Typical for their race.  If they’d had any good ideas they’d have known better than to come here.”

The Martians laughed together, but the one never let go of Howard’s elbow.

They finally grabbed him, one on each side, and ushered him back to the rim of the crater so he could see everything.

The cavoomh appeared to have slowed, but it was still able to scoop up another mouthful of humans.  Only this time, with its reduced speed and power, the act of eating didn’t go by as fast and the details of it stood out so much more disgusting as their screams had time to register, as did the sound of their bones crunching and the beast chewing.  Bits of severed human fell from its mouth, random arms or heads, and it slowly swallowed.

The Martians holding Howard cheered as the cavoomh seemed to finally
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