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  INTRODUCTION: PATTERN RECOGNITION

 

 

            Someone wiser than me once noted that writing is a bit like competitive running in that, while novels are marathons that test the endurance and stamina of their authors, short fiction is more like fifty-yard dashes in which the writers expend their energy in quick bursts of energy and inspiration that carries them across the finish line.

            That analogy makes a lot of sense to me. I write both novels and short stories, with novellas being the region between (novelettes are little more than a category created for awards purposes; in reality, they’re just long short stories). Whereas a novel typically takes me nine or ten months to write—eighteen months or more with longer works like most of the Coyote novels—I can write a story in two or three weeks. Over the years, I’ve become accustomed to writing short fiction between novels as a way to recharge between the long fall-to-spring stretches in which I go into seclusion to produce another long work.

            And just as a competitive sprinter moves from one track to another, the short stories and novellas I write are usually unrelated to one another (except, of course, when they’re installments of a long-running series like Near Space or part of a mosaic novel like Coyote). In that case, I’m often working from notes I’ve jotted down or fragmentary ideas I’ve been carrying around in my head, waiting for the moment when I figure out what to do with them.

            Unfortunately, the analogy breaks down when I gather the short fiction I’ve published lately to put together another collection. When that happens, I sometimes realize that I’ve been running a marathon of short sprints. That is, while the stories seem to be unrelated to one another, certain patterns begin to emerge once they’re placed side by side.

            Very often, these patterns indicate the sort of mindset I had at the time. For instance, one of my earlier collections, All-American Alien Boy, had an unusually high number of near-future stories set on Earth, specifically in St. Louis. In hindsight, it came clear that the reason for that was I’d become tired of writing about space, at least for a little while, and decided to use the city to which I’d recently moved as a setting.

            This time around, though, I was at loss to explain what some of these patterns meant. For instance, of the twelve stories in this collection, eight are told by first-person narrators, and yet no two of these characters are exactly alike. A writer, a wilderness guide, a train conductor, an itinerant spacer, a former Navy airship crewman, a public relations spokesman, a valet, a harpooner-cum private detective… the identities are different, and even in the case of the stories which take place in my Coyote and Near Space universes, so are the locales. But I couldn’t tell you why I put myself in the heads of those characters, other than the obvious narrative advantage of seeing things through their eyes.

            It also occurred to me that, perhaps more than any other period in my writing career, I’d produced quite a few stories with historical settings. Yet while “Martian Blood” and “Locomotive Joe and the Wreck of Space Train No. 4” are alternate-history interplanetary adventures (with the former being set in an alternative present) and “The Observation Post” is a time-travel story, it’s more difficult to describe “The Jekyll Island Horror” or “The Big Whale.” They’re hard to categorize, and I’m not sure I’d even call either one of them science fiction. Subconsciously, I think I was rebelling against the supposition that the future is the default setting for a science fiction story, and instead wrote stories that took place in the past. Even “Ticking” is pretty much set in the present day, if you ignore the fact that robots aren’t yet ubiquitous to everyday life.

            But the thing which I found most surprising, when I put together the acknowledgments page, is the fact that nine out of twelve of these stories were published in a two-year period… and indeed, if memory serves correctly, they were written in an eighteen-month stretch between late 2011 and early 2013. I know how I wrote this much short fiction in a relatively brief amount of time—a novel crashed on me, and so I turned to short stories for a while—but what eludes is me is why.

            This was a rather stressful time in my life. I lost family and friends, almost always suddenly and with no warning, and a recurring medical condition put me in the hospital so many times the emergency room red-flagged me as a frequent patient: don’t ask questions, just stick him in a bed and hook up him up to an IV. I won’t go into details, but this put me in a dark and rather morbid frame of mind. I should have had a breakdown, but instead it appears that my response was to write a lot of short fiction… but why stories instead of, say, a 1,000-page novel?

            It now occurs to me that, while this was going on, an anniversary crept up without me really realizing it. 2013 marked my twenty-fifth year as a published science fiction writer; while I wasn’t looking, a quarter-century passed between my first widely published short story, “Live from the Mars Hotel,” appearing in Asimov’s Science Fiction (which has remained my home base ever since—three stories in this collection were first published there) and the appearance of most of the stories here.

            I guess this makes sense. Although I’ve written nineteen novels over the past two and a half decades, the truth of the matter is that short fiction is my first love. When I set out as a teenager to become a science fiction writer when I grew up, my goal was to publish SF stories, not novels… and I guess it tells us something that nearly all of the awards I’ve received during my career have been for my short work, while only my first novel, Orbital Decay, has ever received any formal recognition (the Locus Award for Best First novel of 1989… and the late Charles Brown, the publisher of Locus, was too cheap to give me a plaque!).

            On the other hand, it’s entirely possible that I could be reading too much into this. There may not be any meaningful patterns to be divined here, only a set of coincidences. If so, these stories shouldn’t be taken for anything other than what they are: tales of time and space, little excursions to other worlds and years. I’ve written brief introductions for each story in which I’ve talked a bit about their origins, but it’s not necessary to read them, and you’re invited to skip them if you’re annoyed by this sort of thing.

            I doubt I’ll still be writing another twenty-five years from now. If I’m still alive by then, I probably will have long since retired from the keyboard. On the other hand, I’m a bit surprised that my career has lasted as long as it has. Barry Malzberg once wrote that a science fiction author’s career, on average, usually lasts only twenty years. If this is true, then I’ve managed to beat the odds. So while I appreciate the editors who’ve bought and published these stories—their names are on the acknowledgments page, and I’ll add to them Ian Randal Strock, the editor and publisher of Fantastic Books—my most sincere thanks go to my readers, who’ve allowed me to keep writing this stuff for all these years.

                        —Whately, Massachusetts

                        June, 2014


  MARTIAN BLOOD

 

 

            Except for Coyote, which I created myself, and the Moon, the world I’ve written the most about has been Mars. It was the setting of my first published story, “Live From the Mars Hotel,” which eventually found its way to the actual planet aboard NASA’s Phoenix lander—a long story in itself—and since then I’ve written about a half-dozen stories about the place, along with my novel Labyrinth of Night.

            This one is a bit different from the others. It concerns the kind of Mars that was common in science fiction before the American and Russian probes of the 1960s revealed the world as being much less habitable than SF writers had imagined. I always loved the Mars depicted by Bradbury, Heinlein, Brackett, and Zelazny, so this is my homage to them. In its own way, it’s quite accurate; my principal source was The Exploration of Mars by Willy Ley and Wernher von Braun, published in 1956, with the place-names drawn from Giovanni Schiaparelli’s maps from the late 1800s.

            This looks like alternate history, but that’s not quite accurate. Cell phones, casinos, jeeps… this story is set in contemporary times. But I’m not sure this is a Mars any of us would necessarily want to visit. The natives are restless.

# # #

            The most dangerous man on Mars was Omar al-Baz, and the first time I saw him, he was throwing up at the Rio Zephyria spaceport.

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

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

            He was one of the last passengers to step through the gate. He paused on the other side of the fence, looked around, and spotted the cardboard sign I was holding. A brief smile of relief, then he walked over to me.

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

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

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

            “Sure. No problem.” He hadn’t hired me to be his porter, and if he’d been the jerk variety of tourist some of my former clients had been, I would’ve made him carry his own stuff. But I was already beginning to like the guy: early 50s, skinny but with the beginnings of a pot belly, coarse black hair going grey at the temples. He wore round spectacles and had a bushy mustache beneath a hooked aquiline nose, and looked a little like an Arab Groucho Marx. Omar al-Baz couldn’t have been anything but what he was, an Egyptian-American professor from the University of Arizona.

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

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

            I had only the vaguest idea of why he’d hired me to be his guide, but the noise and bustle of the terminal was too much for a conversation. Passenger bags were beginning to come down the conveyer belt, but Dr. al-Baz didn’t join the crowd waiting to pick up suitcases and duffel bags. Instead, he went straight to the PanMars cargo window, where he presented a handful of receipts to the clerk. I began to regret my offer to help carry his bags when a cart was pushed through a side door. Stacked upon it were a half-dozen aluminum cases; even in Martian gravity, none small enough to be carried two at a time.

            “You gotta be kidding,” I murmured.

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

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

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

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

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

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

            “How so? What else do you want?”

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

# # #

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

            “They call themselves shatan… which means ‘people’ in their language.” Before he could ask the obvious next question, I added, “Their word for us is nashatan, or ‘not-people’, but that’s only when they’re being polite. They call us a lot of things, most of them pretty nasty.”

            The professor nodded, and was quiet for a little while.

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

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

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

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

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

            “Hellas City Amber. You think we’d have beer shipped all the way from Earth?” There were more important things we needed to discuss, so I changed the subject. “What’s this about wanting blood? When you got in touch with me, all you said was that you wanted me to take you to a aboriginal settlement.”

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

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

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

            “So you’re another anthropologist.”

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

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

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

            “Jim.”

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

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

            “That is correct. I mean Mars.” He tapped a finger firmly against the table. “Have you ever wondered why there’s such a close resemblance between humans and Martian aborigines? Why the two races look so much alike even though they’re from worlds over 70 million kilometers apart?”

            “Parallel evolution.”

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

            “That’s what I’ve heard, yeah.”

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

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

            The professor raised a finger. “First, the geological composition of quite a few meteorites found on Earth is identical to those of rock samples brought from Mars. So there’s a theory that, sometime in the distant past, there was a cataclysmic explosion on the Martian surface… possibly the eruption of Mt. Daedalia or one of the other volcanoes in the Albus range… which ejected debris into space. This debris travelled as meteors to Earth, which was also in its infancy. Those meteors may have contained organic molecules which seeded Earth with life where it hadn’t previously existed.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

            “I know. I understand the aborigines are rather reclusive…”

            “Now that’s an understatement.” I put down my glass again. “They’ve never wanted much to do with us. The Ares 1 expedition had been here for almost three weeks before anyone caught sight of them, and another month before there was any significant contact. It took years for us to even learn their language, and things only got worse when we started establishing colonies. Wherever we’ve gone, the shatan have moved out, packing up everything they owned, even burning their villages so that we couldn’t explore their dwellings. They’ve become nomads since then. No trade, and not much in the way of cultural exchange…”

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

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

            “But we’ve learned their language.”

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

            He raised an eyebrow. “Are they dangerous?”

            “Not so long as you mind your manners. They can be… well, kinda aggressive… if you cross the line with them.” I didn’t want to tell him some of the worst stories—I’d scared off other clients that way—so I tried to reassure him. “I’ve met some of the local tribesmen, so they know me well enough to let me visit their lands. But I’m not sure how much they trust me.” I hesitated. “Dr. Horner didn’t get very far with them. I’m sure he’s told you that they wouldn’t let him into their village.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

            “No… but Mars isn’t Earth.”

# # #

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

            When I came to pick him up at the hotel, I was amazed to find that the professor had turned his suite into a laboratory. Two flatscreen computers were set up on the bar, a microscope and a test-tube rack stood on the coffee table, and the TV had been pushed aside to make room for a small centrifuge. More equipment rested on bureaus and side tables; I didn’t know what any of it was, but I spotted a radiation symbol on one and a Warning - Laser sticker on another. He’d covered the carpet with plastic sheets, and there was even a lab coat hanging in the closest. Dr. al-Baz made no mention of any of this; he simply picked up his backpack and camera, put on a slouch cap, and followed me out the door, pausing to slip the Do Not Disturb sign over the knob.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

            “Whoever told you to buy a gun doesn’t know a thing about the shatan. They never attack unless provoked, and the surest way to upset them is to approach one of their villages with a gun.” I patted the utility knife on my belt. “This is the closest I come to carrying a weapon when there’s even a possibility that I might run into aborigines. One reason why I’m on good terms with them… I mind my manners.”

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

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

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

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

            As I spoke, I craned my neck to look up the night sky. The major constellations gleamed brightly: Ursa Major, Draco, Cygnus, with Denes as the north star. You can’t see the Milky Way very well in the city; you have to go out into the desert to get a decent view of the Martian night sky. “So who can blame the shatan for not wanting to have anything to do with us? They knew the score as soon as we showed up.” Recalling a thought I’d had the day before, I chuckled to myself. “The old movies got it wrong. Mars didn’t invade Earth… Earth invaded Mars.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

# # #

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

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

            The canal boat was a slender catamaran about ten meters long, with broad white sails catching the desert wind and a small cabin at its stern. The figures moving along its decks didn’t notice us until one of them spotted the jeep. He let out a warbling cry—“wallawallawalla!”—and the others stopped what they were doing to gaze in the direction he was pointing. Then another shatan standing atop the cabin yelled something and everyone turned to dash into the cabin, with their captain disappearing through a hatch in its ceiling. Within seconds, the catamaran became a ghost ship.

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

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

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

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

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

            “Maybe. Maybe not.” I shrugged. “It’s up to them.”

            For a long time, we didn’t spot anyone or anything. We were about eight kilometers from the village when we came upon another bridge. This time, we saw two figures standing near the foot of the bridge. They appeared unusually tall even for aborigines, but it wasn’t until we got closer that we saw why: each of them rode a hattas—an enormous buffalo-like creature with six legs and elongated necks that the natives tamed as pack animals. It wasn’t what they were riding that caught my attention, though, so much as the long spears they carried, or the heavy animal-hide outfits they wore.

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

            “What’s not good?”

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

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

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

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

            I raised both hands palm out, and said, “Issah tas sobbata shatan (Greetings, honored shatan warriors). “Seyta nashatan habbalah sa shatan heysa” (Please allow us human travelers to enter your land).

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

            The other warrior stepped forward, walking toward the professor until he stood directly before him. The shatan towered above Dr. al-Baz; everything about him was menacing, yet the professor held his ground, saying nothing but continuing to look straight in the eye. The warrior silently regarded him for several long moments, then looked at me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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