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Hesh — the vault city under the surface of Mars, where the Vances begin.
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This is our world on a different timeline. The French were first to the Moon, in 1861; the British were first to Mars, in 1875. There were no world wars here. The money and the minds that would have gone into them went into the crossing, the domes and the machines, so the machines came early: the radios, the screens, the phones, the drones. The countries are real; the history is not.
Part One: The Vault
Chapter 1: The Departure
Hesh, Mars. The year Earth would call 1875.
Hall of the Promise, Hesh. Water register, third quarter. Allocation: nine cups per adult per day; six per child. Seepage at the ceiling crack: steady. Evening reading of the Departure: complete. Questions put to the Keeper: one. Recorded, not answered.
The Hall of the Promise was the deepest room in Hesh, and the coldest, and Rhea had decided at the age of ten that the cold was on purpose.
"It's so we stay awake," she whispered to her sister. "If it was warm we'd sleep through the Book and nobody would ever go home."
Mira, who was five and believed everything Rhea said, pulled her shawl up to her nose and nodded solemnly.
The children sat on the stone benches in rows by age, the smallest at the front where the lamp-moss grew thickest on the walls and the light was green and soft. Rhea was twelve now and sat in the fourth row, which meant she could see the Keeper's hands without straining, and the Book on its iron stand, and the long crack in the ceiling that everyone said had been made by a quake in the time of the Keeper's grandmother's grandmother. Water came down the crack in a thread so fine you only saw it when the lamp-moss caught it. It fell into a stone basin under the stand. It had been falling for two hundred years. Nobody wasted it. At the end of every reading, the Keeper dipped a cup in the basin and every child took one sip.
"That's the taste of the old world," the Keeper would say. "Remember it."
It tasted of iron and dust. Rhea had never told anyone that.
The Keeper was called Orrin and he was older than anyone Rhea knew, so old that his bones had begun to bend inward like the struts of a collapsing dome. He walked with two canes. When he reached the stand he hung them on hooks that had been made for that purpose by some other Keeper long ago, and he leaned on the stand with both hands, and he waited until the shuffling stopped.
It always stopped. Even the boys from the pump levels stopped.
"Who are we?" said Orrin.
"The ones who stayed," the children answered.
"Who went?"
"The ones who were chosen."
"And what did they promise?"
The whole hall said it together, the little ones a beat late: "We will send for you."
Orrin opened the Book.
It was not paper. Nothing in Hesh was paper. The pages were thin sheets of pressed and polished slate, each one hinged to the next with copper wire, and the words were cut into them in the old script that only the Keepers and a few of the clever children could read fluently. Rhea could read most of it. She was proud of that and tried not to be.
"The Book of the Promise," said Orrin. "The Departure. From the beginning."
He did not need to look at the slate. He looked at them instead.
"In the days of the open sky," he said, "the people lived upon the face of the world and not beneath it. There was air enough for every mouth and water enough for every field, and the rivers ran down from the high places to the low, and the sky was the colour of a ripe fig."
A boy in the second row whispered, "What's a fig?" and was elbowed.
"And the people grew many, and they grew clever, and they built engines to dig the deep places and engines to drink the rivers and engines to burn the stone for heat. And the engines breathed out a hot breath into the sky, and the sky grew thin. And the wise ones among the people said, Stop, the sky is thinning. And the rulers of the people said, The sky is wide. And they did not stop."
Rhea mouthed it with him. The sky is wide. She had always hated the rulers most at that line.
"And the sky grew thinner, and the cold came down from the high places, and the rivers stopped in their beds, and the fields went white with frost and then red with dust. And the people went beneath the ground to live, and they called it a short while, and it was not a short while.
"Then the rulers of the people built ships. Great ships, of a kind that will not be built again. And they said, There is another world, near to the sun, blue with water, green with growing things, thick with air. We will go there. And the people said, Take us. And the rulers said, The ships are few. We will take the chosen, and the builders of engines with them, and the makers of glass, and all who know the making of things, for the new world must be made and they must make it. To you who remain we leave the knowing of how to endure. Do not mend the sky; it is not yours to mend. We will make the new world ready, and then —"
He stopped. He always stopped there, so they could say it.
"We will send for you," said the hall.
"And the ships rose out of the red world, and the people who remained watched them go, and they did not weep, because they believed. And they went down into the deep places to wait. And they built Hesh, and Taran, and Oss, and the Thousand Halls. And they waited."
Orrin let the silence sit. The water came down the crack in the ceiling. Somebody's stomach growled.
"How long have we waited?" he asked.
A girl in the first row put up her hand. "Forever."
"Not forever. Longer than anyone can count, which is different." He smiled with half his mouth. "Rhea Vance. How long?"
Rhea felt her face go hot. "The Keepers count it at nine hundred generations, Keeper."
"And how long is a generation?"
"Fifty years. Near enough."
"So?"
"Forty-five thousand years," she said. "Near enough."
A murmur went along the benches. They had all heard the number before. It never got smaller.
"Near enough," Orrin agreed. "Now. Where did the ships go? Who remembers the three landings?"
Hands went up all over the hall. He picked a pump-level boy named Daven, who stood and recited it with his eyes shut.
"The first ship came down upon an island in the Western Sea, and it was a fair island and the chosen built a city there. The second ship came down upon a great plain in the north, between the ice and the sea, and the chosen built there. The third ship came down upon a high flat stone in the west of the dry land, and they called that place the Gate, for it was the first door of the new world, and there the Promise was spoken over again, and there the chosen swore that they would send."
"Good. Sit. And what became of the island and the plain?"
Daven sat. A girl answered. "The sea rose and took them."
"And the Gate?"
"The Gate stands."
"The Gate stands," said Orrin. "Remember that. Whatever else you forget. Two of the three are under the water. One remains. If they ever send — when they send — that is where you will go. Not to the cities they have built since. Not to the places they have made great. To the Gate. It is the door. Everything else is a house."
Rhea put up her hand.
Orrin's eyebrows rose. Questions were allowed but not encouraged. "Rhea."
"Keeper, the Book says that when the chosen came down at the three places, they made the land ready. They made the land empty of the Other People, that the chosen might dwell there in peace." She had memorised it two years ago and it had sat in her like a stone ever since. "Who were the Other People?"
The hall went silent. Mira, beside her, looked up at her as if she had said a bad word.
Orrin did not answer at once. He turned a slate page forward, then back again, though he did not need to.
"The Other People," he said at last, "were those who were in the new world before the chosen came."
"People like us?"
"People who walked upright. Who made fire. Who buried their dead." He paused. "The Book does not say much more than that."
"What happened to them?"
"The Book says the land was made empty."
"But how?"
"Rhea." It was not a sharp voice. It was a tired one. "The Book does not say. And where the Book does not say, the Keeper does not guess. That is the rule. Do you understand?"
She understood that she was being told to sit down. She sat down.
Orrin turned back to the beginning of the passage and read on, about the long silence after the ships went, about the first Keepers and the founding of the Halls and the counting of the water. She did not hear most of it. She was thinking about an empty land. You did not empty a room by asking the people in it to leave.
At the end, he dipped the cup in the basin and they lined up, smallest first. When Rhea's turn came, he held the cup a moment longer than he needed to.
"It is a good question," he said quietly, so that only she could hear. "It is not a question for the Hall."
"Then where is it a question for?"
"For your own head. For a long time. Drink."
She drank. Iron and dust.
Their father was waiting at the hall door with his dome coat over one arm and his mask hanging round his neck, which meant he was going up.
"Can we come?" said Rhea, before he could speak.
"That's why I'm here." Tobin Vance was a short broad man with his own bones already beginning to curve, though he was not yet forty. He farmed the Number Six dome on the eastern rim, which was the highest and the coldest and grew the worst crops, and he loved it more than anything in the world except possibly his daughters. "Your mother says you're both to have a look at the sky tonight. The Keepers say there's a new light."
"What light?"
"A moving one. You'll see."
Mira tugged his sleeve. "Is it the ships?"
Tobin looked down at her and something passed over his face that Rhea did not understand until much later. "It's a light, sweet. Come and get your masks."
The climb from the Hall to the domes took most of an hour. Hesh was built like a well with its walls carved into terraces, and the terraces were cut into houses, workshops and pump-rooms. The only way up was the long spiral stair or the cage-lifts, and the cage-lifts were for water and ore. They climbed. They passed the school levels and the hospital levels and the market level, where the lamp-moss was thickest and people sat outside their doors in the green light mending things and arguing about the water ration, and a trader from Oss was selling salt off a handcart in an accent so thick that Mira giggled and had to be pinched. The census numbers were painted white over every lintel, and by the market level they had climbed past two hundred thousand. Hesh was not the biggest of the Halls, Tobin said, only the oldest; in Taran the cage-lifts ran so far between Halls that the cables were spliced halfway and the men who rode them packed a meal. They passed the seal doors at the Sixth Terrace, which were open now but which every child had seen closed in drills, great slabs of iron on hinges as tall as three men. Above the seal doors the air grew thinner and colder, and the light grew grey, and at the top of the stair there was the lock-room where they put on their masks and their dome coats and their goggles.
"Goggles down," said Tobin. "All the way. If I see either of you lift them I'm bringing you straight back down."
"It's night," said Rhea.
"It's night up top. It's always day in the domes. Goggles."
They went through the lock into Number Six.
Rhea had been up to the domes perhaps twenty times in her life and it never stopped frightening her a little. The dome was made of a thousand panes of thick greenish glass in an iron frame, and in the day the sun came through it and fell on the long beds of grey-leafed tuber and the racks of lichen and the pools of algae, and it was warm, almost hot. At night the lamps burned along the beds, but above the lamps there was the glass and above the glass there was nothing. Just the black. Just the stars, so many and so sharp it made her teeth hurt. Nobody in Hesh could make glass like that any more. When a pane cracked the dome-warden filled it with resin and a slate patch and said a word over it, and there were more patches every year.
People were already gathered at the eastern side of the dome. Twenty or thirty of them, farmers mostly, with their families, two of the Keepers' apprentices with a brass telescope on a tripod and the dome-warden, Old Kesh, who was not much younger than Orrin and swore more than anyone in Hesh.
"Vance," said Kesh, without turning round. "You brought the little ones. Good. They should see this."
"See what?" said Tobin.
Kesh pointed.
At first Rhea saw nothing but the stars. Then she saw that one of them was wrong. It was brighter than the others, and it was not a point but a smear, a short bright line, and it was moving, not quickly. But you could see it move if you held your eye on it and counted ten.
"It's been getting bigger every night for nine nights," said Kesh. "Tonight it's bigger than it was this morning."
"Is it a star falling?" asked Mira, her voice muffled by her mask.
"Stars don't fall like that," said one of the apprentices. He was young, with a thin eager face. "And stars don't change course. That one changed course two nights ago. We measured it."
The people around them went quiet.
"What changes course?" said Tobin, slowly.
Nobody answered. Nobody needed to. Rhea felt it go through the whole crowd, the way a tremor goes through the floor before a quake: a thing that every person there had heard every week of their lives and had never once expected to see.
A woman near the front began to cry, not loudly. Her husband put his arm around her.
"They're coming," someone said. "After all of it. They're coming."
"We don't know that," said Kesh.
"What else would it be?"
"I don't know. That's my point. I don't know, and neither do you." The old warden turned round at last, and his goggles caught the lamplight. "Forty-five thousand years, and the sky's been empty every night of it. Now something's in it. Maybe it's them. Maybe it's something we don't have a word for. I'll tell you what it's not. It's not ours."
"It's the Promise," said the crying woman. "Keeper Orrin said—"
"Keeper Orrin is a good man who's never been above the Sixth Terrace in his life." Kesh's voice was rough. "I've been watching this sky for fifty years. I want it to be them. By the vaults, I want it. But I'm not putting my hand out to a light in the dark until I can see what's holding it."
Rhea looked at the light. It had moved again. She held up her hand and measured it against her thumb, as her father had taught her to measure the distance between two stars.
"Father," she said. "Where's it going?"
The apprentice answered before Tobin could. "Here," he said. "If it keeps on the line it's on, it's coming down somewhere on the Ash Plain. Two days. Maybe three."
"The Ash Plain's a day's walk from the eastern lock," said Tobin.
"Yes."
"Then it'll come down in the old works," said Kesh. "Among the dead domes. Good. If it breaks anything out there, nobody alive knows what it was for."
Nobody said anything. They stood at the glass and watched the bright line move against the stars, and the lamps hummed along the tuber beds, and Mira slipped her gloved hand into Rhea's.
"Are they going to take us home?" Mira whispered.
Rhea thought about the Gate. About the high flat stone in the west of the dry land, and the sea that had taken the other two, and the blue world with its thick air and its figs, whatever figs were. She thought about the Other People.
"I don't know," she said. "Maybe."
It came down on the third night.
By then all of Hesh knew. The Council of Halls had met twice. The Keepers had read the Departure in every hall at once, all the way through, which had not been done in Rhea's lifetime. People had gone up to the domes who had not been up in years, old people on stretchers, babies inside coats. The pump-level boys had climbed onto the roof of Number Four, which was forbidden, to see better. Someone had painted WE WILL SEND FOR YOU in white on the inside of the eastern lock door, and the dome-warden had let it stay.
Tobin had gone out on the Ash Plain with the party the Council sent, twelve men and two women in pressure coats with water for four days, carrying a banner sewn by the women of the Third Terrace that said in the old script WELCOME HOME. Rhea had begged to go and been told no so firmly that she had not asked twice.
Instead she stood in Number Six with her mother and Mira and five hundred other people, packed so tight against the glass that the warden kept shouting at them to step back before they cracked it, and watched the light come down.
It was not a light by then. It was a thing. A long pale thing like a seed-pod, with fire coming out of the bottom of it, and the fire was so bright that even through her goggles Rhea had to squint. It came down slowly. It came down on its fire, swaying a little, like a man lowering himself into a chair. Dust went up from the Ash Plain in a great slow wave that hid it completely, and when the dust settled the thing was standing on the plain on three long legs, the fire was out and it was ticking. You could not hear the ticking from the dome. But Rhea imagined it. She imagined it ticking as it cooled, like the pump engines did after a shift.
"Oh," said her mother, very softly. "Oh, it's so small."
It was small. Rhea had pictured the great ships of the Book, ships that could carry a people. This was not much bigger than the hall.
"Maybe it's only the first one," said someone. "Maybe it's a messenger."
"There's the party," said someone else. "Look. By the ridge."
She saw them. Fourteen tiny figures coming over the low black ridge at the edge of the plain with the banner held up between two poles. They had been waiting out there two days. They began to walk toward the thing on its three legs, and the banner flapped in the thin wind, and the crowd in the dome began, softly, to sing. It was the song of the Return, which was sung at weddings and namings and at the end of the Sealing fast, and Rhea had never heard five hundred people sing it at once, and the sound filled the dome and made the glass hum.
A door opened in the side of the thing.
The singing faltered.
Figures came out. Three, then five, then six. They were tall, much taller than the men of the party, and they were dressed in white, white suits that covered every part of them, with round glass helmets like fishbowls. They came down a ladder one at a time. They stood on the plain in a little group and looked about them.
And they were holding something. Each of them. Long dark things, held in both hands across the body.
The party stopped walking.
One of the white figures raised its long dark thing and pointed it at the party.
The dome went silent. Five hundred people stopped breathing at once.
For what felt like a long time, nothing happened. The banner hung between its poles. The white figures stood. Then one of the party — Rhea knew it was her father; she knew his walk, even at that distance, the slight roll of the bent bones — stepped forward alone. He held his hands out to his sides, empty. He walked slowly toward the white figures.
"Tobin," said her mother. "No. Tobin."
He walked until he was ten paces from them. The one with the raised weapon did not lower it. Tobin stopped. He did something with his hands — Rhea could not see what — and then he knelt down on the red ground. And he stayed like that.
The white figures conferred. One of them went back up the ladder into the ship and came back down with something folded under one arm. It walked past Tobin, a few paces, stopped, unfolded the thing, fixed it to a pole and drove the pole into the ground.
It was a flag. Rhea could not make out its colours, only that it was bright, with crossed lines on it, and that it stood straight in the thin wind.
The white figures looked at the flag. One of them seemed to salute it. Then they turned back to Tobin and to the party behind him, and one of them gestured, a short sharp motion. The party came forward with their banner, their water and their song, and the white figures made them stand in a line.
"They're friends," someone said in the dome, uncertainly. "They put the guns down. Look. They're friends."
The guns were not down. They were lowered, held now at an angle toward the ground, but not down.
Rhea watched one of the white figures walk along the line of the welcome party. It stopped at each of them. It looked at them through the glass of its helmet, close, the way her father looked at a tuber to see if the rot had got in. It touched one woman's shoulder and turned her round. It lifted a man's arm and let it drop.
"What's it doing?" whispered Mira.
Rhea did not answer.
Behind her, at the back of the crowd, she heard Old Kesh say something to someone. She could not hear it all. Only the end.
"—not how you greet your family. That's how you look over stock."
Tobin came home on the fifth day. He did not say much. He sat at the table in their two rooms on the Ninth Terrace and drank a whole day's water ration in one go, which was forbidden, and her mother did not say a word about it.
"Well?" said her mother, at last.
"They're people," said Tobin. "Like us. Taller. Thicker in the bones. The air's thick where they come from, I'd guess, and the pull of the ground's stronger, and it's built them heavy. But people."
"Did they say — are they—"
"We couldn't understand them. Not a word. Nothing like the old script, nothing like the Hall speech. They talked to each other and they talked to us very slowly and very loudly, like you'd talk to a child, and we didn't understand any of it." He rubbed his face. "They had a machine that made pictures. They made pictures of us. Lots of them. One of them drew things in a book. He drew me." He laughed, a short ugly laugh. "He drew me very carefully. All my bones."
"But did they say anything about the Promise? Did you show them the banner?"
"We showed them the banner."
"And?"
"One of them took it." Tobin looked at the table. "He rolled it up and took it back into the ship. I think he wanted it for a souvenir."
Nobody said anything.
"Tobin," said her mother. "Are they from the Gate? Are they ours?"
Her father looked up. He looked at his wife for a moment, and then at Mira, and then at Rhea, who was sitting on the bench by the water jar with her knees pulled up to her chin pretending not to listen.
"I asked them," he said. "I drew it in the dust. The three landings. The island. The plain. The high flat stone. I drew the ships going from here to there. I pointed at us, and at the sky, and at the drawing, and at them."
"And?"
"They looked at it. They looked at each other. One of them laughed. And then the tall one — the one in charge, I think, he had marks on his shoulders — he put his boot on it and rubbed it out."
Her mother made a small sound.
"Maybe they didn't understand," she said.
"Maybe," said Tobin. "Maybe they didn't."
He got up and went to the sleeping room and lay down in his clothes with his face to the wall. Her mother sat at the table and did not get up. Then she went to him.
Rhea stayed on the bench by the water jar. Mira had fallen asleep against her shoulder. Through the wall she could hear the pumps going on the level below, the slow deep thud that had been the sound of her whole life, the sound of Hesh breathing.
They had come. After forty-five thousand years, someone had come. And the first thing they had done was put a flag in the ground.
She thought about the Book. They made the land empty of the Other People.
She had always pictured the chosen as the ones holding the flag. It had never once occurred to her, until tonight, that she might be the one kneeling.
On the wall above the water jar, somebody, years ago, had scratched the words of the Promise into the rock with a nail. She read them in the green light until her eyes closed.
We will send for you.
She woke at the pump-change bell with Mira's head in her lap and the words still in front of her, and she decided, there on the bench, before anyone else in the house was awake, that if nobody was ever going to send for them, she would go herself.
Chapter 2: Contact
Hesh, Mars, 1876. Liverpool and Santa Inés, Earth, 1882–1887.
Minutes of the Homeward Society, Hesh. Resolved: that members shall go down to Earth by whatever roads the Earth people open; that they shall buy land wherever it is offered for sale; and that they shall not wait to be sent for. Carried. Against: none recorded.
The Earth people built their station on the Ash Plain where the ship had landed, and they called it Harrow, after a lord in their own country whom nobody on Mars would ever see. Within a year there were four ships. Within two there were a dozen, and a road of crushed black rock running from the station to the eastern lock of Hesh, and a sign at the end of the road in their angular letters that Daven, the pump-level boy who had learned their speech faster than anyone, translated for the Council.
"It says Harrow Mining Concession, Number One Shaft," he said. "And underneath it says Natives to be employed at standard colonial rates."
"What's a native?" said someone.
Daven hesitated. He was fifteen and had become important quickly, and it had made him careful. "Us," he said. "It means the ones who were here first."
"Well," said Old Kesh. "At least they got that right."
The ore was under Hesh. That was the whole of it, in the end. The Earth people had come for the red world because their scholars had decided, years before, that its red came from iron and other metals, and they had been right, and the richest seam the surveyors found ran straight beneath the Thousand Halls. They did not ask the Council for it. They told the Council what they would pay for it: medicine, glass, a pump engine that ran on a kind of oil, sacks of a white powder that grew tubers twice as fast. And men. They would pay for men to dig it.
Rhea's father dug for them for three years. He came home grey with dust and with his bent bones aching worse every season, and he brought home medicine for Mira's cough and a window of real clear glass for the front room, and he did not talk about the station.
Once, when she was fourteen, Rhea went with him as far as the gate of Harrow, carrying his water. There was a building inside the fence with a red cross painted on the door, and a line of Hesh men outside it, stripped to the waist, waiting.
"What's that?" she asked.
"The doctor," said Tobin. "He measures us."
"For what?"
"He doesn't say." Her father took the water jar from her. "He measures our heads. The length and the width of them. Our arms. Our teeth. He writes it all in a book. Daven says he's going to send it home to a society of learned men, so they can decide what we are."
"We're people."
"Daven says that's what they're deciding." He looked at her, and then he looked away. "Go home, Rhea. Don't come to the fence again."
The man who changed her life was a schoolteacher named Benesh, who taught the old script on the Eighth Terrace and had never, as far as anyone knew, said a memorable thing in thirty years of teaching it.
It was the year Rhea turned sixteen. The meeting was in the old Number Three pump room, which had been dry since before her grandmother was born, and there were perhaps sixty people there, young mostly, sitting on the rusted housings and the floor. Daven was there. So was Rhea, who had come because Daven asked her, and because she was bored, and because her mother had told her not to.
Benesh stood on a crate. He was a small dry man with ink on his fingers.
"I want to read you something," he said. "It's from the Book. You all know it." He did not open anything. "We will send for you."
A few people laughed uneasily.
"Forty-five thousand years," said Benesh. "That's what the Keepers tell us. Nine hundred generations. And now a ship has come, and it wasn't sent for us. It was sent for the iron under our floors. They are not our kin come to bring us home. Or if they are our kin — and I'll say this, they look like us, they bleed like us, my cousin's boy cut his hand at the station and their doctor stitched it and it was the same red — if they are our kin, they've forgotten us. Completely. They don't know there was ever a Promise. They think we're some kind of animal that learned to dig."
"So what?" called someone at the back. "So we wait longer?"
"No." Benesh shook his head. "That's what I came to say. No more waiting. Nobody is going to send for us. Nobody ever was. So we send ourselves."
The room went quiet.
"The Earth ships go back and forth now," said Benesh. "Every few months. They're taking men to Earth already, to work in their mills and their docks. It's hard work and the pay is bad and the pull of their ground breaks you. I know. My brother went. He wrote me." He took a folded sheet from his coat. "He says the air is so thick you can taste it. He says the sky is blue, really blue, just as the Book says. He says there's water falling out of the sky most days in the city where he lives, and nobody even bothers to catch it."
Someone laughed, delighted.
"And he says this. He asked one of their teachers about the high flat stone in the west of the dry land. The Gate. And the teacher showed him a map. And it's there, friends. There's a land in the west of their great continent, dry and high, and in it there's a stone the people there call by some old name, and the teacher said it's very ancient and no one knows who carved the steps on it." Benesh folded the letter. "The Gate stands. We have always said it. It stands. It's a real place on a real map, and a ship could carry us within a month's journey of it."
"With what?" said Daven. "With whose money?"
"With ours. A little from everyone. We form a society. We buy passages. We buy land near the Gate, legally, from whoever owns it. The Earth people love buying and selling land. They'll sell anything. We send the young first, the strong ones, to dig and build. And then we send for the others."
"That's the Promise backwards," said a girl near Rhea.
"That's the Promise kept," said Benesh. "By the only people who ever meant it."
They argued for three hours. Rhea said nothing. She sat on a rusted pipe with her knees pulled up and listened, and somewhere in the second hour she realised that she had stopped listening to the arguments and was only listening to her own heart, which had started going fast at the words a real place on a real map and had not slowed down since.
They called themselves the Homeward Society. Thirty-one people signed the first paper. Rhea was the twenty-third.
Keeper Orrin sent for her a week later. She had not been inside the Keeper's rooms before. They were small and cold and lined with slate books, and Orrin sat in a chair by a lamp-moss bowl with a blanket over his knees. He was too old to walk now.
"Sit, Rhea Vance."
She sat.
"Your name is on Benesh's paper."
"Yes, Keeper."
"Do you know what the Book says about those who go before they are sent for?"
"It says nothing, Keeper. I've looked."
He smiled slightly. "So you have. You're right. It says nothing. And where the Book does not say—"
"The Keeper does not guess."
"Good. It does say something about the sky, though. You know the line."
"Do not mend the sky," said Rhea. "It is not yours to mend."
"In my grandfather's time there was a warden of the old works on the Ash Plain named Ashet. You've seen the dead domes out there. They were not always dead. Under them is a pump-house the ancestors built to thicken the air, and Ashet spent most of his life making one of those engines turn. He got it turning. He meant to open the domes to the sky and let it breathe." Orrin smoothed the blanket on his knees. "The Keepers of that day went out with the Council and had the lock to the works sealed, with Ashet on the far side of it. He had his mask and two days' water. They cut his name out of the water register, and the next quarter they read the register without it."
Rhea stared at him. "That's murder."
"It was recorded as a fault in the seal." He let that sit. "Benesh knows the story. Ask him sometime whose great-grandfather Ashet was."
She did not say anything.
"So I won't guess at your going," said Orrin. "Let me tell you what I know instead." He leaned forward. "I know that the Promise is not a ship ticket. It is a covenant. They swore to send. If they did not keep their word, the shame is theirs. If we go uninvited, and we arrive in a land that is not ours by any law those people recognise, and we take ground that others live on — the shame becomes ours. Do you understand?"
"The land isn't theirs. It's the Gate. The Book says—"
"The Book says the chosen made the land empty." He said it quietly. "You asked me once who the Other People were. You remember?"
She remembered.
"There will be people on that land now," said Orrin. "Living there. Farming there. Burying their dead there, as their parents did. What will you do about them, Rhea? Will you make the land empty?"
"We'll buy it. Legally."
"From whom?"
"From whoever owns it."
"And is the one who owns it the same as the one who lives on it?"
She didn't answer.
"Go home," said Orrin. "I won't stop you. I couldn't if I wanted to. But I've lived long enough to know that every people who ever went somewhere to be safe, found someone already there."
She went in the spring of the year Earth called 1882, on a labour contract for the Lancashire Dock Company, with nine other members of the Homeward Society and forty men who were going for no reason except the wages.
Her mother cried for a week. Her father did not cry. He took her up to Number Six the night before she left and they sat among the tuber beds, under the glass and the black and the stars, and he pointed out the blue one, low on the horizon.
"That's it," he said. "That's where you're going."
"I know."
"I dug for them three years." He did not look at her. "Every day I thought, these people came from the Gate. These are the children of the chosen. And they look at us like beasts. Rhea, I don't know what you'll find there. I don't think it's what the Keepers sing about."
"Then why are you letting me go?"
"Because you'd go anyway." He laughed. "And because I'm forty-five and my bones are bending and I'll die in this hole, and I'd like one Vance to see a sky that's blue."
Mira, who was twelve now and furious, refused to come to the lock to say goodbye. Then she came anyway, running, at the last moment, and threw her arms round Rhea's neck so hard they both fell over in their pressure coats.
"Send for me," Mira said into her collar. "You have to send for me. Swear it."
"I swear it."
"Say it properly."
Rhea said it properly. "I will send for you."
She would remember very little of the voyage. Ten weeks in a steel hold with forty-nine other Martians and the smell of the bilge, and the sick, slow terror of the last three days, when the ship came down into the thick air and the pull of the Earth took hold of her body and began to crush it.
Nobody had told them it would be like that. Benesh's brother had written that the ground pulled hard. He had not written that on the first morning in Liverpool she would be unable to lift her own arm. That she would lie in a dormitory bunk in the Lancashire Dock Company's hostel weeping with pain while a British nurse in a white cap went down the rows with a clipboard, saying in a loud slow voice, Up you get, up you get, no malingering. That two of the men from their ship would break their legs simply by stepping down from a cart. That the light would be so bright, even through the grey wet English sky, that she would have to keep her goggles on for a month and the dock boys would follow her down the street calling her frog-eyes and red.
Red. She learned that word in her first week. It was written on the wall of the hostel in chalk. It was shouted at them from the doors of public houses. She asked an English girl who worked in the hostel kitchen what it meant, and the girl went pink and said, "It's just what they call you, love. Because of where you're from. Don't mind it."
In the fifth week it stopped being words. Rhea was coming back from the bank on Castle Street at dusk with Semer, a pump-level man from their ship who had a wife in Hesh and the slowest walk of any of them, and six or seven of the dock boys came out of an alley behind them and fell into step.
"Frog-eyes. Oi. Red."
"Keep walking," said Semer, in the Hall speech.
One of them knocked his cap off. Semer bent for it, because it was the only cap he had, and the boy put a hand flat between his shoulders and pushed, not hard, the way you'd push a door. Semer went down on the cobbles. He went down the way the men had gone down off the cart, all at once, as if the street had reached up and taken hold of him, and then he could not get up. He got his palms under him and his arms shook and the ground held him there. Rhea saw the dock boys see it. She saw them understand it before Semer did.
The first kick was almost a joke. The boy who gave it looked round at the others, grinning. Then they all came in. They kicked him in the ribs and the back and the hip, and he could not lift his arms to cover his head, because lifting his arms was more than the Earth would let him do, so he lay with his cheek on the stones and took it. The boots made a flat wet sound, like someone beating a rug. Rhea tried to get between them. A boy no older than Mira put a hand on her chest and pushed once, and she sat down in the gutter and stayed there, her legs gone and her heart going like the pumps, shouting at them in a language none of them knew.
They stopped when they were bored. One of them picked up Semer's cap and put it on, and they went off down the street singing.
A constable came round the corner a few minutes later, looked at Semer on the cobbles and Rhea in the gutter, and told them to move along before he had them for obstruction. It took the two of them most of an hour to get back to the hostel, which was at the end of the same street, Semer's arm over her shoulders and both of them stopping every few doorways to rest. Three of his ribs were broken. In the morning the British nurse strapped them and wrote fall on her clipboard.
She minded it. She worked the docks for seven months, sorting bales in a warehouse because she was not strong enough yet for the cranes, and every penny that was not spent on food went to the Society's account at a bank on Castle Street. She learned English in the evenings from a Methodist lady who held classes for the Martian workers in a chapel hall and who once asked Rhea, kindly, whether her people had a word for God.
"We have several," said Rhea.
"Oh!" said the Methodist lady. "How interesting. And do you know where you came from? Your people?"
"Yes," said Rhea. "From here."
The Methodist lady laughed, thinking it was a joke, and Rhea let her think so.
One evening in the winter the Methodist lady brought a magic lantern to the chapel hall, to give the Martian workers what she called a little geography.
The first picture was the Moon. Grey dust, a black sky, and three men in round glass helmets standing beside a flag with three stripes.
"The French," said the Methodist lady, with a small sniff. "In sixty-one. Captain Delorme and his friends. My father said the whole of Paris was drunk for a week." She changed the slide. "But we had the last word."
The second picture was the Ash Plain. Rhea knew it before she knew she knew it: the long red flat, the black rocks, the low line of the Hesh ridge on the horizon. A ship standing on its legs in the dust. Men beside it in white suits. A different flag.
"Harrow," said the Methodist lady proudly. "Eighteen seventy-five. After the French had the Moon, the Admiralty said we should not be second again, and we were not. The newspapers called it the race for the red world, and we won it." She smiled down the rows of benches. "And that is how you all come to be here. Isn't that marvellous?"
Nobody answered her. Forty Martians sat in the dark of the chapel hall in their goggles and looked at a picture of their own front door.
Rhea thought about her father drawing the three landings in the dust, and the tall man rubbing it out with his boot. She had thought, all that year, that the Earth people had come to Mars for the iron. They had not. Not first. They had come to beat the French. The iron was what they found when they got there. And Hesh, and the Thousand Halls, and nine hundred generations of waiting, were what they found under the iron.
She had not been the prize in a race. She had been something on the ground, near the prize.
"Rhea, dear," said the Methodist lady. "Are you quite well?"
"Yes," said Rhea. "Thank you. It's the light." And she pushed her goggles up and pressed her fingers to her eyes, so that nobody would see.
Earlier that autumn, the Society's agent in London had concluded the purchase.
The land was in a place called the valley of Santa Inés, in Mexico, in the far north-west of that country, on the coast of the great western ocean, sixty miles from the high flat stone that the people there called El Portón — the Gate. It belonged to a man named Don Esteban Ruiz de Aranda, who lived in Mexico City and had never been to Santa Inés in his life, and who was happy to sell nine hundred acres of dry hillside to a London bank acting for a foreign society whose purpose was not described in the contract. The price was low. Nobody much wanted that hillside. It was too dry for wheat.
It was not too dry for Martians.
They arrived in February of 1883, eighteen of them, by steamer to San Diego and then by mule cart up a dusty track into the hills. Rhea climbed down from the cart onto the slope that was now, by a contract written in English and Spanish and signed in London, theirs. She stood on it. Her legs shook — she could stand now for an hour at a time — and the sun came down out of a sky so blue it was almost violet, and she took off her goggles.
She could not see. It was all white fire. She put the goggles back on, laughing and crying at once, and Daven took her hand.
"It's real," he said. "Rhea. It's real."
To the east, far off, across the brown hills, there was a dark line of higher ground. Somewhere along it, sixty miles away, the Gate stood.
They began to dig the next morning.
Nobody had told them to. Nobody needed to. They had come from a world where the ground was shelter and the surface was death, and they knew, in their aching bodies, what this sun would do to them if they lived under it. The hillside was soft red sandstone over hard clay, and it cut like cheese. They dug long sloping trenches into the slope and roofed them with timber and earth. They dug rooms off the trenches, cool and dim, lived in the rooms and came out at dawn and dusk to work. Within a month they had six burrow-houses and a water cistern cut into the rock. Within three they had planted the slope above the burrows with the things they had brought in their luggage — lichens, algae cultures, Hesh tuber — and found, to their astonishment, that almost everything grew. Grew wildly. Grew like weeds. In the thick wet air of the Earth, with the long hot sun, a tuber that took a year in Number Six took nine weeks.
And slowly, very slowly, the ground stopped crushing them. You could not feel it happening. But one day in May, Rhea carried a full water jar up from the cistern to the top of the slope without stopping, and only realised when she got there that she had done it.
"It's the burrows," said Daven, who had taken to reading English medical books. "Underground, out of the sun, our eyes rest. And the work makes the bones thicken. We're changing, Rhea. We're turning into them."
"We were always them."
"Then we're turning back."
The first Council of Santa Inés sat in the big burrow in their second month, on upturned crates, with a lamp on the table and Daven at the end of it behind a ledger he had bought in San Diego for the purpose. He had ruled the columns himself.
"Item one," he said. "The water register."
"There is no water register," said Rhea. "There's a cistern. It's full."
"There is a water register as soon as I write in it." He wrote in it. "Allocation. Nine cups per adult per day, six per child—"
"Daven. It rained on Tuesday. It rained for an hour. Nobody caught any of it. Shula stood out in it with her mouth open."
"I did," said Shula.
"Which is exactly why there has to be a register." Daven wrote again. "Rain, Tuesday: considerable. Caught: none. Swallowed: Shula." He looked up. "Do you want us to be the first Martians on Earth who forgot how to count water?"
"I want us to be the first Martians who wash."
They argued it until the lamp needed filling, the way the Halls had argued water since before the Book was cut, and in the end the Council resolved that the allocation should be nine cups per adult per day and six per child, with as much as anybody liked when it rained, and that the rain should be recorded. Daven wrote it down. Underneath, in smaller letters, because he was honest, he added: Against: Vance, on the grounds that it is raining now.
It was. They could hear it on the timber roof.
That summer Daven decided that the Martian people would learn to swim.
He announced it in the big burrow, standing on the table, in the voice he used for the Council. The Earth was mostly water, he said. He had read it in a book. Seven parts in ten. The Martian people had come home to a world that was mostly water, and they could not go on standing at the edge of it in their goggles like old women at a wedding. It was a matter of dignity. It was a matter of survival. It was, he said, a matter of the Promise.
"Where does the Book say anything about swimming?" said Shula, from the back.
"In the days of the open sky," said Daven, "the rivers ran down from the high places to the low."
"It doesn't say anybody got in them."
But they went. Nine of them — the bravest, or the most easily talked into things — on a Sunday in August, on the mule cart, down to the long beach below the hills where the surf came in white and roaring and nobody lived. They took off their boots and their coats and stood in a line at the edge of the sea in their shirts, holding hands, the way the children stood in the Hall of the Promise for the sip of water, and walked in.
The sea knocked Daven flat in the first three steps.
Then it picked him up again. That was the thing nobody had expected. It picked all of them up. They had been warned, by the dock boys in Liverpool and by Benesh's brother's letters and by every Earth person who had ever looked at them, that their bones were thin and their bodies were light and the pull of the ground broke them. Nobody had told them what the water would do with bones like that. They floated. They floated like corks. They floated like dead leaves on a cistern. Rhea lay on her back in the swell with her arms out and her feet sticking up out of the water and could not have sunk if she had tried, and she did try, for a while, out of pride, and the sea simply would not have her.
Daven bobbed past her on a wave, flat on his back, still in his spectacles, shouting instructions.
"Kick! Kick from the hip! It says so in the book! From the hip!"
"I am kicking!"
"Then kick downward!"
"There isn't a downward!"
A valley fisherman mending nets at the far end of the beach stood up to watch them. Then his two sons stood up. Then, after a while, all three of them sat down again on the sand with their hands over their faces, and their shoulders shook, and Rhea, drifting out toward the Pacific on her back with the sun in her eyes, understood that they were laughing, and found that she did not mind at all.
In the end the fisherman waded in up to his waist and towed Daven back to shore by the collar, like a man bringing in a boat.
"Señor," he said, kindly, setting him down on the sand. "With respect. You are not swimming. You are being swum."
Daven put it in the minutes of the next Council meeting, in his careful English, word for word. He said it was the first wise thing any Earth person had said to them.
The boy came to the boundary ditch on a Sunday in June.
The Society's land ended at a dry irrigation ditch at the foot of the slope, and on the other side of the ditch there was an orchard — lemons and oranges in long green rows, with a white house beyond, and a well with a wooden wheel. Rhea had watched the orchard from the burrow-mouth for weeks. She had watched a family working in it, a man and a woman and a grey-haired grandmother and four children, and she had watched them watching her.
The boy was the eldest, she guessed. He was seventeen or so, brown and thin, with a straw hat pushed back on his head. He stood on the far side of the ditch with his hands in his pockets and looked at the burrow-mouths and the strange grey-leafed crops on the slope above them.
Rhea came down to her side of the ditch. She was wearing her goggles.
They looked at each other for a while.
"Buenos días," she said. She had learned perhaps forty words of Spanish from a book.
"Good morning," said the boy, in English, which surprised her. Then, in a rush, as if he'd been rehearsing: "You dig like you're hiding from God."
She stared at him. Then she laughed.
"From the sun," she said. "God we brought with us."
The boy grinned. He had a gap between his front teeth. "My name is Tomas. Tomas Vega. That's my father's orchard."
"Rhea Vance."
"I know. The priest told us. He said you were the people from the star." He peered at her goggles. "Is it true you can't see in the day?"
"Not well. It's getting better."
"My grandmother says you're devils." He said it cheerfully, as if reporting the weather. "My father says you're just poor people a long way from home, like the Chinese who built the railway. My mother says nothing, but she won't let the little ones come down to the ditch."
"And what do you say?"
Tomas considered. "I say your trees won't live."
"What trees?"
He pointed up the slope, to the row of saplings they had planted along the top — almond and fig, bought from a nursery in San Diego, because Rhea had wanted, more than anything, to taste a fig. The saplings were brown at the edges. Two were already dead.
"Too much sun on that ridge," said Tomas. "And you're watering them at noon. You burn the leaves. You water at dusk. And you plant something tall on the west side, to give them shade in the afternoon. Like that." He nodded at his own orchard, where a row of tall dark cypresses stood along the western edge of the lemon trees.
Rhea looked at the cypresses.
"Thank you," she said.
Tomas shrugged. He turned to go. Then he turned back.
"What happened to your face?"
She touched it. She had not looked in a glass for days. The skin on her cheeks and the bridge of her nose had gone red and raw in the sun, and was peeling.
"It's the light," she said. "We burn."
Tomas nodded slowly. "Wait there," he said.
He went up through the orchard to the white house and came back ten minutes later with a small clay pot and a lemon sapling, its roots wrapped in wet sacking. He held out the pot across the ditch.
"My grandmother makes it. Aloe. For burns. Don't tell her I gave it to you."
She took it. He held out the sapling.
"And this. It'll grow in your sun. Lemons don't mind."
She took that too. She stood holding both of them, not knowing what to say, and then she remembered something.
"Wait there," she said.
She went up to the burrow and found, in the bottom of her trunk, a small sealed jar of the lichen paste that every child in Hesh was given against the cold — grey-green and strong-smelling, made from the moss that grew in the deep halls. She brought it down and held it out across the ditch.
"For your grandmother's hands," she said. "I saw them. They're stiff. Rub this on them at night. It helps the bones."
Tomas took the jar and sniffed it and made a face.
"It smells like a cave."
"It is a cave."
He laughed. He put it in his pocket.
"Plant the lemon where the water sleeps," he said. "At the bottom of the slope. Not at the top."
"Where the water sleeps," Rhea repeated.
"That's what my father says. Water goes down and sleeps at the bottom. Plant where it sleeps." He touched his hat. "Good day, Rhea Vance from the star."
"Good day, Tomas Vega."
She planted the lemon at the bottom of the slope, by the ditch, that evening. It lived.
The trouble started in the autumn.
The Society had bought nine hundred acres from Don Esteban Ruiz. Of those nine hundred, about six hundred were dry hillside, empty. The other three hundred were the lower slopes along the river, and on the lower slopes there were people.
Rhea had not known. None of them had, or not properly. The contract described the land in surveyors' lines and acreages. It did not describe the eleven families who had farmed the river slopes for three generations as tenants of the Ruiz estate, paying their rent in maize and beans to an agent who rode out from San Diego twice a year. They had no title. They had never needed one. Their grandfathers had cleared the ground and built the houses and dug the channels from the river, and the Ruiz family had owned it, far away in Mexico City, and nobody had ever seen any reason to change that.
In September, the agent rode out from San Diego with two policemen and a letter from Don Esteban informing the eleven families that the land had been sold and their tenancies were ended.
Rhea watched it from the slope. She watched the agent read the letter aloud outside the first house. She watched the woman of the house stand in the doorway with a baby on her hip and listen to it, and then begin to scream. She watched the men come out of the fields. She watched one of the policemen put his hand on his holster.
Tomas came to the ditch that night. He did not cross it. He stood on his side with his fists clenched, and his face in the dusk was the face of a stranger.
"My uncle's house," he said. "The Morales house, by the ford. That's my mother's brother. He was born there."
"Tomas—"
"He has six children. Where are they supposed to go?"
"I didn't know," said Rhea. "None of us knew. The contract—"
"You bought the ground." His voice shook. "You didn't buy the people on it."
"We paid for it. We paid everything we had. It was legal. Don Esteban owned it."
"Don Esteban has never seen it! He couldn't find it on a map! My uncle's grandfather dug the channel that waters it with his own hands!"
"Then your uncle should have bought it from Don Esteban!" She heard herself shouting and could not stop. "We came forty-five thousand years to get here! Forty-five thousand years, Tomas! We are not going to give it back because your uncle never thought to get a piece of paper!"
He stared at her across the ditch. The crickets were loud in the orchard.
"Forty-five thousand years," he said at last, quietly. "And it never once occurred to you that somebody else might have got here first."
He walked away up through the lemon trees. She stood at the ditch until it was full dark.
The Morales family left in October. Most of the eleven families left. The Society, to its credit, paid each of them a sum of money — Daven insisted on it, and Benesh's brother in London agreed — that was more than Don Esteban had ever given them, and less than nothing compared to what they had lost. Three of the families refused the money and refused to go, and the agent came back with more policemen, and they went anyway.
In the spring of 1884, thirty more members of the Homeward Society arrived from Hesh by way of Liverpool. Rhea went down to the river slopes with them and showed them the empty houses, and the channels, and the fields gone to weed.
"Who lived here?" asked one of the new arrivals, a girl of sixteen named Pell.
Rhea thought of Keeper Orrin. Every people who ever went somewhere to be safe, found someone already there.
"Tenants," she said. "They moved on."
Tomas did not come to the ditch for many days. Then, in the second summer, when the lemon tree at the bottom of the slope was taller than Rhea's shoulder, she came down at dusk to water it and found him sitting on his side of the ditch with his boots in the dry channel.
"It's doing well," he said, nodding at the tree.
"You told me where to plant it."
"I know." He looked at it. "My grandmother used your cave stuff. On her hands. All winter."
"Did it help?"
"She can hold a needle again." He kicked at the dust. "She still says you're devils. But she asks if there's any more."
Rhea laughed despite herself. "There's more."
They sat on either side of the ditch. The sun went down behind the cypresses.
"My uncle's in Ensenada," said Tomas. "He's working on the docks. His wife died in the spring. Fever."
"I'm sorry."
"Are you?"
"Yes."
He looked at her and went on looking. "I believe you," he said finally. "That's the worst of it, Rhea. I believe you. You're sorry, and you'll keep the land, and you'll be sorry for the rest of your life, and none of that will bring her back."
She had a great deal to say to that. Her father's bones. Mira running to the lock. Nine hundred generations in the dark, and a sky that was blue at last. All of it true. None of it an answer to a woman screaming in a yard with a baby on her hip. So she said nothing, and he took it for an answer. It was one.
"Water at dusk," said Tomas, standing up. "Not at noon. You're still doing it wrong with the figs."
The news came in April of 1887, in a London newspaper three weeks old, that Daven bought from a ship's purser in San Diego and carried up the hill at a run.
They gathered in the largest burrow, all two hundred of them by then, crammed together in the lamplight. Daven stood on a table and read it aloud in his careful English, and then again in the Hall speech, so everyone could understand.
"His Majesty's Government looks with sympathy upon the settlement of the Martian people in a homeland of their own in the Mexican Southwest, and will lend its good offices to bring this about; provided always that nothing is done to disturb the standing in faith and in law of the peoples already resident in that territory."
There was a silence. Then the burrow erupted.
People wept. People embraced. Somebody began the song of the Return and everybody joined it, and the sound filled the burrow and went out of the mouth of it and down the
