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“Captain!”

The voice sounded hollow and distant inside my pressure suit, but I knew it was Tasha because I could see her waving her arms over her head near the edge of the valley. 

I could see her, clear and crisp, but that didn’t mean she was close. Judging distances can be tricky in the thin, dry air of Mars, so I watched and waited as she jogged towards me.

Watched, because I can never get enough of watching Tasha move in Mars-Standard, since it’s one-third Earth gravity. Smooth and graceful as a ballet dancer back on Earth, in this gravity she moved like some strange feral angel, or maybe it was more like an angelic lemur. 

Waited, because I wasn’t quit finished taking my readings and gathering my samples, and there was no use heading her way with the trackcat until I had. 

Tasha slid to a graceful stop in front of the ‘cat. The trackcat wasn’t pretty, but it worked, even over rough terrain and deep sand.

“Cap’n, we’re just about to descend, and Freddie wants to know if you’re ready to come and watch?”

Of course Freddie wanted to know. And of course he wasn’t going to ask me himself, but instead send Tasha over. He knows how I feel about her. He thinks he’s doing me a favor. 

My pal.

“Just finishing, then I’ll be on my way,” I said. “Want a ride?”

I could see Tasha’s grin through the clear helmet. “You betcha. Never walk when you can ride, right?” She waited patiently while I loaded the last of the samples into the cargo container, then perched on the left-hand cargo shelf where we’d welded some handholds.

I could hear her breathing, loud inside my helmet. “That was a long run; better have a drink. You know what Doc says...”

“‘Water does you more good inside than outside’,” we chanted in unison.

“‘Cept I’m still not too excited about the flavor of my recycled piss,” she finished.

“Too bad,” I said as I slipped into the seat, slammed the ‘cat into gear and the magnetic motor began to hum. “You should give mine a try sometime. Fruity yet bold, with only the faint tart tang of urine; just like vintage champagne. And speaking of vintage, when is Freddie gonna get that still in operation?”

“Cannot be too soon to suit me.”

We moved forward across the red sands, smooth and steady except when a track scooped up a small rock, chewed it into gravel and spit it out behind us. ‘Bread crumbs’, everyone called the trail we left behind when we drove it. Sure, I could have used the anti-grav units, but they eat up so much power I try to save them for emergencies.  

It didn’t take us long to reach the rest of the team. They were clustered around the harnesses that would soon be lowering Chuck and Tasha into this section of the Valles Marineris. Half a klick to the east, another team was doing the same; half a klick west, likewise.

I could see Freddie’s face had its usual expression of quiet irritation, like an invisible flea was biting him somewhere just out of reach. He’d told me a dozen times: “If the Captain had any sense, he’d let us design something a little more...elegant than that mismatched piece of...”

I don’t have any more sense. I like the trackcat just like it is. Sure, we’d had to modify it a little after the crash. Sure it resembled a big junebug with a hump back, but it worked. And beggars can’t be choosers. We were a long way from home. A very long way. 

Tasha Velora slid off the side and hit the ground running. She loped over and stooped down beside the team mechanic, who was fiddling with a lever. “Ready, Freddie?”

Frederick Smythe Islington nodded, the weak sun almost directly above striking sparks from his ruddy cap of curls even through the polarized helmet. “Everything is quite satisfactory on my end, Dr. Velora. Captain, I’m glad you decided to join our motley crew. Makes the incipient departure more of an event and less of a—”

“Same old same old?” Dr. Tasha Maria Velora is half Japanese, half Italian, and the team’s most brilliant geologist. She rubbed her gloved hands together in obvious delight. For all her ‘same old’ crack, she never seemed to lose her excitement or enthusiasm no matter how many times she was lowered into holes in the ground, only to find nothing unexpected in any expedition. 

Thus far, at least.

Freddie gave out a soft sound that I’ve decided to call ‘tch’ then eyed the edge of the cliff over which his team was about to descend.

The Valles Marineris, a huge rift canyon that stretches a third of the way around the circumference of Mars, had so far proved a disappointment to all of us on the expedition, including the other member of this descent team, Dr. Charles Archimedes Griffin, meteorologist and self-described pulp geek. Chuck was squatting beside a pack, checking that the broad straps were securely locked into steel alloy rings. He hoisted it and slid one arm into it. Then, with it hanging off his back like some weird growth, he ambled over to the trackcat.

“Morning, skipper,” he said in accents redolent of six-shooters and cowpokes, aka east Texas. “Reckon we’re gonna find us some Martians today? After all, Ray—”

“—was right,” echoed loudly inside everyone’s helmet.

I laughed. “Looks like you’ve got half your collection of old books inside that pack. What are you going to do when you find your Martians, read to them?”

“Shoot, no, skip. I got beads and mirrors, chocolates and nylons. I’m ready to trade it all for a double handful of emeralds and rubies, with maybe a big old diamond or twelve—whatever Tasha would like in her engagement ring.” Chuck Griffin grinned at Tasha, who shook her head at him.

“Just one little old ring? I thought you’d want me to be dripping in jewels...and nothing else?”

“Well, darlin’, seeing as how that is the accepted and approved method of dress on old Barsoom, and since you done brung it up—”

“Are we ready to make our descent, colleagues?” asked Freddie. He had little patience for Dr. Griffin’s admiration of old and—in his opinion—bad literature; Freddie liked to cuddle up with technical manuals. Add in Chuck’s usual flirting, and the little patience plummeted to somewhere around minus zero.

“Ready here, Fred. If someone would be so kind as to buckle me up, that is,” Tasha said.

Tasha and Chuck lined up in front of a tripod, as Freddie clipped a safety harness around each.

“Now do take care, my dear old things,” Freddie said. “Don’t burn out my motors or I shall have to scold you.”

He flipped a switch, then another. First Tasha stepped to the edge of the cliff, then Chuck. Each disappeared in a carefully measured sequence over the side of the ruddy tumbled rock. 

I could hear the sharp whine of the motors, high pitched in the thin air, as they unrolled the cable at a regulated speed and the team began their descent into the rift. The whine was punctuated with their cheerful bickering, interspersed with the occasional brief reports. 

“Chuck, is that a Martian skeleton, do you think?” Tasha’s voice was full of laughter.

“Shoot, no, darlin’. But we’ll find us some, don’t you worry. After all, Ray was right.”

I couldn’t keep track of all of Chuck’s favorite authors, but I knew this one: Ray Bradbury, who wrote a story called ‘Mars is Heaven’ and a bunch of others in his Martian Chronicles. To each his own, I always say.

The comm, all at once, gave a piercing burst of feedback.

“What the hell? You’re breaking up,” I said. “And it hurts!”

“High iron content, captain. These rock formations are amazing,” Tasha reported, clear as a bell all of a sudden. “Way different from the other places we’ve been down so far. I’m getting some pretty astounding readings.” 

I could hear the excitement in her voice.

“Atmo is getting different fast, too,” came Chuck’s drawl. “I’m picking up a higher concentration of O-2 than any place I’ve sampled.”

“How much higher?” I asked, then winced as a sound like two cats in the throes of passion cut through my helmet like a knife. Freddie Islington clapped his hands over where his ears would have been if he wasn’t wearing a helmet, then shot me a rueful grin.

“Copy that.” Chuck’s voice rode in on the tail of one of the receding amorous cats. 

Copy what, I wondered?

“How far down are they, Freddie?” I asked.

Islington glanced at a gauge, tapped it with a gloved finger. “About...dear me, that’s odd.”

I did not like the sound of that. In my business, odd is seldom good. “What?”

“These readings, skipper...they’ve only been over the edge for—” He glanced at a chronometer mounted to one winch, “—well, something less than ten minutes, and I’ve got the feed calculated at a steady five meters per minute, so...” 

I could hear disbelief in his voice. “So...what?”

“Well, according to these readings, they’re nearly half a klick down. But they can’t be. There’s too much line left on the drums.” He tapped the gauge again. 

“Hey, this is gettin’ just all kinds of interesting,” came Chuck’s voice again. “Tasha, are you seeing this?”

“Seeing what, damn it?” I asked, but the amorous cats were back, and this time they’d brought friends and family.

Then, as quickly as they’d come, the noisy cats were gone and all I could hear was breathing.

“Freddie?”

That was Tasha.

“Yes, my dear?” 

I could tell Freddie was concerned, but only barely. He has one of those faces. His voice, however, showed nothing but a polite interest.

“How far down are we?” Tasha asked.

“You have perfectly good depth meters, lazybones,” Freddie said as he scrambled in a container. “We’ve still got plenty of cable here, in case you’re planning on dancing.”

“There seems to be something wrong with my gauges.” That was Chuck; he sounded as if he had a frog in his throat.

I was standing beside the ‘cat; I drummed my gloved fingers on a lever, then stepped nearer the edge of the cliff. As usual, Freddie had taken every precaution; he’d placed the hoists with their clawed feet securely on broad flat rocks. Alloy rollers guided the cables away from the edge, so they wouldn’t rub against the side of the cliff. Everything looked fine. 

“Do be careful, skipper.”

I was pretty sure Freddie hadn’t taken his eyes off his malfunctioning gauges. We all suspected that he had eyes in the back of his head. 

“There are some crumbly bits near where you are.”

I could see what he meant. The cliff edge, knife sharp in most places, dipped here, and the edge looked, well, like something big had been nibbling at it. 

I backed up. But I wanted to see over the edge, so I looked for a more stable place and headed for it.

“Captain!” 

Tasha, excited.

“I’m here, Tash.”

“Captain, these rock formations! They’re like nothing we’ve seen, nothing anyone has seen! They’re—”

Those damn cats were back. She was breaking up.

“Rubies...mine...need...” 

Chuck this time, in between yowls and moans.

“Captain!” Tasha again, and I’d never heard her sound so excited.

“Here, Tash. What is it?”

“Captain...stairs...stairs...there are stairs...in the rock...”

At
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