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making love by postcard." They had another long hysterical laugh over that.

"How bad is it at your place?" he finally asked.

"Not bad at all. Everything we need is humming. I can give you a bath—"

"A bath!" It sounded like the delights of heaven. "I wish you could smell me. No, I'm glad you can't."

"I wish I could. I'm going to run the tub full of hot, hot water, and then I'm going to undress you and
lower you into it, and I'm going to scrub all those things I've been staring at for a year and take my time
with it, and then—"

"Hey, we don't need stories anymore, do we? Now we can do it."

"We need them for another two days. More than ever now, because I can't reach the place that's begging
for attention. But you didn't let me finish. After I get in the tub with you and let you wash me, and before
we head hand in hand for my bedroom, I'm going to get Rock Rogers and Maryjane Peters and the
Black Widow and Mark Antony and Jo-jo and his wild mate and hold their heads under the water until
they drown"

"No you don't. 7 claim the right to drown Rock Rogers."

In the Hall
of the Martian
It took perseverance, alertness, and a willingness to break the rules to watch the sunrise in Tharsis
Canyon. Matthew Crawford shivered in the dark, his suit heater turned to emergency setting, his eyes
trained toward the east. He knew he had to be watchful. Yesterday he had missed it entirely, snatched
away from it by a long, unavoidable yawn. His jaw muscles stretched, but he controlled this yawn and
kept his eyes firmly open.

And there it was. Like the lights in a theater after the show is over: just a quick brightening, a splash of
localized bluish-purple over the canyon rim, and he was surrounded by footlights. Day had come, the
truncated Martian day that would never touch the blackness over his head.

This day, like the nine before it, illuminated a Tharsis radically changed from what it had been over the
last sleepy ten thousand years. Wind erosion of rocks can create an infinity of shapes, but it never gets
around to carving out a straight line or a perfect arc. The human encampment below him broke up the
jagged lines of the rocks with regular angles and curves.

The camp was anything but orderly. No one would get the impression that any care had been taken in the
haphazard arrangement of dome, lander, crawlers, crawler tracks, and scattered equipment. It had
grown, as all human base camps seem to grow, without pattern. He was reminded of the footprints
around Tranquillity Base, though on a much larger scale.

Tharsis Base sat on a wide ledge about halfway up from
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the uneven bottom of the Tharsis arm of the Great Rift Valley. The site had been chosen because it was a
smooth area, allowing easy access up a gentle slope to the flat plains of the Tharsis Plateau, while at the
same time only a kilometer from the valley floor. No one could agree which area was most worthy of
study: plains or canyon. So this site had been chosen as a compromise. What it meant was that the
exploring parties had to either climb up or go down, because there wasn't a damn thing worth seeing near
the camp. Even the exposed layering and its areological records could not be seen without a
half-kilometer crawler ride up to the point where Crawford had climbed to watch the sunrise.

He examined the dome as he walked back to camp. There was a figure hazily visible through the plastic.
At this distance he would have been unable to tell who it was if it weren't for the black face. He saw her
step up to the dome wall and wipe a clear circle to look through. She spotted his bright red suit and
pointed at him. She was suited except for her helmet, which contained her radio. He knew he was in
trouble. He saw her turn away and bend to the ground to pick up her helmet, so she could tell him what
she thought of people who disobeyed her orders, when the dome shuddered like a jellyfish.

An alarm started in his helmet, flat and strangely soothing coming from the tiny speaker. He stood there
for a moment as a perfect smoke ring of dust billowed up around the rim of the dome. Then he was
running.

He watched the disaster unfold before his eyes, silent except for the rhythmic beat of the alarm bell in his
ears. The dome was dancing and straining, trying to fly. The floor heaved up in the center, throwing the
black woman to her knees. In another second the interior was a whirling snowstorm. He skidded on the
sand and fell forward, got up in time to see the fiberglass ropes on the side nearest him snap free from the
steel spikes anchoring the dome to the rock.

The dome now looked like some fantastic Christmas ornament, filled with snowflakes and the flashing red
and blue lights of the emergency alarms. The top of the dome
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heaved over away from him, and the floor raised itself high in the air, held down only by the unbroken
anchors on the side farthest from him. There was a gush of snow and dust; then the floor settled slowly
back to the ground. There was no motion now but the leisurely folding of the depressurized dome roof as
it settled over the structures inside.

The crawler skidded to a stop, nearly rolling over, beside the deflated dome. Two pressure-suited figures
got out. They started for the dome, hesitantly, in fits and starts. One grabbed the other's arm and pointed
to the lander. The two of them changed course and scrambled up the rope ladder hanging over the side.

Crawford was the only one to look up when the lock started cycling. The two people almost tumbled
over each other coming out of the lock. They wanted to do something, and quickly, but didn't know
what. In the end, they just stood there, silently twisting their hands and looking at the floor. One of them
took off her helmet. She was a large woman, in her thirties, with red hair shorn off close to the scalp.

"Matt, we got here as—" She stopped, realizing how obvious it was. "How's Lou?"

"Lou's not going to make it." He gestured to the bunk where a heavyset man lay breathing raggedly into a
clear plastic mask. He was on pure oxygen. There was blood seeping from his ears and nose.

"Brain damage?"



Crawford nodded. He looked around at the other occupants of the room. There was the Surface
Mission Commander, Mary Lang, the black woman he had seen inside the dome just before the
blowout. She was sitting on the edge of Lou Prager's cot, her head cradled in her hands. In a way, she
was a more shocking sight than Lou. No one who knew her would have thought she could be brought to
this limp state of apathy. She had not moved for the last hour.

Sitting on the floor huddled in a blanket was Martin Ralston, the chemist. His shirt was bloody, and there
was
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dried blood all over his face and hands from the nosebleed he'd only recently gotten under control, but
his eyes were alert. He shivered, looking from Lang, his titular leader, to Crawford, the only one who
seemed calm enough to deal with anything. He was a follower, reliable but unimaginative.

Crawford looked back to the newest arrivals. They were Lucy Stone McKillian, the redheaded
ecologist, and Song Sue Lee, the exobiologist. They still stood numbly by the air lock, unable as yet to
come to grips with the fact of fifteen dead men and women beneath the dome outside.

"What do they say on the Burroughs'?" McKillian asked, tossing her helmet on the floor and squatting
tiredly against the wall. The lander was not the most comfortable place to hold a meeting; all the couches
were mounted horizontally since their purpose was cushioning the acceleration of landing and takeoff.
With the ship sitting on its tail, this made ninety percent of the space in the lander useless. They were all
gathered on the circular bulkhead at the rear of the life system, just forward of the fuel tank.

"We're waiting for a reply," Crawford said. "But I can sum up what they're going to say: not good. Unless
one of you two has some experience in Mars-lander handling that you've been concealing from us."

Neither of them bothered to answer that. The radio in the nose sputtered, then clanged for their attention.
Crawford looked over at Lang, who made no move to go answer it. He stood and swarmed up the
ladder to sit in the copilot's chair. He switched on the receiver.

"Commander Lang?"

"No, this is Crawford again. Commander Lang is ... indisposed. She's busy with Lou, trying to do
something."

"That's no use. The doctor says it's a miracle he's still breathing. If he wakes up at all, he won't be
anything like you knew him. The telemetry shows nothing like the normal brain wave. Now I've got to
talk to Commander Lang. Have her come up." The voice of Mission Commander Weinstein was
accustomed to command, and about as emotional as a weather report.
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"Sir, I'll ask her, but I don't think she'll come. This is still her operation, you know." He didn't give
Weinstein time to reply to that. Weinstein had been trapped by his own seniority into commanding the 
Edgar Rice Burroughs, the orbital ship that got them to Mars and had been intended to get them back.
Command of the Podkayne, the disposable lander that would make the lion's share of the headlines, had
gone to Lang. There was little friendship between the two, especially when Weinstein fell to brooding
about the very real financial benefits Lang stood to reap by being the first woman on Mars, rather than
the lowly mission commander. He saw himself as another Michael Collins.

Crawford called down to Lang, who raised her head enough to mumble something.



"What'dshesay?"

"She said take a message." McKillian had been crawling up the ladder as she said this. Now she reached
him and said in a lower voice, "Matt, she's pretty broken up. You'd better take over for now."

"Right, I know." He turned back to the radio, and McKillian listened over his shoulder as Weinstein
briefed them on the situation as he saw it. It pretty much jibed with Crawford's estimation, except at one
crucial point. He signed off and they joined the other survivors.

He looked around at the faces of the others and decided it wasn't the time to speak of rescue
possibilities. He didn't relish being a leader. He was hoping Lang would recover soon and take the
burden from him. In the meantime he had to get them started on something. He touched McKillian gently
on the shoulder and motioned her to the lock.

"Let's go get them buried," he said. She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing out tears, then nodded.

It wasn't a pretty job. Halfway through it, Song came down the ladder with the body of Lou Prager.

"Let's go over what we've learned. First, now that Lou's dead there's very little chance of ever lifting off.
That is, unless Mary thinks she can absorb everything she needs
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to know about piloting the Podkayne from those printouts Weinstein sent down. How about it, Mary?"

Mary Lang was lying sideways across the improvised cot that had recently held the Podkayne pilot, Lou
Prager. Her head was nodding listlessly against the aluminum hull plate behind her; her chin was on her
chest. Her eyes were half-open.

Song had given her a sedative from the dead doctor's supplies on the advice of the medic aboard the 
E.R.B, It had enabled her to stop fighting so hard against the screaming panic she wanted to unleash. It
hadn't improved her disposition. She had quit, she wasn't going to do anything for anybody.

When the blowout started, Lang had snapped on her helmet quickly. Then she had struggled against the
blizzard and the undulating dome bottom, heading for the roofless framework where the other members
of the expedition were sleeping. The blowout was over in ten seconds, and she then had the problem of
coping with the collapsing roof, which promptly buried her in folds of clear plastic. It was far too much
like one of those nightmares of running knee-deep in quicksand. She had to fight for every meter, but she
made it.

She made it in time to see her shipmates of the last six months gasping soundlessly and spouting blood
from all over their faces as they fought to get into their pressure suits. It was a hopeless task to choose
which two or three to save in the time she had. She might have done better but for the freakish nature of
her struggle to reach them; she was in shock and half believed it was only a nightmare. So she grabbed
the nearest, who happened to be Doctor Ralston. He had nearly finished donning his suit, so she slapped
his helmet on him and moved to the next one. It was Luther Nakamura, and he was not moving. Worse,
he was only half-suited. Pragmatically she should have left him and moved on to save the ones who still
had a chance. She knew it now, but didn't like it any better than she had liked it then.

While she was stuffing Nakamura into his suit, Crawford arrived. He had walked over the folds of plastic
until
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he reached the dormitory, then sliced through it with the laser he normally used to vaporize rock samples.

And he had had time to think about the problem of whom to save. He went straight to Lou Prager and
finished suiting him up. But it was already too late. He didn't know if it would have made any difference if
Mary Lang had tried to save him first.

Now she lay on the bunk, her feet sprawled carelessly in front of her. She slowly shook her head back
and forth.

"You sure?" Crawford prodded her, hoping to get a rise, a show of temper, anything.

"I'm sure," she mumbled. "You people know how long they trained Lou to fly this thing? And he almost
cracked it up as it was. I... ah, nuts. It isn't possible."

"I refuse to accept that as a final answer," he said. "But in the meantime we should explore the
possibilities if what Mary says is true."

Ralston laughed. It wasn't a bitter laugh; he sounded genuinely amused. Crawford plowed on.

"Here's what we know for sure. The E.R.B. is useless to us. Oh, they'll help us out with plenty of advice,
maybe more than we want, but any rescue is out of the question."

"We know that," McKillian said. She was tired and sick from the sight of the faces of her dead friends.
"What's the use of all this talk?"

"Wait a moment," Song broke in. "Why can't they . . . I mean they have plenty of time, don't they? They
have to leave in six months, as I understand it, because of the orbital elements, but in that time—"

"Don't you know anything about spaceships?" McKillian shouted. Song went on, unperturbed.

"I do know enough to know the Edgar is not equipped for an atmosphere entry. My idea was, not to
bring down the whole ship, but only what's aboard the ship that we need. Which is a pilot. Might that be
possible?"

Crawford ran his hands through his hair, wondering what to say. That possibility had been discussed, and
was being studied. But it had to be classed as extremely remote.

"You're right," he said. "What we need is a pilot, and
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that pilot is Commander Weinstein. Which presents problems legally, if nothing else. He's the captain of a
ship and should not leave it. That's what kept him on the Edgar in the first place. But he did have a lot of
training on the lander simulator back when he was so sure he'd be picked for the ground team. You
know Winey, always the instinct to be the one-man show. So if he thought he could do it, he'd be down
here in a minute to bail us out and grab the publicity. I understand they're trying to work out a heat-shield
parachute system from one of the drop capsules that were supposed to ferry down supplies to us during
the stay here. But it's very risky. You don't modify an aerodynamic design lightly, not one that's supposed
to hit the atmosphere at ten-thousand-plus kilometers. So I think we can rule that out. They'll keep
working on it, but when it's done, Winey won't step into the damn thing. He wants to be a hero, but he
wants to live to enjoy it, too."



There had been a brief lifting of spirits among Song, Ralston, and McKillian at the thought of a possible
rescue. The more they thought about it, .the less happy they looked. They all seemed to agree with
Crawford's assessment.

"So we'll put that one in the Fairy Godmother file and forget about it. If it happens, fine. But we'd better
assume that it won't. As you may know, the E.R.B.-Podkayne are the only ships in existence that can
reach Mars and land on it. One other pair is in the congressional funding stage. Winey talked to Earth
and thinks there'll be a speedup in the preliminary paper work and the thing'll start building in a year. The
launch was scheduled for five years from now, but it might get as much as a year's boost. It's a rescue
mission now, easier to sell. But the design will need modification, if only to include five more seats to
bring us all back. You can bet on there being more modifications when we send in our report on the
blowout. So we'd better add another six months to the schedule."

McKillian had had enough. "Matt, what the hell are you talking about? Rescue mission? Damn it, you
know as well as I that if they find us here, we'll be long dead. We'll probably be dead in another year."

i
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"That's where you're wrong. We'll survive."

"How?"

"I don't have the faintest idea." He looked her straight in the eye as he said this. She almost didn't bother
to answer, but curiosity got the best of her.

"Is this just a morale session? Thanks, but I don't need it. I'd rather face the situation as it is. Or do you
really have something?"

"Both. I don't have anything concrete except to say that we'll survive the same way humans have always
survived: by staying warm, by eating, by drinking. To that list we have to add 'by breathing.' That's a hard
one, but other than that we're no different than any other group of survivors in a tough spot. I don't know
what we'll have to do, specifically, but I know we'll find the answers."

"Or die trying," Song said.

"Or die trying." He grinned at her. She at least had grasped the essence of the situation. Whether survival
was possible or not, it was necessary to maintain the illusion that it was. Otherwise, you might as well cut
your throat. You might as well not even be born, because life is an inevitably fatal struggle to survive.

"What about air?" McKillian asked, still unconvinced.

"I don't know," he told her cheerfully. "It's a tough problem, isn't it?"

"What about water?"

"Well, in that valley there's a layer of permafrost about twenty meters down."

She laughed. "Wonderful. So that's what you want us to do? Dig down there and warm the ice with our
pink little hands? It won't work, I tell you."



Crawford waited until she had run through a long list of reasons why they were doomed. Most of them
made a great deal of sense. When she was through, he spoke softly.

"Lucy, listen to yourself."

"I'm just—"

"You're arguing on the side of death. Do you want to die? Are you so determined that you won't listen to
someone who says y6u can live?"
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She was quiet for a long time, then shuffled her feet awkwardly. She glanced at him,
then at Song and Ralston. They were waiting, and she had to blush and smile slowly
at them.

"You're right. What do we do first?"

"Just what we were doing. Taking stock of our situation. We need to make a list of
what's available to us. We'll write it down on paper, but I can give you a general
rundown." He counted off the points on his fingers.

"One, we have food for twenty people for three months. That comes to about a year
for the five of us. With rationing, maybe a year and a half. That's assuming all the
supply capsules reach us all right. In addition, the Edgar is going to clean the pantry
to the bone, give us everything they can possibly spare, and send it to us in the three
spare capsules. That might come to two years, or even three.

"Two, we have enojagh water to last us forever if the recyclers keep going. That'll be
a problem, because our reactor will run out of power in two years. We'll need
another power source, and maybe another water source.

"The oxygen problem is about the same. Two years at the outside. We'll have to find
a way to conserve it a lot more than we're doing. Offhand, I don't know how. Song,
do you have any ideas?"

She looked thoughtful, which produced two vertical punctuation marks between her
slanted eyes.

"Possibly a culture of plants from the Edgar. If we could rig some way to grow
plants in Martian sunlight and not have them killed by the ultraviolet . . ."

McKillian looked horrified, as any good ecologist would.

"What about contamination?" she asked. "What do you think that sterilization was
for before we landed? Do you want to louse up the entire ecological balance of
Mars? No one would ever be sure if samples in the future were real Martian plants or
mutated Earth stock."

"What ecological balance?" Song shot back. "You know as well as I do that this trip
has been nearly a zero. A few anaerobic bacteria, a patch of lichen, both barely



distinguishable from Earth forms—"
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"That's just what I mean. You import Earth forms now, and we'll never tell the
difference."

"But it could be done, right? With the proper shielding so the plants won't be wiped
out before they ever sprout, we could have a hydroponics plant functioning—"

"Oh, yes, it could be done. I can see three or four dodges right now. But you're not
addressing the main question, which is—"

"Hold it," Crawford said. "I just wanted to know if you had any ideas." He was
secretly pleased at the argument; it got them both thinking along the right lines,
moved them from the deadly apathy they must guard against.

"I think this discussion has served its purpose, which was to convince everyone here
that survival is possible." He glanced uneasily at Lang, still nodding, her eyes glassy
as she saw her teammates die before her eyes.

"I just want to point out that instead of an expedition, we are now a colony. Not in
the usual sense of planning to stay here forever, but all our planning will have to be
geared to that fiction. What we're faced with is not a simple matter of stretching
supplies until rescue comes. Stopgap measures are not likely to do us much good.
The answers that will save us are the long-term ones, the sort of answers a colony
would be looking for. About two years from now we're going to have to be in a
position to survive with some sort of life-style that could support us forever. We'll
have to fit into this environment where we can and adapt it to us where we can't. For
that, we're better off than most of the colonists of the past, at least for the short
term. We have a large supply of everything a colony needs: food, water, tools, raw
materials, energy, brains, and women. Without these things, no colony has much of
a chance. All we lack is a regular resupply from the home country, but a really good
group of colonists can get along without that. What do you say? Are you all with
me?"

Something had caused Mary Lang's eyes to look up. It was a reflex by now, a
survival reflex conditioned by a lifetime of fighting her way to the top. It took root in
her again and pulled her erect on the bed, then to her feet.
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She fought off the effects of the drug and stood there, eyes bleary but aware.

"What makes you think that women are a natural resource, Crawford?" she said, slowly and deliberately.

"Why, what I meant was that without the morale uplift provided by members of the opposite sex, a
colony will lack the push needed to make it."

"That's what you meant, all right. And you meant women, available to the real colonists as a reason to



live. I've heard it before. That's a male-oriented way to look at it, Crawford." She was regaining her
stature as they watched, seeming to grow until she dominated the group with the intangible power that
marks a leader. She took a deep breath and came fully awake for the first time that day.

"We'll stop that sort of thinking right now. I'm the mission commander. I appreciate your taking over
while I was . . . how did you say it? Indisposed. But you should pay more attention to the social aspects
of our situation. If anyone is a commodity here, it's you and Ralston, by virtue of your scarcity. There will
be some thorny questions to resolve there, but for the meantime we will function as a unit, under my
command. We'll do all we can to minimize social competition among the women for the men. That's the
way it must be. Clear?"

She was answered by nods of the head. She did not acknowledge it but plowed right on.

"I wondered from the start why you were along, Crawford." She was pacing slowly back and forth in the
crowded space. The others got out of her way almost without thinking, except for Ralston, who still
huddled under his blanket. "A historian? Sure, it's a fine idea, but pretty impractical. I have to admit that
I've been thinking of you as a luxury, and about as useful as the nipples on a man's chest. But I was
wrong. All the NASA people were wrong. The Astronaut Corps fought like crazy to keep you off this
trip. Time enough for that on later flights. We were blinded by our loyalty to the test-pilot philosophy of
space flight. We wanted as few scientists as possible and as many astronauts as we could manage. We
don't like to
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think of ourselves as ferry-boat pilots. I think we demonstrated during Apollo that we could handle
science jobs as well as anyone. We saw you as a kind of insult, a slap in the face by the scientists in
Houston to show us how low our stock has fallen."

"If I might be able to—"

"Shut up. But we were wrong. I read in your resume that you were quite a student of survival. What's
your honest assessment of our chances?"

Crawford shrugged, uneasy at the question. He didn't know if it was the right time to even speculate that
they might fail.

"Tell me the truth."

"Pretty slim. Mostly the air problem. The people I've read about never sank so low that they had to
worry about where their next breath was coming from."

"Have you ever heard of Apollo Thirteen?"

He smiled at her. "Special circumstances. Short-term problems."

"You're right, of course. And in the only two other real space emergencies since that time, all hands were
lost." She turned and scowled at each of them in turn.

"But we're not going to lose." She dared any of them to disagree, and no one was about to. She relaxed
and resumed her stroll around the room. She turned to Crawford again.

"I can see I'll be drawing on your knowledge a lot in the years to come. What do you see as the next
order of business?"



Crawford relaxed. The awful burden of responsibility, which he had never wanted, was gone. He was
content to follow her lead.

"To tell you the truth, I was wondering what to say next. We have to make a thorough inventory. I guess
we should start on that."

"That's fine, but there is an even more important order of business. We have to go out to the dome and
find out what the hell caused the blowout. The damn thing should not have blown; it's the first of its type
to do so. And from the bottom. But it did blow, and we should know why, or
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we're ignoring a fact about Mars that might still kill us. Let's do that first. Ralston, can you walk?"

When he nodded, she sealed her helmet and started into the lock. She turned and looked speculatively at
Crawford.

"I swear, man, if you had touched me with a cattle prod you couldn't have got a bigger rise out of me
than you did with what you said a few minutes ago. Do I dare ask?"

Crawford was not about to answer. He said, with a perfectly straight face, "Me? Maybe you should just
assume I'm a chauvinist."

"We'll see, won't we?"

"What is that stuff?"

Song Sue Lee was on her knees, examining one of the hundreds of short, stiff spikes extruding from the
ground. She tried to scratch her head but was frustrated by her helmet.

"It looks like plastic. But I have a strong feeling it's the higher life form Lucy and I were looking for
yesterday."

"And you're telling me those little spikes are what poked holes in the dome bottom? I'm not buying that."

Song straightened up, moving stiffly. They had all worked hard to empty out the collapsed dome and peel
back the whole, bulky mess to reveal the ground it had covered. She was tired and stepped out of
character for a moment to snap at Mary Lang.

"I didn't tell you that. We pulled the dome back and found spikes. It was your inference that they poked
holes in the bottom."

"I'm sorry," Lang said, quietly. "Go on with what you were saying."

"Well," Song admitted, "it wasn't a bad inference, at that. But the holes I saw were not punched through.
They were eaten away." She waited for Lang to protest that the dome bottom was about as chemically
inert as any plastic yet devised. But Lang had learned her lesson. And she had a talent for facing facts.

"So. We have a thing here that eats plastic. And seems
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to be made of plastic, into the bargain. Any ideas why it picked this particular spot to grow, and no
other?"



"I have an idea on that," McKillian said. "I've had it in mind to do some studies around the dome to see if
the altered moisture content we've been creating here had any effect on the spores in the soil. See, we've
been here nine days, spouting out water vapor, carbon dioxide, and quite a bit of oxygen. Not much, but
maybe more than it seems, considering the low concentrations that are naturally available. We've altered
the biome. Does anyone know where the exhaust air from the dome was expelled?"

Lang raised her eyebrows. "Yes, it was under the dome. The air we exhausted was warm, you see, and it
was thought it could be put to use one last time before we let it go, to warm the floor of the dome and
decrease heat loss."

"And the water vapor collected on the underside of the dome when it hit the cold air. Right. Do you get
the picture?"

"I think so," Lang said. "It was so little water, though. You know we didn't want to waste it; we
condensed it out until the air we exhausted was dry as a bone."

"For Earth, maybe. Here it was a torrential rainfall. It reached seeds or spores in the ground and
triggered them to start growing. We're going to have to watch it when we use anything containing plastic.
What does that include?"

Lang groaned. "All the air lock seals, for one thing." There were grimaces from all of them at the thought
of that. "For another, a good part of our suits. Song, watch it, don't step on that thing. We don't know
how powerful it is or if it'll eat the plastic in your boots, but we'd better play it safe. How about it,
Ralston? Think you can find out how bad it is?"

"You mean identify the solvent these things use? Probably, if we can get some sort of work space and I
can get to my equipment."

"Mary,^' McKillian said, "it occurs to me that I'd better start looking for airborne spores. If there are
some, it
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could mean that the air lock on the Podkayne is vulnerable. Even thirty meters off the ground."

"Right. Get on that. Since we're sleeping in it until we can find out what we can do on the ground, we'd
best be sure it's safe. Meantime, we'll all sleep in our suits." There were helpless groans at this, but no
protests. McKillian and Ralston headed for the pile of salvaged equipment, hoping to rescue enough to
get started on their analyses. Song knelt again and started digging around one of the ten-centimeter
spikes.

Crawford followed Lang back toward the Podkayne.

"Mary, I wanted ... is it all right if I call you Mary?"

"I guess so. I don't think 'Commander Lang' would wear well over five years. But you'd better still think
commander."

He considered it. "All right, Commander Mary." She punched him playfully. She had barely known him
before the disaster. He had been a name on a roster, and a sore spot in the estimation of the Astronaut
Corps. But she had borne him no personal malice, and now found herself beginning to like him.

"What's on your mind?"



"Ah, several things. But maybe it isn't my place to bring them up now. First, I want to say that if you're . .
. ah, concerned, or doubtful of my support or loyalty because I took over command for a while . . .
earlier today, well..."

"Well?"

"I just wanted to tell you that I have no ambitions in that direction," he finished lamely.

She patted him on the back. "Sure, I know. You forget, I read your dossier. It mentioned several
interesting episodes that I'd like you to tell me about someday, from your 'soldier-of-fortune' days—"

"Hell, those were grossly overblown. I just happened to get into some scrapes and managed to get out of
them."

"Still, it got you picked for this mission out of hundreds of applicants. The thinking was that you'd be a
wild card, a man of action with proven survivability. Maybe it worked out. But the other thing I
remember on your card was that
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you're not a leader, that you're a loner who'll cooperate with a group and be no discipline problem, but
you work better alone. Want to strike out on your own?"

He smiled at her. "No, thanks. But what you said is right. I have no hankering to take charge of anything.
But I do have some knowledge that might prove useful."

"And we'll use it. You just speak up. I'll be listening." She started to say something, then thought of
something else. "Say, what are your ideas on a woman bossing this project? I've had to fight that all the
way from my Air Force days. So if you have any objections you might as well tell me up front."

He was genuinely surprised. "You didn't take that crack seriously, did you? I might as well admit it. It
was intentional, like that cattle prod you mentioned. You looked like you needed a kick in the ass."

"And thank-you. But you didn't answer my question."

"Those who lead, lead," he said, simply. "I'll follow you as long as you keep leading."

"As long as it's in the direction you want?" She laughed, and poked him in the ribs. "I see you as my
grand vizier, the man who holds the arcane knowledge and advises the regent. I think I'll have to watch
out for you. I know a little history myself."

Crawford couldn't tell how serious she was. He shrugged it off.

"What I really wanted to talk to you about is this: you said you couldn't fly this ship. But you were not
yourself, you were depressed and feeling hopeless. Does that still stand?"

"It stands. Come on up and I'll show you why."

In the pilot's cabin, Crawford was ready to believe hex Like all flying machines since the days of the wind
sock and open cockpit, this one was a mad confusion of dials, switches, and lights, designed to awe
anyone who knew nothing about it. He sat in the copilot's chair and listened to her.

"We had a backup pilot, of course. You may be surprised to learn that it wasn't me. It was Dorothy
Cantrell, and she's dead. Now I know what everything does on this
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board, and I can cope with most of it easily. What I don't know, I could learn. Some of the systems are
computer-driven; give it the right program and it'll fly itself, in space." She looked longingly at the
controls, and Crawford realized that, like Weinstein, she didn't relish giving up the fun of flying to boss a
gang of explorers. She was a former test pilot, and above all things she loved flying. She patted an array
of hand controls on her right side. There were more like them on the left.

"This is what would kill us, Crawford. What's your first name? Matt. Matt, this baby is a flyer for the first
forty thousand meters. It doesn't have the juice to orbit on the jets alone. The wings are folded up now.
You probably didn't see them on the way in, but you saw the models. They're very light, supercritical,
and designed for this atmosphere. Lou said it was like flying a bathtub, but it flew. And it's a skill, almost
an art. Lou practiced for three years on the best simulators we could build and still had to rely on things
you can't learn in a simulator. And he barely got us down in one piece. We didn't noise it around, but it
was a damn close thing. Lou was young; so was Cantrell. They were both fresh from flying. They flew
every day, they had the feel for it. They were tops." She slumped back into her chair. "I haven't flown
anything but trainers for eight years."

Crawford didn't know if he should let it drop.

"But you were one of the best. Everyone knows that. You still don't think you could do it?"

She threw up her hands. "How can I make you understand? This is nothing like anything I've ever flown.
You might as well . . ." She groped for a comparison, trying to coax it out with gestures in the air. "Listen.
Does the fact that someone can fly a biplane, maybe even be the best goddam biplane pilot that ever
was, does that mean they're qualified to fly a helicopter?"

"I don't know."

"It doesn't. Believe me."

"All right. But the fact remains that you're the closest thing on Mars to a pilot for the Podkayne. I think
you should consider that when you're deciding what we should
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do." He shut up, afraid to sound like he was pushing her.

She narrowed her eyes and gazed at nothing.

"I have thought about it." She waited for a long time. "I think the chances are about a thousand to one
against us if I try to fly it. But I'll do it, if we come to that. And that's your job. Showing me some better
odds. If you can't, let me know."

Three weeks later, the Tharsis Canyon had been transformed into a child's garden of toys. Crawford had
thought of no better way to describe it. Each of the plastic spikes had blossomed into a fanciful windmill,
no two of them just alike. There were tiny ones, with the vanes parallel to the ground and no more than
ten centimeters tall. There were derricks of spidery plastic struts that would not have looked too out of
place on a Kansas farm. Some of them were five meters high. They came in all colors and many
configurations, but all had vanes covered with a transparent film like cellophane, and all were spinning
into colorful blurs in the stiff Martian breeze. Crawford thought of an industrial park built by gnomes. He
could almost see them trudging through the spinning wheels.

Song had taken one apart as well as she could. She was still shaking her head in disbelief. She had not



been able to excavate the long, insulated taproot, but she could infer how deep it went. It extended all the
way down to the layer of permafrost, twenty meters down.

The ground between the windmills was coated in shimmering plastic. This was the second part of the
plants' ingenious solution to survival on Mars. The windmills utilized the energy in the wind, and the plastic
coating on the ground was in reality two thin sheets of plastic with a space between for water to circulate.
The water was heated by the sun then pumped down to the permafrost, melting a little more of it each
time.

"There's still something missing from our picture," Song had told them the night before when she delivered
her summary of what she had learned. "Marty hasn't been able to find a mechanism that would permit
these things to grow by ingesting sand and rock and turning it into
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plasticlike materials. So we assume there is a reservoir of something like crude oil down there, maybe
frozen in with the water."

"Where would that have come from?" Lang had asked.

"You've heard of the long-period Martian seasonal theories? Well, part of it is more than a theory. The
combination of the Martian polar inclination, the precessional cycle, and the eccentricity of the orbit
produces seasons that are about twelve thousand years long. We're in the middle of winter, though we
landed in the nominal 'summer.' It's been theorized that if there were any Martian life, it would have
adapted to these longer cycles. It hibernates in spores during the cold cycle, when the water and carbon
dioxide freeze out at the poles, then comes out when enough ice melts to permit biological processes. We
seem to have fooled these plants; they thought summer was here when the water vapor content went up
around the camp."

"So what about the crude?" Ralston asked. He didn't completely believe that part of the model they had
evolved. He was a laboratory chemist, specializing in inorganic compounds. The way these plants
produced plastics without high heat, through purely catalytic interactions, had him confused and
defensive. He wished the crazy windmills would go away.

"I think I can answer that," McKillian said. "These organisms barely scrape by in the best of times. The
ones that have made it waste nothing. It stands to reason that any really ancient deposits of crude oil
would have been exhausted in only a few of these cycles. So it must be that what we're thinking of as
crude oil must be something a little different. It has to be the remains of the last generation."

"But how did the remains get so far below ground?" Ralston asked. "You'd expect them to be high up.
The winds couldn't bury them that deep in only twelve thousand years."

"You're right," said McKillian. "I don't really know. But I have a theory. Since these plants waste nothing,
why not conserve their bodies when they die? They sprouted
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from the ground; isn't it possible they could withdraw when things start to get tough again? They'd leave
spores behind them as they retreated, distributing them all through the soil. That way, if the upper ones
blew away or were sterilized by the ultraviolet, the ones just below them would still thrive when the right
conditions returned. When they reached the permafrost, they'd decompose into this organic slush we've
postulated, and . . . well, it does get a little involved, doesn't it?"



"Sounds all right to me," Lang assured her. "It'll do for a working theory. Now what about airborne
spores?"

It turned out that they were safe from that danger. There were spores in the air now, but they were not
dangerous to the colonists. The plants attacked only certain kinds of plastics, and then only in certain
stages of their lives. Since they were still changing, it bore watching, but the air locks and suits were
secure. The crew was enjoying the luxury of sleeping without their suits.

And there was much work to do. Most of the physical sort devolved on Crawford and, to some extent,
on Lang. It threw them together a lot. The other three had to be free to pursue their researches, as it had
been decided that only in knowing their environment would they stand a chance.

Crawford and Lang had managed to salvage most of the dome. Working with patching kits and lasers to
cut the tough material, they had constructed a much smaller dome. They erected it on an outcropping of
bare rock, rearranged the exhaust to prevent more condensation on the underside, and added more
safety features. They now slept in a pressurized building inside the dome, and one of them stayed awake
on watch at all times. In drills, they had come from a deep sleep to full pressure integrity in thirty seconds.
They were not going to get caught again.

Crawford looked away from the madly whirling rotors of the windmill farm. He was with the rest of the
crew, sitting in the dome with his helmet off. That was as far as Lang would permit anyone to go except
in the cramped sleeping quarters. Song Sue Lee was at the radio giving her report to the Edgar Rice
Burroughs. In her hand was
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one of the pump modules she had dissected out of one of the plants. It consisted of a half-meter set of
eight blades that turned freely on teflon bearings. Below it were various tiny gears and the pump itself.
She twirled it idly as she spoke.

"I don't really get it," Crawford admitted, talking quietly to Lucy McKillian. "What's so revolutionary
about little windmills?"

"It's just a whole new area," McKillian whispered back. "Think about it. Back on Earth, nature never got
around to inventing the wheel. I've sometimes wondered why not. There are limitations, of course, but it's
such a good idea. Just look what we've done with it. But all motion in nature is confined to up and down,
back and forth, in and out, or squeeze and relax. Nothing on Earth goes round and round, unless we built
it. Think about it."

Crawford did, and began to see the novelty of it. He tried in vain to think of some mechanism in an
animal or plant of Earthly origin that turned and kept on turning forever. He could not.

Song finished her report and handed the mike to Lang. Before she could start, Weinstein came on the
line.

"We've had a change in plan up here," he said, with no preface. "I hope this doesn't come as a shock. If
you think about it, you'll see the logic in it. We're going back to Earth in seven days."

It didn't surprise them too much. The Burroughs had given them just about everything it could in the form
of data and supplies. There was one more capsule load due; after that, its presence would only be a
frustration to both groups. There was a great deal of irony in having two such powerful ships so close to
each other and so helpless to do anything concrete. It was telling on the crew of the Burroughs.



"We've recalculated everything based on the lower mass without the twenty of you and the six tons of
samples we were allowing for. By using the fuel we would have ferried down to you for takeoff, we can
make a faster orbit down toward Venus. The departure date for that orbit is seven
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days away. We'll rendezvous with a drone capsule full of supplies we hadn't counted on." And besides,
Lang thought to herself, it's much more dramatic. Plunging sunward on the chancy cometary orbit,
their pantries stripped bare, heading for the fateful rendezvous . . .

"I'd like your comments," he went on. "This isn't absolutely final yet."

They all looked at Lang. They were reassured to find her calm and unshaken.

"I think it's the best idea. One thing; you've given up on any thoughts of me flying the Podkayne?"

"No insult intended, Mary," Weinstein said, gently. "But, yes, we have. It's the opinion of the people
Earth-side that you couldn't do it. They've tried some experiments, coaching some very good pilots and
putting them into the simulators. They can't do it, and we don't think you could, either."

"No need to sugarcoat it. I know it as well as anyone. But even a billion-to-one shot is better than
nothing. I take it they think Crawford is right, that survival is at least theoretically possible?"

There was a long hesitation. "I guess that's correct. Mary, I'll be frank. I don't think it's possible. I hope
I'm wrong, but I don't expect—"

"Thank you, Winey, for the encouraging words. You always did know what it takes to buck a person up.
By the way, that other mission, the one where you were going to ride a meteorite down here to save our
asses, that's scrubbed,too?"

The assembled crew smiled, and Song gave a high-pitched cheer. Weinstein was not the most popular
man on Mars.

"Mary, I told you about that already," he complained. It was a gentle complaint, and, even more
significant, he had not objected to the use of his nickname. He was being gentle with the condemned.
"We worked on it around the clock. I even managed to get permission to turn over command
temporarily. But the mock-ups they made Earth-side didn't survive the reentry. It was the best we could
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do. I couldn't risk the entire mission on a configuration the people back on Earth wouldn't certify."

"I know. I'll call you back tomorrow." She switched the set off and sat back on her heels. "I swear, if the
Earth-side tests on a roll of toilet paper didn't ... he wouldn't . . ." She cut the air with her hands. "What
am I saying? That's petty. I don't like him, but he's right." She stood up, puffing out her cheeks as she
exhaled a pent-up breath.

"Come on, crew, we've got a lot of work."

They named their colony New Amsterdam, because of the windmills. The name whirligig was the one
that stuck on the Martian plants, though Crawford held out for a long time in favor of spinnaker.

They worked all day and tried their best to ignore the Burroughs overhead. The messages back and
forth were short and to the point. Helpless as the mother ship was to render them more aid, they knew



they would miss it when it was gone. So the day of departure was a stiff, determinedly nonchalant affair.
They all made a big show of going to bed hours before the scheduled breakaway.

When he was sure the others were asleep, Crawford opened his eyes and looked around the darkened
barracks. It wasn't much in the way of a home; they were crowded against each other on rough pads
made of insulating material. The toilet facilities were behind a flimsy barrier against one wall, and smelled.
But none of them would have wanted to sleep outside in the dome, even if Lang had allowed it.

The only light came from the illuminated dials that the guard was supposed to watch all night. There was
no one sitting in front of them. Crawford assumed the guard had gone to sleep. He would have been
upset, but there was no time. He had to suit up, and he welcomed the chance to sneak out. He began
furtively to don his pressure suit.

As a historian, he felt he could not let such a moment slip by unobserved. Silly, but there it was. He had
to be out there, watch it with his own eyes. It didn't matter if he never lived to tell about it; he must record
it.
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Someone sat up beside him. He froze, but it was too late. She rubbed her eyes and peered into the
darkness.

"Matt?" she yawned. "What's . . . what is it? Is something—"

"Shh. I'm going out. Go back to sleep. Song?"

"Um hmmm." She stretched, dug her knuckles fiercely into her eyes, and smoothed her hair back from
her face. She was dressed in a loose-fitting ship suit, a gray piece of dirty cloth that badly needed
washing, as did all their clothes. For a moment, as he watched her shadow stretch and stand up, he
wasn't interested in the Burroughs, He forced his mind away from her.

"I'm going with you," she whispered.

"All right. Don't wake the others."

Standing just outside the air lock was Mary Lang. She turned as they came out, and did not seem
surprised.

"Were you the one on duty?" Crawford asked her.

"Yeah. I broke my own rule. But so did you two. Consider yourselves on report." She laughed and
beckoned them over to her. They linked arms and stood staring up at the sky.

"How much longer?" Song asked, after some time had passed.

"Just a few minutes. Hold tight." Crawford looked over to Lang and thought he saw tears, but he couldn't
be sure in the dark.

There was a tiny new star, brighter than all the rest, brighter than Phobos. It hurt to look at it, but none of
them looked away. It was the fusion drive of the Edgar Rice Burroughs, heading sunward, away from
the long winter on Mars. It stayed on for long minutes, then sputtered and was lost. Though it was warm
in the dome, Crawford was shivering. It was ten minutes before any of them felt like facing the barracks.

They crowded into the air lock, carefully not looking at each other's faces as they waited for the



automatic machinery. The inner door opened and Lang pushed forward—and right back into the air lock.
Crawford had a glimpse of Ralston and Lucy McKillian; then Mary shut the door.
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"Some people have no poetry in their souls," Mary said.

"Or too much," Song giggled.

"You people want to take a walk around the dome with me? Maybe we could discuss ways of giving
people a little privacy."

The inner lock door was pulled open, and there was McKillian, squinting into the bare bulb that lighted
the lock while she held her shirt in front of her with one hand.

"Come on in," she said, stepping back. "We might as well talk about this." They entered, and McKillian
turned on the light and sat down on her mattress. Ralston was blinking, nervously tucked into his pile of
blankets. Since the day of the blowout he never seemed to be warm enough.

Having called for a discussion, McKillian proceeded to clam up. Song and Crawford sat on their bunks,
and eventually, as the silence stretched tighter, they all found themselves looking to Lang.

She started stripping out of her suit. "Well, I guess that takes care of that. So glad to hear all your
comments. Lucy, if you were expecting some sort of reprimand, forget it. We'll take steps first thing in the
morning to provide some sort of privacy for that, but, no matter what, we'll all be pretty close in the years
to come. I think we should all relax. Any objections?" She was half out of her suit when she paused to
scan them for comments. There were none. She stripped to her skin and reached for the light.

"In a way it's about time," she said, tossing her clothes in a corner. "The only thing to do with these
clothes is burn them. We'll all smell better for it. Song, you take the watch." She flicked out the lights and
reclined heavily on her mattress.

There was much rustling and squirming for the next few minutes as they got out of their clothes. Song
brushed against Crawford in the dark and they murmured apologies. Then they all bedded down in their
own bunks. It was several tense, miserable hours before anyone got to sleep.

In the Hall of the Martian Kings 137

The week following the departure of the Burroughs was one of hysterical overreaction by the New
Amster-damites. The atmosphere was forced and false; an eat-drink-and-be-merry feeling pervaded
everything they did.

They built a separate shelter inside the dome, not really talking aloud about what it was for. But it did not
lack for use. Productive work suffered as the five of them frantically ran through all the possible
permutations of three women and two men. Animosities developed, flourished for a few hours, and
dissolved in tearful reconciliations. Three ganged up on two, two on one, one declared war on all the
other four. Ralston and Song announced an engagement, which lasted ten hours. Crawford nearly came
to blows with Lang, aided by McKillian. McKillian renounced men forever and had a brief, tempestuous
affair with Song. Then Song discovered McKillian with Ralston, and Crawford caught her on the
rebound, only to be thrown over for Ralston.

Mary Lang let it work itself out, only interfering when it got violent. She herself was not immune to the
frenzy but managed to stay aloof from most of it. She went to the shelter with whoever asked her, trying
not to play favorites, and gently tried to prod them back to work. As she told McKillian toward the end



of the week, "At least we're getting to know one another."

Things did settle down, as Lang had known they would. They entered their second week alone in
virtually the same position they had been in when they started: no romantic entanglements firmly
established. But they knew each other a lot better, were relaxed in the close company of each other, and
were supported by a new framework of friendships. They were much closer to being a team. Rivalries
never died out completely, but they no longer dominated the colony. Lang worked them harder than
ever, making up for the lost time.

Crawford missed most of the interesting work, being more suited for the semiskilled manual labor that
never seemed to be finished. So he and Lang had to learn about the new discoveries at the nightly
briefings in the shelter. He remembered nothing about any animal life being dis-
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covered, and so when he saw something crawling through the whirligig garden, he dropped everything
and started toward it.

At the edge of the garden he stopped, remembering the order from Lang to stay out unless collecting
samples. He watched the thing—bug? turtle?—for a moment, satisfied himself that it wouldn't get too far
away at its creeping pace, and hurried off to find Song.

"You've got to name it after me," he said as they hurried back to the garden. "That's my right, isn't it, as
the discoverer?"

"Sure," Song said, peering along his pointed finger. "Just show me the damn thing and I'll immortalize
you."

The thing was twenty centimeters long, almost round, dome-shaped. It had a hard shell on top.

"I don't know quite what to do with it," Song admitted. "If it's the only one, I don't dare dissect it, and
maybe I shouldn't even touch it."

"Don't worry, there's another over behind you." Now that they were looking for them, they quickly spied
four of the creatures. Song took a sample bag from her pouch and held it open in front of the beast. It
crawled halfway into the bag, then seemed to think something was wrong. It stopped, but Song nudged it
in and picked it up. She peered at the underside and laughed in wonder.

"Wheels," she said. "The thing runs on wheels."

"I don't know where it came from," Song told the group that night. "I don't even quite believe in it. It'd
make a nice educational toy for a child, though. I took it apart into twenty or thirty pieces, put it back
together, and it still runs. It has a high-impact polystyrene carapace, non-toxic paint on the outside—"

"Not really polystyrene," Ralston interjected.

". . . and I guess if you kept changing the batteries it would run forever. And it's nearly polystyrene, that's
what you said."

"Were you serious about the batteries?" Lang asked.

"I'm not sure. Marty thinks there's a chemical metabolism in the upper part of the shell, which I haven't
explored
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yet. But I can't really say if it's alive in the sense we use. I mean, it runs on wheels1. It has three wheels,
suited for sand, and something that's a cross between a rubber-band drive and a mainspring. Energy is
stored in a coiled muscle and released slowly. I don't think it could travel more than a hundred meters.
Unless it can re-coil the muscle, and I can't tell how that might be done."

"It sounds very specialized," McKillian said thoughtfully. "Maybe we should be looking for the niche it
occupies. The way you describe it, it couldn't function without help from a symbiote. Maybe it fertilizes
the plants, like bees, and the plants either donate or are robbed of the power to wind the spring. Did you
look for some mechanism the bug could use to steal energy from the rotating gears in the whirligigs?"

"That's what I want to do in the morning," Song said. "Unless Mary will let us take a look tonight?" She
said it hopefully, but without real expectation. Mary Lang shook her head decisively.

"It'll keep. It's cold out there, baby."

A new exploration of the whirligig garden the next day revealed several new species, including one more
thing that might be an animal. It was a flying creature, the size of a fruit fly, that managed to glide from
plant to plant when the wind was down by means of a freely rotating set of blades, like an autogiro.

Crawford and Lang hung around as the scientists looked things over. They were not anxious to get back
to the task that had occupied them for the last two weeks: bringing the Podkayne to a horizontal position
without wrecking her. The ship had been rigged with stabilizing cables soon after landing, and provision
had been made in the plans to lay the ship on its side in the event of a really big windstorm. But the plans
had envisioned a work force of twenty, working all day with a maze of pulleys and gears. It was slow
work and could not be rushed. If the ship were to tumble and lose pressure, they didn't have a prayer.

So they welcomed an opportunity to tour fairyland. The
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place was even more bountiful than the last time Crawford had taken a look. There were thick vines that
Song assured him were running with water, hot and cold, and various other fluids. There were more of
the tall variety of derrick, making the place look like a pastel oil field.

They had little trouble finding where the matthews came from. They found dozens of twenty-centimeter
lumps on the sides of the large derricks. They evidently grew from them like tumors and were released
when they were ripe. What they were for was another matter. As well as they could discover, the
matthews simply crawled in a straight line until their power ran out. If they were wound up again, they
would crawl further. There were dozens of them lying motionless in the sand within a hundred-meter
radius of the garden.

Two weeks of research left them knowing no more. They had to abandon the matthews for the time, as
another enigma had cropped up which demanded their attention.

This time Crawford was the last to know. He was called on the radio and found the group all squatting in
a circle around a growth in the graveyard.

The graveyard, where they had buried their fifteen dead crewmates on the first day of the disaster, had
sprouted with life during the week after the departure of the Burroughs. It was separated from the
original site of the dome by three hundred meters of blowing sand. So Mc-Killian assumed this second
bloom was caused by the water in the bodies of the dead. What they couldn't figure out was why this



patch should differ so radically from the first one.

There were whirligigs in the second patch, but they lacked the variety and disorder of the originals. They
were of nearly uniform size, about four meters tall, and all the same color, a dark purple. They had
pumped water for two weeks, then stopped. When Song examined them, she reported the bearings were
frozen, dried out. They seemed to have lost the plasticizer that kept the structures fluid and living. The
water in the pipes was frozen. Though
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she would not commit herself in the matter, she felt they were dead. In their place was a second network
of pipes which wound around the derricks and spread transparent sheets of film to the sunlight, heating
the water which circulated through them. The water was being pumped, but not by the now-familiar
system of windmills. Spaced along each of the pipes were expansion-contraction pumps with valves very
like those in a human heart.

The new marvel was a simple affair in the middle of that living petrochemical complex. It was a short
plant that sprouted up half a meter, then extruded two stalks parallel to the ground. At the end of each
stalk was a perfect globe, one gray, one blue. The blue one was much larger than the gray one.

Crawford looked at it briefly, then squatted down beside the rest, wondering what all the fuss was about.
Everyone looked very solemn, almost scared.

"You called me over to see this?"

Lang looked at him, and something in her face made him nervous.

"Look at it, Matt. Really look at it." So he did, feeling foolish, wondering what the joke was. He noticed
a white patch near the top of the largest globe. It was streaked, like a glass marble with swirls of opaque
material in it. It looked very familiar, he realized, with the hair on the back of his neck starting to stand
up.

"It turns," Lang said quietly. "That's why Song noticed it. She came by here one day and it was in a
different position than it had been."

"Let me guess," he said, much more calmly than he felt. "The little one goes around the big one, right?"

"Right. And the little one keeps one face turned to the big one. The big one rotates once in twenty-four
hours. It has an axial tilt of twenty-three degrees."

"It's a ... what's the word? Orrery. It's an orrery." Crawford had to stand up and shake his head to clear
it.

"It's funny," Lang said, quietly. "I always thought it would be something flashy, or at least obvious. An
alien artifact mixed in with cave-man bones, or a spaceship en-
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tering the system. I guess I was thinking in terms of pottery shards and atom bombs."

"Well, that all sounds pretty ho-hum to me up against this" Song said. "Do you ... do you realize . . .
what are we talking about here? Evolution, or ... or engineering? Is it the plants themselves that did this,
or were they made to do it by whatever built them? Do you see what I'm talking about? I've felt funny
about those wheels for a long time. I just won't believe they'd evolve naturally."



"What do you mean?"

"I mean I think these plants we've been seeing were designed to be the way they are. They're too
perfectly adapted, too ingenious to have just sprung up in response to the environment." Her eyes
seemed to wander, and she stood up and gazed into the valley below them. It was as barren as anything
that could be imagined: red and yellow and brown rock outcroppings and tumbled boulders. And in the
foreground, the twirling colors of the whirligigs.

"But why this thing?" Crawford asked, pointing to the impossible artifact-plant. "Why a model of the
Earth and Moon? And why right here, in the graveyard?"

"Because we were expected," Song said, still looking away from them. "They must have watched Earth,
during the last summer season. I don't know; maybe they even went there. If they did, they would have
found men and women like us, hunting and living in caves. Building fires, using clubs, chipping
arrowheads. You know more about it than I do, Matt."

"Who are they"?" Ralston asked. "You think we're going to be meeting some Martians? People? I don't
see how. I don't believe it."

"I'm afraid I'm skeptical, too," Lang said. "Surely there must be some other way to explain it."

"No! There's no other way. Oh, not people like us, maybe. Maybe we're seeing them right now, spinning
like crazy." They all looked uneasily at the whirligigs. "But I think they're not here yet. I think we're going
to see, over the next few years, increasing complexity in these plants and animals as they build up a
biome here and get ready for the builders. Think about it. When summer comes, the
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conditions will be very different. The atmosphere will be almost as dense as ours, with about the same
partial pressure of oxygen. By then, thousands of years from now, these early forms will have vanished.
These things are adapted for low pressure, no oxygen, scarce water. The later ones will be adapted to an
environment much like ours. And that's when we'll see the makers, when the stage is properly set." She
sounded almost religious when she said it.

Lang stood up and shook Song's shoulder. Song came slowly back to them and sat down, still blinded
by a private vision. Crawford had a glimpse of it himself, and it scared him. And a glimpse of something
else, something that could be important but kept eluding him.

"Don't you see?" she went on, calmer now. "It's too pat, too much of a coincidence. This thing is like a ...
a headstone, a monument. It's growing right here in the graveyard, from the bodies of our friends. Can
you believe in that as just a coincidence?"

Evidently no one could. But at the same time Crawford could see no reason why it should have
happened the way it did.

It was painful to leave the mystery for later, but there was nothing to be done about it. They could not
bring themselves to uproot the thing, even when five more like it sprouted in the graveyard. There was a
new consensus among them to leave the Martian plants and animals alone. Like nervous atheists, most of
them didn't believe Song's theories but had an uneasy feeling of trespassing when they went through the
gardens. They felt subconsciously that it might be better to leave them alone in case they turned out to be
private property.

And for six months, nothing really new cropped up among the whirligigs. Song was not surprised. She



said it supported her theory that these plants were there only as caretakers to prepare the way for the
less hardy, air-breathing varieties to come. They would warm the soil and bring the water closer to the
surface, then disappear when their function was over.

The three scientists allowed their studies to slide as it
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became more important to provide for the needs of the moment. The dome material
was weakening as the temporary patches lost strength, so a new home was badly
needed. They were dealing daily with slow leaks, any of which could become a
major blowout.

The Podkayne was lowered to the ground, and sadly decommissioned. It was a bad
day for Mary Lang, the worst since the day of the blowout. She saw it as a
necessary but infamous thing to do to a proud flying machine. She brooded about it
for a week, becoming short-tempered and almost unapproachable. Then she asked
Crawford to join her in the private shelter. It was the first time she had asked any of
the other four. They lay in each other's arms for an hour, and Lang quietly sobbed
on his chest. Crawford was proud that she had chosen him for her companion when
she could no longer maintain her tough, competent show of strength. In a way, it
was a strong thing to do, to expose weakness to the one person among the four who
might possibly be her rival for leadership. He did not betray the trust. In the end, she
was comforting him.

After that day Lang was ruthless in gutting the old Podkayne. She supervised the
ripping out of the motors to provide more living space, and only Crawford saw what
it was costing her. They drained the fuel tanks and stored the fuel in every available
container they could scrounge. It would be useful later for heating and for recharging
batteries. They managed to convert plastic packing crates into fuel containers by
lining them with sheets of the double-walled material the whirligigs used to heat
water. They were nervous at this vandalism, but had no other choice. They kept
looking nervously at the graveyard as they ripped up meter-square sheets of it.

They ended up with a long cylindrical home, divided into two small sleeping rooms,
a community room, and a laboratory-storehouse-workshop in the old fuel tank.
Crawford and Lang spent the first night together in the "penthouse," the former
cockpit, the only room with windows.
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Lying there wide awake on the rough mattress, side by side in the warm air with
Mary Lang, whose black leg was a crooked line of shadow lying across his body;
looking up through the port at the sharp, unwinking stars— with nothing done yet
about the problems of oxygen, food, and water for the years ahead and no
assurance he would live out the night on a planet determined to kill him—Crawford
realized he had never been happier in his life.

On a day exactly eight months after the disaster, two discoveries were made. One



was in the whirligig garden and concerned a new plant that was bearing what might
be fruit. They were clusters of grape-sized white balls, very hard and fairly heavy.
The second discovery was made by Lucy McKillian and concerned the absence of
an event that up to that time had been as regular as the full moon.

"I'm pregnant," she announced to them that night, causing Song to delay her
examination of the white fruit.

It was not unexpected; Lang had been waiting for it to happen since the night the 
Burroughs left. But she had not worried about it. Now she must decide what to do.

"I was afraid that might happen," Crawford said. "What do we do, Mary?"

"Why don't you tell me what you think? You're the survival expert. Are babies a plus
or a minus in our situation?"

"I'm afraid I have to say they're a liability. Lucy will be needing extra food during her
pregnancy, and afterward, and it will be an extra mouth to feed. We can't afford the
strain on our resources." Lang said nothing, waiting to hear from McKillian.

"Now wait a minute. What about all this line about 'colonists' you've been feeding us
ever since we got stranded here? Who ever heard of a colony without babies? If we
don't grow, we stagnate, right? We have to have children." She looked back and
forth from Lang to Crawford, her face expressing formless doubts.

146 John Varley

"We're in special circumstances, Lucy," Crawford explained. "Sure, I'd be all for it if we were better off.
But we can't be sure we can even provide for ourselves, much less a child. I say we can't afford children
until we're established."

"Do you want the child, Lucy?" Lang asked quietly.

McKillian didn't seem to know what she wanted. "No. I ... but, yes. Yes, I guess I do." She looked at
them, pleading for them to understand.

"Look, I've never had one, and never planned to. I'm thirty-four years old and never, never felt the lack.
I've always wanted to go places, and you can't with a baby. But I never planned to become a colonist on
Mars, either. I ... things have changed, don't you see? I've been depressed." She looked around, and
Song and Ralston were nodding sympathetically. Relieved to see that she was not the only one feeling the
oppression, she went on, more strongly. "I think if I go another day like yesterday and the day
before—and today—I'll end up screaming. It seems so pointless, collecting all that information, for
what?"

"I agree with Lucy," Ralston said, surprisingly. Crawford had thought he would be the only one immune
to the inevitable despair of the castaway. Ralston in his laboratory was the picture of carefree
detachment, existing only to observe.

"So do I," Lang said, ending the discussion. But she explained her reasons to them.

"Look at it this way, Matt. No matter how we stretch our supplies, they won't take us through the next
four years. We either find a way of getting what we need from what's around us, or we all die. And if we



find a way to do it, then what does it matter how many of us there are? At the most, this will push our
deadline a few weeks or a month closer, the day we have to be self-supporting."

"I hadn't thought of it that way," Crawford admitted.

"But that's not important. The important thing is what you said from the first, and I'm surprised you didn't
see it. If we're a colony, we expand. By definition. Historian, what happened to colonies that failed to
expand?"
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"Don't rub it in."

"They died out. I know that much. People, we're not intrepid space explorers anymore. We're not the
career men and women we set out to be. Like it or not, and I suggest we start liking it, we're pioneers
trying to live in a hostile environment. The odds are very much against us, and we're not going to be here
forever, but like Matt said, we'd better plan as if we were. Comment?"

There was none, until Song spoke up, thoughtfully.

"I think a baby around here would be fun. Two should be twice as much fun. I think I'll start. Come on,
Marty."

"Hold on, honey," Lang said, dryly. "If you conceive now, I'll be forced to order you to abort. We have
the chemicals for it, you know."

"That's discrimination."

"Maybe so. But just because we're colonists doesn't mean we have to behave like rabbits. A pregnant
woman will have to be removed from the work force at the end of her term, and we can only afford one
at a time. After Lucy has hers, then come ask me again. But watch Lucy carefully, dear. Have you really
thought what it's going to take? Have you tried to visualize her getting into her pressure suit in six or seven
months?"

From their expressions, it was plain that neither Song nor McKillian had thought of it.

"Right," Lang went on. "It'll be literal confinement for her, right here in the Poddy. Unless we can rig
something for her, which I seriously doubt. Still want to go through with it, Lucy?"

"Can I have a while to think it over?"

"Sure. You have about two months. After that, the chemicals aren't safe."

"I'd advise you to do it," Crawford said. "I know my opinion means nothing after shooting my mouth off.
I know I'm a fine one to talk; I won't be cooped up in here. But the colony needs it. We've all felt it: the
lack of a direction or a drive to keep going. I think we'd get it back if you went through with this."

McKillian tapped her teeth thoughtfully with the tip of a finger.
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"You're right," she said. "Your opinion doesn't mean anything." She slapped his knee delightedly when
she saw him blush. "I think it's yours, by the way. And I think I'll go ahead and have it."

The penthouse seemed to have gone to Lang and Crawford as an unasked-for prerogative. It just



became a habit, since they seemed to have developed a bond between them and none of the other three
complained. Neither of the other women seemed to be suffering in any way. So Lang left it at that. What
went on between the three of them was of no concern to her as long as it stayed happy.

Lang was leaning back in Crawford's arms, trying to decide if she wanted to make love again, when a
gunshot rang out in the Podkayne.

She had given a lot of thought to the last emergency, which she still saw as partly a result of her lag in
responding. This time she was through the door almost before the reverberations had died down, leaving
Crawford to nurse the leg she had stepped on in her haste.

She was in time to see McKillian and Ralston hurrying into the lab at the back of the ship. There was a
red light flashing, but she quickly saw it was not the worst it could be; the pressure light still glowed
green. It was the smoke detector. The smoke was coming from the lab.

She took a deep breath and plunged in, only to collide with Ralston as he came out, dragging Song.
Except for a dazed expression and a few cuts, Song seemed to be all right. Crawford and McKillian
joined them as they lay her on the bunk.

"It was one of the fruit," she said, gasping for breath and coughing. "I was heating it in a beaker, turned
away, and it blew. I guess it sort of stunned me. The next thing I knew, Marty was carrying me out here.
Hey, I have to get back in there! There's another one ... it could be dangerous, and the damage, I have to
check on that—" She struggled to get up but Lang held her down.

"You take it easy. What's this about another one?"

"I had it clamped down, and the drill—did I turn it on
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or not? I can't remember. I was after a core sample. You'd better take a look. If the drill hits whatever
made the other one explode, it might go off."

"I'll get it," McKillian said, turning toward the lab.

"You'll stay right here," Lang barked. "We know there's not enough power in them to hurt the ship, but it
could kill you if it hit you right. We stay right here until it goes off. The hell with the damage. And shut that
door, quick!"

Before they could shut it they heard a whistling, like a teakettle coming to boil, then a rapid series of
clangs. A tiny white ball came through the doorway and bounced off three walls. It moved almost faster
than they could follow. It hit Crawford on the arm, then fell to the floor where it gradually skittered to a
stop. The hissing died away, and Crawford picked it up. It was lighter than it had been. There was a
pinhole drilled in one side. The pinhole was cold when he touched it with his fingers. Startled, thinking he
was burned, he stuck his finger in his mouth, then sucked on it absently long after he knew the truth.

"These 'fruit' are full of compressed gas," he told them. "We have to open up another, carefully this time.
I'm almost afraid to say what gas I think it is, but I have a hunch that our problems are solved."

By the time the rescue expedition arrived, no one was calling it that. There had been the little matter of a
long, brutal war with the Palestinian Empire, and a growing conviction that the survivors of the First
Expedition had not had any chance in the first place. There had been no time for luxuries like space travel
beyond the Moon and no billions of dollars to invest while the world's energy policies were being
debated in the Arabian desert with tactical nuclear weapons.



When the ship finally did show up, it was no longer a NASA ship. It was sponsored by the fledgling
International Space Agency. Its crew came from all over Earth. Its drive was new, too, and a lot better
than the old one.
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As usual, war had given research a kick in the pants. Its mission was to take up the Martian exploration
where the first expedition had left off and, incidentally, to recover the remains of the twenty Americans
for return to Earth.

The ship came down with an impressive show of flame and billowing sand, three kilometers from Tharsis
Base.

The captain, an Indian named Singh, got his crew started on erecting the permanent buildings, then
climbed into a crawler with three officers for the trip to Tharsis. It was almost exactly twelve Earth years
since the departure of the Edgar Rice Burroughs.

The Podkayne was barely visible behind a network of multicolored vines. The vines were tough enough
to frustrate the rescuers' efforts to push through and enter the old ship. But both lock doors were open,
and sand had drifted in rippled waves through the opening. The stern of the ship was nearly buried.

Singh told his people to stop, and he stood back admiring the complexity of the life in such a barren
place. There were whirligigs twenty meters tall scattered around him, with vanes broad as the wings of a
cargo aircraft.

"We'll have to get cutting tools from the ship," he told his crew. "They're probably in there. What a place
this is! I can see we're going to be busy." He walked along the edge of the dense growth, which now
covered several acres. He came to a section where the predominant color was purple. It was strangely
different from the rest of the garden. There were tall whirligig derricks but they were frozen, unmoving.
And covering all the derricks was a translucent network of ten-centimeter-wide strips of plastic, which
was thick enough to make an impenetrable barrier. It was like a cobweb made of flat, thin material
instead of fibrous spider silk. It bulged outward between all the cross braces of the whirligigs.

"Hello, can you hear me now?"

Singh jumped, then turned around, looked at the three officers. They were looking as surprised as he
was.

"Hello, hello, hello? No good on this one, Mary. Want me to try another channel?"
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"Wait a moment. I can hear you. Where are you?"

"Hey, he hears me! Uh, that is, this is Song Sue Lee, and I'm right in front of you. If you look real hard
into the webbing, you can just make me out. I'll wave my arms. See?"

Singh thought he saw some movement when he pressed his face to the translucent web. The web resisted
his hands, pushing back like an inflated balloon.

"I think I see you." The enormity of it was just striking him. He kept his voice under tight control as his
officers rushed up around him, and managed not to stammer. "Are you well? Is there anything we can
do?"



There was a pause. "Well, now that you mention it, you might have come on time. But that's water
through the pipes, I guess. If you have some toys or something, it might be nice. The stories I've told little
Billy of all the nice things you people were going to bring! There's going to be no living with him, let me
tell you."

This was getting out of hand for Captain Singh.

"Ms. Song, how can we get in there with you?"

"Sorry. Go to your right about ten meters, where you see the steam coming from the web. There, see it?"
They did, and as they looked, a section of the webbing was pulled open and a rush of warm air almost
blew them over. Water condensed out of it on their faceplates, and suddenly they couldn't see very well.

"Hurry, hurry, step in! We can't keep it open too long!" They groped their way in, scraping frost away
with their hands. The web closed behind them, and they were standing in the center of a very
complicated network made of single strands of the webbing material. Singh's pressure gauge read 30
millibars.

Another section opened up and they stepped through it. After three more gates were passed, the
temperature and pressure were nearly Earth-normal. And they were standing beside a small oriental
woman with skin tanned almost black. She had no clothes on, but seemed adequately dressed in a
brilliant smile that dimpled her
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mouth and eyes. Her hair was streaked with gray. She would be—Singh stopped to consider—forty-one
years old.

"This way," she said, beckoning them into a tunnel formed from more strips of plastic. They twisted
around through a random maze, going through more gates that opened when they neared them,
sometimes getting on their knees when the clearance was low. They heard the sound of children's voices.

They reached what must have been the center of the maze and found the people everyone had given up
on. Eighteen of them. The children became very quiet and stared solemnly at the new arrivals, while the
other four adults . . .

The adults were standing separately around the space while tiny helicopters flew around them, wrapping
them from head to toe in strips of webbing like human maypoles.

"Of course we don't know if we would have made it without the assist from the Martians," Mary Lang
was saying, from her perch on an orange thing that might have been a toadstool. "Once we figured out
what was happening here in the graveyard, there was no need to explore alternative ways of getting food,
water, and oxygen. The need just never arose. We were provided for."

She raised her feet so a group of three gawking women from the rescue ship could get by. They were
letting them come through in groups of five very hour. They didn't dare open the outer egress more often
than that, and Lang was wondering if it was too often. The place was crowded, and the kids were
nervous. But better to have the crew satisfy their curiosity in here where we can watch them, she
reasoned, than have them messing things up outside.

The inner nest was free-form. The New Amsterdamites had allowed it to stay pretty much the way the
whirlibirds had built it, only taking down an obstruction here and there to allow humans to move around.
It was a maze of gauzy walls and plastic struts, with clear plastic pipes run-
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ning all over and carrying fluids of pale blue, pink, gold, and wine. Metal spigots from the Podkayne had
been inserted in some of the pipes. McKillian was kept busy refilling glasses for the visitors, who wanted
to sample the antifreeze solution that was fifty percent ethanol. It was good stuff, Captain Singh reflected
as he drained his third glass, and that was what he still couldn't understand.

He was having trouble framing the questions he wanted to ask, and he realized he'd had too much to
drink. The spirit of celebration, the rejoicing at finding these people here past any hope—one could
hardly stay aloof from it. But he refused a fourth drink regretfully.

"I can understand the drink," he said, carefully. "Ethanol is a simple compound and could fit into many
different chemistries. But it's hard to believe that you've survived eating the food these plants produced
for you."

"Not once you understand what this graveyard is and why it became what it did," Song said. She was
sitting cross-legged on the floor nursing her youngest, Ethan.

"First you have to understand that all this you see," she waved around at the meters of hanging soft
sculpture, nearly causing Ethan to lose the nipple, "was designed to contain beings who are no more
adapted to this Mars than we are. They need warmth, oxygen at fairly high pressures, and free water. It
isn't here now, but it can be created by properly designed plants. They engineered these plants to be
triggered by the first signs of free water and to start building places for them to live while they waited for
full summer to come. When it does, this whole planet will bloom. Then we can step outside without
wearing suits or carrying airberries."

"Yes, I see," Singh said. "And it's all very wonderful, almost too much to believe." He was distracted for
a moment, looking up to the ceiling where the airberries— white spheres about the size of bowling
balls—hung in clusters from the pipes that supplied them with high-pressure oxygen.

"I'd like to see that process from the start," he said. "Where you suit up for the outside, I mean."
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"We were suiting up when you got here. It takes about half an hour, so we couldn't
get out in time to meet you."

"How long are those . . . suits good for?"

"About a day," Crawford said. "You have to destroy them to get out of them. The
plastic strips don't cut well, but there's another specialized animal that eats that type
of plastic. It's recycled into the system. If you want to suit up, you just grab a
whirlibird and hold onto its tail and throw it. It starts spinning as it flies, and wraps
the end product around you. It takes some practice, but it works. The stuff sticks to
itself, but not to us. So you spin several layers, letting each one dry, then hook up an
airberry, and you're inflated and insulated."

"Marvelous," Singh said, truly impressed. He had seen the tiny whirlibirds weaving
the suits, and the other ones, like small slugs, eating them away when the colonists
saw they wouldn't need them. "But without some sort of exhaust, you wouldn't last
long. How is that accomplished?"



"We use the breather valves from our old suits," McKil-lian said. "Either the plants
that grow valves haven't come up yet or we haven't been smart enough to recognize
them. And the insulation isn't perfect. We only go out in the hottest part of the day,
and our hands and feet tend to get cold. But we manage."

Singh realized he had strayed from his original question.

"But what about the food? Surely it's too much to expect these Martians to eat the
same things we do. Wouldn't you think so?"

"We sure did, and we were lucky to have Marty Ralston along. He kept telling us the
fruits in the graveyard were edible by humans. Fats, starches, proteins; all identical to
the ones we brought along. The clue was in the orrery, of course."

Lang pointed to the twin globes in the middle of the room, still keeping perfect Earth
time.

"It was a beacon. We figured that out when we saw they grew only in the graveyard.
But what was it telling us? We felt it meant that we were expected. Song felt that
from the start, and we all came to agree with her. But we
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didn't realize just how much they had prepared for us until Marty started analyzing
the fruits and nutrients here.

"Listen, these Martians—and I can see from your look that you still don't really
believe in them, but you will if you stay here long enough—they know genetics. They
really know it. We have a thousand theories about what they may be like, and I won't
bore you with them yet, but this is one thing we do know. They can build anything
they need, make a blueprint in DNA, encapsulate it in a spore and bury it, knowing
exactly what will come up in forty thousand years. When it starts to get cold here
and they know the cycle's drawing to an end, they seed the planet with the spores
and ... do something. Maybe they die, or maybe they have some other way of
passing the time. But they know they'll return.

"We can't say how long they've been prepared for a visit from us. Maybe only this
cycle; maybe twenty cycles ago. Anyway, at the last cycle they buried the kind of
spores that would produce these little gizmos." She tapped the blue ball representing
the Earth with one foot.

"They triggered them to be activated only when they encountered certain conditions.
Maybe they knew exactly what it would be; maybe they only provided for a likely
range of possibilities. Song thinks they've visited us, back in the Stone Age. In some
ways it's easier to believe than the alternative. That way they'd know our genetic
structure and what kinds of food we'd eat, and could prepare.

" 'Cause if they didn't visit us, they must have prepared other spores. Spores that
would analyze new proteins and be able to duplicate them. Further than that, some of



the plants might have been able to copy certain genetic material if they encountered
any. Take a look at that pipe behind you." Singh turned and saw a pipe about as
thick as his arm. It was flexible, and had a swelling in it that continuously pulsed in
expansion and contraction.

"Take that bulge apart and you'd be amazed at the resemblance to a human heart. So
there's another significant fact; this place started out with whirligigs, but later
modified itself to use human heart pumps from the genetic
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information taken from the bodies of the men and women •we buried" She paused to let that sink in,
then went on with a slightly bemused smile.

"The same thing for what we eat and drink. That liquor you drank, for instance. It's half alcohol, and
that's probably what it would have been without the corpses. But the rest of it is very similar to
hemoglobin. It's sort of like fermented blood. Human blood."

Singh was glad he had refused the fourth drink. One of his crew members quietly put his glass down.

"I've never eaten human flesh," Lang went on, "but I think I know what it must taste like. Those vines to
your right; we strip off the outer part and eat the meat underneath. It tastes good. I wish we could cook
it, but we have nothing to burn and couldn't risk it with the high oxygen count, anyway."

Singh and everyone else was silent for a while. He found he really was beginning to believe in the
Martians. The theory seemed to cover a lot of otherwise inexplicable facts.

Mary Lang sighed, slapped her thighs, and stood up. Like all the others, she was nude and seemed
totally at home that way. None of them had worn anything but a Martian pressure suit for eight years.
She ran her hand lovingly over the gossamer wall, the wall that had provided her and her fellow colonists
and their children protection from the cold and the thin air for so long. Singh was struck by her easy
familiarity with what seemed to him outlandish surroundings. She looked at home. He couldn't imagine
her anywhere else.

He looked at the children. One wide-eyed little girl of eight years was kneeling at his feet. As his eyes fell
on her, she smiled tentatively and took his hand.

"Did you bring any bubblegum?" the girl asked.

He smiled at her. "No, honey, but maybe there's some in the ship." She seemed satisfied. She would wait
to experience the wonders of Earthly science.

"We were provided for," Mary Lang said, quietly. "They knew we were coming and they altered their
plans to fit us in." She looked back to Singh. "It would have
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happened even without the blowout and the burials. The same sort of thing was happening around the 
Podkayne, too, triggered by our waste, urine and feces and such. I don't know if it would have tasted
quite as good in the food department, but it would have sustained life."

Singh stood up. He was moved, but did not trust himself to show it adequately. So he sounded rather
abrupt, though polite.



"I suppose you'll be anxious to go to the ship," he said. "You're going to be a tremendous help. You
know so much of what we were sent here to find out. And you'll be quite famous when you get back to
Earth. Your back pay should add up to quite a sum."

There was a silence, then it was ripped apart by Lang's huge laugh. She was joined by the others, and the
children, who didn't know what they were laughing about but enjoyed the break in the tension.

"Sorry, Captain. That was rude. But we're not going back."

Singh looked at each of the adults and saw no trace of doubt. And he was mildly surprised to find that
the statement did not startle him.

"I won't take that as your final decision," he said. "As you know, we'll be here six months. If at the end of
that time any of you want to go, you're still citizens of Earth."

"We are? You'll have to brief us on the political situation back there. We were United States citizens
when we left. But it doesn't matter. You won't get any takers, though we appreciate the fact that you
came. It's nice to know we weren't forgotten." She said it with total assurance, and the others were
nodding. Singh was uncomfortably aware that the idea of a rescue mission had died out only a few years
after the initial tragedy. He and his ship were here now only to explore.

Lang sat back down and patted the ground around her, ground that was covered in a multiple layer of the
Martian pressure-tight web, the kind of web that would have been made only by warm-blooded,
oxygen-breathing, water-economy beings who needed protection for their bodies until the full bloom of
summer.
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"We like it here. It's a good place to raise a family, not like Earth the last time I was there. And it couldn't
be much better now, right after another war. And we can't leave, even if we wanted to." She flashed him
a dazzling smile and patted the ground again.

"The Martians should be showing up any time now. And we aim to thank them."

In the Bowl
Never buy anything at a secondhand organbank. And while I'm handing out good advice, don't outfit
yourself for a trip to Venus until you get to Venus.

I wish I had waited. But while shopping around at Coprates a few weeks before my vacation, I
happened on this little shop and was talked into an infraeye at a very good price. What I should have
asked myself was, what was an infraeye doing on Mars in the first place?

Think about it. No one wears them on Mars. If you want to see at night, it's much cheaper to buy a
snooperscope. That way you can take the damn thing off when the sun comes up. So this eye must have
come back with a tourist from Venus. And there's no telling how long it sat there in the vat until this
sweet-talking old guy gave me his line about how it belonged to a nice little old schoolteacher who never
. . . ah, well. You've probably heard it before.

If only the damn thing had gone on the blink before I left Venusburg. You know Venusburg: town of
steamy swamps and sleazy hotels where you can get mugged as you walk down the public streets, lose a
fortune at the gaming tables, buy any pleasure in the known universe, hunt the prehistoric monsters that



wallow in the fetid marshes that are just a swamp-buggy ride out of town. You do? Then you should
know that after hours—when they turn all the holos off and the place reverts to an ordinary cluster, of
silvery domes sitting in darkness and eight-hundred-degree temperature and pressure enough to give you
a sinus headache just thinking about it, when they shut


