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				Note

				In writing this account of my time on Mars, I have diverged from Edgar Rice Burroughs’ practice of using Barsoomian units of measurement for things like distance and time, and have converted them for ease of understanding by a Jasoomian audience. That’s you. You live on Jasoom, also known as Earth.

				It does bear noting that the Martian solar day is 24 hours, 39 minutes as measured on Earth, while its year is a little over 668 of its days. The Barsoomians divide their years into 10 months, and the weeks are 10 days long. For the technically minded, I refer you to A Guide to Barsoom by the late John Flint Roy.

				I draw attention to this so you understand when I say hours and weeks and months in relation to Barsoom I am not speaking of Jasoomian standards of time. This was only the smallest difference between the two worlds.

				Chester Ventura, late of Barsoom

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				I lay atop the single linen sheet on the mattress, the sweat trickling down the sides of my body, the covers kicked to the end of the bed. The cat was stretched out on the sill of the open window beside me. The city hummed around us, and small insects trilled in the stillness. Too hot to sleep, I thought.

				I forced myself to my feet and entering the bathroom I soaked a facecloth with cold water from the tap. I wiped my face and then squeezed out the water over my hair, the little rivulets sliding down over my sunburnt shoulders. A long bicycle ride that afternoon had failed to exhaust me. I had forgotten to put sunscreen on my back, or rather I didn’t have anyone to do it for me. The burned skin was taut.

				I breathed deeply and looked about me. Too restless to sit idle, I thought.

				I donned a pair of shorts and sandals, and walked out into the dead night air. Not a breeze anywhere. I seemed to be the only one awake in the neighbourhood. No lights illuminated the old wood houses. The large birch and oak trees stood motionless. The moon cast strong shadows and light in the bushes and hidden recesses of the picket-fenced yards. The neatly-trimmed lawns edged onto an old and cracked sidewalk narrower, and with more charm, than any suburban boulevard. Cars, some large and practical for growing families, others small, fast, and selfish for the overtly unattached, lined both sides of the worn and lumpy asphalt street.

				The park lay in front of me and I found my cat following close behind. I glanced at the phosphorescent dial of my watch. Three a.m.

				Two weeks holiday left.

				I wanted to chuck it all, and I was afraid of the emotion in me. I had spent years getting where I was, yet I was not happy with my achievements. A lot of my time over the past few weeks had been occupied with thinking about my career and the path of my life. I had come to the inescapable conclusion that I had been happier with the dream in front of me rather than having it in my hands. It’s a hard lesson to learn that you like the challenge more than the accomplishment.

				I didn’t know what the heck I was going to do about it. I was just depressed and I didn’t want to go back to work.

				I took off the sandals and walked barefoot through the cool grass. The trees were thick around me, their branches draping gracefully across the path. Small coloured lights flooded their canopy, giving them a life unknown in the day. A beautiful fountain was lit up at the centre of the park.

				As we approached it, a welcome, cool mist enveloped us. A wide marble lip encircled the bubbling water. The cat hopped up beside me as I sat down.

				One day while I sat in the park near this very fountain, I had heard two art students from up the hill decry its sculptural merits. Garish, kitsch, plebeian, had been the conclusion they had reached. Tonight, I sat there, knowing what had made them say that because I had been there once, but not letting it affect me in the least. The cherubs and the Rubenesque women and the water flowing from them, down miniature waterfalls, splashing onto cold stone fish held only familiarity for me now. It had been built at the turn of the century when this city was an infant, still imitating its worldly European siblings. The builders of this park were trying to bring some class to a rough western town. Looking up at the stained marble faces the only feeling I had was one of history and perhaps nostalgia.

				I lay down on the lip and let my hand slip into the water, letting the gentle action of the water’s movement rock it. My eyes wandered the crystal-clear night sky. Pegasus. Andromeda. Cassiopeia.

				In the heavens, they looked down upon where they had once walked. And like an angry eye, Mars stared bloodily over the horizon.

				I remembered the books I had not read in years and smiled.

				John Carter of Mars.

				Carter had been one of my heroes, along with a score of others. He had arrived there with no thing but what he had been born with, and had taken a harsh world by storm, wresting triumph after triumph in a life filled with adventure.

				Eventually that phase of growing up passes you, and the heroes you emulate as a boy give way to the reality of what it really means to be a man. A part of me, though, still wanted to be the adventurer king, defeating villains and always getting the girl in the end.

				The space program and all the new discoveries about our universe forever ended any romantic notion of scantily clad red women waiting for me on the plains of Mars. Mariner 9, the Viking missions and other probes had given us a clear picture of the scarred, dead planet.

				Tonight, feeling small and alone, I was a child again. Being the adult I had become collapsed about me.

				Mars… if only it could be real.

				My eyes had been watching the luminescent lap, lap, lapping water at the fountain’s edge. I suddenly felt drowsy, and perhaps if I walked home now I could fall asleep. My legs felt strangely weak for one so used to exercise. I must have pushed it too hard on the bike path, I thought. I forced myself to my feet, taking a deep breath of air. I tipped my head back to look up at the stars once again.

				A meteor shower skittered across the Earth’s atmosphere, sparks of colour peppering the moment, but one speck grew brighter… and larger! The cat saw it too. He hissed and hopped down under the fountain and I followed suit. It was the only thing that could offer us any hope for protection.

				Closer and closer the fiery ball –

				It had ceased to glow. A bright, silvery canister attached to parachutes floated to a soft landing on the vast lawn of the park. The parachutes billowed gently and draped the object.

				I crawled out from under the fountain and walked cautiously to the thing. The parachutes were large, perhaps 12 metres in diameter.

				I dragged one of them back to reveal the object.

				It was no canister. About 6 metres long, constructed of some beautiful silver metal, it reflected light in a soft diffused manner not unlike brushed steel. Its bow was a window array similar to a B-17’s nose. Sleek lines tapered back, rising into many radiated fins that terminated at the stern. There were three props. A rudder was placed directly behind the largest of the three mounted on the stern, and was attached like a c-clamp to the top and bottom of the propeller housing. The other two props were attached to short booms that extended from the sides of the craft.

				I had no doubt that it was an airship, perhaps even a spaceship, but the props would be nearly useless in space. The ship stood a little less than two metres tall and I looked for a way to clamber up (being a bit shorter than the ship), and then I noticed the outlines of foot holds with spring-loaded covers set into the hull. There was a single hatch just behind the nose bubble, on the top of the ship. A rotating switch inset in the hull released the lock and with a small hiss the hatch irised open.

				I dropped lightly into the cockpit. The hatch closed automatically behind me. Nothing buzzed or hummed in the stillness. The air in the cabin was stale and devoid of odour. Fine dust reflected in the faint green illumination which came from pellet-like lights all around me. In the nose bubble two well-padded leather seats waited for the pilots. On the right seat I found a large sack filled with my wildest dreams and the reason why I tell you my strange tale now. On the left seat sat the dried corpse of the pilot, long dead, his hand still on the stick.

				The controls were labelled in English and some other strange, pictographic language that I had never seen. I tentatively activated the more mundane of them before I tried the ones with almost unbelievable functions attached to them.

				Once I had gently removed the pilot from his seat, it had been short work to render the ship invisible and hovering a metre off the ground. Another control removed its inertia, and pushing the thing home to put it in the backyard was easy. It was a stroke of luck that no one saw me walking down my back alley guiding nothing with effort.

				I looked like a demented mime, and I really hate mimes like most decent people do.

				The cat kept darting between my legs, meowing at my strange behaviour.
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				rring…
ringgg…
rrring…
rr… click

				“…Hi, this is Chester Ventura. I’ll be out of the country for the next few months. Finally decided to see the world. You could leave a message, but I won’t be checking them anytime soon…”

				…beeep…

				I slid into the soft leather of the pilot’s seat. My co-pilot scratched at his new gem-studded leather collar with a determined hind leg.

				The systems panel was suspended over my head. My finger touched the main power switch.

				Immediately, the small green lights set in every gauge and control lit up. The ship made no sound whatsoever. I ran my fingers over the engine switch. The only thing that reached my ears was a faint hisssss…

				The past few weeks had swept by. The morning after my discovery, I did my best to remain calm and went through my morning workout of stretching and martial arts, finished with a cool shower. Walking down the hall to the living room, I laid out the contents on the hardwood floor. No, I had not been dreaming the night before. I was still spellbound by the magic illuminated in the soft morning light.

				The leather harness was inset with beautiful metals and priceless gems, and its metal chestplate had a crest (a royal standard?) etched delicately into it. A blood red ball of a gem that bespoke of fierce Mars was a centrepiece. While it was made of strong supple leather it was not a warrior’s harness. Too bright. Too fancy. It was meant for court life.

				The sword was a beautiful thing to hold. Light and well balanced it had a weighted tip. This confirmed the descriptions of the Martians. They were lithe and agile, consummate swordsmen, not axe-wielding barbarians. The weighted tip gave them added power so as to make large muscular development unnecessary. The dagger was balanced for throwing. Yet, I did not get a thrill from possessing these. It was modern times, I did not fence, and swords are all too rare on the average city street.

				Not that guns are common either, but I was familiar with pistols and rifles. It was as fine a weapon as I had ever seen.

				And then I found the pouch with the letter in it.

				It could not be true, but it was. By some fluke I had come to possess this ship and its contents.

				To tell you:

				My dearest nephew Edgar,

				I think of you often. How I remember the day I met you on your father’s plantation in Virginia! Even then you were a fine storyteller, inventing people, their worlds, and their incredible adventures. I have been fortunate that a creative person like yourself has brought my dry accountings to life. That you have lived a comfortable life because of it gives me great pleasure.

				I know this ship and its contents must be quite a surprise to you. The young lieutenant accompanying it will take you in it to the cruiser orbiting Earth.

				Yes, it’s true. I’m inviting you to come to Barsoom. Now that we can travel between planets (the cruiser is to be the first of many) I felt it only right that you be the first to enjoy the hospitality of the court of Helium.

				I regret that I could not teleport to Tarzana to give you the good news in person, but the Thark and Warhoon have renewed their war. The fighting has been fierce and it threatens to touch all the cities in this part of the world, including Helium. I feel that they mean to annihilate one another and Tars Tarkas has been heavy with responsibility for months now.

				The city states will not stay neutral much longer.

				Every day brings fresh appeals for aid to my throne. As Warlord, I have the backing of Helium’s leaders and it is a balancing act being between them and the green men who trust me to be fair. And so I have sought a balance of forces to stave off plunging half my planet into war. However, as a man, Tars Tarkas is my friend and ally and I cannot ignore his pleas.

				I will understand if you choose not to come, whether it be the tensions building here, or the limits of old age. I do hope to see you, Edgar.

				You should have this in your hands before the end of 1944 they tell me.

				My warmest regards,

				Uncle Jack

				Jed of Helium

				Warlord of Barsoom

				Burroughs had never received the letter. The lieutenant had been an emaciated mummy. What happened to the cruiser? And why after 45 years had the shuttle, far off course, landed in the park?

				It would take me many months to piece it all together.

				All systems checked out. Powered by an atomic motor, the fuel would last for many hundreds of years. Well, I was not like my two earthly predecessors. I only had a lifespan of 80 years or so. In other words, I never had to worry about running out of gas.

				In between my seat and the cat’s were all the gauges this ship had had originally. Atmosphere capacity, fuel level, speedometer, interior and exterior temperature, altimeter, and air pressure. These were angled and inset into the panel so that the pilot could easily glance at them without distracting them completely from flying the ship. To my left was the new warning indicator panel. All the ship’s systems were wired into these all-important monitors. Their lights all gave a comforting green glow, but yellow lights, now off, would flash at me during a crisis.

				I ran through the final checklist.

				Yes, all were a-ok.

				The most important thing we added was a brand new computer. On its drive array we loaded star charts, solar system simulations, and navigation programs. We linked radar into it. It would display on the computer’s monitor. It wasn’t quite up to NASA standards, but a little common sense applied to the data it gave me would get me where I was going without smacking into a moon, or missing the target altogether. Everything I could find went into the files. I also had a laptop.

				Next were the radios, each covering a different piece of the airwaves. I set one for the police band, and another for the airport tower.

				I constantly wondered what was keeping me together. True, I had my private pilot’s license, but there was an incredible difference between flying around the area on a Saturday afternoon and flying a rocket to Mars. I kept my panic down by focussing on the plans for the voyage. And with the panic came excitement in equal quantity. I had been floundering for months, and maybe this insane path held something for me.

				My good friend Carl had helped me with everything. He was the computer and electronics expert. I would tell him what I needed and he’d figure out where to put it in, adapting our systems to the alien technology. Night after night we laboured through the hot summer together.

				Towards the end of the modifications we talked less and less of my planned trip. He suggested, and I agreed with, a test flight of the unfamiliar craft. So in the still hours after midnight we powered it up and floated out of my back yard.

				The flight controls were almost exactly the same as the small planes that I had flown, but they had their own idiosyncrasies, and it took the better part of an hour flying slowly over the city before I felt comfortable with my control of it. During this time Carl checked the monitor systems. Our radar functioned perfectly, showing regular traffic around the airport in the northeast. Neither of us knew whether the invisibility screen would shield us from the control tower’s own radar. If the screen only bent light, the radar would still detect our mass.

				It turned out to be more sophisticated than that, because no queries or warnings were heard on the tower frequencies. That was one problem avoided.

				Carl told me that all systems were functioning properly and we proceeded to the second stage of testing.

				I opened the throttle and lifted the ship’s nose. We rose steadily and at 15,000 metres we levelled off. Carl adjusted the radar to long range and I accelerated the ship. As our speed increased the ship became much easier to handle. We cut through the thin air like a hot knife through butter, and Carl watched the airspeed indicator.

				“Okay, here it comes,” he said, “brace yourself.”

				“Right,” I replied simply.

				“In… three, two, one… mark!”

				Boom! A small shudder rippled through the cabin. We had passed the sound barrier.

				He asked how the ship was handling.

				Beautifully, I had replied.

				For a number of minutes we picked up velocity, eventually reaching a staggering top speed close to 1,000 km/h. We cruised high above Canada and out over the North Atlantic. The clouds cleared away and we had an unobstructed view to the horizon. We were both awed with the sight of the sunrise flaring, and before we had a chance to react we were in daylight. To our surprise, the glass in the nose cone tinted and dimmed the bright light streaming into the cabin. The beauty, however, was not diminished in the slightest. The Earth took my breath away.

				In that moment I almost chucked my plans to try for Mars, but in the end, my determination for adventure won out.

				Presently, we were over Europe, and I cut the throttle and reversed thrust to slow us down. We descended and flew over Rome. It was late morning and the streets were filled to capacity with cars and thousands of milling people. But the city itself! It was more beautiful than I could have believed. Pictures could not do this great city justice. We cruised slowly over the famous buildings. Finally, we passed the Coliseum. Carl took my camera and snapped a number of shots with it. 

				Leaving the glory of Rome behind we rose quickly and headed northwest over the continent. As we zipped along, avoiding air traffic, the cities of Europe unfolded below us. We arrived in Paris, and after a similar mini air tour of that splendid city I spun the ship around the Eiffel Tower a few times and shot up into the sky with the speed of lightning. Carl plotted a return course home and as the sky deepened in colour with every kilometre travelled to the west, we both sat there, contented with our achievements of the past days. I landed the ship in my backyard as the sun was rising. I was excited and exhausted at the same time.

				While we went through the post-flight check I wondered yet again if I was insane to plan my voyage to Mars, but as soon as I dropped out of the ship and onto the ground I looked up at the fading stars and the doubts left my mind.

				I had to know.

				

				In between my legs stood the joystick. I held on to it to keep my hand steady. On the console with the gauges was the lever which controlled the ship’s buoyancy. I pushed it forward slowly. The ship began to rise gently, thanks to the tanks of the eighth ray. Carl stood at the back door to my house. He would smooth things over with the others in my life, not that there were many. It wouldn’t be too bad, I hoped, but truth be told I didn’t think of the consequences that much then.

				Eleven p.m. The main computer monitor was mounted to my left just in front of the indicator panel. It registered meteorological data right now. Crosswind: five km/h. Relative humidity: low. Temperature: 19° C. The gyroscope was mounted on the inside of the nose bubble. It showed that the ship’s attitude was level.

				I tried not to think about the dangers ahead.

				On the main prop (the two boom props were for manœuvring) the top speed was about 1,000 km/h, but when her main engine was brought on line (I had failed to previously notice three iris ports below the main prop which belonged to the atomic drive) she was a relatively quick spaceship. It would take me only a few weeks to reach Mars.

				Heliumites have always been, and always will be, the greatest speed demons in the galaxy. Their philosophy: put in the biggest engine that will fit in the ship and hope she doesn’t melt from the air friction caused. I would be very careful not to engage the atomic drive until I was in the upper reaches of Earth’s atmosphere.

				At 75 metres I pressed down on the right-hand pedal under my foot. The ship’s main prop whirred to life. Before I ascended any further, I switched the computer over to radar. I needed it to avoid any planes over the city. There were a couple of large objects in the northeast (jets) and a small blip (a light plane or helicopter) to the southeast. I took a couple of deep breaths slowly through my nose.

				Don’t panic now, Ches.

				I pressed down the accelerator, slowly bringing up my speed. I pulled back on the stick. The ship eased up in a graceful arc, cutting the night sky with her invisible body. I was glad we had taken the test flight.

				The g-forces were increasing steadily.

				Boom! went the speed of sound behind me.

				Pushed the pedal all the way to the floor, slowly, steadily. The g-forces remained relatively constant and easily bearable. The seats were well designed. I looked over at the cat. He was okay, but not liking this much. He had stretched out full length to reduce the pressure.

				With no worries about running out of fuel I could take my time escaping from Earth’s gravity well. Just keep the nose up and the speed constant and I’d glide on out.

				But speed was getting harder to maintain, and I realised after checking the gauges that air pressure had been dropping steadily, and therefore, the props didn’t have much air to pull on.

				We had been at our top prop speed, but were slowly dropping from that and the nose would not stay up. I took my foot off the accelerator. No further drop in our speed just yet. I reached over my head. Touched the prop switch off and engaged the atomic drive. The wing props sucked into the sides of the ship and the main prop did also, the rudder becoming another streamlining, heat dissipating fin. The ship lurched a bit as its aerodynamics shifted.

				I touched the accelerator gently. We jumped ahead. Had to feel this out. No way to test it at lower altitudes. Controls felt different, slightly less responsive, no wings. I held the stick firmly with both hands and squeezed my legs around it too. The cat crawled into my lap. Hold the stick in one place and you’ll glide gently out of Mother Earth’s grip. I steadily applied pressure to the pedal and kept the nose up. I was sucked back into my seat, the cat pressing into my gut. Okay. No problem.

				The sky grew ever darker. From deep blue it thickened to indigo and finally pitch black. The whisper of the hull in the thin air turned into a rattle, mercifully brief, and then utter silence surrounded us. I kept the thrust on for another 10 minutes and then lifted my foot from the pedal. As my body caught up to the ship, and the cat struggled to get out of my abdomen, my senses relaxed. I ran a hand across my sweaty face.

				The moon was off to my left, peering over the limb of the Earth. The cat floated by my right shoulder. Amazing. I smiled like a boy.

				I clicked on the star charts icon on the computer. Okay, I have my direction. Now today’s solar system model. The computer calculated the direct course in a red arc. Easily enough I adjusted our attitude and heading until the course locked in on green. There was nothing between me and Mars. I would intercept her in the next few weeks. I unbuckled my seat strap and punched up music on the computer. The driving beat of “Planet Claire” by The B-52s filled the cabin.
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				…breep…breep…breep…

				My hand reached out and shut off the alarm. Sleep came easy floating in this womblike environment. Waking was more difficult. Floating. Floating was disorienting. Nothing to weigh you down. Nothing to ground you.

				The quiet in the ship didn’t help. With the engines off the only sounds I heard were made by me or the cat. I kept the music on whenever I was awake and played movies to hear people talking. I wasn’t going to go insane, but the isolation was more than I had expected. It was taking its toll on me.

				I unhooked myself. Stretching full out, I woke my body up as best I could. A gentle push on the bulkhead sent me slowly to the back of the forward cabin. The cat followed me. Here there were a few storage cabinets and a bar fridge.

				Out of the fridge I pulled a disposable baby bottle liner filled with a mixture of canned cat food and fish oil. I fitted it into the bottle and attached the rubber nipple.

				I grabbed the cat and cradled him while I squeezed the food into him slowly. He sucked it down. After he finished that I gave him some water the same way. He seemed to be doing okay, but needed to be near me constantly, if not attached to me.

				My own meal consisted of mashed food and vitamins mixed with apple juice in my own baby bottle liner.

				Eating was a pain. In fact, there was only one thing harder to do in these conditions, but the less said about that the better.

				My breakfast finished, I bounced lightly to the cockpit and checked the ship’s status.

				Nothing much had changed in the last six-and-a-half hours, except that the red planet was noticeably larger in the star field. I was still seven hours out. Even after 18 days in space I still had a hard time wrapping my head around what I was doing. But when it overwhelmed me, I turned my attention to the activities of course changes, log entries on the computer and equipment preparation. Even if the tasks were repetitive, this helped me greatly, and I fought hard to keep my focus and objectivity, because the alternative would have meant careless errors I couldn’t afford. No wonder astronauts trained for decades and did everything together.

				Everything checked out. I quit the cockpit for the rear of the ship again. Opposite from the food stores was a tall closet attached to the bulkhead. The door rolled up into the top of the compartment revealing two Martian space suits and my gear. I pulled my stuff from the closet and closed it up again.

				Before I did anything else, I removed the undershorts and t-shirt that I was wearing and stuffed them into a laundry bag filled with other dirty clothes. I turned around and pulled a liquid-filled container from one of the cupboards. Removing the outer plastic lid, it revealed a rubber inner cover. This had a thin slit in the centre that accommodated my hand and reaching through I pulled out a sponge now full of water and antiseptic soap. I sponge-bathed myself and squeezed out the sponge into a rubber-covered waste tank and then rinsed myself with a sponge from a separate tank of plain water. I still smelled stale.

				I brushed my teeth and remembered to keep my mouth closed this time.

				Feeling a little cleaner, but wanting a good hot shower, I opened my duffel bag. Time to get ready for my arrival. I pulled on the dull silver pants and matching shirt that I would wear in the daytime. The pants had removable legs to make shorts, and the shirt’s sleeves could be removed to make a t-shirt. Both were lined with a light synthetic that would absorb sweat and keep it away from my skin. The silver outer layer reflected most of the sunlight and heat that touched it.

				Next, I put on the shoes I had purchased at the same survival gear store I had bought most of my personal equipment from. They were flexible like a rock climbing shoe, but heavy in construction like a good hiking boot.

				The harness I would wait to put on. It had been vastly altered from the jewelled court apparel it once had been. I had removed all the gems and precious metals from the leather straps, but I left the house crest and red gem as the centrepiece. It would identify me to the court of Helium as a friend. In place of the other ornamentation I had sewn heavy canvas pouches to the chest straps. These I filled with various articles.

				A canvas backpack was hooked onto the harness. In it were the gems and metals from the harness, rations, a first aid kit, and an insulated jacket, pants and gloves. Martian nights are cold. And finally, there was a canvas baseball cap with a cloth fringe like that on a French foreign legionnaire’s kepi. Attached to the bottom of the backpack was a thin and compact sleeping bag and a small tent. The radium gun its holster I attached to my hip.

				Last came the sword and dagger. I was reluctant to attach them, as they would be less than useless in my hands. Something urged me to carry them, and I went with the feeling.

				I stowed everything else in preparation for landing, including the harness, and slowly collected my thoughts.

				You may wonder why I chose to outfit myself for survival when it was very simple for me to go directly to the court of Helium, be well-received, and enjoy a visit with the red men of Mars.

				There were a few things that told me Mars would in all likelihood be different now.

				First and foremost was the data collected by the various probes that had landed there. Mars seemed to be dead. What had happened? What disaster had befallen this planet? I was heading into an arid wasteland if Earth science was to be believed.

				Second. Neither John Carter nor Ulysses Paxton had attempted to communicate with Earth since 1942, not including Carter’s last letter. It was well known that Burroughs’ family had promised to continue publishing any and all manuscripts received from Mars. Yet, none had materialised. Why?

				Third. No matter how good things look, hope for the best, expect the worst. I had used up a lifetime’s worth of luck just by doing what I had done so far, and in all likelihood I was about to be handed my backside.

				It was necessary to begin entry manœuvres now, still hours out where it was safe to do so. I put the cat in his cage, something I had absolutely forgotten to do when I left Earth. He would be much safer there, and he wouldn’t be bothering me while I went through this crucial operation. Nothing was loose or floating aimlessly about. I strapped myself in.

				Having no brakes to slow me down, I needed to apply thrust into the opposite direction of my course. To achieve this I had to use only one of the three atomic exhaust ports as a manœuvring jet, and I swung the shuttle around 180°. Then the opposite port countered the spin. Slowly I brought up all three atomic ports evenly and they would continue to fire until the computer told me I had shed all my speed relative to my approach to Mars. The thrust gave me weight in my seat and vibrations rumbled throughout the cabin. The return of external sensation was welcome.

				The burn had been successful and I shut down the engines. I swung the shuttle around again and there in the distance Phobos rolled across the sky. It was travelling away from my flightpath and I was grateful. I didn’t trust my piloting skills enough to bob and weave around a moon. It was time to play things a little safer. I shifted my gaze and it hit me. I was here.

				Mars!

				I had been approaching it for days, but now, it filled the viewport. It wasn’t a picture. It was a planet. It was not Earth.

				The adrenaline pulsed through my blood and I felt dizzy for a moment, almost as if I was going to be sucked into the spinning red depths. It was completely alien.

				I had crossed the void.

				The atomic engine pulsed rhythmically beneath me. I swept the ship in gently, twisting it to approach Mars on an equatorial orbit. I looked out to port. Good. The planet’s spin was faster than my travel around it. Given time my orbit would decay, but if I did this right that wouldn’t matter as it could only be beneficial.

				It was more important now that I rolled so that the ship’s belly faced the planet. I switched over to the air props, as the atomic engine was useless for this type of move.

				I applied power to the starboard boom prop and Mars drifted under the port side of the shuttle. A little counter force from the port prop halted my roll. Mars lay under me, the curve of her horizon at the bottom of the shuttle’s nose bubble.

				I retracted the props and under the power of the atomic engine once again, I let the nose dip carefully towards Mars. I applied only a little power here. It was on hold in case of an emergency. My right hand sat on the eighth ray lever, waiting for the moment to use it.

				The curve of the horizon had begun to flatten and I could feel the ship accelerate. Vibrations shuddered softly around me. That was okay for now. I kept glancing at the hull temperature gauge. It didn’t record anything below -40° C, and I could see the logic, because it wasn’t cold that destroyed a spacecraft.

				The gauge shot upwards at the same time I saw a cherry red glow engulf the shuttle’s nose. I had been prepared for this, but I still jumped a bit. No. Don’t panic. It’s okay.

				Nice and easy here we go. I tapped the accelerator pedal lightly and pulled back on the joystick at the same time. The glow faded from my eye. That’s it. Keep the nose up. The hull temperature dropped a little and then stabilised. I had reached the entry level: the outer atmosphere of Mars.

				I kept the ship as steady as I could. The sky began to change from its ebon blackness to a deep brown, and a whisper of sound came from outside the ship. A low scream of rushing air and hot metal comforted my sound-starved ears. Burgundy gave way to bloody crimson and the ship became difficult to handle.

				I edged the eighth ray control lever forward. The ship immediately began to rock and shudder, making it incredibly tough to control. Extending the boom props would have helped stabilise the shuttle, but it wasn’t a good move at this speed. The quiet scream increased to a dull roar.

				The tendons stood out on my arm as I did my best to steady the ship. The cat started to yowl in his cage. He never did like being crated. The vibrations rattled the cabin. Meow! The stick leapt in my hand. Hold onto it! Meow! Meow! Meow! I increased the power of the eighth ray and I was sucked into my seat by the deceleration.

				My airspeed dropped noticeably but we still continued to descend. The stick’s response returned to normal, and the pressure keeping me in my seat eased some. Against the backdrop of a deep orange sky, the ship slowed. We bounced around for a few moments and then all was still as we hovered.

				Meow! Meow! Meow!

				I could hear the… wind, and feel it buffet the hull. After so many days of utter silence broken only by the music and movies, it was incredible to be wrapped in a world again. My body rested in the seat. The natural tension had returned to my form.

				I kept easing off the eighth ray and we descended. “It’s okay, buddy,” I said, exhaling with puffed cheeks. My hands shook and I did my best to not throw up.
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				The invisible shuttle was motionless 30 metres from the surface, suspended by the two full tanks of the eighth ray. I had opened the iris hatch and stood on the ladder inside the ship, my torso halfway out like a tank commander’s. I slowly rotated left and then right scanning the horizon with a small, powerful pair of binoculars.

				I had taken the precaution to wear a space suit when I had first opened the hatch, and I had put the cat in the other one. He pawed at the helmet’s faceplate, meowing plaintively. Opening the face mask to let in the Martian air had made me more nervous than the trip here had. Was the air unbreathable like the textbooks said? My first, tentative inhale shattered that part of the established scientific view of Mars.

				It was difficult breathing this hot air, though. It was thin and dominated by CO2. I strained to draw oxygen out of it. I breathed slowly and deeply, endeavouring to increase my lung capacity. It would be tough to adapt to this.

				From horizon to horizon I searched for some signs of life, past or present.

				Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

				Descending into the ship I sat down at the controls. I brought the shuttle within a few metres of the ground and set forth at a slow pace. The plain of a dead sea bottom rolled out in front of me. No ochre moss remained, just a fine iron oxide dust that produced swirling red clouds when the wind picked it up.

				The radar was on. It swept out in front of me, feeling for shapes. Apart from the stable features of the land around me, the screen remained blank and impassive.

				The Martian radio monitored the airwaves but only static greeted my ears.

				If I could find Helium and if I could reconcile the literary descriptions of the locations of the Martian city states with my computer model of Mars, then I would have some clue as to where to search first.

				As it was, I only had the roughest of ideas of its location: probably about 30° south of the equator in the ‘western’ hemisphere. I stumbled about the landscape in my ship hoping to get lucky.

				The radar caught my attention. It was indicating a large, no, huge mass to the northwest. I turned the ship about and yes, there it was, a dust storm headed for me at an alarming rate. If the scope was to be believed, it was going to envelop me in less than 30 seconds. There was no time to think. It looked to be kilometres high, and already the winds whipped around the shuttle, making it incredibly hard to control. It was all I could do to hold on to the stick with both hands and try to ascend above the seething red mass.

				Then it was upon me. The bow was pushed viciously upwards under me. Damn! The prop engines weren’t powerful enough to push me through this. I needed the infinitely more powerful atomic engine.

				I clenched my rattling teeth and forced my shaking hand to the systems panel overhead. I switched over the engines, and that was all nature needed to throw me helter skelter. The boom props had been acting as stabilisers, keeping the shuttle somewhat upright. Now, as they retracted, the twisting airborne sands took the shuttle and threw it over and over, lifting the ship high in the air, cartwheeling me through the Martian sky. The cat was screaming hysterically, fear gripping him horribly. Any efforts I made were futile, complicated by the constantly changing g-forces I was hit with.

				It was all taken out of my hands by a wayward piece of something that broke free and bounced off my skull, sending me into numbing oblivion.

				cough cough.

				I flex my face, something stuck to it. Stick out tongue to reach some of it. Crusty. Hollow metal taste. Turns sticky in mouth. Blood. Dried blood. Can’t see out of my right eye.

				Arms so sore. Stretched out. Crucified? Left eye looks out blearily. Between two marble pillars. Chained like Samson. On my knees.

				Odd light. There. Not there. Illumination. Revelation. Shifting.

				“A man is only a man when he is fighting. A sword in his hand is worth more than all the noble sentiments of life.”

				Who? I can see you.

				“Survival can only be assured by constant war upon your enemies. Peace is tenuous, held only by an armoured fist. It is our right of conquest. Our manifest destiny.”

				Tall, bronzed demi-god. Regal. Noble. Self-filled. Thick black hair. Grey eyes. Incredible presence in the shining harness. Sinewy muscles playing under his supple hide.

				John Carter.

				“Are there no real warriors left on Jasoom? Are you all they have left to give? Has the world changed so much?”

				Tongue thick. Swollen. Dry throat. Speak!

				“I… ” hesitate, “I am hu-man… ”

				The skin cracks and the wind carries his dust away.

				“I am you, man.”
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				Consciousness slowly returned. My hands rose to my face. Where the object had hit, dried blood caked a deep gash. I picked it away over my stuck-down eyelid. No damage to the eye itself. My chest was sore where the seat straps had dug deeply into it. Pulled a few muscles.

				I had been out for two hours. I had no idea where the sandstorm had carried me, but the shuttle’s hull was intact, at least. Too many warning lights flashed yellow at me. “Oh no,” I said aloud, a cold chill running through me. I wouldn’t be flying anytime soon.

				I couldn’t face the ship’s damage just then. I got myself free of the seat and let the cat out. He was okay, albeit a little thrashed. I opened the closet and retrieved my harness and cap.

				As the shuttle’s nose was buried in the sand, I had to open the iris hatch to find out where we were. We might be buried under 10 metres of sand or, as the steep forward incline of the ship indicated, we could be crashed nose first into a sand dune.

				Ignoring my growing fear, I turned the hatch release. Only a bit of sand trickled in with the harsh afternoon light. Donning a pair of sunglasses I crawled out, everything in my body screaming painfully at me. The cat followed, walking with a bit of a limp.

				The ship was half covered in the soil of Mars. It had come to rest on a shelf near the coastline of one of the ancient seas. I had only been here for a few hours, but was this all there was? Was there no one left? No yellow moss to hold down the soil. Dirty, dusty place. I stood there gasping, and not from the thin air. Nothing was familiar. I didn’t know what to do. It all swirled around me. I dropped to my knees and threw up in the dirt.

				I knelt there on all fours looking down at the ground when I realised I was on the surface of Mars. Focus on that. You got here. You made it. Keep going. Think. You can think your way out of this.

				Where were the fliers of Helium or the great green hordes that claimed these dead seas as their territory? No trace left of the ancient cities that were once the busy ports of Mars’ oceanic past.

				My stomach lurched again. Had I only come to put a capstone in the dirt? Assuming I lived that long. I got to my feet unsteadily. I looked around and saw the cat scratching at something a few yards away. I joined him. There was something here. I dug at the loose soil. My hands hit something and I frantically scrabbled to get a purchase on it. The cat was growling, sensing something was there. Dust flew up in our faces. I sneezed. I was able at last to grab a piece of it and with both hands I pulled up hard. Packed dirt fell away in clumps. It was a harness and attached to it was the corpse of a green warrior. Dried and emaciated it had lain here for many years. I froze for a moment and then laughed like a maniac, dissolving into tears. Get ahold of yourself. You can do this.

				This wasn’t much, but at least I didn’t feel so crazy about being here now. Burroughs’ Mars was very real. It still left the question of where they had all gone.

				I took out the binoculars again. I scanned the coastline. There must be something here. I turned and looked at the shuttle. Remember where you parked. Ha. Haha. I started walking, following a natural formation along the terrain. Stretch the legs. Breathe. You know how to walk. Move. Keep moving. I lifted the binoculars over and over again. Lots of hills in the distance above the shelf of the ancient seabed.

				I took small steps in the lower gravity to avoid awkward hopping. I was really in no mood to go sprawling through the air. The cat was still figuring it out. He got a lot of height. He would soon learn to restrain his movements like he had done on the shuttle.

				After the better part of an hour I was hot and sweaty. I felt okay. I made sure to keeping drinking water. I paused by a big rock and sat down, pulling a small collapsible plastic bowl out of one of the pouches on my harness and poured some water into it. The cat hopped upand I caught him before he went flying over it and set him down in front of bowl. While he drank, I scanned the terrain across the way. I had gone back and forth over it a few times with the binoculars when something caught my eye. Something?

				Yes. Yes, there was. If I hadn’t sat there with a bit of time on my hands, I would have missed it. “C’mon, buddy. Let’s go.” The cat was finished his water and we followed our path back to the shuttle.

				I could face the mess I had made now. It took me about an hour to straighten things up. Very little of my provisions were damaged. Examination of the ship’s systems revealed that they would need a bit of work, but given time, I would be able to fix most of them. The main battery had been ripped free from the power conduits and once I had reconnected it, power returned to the ship.

				I raised the ship out of the sand by rocking it back and forth and switched on the invisibility screen. The sand fell from the nose cone and sunlight streamed into the cabin and the glass darkened to compensate. The ship was not handling very well, some of the control surfaces had been damaged. I flew the craft slowly along the land we had walked and when I saw the rock we had sat upon I swung the ship to port and headed across the smooth dead sea bottom.

				I lifted the shuttle higher and we stopped kicking up dust and in a few minutes we had crossed the open space. I found a sheltered rocky hollow below the surrounding terrain and set the ship down. I shut power down, save for the screen, and put on the rest of my gear. I opened the hatch and lifted the cat to the opening and he jumped out. I lifted myself out and slid down the side of the hull.

				We walked along the edge of the basin, looking for a way up and found it. It was an easy climb of only a few metres. We clambered up onto the ‘shore’.

				There stood the rubble of a once proud city, now covered in oxide dust, camouflaging it in the surrounding terrain. This is what I had seen through the binoculars. I had needed to be looking for caked ruins, not shining domes and towers.

				The silence was overwhelming. No birds. No animals. Nothing. Just crushed pillars and pediments. I brushed away some of the dust. Underneath lay the white stone used in these ancient buildings. I found it pitted. Dust storms must have sandblasted the structure away.

				We wormed our way through the devastation. Statues lay dismembered, half submerged in the sand, their features worn away by the years. There was the occasional piece of a skeleton of a green man sticking out of the dirt. Nearly all still had their metal. This puzzled me. A conquering foe or force always took the vanquished’s possessions as proof of conquest. It must have been a fight to death. I stopped at a few of the corpses to remove their pouches only. They contained several types of Martian currency (for the hordes attacked caravans of many cities), and numerous vials of a thick, odorous liquid.

				This, I hoped, must be the wondrous healing salve that the green men praised so highly.

				No time like the present to try it out. I sat down on a dusty foundation block and pulled out a small mirror and propped it up next to me. I cleaned the gash on my forehead with some hydrogen peroxide and a cotton ball from the first aid kit in my backpack. A small trickle of blood seeped down my face attempting to form a new scab. Quickly, I undid the string that held the waxy leather cap on the green glass vial. I dipped my pinky into the mauve lotion. It tingled slightly. I gently wiped it into the cut. The bleeding immediately stopped. I suppressed crying out by pursing my lips and tapping my fist into my thigh. It burned worse than the peroxide had, a wisp of purple smoke sliding through my hair.

				In a few minutes the wound had closed totally, and only a bright red scar marked its end.

				Yes, that’s right folks! Try our new Miracle Martian Ointment! It clears up acne! It destroys warts! It’ll even close up that radium bullethole you got this morning! Only $9.95 when you order today from Marsco!

				Ow. That had hurt. I packed up the stuff I had used and made my way up a rubble-strewn hill.

				At the summit I found a shaded spot made by the ruins. After I had pulled something from my rations to eat, and had also fed the cat, I climbed on top of this makeshift shelter to better scan the entire city with the binoculars.

				The shadows were lengthening in the late Martian afternoon. A gentle, cool breeze swept around me carrying the ever-present dust. There was, at most, one hour of daylight left. Swirling crimsons, ochres and siennas blazed vibrant brushstrokes across the sky. I might as well head back to the shuttle and get a good night’s rest and really comb these ruins thoroughly tomorrow, and after that, who knew? I was doing my best not to worry about being utterly alone on this deserted planet.

				I squinted painfully as the harsh sunlight refracted through the binoculars. Phobos rose and raced across the banded sky, and – Eh? 

				What had I just seen? Movement? Too far away to tell. Too much light bouncing around the lenses.

				I leapt down from my vantage point and bounded in great jumps across the stone blocks.

				I headed farther into the ruins. The cat went ballistic as his proportionately stronger legs met the challenge to keep up with me. He was a good 25 metres ahead of me when I neared the crumbled wall I had been observing. What I saw was just beyond it. The cat stood on top of the wall now, his back arched, tail fluffed, growling an angry challenge at whatever was beyond. Throwing caution to the wind (for a lack of a better phrase) I hurdled the low wall and immediately fell five metres into a courtyard which at one time must have been an underground vault. I landed lightly in one third of the gravity of Earth and my momentum carried me over into a roll. I followed it through and came to my feet, sliding to a stop.

				Shock!

				Facing me were four green warriors, or what were once green warriors. They were very emaciated and unhealthy looking, their harnesses tattered and ill-fitting on their bony structures. Their weapons like their bodies were covered in dust and grime. Looking past them, I saw another green man, stripped of his harness and weapons (which lay scattered around him). He was partially conscious and kept trying to get to his feet, but was bleeding from many wounds and, the most horrible part, his four hands had been cut off and these lay twitching senselessly in the dirt.

				I had little time to contemplate his situation. The four green men were advancing on me with drawn swords. Great. Just great. John Carter would surely make quick work of these mangy creatures, but I, stupid with a sword, had no chance with this type of combat. I had an option though. One that gave me an edge of surprise and speed.

				I unhooked my backpack and sword and dropped them in the dirt. My adversaries hesitated for a moment. I pressed the advantage. Running full tilt towards them, screaming at the top of my lungs, I leapt at the foremost green warrior. My earthly strength sent me straight for his head, and snapping a side kick, I broke his neck with a sickening crack. I felt a wave of horror pass through me like the touch of the dead.

				My remaining four-metre-tall antagonists gathered their wits quickly. No sooner had I alighted some 10 metres away from them, they were charging me. Please, I don’t want to kill you. There was no strategy apparent here, just cut me down and be done with it. They seemed to move so slowly. God, I had no choice. I ripped open a pouch on my harness and withdrew a throwing knife and whipped it at the central green man. I struck him in the upper chest, slicing through his parchment-like hide. He pitched over, clutching at the drooling wound. The warrior on his left stopped to aid his companion. Why this warrior of a cold and compassionless race did this I did not know, though it probably saved my life and allowed me to do what I did next.

				The warrior who was still coming for me drew back his sword arm, intent on cleaving me in two with one swing.

				I let him rush me, and as he swung down his arm I ducked under that deadly arc, gripped his harness, and using his momentum threw him across the courtyard, where he sprawled out like a starfish.

				He was dazed but quickly regained his knees and was about to rise to his full height when I was upon him.

				I loosed a spinning kick that whipped his head viciously to the right. His eyes went blank and he twitched spasmodically, his body not knowing that it was dead. A coldness possessed me and I shook with shock, fear, disgust: a hundred emotions at once overloading my mind.

				My last attacker must have thought enough was enough and drew his radium pistol. Why had he not attacked me when the advantage was two to one? I couldn’t have warded off two opponents at once. It takes more time to write this than to experience the actual moment, but when I saw the green man draw, I instinctively reached for my own pistol. My faster reflexes notwithstanding, he had the drop on me. No shot came from him and I was about to squeeze the trigger when I paused. It took a second for the idea of him as a target to dissipate, but then I saw what was in front of me. He had not left the side of his dying comrade. The resigned look in his eyes said, “Shoot. Go ahead. What is the point?” The skin around his mouth sucked back and forth against his long, yellowed tusks.

				My pulse slowed and I lowered my pistol and turned away from him. He shuffled behind me and I turned my head back to see him lift the dead Martian in his four arms. His pistol lay in the dirt and he climbed over the rubble with his burden. I lost sight of him in the ruins of the once beautiful buildings of ancient Mars, the dust swirling amidst shattered columns and broken arches.

				My physical efforts had cost me. Wasn’t… used… to this… little… oxygen.

				I sank to my knees and laboured to breathe slowly and deeply. My meal of a few minutes ago ignobly decorated the stone floor. Tears streamed down my dusty face. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and the spots disappeared from my vision.

				I looked around. They were dead Martians, but they were still dead men who had died because of me. Their dried blood was upon my hands. I had never killed anyone before. It didn’t matter that the situation was kill-or-be-killed. It had been too easy. I broke a cold sweat and shivered horribly. How ill-prepared I was for this world. Romantic fool! I was insane to think I could handle this.

				I looked around the ruin. The cat was sitting by the amputee green warrior, looking perplexed. One tentative paw, then another, snaked out to flick at the Martian’s skull.

				I arose and walked unsteadily over to his body. He was face down in the dirt. I rolled him over. His breath came in ragged gasps. So many wounds. He was alive, but would not be for much longer if I did not do something quick.

				I raced over to one of the dead men and cut free his harness with my dagger. I cut the leather into long strips. These I tied around the four stumps, stanching the flow of blood from them. I spread copious amounts of the salve I had on the raw ends of his limbs. The green warrior groaned pitifully in his delirium.

				I went and grabbed my backpack and sword. Kneeling again beside him I observed the many deep sword cuts on the front of his body. It took almost all the salve I had to cleanse and dress these. I took the canteen from my harness and let some water dribble between his lips, holding his head up. He coughed feebly, trying to move his swollen tongue.

				“Easy,” I said, “easy.” I tried to keep the tone of my voice as gentle as possible. I poured a little more water into his mouth. He ran it around before swallowing it. He was coming around. I poured some of the cool liquid over his parched face. His eyes cracked open. No recognition at first. Then fear. Then anger. He struggled weakly to get to his feet in a bid to kill me, I guess. My knee on his upper chest kept him where he was.

				“Please, just relax. You’ll live.” I wasn’t sure of this. He raised his stumps shakily and squinted at them in the late afternoon light. A defiant groan escaped from his lips. He twisted his head around to look for his hands. They lay there in the dust, already looking as if they had been baking in the sun for years.

				He sank back down. I brought the canteen to his lips again. He drank deeply. “That’s enough for now. Let’s get you out of here.” I replaced the canteen after taking a sip.

				I helped him to his feet, which wasn’t that difficult. On Earth he would have weighed around 200 kilos if he wasn’t dehydrated like this. This decimated green man weighed barely 50 kilos in the lighter Martian gravity by my guess. He was an ungainly thing, though. Kind of like putting up an aerial on the roof of your house in a high wind.

				I had my arm around his waist to support him. He was terribly weak. I was leading him to the opposite side of the courtyard where we could find an easier way back to the shuttle when he stopped me. He pointed a stump towards his harness and weapons. His metal. He felt naked. I understood and led him back to his possessions. Propping him up against a wall I turned around and bent over to retrieve the harness when he drop kicked me in the privates.

				I flew through the air in that lower gravity and landed on my back with a sickening thud on the hard stone floor. I hate it when someone does that to me. It’s not so much the pain but the hollow numbness that overcomes you. The bottom of the world drops out and you gag and you retch. On second thought, it was the pain.

				When the stars cleared, I rolled over to face him. He still held the wall up, glaring at me in the rapidly fading light. I lifted myself gingerly to my feet and tiptoed over to the green bastard. I stood there waiting for the inevitable.

				Presently, the light went out behind his eyes and he pitched forward. I caught him in my arms. I stuffed his things into my harness and balanced him precariously across my shoulders.

				Still not feeling quite right, and really not being able to see where the heck I was going, I let the cat lead us out of the courtyard.
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				The Martian night had arrived with little warning, and with it, a sudden drop in temperature, but I was more concerned with the possibility of ambush. I had neither heard nor observed any other green men or any of their fierce mounts, the wild thoat. The men I had killed were probably just a wandering group, but I was relieved when we at last came to the shuttle.

				I opened the hatch and stuffed the green bastard inside. My groin still ached. The cat hopped up onto the hull and dropped lightly inside. I descended into the dimly lit cabin myself and slid the switch that closed the iris hatch.

				I removed my gear. He really had done a number on my privates. I reached into the fridge and retrieved some ice from the freezer. After wrapping it in a towel I applied it to my tender flesh, and in a few minutes the cold had numbed the throbbing and reduced some of the swelling.

				I turned around to face my charge. He lay with his feet close to me, his head at the other end of the cabin. Why couldn’t they grow them smaller? I picked my way nimbly around him to get to his arms. An examination of one of the stumps revealed that the salve had cauterised the wounds. Scar tissue was beginning to form. The tourniquets would do more harm than good now. He needed the blood (what was left of it) to reach the stumps to keep the remaining flesh healthy. I loosened the leather straps, and the blood turned the green skin a sickly red underneath. The sealed veins and arteries held.

				I attempted to bring the cabin lights up. The damaged circuitry fizzled and popped and I was rewarded with lights at half-power.

				My eyes marvelled at this strange being before me. His two chests rose and fell in slow alternating rhythms. His body must be given air constantly through this action. A decided advantage in this harsh, thin atmosphere. I was gently awed with his restful breathing. Here he lay, with what dreamed thoughts I did not know. Not a trace of warrior’s fury was captured in that face, just simple calm. He could have been an old man or a hatchling, his features benign and impassive. In all my life I could never have imagined this moment. He was real and alive.

				I flipped the computer on and put on some Miles Davis. The green man awoke halfway through Birth of the Cool. I expected the worst. As much as I admired nature’s design in him, he was a complete unknown. My fists clenched.

				There was something new in his eyes. No belligerence, just solemnity. Or so I thought. Were his emotions like mine? My fists turned into hands and I helped him to a sitting position. His head just cleared the cabin ceiling.

				“Seepo no tanda,” he said in a creaky voice.

				“Likewise,” I said. “I’m sure you’re hungry. Let me get you something to eat.” I left him to go to the cupboard. I was just about to open it when he started to fade out on me again. He was wobbling on four elbows when I quickly returned to him and propped him up against the bulkhead.

				I went back to the cupboard and slid the door back only to have its contents disgorge themselves upon me.

				One metal tin whucked me in the forehead and I fell back, slightly dazed.

				“Hur hur hur…” came the wheezing laugh from my charge.

				“I can tell we are going to get along just fine,” I replied drily.

				I opened a tin of fruit cocktail and a box of crackers. Armed with a spoon I attempted to feed him.

				“Panto nak shum!” he growled.

				“Oh, shut up.” Stubborn ass. I shoved the spoon into his face.

				“Until you’re stronger you’re going to have to learn to be dependent. Eat!”

				He chewed and gulped. The mouth opened again. We had achieved communication. I fed him the can of fruit and he ate it quickly. Hopefully, it would give him a bit of quick energy.

				I opened the crackers and started popping them into his mouth. I ate a couple myself. The cat sat a few feet away, alternately eying the green man and the crackers. The cat loved crackers, but would not come closer to the Martian while he was awake and moving.

				“It’s all right, buddy, he won’t hurt you,” I called to him, but he would not budge. A little warbling murmur was his only response. He readjusted his weight on his paws. I threw him a cracker and he proceeded to gnaw on it.

				I looked back at the green guy. He was looking depressed and I could wholly sympathise. He had had one hell of a day.

				“My name is Chester,” I started, pointing to my chest, “Chester.” 

				He blinked and chewed.

				“Who are you?” I pointed to him. “You? What is your name?” He got the idea and attempted to speak, but his throat wouldn’t let any sound out.

				“Oh geez, the crackers are drying you up aren’t they.” I felt a little like an idiot. Here was a person that was dehydrated, and I was soaking up all the liquids in his mouth. At least I hadn’t put peanut butter on the crackers.

				“Just give me a minute,” I said, getting up. I filled a jug with water from the tank.

				From behind me the cat hissed. Mr. Green Jeans was attempting to grab him, his tusks snapping at the cat’s batting paws.

				“Hey, hey, hey, ‘Ey!” I snapped, running over and cuffing the green guy on the back of the head. “You don’t eat the cat!” I picked up the cat. “See? Cat. No good to eat, give you a fur ball,” I said, making spitting noises and an ugly face. Then calmer, I pet the animal and made soothing sounds. I put him down and he ran off.

				The warrior was sulking again. I poured some water into a cup and held it up to his lips. His pride recovered more quickly than the last time, and with a sigh he relaxed and opened his mouth. He swallowed the liquid and made motions that he wanted more.

				I started to pour him another cup, when he indicated that he wanted the jug. I held it out and he squeezed it between his four stumps and raised it to his lips. He chugged it down and emptied it totally. Finally he lowered it and took a deep breath and belched loudly, the sound reverberating off the hull. Then he delicately set down the empty container, pointed to himself, and said, “Sakoma Nu.”

				“Good to meet you, Sakoma Nu.”

				“Ches-, Ches-tur, Chestur?”

				“That’s right, Sakoma.”

				“Mohk-tu neela Jasoom?” he asked.

				“Yes, yes Sakoma! I’m from Jasoom! I’m from Earth!” I was elated. Perhaps he knew of John Carter or Ulysses Paxton’s whereabouts.

				I asked him as much, stressing the names. Paxton drew a blank, and I did not take much hope in his reaction to Carter’s name. He sneered and spat out some words, one of which I thought was ulsio. That sounded familiar and I rummaged through my things until I found my copy of A Guide to Barsoom. Ulsio was the word for the Martian rat. This furrowed my brow and only added to my worry. Not only was Mars a barren husk of a once-teeming planet, what should be one of this world’s greatest leaders was being compared to vermin.

				I looked back up at Sakoma. He was looking tired, but his green colour was becoming more even. I took that as an indication that the food he had eaten was doing its job. “I guess you could use some sleep,” I said, and got up.

				I returned with a foam mattress I unrolled and spread the blankets on it beside him. I tossed a pillow up by his head, and made the sign of sleep to him: I rested my head on my flattened hands. He nodded and stretched out. He looked up at me and made the same sign. I shook my head no.

				He nodded and settled back. I think it took him all of 10 seconds before I heard the deep, regular breath of sleep come from him. “Tomorrow, we have to start learning each other’s language,” I said under my breath from across the room, “I have to know what happened here.” My eyes bored at him intensely, and then I turned my attention to the ship.

				I had been working on the ship for a couple of hours since Sakoma had gone to sleep, and now I was very tired myself. The rest of the repairs would have to wait until morning. I turned on the invisibility screen, and laid out my sleeping bag on the pilot’s chair and crawled in. The cat hopped up on me as soon as I settled, crawling inside the bag and I fell asleep quickly.
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				It had been a dreamless night.

				Thankfully, I hadn’t had that strange dream with John Carter again. I felt myself waking up, and stretched my body in the bag. The cat murmured, being woken up as my legs moved. I pulled down the top of the sleeping bag, uncovering my head. I cracked my eyes open, and was shocked to death. Two inches from me, Sakoma’s face hovered, intensely scrutinising and sniffing me.

				I waved groggily at him, “Get out of my face, you’re wrinkling the material!” He birded his head back jerkily. He pointed his stump at his mouth, and then at his stomach.

				“Yeah, yeah, I’ll feed you in a minute.” Mornings. The cat crawled out and ran to his dish and meowed and meo –

				“All right, already! I get the picture!” I threw back the bag and glared at the both of them. I stumbled to the cat’s dish and filled it. Cats never thank you. He just shoved his face into the bowl and wolfed down the food.

				Then I pulled out two bowls and filled them with granola. I retrieved a jug of soy milk from the fridge. Sakoma made a grab for the milk and I batted his hands away.

				“Hands off!” I snarled. I poured the milk into the bowls and threw the jug back into the fridge. I grabbed my bowl and headed for a corner to eat in peace, alone. I was just about to take the first spoonful when I felt his eyes on me again.

				He looked at his stumps and at the bowl.

				He looked at his stumps and at the bowl.

				He looked at his –

				I put down my bowl with some force, splashing a bit of milk on me. I stalked back over to him.

				“Okay, Sakoma, we’re just going to have to teach you how to do things for yourself, because I ain’t feeding you for the rest of your days,” I said, rooting through a plastic container. I pulled out a large elastic band and made motions for him to stick out one of his stumps.

				He did so and I snapped the elastic around his wrist. I shoved the handle of a spoon under it and made sure it was secure. He looked at it. I got my bowl and showed him how to use the spoon, taking that first wonderful bite of food of the day. I immediately felt better. Sakoma carefully imitated me, placing the spoon in his mouth and closing his jaw around it.

				However, a clink came out of his mouth, and the spoon came out headless. He looked like a dog who knew that he had made a mess on the rug. I took the spoon’s corpse from his wrist and held my other hand under his mouth. He let the head fall from his mouth. After I wiped the saliva from my hands, I mounted a new spoon for him. He raised the freshly loaded spoon to his lips and opened his mouth.

				“Gently, Sakoma, gently…” I coached him. There was only a little clink this time, and he settled into eating his cereal.

				He continued to watch me as I ate mine, trying to pick up the fine art of breakfast cereals, no doubt. The three of us had survived breakfast. I put away the dishes and sat down in the cockpit to continue my diagnostics of the systems. Outside the canopy, it was a beautiful clear day, the sky the colour of rich salmon. It gave the feeling of eternal sunset.

				The cat was meowing again. I turned off the invisibility shield when the radar showed no movement in the area, and opened the port. I lifted the cat to the port and he scurried out and Sakoma indicated that he was going outside too. I nodded acknowledgment. He hadn’t been able to stand up in the cabin, so I imagined that he wanted to stretch out. This was confirmed as I saw him limbering up as he walked around the ship, inspecting it.

				I turned my attention back to the panels, and was shocked and dismayed to find out that we wouldn’t be travelling any further by ship. While I had restored power, I had failed to notice that the chamber of the eighth ray was slowly dissipating. It was nearly empty. Panic rose within me, and I jumped out of the seat and ran backwards to the eighth ray tank. The physical gauge said the same thing.

				I wasn’t going to be able to get home!

				I tried to work up the energy for a panic attack, but I just didn’t have it in me after the past day. What the hell had I been thinking of, flying a ship millions of kilometres from my home? I was stranded on Mars. But my craziness had gotten me to Mars. I began to shiver. I would never see Earth again.

				A dull depression overcame me and I looked about the cabin. I took a few deep breaths to remind myself that I could. I headed toward the cockpit again. I sat down in my seat and looked at the gauges and controls. Life was never big enough for me. I always had to be rash, to try to change my life drastically rather than facing it. I had run away from home. And now, I had paid the price. In that moment, I was without hope, without a future. My world was undefined. Colour appeared pale and washed.

				Without a thought in my head, I looked up and out the cockpit bubble. Sakoma sat on some rocks, moving one of his metal armbands, making it reflect on the stone. The cat was chasing the spots of light back and forth, jumping on and off the green man’s body. Finally, the cat settled down in his lap. Sakoma, more gentle than stealthy, rubbed a forearm down the cat’s back. The cat hardly noticed, enjoying the early morning sun. 

				Maybe I came to Mars for all the wrong reasons, and by coming I had thrown myself into something I was not prepared for. I hadn’t come to Mars for high adventure. I knew that now.

				What I came for I couldn’t have told you at that moment, but I had the feeling that it would be contained in that simple gesture outside. I stood up and began packing all the gear I felt we would need for an extended trek across the scarred planet. The desert would give me my answers, and if I was very lucky I would still be alive at the end of the journey.
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				We had been walking across the plains for almost two weeks, with no sign of any landmark other than rock and sand. The dust bit into our faces when the winds picked it up, and the winds were there more often than not. My skin felt as rough and weathered as the landscape, the taste of the land always in my mouth. Sakoma took this all in stride. Each day, because of the rations I was able to provide us, he looked more and more like the green warriors of old. He relished the harsh weather like a viking battling the North Sea. His incredible height and mass never diminishing his steady, solid pace through the twisting sands.

				Sometimes I would carry the cat, especially during the sandstorms. A cat though, is a highly independent creature and he wanted to do most of his walking for himself. This gave him the opportunity to survey his new territory. Once in a while I would see him top a rise, look over it, and look back, almost as if saying, “Hey, y’know, I still don’t smell anything.” At least, that’s what I thought his cautious meows meant.

				Only twice had we seen any people, and then only far off in the distance. I had to pull out my binoculars to see them clearly. One group had been a small band of green men, much like the ones I had encountered with Sakoma, and the other, much to my surprise, had been a motley crew of yellow men.

				“Yellow men,” I had said incredulously, “but they live only in the northern ice cap.” Yet another puzzle.

				Sakoma had taken an interest in my equipment. He was getting quite adept with right-angle screwdrivers and Allen wrenches strapped to his stumps, and handled the binoculars easily, imitating my movements. He was very impressed with them.

				“Sakoma carry?” he had asked.

				“Sure,” I had replied. He slung the strap around his neck. We had been teaching each other our languages. His was far more simple and direct than English. So while we were speaking a mixture of English and Martian right then, it would probably end up just being Martian we spoke.

				He looked through the binoculars again and said, “Not green men.” 

				“Yes. I know. Yellow men. Why?” I returned.

				He shrugged. “Everybody walk.” The answer told me very little.

				I pulled my camera out of its pouch and extended the zoom. I took a few pictures of the wandering group and was about to put it away when the ugliest slug caterpillar I had ever seen walked over the tip of my boot. So there were insects here after all. It was about 20 centimetres long, with an additional five or six centimetres devoted to thorny antennae that probed the ground in front of it. For what purpose I could not imagine.

				“Yee-uuuckkk,” I said casually, wanting to dislodge the thing from my boot, but hesitating because I couldn’t see if the thing had big teeth. Its body had the colour and texture of a slimy, open wound that was rotting. It undulated along on more legs than a millipede had, its soft body pulsing with some weird breathing rhythm. Multiple eyes clustered on top of its head looked like, for lack of a more tasteful description, large whitehead pimples ready to burst. It lifted its front end and sniffed the wind with its sphincter-like mouth. Nope, no teeth, but a pointed, stiff tongue shot in and out similarly to a ballpoint pen being clicked back and forth. That looked like it could pierce my boot. Without taking my gaze off of it, I said, “Uhhh, Sakoma.” No response. “Sakoma?” A little more sharply.

				I caught his movement out of the corner of my eye.

				A screwdriver came down deftly and pierced the little abomination. The insect screamed as it was impaled. Sakoma raised it to his mouth and tipped back his head. He swallowed it whole cutting short the little beast’s death cry, and grinned back at me.

				“Good eat,” he said, obviously satisfied with his morning snack. In my life I have eaten roasted grasshoppers and chocolate-covered ants. I knew that if I was ever starving, I could possibly, maybe, live on insects to survive. However, Martian insects are a breed apart. I’d have to get pretty darn desperate before I took a bite of one of those things. I opened up my notebook and wrote down a brief description and made a quick sketch. I wished I had had the presence of mind to take a photograph of it before it had become Sakoma’s snack, but there were probably more scurrying about. I put away the notebook and took a small sip of water to wash the distaste from my mouth.

				I looked out across the harsh plain. The band of yellow men had disappeared into the folds of the land. I stood up and let the hot wind blow against me. The moisture on my lips evaporated, leaving them rough and dry again. I hadn’t bathed since space.

				Sakoma needed very little water, probably due to evolutionary adaptation to his environment going back hundreds of generations. I would have no such luxury, and neither would the cat. I explained this as best I could to Sakoma, and he confirmed to me that he could survive for extended periods of time without water, as long as his food had moisture. I presumed this meant things like the insect.

				We used the common sense of the desert as well. We did not travel in the hot sun of the midday, but dug into a convenient rock formation and put up a sun reflecting tarp to keep the temperature lower than our surroundings. Only one of us slept at a time, and it was Sakoma who set that rule in place. Often though, we would sit and talk. He would tell me of things he had seen and done, but he was a much better listener, and coaxed me constantly to tell him of Earth and its many wonders. Sometimes, while remembering something that I particularly loved back there, I would have to stop talking for a while. Sakoma would only tilt his head at me, unaccustomed as he was to softer emotions in his kill-or-be-killed life. While it often hurt me to speak of some things, it helped me put my past life in some kind of perspective and it improved our communication skills.

				While my body weighed much less than on Earth, I often found myself panting with exertion due to the lack of oxygen in the atmosphere, my head aching. I wondered the fate of the two atmosphere plants. In this arid waste, I had little hope that those mechanical marvels had survived the catastrophe. Yet, though the air was indeed thin for my needs, I could still breathe it. Earth science told me long ago that Mars had a mostly carbon dioxide atmosphere, so much so that I should be gasping like a fish out of water, yet I could breathe. Science was also contradicted in the range of temperatures. According to Earth’s best minds and the scientific data collected by our probes, it wasn’t supposed to be very hot by day, and it should have been much colder by night. The days were scorching and the nights were no cooler than your average Earth desert night. You bundled up in a good heavy coat and moved around. You didn’t freeze.

				Many nights we logged long marches. I would look up into the sky then, the inky blackness pierced by thousands upon thousands of stars. Earth has a thicker, dirtier atmosphere and light pollution abounds, dimming its own heavens. Here, where there was only the thinnest canopy of gases and no neon tubes cutting away the night, the cosmos dazzled the senses with its intensity.

				I had no idea where we were headed, and I don’t think Sakoma did either. He had never been this way before, that much I knew, but we seemed to be following the simple idea of “Everybody walks.”

				To help myself deal with the stress of this unknown world, I set up a number of routines in my daily life. That way I could count on something mundane to give our journey a bit of structure. I didn’t want to be overwhelmed by the situation again. With that in mind, I would go through a series of martial arts forms after every sleep. This limbered up my body, often stiff after sleeping on the desert floor, and cleared my mind of doubts. On Earth, I worked out a few times a week, but here on Mars I was working out every day in addition to being constantly physical, and as a result my body was losing whatever softness it had. Tendons I didn’t know I had corded tautly under my leathery skin. I was in the best condition of my life.

				Sakoma and I were now speaking in Barsoomian for conversation, I having finally obtained a working grasp of it, and so, when Sakoma questioned me about my strange movements, I was able to explain.

				“Martial arts started out as a way of fighting, a way to use the body skilfully, with efficiency and power. The people were ruled by warriors who would not let them carry weapons for fear of the citizens revolting against their rule. Their hands and feet became their weapons. A philosophy developed that shaped the mind to match the strength of the body. When body and mind work together, the idea is that the person will be whole.” I illustrated my point with my hands. One was the body, the other the mind. I joined them to show their combined strength.

				Sakoma screwed up his face, “Warriors train to fight. The stronger warrior takes what is his.”

				I shook my head at him. “No, you should only use these skills in self-defence. To attack somebody is wrong.” I sounded like a kindergarten teacher. I didn’t believe myself.

				“In the ruins, you attacked and killed.”

				“Sakoma,” I protested weakly, “I did that to save your life. You would have died there if I hadn’t stopped them. I didn’t want to hurt them, but I had no choice. I take no pride in knowing that I took a life, even if it was to save yours.” Clearly, the concept wasn’t getting through to him.

				“I do not believe you. I did not ask you to save my life, Chestur. It was none of your affair. You should have left me to – ” and he cut himself off with a slice of his arm through the air. Then he turned back to me and said slowly, with venom, “You are weak, Jasoomian.”

				“Just a minute, Sakoma,” I said firmly, bringing myself up to my full height, somewhere around his navel, if he had had one. “Now who’s lying? Who are you to judge me? We do not understand much about each other, but where I come from we try to help those who need it. My people aren’t doing a great job these days living up to that, but we try. What has war brought you?” I made an expansive gesture indicating the land. “Destruction all around you. Your world is dying, Sakoma. It’s all gone.”

				He roared down at me and tried to envelop me in his arms. I grabbed his harness and shifted my weight, using his momentum to lever him up and over. He flew quite nicely and landed hard in the dust. He was up on his feet in a fraction of a second. He looked bewildered and shocked.

				“That was a judo toss.”

				He was enraged and charged at me. I sidestepped him and grabbed his harness as he sailed past, spinning him around. I tripped him with an outstretched ankle and his face dropped to my level. His arms flailed at me and I blocked and parried them easily. Then I made a few hard, straight shots to his chest, and one cutting blow just over his eye. A trickle of his blood ran down his face. I grabbed his upper arms.

				“While we’re talking about being soft, Sakoma, let me ask you a question: Why didn’t you attack those two groups we saw? Green warriors take what they want, they rule the plains of Barsoom on their wild thoats. Why Sakoma? Why?! Why didn’t you take from them. You’re stronger than they are now, thanks to the food I’ve given you!”

				“I – ”

				“Come on Sakoma! Tell me the truth!”

				“I cannot – ”

				“Tell me!”

				“I am not a warrior! I should have died! You should have let me die! There is no thing left! I want to die!”

				I had to keep going with it. “So why not kill me while I sleep? You could have your revenge on me for saving your worthless life! So why, if you want to die so badly, do you strap screwdrivers to your wrists and learn to use my tools? Why learn my language? I know yours, but you still want to know mine. Why Sakoma? If you’re already dead, why are you still learning and adapting?!” I threw his arms aside and backed up a step or two.

				His shoulders dropped and he hunched over. He had no answer for me, but I knew what was in his heart. I understood him, and through that understanding the first ideas were coming to my mind.

				“Why haven’t you killed me if you hate me like this Sakoma?”

				He was through playing games. “I did not kill you because you did save my life. In the old days, that would have meant little to me, but for so long I have been alone here, wandering since the great disaster. The green warriors were fierce, but we were not without our own kind of compassion and devotion to our family and friends. When I awoke in your ship, I looked into your eyes and saw that you were not like us. Your heart had not been turned to dust by the desert as mine has, and at that moment I remembered how I had once been… a long time ago.” I sat down on the ground next to him.

				“The great green tribes, the Thark and the Warhoon, destroyed each other and Barsoom, didn’t they?” I said.

				He looked at me and nodded. “In a sense. I am Warhoon,” he said with pride, “for years we waged bloody war across the great plains, razing everything in our path.” He swallowed hard.

				“We did not even stop when we realised the atmosphere plant was no longer working. The moss…” he said wistfully.

				He got up and paced, “‘What does moss matter?’ we spat arrogantly at the time. This is war, the war to end all wars. Either Thark or Warhoon, but by Issus, only one tribe shall be left on Barsoom when we’re done!

				“Then came the dust storms…” he said hollowly. He stood up straight, and looked off into the distance.

				My eyes widened. I got it.

				“The dust whipped across our world, ripping away whatever we had not already destroyed in our madness. The stone of buildings dissolved before our eyes. Millions more perished then, or were pelted to death by shards of debris, or picked up in the winds and never seen again. The surface water evaporated from every crack and hollow, the animals disappeared, the plants withered,” he said with bitterness in his voice.

				“How long did it take?” I asked reflexively.

				“Days. Weeks. I cannot remember. It all happened so fast.” He sat down again. He tilted his head up, and thought for a moment.

				“While we are being so revealing,” he said, smiling, “tell me how you know so much and so little about us at the same time.”

				“On Earth, your Barsoom is thought to be the fantasy world of a writer of books. A few weeks ago I would have laughed if someone told me they believed those stories to be real, but all the same I knew them in great detail. Most of them were about John Carter, Warlord of Barsoom.”

				“Carter!” he spat viciously. “He and his precious red men and their Thark puppets. Long have the Warhoon thirsted for his blood.” And then he calmed. “All so useless,” he added. “I will say one thing, for all their superior technology, the red men have done little to rebuild our world, if they still live. I have heard that they hoarded what they had for themselves. They were the ones who – ”

				This puzzled me and I cut him off in mid-sentence. “I’m not disagreeing with you, Sakoma, but from what I know, John Carter would be the first to act for his planet, to save it from destruction.”

				He gawked at me. “His planet! It was our planet for millions of years before he came, and millions of years from now it will still be ours.

				“If we are still here.”

				It was my turn to get a little steamed, but instead of aggressively defending my childhood adventure hero, I stood up quickly to pace it off. I hate it when some remembered fact or truism pops into my head to disprove a line of thought I like particularly, but it was unavoidable. I put my hands on my hips and looked out at the banded red sky and the cracked desert. “History is always written by the victors,” I said finally. I had to discard my preconceptions and deal with the facts as they revealed themselves to me. For now, it had to be assumed that John Carter was not going to be coming to our rescue, so…

				“Sakoma, do you know where Helium is?” I asked, turning back to him.

				“Forty years ago, I could have told you. But now, the land changes too quickly, I have gone too far.”

				“How about a map? Do you have a map of what Barsoom used to look like?”

				“No, why?”

				“Because in the computer I’m carrying, it’s a storage device for information, I have accurate maps of what Barsoom looks like today. If I had an accurate map of what Barsoom used to look like, I could combine them and we could find Helium, and perhaps a way to fix my shuttle.” I was thinking while I was talking. Throughout our conversation, one thought led to another, suggested something bigger, and finally I had something. A moment of clarity froze me.

				“Are you all right, Chestur? Why is your shuttle so important?”

				“The ship.” I remembered the line from Carter’s letter. “The shuttle came from a bigger ship. A huge ship if I read that letter right. A ship that big can do things you can’t imagine. I didn’t know how to find it when I was back on Jasoom, but we’re here now. We can find out.”

				“Like what?”

				“It can… move things. Big things.”

				“You are not making any sense.” He was agitated again.

				“Sakoma, all my life I’ve been looking for the great cause. Something to build, some way to leave my mark on the world.” I paused. “You agree there is nothing to lose here? That without any change your world is dead?”

				“Yes.”

				“Good. Then let’s get started.” I picked up my things and trotted down the hillock. The cat crawled out from under an escarpment, groggy with nap. Sakoma scrambled to get his gear back on, and hurried after me.

				“Wait Chestur! What is this plan of yours?”

				“Well, you’re not going to like parts of it, maybe a lot of it.”

				He caught up with me and stopped me with an arm on my shoulder. “Chestur,” he said seriously, “I will follow you anywhere because you saved my life and there is nothing to lose by doing so. I– I am sorry I called you weak.”

				Just as seriously I replied, “Strength has many faces, Sakoma, yours is just as important as my own. Will you teach me to be a warrior? I need to know what you know.”

				“If you will teach me your martial arts.”

				“Deal.” I shook his stump.

				“What is first?” he asked as we continued our trek.

				“Nothing big, but if we come across anybody, and I mean anybody, we don’t kill them or avoid them, we get them to join us. We need all the people we can get. It’s time you stopped walking.”

				“Even black and yellow men?”

				“As far as I’m concerned, you’re all Barsoomians. Anyone, Sakoma.”

				He said nothing.

				“I told you you wouldn’t like some of it.”

				He made a sound of disbelief.

				I nodded, gave myself a moment, and then began to speak.
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				It was late afternoon, and we had just arisen from our midday rest. We stretched our limbs to loosen up. We took up the ready stance and began slowly moving through a series of tai chi forms. Sakoma was a quick study, adjusting the moves to his physical requirements, always maintaining his balance beautifully. After 20 minutes the sweat was evaporating off me with rapidity. We returned to the ready position and finished the routine.

				Sakoma grabbed our harnesses and tossed me mine. I donned it and pulled the sword from its scabbard. Sakoma anchored his to his forearm and we started practising. I would like to tell you that I was learning swordsmanship as fast as Sakoma was learning martial arts, but alas, such was not the case. While I was learning the moves, it all felt stiff and unnatural.

				“Dammit,” I swore under my breath as I overbalanced and sent myself spinning awkwardly. Sakoma kicked me in the butt and I fell to the ground. Again.

				“Are you all right?” he said drily.

				“I’m fine,” I snapped, dragging myself to my feet. “I just can’t seem to get it right, Sakoma.” I had been stuck at this point for days.

				“Hunff,” was his grunted response. Something was going on behind those red wall-eyes, and I became wary.

				He circled me casually and my adrenaline kicked in. The sword bobbed in my hand, the tip almost touching the ground. Sakoma was behind me, breathing inaudibly. The hair on the back of my neck stood up and goosepimples ran in waves down my body. I heard/felt his harness shift and the world tilted in slow motion. For an eternity my body twisted. Blood roared in my ears and my vision monochromed. I still twisted around, my teeth baring in a fierce snarl, the growl of a stalking cat rumbling from my guts. Tendons corded and my sword arm shot ever so slowly upwards. The glint of light off of polished metal flashed in my eyes, a sword falling in slow time towards my unprotected back. The sword attached to my arm came out of nowhere, not controlled by me, and the two blows of death strained to meet each other. Time halted and suddenly they met.

				The world exploded and I fought for my life against one of the finest warriors in the universe. We flew at each other, twisting and clashing. I used my superior strength to leap into the air and try and attack from above and every time one of his quick arms whipped out of nowhere to knock me back down. He tried to overwhelm me with his height and his incredible reach. Every time I rolled, dodged, and parried his vicious blows. We blocked swords at the hilt and growled at each other.

				“Chestur,” he strained to say, “you do not need me to show you how to be a warrior!”

				We were equally matched forces.

				His eyes bored down at mine, and he said hoarsely, “You made me face myself. Now face yourself, Jasoomian! You are a warrior! You were always a warrior! It took this planet to wake you up to the fight you have been in your whole life!”

				My legs flexed hard, and I used his own momentum against him. I rolled onto my back and brought my feet up into his midsection as he fell forward and levered him up and over. He did a half-twist in the air and was on his feet charging at me the same time I was charging at him, sword flashing at the ready. The clang of metal rang through the arid waste for kilometres. We fought like nothing else mattered, and in truth, at that moment, nothing else did. In the twilight of that planet, in that desert, nothing could mean more than fighting for your life.

				The sun finally set, and thoroughly exhausted we plopped down on our butts hard in the dust. One of us started laughing and the other took it up. The cat realised that it was safe to come out of hiding and harassed us loudly with wails of meowing. Reluctantly, we got up out of the dirt and broke camp.

				I realised we wouldn’t make that much distance that night, having so strenuously worked out, but the day’s work had been accomplished. I pulled on my pants and top and we set out, the canopy of stars brilliant overhead. We had been walking at an easy pace for an hour across hard-packed rolling terrain littered with boulders and rocks when Sakoma waved for me to stop and get down. I did so immediately, dropping behind a big boulder.

				He slid up beside me and we passed the binoculars back and forth. “Three green warriors,” he said. I nodded.

				“I would have preferred daylight,” I replied, “but… we’ll make do with what fate throws at us.”

				Sakoma sighed and shook his head, but he was game. He picked up the cat and placed it inside my backpack. That would be the safest place for him just then. The cat meowed pathetically, not wanting to be confined, but by now he was used to it. A few moments later, as I was looking through my binoculars, I felt him settle down.

				I felt loose and confident. The afternoon’s sword fight had dispelled any doubts I had about my ability to fight. My body and mind were coming together after a lifetime’s struggle.

				“We should come upon them unawares,” Sakoma said, “they will want to kill us and take our metal.”

				I nodded. “That’s exactly what they would expect someone to do, and if they caught us doing it, we would have a fight on our hands, to be sure.” I stood up and leaned against the big rock. I pulled a lightstick from my harness and shook it to life. Before Sakoma could protest, I headed out into the open with the glowing rod above my head, calling to the party. Their metal clattered noisily as they realised they weren’t alone.

				Sakoma trotted up beside me. “Amazing,” he said, “they haven’t charged you.” I could see him in the green light of the stick, sword before him, anxious for the fight.

				“It’s not amazing,” I replied, “I just did something they would never have expected. They don’t know how to react to this because they’ve never seen it before. Hear them talking?” Their voices carried faintly across the desert floor in the cold night air. They talked hurriedly. Before they could come to the conclusion to attack, I had to keep control.

				“Hello!” I called loudly in their tongue, “We mean you no harm! May we approach to talk?!”

				“We have nothing! Go away or we will kill you!” At least the answer hadn’t been to kill us no matter what. That was a good sign. Sakoma wanted to jump ahead and take the battle to them but a harsh word from me held him in check.

				We were getting quite close when they told us to come no closer. “All right,” I said calmly, but did not try to sound too gentle about it. They would have thought I was weak. I threw the lightstick into the space between us, and another after it.

				“Come into the light,” I said, “so that we may see each other’s faces while we talk.” Before they could protest, I took slow steps forward, my palms up to show that they were empty. I took off my ball cap and smoothed my hair back. Sakoma stood close to my left, looking fierce without even trying. His sword point was aimed at the ground, but we all knew that with a green warrior that meant little.

				They came closer. They looked like all the other green men we had seen, ragged and desperate looking. Their swords swung in their hands nervously.

				“You are a red man!” the centre one spat viciously.

				By now, I knew what that meant to them. “No,” I replied, “it’s even worse than that, I am from Jasoom.” I smiled coldly. Their swords raised themselves, and Sakoma began to raise his. I drew my sword from its scabbard and slapped Sakoma’s blade down in one impossible to follow movement. The three hesitated, snarling in the green glow. “We could have snuck up on you in the darkness and you would be dead by now. Are you not in the least bit curious why?”

				The one on the left sneered. “It is a trick. Let us kill them and take their metal. Red men are weak and the other has no hands.” He said the last with a condescending chuckle to his voice. Sakoma barely endured the insult. The one on the right seemed younger and less sure of himself. He kept quiet and looked to the centre man for his cues.

				I slowly sheathed my sword and drew closer to the light. I sat down on a rock and said, “Please, sit. I only wish to talk. And once again, I am not a red man. I am from the planet Jasoom.”

				The centre one hesitated a moment and then sheathed his two swords as well. The one on his left sneered again. “No, we must kill them now!” I took an instant dislike to this man.

				“Koldas!” the centre man said, confirming to me that he was their their leader, “If it is a trick, we will still be three to their two and we shall win.” He said that looking straight into my eyes. He sat down gracefully across the lights from me. The younger sat down and then finally the suspicious Koldas.

				“You are from Jasoom,” the leader began after Sakoma sat down, sheathing his sword as well. “You are an ally of Carter’s.”

				“No,” I replied, “I know of him, but have never met him. I am only recently come from Jasoom. My name is Chester Ventura. This is Sakoma Nu of the Warhoon.”

				The leader nodded. “I am Keilis Kree. Koldas Torka,” he jerked his head to indicate the belligerent one, “and Fel Nek,” he tipped his head towards the young one. “Your companion is Warhoon. We are Thark. It does not bode well for you.”

				His words were measured and said with calm assurance. It was not so much a threat as a statement. There was no posturing or intimidation. They were Thark, Sakoma was Warhoon. In his eyes, it was completely obvious.

				“It is true, Sakoma is Warhoon, but even more important is that he, like you, is a green warrior, and green warriors are from Barsoom, and Barsoom needs all its children if it is to survive.”

				“Ha!” spat Koldas. “You speak like a red man,” he said contemptuously. “You will say what you think will make us do what you want, but gone are the days when the Thark did the bidding of the red men.”

				“It is good you have realised your own strength, but only a fool thinks that cooperation is weak.”

				Koldas moved to leap across the lights, but Keilis held him back. “What are you saying?” Keilis said, his big eyes narrowing.

				“I have no wish to command you, but I know that five are better at survival than two or three.”

				“And then?” he came back.

				“If five are better, then why not ten?” I said calmly, giving no weight to one word or another. “One hundred. More?”

				He shook his head. “No! Big groups draw attention and are easily destroyed. That is how war began. That is how it ended.” It was a cold and final answer, said as if it were perfectly obvious and I was worse than a fool to suggest otherwise. I pondered that for the moment. I had not considered before why a communal race like the green men had not reorganised, why they and the rest of Barsoom wandered its wastes like ghosts, avoiding contact of any sort.

				Fear had entered their consciousness. Fear where none had been before. Kill or be killed had always been the rule, with no thought for death other than victory over your enemy. Now they realised the cost, and as a race they knew how close they were to extinction.

				John Carter had come to Barsoom from an Earth of almost 150 years ago. He had not had the benefit of the tumultuous years of the 20th century, and the beginnings of our maturity as a race. He had not learned the lessons of the Second World War, genocide and the atomic bomb. He had not seen the cold war and the fear. He had not experienced the social upheaval of the 1960s, Viet Nam, climate degradation and the great hope.

				I had paid attention to history and just how precious and precarious our existence really was. I had seen the Berlin Wall come down and communism fall apart in Russia. I had seen the Challenger space shuttle blow apart and the pictures from the Hubble telescope.

				I had learned that no matter what, there was always a cost for everything, good or bad. The Barsoomians had, at least, learned the first part, though not completely. Killing on a grand scale was undesirable. Now they needed to learn that killing on a small scale, individual to individual, would eliminate them just as easily.

				To realise that, they needed something as important as life itself. Something that was as alien to them as I was.

				They needed hope.

				“Yes,” I said, beginning again, “I do wish to help you reorganise your world. I have many things I can teach and share with you, but just as important is the knowledge of the green men. You are the great men of the desert. The only thing I ask of you right now is that we do not kill each other. Let us travel together for a time.”

				“And where are you headed?” Keilis asked.

				“We seek the city of Helium – ”

				“I told you! They are in league with the despot Carter!” Koldas spat. Once again Keilis held him back and I held back Sakoma.

				“Why Helium?” Keilis said, tension in his voice.

				“The red men built the atmosphere plant and the flying ships. I can’t help put Barsoom back together without either.”

				“They are that important?”

				“Without them nothing changes. Without them we walk until we die.” My backpack began to squirm and I pulled it off my back and opened the flap. The cat stuck his head out and meowed.

				“At least he brought food,” young Fel Nek said speaking up for the first time, eying the cat hungrily.

				I held the cat and pet him to calm him down. “This is not food.” I passed him to Sakoma and pulled out some rations from my pack. I passed them out to the three warriors and showed them by example how to open the plastic. “We have plenty of food like this, enough to last us 30 more days, if you eat like Sakoma does. However, my need for water is greater than yours, as is the cat’s. We have only enough for a few more days. Do you know of a well nearby?” It was the first time I had spoken my fear aloud.

				“Our wells are for us only, Jasoomian!” Koldas snarled.

				“At least you’re not calling me a red man anymore.”
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				It was a few days later. Near midday a great dust storm rose out of the desert, breaking our sleep. We sat huddled in a shallow depression in the rocks, covered with tent cloth. We sat there silently, sweating in the close quarters. At least I did, the water pouring off me as if I was in a sauna. The cat panted, and you knew it was too hot if you saw a cat panting. Being plant based, the green men did not sweat, but they gave off a certain unique aroma as their skin sloughed off in big pieces like dead leaves. I hope my own smell was not as pungent to them as theirs was to me.

				“What stinks?” said Koldas, looking in my direction. So much for that.

				Fel Nek kept looking at the cat, hungrily. I wondered when the last time they had fresh game was.

				The heat was oppressive and I dozed off and on, my legs cramping under me. By the time the storm abated, it was mid-afternoon. We loaded up our gear, distributed over the five of us now, for the three did not have anything to speak of before meeting up with Sakoma and myself.

				“It is not far to the well now,” Keilis said, “we shall be there before night has fully taken the day.”

				“Good,” I replied, wiping the back of my neck with a dirty cloth. The cat was still tired. I gave him some more water, which he lapped up greedily. I forced myself to drink slowly. This was nervous business. I had never been without a steady supply of water in my life. I did not let my anxiousness show though. The green warriors would never have understood. If we got water this evening, it would be all right, but if it went past tomorrow, the cat and I would be in grave danger. Already I had cut our rations back by half. I was dehydrated and not thinking perfectly clearly. The little water I was taking in was the only thing preventing me from falling into the dirt. I had failed to work out an adequate water plan when we had set out.

				I put one foot in front of the other and kept to the centre of the group. The cat sat inside the top of the backpack, his front paws and head on my left shoulder. He was too weak to walk.

				Sakoma took point using the binoculars that had become his to help his eyes sweep the horizons. We had been walking for an hour, mostly in silence, when Keilis said, “It is very… unusual that a green man, even a Warhoon, would allow himself to live after that had been done to him.” He meant Sakoma’s hands, of course.

				“Perhaps,” I said. “It is true he is handicapped somewhat, but he is a great warrior regardless.”

				Keilis almost replied, but thought better of it.

				After Sakoma waved us on, we topped a low rise and a dead lake was on the other side. We climbed down the steep, ringed shore to the bottom. Here the ground was dried clay, cracked like a dried orange peel. Fel Nek led us along the shoreline until we came upon what looked like an effluvial discharge. Some ancient underground river had once emptied itself here, deep underneath the surface. Now the great sedimental deposits were dried, cracked ribs that spread out in their distinctive fan. Koldas and Fel cleared away some heavy rocks, revealing a hole about two feet across in the wall. Fel reached inside with one of his long arms and came back with only the fingertips wet.

				“It has almost run dry. It is late in the year,” Fel announced. Koldas spat. Keilis nodded knowingly.

				“There will be no more water from this well until the new season. Four months hence.”

				Four months! This was almost too much to bear. I looked at the hole and got angry. I began to take off my pack. “Did you ever think of crawling into the hole to find out where the water comes from? Perhaps it’s just a little further back.” The three looked at each other blankly.

				Sakoma rescued them, taking my pack onto his own shoulder, “It may seem obvious to you, Chestur, but we are much bigger than you.”

				I wiped my face which was now bereft of sweat. “Yes,” I said, feeling the chill of heat exhaustion, “my apologies. I take my size for granted.” I pulled off my cap and gloves. I made sure I had some light sticks and moved towards the hole. Koldas towered in front of me.

				I looked up at him with as much malice as I could muster. I think I just ended up looking ill. “Look Koldas, I don’t care if you don’t trust me. In fact I’d be worried if I became your best friend right away, but I’m going to tell you the truth. If I don’t get a fresh supply of water, and a fair bit of it, I’ll be dying by the end of tomorrow. I’m dying now. I’m not going to destroy the well. I’m going to try to find out where the water went because I have no other choice.”

				Surprisingly, he did not say anything. He looked down at me with an indecipherable expression and then grudgingly moved aside.

				At the dark entrance to the hole I turned and looked back over my shoulder. The cat looked ill. “Give the cat the rest of my water ration. Slowly. If I don’t find water, it won’t matter anyways.” I tried to remember if I was claustrophobic as I wriggled through the hole into the darkness. It was humid in here and the temperature was a bit cooler and continued to drop the further I travelled into the crevice. It felt good.

				Before it got too narrow I shook a lightstick and held it before me. The rocks glistened with moisture low on the walls and the ground beneath my feet was silty mud. The walls were worn smooth. In the spring, somewhere in the long past, the waters must have rushed through here to fill the lake. The lines showing the water flow cuts in the walls told me that the waters had steadily dropped over time.

				It was good to be in the cool and the dark. My head was clearing, though it still pounded with a dehydration headache, the moist air allowing me to breathe a little easier. I could actually smell something. The ceiling got steadily lower and I was having to stoop, and it felt like I was descending, or were my legs weak and they were having to work harder than normal to hold me up?

				My foot slipped and I knew that I wasn’t wrong. This channel was descending. I was having to brace myself and not doing a good job of it. The walls were slick with some form of algae that was, good God, moving of its own accord. The light stick was dimming quickly and before I could grab another, it popped from my hand and fell into the muck at my feet. At that same moment, the channel took a steep drop and in my weakened state I could not keep my footing. My hands slid ineffectually against the living walls and my feet banana-peeled out from under me. I fell with a sickening thud and shot down into the darkness, quite unable to arrest my fall.

				After a couple of bumps that hurt a lot, I realised that protecting my head was more important than trying to get a hold of the impossibly slick walls. I tucked my head into my shoulders and held onto it with my arms. I slid down, down, down in the pitch black. The algae coated me like grease and every moment my speed increased, the underground channel twisting and turning. Twice I fell for short distances but continued on unabated. I was travelling so fast that if I had tried to dig in with my heels or grab with my hands I would have been sent spiralling and tumbling to break my neck, or worse.

				Somewhere ahead? above? below? I could hear a rumbling? an echo? certainly something other than the tight confines of this ancient river. I felt a rush of air come up the tunnel and then I had air all about me. It took a terrifying moment to realise that I had been ejected from the channel and was falling, falling, towards what I did not know. The humid mist got thicker and I heard splashing below. Realising what was about to happen I took quick deep breaths. The hollow sound around me abruptly disappeared. I was plunged deep into cold water. Briefly I struggled to regain the surface. There was strong pressure on my eardrums. I kicked my legs hard, but could feel no movement forward. To my horror I was being dragged even further down.

				Something had my leg! Frantically I pulled a large lightstick out and shook it to life. An obscene squid-like beast had me in his tentacles. Thankfully my eyes were seeing through water, for if I had seen him clearly I would have died of fright to be sure. I had to get away from this beast quickly. We had ceased to descend and the thing entered a tunnel in the underground lake’s wall. Where we were headed, I did not know, but I had to break free. My fingers were feeble as I unsuccessfully tried to pry the suction cups from my calf.

				Enough was enough. I pulled my knife out and stabbed at the tough skin, but it wasn’t enough. I sheathed the knife and held the lightstick in my teeth as I drew my sword and worked up as much momentum as I could. We cleared the tunnel and I hacked at the tentacle, drawing blood.

				Now the huge creature, easily 10 metres long, turned its attention back at me. You may not believe me, but it screamed and the water shook about me with its sonic fury. Its many arms spread wide and I felt tiny before its massive display, but I would not die easily. I hacked the last of the tentacle free from my leg and swam into the centre, within the tentacles that moved to encircle me. I speared its body with my sword and twisted it about. In the dimness I could only hope that I was hitting in its most vital parts. I felt the blade jerk through its innards, and then the water was filled with a bright yellow liquid, thicker than blood. It screamed horribly again and the tentacles lashed about chaotically.

				Get out of here! Get out of here! I thought. A tentacle bashed me on the hip shooting pain down my leg and then I was clear. I swam hard to try to reach the surface an unknown distance above me. Something brushed past me, and then another. They were headed below, presumably to make a meal of the mortally wounded monster.

				I kicked as hard as I could but I was beginning to fade. My hip throbbed and the air in my lungs was stale and burning. I fished out a fresh lightstick and shook it to life, just in time as it turned out, but what I saw nearly made me suck the water into my aching lungs then. A solid rock ceiling loomed above me.

				There was no air space in here. This was a sealed pocket of water. Deep underneath me lay the tunnel to the first chamber I had landed in, but I did not have the strength to return, even if I could have found the tunnel.

				But even in my weakening state, something kept me thinking. I looked down about me, touching pockets and pouches, searching for my freedom. I knew that I must be under the dry lakebed. Perhaps… perhaps…

				I pulled the radium pistol from its holster and held it up. It would not fire under water, but it did have an incredibly powerful energy cell. I popped it free from the butt of the gun and jammed it as far as I could into a crack in the rocky ceiling. I pulled a waterproof flare from a pouch. I only had a few of these, compared to the lightsticks.

				I was close to succumbing when I pulled the cap off the flare and struck it to life. It glowed fiercely. Creatures circled about me, but I had more pressing problems. Besides, if this worked…

				I jammed the flare in beside the radium cell and swam away as fast as I could along the ceiling. The heated cell began to glow. From red to orange to yellow to white, and a high pitched screech came from it, drawing in the fanged creatures waiting for me to die so they could scavenge my cold flesh. I jammed my knife into the ceiling, using it like a piton.

				And then, with startling suddenness, the monsters were ripped away into the darkness. It was a stunning sight to see the shockwave ripple outwards like a flower blossoming in quick time. I was thrown backwards as well, but the knife held. Rocks showered down into the cavern and the ceiling began to collapse as a whole. I swam back, my vision tunnelling as my brain began to shut down, dodging the debris as best I could and then there it was. White light! Go towards the light!

				With the last of my strength, I kicked feebly for the surface letting the last of the stale oxygen from my body escape. As I broke the surface I took the sweetest breath of air I had ever taken. Shaking and gasping, I held onto the crumbling walls of the wide pit I had created. I used my knife to climb the ragged wall, hoisting my aching body up inch by cursed inch.

				It took a few moments before I realised I was screaming. I sagged into the wall and let myself work it out before I continued. Eventually, I heard someone calling down to me from above. I looked up and there was Sakoma looking down at me, as close an expression of concern on his face that he could manage.

				“Good. You found water,” was all he said.

				“Yeah,” I said, mumbling into the clay, “I found water.” I climbed the last five or six metres to the top of the crater and Sakoma gave me his arm and pulled me out. “What is with this world!” I shouted furiously, “Why the hell does everything want to kill you?! I’m crazy to be here! What was I thinking?!!”

				Unfortunately, my rant was in English, having forgotten Barsoomian for the moment, and so the green warriors watched me with their eyes, not moving a muscle otherwise. I sat down hard in the dirt and the cat came over and meowed plaintively. I picked him up and he began licking the water off me.

				Keilis said, “We will use ropes to lower the water bags.”

				“The explosion was impressive,” Fel said with obvious appreciation. I looked about. We were a half kilometre from the shore. “It shook the ground like an earthquake and sent water high into the air.”

				The ring of water around the hole was easily 50 metres in diameter. There were low hills all around. My eyes narrowed as I scanned them. I wondered how many people ringed the lake, knowing that it still held water, and how many of those had seen and felt the explosion.

				Sakoma brought over a hide of water and gave it to me. I took off my cap and placed it on the ground and filled it with water for the cat. He stuck his face in it and drank. I put the bag spout to my mouth and poured the life back into me until my belly hurt. I lay back in the sun and let my clothes dry out. It did not take long.

				I must have dozed because by the time I awoke it was starting to get dark. Cluros and Thuria were low on the horizon. The night was cooling off rapidly. I pulled my pants and top on.

				“Ah, good. You are awake, Chestur,” Keilis said, looking over at me. I picked up my gear and the green men arose. Keilis handed me something to eat. I did not recognise what it was but I smelled it and it seemed okay. A taste confirmed that it was edible and had a rich, satisfying flavour.

				“Do I want to know what I’m eating?” I asked Sakoma.

				He shook his head. The cat rested on the cradle made by Sakoma’s lower arms, cleaning its face.

				Fel said, “We are not alone.” His sharp eyes scanned the lakeshore.

				“I thought as much,” I said. “They’re probably waiting for dark before they come out.”

				“You underestimate the value of water,” Koldas said, looking at me sideways. “When they all realise that there are small groups all around the lake, and that they are not alone against us, there will be battle.” He looked down at the livid hickies all over my right calf where the squid had gripped me. He said nothing about them, merely nodding before his eyes returned to watching the shore.

				I stood beside him, finishing off the unknown meat, I assumed it was meat even if there were no animals and I needed the illusion, and said, “On my world we have a saying, ‘the best defence is a good offence’.” I took a deep breath and bellowed at the top of my lungs, “Sons of Barsoom! Come and drink! There is enough for all! We will share our good fortune with you!” To emphasise my words, I took out my weapons and dropped them on the ground before me. I spread my arms wide and turned about through the four points of the compass. “We will not fight you! Come and drink!”

				The green warriors, with the exception of Sakoma Nu, looked at me aghast. At once, they all began to argue with me. I silenced them with a wave of my hand.

				We could hear the whispering of the groups hidden around us as they debated my strange actions. For long moments I stood there motionless. Every time one of my party tried to speak up I shushed him. Eventually they stood as still as I did. I kept taking long drinks of water and dousing my head. I tossed the bag to Sakoma and he did the same, as did the others. It was an extravagant show on this near-waterless planet. Fel threw the bag back to me.

				I hosed down the cat, who barely protested. I made a tent for him out of my jacket and he set himself down in the shade to clean himself. We would not die today. At least not of thirst.

				The whispers continued. I caught glimpses of heads peering over the hills, but the heads ducked back down just as quick. Finally, one stood up and walked forward. We watched him descend to the lakebed. As he got closer we saw he had all his weapons drawn, but he did not come at us. Keilis, Koldas, and Fel drew their weapons.

				“Easy, boys,” I said, and walked out to meet the stranger. Sakoma walked out behind me but kept his distance.

				I closed on the stranger and he stopped, weapons raised, ready.

				“It’s all right,” I said, raising my hands to show that they were empty. “My name is Chester Ventura and I am from Jasoom. You are welcome to drink from the well that we have made. What is your name?”

				“I am Mudu Shome of the Torquas.” I stepped right up to him, avoiding the blades hovering about me.

				“You are brave to come out. You do not need your weapons with me. I am no threat to you.”

				He huffed. A moment later he sheathed the swords and hooked his spear onto his back. “I am not brave. I am the lowest in my group and was considered expendable.”

				“Whatever. The well’s over here. You can have as much as you’d like.” When I saw Keilis look at Mudu blackly I shook my head. “This warrior is our guest. Sheath your weapons.” When he did not, I looked at Sakoma. He trotted back and spoke in harsh whispers. With much complaining the three did, Koldas relenting first.

				I stayed between Mudu and my group and led him to the well. He dropped in a large bag and we hauled it out together. He drank deeply, the water pouring down his long, gaunt body. When he was done, he sat down heavily in the dust, panting.

				I smiled down at him. “You have great power at this moment Mudu Shome. The green warriors will not believe me, but they will believe you. Tell them it is safe and they do not have to fight for the water.” I gave him my hand and he stood up. He spread his four arms in an X and bellowed–

				“There is water here for all! They do not lie!”

				Nothing.

				Nothing.

				Nothing.

				We waited.

				Nothing.

				An then, a head. Another. Over there. Right behind us. To the left. Yellow men. Green warriors. Kaldanes and their rykors. And black men.

				All spied each other warily, weapons drawn. I quickly counted the heads. There were close to a hundred. There were no red men among them. Before they could all close on one another I yelled, “Sons of Barsoom! Sheath your weapons! This is a moment of peace! We shall not spill each other’s blood today! This is the only price I exact for all the water you can drink!”

				“Who are you,” a yellow man said with an accent strange to my ears, “to exact any price from us, red man?!”

				“I am from Jasoom!” I was getting tired of making that distinction. “And before you ask, no, I do not know John Carter! Why fight, when all can drink and live?! I beg you to put away your weapons and remember what it is to be men, and not scavengers in the waste!”

				“Listen to him!” Sakoma chimed in. “This no trick! Will you not drink with us?! Come, remember what it is to be men! Or have you become carrion feeders one and all?!”

				I stood there, feeling embarrassed and happy at the same time. But I held my composure. I had actually reached Sakoma. He held hope in his heart once again. I had the first man.

				Then Koldas stepped forward and shocked me to my bones by sheathing his weapons and picking up a water bag. He walked out to a group of green warriors and handed them the bag. “Drink!” he bellowed, “Drink, for today is a good day to live!” I had the second man.

				Swords and knifes and spears clattered as they were put away. “Good!” I said, allowing myself an affirming smile. “Come on in, orderly now, you’ll all get water. That’s it! You there, shove around the hole and make room!”

				A kaldane scuttled between my legs and I nearly yelped. I am not a big fan of spiders. Its rykor bumped into me and I did jump when I turned and saw its headless body. “You! Kaldane!” I shouted, “Come back here and get this before it wanders into the well and you have no body!” The kaldane stalked back giving me a dark look. It scaled the body and reseated itself on the neck. He bumped my shoulder rudely as he passed. I shook my head. I sat down next to the cat and watched as man after man drank his fill.
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				The day had faded and night was upon us. After they drank, they split off into their groups. Fires dotted the dry lakebed. My leg ached where the squid had pulled on the flesh with its suckers, but otherwise I felt just fine. Occasionally a man came up and introduced himself. They questioned me, challenged me, insulted me, and in return I took no offence and invited them to sit with me. Some did for a time, others walked off into the dark. Each one I told my ideas for a future for Barsoom. My passion only increased as I related to each successive man.

				Sakoma had been making the rounds to each fire and when he found me alone once again, he sat down. Not one to mince words, he said, “They will not follow you. Most think you a gutless coward for not fighting to keep the well for yourself. The rest look to kill the others and keep it for themselves.”

				“Wonderful,” I said drily. “I should speak to them as a whole.” Thoughts of a great speech were forming in my brain. I went to get up, but Sakoma put an arm on my shoulder.

				“No, Chestur. You have convinced me, but it was not with your words. It is what you have done. Unless you back up what you have said with action, they will fight come the morning.”

				I knitted my brows and thought to say something. Then I thought better of it. “What do you suggest?”

				He actually smiled, and not fiercely, but with possibility.
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				I awoke at dawn when Sakoma touched my shoulder. I carefully lifted myself out of the sleeping bag. The cat looked up sleepily before tucking its head under his paw again. I lay the cover over him and left him in the peace of the tent, zipping it shut lest he wander off.

				“They are ready,” Sakoma said. I looked past him and saw the great circle of men and thanked God that I had a good night’s rest, some food, and the water fleshing my tissues. I shed my harnesses and extra clothing until I stood only in my shorts, t-shirt, and boots. I took my sword and long dagger from their scabbards and walked to the assembled. I kept my eyes straight forward, giving them nothing to latch onto, no sense of my mental state. Sakoma kept step with me, walking behind my right shoulder. Koldas and Fel parted to let me through. Koldas nodded and I acknowledged him in kind.

				The circle seemed a very empty place and being in its centre the loneliest spot on all of Barsoom. I looked about at the faces and was surprised I felt no fear. This had to be done. There was no other way. Still…

				“Sakoma Nu of the Warhoon has proposed a plan to you. I will ask you one last time to find it in yourselves to see things differently.”

				No response.

				And then one of the black men stood up. They had been reserved and orderly so far. He looked at me intensely with his black-irised eyes. “I am Rajan Parl. No first born has a quarrel with you. We shall ally ourselves with you. For the time being.” He raised his palm to me and I returned the gesture after a moment. He sat back down at the head of his group of a dozen men.

				“Thank you, Rajan Parl of the first born. Anyone else?”

				I heard only the wind.

				“Very well,” I said. “Sakoma?”

				He walked out to me and said to the circle, “You have all agreed to these terms. Any man here may challenge Chestur to single combat. If you lose, you agree to follow him in whatever he may ask of you. If he dies, we all go our separate ways, to live our lives the way they have always been for us. At the end of the day, if Chestur still stands, we all agree to follow him. Does anyone dispute these terms?”

				After a short pause a green warrior shouted, “Let us kill this fool so that we may find out who shall control the well! Anything he might ask us to do would be a waste of time!”

				Sakoma nodded slowly and then turned to me. “Remember your wits,” he said so that only I could hear, “You are more clever than all of them. That is what will save you.”

				“Thanks,” I said flatly. “That’s incredibly reassuring.” Sakoma laughed softly and walked back to the circle’s edge.

				I took a deep breath to centre myself and spread my arms, raising my sword and long dagger into the air. Slowly I rotated about. “Well, how’s about it, lads? Who shall kill a fool?”

				The green warrior of a moment ago stepped forward and drew two long swords. He came at me head on, not rushing, not stalking. He raised an arm to swing a sword at me and I ducked under and stuck him in the side with my dagger, rolling out behind him. He had not expected such speed.

				Angered now, he tried to envelop me with his arms, but I nimbly jumped over him, my Earth-toughened legs carrying me high in the lighter Barsoomian gravity. Over and over again he tried to get me with a frontal attack. I let him come to me, striking only minor wounds upon him. Finally, an easy opportunity presented itself and when he was overbalanced I let loose a kick to his head that stunned him and sent him sprawling. In a breath I was upon him and held my sword to his throat.

				“Do you yield and will you honour your word?” I said firmly.

				He glared at me, but he was in no shape to continue. “Yes!” he spat and I let him up. A murmur ran through the circle. Clearly, they expected me to kill him, as they would have done to me. I needed every one of them alive, though. I was playing for different stakes.

				I offered him a hand and helped him to his feet. “On my world,” I said to the assembled, “we applaud a warrior that has conducted himself with honour.” I staked my sword and dagger into the lakebed and clapped. Only Sakoma echoed it.

				“Chestur!” shouted Sakoma suddenly and I barely avoided being cut in two by the kaldane from the well yesterday. I rolled out of the way of his sword, but it took me away from mine, planted as they were in the ground. Now the crowd chose to applaud. This was great sport to them. The kaldane mounted on the rykor had some skill as a swordsman and I used all of my abilities to keep out of his reach. Sakoma was going to come to my aid.

				“No! Stay out of it!” I shouted. The kaldane was doing an effective job of keeping himself between me and my swords. I had only one way around him, but it was risky. So be it. I launched myself in the air, but he was ready for it. I felt the sword go into my leg and I came down hard on it as well, but a tuck and roll and I had my sword and dagger back in my hands. Blood streamed down my calf, but it didn’t appear to be more than a deep cut. Thankfully, it didn’t hurt yet.

				This kaldane had me angered. With fierce determination I hacked my way at him, giving him no quarter. I could see it loosening itself from the rykor’s neck as I pressed in at him. He was getting ready to jump free. I would have none of it. With savage fury I broke through its parries and buried my dagger in the rykor’s chest. Without pause I swung my sword high over my head and cleaved through the kaldane itself and down into the rykor. I planted my foot in the rykor’s chest and yanked the sword and dagger from its lifeless body. They fell to the dirt and the kaldane rolled off the rykor in two pieces, leaving a trail of its jellied organs and fluids.

				“And that,” I said, breathing hard, “is how we reward treachery!” For this, they clapped. I shook my head in dismay. My leg had begun to sting. Gore dripped from my blades.

				They came one by one after that. I would like to say that I remember every man who challenged me that day, but in truth there were too many of them. After a while they began to blur into one. At times he was a better fighter than others and I took my wounds, and other times he fell before me, but always he got up to fight again, and I was glad I did not have to kill him. Only the kaldane and its rykor had been sent down the River Iss.

				Every so often a break was called and Sakoma dressed my wounds and doused me with water. I had ceased to feel my limbs in any normal fashion. I was ache and burn, sting and agony, but I felt alive and there was joy in my blood. I smiled as I fought, taunting and challenging them. I heard the cheers and the emotions of the crowd and when a battle finished, they applauded and clapped the man on the back as he left the circle and no man felt ashamed for having been bested. They shook their head and urged on the next fellow, and at some point I realised they weren’t trying to kill me anymore. They wanted to test themselves and they fought fairly and with pride in their abilities. They avoided the killing stroke, as did I. I barely won some of those battles I’m sure, and maybe some of them let me win, unwilling to end the great spectacle.

				Fel Nek had come in there somewhere. As young as he was, he showed some skill, but his sword had flown through the air as I disarmed him. He laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. I had done my best to not fall over.

				When the day began to dim, the mood of the men changed and an opponent had not presented himself for a few minutes. I sat down in the dust to rest. Koldas brought me some water and I thanked him. I knew the moment was upon me. I had survived. They could trust me now according to their values and traditions. I had survived their challenges, proved my worth.

				I nodded to Sakoma and he said, “Are we agreed? We will listen to Chestur and try what he says?” The assents were beginning to be murmured when a strong voice said –

				“The sun has not yet set! I challenge the Jasoomian!” I looked over into the eyes of Keilis. What I thought had been nobility in him turned out to be something else entirely: ambition.

				“Y’know, Koldas,” I said as I got to my feet wearily, “when we met I thought that you’d kill me as soon as look at me, and Keilis could be counted on to be a leader.”

				Koldas looked at me wryly. “I would have killed you at that moment, but as is said, you can trust an honest enemy more than a dishonest friend. I will still kill you if you turn out to be an ineffective leader.”

				“Yeah,” I said, handing him back the water bag. “It’s good to know where you stand in this world.” I looked at Keilis limbering up. “I’m going to have to kill him, aren’t I?”

				“Most likely. If you can,” Koldas replied, turning and walking to the edge of the circle to stand by Fel Nek. The euphoria of the day was wearing off and I was merely exhausted. My wounds were no longer souvenirs. They just hurt. I felt every bruise and pulled muscle, but still I raised my swords and Keilis advanced.

				“No Jasoomian will ever rule me again!” he shouted. “The Warlord Carter did not save us from the great disaster! The red men caused it! No green warrior shall ever bow down to another race ever again!”

				“You are a fool, Keilis,” I said, as we circled one another. He took no chances with me. He had watched me all day, studying my every move I was sure. To get everything he wanted, he was willing to risk nothing because I was done and he knew it. “The old ways are gone! Barsoom has been swept clean! Join us and rebuild a world worth living in!”

				“Never!” he screamed defiantly and rushed me. I moved to dodge but he spun and slashed me hard down my arm. A ribbon of fire raced up and down it and with a spasmodic twitch the dagger flew from my hand and lay in the dust. My arm hung useless. I could not lift it for all my efforts.

				The spirit of the day died then. Silent, the gathered knew what was transpiring before them, even though they could do nothing about it by the rules of the challenge. Keilis had me backing up all over the circle. Only my superior reflexes kept me from being killed outright. Blood streamed from a dozen fresh wounds. To my credit, Keilis was not unscathed. He had lost part of one of his hands, but he still had three to my one. I could use my legs to kick and jump and did so when I could. He could not. A green warrior is precariously balanced on such a long body and thin limbs as it is. I ducked under him, using my size to my advantage. His legs were cut up because of it. I scored a major blow when I sliced through the equivalent of his Achilles tendon. He was far less mobile, hobbling about on one good leg.

				Exhaustion kept me from pressing towards victory. Every time I ducked in it seemed an arm came out of nowhere and sliced me a new gash. I thought I was going to be killed. Keilis was an excellent swordsman and I could not believe that I avoided as many fatal blows as I did. It was all Sakoma could do to not jump in there and cleave the treacherous Keilis in two. He did what he could. He and the others encouraged me to keep fighting, even though I was fading.

				I remembered Sakoma’s advice to keep thinking. It was about all I could do, as my body continued to fail me. Keilis had three arms. I could parry one blow, dodge another, and still strike, but it was the third arm that was doing the damage. I had no way to avoid it, and I had to disable one of those blasted arms if I was to survive, let alone triumph.

				There was no other choice. I could only choose the way it happened. I watched how he set up his striking patterns. No. That way would be certain death. That would maim me. That I don’t even want to think about. There. That one.

				I pressed in and deflected one blade away. An instant later I had the most unusual sensation of my life as I felt a blade pass through my right lung and go out my back, but the sword was immobilised. I parried the last and thrust my blade straight forward and up, stopping for nothing.

				Keilis stood there, his jaw opening and closing reflexively. He was very still, stiff. I heard the quiet around us. I smelled the desert. With a grunt I pulled my sword free. It had gone in under his chin and out the top of his head. As Keilis fell backwards I pulled away and fell to my knees, his sword still impaling me.

				“Bloody Hell!” I managed to gasp out. The pain was exquisite. Keilis lay there twitching in the dust. Weakly, I raised a shaking hand to my chest and tried feebly to pull the blade out. One tug and I fell over, nearly unconscious. To me, it felt like this had taken forever, but it must have been the briefest of moments. The ground shook around me and a sea of faces appeared. Then I did, mercifully, pass out.
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				It was dark and I was swimming underwater. I had been swimming for a long time. I must have been because my body ached with the exertion. I could not find the surface no matter how much I tried to claw my way there. There was no light. Was I swimming up or down? It did not seem to matter. I held my breath as long as I could and when I could do it no longer let it out and reflexively sucked back in. I could breathe! But still, I was lost and I could not rest. I had to keep swimming. I had to get where I was going, even if I had forgotten where it was.

				Oh, my head hurt, and I did not want to be conscious, but I knew that that must be what I was. Voices I knew to be whispers were intolerably loud. I think I said, “Shut up.” At least, that’s what I intended to say. I didn’t recognise what came out of my mouth as language.

				“What was that he said?”

				“I do not know. Maybe his native tongue.”

				Rustling. Someone drawing near. I could not open my eyes. I didn’t want to.

				“Ah, good. His fever has broken,” said the voice with relief.

				“Gods! I almost wish he had died! I do not want to know what he will ask of us!”

				“Believe him. Any man who dares to travel through the heavens with only a hope in his heart is surely favoured by the Gods.”

				“I have never known hope.”

				“Not until now, you mean.”

				“Yes.”
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				I rolled over because my side ached and I nearly squished the cat who chackled at me for such rude behaviour. “Sorry, buddy,” I said hoarsely and sat up. My vision swam, and I breathed slowly, bracing myself as I swayed, but I didn’t have to lay back down. I could tell that it was very early in the morning. It was cool. I carefully got up and found myself weak and sore, but in one piece. The recent scars were still livid on my body, but the mauve salve had done its work. I was conscious of time having passed. How much I did not know. Days for sure. Maybe a week.

				The cat crawled into the sleeping bag and settled down. I lifted a waterbag off the tent pole and drank deeply before replacing it. I noticed that it was dead silent. I sighed, too exhausted to feel badly about what had happened. With the others gone Sakoma and I would just have to start over again, trying to convince one man at a time that Barsoom could be saved. I threw a jacket over my t-shirt and grabbed the cap where it hung by the flap and pushed my way out into the pale light of dawn.

				I stood there unable to comprehend what I saw. We were still camped on the lakebed by the well, as was every other man that had been there the day of the battle, and by some glorious act there were more. Dozens more. It was silent because they were all asleep. It seemed that they didn’t like being up with the crows. Carts and other things were laid out in varying stages of completion. They were building. Preparing. Where the heck had the wood come from?

				I padded over to a near fire. My legs were wobbly. A pot hung over the still warm coals and inside were leftovers. I dropped to my knees with a thud. I was famished and ate rapidly with my fingers. It tasted good, and once again I didn’t want to know what I was eating. Every time I inhaled or moved my right arm, I felt a twinge. It was most likely the beginnings of scar tissue that had adhered to the surrounding flesh. Eventually it would pull free. Thankfully, the lung had not collapsed. When I had finished the one pot off, I moved on until I found another. By the time the others began to awake, I was on my third.

				“Gods!” a voice spat behind me, “For one so small you eat three times what a green warrior can survive on!” Koldas squatted down beside me and grabbed the pot from me. I belched and licked my fingers. I was still hungry. Koldas scowled at the empty pot and rooted around in the sauce until he came up with a small bit. He shook his head and ate it before I could grab it from him.

				I sat there digesting my meal. The men near to us noticed that I was awake and acknowledged me. I nodded back.

				“You were unconscious for nine days. You ran a high fever and nearly died on the fourth night, but it broke the next night,” Koldas said, using the ladle to drink the sauce.

				I patted down my jacket to see if I had any dried fruit or a ration pack on me. Nothing. I would have killed for some canned peaches right then. “Ah,” I said, finding a lump in an inside pocket of my jacket. I reached in and pulled out a bag of dry roast peanuts. A grin filled my face and I was about to tear it open when Koldas used one of his free arms to snatch it away from me. “Hey!” I cried.

				“Quiet,” he said evenly. “I will graciously accept them as payment for you eating my stew. I assume that they are as unique as the rest of the food you have provided.”

				“But…”

				He deftly tore open the top of the bag and in one smooth motion emptied the nuts into his mouth and chewed slowly. “Marvelous. What do you call them?” He swallowed.

				“Peanuts.” I glared at him. “I think that was my last bag.”

				Koldas opened a pouch on his hip and pulled out a stringy root the size of a carrot. “Try this.”

				I took a bite of it. It was quite chewy, rubbery at first, but it eventually broke down, almost like a jerky. It had a very pleasant nutty flavour. “That’s good. Sorry about the stew Koldas. I’m sure I haven’t eaten much since. I’m going to be weak for a while.”

				“Yes, Sakoma was saying that you are used to eating three or more times a day on your world, and that you have no organs for storing nutrients for long periods.”

				“That’s right. Say, where is Sakoma?”

				“He has hardly slept since you were wounded. He is most likely resting now. This is normally the time when you were still.”

				I got up, felt dizzy, and saw a few spots, but they faded quickly. “Thanks.” I walked shakily back towards Sakoma’s tent. The men stood up around me and continued to do so as I passed each group. I muttered thanks, feeling uncomfortable at the attention. I just hoped I didn’t trip.

				Sakoma’s tent was little more than a lean-to. His feet stuck out from the bottom of it. I squatted down and looked in. The cat was curled up on Sakoma’s chest. At the sound of my feet in the dirt the cat raised his head and looked back over his shoulder at me and said, “Mrrrraaaaaawwwww.”

				“You little sneak, how the heck did you get out of the tent?”

				“He crawls in here when you are not around,” Sakoma croaked, reaching up a stump to rub his eyes.

				“You don’t sound too good.”

				“I am tired,” he said.

				“Yeah. Thanks for taking care of me. Next time, feed me more, would you? I think I dropped a couple of kilograms that I really, really needed.”

				“I shall try to remember that the next time you decide that impaling yourself on a sword and nearly dying is a good thing. Go! Find us some food while I sleep.” He shifted his weight and the cat murbled. “Oh, be quiet,” Sakoma muttered and began to snore almost immediately.

				I took it easy around camp for most of the day. Towards the end of the afternoon, the heat dropped and the men began to form into hunting and scouting parties. Sakoma and Koldas had seen to this while I was incapacitated. I noticed that Rajan Parl and his men were leading the effort to build the water carts we’d need. I joined a party of yellow men who knew where to find game close by. I felt pretty good and fell in step at the back of the pack.

				An hour later we returned with bags full of Barsoomian-sized insects. The short walk had done me some good. We emptied the insects into a hole dug into the ground so they could not crawl away. I watched the men as they prepared the things for cooking. The beetles had their legs and other protuberances pulled off before they were thrown into a cage to be roasted over a fire. The beetles made little moaning sounds as they died. It was quite unnerving. The large worms, the size of a man’s forearm, they chopped the heads off of, and then they were slit down their sides repeatedly. These were put into a pot with some water and spices. I avoided becoming nauseous as I realised that the leftover stew I ate that morning had been these ugly things. They would look and taste fine once they had been cooked, I kept telling myself.
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				I squinted into the late afternoon sun and watched Sakoma on the ridge up ahead track across the horizon with the binoculars. His new silver hands glinted in the light. One of the black men was a gifted metalworker and he had taken my designs for prosthetic hands and made them a work of art using metal volunteered by those who had extra. The hands were little more than clamps. Sakoma flexed his forearms and the opposed fingers would close, but they gave back function to him he thought had been gone forever.

				Out on point with two other green men, Sakoma would be holding the map and compass I had given him in his lower limbs and the binoculars would be in the upper two. Sakoma looked forward, while his two companions kept their eyes on the flanks.

				Every so often, Sakoma would be scanning back at the main body that I led, and onto the back of the column where a flag waved high in the air on a pole. The green men were born to military discipline. They had only lacked a leader. Not that I had swept in as some martial genius. I had only suggested to them that they could rebuild, and they were doing the rest. I think they had spent enough time in the desert healing their wounds.

				The yellow men were natural scientists, cataloguing our travels and assisting Koldas with logistics. They weren’t always the friendliest of people, but they worked hard. I wondered why they had not stayed at the north pole, where I knew ice to be. I wasn’t a fan of winter, but being cooler would have done me some good. It might make the yellow guys happier, too. I didn’t ask, though. They would tell me in good time if they wanted me to know.

				The kaldanes were another matter entirely. Utterly hostile, I tried to not let it bother me. After all, I had killed one of their own so I was sure they didn’t think much of me. They pretty much kept to themselves, contributing little, but not taking much either. Koldas was the most cautious of us all, and he kept an eye on them and the rest of the column by constantly walking up and down its length. While I would have been happier without spiders perched on the shoulders of zombie human bodies in our midst, I had shown myself as a gatherer of people, and so did my best to hide my uneasiness.

				We were hundreds now, picking up a few more every couple of days. Many walked parallel to us for days before they approached. All went through predictably hostile behaviour, wariness and finally acceptance. There were no red men, though. Where were they? They used to travel the planet.

				The great white apes, thoats and other large animals I had not seen any sign of. Lots of crawling insects. Way too many insects. But nothing hunting us in packs or descending from the sky to carry us off to feed its young on the side of some mountain.

				Was this planet too far gone to save? In that wildly fantastic moment of clarity – or was it megalomania? – I thought that it was possible to rebuild this world. This world needed audacity. The wilder the dream, the more I thought it could be done. I just hoped that I didn’t turn out to be a fraud. All around me was the evidence that I had brought something they needed. All around me were an awful lot of sharp weapons that would julienne me like a garnish if they didn’t like what I did. Stuff like that kept you honest.

				When I wasn’t being so flip in order to cover my general anxiety, I had darker thoughts.

				Where were the women? Why were there no children? Why were they still wandering decades after the disaster? These were not ignorant savages. They had once had a complex culture and they had fallen into barbarism. Five, 10 years to rebuild at least the basics of their civilisation. Camps, tents, whatever.

				But nothing. They had done nothing. Even though I came from another planet, our cultures, our abilities to adapt and survive, could not be so different. Something had hurt them so deep that they had given up. It was more than a loss of hope. There was guilt. They were still punishing themselves for something more than just a world war. This was what they were still trying to forget.

				When it had just been Sakoma and me, I hadn’t been able to grasp the emotion of it all. But now, as I looked about at the mass of beaten men around me, I understood. What had happened to their women? What had happened to their souls?

				The cat got tired of walking and hopped up onto the top of my pack and settled in. I shifted the pack to accommodate the extra weight.

				Wherever we were headed, we would get there. Eventually, I would have my answers. Red rock and rubble. I was far from home and its artificial urgency. I didn’t have to meet a deadline, or have my car tuned up because winter was approaching. Everything I knew was back on Jasoom, which was where it belonged.
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				I took a sextant reading in the pre-dawn sky and cross-referenced it with the Barsoom model on my laptop. I made a mark on the paper. The men closed in a circle around me.

				“My ship lies back here,” I said pointing to the eastern-most mark, “about 3° north of the equator. Sakoma and I partnered up and we’ve been angling down to 30° south since.” I pulled out another map. “This one shows the cities of Barsoom that John Carter, Ulysses Paxton, etc. told Burroughs about. The problem, gentlemen, is that I have no way of matching these two maps up. The hope has been to find a more detailed map on Barsoom that will show things like the extinct volcano Olympus Mons or the great canyon Valles Marineris.”

				“It has been many years,” said a yellow man, “and we have no way of recognising our world anymore. Not since the dust storms claimed so much of our civilisation. But I can tell you that the canyon you call Valles Marineris is on the other side of the world from Helium.”

				I pondered this bit of information for a moment. “Yes,” I said to myself, “yes. That’s good. Thank you…?”

				“Tikhel Sen,” he said, quickly nodding.

				“What that means,” I said, smiling, “is that we’re on the right side of the planet. We’re in this area,” I said. I looked at Roy’s map again. “I’m thinking that we’re north and east of Zodanga. Small towns or settlements have been wiped away, but those cities, pieces would still be found, wouldn’t they? And I haven’t seen any sign of structures since my first day here.”

				“Yes, we have seen the ruins of cities,” Tikhel replied, “but they are generally avoided.” No one spoke up to say different.

				“If they still stand they are covered in dust and hard to pick out from a distance,” Fel said.

				I nodded, packing away everything except the topographic map of Mars. I stood up and passed it to Sakoma. Addressing Tikhel, I began to walk forward and everybody took their places to move the column out. “Sakoma told me about the red men. Would you say it is true that the red men have not tried to help rebuild when they could have? They once had many machines.”

				“As did we,” he replied. “Do not forget that we built our own atmosphere plant.”

				“I do not forget, but the stories I read have led me to believe that the red men had many advantages the rest of Barsoom did not. Their influence was worldwide was it not?”

				Tikhel smiled ruefully. “I should read these books you talk about. You do not seem a fool, Chester. Ambitious. Addled, perhaps.” He chuckled. “I mean no offence.”

				“None taken. Continue.” I drank from my canteen and offered it to him. He declined, pulling out a waterskin.

				“The red men were an aggressive race. Yes, they had many fantastic devices, and their culture was important. But they overstepped their bounds. Just before the disaster, it was rumoured that Carter had tried to broker a peace between the Thark and the Warhoon. But the Warhoon did not trust him because of his long association with the Thark. More was said,” he paused, shrugged, and something dark was in his eyes, “but I do not know. The disaster was upon us and the whole planet – ” His eyes tracked out into the wastes. “Survival is overrated.

				“In any event, I have not really answered your question. Yes, it is true the red men dominated in many places, and they disappeared into their cities at the end, keeping all but their citizens out. The story often told is that they hoarded what they had, but who knows. What has happened to the red men, and what the red men have, only the red men know.”

				He looked down at the cat keeping pace with us. “Interesting creature. It is a common animal on Jasoom?”

				“Yes. Cats have been pets on Jasoom for thousands of years.”

				“Are all men from Jasoom like you?” he asked.

				“No,” I said, smiling to myself. “What do you want to say, Tikhel?”

				He brushed back his black hair and squinted into the wind. “None of us understand you or your motivations. You are an alien. Like Carter, you come here and wish to accomplish great deeds. But you are not like Carter. You are adapting to us, accepting what we wish to show you of Barsoom. At the same time, you let us see who you are. The way you give an order by showing us the benefit of such action, rather than by command. You presume nothing.

				“Your obvious affection for your cat, when most warriors admit to nothing soft, and yet none of us think you weak. But it is most telling in Sakoma Nu. He is the reflection of what you are and what you offer us. A warrior without hands adapting, overcoming. He has become a man to be respected instead of pitied, or worse, despised. Many fear him because has changed into something that is different, more than a green warrior, more than they are. And, by association, they fear you as well.”

				“Not exactly what I was hoping for,” I said as we walked along, “but I understand. And what of you, Tikhel? What do you think?”

				He turned away and thought for a moment. “It is time you told us what you wish of us. Your plan, great or otherwise. And, I think it is time we told you the story of Barsoom’s fall.

				“But you must understand that since the great disaster we have not spoken of it.” He turned back to me. “You must be prepared to listen and to not judge, and I think you will do both well, Chester.”
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				“It is good we have all the races of men here, save the red men and the Orovars who have not been seen since the great disaster,” Tikhel said to the assembled. We had pitched our tents and tarps to fend off the rising sun. Food and water were being passed out. “We are the last fruit of the tree of life. Gone are the thoats and white apes and the moss and the last rivers. All were lost in the storms.”

				Sakoma and Fel sat by me, while Koldas, Rajan Parl and Tikhel sat opposite me. The day would warm up soon. We were in rough terrain of tight, narrow gullies littered with rocks and gravel. It had been hard walking for a week.

				“Chester, since the fight at the well, we have been relearning how to communicate with one another, or perhaps more accurately learning how to communicate for the first time. We three have taken it upon ourselves to listen to our respective peoples and to bring together the pieces of Barsoom’s recent history we know and we have lived through. We will do our best to not be tellers of tales, but to tell you in plain terms what we believe happened to us.”

				Rajan Parl looked at me intensely because it was the only way he knew how to look. “And perhaps when we are done, you will understand us better. You will understand why we accepted our fate.”

				“You have shared with us what you know of our world,” Koldas said, “and how the Warlord of Barsoom, if he still yet lives, is known to Jasoomians. His deeds on record, how he expressed himself in his letter you found, no doubt these are true things, but truth can be seen from many different vantage points, and not all of them so flattering.”

				I nodded. “The concept is not unknown on my world. Please. I am listening.”

				Tikhel continued. “In recent centuries, long before Carter arrived on Barsoom, the entire planet was faced with shrinking resources. It wasn’t that we wanted more land to expand our territories, it was that we needed it to find food and other necessities to survive. It was an unforgivable thing to do to the land because the wars invariably destroyed the fragile soil and so we gained nothing by taking it. But war is also costly in lives, and year by year we had less people to feed, so it balanced out. Less land, less men. It was an irony.

				“The yellow men had long ago colonised the north pole. We mastered the cold climate and few chose to enter our lands. With that stability, my people’s learning and science flourished in our domed cities, but all our learning told us was that our world was coming to an end. What was the point of increasing our knowledge? Another irony.

				“So, we knew what was happening and we told the court at Helium. It must also be remembered that Carter’s granddaughter was married to an Orovar, and that race had lived through previous extinctions and saw the cycle repeating itself again. Even with our proof of a world collapse independently arrived at by us and the Orovars, the red men chose to act as if nothing were wrong. They would say, ‘Is Barsoom waning? The planet has been thus for thousands of years. It still supports life. Our scientists do not reach the same conclusions you have, and we are the leaders of Barsoom, so you must be in error.’”

				Rajan said, “At least that is what they said publicly, diplomatically. But always they pressed their claims to lands, or involved themselves in other cities’ internal affairs, removing leaders that did not support their views of the world, which went no further than supporting the immediate well being of Helium. They used their power to keep the rest of the world in conflict and disarray so they could remain dominant and in control.

				“My people were admittedly savage. In antiquity, we had lost much of our lands and we withdrew to the south pole much as Tikhel’s people had done in the north. Only the city of Kamtol attempted to remain in the world of men, but it soon became apparent what kind of world we now lived in, and we chose to become raiders. We were not diplomats or politicians or men of science and culture, but at least we were honest about what we were doing, which was no different than the other cities. We became pirates to survive. But even we knew when enough was enough and Xodar, our last jeddak, formed an alliance with Helium when Carter showed himself to be a daring leader who could inflict great damage upon us. So faced with destruction, we made the pragmatic choice and joined the greater power.”

				It was Koldas’ turn. “We green men loved the wastes, and it is true, for thousands of years we roamed and fought and lived, flourishing as the seas dried. We had varying relationships through the centuries with the red men who became dominant after the decline of the Orovars. In the end, the Thark were closely allied with Helium, and the other tribes of green men had similar relationships with other cities of red men.

				“But we did not know how to bring peace and unity to all the tribes of green men. Always it was the green men supporting the red men in their goals. Never did the red men offer us their wisdom when we tried to resolve our own territorial issues. It did not suit the red men’s world to have a strong and united civilisation that outnumbered them and would eventually challenge them for domination.

				“As the world grew worse, the red men became more demanding. Tars Tarkas, jeddak of the Thark, was the closest ally of John Carter outside the world of the red men, and found himself bringing his people to darker and darker actions in aid of the red men. Tarkas could not prove it, but he felt there were hidden forces that were escalating the conflict between the Thark and the Warhoon. It is my opinion, Chestur, that the red men wanted the war to drastically reduce, if not completely eliminate, the two largest populations of green men on Barsoom. That is what the red men ultimately thought of their long-time friends and allies.

				“You must understand that by then resource depletion was no longer deniable, or manageable. We were beginning to die in masses, and those that could direct the death away from themselves would live that much longer.”

				I took a drink of water from my canteen.

				Tikhel took a drink as well before speaking once more. “Barsoom might have staved off its current condition if we had worked together, but as we have said, it was not in the best interests of those who ruled, who had made the decision that the only men who mattered were them, and damn the rest of us. And we as peoples were not blameless. No race trusted another on that level.

				“What happened next, well, we’re not sure of everything. The Thark-Warhoon war was already consuming half the planet, disrupting trade, destroying the smaller cities. Even so, we might have weathered it as we had other conflicts. We were already weakened, our support systems stressed beyond their limits. In the north, we felt the effects because our trade with the other men had been disrupted and we had become dependent on it through various agreements.

				“We might have weathered it, save for the great disaster.”

				“The moss dying,” I said, thinking I knew.

				“No, Chester,” Rajan said softly. “The moss dying was a side effect we think, because it happened… after.”

				“After?” I replied, confused.

				“You know that all life on Barsoom was first plant based,” Tikhel said. “Even though our races look alike, I know from the records of Carter’s anatomy that this is only skin deep. We are only partly the animal that you are.

				“The moss died because something prevented it from making spores. It could no longer reproduce, and the moss needed to do that constantly because it had a relatively short life cycle. So it died a piece at a time and with nothing to replace it, more and more of the land became exposed. The winds picked up the dirt and blew away whatever had not been destroyed already.”

				My eyes did not leave Tikhel’s. The pieces were falling in place for me.

				“We think this is what happened to the moss, because like us, it is a plant. Chester, weeks before the storms began our women began to die, and at the same time, the red men disappeared into their cities.”

				Koldas took it up. “It was immediate and drastic. The women, they did not merely get ill and die in their beds. It attacked their reproductive organs, causing great pain and hemorrhaging. It took them days to die.”

				“Can you imagine, Jasoomian,” Rajan said, “you are already fighting for your life in a world thrown into chaos, protecting those you love, serving your people, and those that symbolise and bring life die. All at once. No one spared. And in days everything is gone. No hope. No future. Wiped away in an instant.

				“So I tell you, the plants, the moss dying, us, it did not matter. Our destruction had been assured.” He was shaking, straining to retain his self control.

				Koldas cleared his throat. “Some of the eggs that were left hatched, but most died in the shell. Only a few males, like Fel Nek, survived. The gift of life would have been a burden with the world like,” he waved his hand about, “this.”

				“Wherever we were,” Tikhel said, “everything came to a stop. Koldas tells me the Thark-Warhoon war devolved into a suicidal death wish for some, but the vast majority were numbed and could do nothing. And when the dust storms came a few weeks later, we were swallowed and we surrendered. Nothing has been born on Barsoom since then.”

				We had travelled almost a third of the way around the planet and we had found only these few hundred men. This couldn’t be it. There had to be more left. There had to be ho –

				I lowered my head. If these were all that were left, what was the point of my idea? Without reproduction… “Without reproduction,” I said aloud, almost subconsciously, unintentionally.

				Rajan nodded and stood up. “Yes, now you see, Chester. You cannot restore life if life is not allowed to grow in the first place. So whatever you may wish to say to us today, know that we will not believe it. You have organised us, woken us up out of our wandering death, but we are not grateful. You wish to put all the pieces back together and to do this you need to find Helium. But we go to Helium for our own purposes.

				“For if we are to die, the red men shall not outlive us!”

				I looked up at him from under the brim of my cap and nodded. “Thank you,” I said shamefully. “I understand now. I appreciate your honesty.” I stood up and took off my cap and smoothed my hair back before reseating it firmly. I looked out at the sea of faces. No, they certainly weren’t zombies anymore. I looked out at the surrounding hills and said nothing for a long while.

				“There is only one way to find the information we need. We must find Helium.”

				“What can you possibly hope to find there?” Rajan shouted, thinking I did not understand. “They will not – ”

				“You, sir,” I said, stepping up to him, “are descended of a plant! Many plants reproduce asexually. Who knows what lays within your code of life. It is said on my world that if the last man died, a woman’s body would adapt and become the first man so that Man would not die. We must get to the red men. Everything points to them. It’s the only hope we have for restoring the cycle of life to Barsoom. They must live.”

				“Very convenient,” Koldas said. “You offer no proof, but offer up a wild, improbable hope. You are a dangerous man, Chestur.”

				I turned and looked at him. “Yes, and I thank you for pointing out why. I accept why you wish to go to Helium. If it’s true, I won’t stand in your way. But if the red men can undo what has been done, what then? The planet is still a disaster. It needs air and water desperately. Even if the atmosphere plants can be repaired, they only a bandage. They always were. What is needed is a fresh supply of water to fill the oceans. With water to feed the roots of newly-grown plants, the plants will flourish eating up carbon dioxide and expelling oxygen and Barsoom will have a real atmosphere once again. Rain will fall from the sky and crops will grow. Life will once again cover Barsoom.

				“And this is what I offer you. This is why I am gathering men, and you shall honour your pledge to me! We all die sooner or later, but we shall die pursuing life, not death!”

			

		

	
		
			
				18

				We had come upon the ruins of the city just before nightfall. Sakoma had come back to get me and Koldas got the men camped for the evening. We had cleared the badlands the day before. My sore feet were thankful. The ground before us now was like dried orange peel on a bigger scale.

				“It is not Helium,” Sakoma said as we lay prone on the ridge, passing the binoculars back and forth to one another. “Greater or Lesser Helium were much larger. This appears to have had a population of 100,000 or so. The Heliums had millions.”

				I was looking at high-density structures no more than six storeys tall. The city looked like it had been bombed heavily. Most buildings were shattered into rubble. It reminded me of Greek or Roman ruins back on Jasoom, but these buildings had been worn away in less than a century, not millennia.

				There was no movement out there, no light. Dusk was fading into night.

				“Were you only a warrior, Sakoma, or did you have another job as well?” I asked, passing him back the binoculars and rolling over onto my back to watch the sky.

				“I raised thoats. I was considered a good trainer.” He put away the binoculars and stretched out as well. “Why do you ask, Chestur?”

				I took a sip from my canteen. “All my life I wanted to go out there,” I said, pointing to the sky. “To explore. To find adventure.”

				“Yes?” he replied.

				“I’m exploring, but the adventure part… well… it’s no different than on Jasoom. The setting and people are different, but the challenges here are the same. To survive, to flourish, to evolve.”

				“You are disappointed?” he asked dubiously.

				“No, not at all, Sakoma. I find it ironic that I never appreciated the fact that I could have made my life this kind of adventure back home. It’s a bit nuts to fly in a small ship with your cat to Barsoom.”

				“Agreed,” he said, sliding down the ridge before getting up. “I am hungry.”

				“Yeah, let’s get back. We’ll be out here at first light with a scouting party. Also, I’m getting Koldas to organise a census of all the men. I need to know what talents we have to draw upon.”

				“Ah,” he said, “I see why you asked me what else I did.” He shook his head. “I do not think we will need a thoat trainer, Chestur.”

				“You never know, Sakoma.”

				I awoke and cracked my eyes open. The cat sat by my head and had a paw on my cheek. He looked down at me and gave an ominous meow and flexed his claws into my cheek.

				“A little aggressive this morning, aren’t you?” I replied.

				“Meow, mow, mow, mow,” he came back at me with.

				“Some days, cat,” I said. I slowly raised my hand until I held onto his paw, detaching it from my face. He nipped at my knuckles and jumped back when I sat up, harassing me from a safe distance.

				“Not so tough now, are ya?” I muttered, dragging fingers through dusty hair. A sweet thought of a long, hot shower made me feel so good that I almost lay back down. ‘First light’ sounds so dramatic when you say it. You’re direct, you’ve got a plan, you’re the man in charge. Eh, whatever. I was about to get just a few more minutes of sleep, but there were more than the sounds of early morning in camp out there.

				I cracked my back as I stood up. The cat did a fantastic job of getting itself stepped on as I pulled on my gear. “For $#@!! sake, cat! I’ll feed you! Have I ever failed to feed you?!” I thought about it. “Ok, there was that once!”

				I threw back the tent flap to see the camp in chaos. Swords were drawn as they hacked away at the rykors. None of the kaldanes were in sight. Had they already killed them?

				After a lot of shouting on my part, I got their attention. “All right, what the hell is going on here?! Where are the kaldanes, and why are you killing the rykors?!”

				Koldas pushed forward through the crowd. “My apologies, Chestur, but we did not start this. It appears that the kaldanes all left a short time ago, and their rykors began wandering about. We were all asleep and they… startled us.” Green warriors don’t shiver, but his body made its own gesture of revulsion.

				“All right, restrain the rest of the rykors. Tie them together like pack animals and we’ll tow them behind us until we find the kaldanes, I guess. I would consider it a personal favour if the dead ones were taken far away from here, and they’d better not end up in the cooking pots!” Koldas snapped out orders and the camp would return to normal somewhen. The cat meowed behind me and I ground my teeth.

				Later, the cat, fed, napped on the top of my pack as I met with Sakoma and Koldas.

				“The scouting party is ready. You, me, Fel Nek, Tikhel Sen and two of his race,” said Sakoma.

				“Sounds good,” I said distractedly, rubbing my chin.

				“The kaldanes,” Koldas said, voicing my thoughts.

				“Yes, Koldas. They’re not very mobile without the rykors. I think they know something about that city. It’s the obvious place for them to have gone to.”

				“Exactly,” Koldas said.

				“Except this isn’t Bantoom. It’s a long way from here. Of course, I’ve wondered why we see kaldanes anyways. I would have thought that they would be deep underground feeding on their stores and thinking. They don’t need air and they hate daylight.” I scratched my head. “Just what I need,” I muttered, “another flipping mystery.

				“Look, I think we should be ready to encounter more kaldanes. There could be a swarm buried in there.”

				“I think you should count on it, Chestur,” Koldas said, picking up the cat and handing me my pack. “I believe I can finish the census today. By nightfall, unless something prevents it, or you are not here to read it.”

				“Ha, ha, Koldas,” I laughed flatly. “In all seriousness, come running if we send up a flare. Otherwise, we’ll be back by nightfall.” I shouldered the pack and scratched the cat behind his ears.

				We descended the ridge and walked out across the plain. Sakoma, Tikhel and I were out front, while the other two yellow men and Fel were a short distance behind us.

				“Do not take it personally that my countrymen are keeping their distance,” Tikhel said.

				“I noticed that they didn’t introduce themselves, but I’m not offended. As long as they’re good men, that’s all I care about. They good in a fight?”

				“I do not know. We met up only a short time before we joined you.”

				I stopped in my tracks. “Tikhel, you’re not an idiot, are you?”

				“No, not at all. They both seem quite tough. I don’t think they’ve realised I was a school teacher. I wasn’t part of the military. They were.”

				“Thanks for clearing that up,” I said, shaking my head and walking out ahead.

				We approached the city in silence. My ears strained to hear anything beyond the wind. Whistling. Kaldanes were supposed to whistle. That’s what I was expecting to hear. God, I hate spiders. Spiders have every right to live, so long as they’re nowhere near me. I’m a monster. I admit it. Look at the spider-hating alien – 

				Ok, maybe hysterical thinking wasn’t productive. I focussed on my breathing. Sakoma came up beside me. He was scanning the city with the binoculars. “We should look for the larger buildings. They will most likely have basements. Smaller structures usually do not.”

				“Good,” I said.

				“That is the shortest thing you have ever said to me, Chestur. Is it Tikhel?”

				“Hmm? No. No, Sakoma. He’s probably just nuts.”

				“Ah, then Koldas was right. You are petrified of kaldanes. Let us go this way,” he said, pointing to a large entryway in the city wall.

				“I don’t know if petrified is the right word – ”

				“The day of the challenge, the way you didn’t even give the kaldane a chance to surrender – ”

				“I was enraged at his lack of honour.”

				“Pfah!”

				“I also remember killing Keilis Kree.”

				“Not the same. There is no shame, Chestur. We all have our fears.” He held up his metal hands and clicked them a few times. “Just acknowledge them and do not let them get in the way.”

				Huh. “I appreciate the advice.” I did. It was what I needed to hear. Sakoma took off one of his hands and replaced it with a sword. He tightened the leather strap on the harness that held it to his forearm. He swished the weapon back and forth to test the fit. He stowed the binoculars and checked his harness. I checked my own gear before motioning for the others to close up the gap.

				We passed through the gate and into the ruins, each of us watching our perimeters, not forgetting to look up or down. The streets were quite narrow where the buildings were still intact. It would have felt very closed in here when this place was still alive. Passing through the outer area, the streets became wider and the buildings larger. Everywhere, rubble was strewn.

				I strained my ears to hear that whistle, or skittering, or anything, but I heard nothing beyond our own footfalls. The two yellow warriors were well trained. Without words, they communicated all they needed to with looks and hand gestures. Tikhel was right there with them. School teacher at one time, he had been forced to adapt like the rest of the planet. Maybe all he needed was someone to talk to about things other than survival. That would be worth remembering for later.

				We came around a corner and a large plaza lay before us. We hung back as we surveyed the space, easily a hundred metres across. The ruins of columns were shattered like dotted lines on paper across the plaza. Statuary was eroded and benches and large pottery were discernible.

				“This was a city of the red men,” Sakoma said under his breath. He pulled out the binoculars and made a sweep. I declined them when he tried to pass them to me. We had seen no tracks since entering the city. None were apparent now. But across the plaza was the largest structure we had seen yet. Its stone dome was magnificent. Even cracked like an eggshell, it was still amazing. At its apex was a black glass dome.

				“That looks interesting to me,” I said softly. “Let’s move in that direction. No straight line, we’ll do a sweep to the right and curve around to it. We’ll be completely exposed, but don’t rush it. Smooth and steady. Sakoma out front, Fel on the rear. Let’s go.”

				“That has the look of a jed’s palace,” Tikhel said, “or at the very least the city administration.”

				“Good. You see the big archway there and how it’s dark inside. That roof is intact,” I said.

				“If I was a kaldane, that would be perfect,” he said, following my thoughts. “But something is odd.”

				I double-checked the flare gun and left the strap undone on its holster. I pulled down on my cap. As we crossed the open space we kept our eyes on the perimeter. I kept looking to the dome, and to my feet, lest I trip on something or fall down a hole.

				Nothing happened as we neared the wide archway. I raised my arm to have the rest of them hold where they were. I pulled out the flare gun and shot it in a high arc. It flew into the huge building, touching nothing as it lit up the pillars.

				It completed its arc and fell to the floor where it smashed apart and faded from sight.

				It was the only sound to be heard. No chittering of things running away from the harsh light, no crashing of rubble.

				I stood there for a moment, shook my head and swore under my breath, spitting into the dirt. I raised my arm again and waved us forward. I strapped my flashlight to my cap and flipped it on. In a few moments the group had closed up the gap and we passed through the arch.

				I had my dagger in one hand and my sword in the other. I knew I probably looked tough and grim because my teeth were aching from being clenched so tightly. I forced my mouth open and swivelled my jaw around. It clicked and the click echoed in the dusty silence. The men jumped and I hoped they wouldn’t hack at me out of instinct.

				The flashlight stabbed out into the darkness and the light fell away, touching nothing except the floor in front of me. The immensity of the structure was staggering. For the amount of pillars, there was nothing on Jasoom that would compare to it. Someone came up behind me.

				“It’s Tikhel,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder to orient us. “This is very odd, Chester. A building like this is never dark in day.”

				“Maybe the lights burned out,” I replied. My light ran over something embedded in the floor. It felt like tiny bathroom tiles. “Say…”

				“Yes, there were torches or lamps used, but Chester, all buildings like this have skylights or lenses to let the light in, to focus it. That’s what’s odd.”

				“Yeah. This one has a black cap,” I said, distracted, looking closer at the mosaic. My eyes went wide. There were waves of blue and writings and symbols and lines. It was a map!

				“Black cap?” Tikhel said hollowly in the darkness. “Chester…”

				“Tikhel, I’ve found the map we’ve been looking for! It’s on the floor! We need to get some light in here so we can see it!” I whispered excitedly. My mind raced as I realised I might be able to –

				There was a whistle that seemed to come from nowhere. It was soft and faint at first, but then rose in pitch. My blood froze in my veins. I could not feel my heart beat.

				From another place farther away came another whistle.

				“Chester,” Tikhel said more insistently, “there are no black-capped domes on Barsoom. The kaldanes…”

				I shivered, my body convulsing at the realisation flooding my mind, and I slowly tipped my head backwards. The flashlight beam poked into the darkness but could not reach the ceiling. “Men, gather around me,” I said with some spastic volume. They came trotting up and surrounded me. “Tikhel pointed out an interesting pair of facts to me just now. There should be light in here and there are no black-capped domes on Barsoom.”

				“Gods!” spat Fel Nek. “Of course. Curse me for a fool for not noticing it sooner!”

				Another whistle sounded.

				“I just found a map on the floor, so we’re not leaving. Do I give them a chance to be peaceful about it?”

				“You could ask,” Fel said sarcastically, darkly.

				Sakoma snorted.

				“What the hell,” I said softly. Then filling my lungs, I yelled, “We wish no fight with you, kaldanes! Will you let us see the map here?!”

				The whistles began to bounce around the dome. A moment later a shaft of daylight appeared over our heads. And before I had a chance to finish the thought that they were going to be reasonable, I figured out what they had done. “Move! They’ve dropped a piece of the dome on us!” We all scattered and the heavy chunk of dome smashed into the floor where we had stood. “Dammit! Not the bloody map!” I shouted in exasperation.

				We could hear thousands of spider legs clicking all around us, and it sent watery terror through my body. Stabs of light appeared as the kaldanes began to clear the lens and we saw the ceiling writhe. Spiders were climbing down the walls to fill the floor around us.

				Tikhel was at my side again. “Chester, what now?”

				“I don’t think one of my rousing speeches is going to save us this time! How long do you think we can hold them off?”

				“Hold them off?!” he said, clapping me on the back. “Ha! We’ll be lucky if our men can avenge our deaths!”

				Sakoma growled in the half light, “A more positive attitude would be appreciated, Tikhel Sen.”

				But as we watched, one of the yellow men’s discipline broke and he rushed the kaldanes pouring down the walls. After a few good blows that slashed apart a half-dozen kaldanes, he was overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of the scuttling things and he shrieked as he was torn to pieces. It was the most horrid thing I had ever witnessed, seeing him layed open, still moving, still alive, body jerking until he heaved and lay still in death as the flesh was rended from his bones by the filthy spiders.

				“Sakoma, I only wish I knew why,” I said, realising we were close to death. The hoardes advanced all around us, hemming us in. Had the risk been worth it? Had I accomplished anything good with my life?

				They hissed and whistled at us and I thought about throwing myself at them in one last, futile gesture. They made lunges inwards to keep us where we were, until finally the four of us were to each other’s backs. While I sheathed my sword and dagger, and I urged the men to do so as well to lower some of the tension around us, I could not give up. “Kaldanes!” I bellowed, fear colouring my voice, “Before you kill us, at least tell us why you are acting this way! Is your king among you?! It is true that I killed one of you in self defence at the well! But we do not understand! We wish to rebuild Barsoom to give us all a chance for survival! What you do does not make sense to us!”

				The whistles and clicks began to subside and the rest of the kaldanes on the lens cleared themselves away. The great glass focussed and spread the light evenly through the vast structure. When my eyes returned to the floor level, standing less than a metre in front of me was a kaldane the size of a VW Beetle, the original model.

				“I am Juon,” he said darkly. “King of the kaldanes and supreme leader of Barsoom.”

				I hoped I wasn’t as pale as I felt. Flight or fight. Fight or flight?

				“Insignificant inferior thing,” he continued, moving ponderously, labouriously, “your actions are laughable.” His voice was devoid of any emotion or inflection. He was almost robotic in his delivery, which made it all the more chilling. “Only you, a lower creature on the evolutionary path would see what has happened to our planet as a catastrophe, something to be corrected.”

				I tried to not panic as he came very close to me. He had an odd smell to him, or in my terror of being so close had I soiled myself?

				“This is the age of the kaldane,” he continued, dwarfing me. “As your kind dies off and the atmosphere becomes thinner, we shall achieve our long-held dream of a life of pure thought, not dependent upon bi-ol-o-gy,” he said, drawing out that last word disdainfully.

				There was a long moment of silence as I looked about. There were hundreds if not a couple of thousand of the creatures surrounding us. They were stacked so high around the edges of the dome walls we could no longer see the entrance. I looked up and saw the hole in the ceiling. I was removed from my fear for one moment, and I pulled the flare pistol from my harness and shot it at the hole. The flare flew true and up and out. The hoard moved in a little closer. It had taken us, what?, about 20 minutes to walk down from the ridge and enter the plaza? We had been moving slowly, carefully.

				Juon continued. “Whatever you do, it is meaningless. If you kill some of us, we are legion. We bear you no ill will for what you have done. We have no emotion for you. We are becoming the pure intellect that is the goal of evolution. Bring us more of you. You will be our food. It is all you are good for.”

				“Uh huh,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “Y’know, we have spiders on Jasoom. They’re a lot like you, except much, much smaller. Like this,” I said. I made a size indication with finger and thumb on one shaking hand. The adrenaline was making me jumpy and talkative. I holstered the flare pistol. “They don’t have your intellect. Lots of people, me included, have an irrational fear of them, even though they can be timid and most of them kill harmful insects.

				“This will probably surprise you, Juon,” I said, my voice catching as the circle grew tighter and tighter. My blood was pounding in my ears and I was becoming stiff with terror. “But on Jasoom, we think of ourselves as being at the top of the evolutionary ladder. At least, some think that. We control the planet. Shape it to our wishes. But a lot of us realise that we are merely caretakers, and can no longer allow ourselves the arrogance of thinking we are the masters. It is the planet that is the master and we must tend to that or else we all die.

				“And in that, we know that everything we do is connected, from the smallest spider that eats a pest, to the human that must look beyond his fears and let the spider be. Because we all have our place in life. If this planet dies, Juon, you won’t be far behind. Your rykors will be gone, and though you are long lived, you are not immortal. Nor have you conquered hunger. Nothing grows without air. Nothing lives to feed you without air.

				“If you are the creature of reason you claim to be, you know this to be true. Or have you succumbed to madness, Juon? Do you long for death like so many others on Barsoom?”

				“That’s it, Chestur,” Sakoma said exasperatedly, poking his sword hand at a kaldane that was getting a little too close, “talk him to death.” The things were on us, their legs inching up our own. Their stale, sterile smell was inorganic.

				“Mad? Mad? We are not mad,” he said evenly. He had no emotional capability and it made him sound even more detached. I watched him move as his subjects skittered under, around and over him. “We have awaited these days,” he said, pausing. When he spoke again, I could almost hear reverence in his lifeless monotone, “The ending.”

				I had been looking for reason all morning. For goal. I thought they had wanted to manœuvre for control, a normal thing in this martial culture. An understandable thing. I had given them too much credit. He was no different than a religious zealot on Jasoom looking for the final reward. Instantly, my fear was transmuted into rage.

				“On my world they call it the apocalypse,” I said, hiding my emotion. “And that means for all your intellect, you are less than nothing. You are not the pinnacle of evolution, Juon. You are the dead end.” I could feel the spiders reaching up my body and the memory of the yellow man being torn asunder was still vivid, but it no longer mattered. I began to move a foot forward. “If you are not for life, you are against life.” The kaldanes resisted, but moved with me. “It is our right to live, to struggle, to die, but you have given up that right, and you shall not deny us the future!

				“Move back off the map, Juon!” I said menacingly, advancing towards the great monster in front of me. Pointed legs poked into my thighs like cardiac needles, and I was separated from the men who had made the journey with me. Inhuman, animal sounds filled my ears, and I knew it was my own voice. I would reclaim a piece of my self here today and it would trouble me no more.

				Juon let out a shrill whistle and I reached out and grabbed his chelicerae. With a mangled cry I ripped them apart and off his hideous head. Still whistling through spurting fluids, Juon recoiled, but I advanced further and punched into that liquefied orifice and seized whatever slimy bit I could. I began yarding it out and quickly became covered in the foul-smelling black juice of an invertebrate. The hoard scattered as Juon began bucking like a bull at the rodeo. I dug in and held on, reaching over and over again down his spasming gullet, evacuating his jellied innards. The building swirled around us as he fought a desperate mortal struggle, tossing us about spastically. His subjects seethed about us as they sought be near him and yet not wanting to be crushed either. His legs ineffectively tried to reach up from under his ponderous bulk. The foul smell of his guts was thick in my nose and his big black eyes pressed into my face. I pulled my arm out of his mangled guts and reared back for one mighty blow. Punching through one of those great eyes, it popped like a boil, spraying me, and my hard-tempered calloused fist pierced his huge brain sac. I scooped out his feces-like brain matter as quickly as I could through his ragged eye socket. “Mmmmmyyyyggoonnuurrggh, goowwooollllggllaaa!” he howled unintelligibly. I hoped he could feel his great intellect draining from his head. His bucking ceased and he swayed and stumbled across the floor, scattering his brood. His movements became jerky and uncoordinated as his brains drained from him, making the tiled floor slick. And with a final horrific shudder what was left of Juon collapsed.

				“The king is dead! The king is dead!” the kaldanes shouted, swarming to Juon’s body.

				“Quick, Chester! The entrance is our only hope! While they are in disarray!” Tikhel said, dragging me away while I was still kicking and punching, screaming. The five of us hacked our way through the seething morass. Our flesh was cut and torn, but Tikhel had been right. So dependent were they on their leader that in their chaos at that moment we had our only chance to escape certain death.

				When we finally emerged it was only the four of us. Tikhel’s other countryman had not made it.

				I fell to my knees, shaking, trying to wipe off the offal and smeared brain matter. My mouth opened wide and no sound came out at first so I pounded my hands into the dirt until the pain and blood broke through and I screamed.

				By the time Koldas and the rest of our troupe had arrived I was achingly empty, and I dragged myself to my feet. “Torches! Burn them all! There is a map on the floor of the building that must be saved at all cost! Our goal is to exterminate the kaldanes that hold it!” Harshly said, darkly delivered. Koldas efficiently organised parties and we sourrounded the building. There would be no quarter. No solicitude.

				We manned all the entrances and we closed in. One whistle became two, and two became more as we threw torch after torch in. The whistles became screams and the kaldanes had their rapture. They threw themselves upon the pyres or tried to escape past us as biology overcame ideology. But no one got past us. We dutifully ferried them to their journey down the river Iss. A just reward. Hacking through the carnage, Sakoma and I and many of our party made our way to the centre of the great dome and we hastened their extermination, driving, shovelling them off the map.

				Hours later, the screams had stilled, the fires were smouldering and dying in the thin air, and I was telling Koldas that the map area was to be cleared by midday the next day.
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				I had spent a sleepless night, and I had a now-typical headache as a result, but when the light finally came down through the great lens as the sun rose high, I was already up inside the cupola on a narrow walkway, looking down upon the great mosaic map, taking pictures and making notes.

				It took us two days, but when we were done, we had accomplished our task. We knew where every city of Barsoom had been.

				The men were outside and I stood alone inside the dome, walking over the map one last time. I could hear the sounds of camp breaking, the ranks forming for march. We would not be back here anytime soon.

				Decaying in the shadows at the base of the walls, the kaldanes were gone.

				“We are legion.”

				No more. How many of you still lie under our feet, awaiting? Hundreds. Thousands. None? Should I find the tunnels I knew must exist under the city. Shall I make liquid fire and pump it through the channels to purge the entrails?

				I looked at the exquisite detail in the mural. How lush this planet must have been millennia ago. Covered with water like Jasoom, but with more islands than continents, the sea would have dominated everything they thought about or accomplished. Now the planet was so dry it was hard to work up enough saliva to spit. I longed to hear an ocean, to feel moist air, to feel damp and clammy. To find some relief.

				All that water, the richness in the air. It had evaporated and nearly taken a world with it. It was Jasoom thousands of years down the road if we did nothing to stop our own climatic catastrophe. But this world was beyond that. It had gone to the other side. I looked at the beauty of the map and wondered if it was too late. The water under the surface was like the bottom of the drain. Was it possible to fill up the basin again?

				The men had not questioned my orders. We had… I had accomplished my goal. Nothing had stood in my way.

				I felt no pride, but I told myself it had been necessary. That was how I justified it.

				All we had needed to do was escape. Killing Juon had done it and we were out. But I still wanted the map. Bargain. You should have bargained. But they were insane. They had a deathwish. It still wasn’t right. All we had needed –

				I shook my head in a vain attempt to clear it and looked to the main entrance as we prepared to depart, the brightness of daylight painful on my eyes as I stood in the shadows.

				I did not think I would be free of these circling thoughts anytime soon. I lifted my cap off and ran my hand through my hair before pulling the cap firmly down again. I turned and walked out into the light, my scabbard clicking against its belt hook.

				I could only hope I was right, because I had no idea if I was or not. Is this what it was to lead? Those around me were not questioning me. I was accountable only to myself and that was the most dangerous thing that could happen to a man, because you could be a hero one moment and a criminal the next depending on who looked at you. I was all too conscious that a price would have to be paid.
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				Fel Nek was out on point with a squad.

				It had been three weeks since we had been in the dead city. I was sleeping better now. At least a few hours at a time. My head burned less.

				We were a large enough entity now that when we came upon wanderers they no longer joined the main party. We shuttled them to the rear party which was a couple of kilometres behind us where Rajan Parl and the black men took charge of them. There the newly arrived could acclimate in a smaller, less imposing group, because we were over 1,000 now. And every man that was in the main party needed to know we could trust one another because we were nearing Helium. 

				Koldas Torka and Sakoma Nu had not left my side since the discovery of the map.

				Present on our minds was the loss of Tikhel Sen and the yellow men shortly after leaving the city. The atmosphere plant, mostly likely its ruins, lay to the south. The Okarians had had their own atmosphere plant, and Tikhel was educated in its operation. “Go, Chester,” he had said, “We can do this. We will go and see and fix it if we can. Either way, we shall go there and see what is there, and then we shall meet you in Helium.” He had paused, and then added. “If what you suspect is true, we shall find proof of it.”

				And so we had parted ways then.

				The cat hopped down off the top of my pack and walked along beside me. Like me, he was looking thin and none too pretty. I no longer believed I would ever be clean again. I watched the cat walk. He seemed content, neither fastly trotting, nor dragging his feet. He looked up at me and meowed. “Sorry, you’re absolutely right,” I replied, “it is rude of me to stare.”

				I lifted my canteen and drank a few sips. The cat meowed more and I bent over to give him some water.

				“Here, Chestur,” Koldas said, stepping up, “It is easier if I do that.” He scooped up the cat in two arms and made a ledge of them for the cat to sit on while he poured water from his own skin into a cup with the other two. “This way we can keep moving,” he said gently, petting the cat’s back. “Whenever you give him water you invariably pause.”

				I smiled a bit. “You’ll make someone a good vice principal one day, Koldas. Thanks.”

				“Hmmph. I think that is the first attempt at humour you’ve told since…” His voice trailed off.

				“Uh, yeah, I guess so.” He looked awkward. “Don’t be too concerned, Koldas. I’ll be fine. It’s not as if my race hasn’t done things like that before. It’s just that it was… well, I never expected I would ever have to – ”

				“You did what was necessary,” he replied flatly, with not even a hint of judgment. “It is good you are a man of morals, and that you choose violence last, but there are times you must choose it, and you handled it well. We were efficient. We did not give them a lingering death. If we meet kaldanes again, we can see how those ones choose to deal with us. That will be another day and another choice.”

				I made a half shrug. “Yeah, I guess.” It sounded reasonable. I stretched my neck and walked for a bit in silence.

				“What is a vice principal?” Koldas asked some time after that, awkwardly.

				“A stern bureaucrat who worries about efficiency and order above all else, making the lives of children miserable.”

				His lips worked around his tusks and he chuckled under his breath.

				Later that same day, it was dusk and we were making our way up a long, slow hill when Fel and the advance squad reappeared at the top and made the sign for us to stop. We came to a halt and no man made a sound as Fel jogged down the slope stirring up the red dust. We gave him a moment to regain his wind as he squatted down on his haunches. We joined him.

				“Helium,” was the single word he said finally, breathing heavily.

				All of us had been prepared for it. Still, my stomach jumped. But it was more anticipation than anxiety. Fel continued, “Over the rise is a ridge. Once we cross over and make the descent to the plain, the ruins of Helium can be clearly seen on the other side.”

				“How far?” Sakoma asked on one side of me.

				“The better part of three hours, I’m guessing.”

				Koldas looked down at me from the other side. “Well?”

				I lifted my canteen off my hip and took a drink. I screwed the cap back on tightly. I stood up, looking to the top of the hill.

				“We camp here,” I said quietly, “No fires. No talking above a whisper. We get underway again before dawn so that by the time first light hits that plain we’re half way across it.”

				Without waiting for Koldas and Sakoma to acknowledge my order, I began walking up the slope.

				“Go with him,” Sakoma said to Fel.

				Koldas said something to Sakoma after that, and Sakoma replied in agreeance, but I was too far away to hear what they said.

				As the sun set, I had lain on my belly in the rocks around the rim of the dead sea, the binoculars to my eyes. Even in decay and half light, Lesser Helium was magnificent. Massive domes and shattered spires went on for kilometre after kilometre. And the rubble even farther. In the morning, I thought, in the morning we may finally know what happened, and I must be prepared to accept whatever may come, whatever we find out we must accept as the truth. We must not deny the reality we find.

				Fel sat behind nearby boulders, watching our immediate surroundings so I didn’t have to.

				We stayed there until the sun was an hour set and then we slid back through the rocks and across the ridge and down the hill into the nearly silent camp. There had been no lights in the ruins. Sakoma handed me a pouch of dried food and I ate in silence in my tent, watching the cat’s chest rise and fall as he slept.
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				A wheel on one of the water wagons was squeaking every time it came around and hit the right spot. It wasn’t loud. It didn’t echo. It didn’t bother me.

				I could see the sand beneath my feet more clearly and any moment dawn would break. It was cold enough I could see my breath. The air was crisp and in the absence of any smell carried by the dry wind, crisp was good. I pulled a plastic jar from one of the pouches on my harness and daubed petroleum jelly in my nostrils to retard the growth of the splits already there.

				And then we saw it, the first shaft of daylight appeared on Lesser Helium’s tallest remaining tower and slowly descended as we crossed the sea bed. The sun crossed the horizon and we were bathed in its light. Within moments I could no longer see my breath and I took off my jacket. The others threw back their robes and we saw we had made it almost two thirds of the way across. Our pace had been quick.

				“Fel,” I said, and he nodded, taking his best dozen men and trotting out in front of us. I had wanted to be with them, but Koldas and Sakoma had made their objections clear and I heeded their advice.

				I turned and walked backwards, looking at the column stretching out behind us. The dust was being lifted high on the wind and spread out like a huge tail. If anyone looked out from the city towards us they would see us. I turned to face front again and the cat meowed quietly from inside the top of my pack where he was harnessed, his head poking out. “Easy, buddy,” I said softly, “it’ll be all right.” I rubbed him between his ears and he purred.

				My eyes did not waver from the city now. In the distance, Fel and his men were getting smaller and smaller.

				About 30 minutes later, we ascended the sea wall and the crumbling fortifications of the city loomed high above us. Two of Fel’s men awaited us.

				“Nothing, Chestur,” one said. “Fel Nek and the others entered and we have heard nothing.”

				“All right. Thanks,” I replied. “Let’s follow them.” The two men took the lead and guided us using the marks left by Fel and the others. I had chosen to take about 200 of our men into the city, while the balance would await on the sea bed sending out parties to survey the perimeter. Two hundred men are not stealthy, but no one said a thing and they walked carefully, their metal only clinking softly. Our eyes looked in every darkened window and opening as we travelled down wide, decaying streets.

				We turned a corner and entered upon the city’s great boulevard. It must have been impressive and imposing in life. Fully 50 metres wide, it appeared to have had trees and monumental sculpture down its centre. At the end of the kilometres-long road, we saw the large structures in the city centre. We would find the palace of Mors Kajak, Dejah Thoris’ father, there, but the yellow tower’s fate was revealed to us immediately. It had been nearly 1,600 metres tall, and now it lay diagonally across the way in front of us, shattered long ago.

				In the distance, we could see Fel and the others wending their way through the rubble. I pulled a mirror from one of my pouches and angled it towards them. It got their attention and they paused as we worked to join up. When we did, Fel said, “we took it slow getting here, but there seems to be little point. The city looks deserted.”

				We continued. “You may be right, Fel,” I said, “but if there’s only a fraction of the population left, they could be grouped in one small area. I’m hoping it’s the jed’s palace.”

				Koldas reached into my pack and unhooked the cat. “There, there, ghat,” he said, stroking it and carrying it, “back in the air again.” He set him on his broad shoulder and the cat gripped the harness, settling in, always happy to have a high vantage point.

				It was good to be past the base of the yellow tower and its debris field. The road was smoother now and we approached the palace quickly. It was enormous with a low-arched dome. Beautiful, rich stonework and metals were hidden beneath the thick layers of Barsoomian soil that covered it. The plaza was huge and gradually ascended to one of the many entrances into the building. Unlike the previous domed building we had entered, this one’s lens was only partially obscured by dirt and it was much larger as well, so soft, pinkish light filled the massive structure, and I felt somewhat safer in entering.

				I could imagine great swaths of fabric hanging in the open spaces between the pillars, and polished stone floors glistening slickly under your feet, your heels clicking and echoing. The interior was as large as a football stadium. My feet pressed in the thick dust, silent, and red swirled up around us like heavy mist. Balconies and walkways ringed the interior and rose for many storeys. The painted ceiling was lost in the haze. Up high, the light spread out into shafts, the dust not moving, undisturbed by anything we did below. It may as well have been a crypt.

				Arches made doorways, creating rooms inside forests of pillars, but it was like seeing a house frame being built, or one after it was burned down because the fabric that had made walls was in tatters or missing entirely. We walked down what was left of the central hallway and after a few minutes we passed through a great double arch into the main throne room which sat directly under the great lens in the dome. Many long, curved banquet tables and ornate chairs were decaying and, beyond them, the dais with thrones and altars. The throne of the jed was large, ornate. Here, the second-most powerful man in Helium had sat and performed his ceremonial duties. I approached the chair and brushed the ruddy dust away from the back of the seat. The large, red gem was there, surrounded by markings similar to the ones on the metal I wore.

				“Mors Kajak, Jed of Helium, Beloved of the Gods,” Sakoma said behind me, translating.

				“Yes, he was,” came a throaty and lovely female voice that echoed before dying.

				We were all startled, but other than coming to attention, we did not panic. Out of the shadow of a pillar, the most striking woman I had ever seen came into the light and bore her gaze straight into me. Young in appearance she was, but I knew her to be old. It was something in her eyes. Her body was lean and taut, her naked red breasts standing proudly over a flat belly. She was no taller than me, but I was a dwarf before her.

				“I am Dejah Thoris, Princess of Helium.” Her skin radiated heat. She stood straight, but not proudly.

				When I found my voice, I said, “My name is Chester Ventura, of no particular lineage, from Jasoom.”

				She looked at me up and down. “Yes, you are,” she replied, diminishing somewhat, and then lifting her head so her thick, black hair hung heavily down her back. Her metal belt jingled and the long, diaphanous strip of cloth swayed between her legs. She surveyed the men who looked at her, seeing their mixture of awe, sorrow, shock and loathing on their hard faces.

				“So, you still live,” she said flatly as acknowledgment. The cape that hung down her back held by a chain around her neck was brought around to cover her body. She lowered her head and turned away.

				I stepped up to her. Her smell was little different from the other Barsoomians, meaning like us she had no access to bathing, and now that my own shock was fading, I could see her hair was coarse with dust and neglect. “Did you die on your planet and wake up here as well?” she asked.

				“No. I found a shuttle meant for Carter’s nephew, Edgar.”

				She nodded. “You know of this world,” she said, turning to face me.

				“As much as the books have said. These men,” I said, indicating my party, “have begun to help me separate what is story, and what is reality.”

				“Yes,” she said, without much energy, “yes, Edgar had a way of showing us all in our best light. Jasoomians are such optimists. How is he?”

				“He died. Many years ago.”

				“A battle?”

				“Old age.”

				“Ah, that.” She turned and walked away. I followed her, and the men stayed where they were when I raised my hand. I quickly moved past her and stood in her path. She looked up at me fearfully. This was no fierce warrior princess. Either Burroughs had rewritten her, or –

				“You paid the price too, didn’t you.”

				She went ashen under her bronzed red skin. She looked into my eyes. What she saw there I cannot say, but in my own mind I knew I was a cat, poised, watching, feeling my connection to the moment. There was nowhere to go.

				“How many of you are left? Are we being watched?”

				She pulled her cape tighter around her body. Her face may have looked like a human’s on the surface, but underneath it her muscles were attached differently enough that I could not read her beyond the fear and guilt she radiated. I stepped forward and she backed up, back towards the centre of the hall. “Where are the red men? Where is Carter?”

				“I am a princess of Helium!” she said forcefully, trying to –

				“Where are they?!” I shouted, crushing her energy and she collapsed onto the floor at the feet of my men. She quivered, looking up at me with angry, defiant eyes.

				I spat a word that had no translation into Barsoomian and turned, unhooking my pack and weapons and throwing them upon the dais. Then I ripped off the harness, something I never took off except to sleep, and even that I did less and less these days.

				The men stirred uneasily. A man’s metal was his identity. It clattered on the floor. Someone almost said something and then thought better of it.

				I whipped off my cap and threw it as hard as I could into the shadows and then I turned back to her, advancing with menace.

				She recoiled and bared her teeth in a sorrowful grimace as I reached down to her and yarded her to her feet. She beat at me ineffectually and when she realised that I had no intention of taking her honour, she worked up the courage to look me in the eyes. I knew my face reflected my thoughts this time. It was clear as day on her own visage.

				“How. Many. Are. Left?” I said in a firm, deadly voice that did not carry beyond the bubble of our shared experience.

				“Y-you are not like John or Vad Varo,” she said as answer, having to force the words out shakily.

				I let go of her arms slowly and she rubbed where I had gripped her cruelly. I stepped back and sat down on the edge of the dais. I lowered my head into my hands and rubbed my forehead. “No,” I said to the floor, “I am not. Jasoom is a different world now. It’s been decades and we have changed. Wars, technology, climate change, the end of the industrial age, social upheaval, communications. Carter and Paxton would find their world unrecognisable. And the world would think differently of them as well.

				“While your world was dying, mine was growing up. We’ve still got a long way to go, and we might not make it.” I got up again and twisted my neck side to side to stretch it out. I took a deep breath and expelled it. I approached her again and raised my hands.

				“I am not going to hurt you, but you must understand that we’ve walked halfway around the world, and we’ve been finding answers and new questions we don’t like at all. So let me begin again.

				“How many red men are left?”

				“I will not betray my people,” she said flatly. There was no fear in her voice this time. I noted it. There she was, for a moment. She turned her face away from mine.

				I breathed deeply again and disengaged myself from her. “Fel, there won’t be many of them. They’ll be grouped together. Most likely underground. They won’t want to fight. Probably sick and hungry. Don’t hurt them. Just find them and let us know where they are. We’ll go to them.”

				The princess looked at me. “You… you don’t want to kill us?” she said, unbelievingly. She watched apprehensively as most of our party left to explore the vast palace.

				“Not me,” I said shaking my head, walking over to one of the tables and retrieving two of the chairs and bringing them back. I gave her one and sat down on the other. Koldas stepped forward and stood beside my chair, placing a hand on my shoulder. The cat hopped down off him and into my lap. “Sakoma, water skins, please,” I said, and Sakoma had two passed to him and he gave me one. Dejah Thoris looked up at the green warrior as he approached and took the full skin from him. She removed the plug and drank. Sakoma stood directly behind the princess, looking into my eyes.

				“Oh, it’s sweet!” she exclaimed and drank again.

				I drank and found it a bit mungy. It was far from fresh.

				“I, uh, may not want to kill you, princess, but the only thing keeping you alive right now is me. You’ve got one chance, because every one of the over a thousand men I’ve got with me wants to wipe the red men off the face of Barsoom. I said to them that we needed the red men alive, because I believe the beginning, and end, to the disaster is found here. Within these very walls.” My voice was deadly again, and she was not moving.

				“Science has progressed on my world, and in the age of information and communication, the secrets are all fading away, princess. We’re beginning to understand all the horrible, unthinkable things we can do to each other, and we are desperate to stop them from killing us all.”

				“But it’s too late for you, isn’t it?” Her head lifted and she looked at me with wide eyes.

				It was silent then, Fel and the men having disappeared into the bowels of the building.

				The princess could not believe when I started to speak again and she broke into a thousand shards of grief with each word. “Somehow you managed to eliminate the other races in a bid to save the last of the planet’s resources for the red men. But something went wrong, didn’t it.”

				She began to cry, trying to hide her face. Her eyes darted in terror from man to man in the dusty half light of the royal chamber. She fell to the floor, trying to hide herself, to be anywhere else, to not exist.

				I got up off the chair and set the cat down on it in my place. Koldas took the water skin from my hand without being asked to.

				I stood, looking down upon her.

				“Now, I only ever had one real question. And this one you must answer, because this is the end of the world.

				“There is only one man who knows the secrets of Barsoomian biology. Whoever gave the order, they would have to go to him.”

				We waited. She was disappearing.

				“It all went to Hell, didn’t it!” I spat. She flinched.

				My teeth were clenched and the blood pounded agonisingly in my head again. I squeezed my eyes shut. “The only hope is that whatever he created, he can undo it.”

				I forced myself to concentrate on my breathing and slowing my spasming, aching heart. We were still alive. We could live long enough. I looked down at her again.

				“Tell me, Dejah Thoris, Princess of Helium. Daughter of Mors Kajak, Jed of Lesser Helium. Granddaughter of Tardos Mors, Jeddak of the Empire of Helium. Wife to John Carter, Prince of Helium, Warlord of Mars. Mother to Carthoris, Prince of Helium, Jed of Zodanga. Mother to Tara, Princess of Helium and Gathol. Grandmother to Llana, Princess of Gathol.

				“Tell me: where is Ras Thavas?”
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				The tunnels and chambers under the palace were unlit, save for our torches and my flashlight. They were all empty and looked abandoned for decades. They were, for me, surprisingly devoid of the odours a person from Jasoom thinks should be underground. In part, it was the sterility of the planet now. It was also due to the fact that Barsoomians don’t excrete waste like animals. They slough regularly, not like a snake, but in patches that are rubbed or washed off, and in this dry climate they quickly dried and disintegrated.

				Hallways, long untended, had the detritus lining the edges of the floor like willow fluff, stirred up by the breeze created by walking. While the tunnels were large enough for the average man, the green men found them cramped as they lowered their heads and upper bodies to avoid hitting the ceilings. As nomads, they had little use for the defined, confined spaces that the other races had built.

				The princess walked beside me in silence as the chalk marks on the walls showed us the way to go. Every so often a green warrior was posted at a doorway or rampway to point the way and they rejoined the party. Koldas and Sakoma followed close behind us. The cat’s meows echoed hauntingly on the bare, precisely-fit stones of the palace’s foundations.

				We turned a corner and came out into a larger chamber. We had obviously come the long way, for twisting ramps ascended straight up into the darkness. Fel Nek and two of his men stood outside massive sliding doors easily three storeys tall.

				“Chestur,” he said, approaching, “this appears to be a warehouse that once held supplies for the palace. Servants’ access,” he said pointing to the curved ramps, “And back that way,” he said indicating an unseen spot in the darkness, “is a wide, low ramp that I believe heads to the surface.”

				I nodded. “Right. Delivery access. Okay.” I looked at the big doors. “In there?”

				He nodded, looked at the doors himself, and said, “Yes.” His voice had a different quality than it usually did.

				“Okay. It’s okay,” I said clasping his lower shoulder briefly. I began to walk forward and the green man who stood by the person-sized door opened it for us and I let the princess go first and then followed her inside. The warrior closed the door quietly behind us.

				I emerged back into the outer chamber. The men were waiting, and I knew Fel had filled them in from the looks on their faces.

				“Find out how to get some light down here.” I pointed up the servants’ ramps. “There’s got to be a covered skylight at the top or something else. Get the delivery ramp opened up as well if you can. Send a runner to Rajan Parl and bring all the men here. Have them assemble where the ramp comes out.” Men dispersed.

				I heard the bolts being drawn back inside. To those closest to me I said, “Show no reaction. Tell that to every man who enters.” I raised my voice so all could hear. “All right, everyone on the doors!” We took our places. “Together! Pull!”

				The ancient, unlubricated metal rollers groaned in their tracks and then screamed as they began to turn. As a gap appeared between the doors, Koldas took one side and Sakoma and I the other and we pushed on the sides and the doors picked up speed. Inertia took over and one panel pushed against another and eventually slid into each other coming to a stop with a thundering rumble that faded into nothing.

				Our actions had stirred up the detritus and dirt inside the massive warehouse. The fluff swirled in beams of daylight brought down through tubes in the ceiling with lenses on the bottom of them, like a mechanical version of fibre optics. Translucent fabric banners hung from a network of metal rods that criss-crossed the high ceiling, gently fluttering in the brief, artificial breeze, creating spaces within.

				The men were silent as they followed me inside, the whispers in the outer chamber passed from man to man. We touched nothing, moved nothing. We made no sudden motion. We did not stare into their eyes. Whatever dignity they had left, we would not take it from them. We would not exact revenge.

				There was nothing left to take from these ones. They were not even Barsoomian anymore. They were like the wretches in concentration camps, except they had done this to themselves. This was no liberation. No reprieve. They had made their own prison and needed no guards or warden or reminders of their guilt. Their long lives their curse. We moved through them as if they were ghosts that would be dissipated by our passing.

				We passed between the walls of cloth, fearful to touch even those. This was not our place. We were trespassing. It became brighter and brighter and the last curtain parted against my hands. We emerged.

				The princess stood there, her back to us, looking out upon what we could all see.

				The white shrouds were wrapped around the still forms, stretching off into the distance, to where the light fell off into the shadows again.

				I did not trust myself to look up at my companions so I stepped forward, moving down the aisle between the rows in the last crypt of the red men. I passed the princess and she did not follow. The bodies were overwhelmingly dominated by women, carefully wrapped but with only a veil of gauze over their faces, faces that were like separating layers of thin parchment so delicate that the merest breath against their cheeks would crumble them to dust. Small handwritten paper cards were attached over their breasts.

				In the centre of the light, a room was made with sheer white cloth walls, separating it from the rest of the room if only symbolically. I took great care handling the delicate fabric, gently smoothing it aside. I entered and the curtain slowly swished back to rest.

				The bodies on the platform were treated no better or no worse than the others. They seemed to glow white on white.

				Presently, I said, “Tell me their names.” My voice was absorbed by the vast emptiness.

				He got up, unbending himself slowly. His knees cracked and he took the two steps to the platform, holding his hand over each of their heads in turn. “Carthoris. Thuvia. Their son John Jr. Tara. Llana, Tara’s daughter. Clysta, Llana’s daughter.” He looked up at me, realising we had been speaking in English. He squinted his gaze at me and pursed his lips before stepping back slowly from the delicate corpses and wiping down his face with a hand. I could smell his pungent aroma, so different than what I had been surrounded by. It was much like my own.

				The years had had no effect upon his physical age, but he was gaunt, still straight and tall, his hair thick and matted and his beard had not been shaved with a razor in some time, though it had been cut back with scissors or a knife like his hair had been. His metal was dull and in disrepair, hanging off him loosely.

				He slowly approached me, looking down upon me. His grey eyes were bloodshot, but his gaze was steady. He extended his hand and said, “John Carter, late of Virginia. So good of you to come and visit us.”

				I clasped the warm, dry hand that still had strength in it. “Chester Ventura, from Alberta. Thank you for having us.”

				He turned and sought his chair once more, and I took the other one, unhooking my pack and fishing through it.

				“Ventura. That’s a Spanish name, isn’t it?” he asked.

				“Yes, but no. Some of my ancestors emigrated to Canada from eastern Europe, and a customs official pronounced the family name unpronounceable and mangled it to what it is now.”

				“All the same, good name. I always liked the Spanish. Fiery. Cultured. How is Canada these days? More than wide open spaces by now, I expect,” he said, resting his elbows on his knees and looking down at the floor.

				I pulled out the pouch and opened it. “Yes. It’s a first world nation, mostly civilised with as much in common with its neighbours to the south as it is different.”

				After being silent for a few moments. “How long has it been?” he said, no longer conversational. The stone floor seemed to absorb the vibrations of his deep voice.

				I did not answer right away, opening the shining stainless steel flask and passing him one of the matching steel shot glasses. He sat back up. “The 20th century has come and gone,” I said finally.

				He nodded, pursing his lips again. I filled his glass first and then my own. His nostrils flared, inhaling.

				“Kentucky?” he said as if he had forgotten the word until that moment.

				“Tennessee.”

				“Even better.” He raised his glass to me, and I to him and we let it burn slowly all the way down our throats. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut, his cheek muscles quivering. It warmed my belly. Answers were not the only thing I had waited months for.

				I refilled our glasses and we would sip these ones.

				“You have seen our planet?” he asked.

				“Yes. I’ve been here for a number of months now. Not much left.”

				“No, I don’t expect so,” he said. “How many… do you think are left?”

				“We’ve walked more than a third of the way around the planet. We found a thousand men. So if it was perfect math, we’re talking maybe 100,000, perhaps closer to 50. And no animals or plants. Underground lakes, at least one, filled with some pretty aggressive creatures. Insects underground. Perhaps it’s different at the poles.”

				“Not likely. How much does Earth know about us?”

				“I believe that those in power know it can marginally support life, but all the public knows is that it’s an unbreathable desert, not overly warm by day and freezing by night, with huge dust storms. They’re preparing for an eventual manned mission, but all they’ve sent so far are satellites and survey robots.”

				“That opens up a lot of questions I’m sure you’re not interested in answering right now,” he replied, taking a sip.

				“No.”

				“What do you wish of me?”

				It was my turn to sip. The princess entered and she sat down on her husband’s lap gracefully, gently draping her arms around his shoulders and placing her head upon his chest. By the all-too-human emotions that passed over his face, the solace was unexpected.

				Tears big and fat, as large as a lifetime of regrets, coursed down the noble man’s face. He put his arms around his wife and hugged her delicately, intimately, as if he feared his touch would break her like everything else around him.

				I turned away, trespassing once more. I stood up and drained my glass, looking around again. “You have a choice to make, John. Either remain in the past, or live in the present. Everything else follows after that.”

				I saw light swirling around off towards the entrance and heard large heavy things being moved around. Progress was being made. I parted the curtain and left the dead to sleep.

			

		

	
		
			
				23

				We had been a week combing through the wreckage of the city of Lesser Helium, and while my anxiety to leave the city and take care of our business weighed upon me, it was not my world, and these people needed to adjust to what they had discovered about each other.

				The good news was that ships of the Heliumatic navy had been stored in underground docks before the environmental disaster. Vast reserves of the eighth ray and other fuels were at our disposal. I would be able to repair the shuttle when we could retrieve it. I could at least go home, even if that was the last thing on my mind now. Rajan Parl and other black men were readying a ship for expedition, and it would be air worthy within a day or two. Its first trip would be to secure a much large quantity of water from the underground lake to serve the city’s needs.

				Koldas, with guidance from Carter, had found the original orders and details of the planetary cruiser’s mission to Jasoom in the navy offices a short distance from the palace. If it still existed, it hung invisible somewhere beyond the orbit of the Moon. It was a thought that made me mildly ill. What if I had flown straight into it? I knew now that the goggles around the dead shuttle pilot’s neck defeated the invisibility screen. They were stowed in the shuttle. We might be able to find the cruiser, but it was looking slim for that. It had automated beacon systems to guide pilots. Beacons that no longer transmitted. Something had happened to the ship, to be sure. Hopefully it was intact, repairable, even if its former crew was long dead. Hopefully.

				Koldas, an efficient researcher as well as a skilled administrator, was reconstructing the last days of the Heliumatic Empire based on what Carter and the princess had been able to tell him from their points of view. He and his team had travelled to Greater Helium, the pneumatic subway still functioning between the two cities. They found the capital empty and in as much disrepair as Lesser Helium, but they had also found a wealth of documentation. My friend and comrade looked grimmer and grimmer with every passing day.

				Sakoma and Fel worked with the princess to tend to the needs of the remaining red men. They had been brought out into the light and their physical needs addressed with adequate rations of food and water. Whatever other needs they had, we were unequipped to deal with. Of the great race of red men, once the dominant species of Barsoom, barely 250 still existed. And I was sure that we would lose even some of those due to years of malnutrition and disease, not to mention the high suicide rate that had steadily whittled away their numbers over the decades. In this accounting, I make note of Sakoma and Fel and the other green men that tended to the red men during this time. It was a supreme effort to ignore the outrage in their hearts, but not once did we see them mistreat the people they now cared for.

				In truth, I think the other races still looked up to the red men as much as they loathed them. At their peak, there was nothing they could not accomplish, and much of it had been good for Barsoom in spite of their imperial ambitions. They had pulled down the entire world when they went, but every single one of the haunted left was still a powerful reminder of what they had once been.

				A standard radium pack had been fitted to a power converter allowing me to recharge my computer. The laptop had been dead weight since shortly after leaving the map dome, thankfully after I had done the plotting to update the maps. Now it was back to full power and the antenna plugged into it was receiving the tracking signals from the transmitters I had left in the shuttle, at the underground lake, and at the map dome itself. The coordinates were added to the map in the system and marked in permanent marker on my larger paper version. I was told the shuttle was a week by ship from Helium.

				I was busy making notes on the cruiser’s operation late one evening, the cat asleep on the big wooden table that served as my desk in a large, plain room high up on the outside wall of the palace, when Koldas came in. He had thick sheafs of papers in three of his four hands. I looked up at him. The moment had arrived. We both knew it had been coming. I saved my notes and closed the file. Koldas pulled up the comfortable padded bench he and the other green men favoured when we were working in here.

				I opened an audio recording application and turned the screen towards Koldas so that the microphone faced him. The cold grey light lit up his face. I poured us a couple of glasses of water from the pitcher on the small table behind me. We both took drinks from our glasses, and he began to read from his notes as I had only just begun to learn the written language of Barsoom from the children’s primers found in the palace library.
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				The amphitheatre was mostly intact. It was large enough to hold us all. The formality of the occasion was more than a little intimidating. Public speaking was not one of my favourite things to do. I had written and rehearsed what I was going to say, but still I felt uneasy.

				The morning had started off well enough. The ship had returned to the palace the day previous. It had handled well according to Rajan and the large cisterns were quickly filled to capacity with the first water they had held in decades. That meant I had had my first bath since our time at the lake. The water was cold, but it was clean, and now so was I. I took the time to bathe the cat, and apart from a few ominous growls and strange vocalisations, the incident went unpunished.

				One of Rajan’s men was a good barber and he cut my too-long hair back into something clean and business-like as he had been doing since we met up. My beard confounded him as usual and I trimmed it back before using a very sharp knife to carefully scrape away the stubble. I had run out of razor blades a month after arriving.

				I met up with Sakoma, Koldas, Fel and Rajan in the great hallway that led to the private royal chambers. They had obviously had baths as well. All our metal was polished. The cat jingled as he trotted out in front of us. The two green warriors that guarded the ornate doors came to attention and turned, each pulling one of the large doors open for us.

				Inside, the princess sat in a chair facing the doors while Carter stood behind her, hand on her shoulder. They had been waiting for us. The princess’ natural state of being must be radiant, for though I saw sadness in her eyes, she still took my breath away. She was bathed, her hair combed out luxuriantly. She needed no cosmetics. Her body was wrapped in elegant fabrics and metallic strands that showed everything and revealed nothing.

				Carter stood straight and crisp, every inch a military man. His jaw was square and clean shaven, his hair trimmed neatly by the same man who had done mine. His grey eyes were clear and sharp. Regular meals and walks in the sun were beginning to rejuvenate his body. His metal was polished and the leather supple and well-worn. I hoped he was sleeping better.

				“Your highnesses,” I said pleasantly without being happy. “Good morning.”

				“It is time then, Chester?” the princess said, getting up, standing as straight as her husband did.

				“Yes, princess,” I said. She moved to follow us out of their quarters back down the hallway. “No,” I said, lifting my hand gently. “Please, this way.” I extended my hand towards the heavy, opaque curtains that covered the outside wall. Fel and Rajan stepped over and pulled the curtains aside, revealing a glass wall with ornate doors and the expansive terrace beyond.

				Rajan smiled deferentially, pushing one of the big doors outwards. “It is only one of the lowly cargo tugs from the dockyards, but it is in fine shape. We’ve added railings and seats.”

				“Thank you, Rajan Parl,” the princess said, obviously touched. “You are too kind.”

				As we walked out across the terrace, the black pilot jumped out and opened the side ramp, lowering it to the ground. He extended his hand as the princess approached and she took it as she ascended and took a seat. Carter followed her, thanking the pilot and sitting down next to his wife. I hopped in next, taking the co-pilot’s seat while Rajan Parl took the pilot’s position. The cat hopped up on my lap and I hooked my fingers into his harness just in case. Sakoma, Koldas and Fel took seats behind the Prince and Princess of Helium and the pilot took the jump seat by the ramp, pulling it up to locked position behind him.

				Rajan eased the tug up into the sky. It was going to be a typical hot day, but it was well before midday. The air was clear.

				The ruins of the great city lay beneath, spreading out for kilometre after kilometre. “Oh, John,” the princess said under her breath to her husband. We all heard it, I was sure, but no one reacted or said anything. The coolness of the breeze created by our passage was welcome.

				The amphitheatre was a short distance by air from the palace and Rajan Parl was an exceptional pilot, even with such a modest craft. He circled over the amphitheatre gracefully and then slowly brought us to the ground at the rear of the stage. The pilot jumped out, lowering the gate, and Carter descended offering his hand to his princess and the pair walked across the stage and down the ramp to their appointed seats in the front row. It was quiet, with only the low murmurs of whispered conversation around us.

				The green men were next, taking their spots on benches to the left and right of the podium, while Rajan Parl, and Dek Landa, the pilot who introduced himself quickly, were last. Rajan took a spot on one of the benches, while Dek descended the ramp to join the other black men.

				I did not take the podium right away. The cat circled my feet for a moment or two before seeing Koldas’ lap and trotting off to use it. That brought a couple of chuckles from the audience.

				I looked out upon the assembled. The races were segregated, but this was not due to tensions. I took it as a sign that they were taking the first steps to rebuilding their cultural identities. The green men were fierce and relaxed at the same time while the black men carried themselves with prideful bearing. The disdain and arrogance seemed to be something of the past for them now.

				The red men still looked quite ill and as I feared, we had lost a number of them to illness and suicide. But those that remained looked like they would survive. I looked down at the leather brief pouch slung over my shoulder. The red men were eating and regaining their strength. They would need it all. They sat in the rows immediately behind Carter and the princess, while the green and black men fanned out around.

				The only groups missing were kaldanes, thankfully, and Tikhel Sen and the yellow men. I prayed they were still alive. And it was this thought that pushed my self-absorbed neurosis about public speaking out of my mind. I pulled my stack of notes out of their pouch and stepped up to podium, careful to neither be hesitant or aggressive. All eyes were on me, and the conversation faded into silence. I heard the wind and the papers ruffling in front of me. It was time to begin.

				“Good morning, everyone. Thank you for being here. Everyone is looking well rested. I’m told we all have enough to eat and the access to water has made it easier for us to be around each other.” I smiled and I felt the audience appreciate the levity. Even if they did not laugh. Or maybe it was just me.

				“Okay,” I said, nodding after letting the moment have its way. “As most of you know, since I arrived on Barsoom I felt the need to figure out what happened to your planet. It was not easy gaining your trust, and there were many times when I had to be less than delicate in my quest to understand. I must thank you all for confronting your tragedies and fears. If I had been in your place, I’m not sure if I would have had the courage to do that.

				“I thank you for the respect you have shown me. Know that my actions always come from respect as well, regardless of what role I play in the future of Barsoom. This is your planet. No one, especially myself, shall ever take it away from you. Together, I hope we can ensure its survival and rebirth.” I looked out over the faces.

				“My first goal was answers.” I paused and took a sip from the glass of water that had been put on the corner of the podium for me. My stomach fell as I said, “We have them now. They are from multiple sources, each backing up the other, so I do not think there is any room to doubt our findings. Those that wish to examine the evidence may do so at any time. We’ll put it all in the main library in the palace. Koldas Torka and I spent many hours over the past three weeks going over each document. Even before we began, we knew what was likely from the circumstantial evidence presented by the green, black and yellow men, and now the red men. My basic knowledge of science on Jasoom allowed me to understand some things not well known by the people of your planet. We hoped our theories would be proven wrong. That there was another way things could have happened.”

				I swallowed and turned the page, putting it on the bottom of the pile.

				“It is unfortunate that Barsoom’s records do not contain histories of the rise and fall of empires. You have had many thousands of years of stable society, and so you do not have many examples of what happens when a young culture grows up, when it is stable and building toward its best period, and then the inevitable decline due to internal and external stresses.

				“The quest for power and riches comes down to some very simple biological needs. So simple every organism on Jasoom and Barsoom follows it. We need to eat, to sleep, to reproduce, and we need land to live on. On Jasoom, the wild version of my cat is a good illustration of those basics. If it does not have them, the cats migrate to land where they can live, or they die out in that part of the world. They live in balance with the land, taking only what nature will allow.

				“For the wild cat, sometimes moving to another place is impossible because it is already occupied by its biggest competitor: man. People like myself. We often believe that because we are Jasoom’s highest form of life that we have the right to act that way. It is true, nothing is stopping us. We dominate. But in the end it is simple biology and survival. We have claimed the land. We have paid for it. We own it. It is ours to use as we see fit.

				“In a growing society, expansion is necessary to supply new resources for farming, manufacturing, businesses and homes. It becomes the basis of power. How much land do you have? We need more. We have more. We are prosperous. We will take more. On Jasoom, up until the most recent decades, all conflict had basis in territory and expansion. The land was fertile. Water plentiful. Jasoom provided. Populations grew. Countries needed to expand. Weaker populations were absorbed or eliminated. The strong prevailed.

				“But now, due to mismanagement of our natural resources – land, water and air – we are seeing our planet decline. Jasoom is warming, how much is yet to be seen, but we are seeing drinking water disappear. In those regions hit hardest, there is conflict because of resource depeletion. If people have no water, or cannot grow food, they will invade neighbouring countries and take theirs. Those populations are declining, susceptible to disease and poverty. In that environment education, industry and civilisation fall away, replaced with fear and barbarism. Conflict in this situation only destroys, leaving less than what came before it. But still, it ultimately is a balance. The land can only support as many people as it can provide for. The only choice man has is to decide which people survive. And which die.

				“In my part of Jasoom, we have the benefit of climates that are not so harsh, and we have a high standard of education and we are prosperous farmers, builders and traders. We have more than enough. But who is to say that it will always be this way if things continue to decline in the rest of the world? And many of us now appreciate that our prosperity is built on those whom we exploit. Can we change these things? Will we even have the chance, to change things before we see much of our people die in misery, only to have to rebuild yet again, dragging ourselves up from dirt once more?

				“There are those on Jasoom that are arrogant enough to believe, mistakenly, that we are the natural pinnacle of a slow, steady rise of man from ignorant savage to technological wizard, and that we need change nothing in our behaviour. We are at the top. We shall always be at the top. It is our divine right.

				“But there is a growing body of information, interpreted not through the flawed lens of man’s manifest destiny, that suggests that man has risen and fallen many times in the past, and that we will continue to do so until we finally understand that we are not the masters of Jasoom. We are only one creature and we must live in balance with the other creatures if we are ever to truly be mature and worthy of our self awareness, to be stewards of our planet’s destiny.”

				I stepped back from the podium and unhooked my cloak from my metal and laid it down on the bench next to Sakoma. The day was beginning to warm up. Others took the opportunity during the pause to do similarly. The conversation was more than whispers now. Carter sat there, seemingly deep in thought. As ever, the princess looked to her people, concern etched on her features.

				I poured myself some more water and drank half of it. “I take the time to tell you of my planet to show you we are not perfect. We don’t have the answers. We still struggle to find unity.” I finished my glass of water.

				“Barsoom… is many thousands of years beyond Jasoom, both in history, and in choices.

				“The red men were the leading society on Barsoom. Education, industry, agriculture, military, influence. They touched everything that happened on this planet for generations. It was their ingenuity that built the first atmosphere plant, ensuring that they, and the planet by extension, would survive. They were masters of all they came into contact with, and had the might to ensure it.

				“You can fault the red men for their behaviour if you don’t like how they conducted their affairs. That is your right. But I can guarantee you that your opinion would be very different if you had been red men yourselves. And you cannot deny that the red men did more good than harm in their long rule as Barsoom’s masters.”

				I paused. I could feel the tension rising in the audience. The green men and the black men were doing their best to not punctuate the moment with outbursts, because this was not what they wanted to hear. Koldas and Rajan stood up and raised their palms toward their brethren and slowly the audience settled down.

				The princess looked up at me, holding onto her husband’s hand tightly. Carter’s brow was furrowed.

				“But what happens when a sustained expansion over generations turns into a retreat? What do you do when there are no new lands to tame? What do you do when there is less and less every year? In ancient times, what did the leaders do when the oceans dried up and the people began to die? Pray those decisions never weigh upon your shoulders.

				“If you were faced with the choice to take from others, or see your families die, would you sacrifice yours because it was the moral, the right, thing to do?”

				Now the shouting really began and the rage echoed against us. The green and black men hurled their pain. Koldas and Rajan moved to get up again. I turned and motioned for them to keep their seats. The red men sat there, fearing for their lives. I let the anger ride its course, stepping out in front of the podium and locking eyes with one man, then another, acknowledging their pain in whatever small way I could. We would not turn away from each other.

				Eventually, order returned.

				“In making these points,” I said with compassion, “I do not condone what has been done, what you think has been done. I needed to begin with these ideas. To…” I frowned. “Let me continue, please.”

				I drank some more water. I felt the sweat on the back of my neck cool as a breeze blew across it. I caught the princess’ eyes again, and she nodded. It gave me strength.

				“The red men knew over 100 years ago that the end was approaching. Within 500 years, if nothing changed, Barsoom would no longer be able to support the life it had upon it. And for beings that measure their lifespans as 10 centuries or more, that is what is called on my world a call to action. The best minds in the empire said they needed more time, time they didn’t have, to improve the atmosphere plant and squeeze more life out of the dying soil.

				“It struck terror into the hearts of Helium’s leaders, Tardos Mors and Mors Kajak, and in those hearts, these men were more noble than despicable. But they were men, and men will do horrible things to live another day, let alone in the name of saving a society of millions of people.

				“At first, they threw more minds and resources at the problem, but every step was foiled by the accelerated decline of the planet.

				“They were still faced with the necessity to take action. Their first step on their path to ruin was to change the nature of trade to favour them more than it had. They could do that. They were the dominant trading partner for every country, city and black market on Barsoom. Just small changes at first, but in an economy of that size, it was all that was needed. They bought up land and crops and goods, storing them, hoarding them.

				“This only assuaged their fears for a short period of time. Still, the other races were consuming the planet. Consuming it when those resources could be put to better use by the red men. The red men who ruled, had the divine right to rule, and were the future. They could not perish. It was unthinkable.

				“Trade continued, if on different terms. Barsoom was still business as usual. Nothing much had changed they thought. This was manageable. It bolstered their confidence. So perhaps it would be all right if they began pressing territorial claims. Not directly. No, never directly. They were master politicians and diplomats. The world was their chess board.

				“The military grew and used pretext after pretext to swallow up surrounding territories, or to force alliances. Marriages solidified and sanctified the new world order.

				“This was not enough. It would never be enough. More needed to be done, and years into their plans, it now came to doing something more than being merely aggressive or unfair. Neither Tardos nor Mors appears to have hesitated when they began the intrigue that resulted in the Thark-Warhoon War. The war which, far beyond the disaster which followed, accounted for more than 90 per cent of the deaths of the green warriors. The war raged for years, encircling the entire planet, wiping away much of the civilisation outside of the large cities as the green men sought each other’s mutual destruction.

				“The records are undeniable on this point. This was a calculated act by the Empire of Helium, executed at the highest level of their government.”

				The howls were chilling. I forced myself to stand there, looking impassive. I thought the green men would fall upon the red men and rend them bodily. Carter had the good sense to not rise, as was his instinct I was sure, but he did place his arm protectively around the princess.

				I raised my hands and order slowly returned once again.

				“It is interesting to note that John Carter, while Warlord of the Empire of Helium, was not involved with setting policy, or even directing large military operations. That was left to navy commanders. The records confirm that Carter’s role was largely ceremonial when at court. As his life led him on adventures of his own that carried the good name of the red men far afield, it is reasonable to accept that he was unaware of Helium’s true intentions.

				“This is also backed up by the personal journals of Tardos and Mors, both of whom had public affection for Carter, while privately thinking him an alien outsider not to be trusted with matters of state. He was never brought into the inner circle.

				“It was also sad to discover that this attitude extended to Princess Dejah Thoris. Women in the culture of the red men are revered, placed on pedestals of worship. The sad part is that no one ever asked them what they thought or ever allowed them to be functioning citizens. The men did not realise the strength the women held until they were gone. And now they cannot forget it.” I could not look up at those men. If I did, I would be lost.

				“Only John Carter and Dejah Thoris know the truth of how much they knew. Were they so wrapped up in their own lives that they did not know? Did they feel helpless if they did know? Or were they complicit?

				“There is another phrase on my planet. Work the problem. When you are faced with a crisis, it is best to work on solving the crisis, rather than wasting effort assigning blame for how you got there in the first place.

				“What I say to you is this: It is important to the future of Barsoom to find out if Carter and the princess are in any way responsible for what we face now. I pledge to you that we will ask the questions, we will hear the answers. There will be a reckoning and judgment if they are guilty.

				“But now is not the time. Do I have your agreement?”

				There were some uneasy sounds of agreement. At least no one yelled. I exhaled. “Thank you,” I said.

				“The science of the red men achieved a breakthrough when John Carter rescued Ras Thavas during one of his adventures and brought him to Helium. Ras is the greatest biologist your world has ever produced. There is no one like him on Jasoom. He can take the brain of one man and put it in another. He can build a living body like a factory worker assembling a machine.

				“On his own, Ras was a menace, because along with his great intellect came the delusion that he was a God. On his own, though, the level of damage he could cause was somewhat limited. When he got to Helium, that all changed.

				“With war raging across the surface of Barsoom, Tardos, Mors and the leaders of Helium had their opportunity to develop an ultimate solution that would spare them years of conflict and wasted resources. They asked Ras for a way to limit the populations of all the races, save the red men, and Ras Thavas gave it to them.

				“Initial testing went well, using females of the different races, kidnapped by Ras’ teams of synthetic men perfected in his new laboratory in Greater Helium.” I paused, reliving Koldas’ first-hand account of entering the lab. Push it away, I thought. You need to keep going. “The women died horribly from the first batch of the virus, just as I’m sure almost every one of you experienced in your own lives.

				“The virus was an altered version of the code of life that lives in every one of the cells that are in your body. As all races descended from the original tree of life, Ras only needed to isolate the parts that controlled reproduction, and then only the bits that were specific to the females.

				“He was careful in ensuring that the red women would be unaffected… or at least that’s what he told his new masters.”

				The princess brought a hand to her mouth suddenly. She shook her head from side to side, trying to drive away the truth. The red men were just as horrified.

				I pursed my lips and wiped my eyebrows.

				“The truth. Was that Ras Thavas thought that the problem could be solved with more research, but that it would take a number of years to do. In his notes, he seemed… unconcerned.”

				“Then why! Why am I still alive! Tell me!” the princess screamed, standing up, hysterical and enraged. “Why me!” Carter stood behind her, trying to hold her still and she fought him like a banshee. She would not be restrained. “You let me go!”

				“Because he knew how to do it for an individual, but not for the population! Each person’s code of life is different! It was easy for him to make the exception, but not the rule!” I said, meeting the strength of her emotions without giving in to them. “Now, please! Sit down!”

				“Nonononono…” she wailed, sobbing uncontrollably, still fighting as Carter dragged her back to her seat, hugging her fiercely. He whispered to her, desperately, his tears mixing with hers.

				I stepped back from the podium and spat into the sand, swearing viciously. I ran my hands through my hair and fought with my racing mind.

				“Chestur,” Sakoma said, standing up.

				I looked up at him. There were tears running down my cheeks. “This… is all too much, Sakoma,” I said, hiding my face in my hand and putting my back to the audience. “I feel like I’m killing them all.”

				He stood tall over me. “You are Chester Ventura. You asked for this. And now it is yours. Do not tell me you cannot do it. There is no one else who can.

				“I had a wife and three daughters. They are with me. Every day. Because of you. Because I am the one who remembers them. Now turn, and face them, my friend.” He placed his metallic hands on my shoulders and I did as he asked.

				I looked up into the red sky and then I lowered my head, eyes closed.

				“You must continue, Chester,” the strong, deep voice said. I slowly opened my eyes and looked down at Carter. He stood there, directly in front of me at the base of the stage, his eyes compassionate. “My time has passed. Sakoma Nu is right. I knew what I was a long, long time ago. You cannot hurt me. All my friends. All my family. They are all gone. All I have left is my love,” he said, his hand extending towards his princess. “Whatever else is left, it is yours.” He smiled then, sad though it was. “Remember, young man,” he said just for me, “we still live!”

				I looked down at my notes again. Eventually, I nodded.

				I tried to swallow the lump away. “Tardos Mors and Mors Kajak were convinced by the result of the princess surviving exposure to the virus that they had what they needed to cull the other races. Their plans included invasions of the remaining large non-red cities to kill the men that remained. They calculated that in their grief, the other races would be easy to wipe out once and for all. They despatched Ras and his synthetic men to the atmosphere plant, which would serve as the delivery system for the airborne weapon. You know the initial results were what they had been designed to be.

				“On Jasoom, we’re very familiar with viruses. Most people know what they are. The vast majority of viruses are simple diseases that cause illnesses for those that begin in good health with most surviving, but they can kill the old and the weak. Other viruses are more deadly, killing any and all who come in contact with them. Thankfully, our level of medicine is relatively high, keeping the number of deaths much lower than they would be otherwise.

				“From the results on Barsoom, there are only two possibilities for what happened.

				“After the women began to die, the virus mutated, and because of the common source of all life here, it was able to attack every other creature that came into contact with it. The lower creatures, the plants, the moss. Everything. Everything except the insects under the ground and the things living in that underground lake. We can only assume that other underground creatures still survive.

				“Ras Thavas either did not foresee the virus mutating because he did not have enough experience with them, or it’s what he intended all along. He and his creatures would be safe in the heavily fortified atmosphere plant. Even if the planetary atmosphere collapsed, he’d still have breathable air there.

				“It doesn’t make sense, but after an encounter with the kaldanes, we could be looking at things too rationally. He could be hopelessly insane, in which case there may be no way to understand his thinking, or to reason with him if we find him alive.”

				I shook my head. “This is what we’re faced with. We need to find Ras Thavas. He’s the only hope we have of eliminating the virus from Barsoom’s atmosphere. If that can be done, well… anything more would be pure speculation.

				“I have tasked Rajan Parl to prepare the ship to set course for the atmosphere plant on the morrow. It is my hope that Tikhel Sen and the yellow men were not taken by Ras Thavas. I hope Tikhel is on his way here, or camped somewhere near the atmosphere plant, awaiting us.

				“If we are successful, we’ll discuss what we can do about saving Barsoom itself. We no longer have 500 years. We’ll be lucky if we have 10.”

				I took a breath. I took a drink. “All right. Our report is almost done.

				“The red men retreated into their cities as you all know. At first, all seemed to be going well. They made their plans for their military campaign. The average citizen knew nothing about the virus. All they knew was that war was coming and they needed to do their duty. To their own horror, their own women began to collapse around them.

				“Records become spotty at that point, but it appears that information leaked from the upper circles of the government as to what was happening. It was all that was needed to start riots. What Helium had hoped to visit upon the other races, they got for themselves in full measure. Throughout the empire, they descended into madness, the common citizen against the privileged. Tardos Mors and Mors Kajak were killed, their heads put on pikes. Carter and the princess were en route via flyer from visiting family in Gathol when the virus struck, and so were able to remain out of reach of the mobs until the violence subsided.

				“The rest of their family were not so fortunate. All the members of the royal families in Helium and Gathol were killed in the early days.”

				The princess leaned against her prince, weeping.

				“The red men you see here had no part in the planning of the virus. These are the remains of the palace staff and others who found their way to its relative safety. They may very well constitute all that is left of the red men. Koldas said he and his party found Greater Helium completely devoid of life.”

				I looked down at the Warlord. “John Carter. Do you have anything to add?”

				He shook his head. “No,” he said unsteadily. “That is all that we know. You… you have answered many questions we had.”

				I nodded again, now looking out at the crowd of survivors. They were devastated. I hoped violence would not break out after this.

				I picked up my pile of papers and pushed them down inside my brief pouch.

				“Thank you all. Specific orders for the expedition will come down this evening. I urge you to talk about these things with each other, and respectfully request the good behaviour we have shown each other continue.”

				I stepped back from the podium one last time, and was startled when they all got up and stood there, mute. I walked around the podium and came to attention at the edge of the stage. They imitated me.

				“Tomorrow then, gentlemen.” I passed on the tug. I needed a long walk alone.
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				I was dehydrated and straining to take in as much air as I could. As usual, my head pounded from lack of water and oxygen. I hardly noticed it anymore. I ascended to the empty plaza, and in the distance I saw the cat sitting in one of the many huge arched doorways into the palace. I wished it would rain so I could see the stonework and tiles under the thick coating of dirt. The cat saw me and came running across the stones to me, meowing all the way.

				He jumped easily from a few metres away, coming straight at my face. I sidestepped and caught him and placed him around the back of my neck. He purred loudly. I crossed the wide plaza and passed into the shade of the palace. The temperature dropped, and I was grateful. Wearing the traditional Barsoomian clothing had been the right thing to do for the speech, but it meant that I wasn’t wearing my cap or desert gear. I felt jangly from the heat. And maybe the morning.

				There were relatively few people around and I took to the nearest ramp, heading up to my floor.

				The cat was murmbling to me and I was chatting back at him as I turned into my office. I came up short, surprised to find the princess sitting there on the bench beside the big work table. She had changed out of her finery into a more serviceable cloth dress that she favoured when she was being nurse and companion to her people.

				“Your highness,” I said, my voice dry. I didn’t know what else to say.

				She rose gracefully. She always moved gracefully. There was no other way for her.

				“You look very hot,” she said. “Are you all right?”

				“Yeah,” I said, setting the cat on the table. He hopped down and trotted over to his water bowl and drank.

				I came around the table and undid my ceremonial metal and hung it up on a peg in the wall. I picked up a big piece of soft cloth that served as a towel and wiped off my chest and back before picking up a t-shirt and pulling it on. I don’t think I’d ever get used to walking around mostly naked like the Barsoomians, even though it didn’t bother me in the slightest that they did. I picked up my comb off the table by the window and brushed back my damp hair. I poured myself a glass of water. “For you?” I asked.

				“No, I’m fine, thank you,” she said, patient. I drank the glass and poured another and then sat down on my chair.

				“I take it you wanted to talk about something,” I said without any challenge in my voice.

				She nodded. “I don’t know what I want to say,” she said after a moment, not able to meet my eyes. She was silent, and it was her conversation to guide. “While you were out walking, Koldas Torka gave John and I the first look at the materials you gathered.”

				I nodded. “Yes,” I said. “Your futures hang on that evidence. Koldas and I agreed you should see it before anyone else. We thought it only fair in case we were in error.”

				“Koldas is close to you.”

				“All the men in that tug today, except for the pilot. And you haven’t met Tikhel Sen. He’s the other one.”

				She looked me directly in the eyes. “Do you think my husband and I are guilty?”

				I frowned, debating in my mind what I should say. We were too far along this path to soft pedal the truth. I cleared my throat and took a sip of water. “First, I’ve been meaning to apologise for the way I interrogated you that first day. I treated you very poorly. I make no excuse.”

				“Thank you,” she said. “I think it’s fair to say that neither of us were ourselves. You were an incredible boor and I was a cold bitch. We both know we acted badly.”

				“Thank you,” I said. I took a breath. “To your question: In the end,” I said quietly, “it won’t matter. The crimes are so large the people of Barsoom may demand your deaths regardless of your role in the disaster. You and Carter are the last living symbols of the Empire of Helium.”

				“And yet you took pains to make your opinion known.”

				“Yes, princess, I – ”

				“Please, call me Dejah.”

				“You are – ”

				“No, I am not. I haven’t been for a very long time now. Longer than you have been alive from what I know.” She barely stirred. Her hands remained folded in her lap.

				“All right.” The cat hopped up on the table and lay down, cleaning himself. “I can only take the comparisons between our two worlds so far. And you are not human. I hesitate in applying my values and judgment. It’s not my place to. That’s why I pointed out the lack of evidence against you and your husband.

				“Even on my world, I may not think societal revenge accomplishes anything, but countries still practice it. We still like to point our fingers at the cause of all our ills. That one, there. He’s the one!

				“But the truth is, we all pave the road to Hell and no one should be blameless, because if we all share the weight of our sins we would finally understand what it is to be one people and it would be impossible to produce people like your father and grandfather. They and the other leaders have paid the price for their mistakes, and unfortunately millions of others paid the price as well. It will serve nothing to kill you and your husband or the remaining red men. It will not bring back anyone, nor does revenge heal a heart.”

				She looked down at her hands, and then into my eyes. “So I ask you again, Chester. Do you think my husband and I are guilty?”

				I smacked the table and the cat jumped and took off like a shot out into the hallway. Dejah flinched as well. “What does it matter?! Haven’t I explained this isn’t about me?!”

				“Do you think we are guilty?!” she shouted.

				I looked out the window, squinting, my cheek quivering. Crap. Today was the day of saying horrible things. “I think you’re guilty of turning a willful blind eye to how your country did its business. I think you were a spoiled and indulged trophy that was encouraged to be nothing more than that. I think Carter is a product of the past on a world that doesn’t exist anymore.”

				I turned my eyes back to her. Her eyes were looking straight into mine again. It was unnerving. “But I also think that you paid a price for those all-too-common failings that no one should have to pay, and I do not believe children are responsible for the crimes of their parents.”

				I poured myself another glass of water and poured her one as well. She took it. Her hands were steady. “You talk a lot. I like that. Even when we were happy, John was always more of a strong, silent type, putting me up on that pedestal you despise so much, and being the man who was master of the house,” she smiled thinly. “He fit in so well with my father, but he was never very good at court life. He was happier being a man’s man. I miss the verbal sparring with my friends and the discussions we had before I got married. We’d go on for hours, because we really did have nothing else to do. You can’t imagine what it’s like to be cooped up in a room with a dozen other very bored women waiting to be married off or duelled over. And we have such long lives.”

				“How old are you, if I may ask?”

				“453, I think. We haven’t been following calendars in recent years.” I raised my eyebrows. “Oh, don’t look at me that way. You know you think I’m beautiful, and I know that you know. You are still a man after all, regardless of whatever else you try to be.”

				I chuckled once and scratched my forehead. “Finding you beautiful is the easy part. You were born that way, and you know how to use it. But you are no seductress, and you know I won’t fall for it. We both know that the only reason why I despise the pedestal is because I never found a woman worthy of it, or was too afraid to allow myself to love that much.”

				I paused. She said nothing.

				“In your 453 years, did anyone figure out before the disaster that you’d rather die than see a single one of your people hurt? And that it took everything you had to keep them alive, while your husband retreated inside himself, disappearing when you needed him the most? Does he know how terrified you are since he went away? How alone you are? That in spite of everything that has happened that you miss him and you still need him? You never gave one damn about being beautiful or a maiden in the court of Helium, so don’t even try to lie to me with that.” She was going pale. I leaned forward in my chair and bore my gaze into her.

				“You mated for life, Dejah Thoris. Your heart was given a long, long time ago to a strong and heroic and flawed man who loved you with everything he had to give. No man ever had a heart bigger or loved life more than John Carter.”

				“He– he gave me the world!” she cried. She threw herself into my arms and I gave what comfort I could to the strongest person I had ever met. “I am so afraid! Where did he go?!”

				My eyes brimmed over. “I am sorry I had to say those things today. No matter what he had done, no one should have to hear that about their fa – ”

				She wrested herself from my arms and put her shaking hand over my lips. “No, no! It was true! I knew it! I knew,” she cried desperately, wanting me to understand. “Whatever else my father was to me, he was… a monster… I was just… so afraid!” She pulled away, standing, looking tired and nothing like a princess. She wiped her hands across her eyes. “You see things all too clearly, Chester, and you won’t shut up about them.” She laughed sadly, shaking her head.

				“What took you so long?”

				I laughed and stood up. She wiped away my tears, and I hers and we embraced. As we parted she kissed me on the cheek. I turned away and picked up the pitcher and poured some more water.

				“Here,” I said, sitting down on the bench and pulling my laptop towards us. “Please, sit down.” She sat down beside me.

				I flipped open the computer and brought up a slideshow of photos of Jasoom. The first photo was the famous image of the planet from space that Apollo 8 took. “This was taken from one of the first manned spacecrafts. No one had ever seen the entire face of Jasoom before.”

				“It is blue?” she said a bit numbly.

				“Jasoom is mostly covered in water and the atmosphere holds the blue part of the light.”

				“It is beautiful beyond description. I cannot imagine why you would leave it.”

				“That’s a long story,” I smiled ruefully. “Even when this image was taken, a long time ago now, we were beginning to understand that we were hurting the planet. This one image is credited with starting the environmental movement because this was the only home we would ever have. This small blue ball hanging in space. We were all there together.”

				“But.”

				“Yeah,” I replied.

				“Tell me. Your story, I mean,” she said as she watched the photos change on the screen.

				Dejah and I had supper together while we talked and it was near midnight when she left. We both needed to be up early, so we said good evening and she went to be with her husband.

				I left my work room and headed for my quarters a couple of doors away, finding the cat curled up on the bed. I pet him and he made a muffled meow, pulling himself tighter into a ball. I continued on through the patio doors to the small terrace and stood leaning on the stone railing for some time, breathing the cool night air and looking out over the dead city.

				“Right,” I said finally. I straightened up and went back inside and out into the hallway. I visited each of my comrades in turn and told them what I wished to see happen. They all nodded, being men’s men, which thankfully made things go quickly, because I was tired and needed to get to bed. Not that I found it easy to get to sleep, or that I got much rest once I got there.
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				The rooftop dock was swarming with men as they checked their gear and loaded the last of the supplies. It had been chaos for nearly two hours and the sun had not even come up yet.

				We had been preparing for this day for over a week and we were all ready.

				The navy ship was an amazing thing. As big as a destroyer in any Jasoomian navy, except that it floated like a balloon. Its hull was solid and armoured where it faced the ground, but its upper works were nothing like a Jasoomian ship. They were mostly open with many members crisscrossed, creating multiple split-level decks and turrets with flags fluttering in the breeze.

				All of us had a full complement of gear from the palace armoury, and my radium gun had a power pack again. I also had a heavier two-handed sword that I carried on my back. I was back in my desert gear and modified harness, my cap set squarely on my head. I fingered the equilibrimotor belt around my waist. It worked. It scared the crap out of me, but it worked. It would prevent me from falling to my death if I fell overboard. It was also the quickest way on and off the ship when not docked. Better than a parachute, I kept telling myself.

				Sakoma, Koldas and Fel were overseeing the loading of cargo, while Rajan and his men assured that it was all secured and balanced correctly.

				We were taking everyone with us, even the red men. It meant that a ship that normally carried a crew of 700 was going to have more than that. But it would be all right. Our voyage to the atmosphere plant would be only a few hours, allowing us to arrive and assess the situation. Whatever awaited us, we would face it together. That the others agreed without question I hoped was a good sign. Or perhaps they’d throw them all overboard once we were at sufficient altitude. Inappropriate humour. I was anxious again, and also grateful that the people of Barsoom were not mind readers.

				“Settle down,” Sakoma said putting one hand on my shoulder while he walked by waving through a group of green warriors carrying water jugs.

				I climbed up the last gangway and came out into daylight. The chaos had settled down and the cat was safe in a chamber in the centre of the ship. As soon as he saw he was being locked alone in a strange room, he had started howling. “It will be okay,” I said through the hatch, putting my head against it. “It’ll be all right, buddy. Just a little farther to go.”

				I climbed the rigging to a low turret that hung over the deck. All eyes were on me once again. The sun was low on the horizon, having only broke a few minutes before. The men lined the main deck and filled the turrets and hung in the rigging. The princess was very practically dressed in a leather fighting harness adapted for her womanly curves, and one of my spare silver shirts and a heavy cloth mini skirt. Her long hair hung down her back, kept off her face by a silver cage framing her face that was elegant and practical. A short sword hung on her hip and a radium rifle was strapped across her back. She stood beside her husband in the middle of the red men.

				“Here is what we know. It is a week’s walk from the atmosphere plant to Helium. We have been in Helium for almost a month. This leaves us with a number of possibilities.

				“I tasked Tikhel Sen with assessing and restoring the atmosphere plant if he and the yellow men could. What is not commonly known is that I had suspicions that the atmosphere plant could be used to deliver a biological weapon, and I shared that information with Tikhel, and only him. If he found Ras Thavas still alive, he was to take the atmosphere plant if it was possible without an excessive loss of life to his own men, and that it also guaranteed taking Ras alive. If there were too many synthetic men, he was to dig in and await reinforcements without alerting Ras. After a month, if no opportunity presented itself, they were to abandon the plant and make their way to Helium.

				“So, Tikhel’s group could be hard at work. They could have engaged Ras and his creatures, either winning, or losing if they miscalculated. They could be on their way to Helium. They could be dead. We do not know what we will find.

				“We’re taking everyone with us because we leave no one behind. You are the last Barsoomians, and whatever happens, it is important that you are all present to be able to say you were there on this day.

				“We have armed everyone as a precautionary measure. We hope it is unnecessary. Believe me, while this may be the climax of what the future of Barsoom will be, we pray it will be another day when we all see the sun set.”

				I paused for a moment and looked up at the fluttering banners and then lowered my gaze slowly to look over the faces.

				“Captain Parl!” I shouted towards the command deck across the way.

				“Aye, sir!” he shouted back.

				“Have you decided on a name for our good ship?!”

				“Aye, sir!” he shouted back.

				I pursed my lips. “Would you be so kind as to tell us what it is?” Small laughter from our crew.

				“It is the Ghat!”

				I blinked once or twice.

				“As in my – ”

				“Yes, your ghat!”

				“You know that it’s a cat, right?! The green men’s tongues can’t quite make a kha soun – ”

				“Sir! You’re not suggesting we correct a green warrior, are you?!” A lot of laughter.

				I lifted off my cap and rubbed my forehead and pulled my cap on tightly again. “Captain Parl!”

				“Aye, sir!”

				“Cast off all lines! Set course for the atmosphere plant! Get the Ghat underway!”

				“Aye, sir! Cast off all lines! Secure for departure!” Cheers and activity. I jumped over the side of the turret and dropped to the deck lightly. I found the nearest rope and helped haul in its anchor.

				The ship rolled slowly and we began to rise and turn. It was the most stately manœuvre and a unique sensation. I wondered if a zeppelin had felt so graceful.

				Within minutes the ship was rejigged for cruising with its hatches and bulkheads closed and pulled in to make the Ghat more ærodynamic. Our work done, the ship needed little tending, and that was handled by the experienced black sailors. I was considering climbing up through the rigging for a more scenic view when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

				I turned. It was one of the red men, none of which had spoken in my presence. He, like the others, was looking healthier, his body recovering quickly from the years of self-inflicted abuse. They were still pretty serious looking, haunted men. That wasn’t going away any time soon. “Yes, sir. What can I do for you?” I said in an even and unchallenging way.

				“You are giving us the privilege of being men one last time?” He did not look me in the eye.

				“You are men.”

				“We have not been for many years,” he said. He was old, but he could have been my age for all I knew. “I do not think we remember how.”

				I nodded, placing the palms of my hands on the backs of my hips. “I will never understand what you have gone through. But sir, we are both men. Look me in the eye.”

				He winced and I waited. His eyes rose fearfully and l looked into them. “Every life, no matter how good has regrets and is filled with tragedy and mistakes. Every man, no matter how his life has gone can find redemption. If he has the courage to face his failures.

				“You do not look like cowards to me. I haven’t met a Barsoomian yet that is one.”

				His jaw flexed. He said nothing and finally I turned and jumped up into the rigging.

				I climbed easily in the light gravity until I arrived at the crowsnest and lifted myself over edge. I picked up the safety rope attached to the mast and clipped myself in. I looked down at the deck beneath and over the side to the ground below. We were up high, how far my inexperience did not allow me to judge. I looked at the observation telescope mounted on a swivel attached to the mast.

				I switched on the radio device fastened to my harness. “Chester to captain.”

				“Rajan here.”

				“I’m up in the rigging. Fantastic view. Very smooth sailing. How high are we?”

				There was only the briefest of pauses. “Steady at 3,000 metres. We’ll bring it in much lower as we approach the atmosphere plant to hide us behind the surrounding terrain. Glad you’re enjoying the voyage.”

				“How does it feel to be at the helm again?”

				“You have to ask?” he said with happiness in his voice.

				“Do me a favour, captain, if you could. Find something useful for the red men to do.”

				“As you wish, Chester.” No pause. “It will be done.”

				“Thanks,” I said, clicking off.

				I had been up there for an hour or two watching the world turn when I heard someone’s metal approaching. I looked over the edge and saw Carter ascending. There was sweat on him and his skin was becoming more tanned with every new day.

				“Ahoy,” he said in English. “Room up there for another?”

				“Come on up,” I said, stepping back and his hand and then his head appeared. He levered himself up and over easily. He automatically reached for the other safety line and hooked in.

				“Yes, quite the view up here,” he said, looking around. I didn’t feel like saying much.

				“I wanted to thank you. The red men are busy checking the guns and ammunition. The black men are showing them how and being patient. Who knew they were good teachers?” He frowned and thought for a moment, considering me. “I must say you trouble me, Chester. It is as if you are an alien to me. How Earth must have changed to produce someone like you.”

				“Yeah,” I said. “Earth has changed a lot, but you could find your way around. Some things are untouched. Some things would shock you in good or bad ways.”

				“Yes,” he replied. “It has been too long, but I find I cannot just go back and forth through the æther like I used to.”

				“That was for real?” I asked, both eyebrows raised.

				He chuckled. “Yes. Don’t ask me how.”

				“And what about the age thing?”

				“The age thing,” he said, rolling around the strange turn of phrase. “Well, Edgar was good about smudging that part of my history, because I still had family on Earth and we didn’t need anyone looking for the secret of immortality.

				“I am as old as the first colonists in Virginia, though it is hard for me to remember details that far back. I recall a severe childhood illness and my mother being desperately afraid for me even though she tried to hide it from me. I remember indians and things that smelled and tasted bad. I got better and grew to manhood. I moved around quite a bit, realising I wasn’t aging and that it would be hard to explain the reason why, because I had no answers myself. It was easy in those days, before recordkeeping and bureaucracy.

				“The rest in the novels is close enough to the truth, but as I’m sure Dejah told you, Edgar tended to, well, he liked his heroes large and pure.

				“No man could live up to that.” He pulled a water skin off his hip and offered it to me. I declined, grabbing my own canteen. We both took drinks.

				I swivelled the telescope up into position and brought my eye to it, looking far ahead to the horizon.

				“Son, you may as well ask,” he said, his voice deep and resonant and patient.

				I shook my head. “Why is it me doing this?”

				He smiled only briefly. “I had been the adventurer hero for the better part of a hundred years, Chester. I had seen and done things that I couldn’t have even imagined if I had stayed on Earth. You know what it’s like, the physical advantages we have here.” He caught himself. “Well, you’re nothing like me.

				“I was a very different man then. I was arrogant because I had bested every enemy I had ever had, and had been rewarded because of it with the most beautiful woman on Barsoom, a family, riches, station, recovering everything I had lost after the war between the states.”

				His lips curled in distaste. “I thought it made me invulnerable. I would live a long and glorious life in the splendour I so richly deserved. Maybe we would all live forever.

				“Towards the end, Dejah and I, we started to hear things, or Dejah heard them and I denied them. Tardos Mors and Mors Kajak would not keep secrets from me, John Carter, the Warlord of Barsoom, symbol of all that was right and good in the glorious Empire of Helium.”

				He spat the appropriate word for the situation that a Southern gentleman would not use in front of a lady.

				“It all happened so fast that I didn’t know what to do. My people honestly needed me for the first time, and I could do nothing. Was I so weak? So incompetent?”

				“You had just lost your family and the world was being ripped apart. It would devastate anyone.”

				He nodded. “Yes. Absolutely. But I was John Carter. Don’t you see? I was the hero of old. Achilles.”

				“With just as big a flaw. You picked the best example you could have.”

				He leaned against the railing. “Tars Tarkas. Sola. Vor Daj. Ulysses Paxton. They’re dead. And I’ve had half a century to come to terms with my grief and my weaknesses. In the first few years, the depression nearly killed me. I could barely function while Dejah and the others tried to hold it all together. Every day I felt less and less like a man. In the end, I was empty. Down in that pit, we thought we were all that was left, so we ate what we had in stores and never left the palace.

				“And then you found that damn shuttle and decided to fly to Mars to meet your hero.”

				I lowered the telescope back into the stowed position. “You don’t owe me anything, John,” I said. “I’m not sorry I came. I don’t resent what I’ve been through. Whatever happens, this is the great adventure of my life, and I am grateful.” He looked up at me. “Grateful,” I said again, “and surprised to have found the only man I needed to meet. Myself.

				“It is not over for you, Mr. Carter. You still live.” I extended my hand to him and he clasped me high on my forearm and I did his. “We are all in this together.”

				“Together,” he said, believing it. He released my arm and looked out to the horizon.

				I unhooked myself from the safety line and slid over the side.
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				I finished off my light meal of dried biscuit and a cheese-like substance washed down with water. The red men had considerable stores of non-perishable food which made a welcome change from insects. I sat on the side of the command deck where I was out of the way and could look out at the land below. What a beautiful way to travel. I turned my head and looked down on the main deck. I caught the red man’s eye from earlier. He and a few other red men were sharing a meal with black and green men. He nodded to me, and I returned it.

				The day was far from over, but the sun had passed midday, descending toward the horizon. I listened and watched Rajan Parl and his men as they sailed the big ship. I stood up and wiped the crumbs off my lap.

				“Ah, Chester,” Rajan said, “You’re done. Good. Please, over here.” I turned and joined him at the operations table at the rear of the deck. The map was laid out and marked with metal pieces. “We are here,” he said, pointing at the ship-shaped piece. “The atmosphere plant is less than an hour away.” He turned to the helmsman and said, “Begin descent. Level off at 500 metres.” Only an hour away. I had a thought.

				“Captain Parl. One moment if you may.”

				“Certainly,” he said, curious. “Belay that. Hold altitude.”

				“Aye, sir.”

				I clicked the radio on. “John, you still up top?”

				“Yes,” came the reply a moment later. “What is it?” he asked.

				“Scan the horizon with the telescope, please. You might be able to see the plant from up there.”

				“Right. A moment.” He left his radio open. I could hear the telescope being moved. I looked up and could only see the bottom of the crowsnest.

				“No. I – Wait a minute, we’re clearing some hills. Yes! There it is. Pretty hazy from so far away, but – Chester, how many men does Tikhel Sen have?”

				A coldness slid down my spine. “A couple hundred at most.”

				“Then we have a problem! Coming down!”

				And he meant it. He jumped over the edge of the crowsnest and free fell for a moment before engaging his equilibrimotor and brought himself to the main deck, landing firmly. “There are a lot more than 200 men on that plain! I could see metal glinting in the sunlight, and there are great clouds of dust being thrown up!”

				I pushed down the urge to swear.

				Rajan stood up straight. Tall and powerful. “Your orders, sir?!”

				I looked up at him, confused for a moment. “Take us down low, as low as you can, so that when we clear those hills it will be a complete surprise! Top speed!”

				“Aye aye, sir!” He shouted orders and the ship came to life again.

				We dropped rapidly and we all held on. The ground came up quickly, too quickly, but the black pirates of Barsoom knew what they were doing. The eighth rays were brought to bear and we braced our legs against the deceleration while we shot forward, the ground beneath us a rusty red blur. In our wake, dust billowed.

				“Sons of Barsoom!” I shouted over the wind, all eyes turning to me. “In a few minutes we shall be at our destination! It appears we have arrived none too soon! A battle awaits us! Your goal is to protect Tikhel Sen and the yellow men if they are being attacked! Your commander is John Carter! All eyes on him!” Protests reached my ears.

				“No! It must be this way! He is the military leader! His experience will guide you!”

				“No, you Chester! You!” came the cries.

				“No!” I shouted again. “My mission is to capture Ras Thavas! Dejah Thoris, Sakoma Nu with me! Rajan Parl and his men will provide air cover! The green men with Carter! The red men not manning the ship’s guns with Carter! Fel Nek and Koldas Torka form a squad and protect Tikhel Sen personally!

				“You have your orders! Go!” I cut through the air sideways with my arm, dismissing them. All rallied to their leaders. The decision had been made. Rajan Parl and I clasped arms and then I jumped over the railing to the main deck. Sakoma and Dejah were on me instantly. We didn’t need to say anything to each other.

				Carter nodded at me from across the deck and raised his sword. I showed him my fist. His expression changed as he locked eyes with his wife, but he lost nothing of the ferocity I saw in him.

				It was a timeless moment until we cleared the hills and dropped even lower, charging across the plain. We could all see the atmosphere plant beyond, but before it we saw our worst fears. The yellow men, a small force, being overwhelmed by what must have been 2,000 or more warriors. “No!” shouted Carter, taking off down the long deck toward the bow.

				“Gods!” I heard Rajan Parl curse, knowing what Carter was going to do. The ship groaned as it shed velocity.

				The Warlord of Barsoom had the speed of a running back. His footfalls were light and sure. He did not care that our airspeed was too fast for a safe jump. His sword was drawn and he dove overboard. “For Barsoom!”

				A moment later the men followed him. Carter would form a line while Fel and Koldas would bolster Tikhel. Gods, how long had he been fighting like this? Days? Weeks? The ship gracefully turned behind the main force – were they synthetic men or just men? – of Ras’ warriors. While the ship was rolled over on its side, I drew my sword and vaulted over the railing and began to fall. I had no time to think about the fact that I had never jumped out of anything before. My free hand came to my belt controls and I turned the dial slowly. I had to resist the urge to float to the ground. We needed to be on the ground quickly. We had been spotted and warriors were converging on our position. I increased the lift on the belt at the last possible moment and I landed with a solid thud in the dirt. I was still in one piece, but had no chance to appreciate it. “Holy crap!” I ducked as a sword sliced through the air where my head had been a second before.

				I twisted and cut through his side and blood and entrails squeezed out. He fell to his knees and flopped over onto his back.

				These were not warriors. Not even men. They were bigger, stronger. Not exactly zombies, they were far faster than those fictional creatures, but they moved jerkily and clumsily. It appeared Ras Thavas had learned from his previous synthetic men who had rebelled against him. Now he was satisfied with simple, unquestioning killing machines.

				I turned a little too late for the next one that was upon me, and I would be lucky to get my blade up to defend myself. Before I could do anything, a shot rang out, his chest heaved as a hole appeared in it and his body pitched to the dirt.

				“Watch your back!” Dejah yelled at me, her eye sighting down the barrel of her radium rifle.

				Sakoma landed suddenly, crushing the synthetic man who happened to be beneath him. “Rrraawwwwggghh!” he screamed as he laid into the creatures foolish enough to take him on.

				“Wha–okay! Follow Sakoma!” I said, relieved, running after him.

				Ahead lay the atmosphere plant. I could see nothing but synthetic men in front of us. I strained to see if Ras Thavas was somewhere near the plant, praying he had not switched bodies again. For all I knew, he could be in one of these Frankenstein creatures.

				Behind us, the Ghat began laying down fire, cutting apart the main body of the synthetic army. Great fireballs erupted, sending black smoke into the sky. Beyond, we could hear the sounds of pitched battle on the plain. Screams, shouted orders, the clanging of metal against metal. Fight well, I prayed.

				As Sakoma and I hacked our way through man after man, Dejah used her rifle to keep the majority at bay. She was calm and cool, hitting all she aimed at. There were just so many of them. Blood streamed from a half dozen wounds on me, including a nasty head gash that sent blood running down the side of my face. I could taste it in my mouth. We persisted.

				“Dejah! Down!” I yelled, turning to see her. My dagger was in my hand and I launched it at her head. She dropped and the metal projectile embedded itself in the synthetic man’s eye. He clutched at it spastically, crying out inarticulately. Dejah drew her pistol and shot out his heart. After she yanked my dagger out of his head and put it in her harness, she spat on him and said something impolite.

				It was chaos on the plain. Fire, smoke and dust filled the air with an acrid stench. Even though we could hear them more clearly now as they drove through the broken ranks of the synthetic men, we could not join our comrades. They needed us to do this. Keep going.

				The blood pounded in my head and nails of pain made my vision pulse as I taxed my body to its limits. Foul, unnatural monsters! Die! Die! Die!

				“Enough of this!” I cried as I sheathed my sword on my hip and reached over my back to pull out the two-handed sword. Built for a Barsoomian much taller than myself, my Jasoom-born muscles evened out my missing height. With a leap that took me five metres in the air, I spun and came down atop a group of the things, cutting through them like a chain saw in soft brie.

				The impacts shuddered down my arms as the monsters groaned, sliding to the ground in pieces. Dejah closed up the gap, taking the sword off my hip in one hand and her short sword in the other. Sakoma was on the other side of me, dealing death with four blades. We would not be denied! Panting, gasping, I swung that great blade over and over again. My arms and legs burned and I grunted every time the sword bit into their wretched bodies.

				One final leap brought the heavy metal down on one of the beasts’ heads, cleaving it in two. My momentum carried me over him and I tucked into a roll and brought myself to my feet in one motion. We had broken through, reaching the edge of the flagstones that surrounded the plant. Nothing stood in our way except a hundred elite guards at the base of the steps that lead into the plant. “Unbelievable. Where the Hell did these bastards come from?” I said, dumbfounded there was yet another obstacle.

				“They are my greatest creation, Jasoomian!”

				“Ras Thavas!” Dejah growled darkly as she same up beside me. The mastermind of Mars stood framed in the doorway, backlit by the glow of machinery inside. He still wore the young body of a red man.

				“What a pleasure to see you again, your highness!” he called from across the yard. He actually sounded like a melodramatic villain from a movie serial. I guess some things were universal after all.

				Dejah said something unprintable. Untranslatable into English as well.

				“My, the years have taken their toll, haven’t they!” he said. “Who is your new friend with the unfortunate accent?!”

				“It does not matter who I am!” I said, starting to walk forward, my hands empty, my head tipped forward, my eyes locked and determined. The synthetic men, nothing like the brutish foot soldiers we had defeated, were real men. Warriors. They were well trained, formed into ranks that awaited me as I crossed the yard. I picked up speed, finding reserves of strength I did not know I had. “All you need to know is that I did not come alone!”

				The rifle fire slammed into the synthetic men and blood-chilling war cries of the men of Barsoom from behind me united into one powerful wave that I rode with a smile. We had won the battle! The synthetic men returned fire and I broke my run from side to side as hot blasts zipped past me. They were good, scoring glancing blows that seared wherever they hit, but I would not be denied. I would not die here. Not now. Ras was beginning to retreat, a coward at heart. The doors began to swing closed. “No!” I cried hoarsely.

				No more dodging or weaving. No more time. I ran straight at their lines and as a synthetic man prepared to skewer me with his sword a glowing hole appeared under his eye and the back of his head blew off. Thank you, Dejah! I jumped and kicked him back into the dirt, now through their lines. With one final push I launched myself through the air at the narrowing gap of light and landed hard inside, rolling, as the huge doors closed shut with a thunderous echo. I slid across the polished seamless stone floor, bumping up against a pillar and grunting with the impact.

				The room was huge with many controls and panels. Beyond the big doors at the back, the atmosphere plant proper was located. But I did not need to go that far. Ras stood by a panel, hand shaking. “Stay where you are!” he yelled in a quavering voice.

				“Or what?” I said calmly, standing up, repositioning my cap on my head. “You’ll destroy the world? You already did that.” I smiled thinly. “What do you think you can do to them you haven’t already done, you psychotic son of a bitch?” I listened for a moment, cocking my head toward the outside doors. “They’re making short work of the last of your men outside. They’ll be knocking on the door any moment.”

				“You will guarantee my safe passage or I shall kill you!” he said, his eyes darting about madly.

				I sighed, starting to feel my wounds. “I’m the only thing that’s keeping you alive. I had to get to you first so they didn’t rip you apart.”

				The building rumbled and it was silent outside as the sounds of battle faded away. The doors shattered and I was knocked off my feet by the concussion of the blast.

				“Wow,” I said, shaking myself off as I got up. Sakoma and Dejah ran in, with our forces right behind them.

				“We have defeated them!” Sakoma yelled. He reached over his back and slipped the two-handed sword off this back. “You dropped this!” He tossed it to me and I caught it by the grip and slid it down my back. Dejah, smiling, was less cavalier, handing me my dagger and sword and I returned them to their scabbards. She regarded Ras Thavas with the cruelness only a woman can hold in her eyes.

				The room filled and we waited. I hooked a finger toward the scientist and he looked as if he would faint as he slid out from behind the machinery and faced us.

				Presently, there were shouts and cheers and a very bloody, very exhausted John Carter came in, flanked by Koldas Torka and Fel Nek, and much to my relief a very worn and very happy Tikhel Sen. Carter’s eyes glittered and his smile lit up the room. Dejah ran to him and they embraced, sweaty and grimy and alive.

				“Tikhel!” I shouted, running to him and embracing him.

				He wept, clutching me fiercely. “I thought all was lost,” he said in a croaking voice under the din his arrival had caused.

				“Never!” I said, locking eyes with him. “Come!” I drew him forward through the well wishers that pressed around us.

				Many men were pressing in around Ras Thavas. “Easy,” I said, “Easy. Give him some room.” I motioned to a man to give Tikhel a chair and the exhausted man sat down. Rajan Parl and his men came in. He quickly pushed through and came to the front.

				“You must understand – !” Ras started.

				“No!” I said loudly. “No, I do not need to understand,” I said more calmly. I pulled the canteen off my hip and drank it down, throwing the empty metal bottle to the floor where it bonged as it bounced. “I don’t care what you think, who told you to do it, or why you did it. Those things don’t matter anymore, Ras Thavas.”

				At the mention of his name, the blood pressure of the room went up. I walked up right in front of him and he looked into my eyes. I could smell his fear. “Your sole chance for continued life rests on the answer to one question with many parts. And I know you value your life above all others, Ras.”

				“Wh-what is the q-question? I will tell you anything.”

				I laughed darkly in the silent room. “That’s part of the problem. I think you’d tell me that the sun orbits around Barsoom if you thought it would allow to live another moment.”

				“No, No!” his voice rose hysterically. “I will tell you the truth! I– I can see now that – !”

				“That is very good to hear,” I said menacingly, standing to one side of him. He shook in the silence. Waiting. “Can you reverse what you’ve done? Can you use your knowledge of creating life to bring back the women? Can you re-seed the planet and make it fertile again? Can you bring back the animals and the plants and the trees?”

				I walked out in front of him, looking into the faces of the survivors. Their chests still heaved with their labours. I was finally calm, unconcerned about his answer. At least we would know.

				My exhaustion grew with each passing moment. I wanted to pull off my metal and lay down and sleep in an oxygen tent floating on a cool sea. I tugged off my cap, letting it drop to the floor, and ran my hand through my hair. I looked up at Ras again.

				“Y-yes, yes, I can. I learned how. I kept samples of everything, you know.” His voice grew very small. “I can do that, you know. If you… let me… live?” He nodded, birdlike.

				I did not hear the world rejoice or feel the arms that tugged at me. I only heard the echoes of my feet on the stone floor as I walked towards the mad scientist. My arms ached as I reached over my back and lifted the sword out of its scabbard, the metal singing. I twisted as far as I could, hearing no cries of surprise and shock, seeing no terror in Ras Thavas’ face. The arc of the blade was slow and scintillating as the shine of silver and blood caught the hard lights above. Metal passed through flesh as if it was air.

				I was spent and the momentum spun me around. I fell to my knees, my bloodied blade clattering on the polished floor, falling from my hands.

				Ras Thavas screamed like a little girl who had just found her pet rabbit dead in its cage. “NNnnooooooo! Not my legs! Not my perfect body!!! Nnnnnooooooooo!” He lay scrabbling on the slick floor in a pool of his own spurting blood, clutching at the stumps and dead limbs laying beside him. I had cut through them mid thigh.

				“You serve Barsoom!” I roared. “We shall rebuild this world, you insane monster! Or I shall take every piece of you and cram it down your throat!!”

				Pandemonium. Men rushed past me. The room spun around and I no longer felt anything. The world ended.
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				Wow, I like this dream. Cool and misty. I can actually smell the air. I had forgotten what air smelled like. It tasted good. There was something wrong with my legs. My legs were okay, weren’t they? My heart thumped off the inside of my rib cage. Did Ras get them? I tried to move them.

				“Mrraawwww,” came the warning and the claws in the thighs.

				My eyes snapped open. “Get off the legs,” I said, lifting my sore limbs slowly. The cat stretched and crawled up onto my chest. I scratched him between the ears.

				My eyes cleared and I saw the gauzy fabric hanging around the bed like mosquito netting. It was the room on the ship I put the cat in. Some kind of machine was hissing and gurgling, and water mist was being pumped inside the tent through tubes. The air was thick and heavy in the sealed room and felt good on my skin and in my lungs. For the first time in months my head did not pound.

				The hatch opened briefly and then closed again. The figure crossed to the bed and parted the curtain. “Well, good morning,” Dejah said. “You look much better. Tikhel put this together after John suggested it. We have steam baths back in Helium you’ll enjoy.”

				“Thanks,” I said, sitting up and not feeling dizzy at all. The cat jumped off the bed and shook himself. “Ras Thavas?”

				“Yes, Ras Thavas,” she said, pouring me a glass of water. She looked sternly at me as she handed me the glass. “Next time you want to mutliate someone, let us know before you do it. The bastard nearly died before we could stop the bleeding.” She turned, straightening some things up. “Men! Hack first, think later! Food’s up on the main deck when you decide to get up!” She opened the hatch and closed it loudly.

				“A rare and beautiful flower,” I said, throwing back the sheets.

				I came out onto the main deck and found long tables set up. The meal was underway already and I found a seat next to Rajan Parl.

				“Ah, good morning,” he and the others greeted me.

				“Good morning.” We were stationary over the atmosphere plant. I noticed Carter was missing, and a chunk of the green and red men.

				Rajan caught the questioning look in my eyes as he passed me a bowl of something. It was green. I wasn’t going to ask.

				“Carter decided to get you and Ras out of there last night. Most of us in fact, including all the yellow men. They wanted to do the final check of the area under full daylight to be sure it’s safe. Been down there for about an hour.”

				I nodded. “Okay. Good.” I tucked into the meal.

				I walked off the end of the plank, floating to the ground. The cat in the improvised cage howled, but the descent was over quick enough and I opened the cage. He sat there. “Mowwwww.”

				“Okay, suit yourself.”

				I walked across the flagstones and by the time I reached the doors, the cat dashed past me, beating me inside. He hopped up onto the big table and trotted down to where Sakoma sat. The men looked up.

				“Chestur!” Koldas said. “Good to see you up and around.”

				“Thanks,” I said, taking the empty seat beside Carter. “Thanks for the humidifier.” He pressed my shoulder with a firm hand. “I have an update on Ras Thavas.” There were chuckles, and I grimaced. “Dejah wouldn’t let me near him, but the tourniquets and the salve sealed off the wounds and they’re healing without incident. He’s pretty weak, but he’ll recover.”

				“Good,” Carter said. “We finished off the last of the synthetic men. We’ll gather them all up in huge nets and use the ship to haul them to a canyon not too far away. Drop them in. Set them on fire.”

				“Okay,” I said. “Good thinking.”

				“And we were waiting for you to discuss what happens next.”

				“I appreciate that. Have we begun going through Ras’ files?” I looked down the table to Tikhel. He looked rough.

				“I have had a couple of hours with his papers,” he said with a gravelly voice. “I– I haven’t made much progress.”

				“No one expected you to, Tikhel. Look, you’ve been through Hell these past few weeks. Give yourself some time. We have Ras Thavas. We have assured his complete cooperation. If there is the means to save Barsoom, it is in our hands now. We have a few years at least. Years. Not hours or days.”

				I rubbed my forehead. “How many did we lose yesterday?”

				Koldas looked at his papers. “No one on the ship. About one quarter of the landed forces. Mostly the red men. Some… just let themselves be cut down. The others, were not in good enough health or were not warriors by training.”

				“I’m sorry to hear that.” Carter had obviously already heard this. His face was set and neutral. “Tikhel, how many did you lose?”

				“Thirty-seven in all.” I nodded grimly, seeing the pain on his face. He was still a school teacher in his heart.

				I took a moment. Tried to start once, then paused.

				“While Tikhel works with Ras Thavas, I’d like to take the ship and go and get the shuttle. We’ll be gone a couple of weeks.”

				Koldas nodded. “How many men do you think you’ll take?” he asked.

				“Just the ship’s crew. You in Sakoma?”

				“Of course,” he said, the cat lazing in his arms.

				“And it’s fine by you, Rajan?”

				He nodded, smiling.

				“Would it not be a good idea to take some more men?” Fel Nek said.

				I half smiled. “No. It’s going to take some time to figure out what Ras Thavas can do and if we have the ability to carry it out. It’s best if everyone stays here. Assess the atmosphere plant. Make sure everything is in working order. Tend to the wounded. Rest up. I won’t be gone that long.” I got up. “I’m going to go check in on the wounded.”

				As I walked out the cat the cat dashed past me and ran out, aimless. He wound himself around my feet as I stopped by his cage. With a little fuss I got him back inside and turned up the dial on my belt.

				The hull of the ship was segmented and the bulkheads could be tipped up to expose the interior decks to the air. The makeshift hospital was a long gallery and sunlight shone in. There were the sounds and smells of the injured, and some of the men were very badly off. There was no surgeon among them, so medicine was splints and tourniquets. Mauve salve sealed up most wounds, but those with internal injuries were not doing well.

				I had put the cat in our room before making my way here. Dejah was tending to them, along with a few red men.

				Most of the wounded were in good spirits and I spent time with them, listening to their stories of the battle. The enemy had been fierce, but ultimately unthinking and that had allowed our men to work out strategy and take the synthetic men apart.

				“You all did very well. You’ve given us a chance,” I said to every man I talked to.

				I was being taught a Barsoomian card game by a yellow man when Dejah came over and said, “Chester, do you have a moment? I’m sorry, Gilbra. It is important.”

				“Think nothing of it, princess,” the man said with a smile. He winced as he lay back.

				Dejah and I exitted the deck and stood in the quiet, dimly-lit corridor. She closed the hatch quietly. “We need a surgeon!” she said in a harsh whisper, frustrated. “Gilbra and over a dozen others won’t survive more than a day or two without one.” She glared at me.

				I tipped my head back and made the “nnngh” sound of culpability.

				“That’s right, Chester. The only surgeon left on Barsoom!”

				“Look. I did it – ”

				She cut me off with a finger poke to the chest. “I know why you did it, you idiot. It was a very sweet gesture for all of us. Really, we were all touched. But now we need him to do this. So go fix it.” She turned and went back into the sick bay. The door closed in my face.

				“Crap.”

				I turned and walked down the corridor. A narrow ramp carried me down two decks and the passageway opened into a small room lined with cell doors. The brig. Two green warriors sat at a table playing chess. They looked up and got to their feet.

				“Good morning,” I said.

				“Good morning, Chestur,” they returned.

				“I’m here to see the prisoner. Is he well?”

				“He is crazy.”

				“But alive,” the other one added.

				“Fine,” I said. I unhooked my sword and dagger from my harness. The two-handed sword was back in my quarters. Someone had cleaned and polished it before returning it to me. I put my weapons on the table. One of the guards lifted the metal latch and pulled the solid door outwards.

				“What is it now?!” I heard Ras scream shrilly. “Get out! Get away!”

				I took off my cap and dropped it on the table and walked to the doorway.

				He saw me and I thought he’d die of a heart attack. Then after a few shallow pants he found his lungs and screamed like a madman. I entered the room, seeing him laying on the cot, his wrists and waist securely fastened to the sides of the metal bed frame by leather straps. His stumps wiggled in the air futilely. The tourniquets had been removed and the ends were skinned over. The old mattress showed broad stains where his blood had soaked in.

				I did not react to his shrieks. I merely sat down on the single stool in the small cell and let him hurl insults and terror at me. He went on for a good 10 minutes.

				Finally he dissolved into a generalised sobbing and gibbering and I thought we had a chance at communicating.

				“Ras Thavas. We were not properly introduced last night. My name is Chester Ventura. I am indeed from Jasoom, and I have been here for a number of months, admiring your handiwork.”

				“You bastard,” he wept drily, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, “you took my legs. You took my legs.”

				“Hmm,” I nodded, pursing my lips. “It was either your legs or your life. Remember when I said it needed to be me to get to you first? Otherwise they would have ripped you apart. But even then, Ras, I had to give them something. Something that would show that you suffered as well. A lasting visual symbol while you still live in this body.”

				“Wha– what?” he gasped, his head turning towards me. “What do you mean?”

				“Did I cut off your head? Did I take your hands? No, I inconvenienced you.”

				“You cut off my – ”

				I raised my palm to him. “Steady now, Ras! You’re still alive. You’re still the greatest genius on Barsoom. You still have a future.”

				“You told me you’d feed me – ”

				“I was angry. I admit it. But Ras, you did some pretty horrible things! Things that you’re going to make up for! As much as you can. Yes?”

				His face quivered and twitched. “You won’t cut anything more off me?”

				“If you do what we ask, you won’t have to even see me very often. You’ll be working with yellow men led by a friend of mine, Tikhel Sen. Knows how to operate an atmosphere plant. He was a science teacher. Very educated. Someone to talk science with. He’ll make sure that what you do is what we want you to do. He’s very nice. You’ll enjoy working with him.”

				He seemed to consider it.

				I took that as an agreement. He shrieked as I reached for him. “Easy, Ras. I’m just going to undo your straps.” The guards appeared in the doorway. I undid the heavy buckles and loosened his bonds. He rubbed his wrists and I undid the waist belt.

				“But, but how will I get around?” he whimpered.

				I sighed, shaking my head. “Sit yourself up.” I undid the equilibrimotor belt and pulled it off my body. I reached around the mastermind’s waist and fastened it to him. I turned the dial until his head was at my height and then pulled him towards the doorway.

				“How will I move around?” he whined.

				I stopped and looked back at him. He cowered. “We’ll get you the kind that can manœuvre, Ras.” I pulled him to the centre of the room and left him hanging there while I put on my hat and reattached the scabbards to my harness.

				“Where are we going?” he said petulantly.

				I smiled, looking down at the floor. “You’re due in surgery, doctor. There are a lot of good men in there that need saving.”

				“But you told me – ” He screamed as I slammed my hands into his chest and sent him flying into the bulkhead with a satisfying whunch.

				I was on him in a second and he threw up his hands in a feeble attempt to defend himself. “Surgery,” I said, the brim of my cap touching his forehead.

				“Surgery,” he said in a little boy’s voice.

			

		

	
		
			
				29

				The ship slowed, Rajan mindful of the tracking marker on the laptop’s display. I was watching it as well.

				“That’s good enough,” I said.

				“All stop,” the captain called out.

				“All stop, aye sir,” the helmsman answered.

				We had crossed the desert in 12 days. The journey had been completely, blessedly uneventful and we were in good spirits and well rested. The cat sat on the edge of the navigation table. He wore his new equilibrimotor. We had had no need to test its automated features that would kick in should he fall overboard, though he did have a nerve-wracking habit of walking along the railings and climbing in the rigging. Sakoma and I both had remote controls for the cat’s harness clipped to our chests.

				Sakoma and I checked our gear one last time before the railing was opened up and we stepped off the short plank and descended to the ground below.

				The remote on my chest beeped and I looked up. The cat slowed as the belt powered up. I took control of it and brought him down alongside me. He looked pretty freaked and clung onto me with fish hooks as soon as he was able. “Ghaaa!” I cried out through gritted teeth. We landed on the packed sand.

				“Easy, buddy, easy,” I said as I removed the claws from my arm and chest. I set him down on the ground and he meowed incessantly, running around while Sakoma and I took our bearings.

				“Heads up,” came a voice over the open radio. The cargo net on a long cable was lowered smoothly and came to rest on the sand. Sakoma and I unhooked the cable and netting that surrounded the cargo container. While I turned the dial on the container, Sakoma pulled the net out from underneath it while it floated. The net and cable were drawn back up.

				“The land has changed a bit,” Sakoma said.

				“Yeah,” I said. I picked up some pebbles and began tossing them around until one went plink. A second one dinged and bounced away as confirmation. I moved forward with my hands extended and came into contact with the shuttle. It took me a few moments to orient myself. My hand found one of the footholds. “Good,” I said, putting my foot in and carefully climbing up the curved hull. I found the release and twisted it. The hatch irised open and the pungent smells of rotten food and waste were mixed with the staleness of sweat.

				“Bleagh…” I gakked, recoiling. “I think we’ll wait a few minutes to let it air out.”

				“Indeed,” Sakoma said, backing up quickly. “Maybe we should attend to the eighth ray tank first.”

				“Good idea,” I said, “but I need to turn off the invisibility screen first.” I breathed through my mouth and dropped into the cabin. Part of me could not believe that I was back here. It seemed like it had been years.

				I threw the lever and the screen dropped. I got out of there as fast as I could, hoping the dry air would kill whatever was living in there.

				I jumped down off the top of the shuttle. “Let’s get those access panels off.”

				It was hot and sweaty work, but the ship was well designed. Once we had the panels off, there were only a few brackets to remove and the tank nozzle was a simple ratchet fitting that could be turned by hand. Empty, the damaged eighth ray tank was awkward, but we eventually hauled it out of its bay and rolled it off to one side. A stress fracture had torn a gash down one side of it.

				The other tank was easy to float into position using some of its stored buoyancy. Tikhel had tried to explain to me how the tank was constructed as to not allow it to shoot high into the sky, but it was lost on me. We reversed the procedure to remove the old tank and had the shuttle in one piece shortly thereafter.

				“Ah, very good,” Sakoma said. “A good day’s work.” He clapped me on the back. “See you back on the ship.” He dialled his belt to life.

				“Sakoma!” I yelled. “Get back down here!”

				“No, I think not. It is a bit cramped in there for me, after all.” He touched his chest and the cat lifted off as well. “I will send down cleaning materials.”

				“Moooooooo…” the cat went, watching me get small.

				I muttered an obscenity, and continued to mutter them as I took off my harness and set it on a rock. The cap I placed under it in case a breeze came up. I shoved my radio in my pocket. I turned to face the shuttle. Kaldanes. Kaldanes weren’t so bad. I reluctantly stepped forward and climbed the hull. I dropped in and turned on the lights.

				Things were a mess again. There must have been a storm that rocked it around.

				I had neglected to empty the septic tanks on arrival and one had burst. Gagging, I avoided the foul putrescence.

				The other contributor was the bar fridge. It had broken free of the bulkhead and had disgorged its contents on the floor. It was beyond rotting and was mostly dried. The rest floated thickly in the air that I would not smell. “Ghhuhhhh,” I groaned, knowing what I had to do. I began picking up things, ignoring that even as I breathed through my mouth I could somewhat taste the air.

				I crawled out of the shuttle 15 minutes later and scrambled away from the ship before I took a fresh(er) breath of dry air. My stomach heaved and I threw up. I staggered backwards, letting the spots clear.

				I stood upright and turned around. A large bucket had been deposited in the sand and I walked over to it. Cloths, brushes. Some liquids. My radio came to life and I pulled it out of my pocket. “Yes?” I said flatly.

				“The blue liquid is good for sterilising things. The green liquid is for scrubbing. The purple liquid is good for cutting through grease and cleaning glass. When you’re done, open the small jar and leave it in the centre of the cabin and close the hatch behind you as you leave. Overnight, it should eliminate any odours that are left, but it has never been tested on a Jasoomian so we cannot be sure.”

				I looked up and saw Sakoma waving at me in the distance. I thought I saw the cat on his shoulder.

				It was after dark when I ascended, bucket in hand. I had buried the waste and scrubbed the interior of the shuttle from stem to stern. I was still cursing. I pulled myself on deck and the men backed up quickly.

				“Oh, go to Hell,” I muttered.

				I headed for the nearest hatch so I could go to the bathroom and get cleaned up.

				“And where do you think you’re going, sir?!” came Rajan Parl’s voice from the command deck. “Certainly not inside my clean ship?”

				“So?” I said crabbily.

				A man had a hose aimed at me. Others had scrubbers on long poles. “Off with the clothes. There’s a bucket on the deck for them. They will be cleaned and returned to you. But leave on the belt.”

				I whipped off my harness and clothes and stood there naked. They had never seen a naked Jasoomian before. There were certain anatomical differences. Similar. But different. I saw fear in their eyes. I cinched the belt over my hips.

				“Back over the side, unclean thing!” Rajan Parl laughed. I dialled the belt and kicked backwards. A man extended a pole towards me and I took hold of it.

				“Douse him!” Rajan Parl cried out and the crew, assembled in the rigging, cheered. The soapy water clung to me and I recognised it by its sharp smell as the powerful foaming cleanser they used on the decks to keep them spotless. It tingled and itched as I hung there dancing like a puppet. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my jaw and lips tightly. The scrubbers found every spot on my body and I hoped I would have skin left when they were done.

				“Hit him again!” This time it was cold, clear water that left me gasping, but I was squeaky.

				They let me drip for a while and then the man on the other end of the pole pulled me back on deck and I was given a large thick towel.

				“He smells better, sir!” one of the sailors reported to his captain. I stopped drying my hair and glared at him in the lantern light.

				The men began descending from the rigging. Sakoma appeared, looking pleasant. Rajan Parl joined us a moment later. No one said a thing and then the ship erupted in laughter. Even me.

				“Come, my friend,” Rajan said. “A good supper awaits.”

				I glared at Sakoma and the cat as I passed them.
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				The Ghat sounded her horns as we descended to the plain surrounding the atmosphere plant. We could see people coming out to greet us. Nothing looked out of order. The plant looked like it had been cleaned. The glass sparkled in the midday sunlight. Good. Very good.

				The shuttle was tethered to the back of the airship, I dialled up the belt and I stepped off the stern. I pulled myself along one of the lines and dropped onto the hull. I cast off the lines and the Ghat’s crew hauled them in. A quick twist of the hatch release and I dropped into the cockpit. The props spun up and I turned the ship and slid alongside the Ghat. We dropped slowly and the Ghat came to rest above the yard while I landed with a soft tum of metal on stone. I shut the ship down and lifted myself out the open hatch. I sat down on the hull and slid off the top, landing on the stone in front of John and Dejah, Koldas, Fel and the rest.

				“Where is Tikhel?” I said, my stomach jumping at his absence.

				John smiled the smile of a southern gentleman. “No need to worry, Chester. Everything is just fine.” I scanned the crowd. It was all happy faces.

				“Thank God,” I said, closing my eyes.

				Two weeks had made all the difference for Tikhel. He had found something to engage his intellect and he was himself again.

				The whole atmosphere at the plant was energetic. Everyone had a job to do as they repaired the great machine.

				“Any day now,” Tikhel said as he gave us the tour. “It had broken down due to inattention. A lack of maintenance.”

				“Ras didn’t keep the place up?” I said, marvelling at the huge turbodynes.

				“Are you joking? He’s insane. He had some twisted plan to repopulate Barsoom with his synthetic men.”

				“Without oxygen?”

				“Again, he’s crazy.”

				“But you’re getting along with him?”

				“Please,” he said. “Choose your words carefully. Getting along says we’re friends. He’s a genius. He’s had no one who could even remotely understand his accomplishments. So…”

				“Ah. Manipulation.”

				“Exactly,” he smiled brightly. “And I hate to say it, he’s a brilliant teacher who shares unconditionally.”

				“Good,” I said more seriously. “I trust you implicitly to be the bridge between his knowledge and what is right for the planet. Has there been any attempt to slide something destructive past you because he doesn’t think you’ll notice?”

				“No,” he answered just as firmly. “I’m watching for that. His methods are simple and direct once you understand them. There will be no hidden viruses or pathogens. My knowledge is great enough to understand how he’s building these things, even if I could not come up with them on my own.”

				I nodded, satisfied. “Thank you. That’s exactly what we needed to hear.”

				“Give me a week or two. I’ll be able to present my findings then. And stay away from Ras Thavas if you could. I made the mistake of mentioning your name on the first day. It took me hours to get him calmed down.”

				The shuttle sat in the middle of a huge open space in the atmosphere plant. We were stripping it down and performing extensive maintenance on it. The more I looked at the wear of the parts, it was a miracle I had survived at all. We were lucky that Rajan had found many spare items for it at the underground dockyards in Greater Helium.

				“You know Sakoma, it must have been exposed to space for a lot of years. Seals dried out. Lubrication turned to powder. What the hell was I thinking?” I shook my head as we took apart each system and laid it out on the large floor so we could reassemble it later. We had the manual and were passing it back and forth between each other. My reading ability of the Barsoomian language was coming along, though I wished for a phonetic language rather than the strange pictograms. Hpmh. It was more logical for me to learn theirs than for me to teach them my alphabet just so they could relearn to read their own words.

				“Must you always worry, Chestur?” Sakoma said with exasperation in his voice as he lifted a panel off so I could get behind it. “You got in it. You got here. It will get you back. Especially now that we are refitting it. It is a fine ship. Sometimes I think you look for things to worry about just so you’ll have something to do to stop you worrying about yet something else. As if we didn’t have enough to worry about in the first place. You confound me.”

				“The feeling’s mutual, you big green monster.” I wiped down the floor around the exposed struts with a cloth, getting the residue from the cleaning I had given it out in the desert. “Maybe I should be pulling off the panels while you clean.”

				“No, that is quite all right,” he said, putting a tool to bolts that held on the next panel. “Your biology is… unpleasant.”

				“Yeah,” I said testily, “about that. I still haven’t forgotten the first time I did my business in front of you, even though I told you I’d be right back, you still had to follow me around the boulder.”

				“I was curious,” he said, feigning detachment.

				I wrung out the cloth in the bucket. “Not for very long.”

				He made the Barsoomian equivalent of the “Gaaaahhhh,” sound of frustration. “Look, for the last time, I apologised, and you healed quickly. We barely knew each other then.”

				“A centimetre or two the other way and you would have – ”

				“You are exaggerating!”

				“What are you two talking about?” Rajan said, drawing up with a cart full of materials for us.

				“Jasoomians have strange biological functions,” Sakoma began.

				“Really? Like what?” the airship captain said, now curious.

				“Never mind! At least I don’t shed!” I said, shaking my head.

				“It will be so pleasant being inside this thing with you all the way to Jasoom,” Rajan said, unloading the parts and stacking them with the other replacement pieces.

				I cringed on the inside. Just great. The reason Sakoma and I were bickering was because I had made the decision to go back to Jasoom with Rajan. Sakoma would remain behind on Barsoom, and I had my reasons.

				“It is interesting that you should bring that up, Rajan.”

				I swore under my breath and walked around the other side of the ship to not hear it again.

				“What do you mean?” Rajan said, trapped into asking it, and I could hear it in his voice.

				“I think the three of us should go.”

				“Well…” Rajan said after a moment, floundering. “I suppose it is… possible.”

				“It can be done,” Sakoma said, easily stepping up to press his point. Damn it. I was going to have to do it.

				“No, Sakoma!” I yelled.

				“You are not going without me!”

				I came around the ship. “Sakoma, just look at this thing! You remember how cramped it was for you just laying down in it? How do you think it will be with the three of us sealed in there for weeks! There will be nowhere to go to get away! We’ll kill each other! Look at the fighting it’s caused between us already!”

				Sakoma growled with frustration, towering over me, trying to intimidate me. He knew it had no hope of working. “Chestur! I’ve seen the plans for the planetary cruiser. It is huge! Two men are not enough! We can do this! You need me there! Even if we are cramped in there, it must be done!” He began pointing to the shuttle. “Look!” he said. “You, Rajan in the regular seats. We build a long seat I can fit on here, right down the centre behind you. It leaves us access to all the machinery in there!”

				I narrowed my eyes. “Yes, of course it can be built. It can be done. That’s not the point, and you bloody well know it. We’ll be on top of each other the entire way, Sakoma! Have you ever even been in close quarters with anyone? You’ve spent your entire life as a nomad, or in architecture so huge and open that it doesn’t even feel like you’re in anything!”

				I shook my head. “I trust you with my life, my friend. But space is nothing like you’ve ever experienced.” I leaned against the ship and ran my hand through my hair. “I need to make you understand. All the things that make you what you are are what makes you unsuitable to fly in this ship.

				“I had never been in space before, but my people have been in space for nearly half a century. There is the record of the astronauts. Interviews. Books. I had grown up knowing what spaceflight was, what the risks were, what kind of personality qualities you needed to keep your sanity being cooped up in a small space with nowhere else to go.

				“I was absolutely never, ever going to be an astronaut. I’m too self absorbed. You’re right in saying that I worry for worry’s sake. But I was just crazy enough to try it, and I nearly lost my mind once I got here. It was the toughest mental experience I’ve ever gone through.

				“I have to consider could you survive the voyage without losing your mind because nothing in your life has prepared you for it. At least Rajan is used to living life aboard a ship and working in close situations with crew. He’s the closest thing left to an astronaut on Barsoom.

				“Sakoma, you are strong enough and large enough that if you did lose control you could damage the shuttle beyond repair, killing us all. This mission is too important to the future of Barsoom to risk that.

				“I’m sorry, I have to say no.” Even though it cut me to do so. “My decision is final.” And he knew it.

				He stepped back. “So that is it. You doubt me.”

				He said nothing more and turned away.
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				I said little to anyone the next few days, working on the shuttle with Rajan or spending time alone. I began writing the notes for this record of my time on Barsoom. Word got around of what had happened between Sakoma and myself and no one brought up the matter with me. Probably not with him either. The cat slept on the bed a lot.

				The shuttle was stripped back to nothing more than girders and Rajan and I had finished the refit of all the wiring and panels. The main computer and its monitors had been pulled from their original casings and fitted to new Barsoomian metalworks that were integrated into the other controls, saving us quite a bit of space at the flight controls. We had begun on the plumbing system, building it into the structure. It was infinitely better than the tanks I had used previously. We could also drain it from new exterior ports in one easy flush. And for Rajan, a vacuum to suck up his shedding. Thank you science and engineering.

				Dejah came down the wide, open corridor, walking briskly. I hadn’t seen much of her since the trip to retrieve the shuttle. She was busy being a supervisor, overseeing the work crews and reporting to Koldas. Koldas took that and combined it with Tikhel’s reports of Ras’ progress, and wrote the overall report he presented to us in the provisional council. Koldas had organised it. That man had a future in politics. As much as I didn’t like the officiousness of the title, it was important to create a structure to coordinate our efforts.

				“Hello, Chester,” Dejah said, waving as she approached. She looked functional and elegant in a long skirt and greek goddess style wrap over her breasts. There were days when I regretted showing her the multimedia history of women’s fashion in the encyclopædia on my laptop.

				“Hi. How goes it today?” I asked, tightening down a bolt.

				“I’ve got good news. Tikhel’s ready. He wants to present it to the council after midday. Koldas asked me to check with you.”

				“Fine by me.”

				“Very good.” She continued on down the long mall.

				“Dejah, something else you want to say?”

				She paused, turning her head back to look at me. She shook her head, staying out of it.

				We were all assembled in the main control room around one of the tables. It served as our meeting room when we needed it. Tikhel sat at the head of the table waiting for us all to come to order. John had been spending his days as a labourer, helping put the atmosphere generator back together. He looked happy. Dejah sat beside him. Not too close, mind you. He was sweaty and dirty. She was not. Rajan sat next to me, with Dejah on the other side of me, while Koldas, Fel and Sakoma lined one side of the long table.

				Ras Thavas was nowhere to be seen. He would be in the lab, working away as he preferred to be. Where we preferred him to be. There would be guards outside the door and inside the room. They would be the red men who had chosen the duty for themselves.

				Tikhel cleared his throat. “I’ll keep it brief. We’re going to assemble everyone on the mall just before the evening meal, and they’ll hear then what I’m going to tell you now. Thanks for your patience. I’m ready with my results.” Tikhel’s voice was firm and strong. I took that as a good sign. He took a breath. “We have made significant progress in understanding the problems that face us on Barsoom. We cannot solve them right away. We still have many things to figure out. But we can begin to take action.”

				We made affirming sounds in our throats.

				“Chester,” he said, looking down at me. “I understand from your good friend Sakoma that it began when you said that if you could find the planetary cruiser that we could save the world. You said it could move big things. What did you mean?”

				I looked over at Sakoma. He did not look over at me. His face was neutral.

				“There are huge quantities of ice floating in space between the planets. If the cruiser is still out there, it can be used to bring water to Barsoom in large quantities. If we could refill the oceans, I thought we could make things grow again. It was an overly simple idea. I didn’t know how we could do it. It gave me hope, but this was before I understood the disaster.”

				Tikhel nodded, pursing his lips. “Sadly, if we were to simply drop ice chunks onto Barsoom as it is now,” he said, “they would evaporate as quickly as they melted and the vapour would eventually leech off into space. We need it to stay as surface water, or to have it soak into the ground.”

				I nodded in return. Damn, that was the only idea I had.

				“We need to do a couple of things to make it possible.”

				I raised my eyebrows, relieved. At least it had a possibility of succeeding. The rest of the table was okay with that. Tikhel continued. “The first is to use the atmosphere plant to put out a thicker mixture of gases and other elements designed to reinforce the atmosphere so that we can trap the water. This will have consequences for our weather patterns. Profound consequences. Storms, lightning, winds. It could mean weather so bad that it threatens lives for years, but when you stir the pot, things swirl around. And once the atmosphere reaches humidity saturation, expect rain and floods. I am no doomsayer, and there’s a lot of guesswork at this stage, but I will not minimise what we will most likely face. We need to begin planning where we can take the people so they will be safe.”

				I could see Koldas tackling the problem already.

				“We understand, Tikhel,” Dejah said. “Please, continue.”

				His face clouded. “I’m not sure I know how to say this another way: One of the first things I found out from Ras Thavas was that the virus was easily curable. It always had been. He lied to the leaders in Helium.”

				“Gods!” Fel gasped. Dejah swallowed and looked down at her hands on the tabletop.

				“Yes,” Tikhel continued a few moments later. “We will be releasing the antivirus into the atmosphere. Depending on wind patterns, it should eliminate the virus within six months. Most definitely within a year.”

				I put my hand on Dejah’s. She inhaled. “We should be grateful. This is good news.” She did not look up.

				“Yes, it is,” Tikhel said with sympathy. “It is a first step.”

				“And what of the prospects of restarting the cycle of life?” John asked the question we were afraid to have answered.

				Tikhel’s face fell. “It is too early to tell. It will be months before I can give you that information. What I can tell you is that Ras has hundreds of pure cellular samples from all the major lifeforms. They’re kept in a refrigerated vault in his lab, absolutely shielded from the virus. He had some insane idea of altering them all to be perfect lifeforms for his idealised Barsoom.” Tikhel wiped his face with his hand. “Every day I have to…” His voice trailed off. “But no mind. We have more good news. John?”

				John smiled and looked us all in the eye. “Today, we begin. The atmosphere plant is repaired. It is ready to be reactivated. We can deliver the antivirus and the atmosphere builders now. We’ve been working around the clock for the past week to finish the repairs to the plant.”

				“It is a start,” Koldas said. “Well done, everyone.”

				We covered other details, but we all had a clear idea of what we needed to do next. As we broke, Tikhel asked Sakoma and myself to remain behind. The others left quickly enough, grateful that someone else was taking it upon themselves to get between us. “There is something I held back, because I wanted you to know about it first. Come with me.” I looked up at Sakoma. He did not look at me. We walked out of the room and down the mall, eventually turning down the hallway that led to Ras Thavas’ laboratory.

				The red men guard came to attention and one of them opened the door and we passed through.

				It was a big white room, filled with test tubes and vats and shelves full of things in liquid. Ras looked up from an instrument I assumed was a microscope and caught sight of me, but looked only mildly startled. He was surrounded by work and operation tables and nasty instruments hung from hooks on racks suspended from the ceiling high above. A red man guard stood in each corner and one behind him was his shadow.

				“Hello, Ras,” Tikhel said cordially. “I’ve brought them as I said I would.”

				“Yes, yes. Fine,” the mastermind said. He bobbed in the air as he approached us on his guided equilibrimotor belt. He scowled at me, but I had no wish to torment him. He was doing what he was supposed to be doing, and I had kept my word. I had stayed away. There would always be another day.

				Tikhel’s face clouded. “Chester, I have known about this for some time, but I did not know how to bring it up.” He cast a look in Ras’ direction. “But Ras was insistent I do so now. He is hoping, now that he has proven that life can be restored to Barsoom that you would consider a proposal.”

				I thought about it, and fooled myself into looking sincere. I nodded and said, “I’m listening.”

				Tikhel looked relieved. “Ras has had many years to perfect his methods. He is much further along than any of us thought. He no longer needs to build creatures from parts. He can grow them from cells. The synthetic men we fought were all the same creature grown over and over again from a design he created himself. He has deciphered the complete Barsoomian code of life.”

				“It is an impressive achievement,” I admitted because I was stating the obvious.

				“Yes,” Tikhel said with a smile. “It is. It can also be used to regenerate limbs.”

				I paused.

				“Ah,” Ras said, “I can see it dawning in his animal’s mind.”

				“What do you want?” I said, my voice flat.

				“My! Legs!” he shouted, suddenly hysterical.

				The guard behind him placed his hand on the scientist’s shoulder. “Calm down,” he said, his hand on the hilt of his sword. Ras’ face twitched and the speed of his mental distress dissipated.

				I smiled ruefully. “Fine. Heal Sakoma and you can regrow your legs when you’re done rebuilding Barsoom.” I was about to turn away.

				“No,” Ras said firmly, raising his nose to me.

				My nostrils flared and I tensed up. “Then you’ll die.”

				He smiled slyly. “I think not. You have seen enough to know I am Barsoom’s only hope. I am too valuable to kill right now. You need me to finish my work. Therefore, now is the time to bargain.”

				The monster had me, and he knew it.

				“Do not make any deals with him, Chestur!” Sakoma spat, the first words he had said to me in days.

				I looked up at him, seeing the fear in his eyes. “What do you propose, Ras?”

				“I regrow my legs now. It will take a number of days, during which time I won’t be able to do anything else.”

				“What do you mean?”

				Tikhel explained. “The new legs will grow out of the bottoms of the stumps.”

				“You’re kidding me,” I said, nauseated.

				“No,” Ras said, “he’s not. It will be extremely painful.”

				“Sakoma gets his hands as soon as you’re back on your feet.”

				“Agreed.”

				“Chestur!”

				“And then you finish the work you’ve started. Barsoom.”

				“It will be my greatest achievement,” he said smoothly, gleeful.

				“We’re done here,” I said darkly. Ras Thavas chuckled triumphantly as I stalked out.

				Sakoma roared.

				I was not at the assembly that afternoon. I had gone off out into the hills around the plain for a hike. The cat wandered with me and I got to simply appreciate the land for once, rather than look at it as something that wanted to kill me. I could tell when the atmosphere plant came on by the hum on the wind and the smell of ozone in the air. The hair stood up on my skin.
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				The shuttle sat idle in the atmosphere plant, half assembled. I had not worked on it since the reactivation of the great machine. I sat up in the crowsnest of the Ghat while the cat napped on my lap. I watched the waves of generated air rise in columns like a mirage. The air was thick around us, like sea level back on Jasoom. It was heady and pure and I inhaled deeply, my head clear.

				The heavily oxygenated air made the Barsoomians giddy. Thankfully, they had nothing better to do than enjoy being alive right now. My radio clicked and Tikhel’s voice came through. “We’re ready down here,” he said in a whisper.

				“He’s going through with it?”

				“Yes.”

				“Okay, on my way.” I got up and stretched out my legs and held onto the cat tightly as I jumped over the railing and brought us down to the deck quickly. He didn’t even meow now. Adaptable thing. “Here,” I said, passing the cat to Dejah. “Gotta go.”

				“All right, best of luck.”

				“Thanks,” I said, leaping over the railing and guiding myself to a running landing. I dashed inside the building and everyone got out of my way. I ran down the mall and turned down the hallway. The guard opened the door and I slowed to a brisk walk.

				“Get out of here!” Sakoma shouted as soon as he saw me from where he was strapped down to the large operating table.

				“Not likely,” I said calmly as I approached the table. Ras’ legs were back like they had never left. Not even a single mark. I was amazingly impressed. I said nothing to him other than, “How long will it take?”

				“Only hours,” he said, checking his instruments and monitoring equipment. “But it will be extremely painful.”

				“You said that the last time.”

				“Yes, but I underestimated it. It was much worse.”

				“Get on with it,” I said tightly.

				“As you wish.” He picked up a large syringe. On Jasoom it would have been a heart needle.

				Sakoma glared up at me, straining at the unbreakable straps that were going to hold him down for his own safety.

				“Save your fight for what you’re about to go through, Sakoma,” I said.

				Sakoma growled as the needle was slid into his neck. His eyes locked on mine. Ras did it like a professional and smoothly depressed the plunger and withdrew the metal spike a moment later.

				It did not take long for the pain to take hold and Sakoma howled in agony, the veins standing out all over his body. “I can do anything!” he screamed at me.

				Nubs began to poke at the scarred flesh of his stumps. I was horrified and fascinated at the same time.

				Agony brought delirium and memories and as he screamed he cried for his wife and children and friends and family long dead. I stayed with him, the sweat pouring off my clammy skin.

				I had fallen asleep on the floor, sitting up against the wall. When Sakoma had finally passed out, the pain fading, my own nervous exhaustion had gotten the better of me.

				When I came to, I found a guard standing on either side of me. Not doing anything. Just standing there. I stretched my neck and it popped. “Ow, crap,” I muttered.

				“Are you all right, sir?” one of the guards said.

				“Yeah, just fine.” He offered me his hand and he half hauled me to my feet. “You been standing there the whole time?”

				“Of course, sir.” I recognised him as the red man I had talked with on the deck that day before the battle. I smiled.

				“Thanks.”

				He smiled. He looked at Sakoma. “He has been sleeping soundly. Remarkable.”

				“Yeah.” I walked back over to the operating table and undid the straps. Sakoma stirred. He lifted his upper hands to his eyes and rubbed them. He stopped suddenly and pulled them back, spreading his fingers, eyes wide at the marvels he possessed. He lifted his other hands and flexed them.

				“Any pain?” I asked.

				“No,” he said quietly, sitting up.

				“We haven’t been properly introduced. My name is Chester Ventura.”

				“What are you talking about?” he said dismissively, still groggy.

				“On Jasoom, men shake hands to show that their hand carries no weapons and that they approach each other in mutual respect.” I extended mine.

				He gave me one of his. We shook.

				“Sakoma Nu. We have a voyage to plan,” he said.

				“We most certainly do.”
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