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Part One

The First Battle

 



One

I went to see Father
and Grandmother today.

It had been a long time, but Newton insisted.
I spent the morning practicing music (tambon), and the early
afternoon reading (The Runaway Kit, fiction, which I did not like,
and A Short History of the First Republic of Mars, which I greatly
enjoyed – I must ask Rebecca, my lady-in-waiting, to bring me a
meatier volume on that period), and then I was taken by airship and
motorcar to the Arsia Mons Science Guild facilities. It was dusty,
and old scarred Xarr was there, turning his head to look at me with
his rheumy eyes. He always wears his military uniform, which is
somehow endearing and annoying at the same time, but he gave me a
wink and a slight sour smile and made an elaborate bow as I
passed.

“Your majesty!” he effused, with sarcasm.

I sniffed and walked on, leaving him to
chuckle behind me.

“He is insubordinate,” I said out loud, to no
one in particular, but to my surprise Rebecca, at my side, answered
me.

“He only seeks to bring you down to size,
Princess,” she said, with warm humor in her own voice.

I turned to glare at her, but her warm smile
remained. “You are a wonderful young feline, Clara, but you are far
too serious and far too young to be so. Your father was too young
to assume the crown when he was forced to do so, and he was two
years older than you. In many ways, you are still a kit—”

“Don’t use that word!” I shouted, stamping my
foot. I stopped in the corridor, and those behind us, old Newton
and Thomas and a few others, halted also. I was infuriated by the
smug look of tolerance on all their faces.

Filled with sudden rage, I turned on them.
Even as Rebecca reached out to prevent me, I swatted her paw
away.

“I will soon be your Queen, and you will obey
me!” I shouted. I was pleased to see the smiles melt from their
faces – though Newton’s ancient visage was inscrutable, and his
eyes, as always, troubled me. They had seen much, more than I ever
would, and sometimes I got the feeling that he saw straight through
me, and knew more about me than I ever would myself.

I turned in the corridor and began to march
once again toward the far door which led to what terrified me more
than anything in the world. My fear was abated somewhat by the
pleasure I drew from the sound of those following me in step, as if
on command. I turned to Rebecca, but was surprised to see Newton in
her place, staring down at me balefully.

“The Princess and I will proceed alone,” he
said, and while it sounded like a suggestion its result was a
command, and the others, including my maidservant, withdrew
immediately.

I wondered if their haste was leavened with
relief.

I felt Newton’s withered paw, which felt like
a claw, descent lightly on my shoulder. Briefly he drew me toward
him.

“Do not be afraid,” he whispered.

I looked up at him, trying to put cold fire
into my eyes, but instead burst into tears.

“I cannot go in there, Newton!” I sobbed,
turning my face into his tunic. His claw patted my back. “I cannot
face those...ghosts!”

“They are more than ghosts, princess. You
know that.”

“But less than real! They haunt my dreams,
every night! They frighten me!”

“Is it their images that frighten you, or
what they represent?”

No adult had ever spoken to me so
forthrightly, and at that instant my respect for Newton magnified.
I pulled my tearful face from his tunic and looked up at him.

“Please explain,” I requested.

A smiled touched his lips. “Always so
serious!”

“What is there not to be serious about?” I
replied. “I have a republic to rule, great shoes to fill—”

“Ah!” he interrupted me. “Could this be the
problem? Could it be that you fear that you will not measure up to
your predecessors?”

Without my bidding, anger returned. “I have
no fear of this!”

He bent down to gaze at me levelly. His face
in old age was almost devoid of fur, now, his cheeks pink and
wrinkled. His eyes looked even more enigmatic.

“Would it help,” he whispered, “if I told you
that you have it in you to be greater than either your father or
grandmother?”

I must have blinked, and again, against my
will, tears filled my eyes. In a moment I had melted into his arms
and was sobbing more uncontrollably than before.

“You are right...” I said. “I know I have
great things in me. But I feel so young.”

He patted my back, and let my crying jag, the
first I had ever had, pass. “Poor, Princess Clara,” he said,
wistfully, “always so strong, never showing weakness. Even as a
little kit you were serious in play and in lessons. Hardly ever a
smile, never letting anything more than the task at hand rule you.
You never let yourself be a kit, Clara, and now that you are one no
more it is too late.

“But I tell you this, and listen to me. You
have in you qualities that are greater than either your grandmother
Haydn, who was impetuous and headstrong, or your father Sebastian,
who was, in the end, rash and too daring. You have a more solid
head on your shoulders than either of them – and they were great
felines.”

By now I had stood back from him, noting the
wet spot on his tunic, and stood staring at him.

“Do you mean these things?” I said.

He laughed shortly, which was not something
he often did – though his eyes were not laughing. “Yes, I do. But
can’t you smile once in a while, Clara? It is the one thing you
should work on.”

“Then I will work on it,” I said,
seriously.

He smiled and then faced the door before us.
“Shall we go in?”

My heart clenched, and I felt fear rise
up in me, but I swallowed hard and said, “Yes, let’s do so.”

Darkness.

And then a silhouette of purple light, and
another. They were side by side, as they often were, and seemed to
be conversing, even though there was utter silence in the room. I
held Newton’s paw, and he drew me forward, to the foot of the dais
upon which two dark thrones stood, and the violet figures, vague
still, on them.

Behind my father’s throne stood, as always,
his ever-present manservant, Thomas, who bowed.

“My niece Rebecca serves you well as
lady-in-waiting, Princess?” he asked.

“Very well, thank you.”

Newton announced, facing the two blue
figures, “I have brought the Princess Clara.”

Both silhouettes quickened in brightness –
though the larger, that of my grandmother, flared more quickly. I
could see her face, now, in scant outline, the smiling eyes and
mouth. Now I heard an electrical hum from somewhere, and smelled
faintly the odor that wafted through my nightmares – a blue, cold
smell like that during a storm, a strange, unnatural odor that had
nothing to do with human flesh.

“It is good that you brought her now,
Newton,” Grandmother Haydn said, and held her paw out. “Come here,
Clara, and stand close so that I can see you.”

I did so, holding my fear at bay.

She bent forward, a purple ghost, and stared
at me with eyes that seemed to look through me.

“You have grown so!” she said, and something
like a laugh issued from her spectral mouth. She turned to regard
Newton, who had remained at the foot of the dais. “Do you know who
she resembles?”

“I had rather thought her father, around the
eyes.”

“Yes, but her face is that of her
grandfather, my husband, Sebastian’s father. Kerl...” For a moment
she stared at nothing, and seemed lost in memory.

I turned to regard my father, who had not
said a word. He sat staring at me as if I was a ghost.

“As I said,” Grandmother Haydn said, back
from the past, “it is good that you have brought her. We have had
messages from the far west, and they are not good.”

I turned to regard Newton, who seemed to
stiffen.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Apparently, Frane has been sighted.”

At the mention of that name my blood ran
cold. This was the monster who had caused not only my grandfather’s
death but my father’s also. The last we had heard, she had been
killed near Burroughs two years previously. A body had been
produced, authenticated, burned, and buried.

Grandmother Haydn continued, “It seems old
Frane took a page from my own book, and faked her own death,”

“But the Science Guild did tests on that
body—”

My grandmother held up a hand. “If you
remember, you had only an intact hand and arm to work on. The rest
was horribly mutilated.”

“She cut off her own limb?” Newton said
incredulously.

“Apparently. If you remember, the body was in
pieces – it was claimed she was drawn and quartered...”

Newton stood in disbelief.

“It is true,” grandmother continued. And she
is gathering an army. She has been seen in the Solis Planum
region.”

Newton’s nearly nude face went pale.

It was my turn to interrupt. “But
Grandmother, the F’rar have been loyal for more than five years! My
mother is F’rar, and I am half F’rar! She could not wrest them from
the Republic a third time!”

She looked at me with surprise, and then a
smile formed. “Well, I see that you have not only grown, but that
your mind has grown, too, Clara.” She looked at Newton and then
back at me. “She is gathering an army of Baldies.”

“What!” I blurted out.

“A vast one,” grandmother continued, while
Newton remained silent. “In five years, and for years before that,
even as she fought Sebastian, she has been forging alliances with
the wild cats and their brethren. It is said that she cut off her
own left arm in front of the four Baldie chieftains, and that they
then pledged their allegiance to her. Even the more untamable
wildcat clans have been brought into the alliance by force, threat,
or assassination. And she has done this away from any prying
eyes.”

“Then let her stay in Solis Planum, and rule
over madmen!” I interjected.

My grandmother looked down at me with faint
disapproval. “Your studies are not complete, Princess. She means to
use this army.”

I could not keep quiet. “Against whom?” My
fear of being in this room was overcome by my self-confidence. I
laughed. “There is nothing in that wasteland for a thousand miles
to any compass point! They will be squabbling amongst themselves
within the week—”

“Princess—” Newton tried to interject, but I
would not be stopped.

“If they come within a day’s march of any
inhabited city, we’ll destroy them from the air!” I continued, my
confidence building. “We have the F’rar to help man our army this
time. She has no hope! And she is one-armed, to boot!”

I looked first at my father, who sat stone
still, and then my silent grandmother, and then Newton, whose faint
look of hope faded as he watched Grandmother Haydn shake her
head.”

“The Science Guild facility at Solis Planum
was attacked this morning. Reports from our gypsy friends are
incomplete, but by all accounts the Baldy army completely overran
it.”

I looked at Newton, who said nothing, and
then at my grandmother, who was silent. It was my father who spoke
now, for the first time. Even though he was a ghost of sorts his
eyes bore into my with a painful close intensity, and I had the
feeling that if he could he would jump from his chair and enfold me
in his arms.

His voice, when he spoke, was precise.

“How is your mother, Clara? How is my wife
Charlotte?”

“She is...the same.”

“I see. To other matters, then. What remains
unsaid, Clara, is that the Science Guild facility at Solis Planum
was the most important weapons staging area on the planet. It was
built there in secret to test, develop and store the most advanced
weapons on Mars, with technology produced from Old One discoveries.
It is by far the most dangerous place on the surface of the
planet.

“And now Frane owns it.”

 



Two

As usual, the
curtains in my mother’s room were closed, giving the room the
quality of perpetual twilight. There was a breeze, bringing in the
sounds and smells of the city of Wells far below this palace room
which, despite its height, I had taken to calling The Dungeon.

“Mother, am I disturbing you?” I asked,
letting my voice show that, while I cared for her, there was
business to discuss and she would have no choice but to speak to
me.

“How are you, daughter?” Her voice was faint
from the divan where she lay curled. As always she sounded as
though she had been awakened from sleep.

“There are things we must speak about,
mother,” I continued.

“I was having the most curious dream,” she
said, raising her head to look at me in the gloom. “In it, you were
a little younger than you are now, yet your father was still
alive.”

“You’ve had this dream thousands of times,
mother. And father is still alive. I’ve just been to see him.”

I could see her visibly shudder. “That thing
is not your father! It never could be...”

“Mother, I must ask you a few things about
our family...”

“We have no family. It is just you and
I.”

“That’s not what I meant. Your father, my
grandfather, Senator Misst, was a traitor to the republic, and sits
in prison to this day. Is it possible he has been in contact with
Frane?”

“Frane is dead...”

“She is not dead, mother.”

I sensed a sudden tension, a sharpening of
interest, in the room. My mother raised her head to look at me with
her still-beautiful eyes.

“What do you mean, Clara?”

“She is alive, and gathering an army of
Baldies in the west. What I need to know from you is if there is
any possibility in the world that our family would betray the
republic again.”

She looked at me blankly.

“Mother!” I snapped. “Act like the Queen you
are!”

She swooned back onto her divan, and I knew
that now the tears would follow.

“I am no Queen, and never was. Your father
was King, and he is dead. You know I have given over my regent
powers, in deed if not in words, to the senate.”

“And it has been bad for Mars. You should
have been...”

Again she raised her head.

“Stronger, Clara?” she said. “When my whole
life ended before it began? I loved your father from our days as
kits together. All my life I planned what it would be like when we
were betrothed. And then my dreams came true, only to be snatched
away by that...horrible thing, Frane.”

“Who is still alive.”

“Yes...”

“Tell me, mother: is there any chance on Mars
that Senator Misst has been a traitor once more?”

“I don’t know. You would have to ask him.
Frane is alive...”

Instead of weeping, which was what I
expected, she swooned down onto the divan and was asleep in a few
moments. I drew near, and saw the ever-present potions nearby that
Newton had provided so that she might be kept out of the sanitarium
and at least nearby. She was whispering under her breath so I drew
close to this mother I had barely known, who had been one step from
mad since my birth.

“Ha...” she was saying, her breath sweet from
the elixir, which smelled faintly of peppermint and more serious
stuff.

I put my ear even closer to her whispering
mouth.

“Happy...” she breathed.

I turned my face to regard her own, more
beautiful than my own severe features would ever be, and kissed her
once on the forehead, above her sleeping eyes, before leaving.

 



Three

My reading that
night (fiction had been totally abandoned for the Short History)
was interrupted by a sound outside my window.

Ever wary of assassins, I slipped from my
bed, dousing the light, and drew the blade which I always kept
(rather melodramatically, as Rebecca chided me) under my pillow,
and drew myself quietly against the wall. The blade was cold
against my side, but I held it tight. It had been Queen Haydn’s
own.

I edged my way toward the window on the far
side of the room. This afternoon’s breeze had increased to a steady
blow, and the curtains were roiling wildly. Outside it was typical
summer, hot and dry, with red dust in the air from the west which
we Wellsian’s were used to as a constant presence. The curtains
parted as one, giving me a view of the nearby beautiful Assembly
Hall which my grandmother had built before her own assassination.
There was only the flapping of the curtains now.

My hand relaxed on the hilt of the blade, and
I was about to crawl back to bed, and needed sleep, when the sound
came again. A scrape, followed by a clang.

I kept edging toward the window.

As I reached it I was startled by a metal
object which flew close by my head and fell into the room.
Instantly it retreated, and then caught at the sill of the window,
digging in. It was a three-sided hook, with a rope attached.

So...

I crept all the way to the window and peered
out.

A figure, dark-cloaked, was climbing the long
rope, which reached to the ground. I need only stand here and wait
for him to reach a suitable height, then cut the rope and watch him
plummet to his death.

I waited, as the cloaked figure scrambled up
the makeshift ladder.

I reached out, blade between wall and rope,
ready to slice the rope with a savage jerk as the figure drew
closer, closer...

I began to cut through when he was six feet
away.

He suddenly looked up –

“Clara, no!”

But the rope was cut, and I threw the blade
aside and grabbed at the rope as it fell, watching in horror as it
dropped below my grasping claws.

“Darwin, I’m sorry!” I shouted.

The rope slid through his fingers and he gave
me a savage look as he tumbled down and away, grabbing fleetly onto
the sill of the window below mine.

A light instantly shone out, and I heard a
scream.

“Darwin, wait!” I shouted down, and by now
there was commotion in the hallway outside my door. I heard a key
rattle in its lock. It was thrown open, showing the night guard,
who stared at me with wild purpose, drawing his sword.

“My princess–!” he began, advancing into the
room, but I waved him off.

“It’s all right! Everything’s fine!”

“But—”

“Get out, Stapleton! Please!”

His oafish features finally relaxed, and he
withdrew. “As you wish, princess.”

I looked down, and Darwin was nowhere to be
seen. For a moment my heart caught in my chest, and I peered at the
ground below, fearing to see Darwin’s white, battered body lying in
a heap.

“Boo,” came a soft whisper over my head, and
I looked up with a start to see Darwin hanging above me,
upside-down like a cave bat.

“Dar–!” I began to shout, but he had already
pounced, landing lightly on my window sill and jumping past me into
the room.

“Thought you had me that time, did you?” he
laughed.

“Not bad for an old coot,” I countered.

“Who’s old!” He made a mock show of looking
around the room, under the bed, behind the curtains. “Where’s your
wet nurse, kit?”

Anger flared up in me. “I’m not a kit
anymore!”

“Then prove it!” he laughed, and drew two
wooden swords from his belt, tossing one nimbly to me.

“Be on guard!” he shouted.

I went into position, but he had cheated,
thrusting forward at me before I had my footing and knocking me
down with a blunt point blow to the belly.

“Cheater!”

“In battle, everyone cheats!” he laughed, and
in the next ten minutes he sprang from every piece of furniture at
me, even swinging from the overhead lamp at one point.

Finally, he sat down on the floor, breathing
heavily, and dropped his wooden sword beside him.

“You’re right,” he said, shaking his head as
I curled on the floor beside him. “I’m not as young as I was.”

“None of us are,” I replied.

His eyes darkened. “My, you’re serious
tonight, princess.”

“There has been much news.”

“I’ve heard.” His eyes sparkled, and he
smiled. “But there’s always bad news – and always will be!”

“I wish I could be as sanguine as you.”

He shrugged. “You have a more serious nature
than me. Too serious. In fact, without me to lighten your moods,
you would look like this all the time—”

He pulled his mouth corners downward with his
paws, and shook his head mournfully.

“I wish I could be like you, Darwin,” I said,
and I’m afraid my face must have looked much like his own
exaggerated version of it. “But I’m afraid I have just too much to
worry about.”

“Bah!” he said, brightening. “We all have too
much to worry about. It just depends on how one deals with it. You
brood. Me, I find something to divert me. In the end, we both have
to deal with our troubles – but I’ll bet I have more fun in the
meantime!”

He threw back his head and laughed.

Retaining my dour demeanor, I shook my head
and said, “You’re the older brother I never had, Darwin. Thank you
for being such a good friend these last years. Without you I would
have had no one to cheer me up.”

He put his paw on my own, and his face grew
serious. “I will be with you in that Assembly Hall meeting
tomorrow, and I’ll be with you whenever you need me after that. I
watched you grow up from a skinny little sprite, into what you are
now.”

“And what am I, Darwin? Sometimes I feel like
a skinny little sprite stuck in a slightly larger body.”

“You’re growing up, is all.”

“And awkwardly, at that. I feel all out of
proportion. My paws and feet are too big and my body is getting too
long and my nose is too small and my eyes are too wide apart
and...”

He drew back, looking at me curiously for a
moment.

“What is it?” I demanded.

“Nothing,” he said, and for the first time
since I had known this jovial young man, this all white-furred
fellow save for one roguish black striped on his crown (which
contrasted nicely with my own black fur save for a thin white
stripe on my own crown), this inventive, constantly moving clown,
who never spoke about his own unhappy past but was always eager to
share my own woes, he was at a loss for words.

“Are you blushing, Darwin?” I asked in
astonishment.

“No, it’s...just a skin rash.”

I furrowed my brow, and held a paw out to
touch his face. “It doesn’t look like a rash...”

He shrank back as if I had a disease, and
warded off my touch.

“It’s nothing, princess!”

“But—” I said, uncomprehending, taking a
further step toward him.

“Please let it be!” he shouted, nearly
backing to the wall.

“Very well.” I shrugged, and lowered my
paw.

This was puzzling, because he had never acted
this way around me before. But I carried it no further because he
deliberately changed the subject.

“As to the Assembly Hall tomorrow, they
will want you to be silent, but of course you must not be...”

Later, when I was
alone curled up in my bed with the window locked tight and Darwin
long gone, the way he had come, I thought about what had
happened.

And thought on it again, until sleep finally
robbed me of all thought, and unfurrowed my brow, and the strange,
unknowable stirrings in me were quelled for the night.

 



Four

If Frane were to
drop a bomb on this place at this time, I thought, all of her
problems would be solved.

I had never seen so many politicians and
dignitaries in one place. From my prominent position, wedged
securely between fat, scar-faced old General Xarr and the empty
seat that represented my absent mother, I looked out upon a sea of
expectant Senators and ambassadorial representatives from the four
corners of Mars. The tunic and pennant colors were astonishing,
with, among the twenty expected hues of red from deep cranberry to
a light pink, were bright lemon yellows mixing with jade greens and
blues as rich and deep as the theorized oceans of Earth. There were
pastel shades and bold primaries side by side, a rainbow blur that
extended to the deepest recesses of the hall. Indeed, the only
empty seat was that beside me.

We truly are still a world of clans, I
thought, and a slight shiver went through me to think that this
republic was still so fragile, held together with little more
than...

Me.

Another shiver ran through me, and old Xarr
leaned over and rasped, his breath still redolent of last night’s
wine, “Are you all right, princess?”

“As much as I will be,” I said, and he
frowned.

“There is little for you to do today, missy.
Just sit still, and pay attention.”

“I’m not a kit, and don’t call me missy,” I
ordered.

He sat up straight as if an arrow had hit
him. “Yes, Princess Clara.”

I felt a pang of regret for the rebuke I had
given him, but only a slight one because of the churning inside
me.

Newton, at the dais to my right, called for
order, and the shuffling and whisperings of the huge assemblage
quieted.

“We gather here today,” Newton’s voice,
rather reedy but strong enough to ring out in the hall, “to discuss
the most serious threat to the Republic since the last rebellion,
five years ago. This may, in fact, be the most serious threat our
planet has ever faced. Thankfully,” he said, holding his paws out
in an inclusive gesture, “we face it together, and not as a world
divided clan against clan.

“But that does not decrease in any way the
urgency, or the danger. You have no doubt read the literature which
was distributed before this meeting began, and know the basic facts
of the re-emergence of Frane in the far western wastelands. You
have also been made aware that she has secured the Republic’s most
important scientific facility, which was located in that area. We
are still assessing what weapons and instruments of war she has
obtained, and what she may do with them.

“But, believe it or not, there is a greater
danger than Frane at this moment. Many of you who have kept up with
our work in the Science Guild are aware of our warnings of the last
five years that Mars is losing its atmosphere. Slowly, inexorably,
the life-giving oxygen of our planet is leaking off into space. And
to this point we have been able to do nothing about it.

“Today, rather than bring just bad news, I
also bring good tidings. For the Science Guild has now been able to
bring one of the oxygenation stations that the Old Ones left behind
back to partial life, and we are confident that we may soon go far
beyond that and have all of these facilities – which in the dim
past initially, we believe, provided Mars with its breathable
atmosphere – back in operation. If this occurs it will avert the
single greatest danger our civilization has ever faced.”

Though Newton held up his paws for quiet, the
thunderous roar of ovation that broke out could not be quelled. He
stood stoically while this outpouring of good will, a release,
rolled over him and finally dissipated.

“Thank you, my friends, but there is much
work for all of us to do. For with this new threat from the west,
there is the possibility that Frane may interfere with this
planet-saving work of ours. That is why I need all of you to make
sure that your local governors secure their own territories, and
patrol their own borders, and guard especially any of these
oxygenation facilities that may exist nearby. Many of them are in
ruins, but they must be protected at all costs. All of our lives
depend on it.”

A senator, dressed in the resplendent robes
of the K’fry clan, peacock blue and a deep, liquid yellow, stood
and asked for recognition. Newton bowed and gave it to him.

“Newton,” the Senator boomed, holding a paw
out clenched in a fist, “do you believe that Frane would be insane
enough to destroy the entire planet?”

“We cannot assume anything. The woman is mad.
It is a possibility against which we must protect.”

The senator sat down, grumbling.

“We have only an outpost!” cried one of the
ambassadors from the northern cold climes of Arcadia Planitia. Not
as startling as the previous speaker, his tunic was a plain,
tasteful, light green fringed in gold. “There are two of these
oxygenation stations in our borders, and we nothing to protect them
with!”

Newton held up a paw. “Protection will be
provided, and troops will be sent to help you.” He looked around
the hall, forestalling any further outbursts. “This goes for all
the stations. We will do everything we can to assist you, both the
government and the Science Guild. This meeting was called merely to
alert you to the danger, so you could notify your localities of the
threat.”

“The government is too weak!” came a
thunderous voice from the back of the hall. I knew that voice. It
belonged to Senator Thell, of my mother’s – and Frane’s – clan, the
F’rar. He stood up, a massive feline dressed in deep blood red, his
fur, like my own, black as night. Even from where I sat I could see
the amber fire of his eyes.

“Senator—” Newton began, holding a paw out
for silence.

“Let him speak!” came another voice, from the
left of the hall.

“Yes, let Thell speak!” from the right.

“Yes!” just in front of me, the oily Prine,
of the Sarn clan, clad in dark robes as viscous looking as
himself.

Newton bowed, and Senator Thell stood
tall.

“The problems we have,” he thundered in his
basso voice, “can be traced to one source.” After waiting a moment,
no doubt for theatrical effect, he threw out one massive paw and
pointed with an almost violent gesture at the empty seat beside me.
“And that is it! There is no figure at the head of this government
to which all these wonderful delegates can hold allegiance. It
shames me to say that one of my own clan, and a distant cousin at
that, spends her days unable to cope with her duties. Queen
Charlotte grieves for her husband still, as do we all, but while
she grieves, and while we wait for a kit to grow into a woman, Mars
is run by committee! And in the meantime, the outer fringes of the
republic remain soft, and Frane – again to my greater shame,
another of my clan who I once fought for! – sneaks in and steals
from under our noses the very things we need to say strong. This is
not right!”

There were thunderous shouts of “Here, here!”
and “He is right!” which threatened to become a din.

Without thinking, with a knot in my stomach
the size of a fist, I slowly rose and walked to the podium. I heard
nothing, until I realized that the Hall of Assembly had quieted
below a whisper. Newton stepped aside, and as I looked out I saw
that Senator Thell, his mouth agape, was sitting unsteadily
down.

I counted to five, thinking about the things
Darwin and I had discussed. He had said I would have no trouble
with my little speech, but he was not here now and for a moment I
went blank.

Then it all came flooding back to me.

“Esteemed senators, honored dignitaries
and welcome guests,” I began, wondering how strong my own voice
sounded – surely a pip next to Thell’s roar, “I welcome you today
not as a kit, but as your Queen.”

I remember little of
what happened next – how Darwin, on cue, appeared with the
administrator of the oath, how the Hall of Assembly broke out in
cheers and celebration, how the bells in the clock tower in Wells
center city chimed, I was told later, for a full hour. I remembered
none of this, nor little of the impromptu parties I attended nor
the dignitaries I was introduced to nor the senators who kissed my
ring. I remember briefly sitting on the throne and then, recalling
that my grandmother Haydn had refused such pomp, sending it away
with a wave of my paw. I remember dancing with Darwin before he was
spirited away by another female, and his disappointed look when
that happened. I remember dining on delicacies, and the receiving
lines, and the blaring of trumpets, and playing (very briefly, and
with mistakes) on the tambon while those around me clapped
politely, and I remember drinking wine, though not for the first
time (I had often stolen a sip at one function or other) and I
remember the bells chiming again at midnight as Newton, sensing my
exhaustion, removed me from the festivities with apologies all
around and whispered in my ear, not without admiration, I thought,
“That was an act of theater worthy of your grandmother!” and I
remember falling asleep almost immediately with all of these things
swirling in my head like those waltzing dancers, and I remembered
last of all, amid all these dancing thoughts, I am Queen of
Mars.

 



Five

It was the next day
that old Xarr died.

He took to his bed, I learned later, during
the coronation ceremonies. Never one to pass up good wine, or bad
for that matter, he had been thoroughly inebriated the last time I
saw him, dancing badly with a senator from my own home district,
Argyre. She was homely and stiff as a board on the dance floor, but
this had not deterred the old general from circling her in a rough
stumble that was anything but graceful.

But he had looked happy, and fit for his
years – and then I was summoned to his bedchamber the next morning
with the news that he did not have long to live.

Newton was there, scowling, and when I
entered old Xarr fought to rise from his bed, and growled
weakly.

“Let me address my queen!” he shouted
hoarsely, and laid back exhausted but smiling as I stood over
him.

“Your majesty,” he croaked out, his scar
ravaged face even more grotesque, shrunken, the patchily furred
features pulled back in a rictus of death.

I turned to Newton and said, angrily, “What
happened to him? This can’t be some sudden illness. I saw him not
ten hours ago fit and hale as ever.”

“We don’t know, your majesty,” Newton said in
a low, even voice, and by the hooded flat look in his eyes, and his
grim visage, he told me that there was more to the story he would
not tell me now.

I whispered, “Is there any hope for him?”

“No,” was his curt reply.

A claw drew me around, and I turned to see
the old general fighting off a spasm of pain which bowed his body
as his paw gripped me.

“Your majesty!” he hissed.

The episode passed, and he lay back,
exhausted, and smiled weakly at me again.

“Come closer, sprite,” he said.

“You may not call me that,” I chided him
affectionately.

“Of course I can.” And for a moment his eyes
closed, and I thought he was gone.

I bent closer, smelling a strange odor from
his lips – an herb or medicine, vaguely weedy. It reminded me
vaguely of another odor I knew...

He opened his eyes and looked straight into
mine.

“Majesty,” he rasped, “you must do your old
general one final favor. I served your father, and his mother
before. I served the republic with all my heart. I lost my son to
the first war, but I...always...served. I only wish that I could
have died on the field...”

He broke off into a weak coughing fit, and I
swear that any normal feline would have been dead at that point.
But Xarr fought death itself to finish what he wanted to tell
me.

“I...have served well...”

“Yes, general, you have served well. No one
has served better.”

“Then grant me this...wish...”

Again he broke off, a spasm wracking his body
from head to foot. He moaned and clenched his teeth until the fit
passed.

“I...”

“Tell me what you want, general, and I will
swear to do it.”

“Find...”

His voice was barely a breath, and I leaned
even closer, assaulted by the rancid, herblike odor.

His eyes drew wide, as if looking into the
world beyond, and he grabbed me tight with both paws as if to take
me there. For a moment I was frightened but then his eyes locked on
mine and he roared, “Find the one who murdered me!”

And then his body went limp, and he had
gone.

Shaking, I turned to Newton and said, “Is
this true?”

“Yes.”

“He was murdered?”

“The same poison that was used to murder your
grandmother Haydn. In her case it was put in gemel tea – this time
into his last flagon of wine last night.”

“Who did this?” I demanded.

Newton was staring past me, at the lifeless
form of General Xarr. He seemed almost not to have heard me. I was
about to repeat the question when I saw that a tear was tracking
down the scientist’s stoic face. I had never thought Newton capable
of such sentiment.

“Who...” I asked, gently.

“We don’t know, your majesty.” And now
he looked at me, his eyes dry. “But it means we have a traitor and
assassin in our midst.”

Xarr’s funeral was
on a grand scale, as I ordered. His casket, draped in the colors of
his city of Burroughs, green and white, was lowered into the ground
after traversing a mile-long gauntlet of his troops. Though at
attention, many of them were openly weeping. A plain white tablet
marked the filled-in hole. Later a monument, which I had proposed
and the Senate had immediately adopted, would be erected on the
spot, a statue showing the general in his prime, arm raised to give
orders, horrid facial scars and all.

“Good-bye, old friend,” I whispered, and lay
the first red rose upon the white marker. I would be followed by
ten thousand of his closest friends, his troops. I could bear no
more, and took my leave, nearly running to my chambers so that
others would not see their Queen cry. This man, this ancient
warrior, had bounced me on his knee when I was a kit and told me
stories of the battles he had fought with my grandmother and
father. In these stories, he had never been the hero, only a
servant of the republic, a humble soldier who did the best by his
men and gave his best for his Mars. There would never, I knew, be
another like him on the surface of the planet. He was already
missed, and would ever be so.

My sobbing, self indulgent, was
short-lived.

There was a message from my grandmother that
I must come at once, because war, once more, had broken out on the
planet Mars.

 



Six

The aerial trip this
time was a glum and lonely one. Newton’s insistence that only those
who could absolutely be trusted be allowed access to me limited my
companions to Newton himself and two bodyguards. Even Rebecca, with
whom I could at least play a spirited game of Jakra, was left
behind. It was not even certain that she would be there when I
returned to Wells, unless she passed Newton’s vetting. I had
requested that Darwin accompany us, but was told that he was busy
elsewhere, doing Newton’s bidding.

We found Thomas, my father’s manservant, in
his accustomed spot, next to the King’s chair. But the chair was
empty.

“King Sebastian is being... regenerated,”
Thomas, who always looked as though he was about to fade to a ghost
himself, explained, and this satisfied Newton.

“My niece remains well?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, and then I added,
suppressing, as always, a shiver, “Doesn’t any of this bother
you?”

“What do you mean?” Thomas asked.

“These...ghosts,” I said.

My grandmother, who was in a particularly
vigorous state, her outline a vivid blue, smiled slightly and said,
“I’ve asked myself that often. When you think about it, Clara, it’s
better than the alternative.”

“Is it?” I replied. I regarded Newton. “You
may take this as a royal order. When I die, I don’t want to be...
saved.”

Haydn chirped a laugh. “Are you sure,
child?”

“Yes,” I said adamantly. “You can have your
One and Two, but there will be no Three.”

“It is too bad this...process could not have
been used for Xarr,” Haydn said, her voice tinged with sadness.

“His poisoning was too severe.”

“Yes... I do find it curious that his
assassination came at an opportune time for Frane. According to the
gypsies, and Quiff’s people, who have been shadowing her, Frane is
now at the head of a Baldy army ten thousand strong, heading north
and east toward the Valles Marineris.”

“She means to make a stand there?” Newton
said, surprise in his voice.

“Apparently.”

“Is she truly mad?”

“Perhaps. This is why Xarr’s loss is so
strongly felt at this time. It is curious that he was murdered just
when Frane makes her first big move.”

“I see no coincidence in it at all.”

Haydn turned her steely blue gaze on the
scientist. “Has it occurred to you that perhaps the F’rar clan will
turn treacherous once more, and seek to destroy the republic once
and for all with Frane’s help?”

Though I burned with sudden anger, I held my
tongue as Newton immediately replied, glancing at me, “I would hope
that would not be the case. But the timing is more than, as you
say, curious.”

Haydn was abruptly looking at me. “You must
realize, Queen Clara, that even though you are half F’rar, this may
not be enough to stave off the F’rar appetite. Why have half a loaf
when you can have it all?”

“I will not let it happen!” I shouted.

Her voice still even, Haydn replied, “You may
have no say in it. There have been rumblings in the far provinces,
and already violence has broken out between F’rar and the other
clans. It is mainly incidental, because felines have good memories
and the F’rar have been treacherous twice in the last fifteen
years. I tried to heal the rift, your father tried to heal the
rift, and now you will try. The record has not been a good one.
These animosities go back centuries. The republic, we both know, is
the only hope of uniting Mars. But blood runs hotter than cold
intellect.”

“I said I will not let it happen!”

My own blood was running much hotter than my
intellect, and I spent the rest of the interview stewing in a
corner, clenching my paws into fists and listening to the mumbled
strategy behind me. Out of the corner of my eye I saw my father’s
empty chair begin to fill with vague smoky blue light, which
eventually coalesced into the shape of King Sebastian. Thomas, now
filled with purpose, leaned over my father and whispered into his
ear as he became ever more evident, an almost solid blue light.

Again I shivered, and vowed anew that
they would never do this to me. When I was dead I would be dead,
like old Xarr.

Later, on the aerial
ride home, Newton left me to my own thoughts and then, eventually,
intruded on them.

“You must remember a few things, your
majesty. And it’s time you knew of others. There were things I
thought best to keep from your father, and now I think it was a
mistake. He did not know about Queen Haydn’s...regeneration,
because we in the Science Guild had no idea if what we had done
would last. It was a difficult decision even to try. The technology
had been gleaned, as most of ours has been, from the Old Ones. It
is very difficult for me to admit, because I am a man of science,
that most – practically all – of what I’ve accomplished has been by
standing on the shoulders of those who have come before me.

“We still know very little about the Old
Ones, and yet what we do know baffles us. Where did they come from?
Why did they die out? Was there a time when our two races
coexisted, and if so, why did we flourish while they were swept
away?

“Their few books that have survived, along
with a few of their fossils, have given us scant clues. It is
through their machines that we know them best. We know for example
that in their days on Mars there was an Old One named The Machine
Master who built, or designed, much of what we have been able to
make use of. We think that in that era the oxygenation stations had
already been shut down and abandoned, because we find no mention in
any of his records of any such devices. They must have been in use
before his time.

“This of course hinders us now, because what
records of The Machine Master that haven’t been destroyed are quite
complete and useful. He was a meticulous engineer. There are hints
of devices he made that are astounding. Your father and grandmother
were regenerated using a technology that is incomplete to us –
apparently a variation of it was used as a weapon. His notes
mention ‘plasma soldiers,’ though we have been able to find no
record of any such device.”

“He sounds as if he was a horrible creature,”
I said.

Newton, as if broken from his reverie, looked
at me blankly and then nodded. “Perhaps so. While much of his work
was benevolent, there is a darker side to his engineering that is
all too evident. There are hints that he was being driven to build
these destructive devices by a malevolent force – though we don’t
know what that was.” He smiled faintly. “What it does tell us is
that the Old Ones were not immune to war or cruelty, just as we are
not.” His eyes took on a faraway look. “There are hints at other
storehouses of knowledge which we have not yet discovered...”

“Let them stay hidden, then.”

“Would you have creatures like Frane make use
of such power, instead of the republic?” he asked.

I pursed my lips, because I had no
answer.

“I fear we will miss old Xarr greatly. I know
very little of military matters, and I don’t much understand this
move of Frane’s, to fight a great open battle when she has a stolen
weapon to draw on.”

“What exactly did she obtain by taking over
the Science Guild facility at Solis Planum?”

Newton’s eyes darkened. “The last remaining
concussion bomb on Mars, like the one which destroyed the city of
Burroughs in the First Republic War. It was kept for research
purposes, and now it is in her hands. There was an aerial machine,
very fast, as well as a few ground transports. It is the concussion
bomb that worries me most of all.”

“What will she do with it?”

“I don’t know, but I believe she must be
stopped before she has a chance to use it.”

The rest of our trip home was spent in
troubled silence.

Xarr’s absence was
already making itself felt. There had been defections from the
army, many of them F’rar. I was introduced to the feline who would
take the old general’s place, a much younger man in a crisp new
general’s uniform. He was prim and proper, with slicked back black
fur and pink eyes, and looked to me to be putting on an act, though
I learned later that he had fought hard in the first two Republican
Wars – on the side of the F’rar. I did not like him.

“And so,” he said, for at least the tenth
time, pointing to a spot on his tenth chart, a map of the Valles
Marineris region that I had to admit was detailed, “we will draw
Frane like a magnet toward the great chasm, and merely” – he made a
dismissive gesture with his paw – “push her in!”

“You make it sound so simple, General Reis.
Tell me, how do you propose to, as you say, ‘draw Frane like a
magnet’ toward the canyon?”

“It is simple, your majesty,” he said,
swelling up like a proud peacock. “She is already heading
there!”

“And how long will it take her to reach
Valles Marineris?”

“A matter of weeks, your majesty.”

“And your army will be there, waiting for
her?”

“Well...” He averted his eyes, pretending to
study his chart.

“How large is our army, after recent
defections?” I asked, keeping my voice level and businesslike.

“Those...figures are changing daily, your
majesty.”

“Today’s figures, please, general.”

Without looking at me, he pretended to rifle
through a stack of papers next to his chart. “That would be...”

“Let me give you today’s figures,” I said.
“While Frane is at this point leading an army of ten thousand
Baldies, with more arriving daily, the Army of the Second Republic
stands as of this morning at eight thousand, seven hundred and
fifty, with a defection rate of one percent per day. Does this
sound correct?”

“I would say...” he nodded. “I would say that
sounds correct, yes, your majesty.” He turned from his papers to
look at me hopefully. “But—”

“The word ‘but’ does not exist in this room,
general. We both know that if you were to give the order this
afternoon to march, with far garrisons joining you on the way, you
could not reach Valles Marineris, or wherever Frane chooses to
fight, in less than four weeks! And that’s at a forced march pace,
with defections bleeding away your army even as it’s replenished.
The defections we will work on. But the plain fact is that Frane
will choose the battlefield, and will be there, entrenched, waiting
for us.”

“‘Us,’ your majesty?” he said, his pink eyes
widening.

“I will be leading the army, General
Reis.”

He began to blubber. “But–but–but–this cannot
be!”

“What did I tell you about the word ‘but,’
general?”

His mouth clamped shut, and his pink eyes
bulged.

“I will lead the army, and you will do
everything in your power to assist me, and when the time comes we
will win a great victory over Frane, and destroy her and her Baldy
army. Yes?”

“As you wish, your majesty.”

“Good. Now kneel down, general,” I said,
holding out my right paw, “and kiss my ring of office in fealty to
me and the Second Republic.”

For a moment fire showed in his eyes, but he
did as he was told, and went down on one knee and bowed his head
over my outstretched paw.

I felt the lightest of kisses on my ring.

“From this moment on, you owe every ounce of
your allegiance to me,” I said. “You are F’rar, and I am half so,
and we have a great duty to our republic and to our planet. There
can be no further treachery by our clan. It cannot and will not be
allowed. Do you understand?”

He looked up at me briefly, before bowing his
head again.

“Yes, your majesty.”

“Good. With your help, I will stop the
defections in the army among our people. And we will march
tomorrow, at dawn. Yes?”

Again a brief, unreadable look.

“Of course, your majesty.”

“Good. And if you do not prove yourself
worthy to me, or your office, and betray either in any way, I will
kill you myself.”

 



Seven

“But this is
madness!” Darwin said, as I knew he would.

“I am very tired, Darwin, and I don’t wish to
argue. I have made my decision. Please be happy with it.” I waved
an exhausted paw, from where I lay curled on my divan. Its soft
pillows felt like cool hands calling me to sleep. I wanted only to
give myself up to them.

“But if you must go, take me with you!”

I shook my head, and yawned. “No.”

“You cannot keep me here! You must take me so
that I can...cook for you!”

I laughed. “You pride yourself too much on
your cooking, Darwin. Just because you and my father were forced to
become chefs in the last war, doesn’t mean you’re any good at it.
From what I hear, my father was the much better cook–”

“In all seriousness, I cannot stay here.”

“I need you here to help Newton, and to keep
an eye on the senate and the assembly. I’m appointing you Queen’s
Representative. It’s all in my grandmother’s charter. You will have
powers second only to mine.”

“But you’ll need me in the field!”

I was too tired, and did not want this
conversation to go anywhere near the mysterious, frightening places
it could easily go, so I feigned toughness, just as I had that
afternoon with General Reis.

“It is my wish,” I said simply. “Go now.”

And then I closed my eyes until he was
gone.

But sleep, of course, would not come, despite
my exhaustion. I had done nothing but fight with someone or other
the entire day. Even Brenda, the old cook, had to be disciplined to
keep her from marching to war with me – and she with arthritis, and
a bad hip!

I opened my tired eyes and watched the open
curtains in my room flutter. It was a clear night, and over the top
of the Hall of Assembly the stars shone like diamonds on the
blackest velvet. How soothing to be out among the stars, I thought
– how much better to float among them and forget all the cares of
running an entire world – one which might be destroyed by either
war or natural catastrophe in the coming months.

How much better not to be me...

I dreamed then, of my birth. Or at least what
I thought my birth was like. I remember coldness from the
beginning, descending a cold shaft, a mother devoid of warmth, lost
in unhappiness and loss, incapable of transforming that into a new,
warm love for her only kit. My mother had a litter of one, an
unusual and some – those given to superstition – said, of special
significance. I was given over to the care of nursemaids
immediately, and never wanted for anything except my mother’s
touch.

And then I dreamed of Darwin, barely out of
kithood himself when he first played with me, always smiling and
warm, in a way, I suppose, a substitute for my mother, as well as
the brother I never had.

And even in the dream I knew that I had
ordered him to stay behind not because I needed him to watch the
government, which would do very well watching itself, I thought –
but because I wanted him, above all other things, to be safe.

Because, I knew, he was in love with me.

And I with him.

 



Eight

“What do you think,
Rebecca?”

In the mirror reflection, I could see my
lady-in-waiting’s frown as she stood behind me, but her voice said
sweetly, “Very becoming, my lady.”

“Don’t lie to me,” I said.

“You do look rather...martial, your
majesty.”

“Yes....”

I allowed myself a slight smile, which threw
the entire look off. Head to toe in armor, a deep red, almost
black, severe, with black leather boots. The outfit outlined my
thin frame and made it look sharp and tight as a knife blade. From
the table beside me I hefted up my helmet, dark red with a thin
plume of jet black color trailing from the back like a ponytail. I
fitted it onto my head and turned to stand full in front of my
chambermaid.

“There!” I said, putting my gloved hands on
my hips. “What do you think now?”

This time her frown was a full one. “It looks
rather...warm...”

“Bah! It will be fine. I always knew I would
need something impressive to go into battle, and it took me months
to design this. Darwin said the same as you but you’re both
wrong.”

She bowed her head. “As you wish,
m’lady.”

“Help me fit on my sword.”

She did so, and I discovered that, in its
fancy scabbard, encrusted with rubies and sapphires and the
occasional diamond, it was much heavier than I had thought it would
be. In fact, it made me list slightly to the left, which I had to
compensate for – which soon gave me a cramp in either side as I
strutted around the room.

I went to the window and looked down at the
courtyard below, where my army awaited me. There was a sea of
mounted men in rank and file, and not a hint of metal armor among
them. The day was warm, and the battle weeks away. I instinctively
knew that if I appeared among these felines in this garb I would be
an instant laughing stock. Not a good way to begin a campaign!

I removed my helmet, breathing heavily in the
warm air, and wiped perspiration from my brow. I regarded myself in
the mirror again, and a slow smile came to my face. I turned to
Rebecca.

“Well, perhaps it is a bit much. Help me off
with it, will you? I believe a simple tunic will do at this point.
We can pack the light armor General Xarr gave me months ago. And
Rebecca?”

She stopped in the middle of unfastening one
of the hard-to-use buckles that were built into the frame of my
warrior cage. “Yes, m’lady?”

“Let’s keep these between you and me, shall
we? I wouldn’t want the troops to think I was a fool. At least not
yet, anyway.”

She stifled a short laugh and nodded
enthusiastically. “As you wish, your majesty.”

When it was all off, a great heavy pile
of unwieldy heavy metal on the floor, I asked her sheepishly,
“Would you do me the great favor of hiding this in a closet when
I’m gone?”

When I appeared,
there was a stiffening of backs and a hush. I rode slowly,
inspecting the troops, nodding regally and keeping a steady pace. I
had no idea what I was doing, but tried to remember Xarr’s advice:
“Look like you know what you’re doing, and you’ve already done it.”
I hoped that my light crimson tunic, thinly fringed in a light
shade of gold, was appropriate. The matching cape wafted behind me
in the gentle breeze, and my sword, in its plain, lighter scabbard,
felt good against my side.

When I reached General Reis at the head of
the column his eyes flickered with either mild approval or disdain,
I could not tell which. He sat stiffer and taller in his saddle
than an officer should, I thought, but we would see his prowess
tested on the battlefield, which was the most important thing.

“Good morning, general,” I said.

“Your majesty,” he replied, bowing his head
slightly.

“A good day to ride,” I continued, taking my
place to his right. “Shall we?”

“As you wish, your majesty,” he said, and
gave the firm order to march, waving his hand back and then
forward.

“Onward, for the glory of Mars!” he shouted,
and the great army began to move.

At the gates of Wells, which were open wide,
I looked for Darwin in the massive crowd, but was disappointed to
see him nowhere. His distinctive white fur with the single stripe
on his crown would have been visible anywhere, but was not to be
found in that sea of faces, some shouting encouragement, some
crying for a relative gone off to war, some shouting the slogans of
war fever. It was magnificent and frightening – but without Darwin,
I was a little lonelier.

I turned in my saddle to regard the Hall of
Assembly, already shrinking in the distance behind us. Darwin was
there, no doubt, doing as I had asked, helping to run a world while
its young Queen went off to war.

“Something wrong, your majesty?” Reis asked
in his unctuous voice.

“Nothing that victory won’t cure, general,” I
said, turning back around to fix him with a steady gaze.

He nodded quickly, and turned his attention
back to the long road ahead of us.

I felt as alone as I ever had.

Oddly, that night,
camping under the stars for the first time in my life, was one of
the happiest I had ever spent. And I didn’t know why. Was it
because I was finally fulfilling the destiny I had been groomed for
my whole life? Was it because I was free of the constraints of
Wells, the political infighting, the lying, the bowing and
scraping? I had no idea. I only knew that I felt free for the first
time ever.

It was a beautiful evening, with a purpling
bowl of sky at the setting horizon darkening to deepest black
overhead, with a billion twinkling stars accompaniment to the
desert crickets of late summer. The gentle hills were still green
with vegetation, but soon this would change to sparse scrub as we
skirted south of the Great Desert west of Wells, which stretched
almost halfway from the equator to the North Pole. Luckily routes
had been carved below this sandy continent over the centuries, and
it was not without water and rough-hewn towns. We would not be long
out of sight of civilization on this march, which would eventually
carry us away from the looming desert and into the plains of
Margarifiter Planum, far north of my grandmother’s homeland,
Argyre, and then into the lowlands of Valles Marineris itself. I
had only seen this massive gash in our planet once, by air, and
even from a height of 10,000 feet it had astounded.

Phobos was up, casting its ghostly pink
light. Unable to sleep, I wandered through the camp, always with my
bodyguard of two, and listened to the night sounds of an army at
rest. There was much cursing, most of it mild at the moment, the
complaints of footsore foot soldiers or riders whose derrieres were
not yet formed to the saddle. There were many card games, most of
them Jakra, which I longed to play, but, as instructed by Xarr, I
was not to do because too much mingling was not proper. There was
some singing, especially among one contingent of the Yern clan, who
were known for their deep, melodious voices. This was not an
exaggeration. I stopped to listen to a native song, from far to the
north:

And his homeland he missed,

The young Yern soldier,

And the true love he left behind,

In battles he fought

He became ever bolder,

But he never forgot his homeland,

Or the true love he left behind...

Imagine a deep tone of sadness and longing
injected into these words, a lyrical bass voice that carried with
it the hopes and dreams of a people, and you will have some sense
of what I heard.

I walked on, nodding to these soldiers as I
passed, and, suddenly, I had walked out of camp.

Only I had not quite run out of soldiers. For
there was a solitary fellow off in a field, running hither and yon,
aiming a small tube at the sky.

“I wouldn’t bother with ‘im if I was you,
your majesty,” one of my guards said, with deference.

“Why not?”

“He’s balmy, is why,” the guard replied.

I looked at the other guard for confirmation,
but he was stone-faced.

“I should like to speak with him,” I
decided.

The first guard shrugged and said, “He’s
balmy, but he ain’t dangerous.

“Very well, then. Stay here.”

I walked on alone, into the field.

The fellow did not see me at first, and kept
up his strange dance, moving from one spot to the other, aiming his
instrument at the sky, and then quickly moving to yet another spot.
As I approached I heard that he was mumbling to himself: “Yes...oh,
yes. Fine. Yes,” as he went about his work.

“Excuse me?” I said when I was nearly upon
him.

He jumped as if an electric charge had been
run through him.

“Don’t ever do that!” he squealed, panting
and looking about him as if ready to be attacked.

“It’s only your Queen, and I wish you no
harm.”

His eyes fixed on me like a mad colt, but
eventually his breathing evened and he calmed down.

He continued to stare at me.

“Is it really you...?” he asked.

I said nothing, and he made a jerking motion
forward, stepping closer to me. He tripped over an unseen stone,
and went sprawling at my feet.

I heard the tinkle of glass.

“My telescope!” He shrieked, as if he had
been stabbed.

He pulled himself into a sitting position and
retrieved the broken instrument from beneath him and examined
it.

He began to gently sob, rocking back and
forth, before suddenly remembering my presence. He held the
instrument up, a movement which caused broken glass to slide down
the useless tube.

“You’ll forgive me, your majesty,” he said,
issuing hitching sobs. “It’s just that I’ve had it so long, and
took so much pleasure in it, and now it’s...useless!”

Unable to continue, he broke into a fit of
uncontrolled weeping.

I waited a proper amount of time, and then
asked, “You’re an astronomer, then?”

This calmed him somewhat, though his nod was
a tentative one. “Of sorts. Not the proper kind, mind you, but I do
love the sky so.”

“What is your place in the army?”

“Whu–?”

This seemed to throw him, and I was about to
repeat my question when he answered, with a bitter laugh, “Just a
foot soldier, your majesty. And not much of one. I grew potatoes,
you see, but now I’m to fight Baldies. This...” he held up his
broken telescope, “is just a diversion. Something to keep me from,
well, thinking about fighting Baldies.”

“What is your name?” I asked.

“Copernicus, your majesty.”

“Are you very good at astronomy?”

“Oh, yes!” He stood up. “I know the sky like
I know the back of my hand, or every furrow in my far field.”

“How did you learn?”

“By looking at the sky, of course! Every
chance I can!” He regarded the broken tube in his hand, and let it
fall to the ground. “I did, that is...”

“I’ll tell you what, Copernicus. I have a
beautiful instrument back in Wells, a telescope that belonged to my
father. It was made by the Science Guild, designed by Newton
himself, and has been collecting dust for years because I have
never showed the interest in the heavens that my father did. It’s
less than a day’s ride back to Wells. What would you say if I sent
back for it, and gave it to you?”

His eyes widened, as if I had told him that
giant harlows were bearing down on him.

“You can’t mean that.”

I nodded. “Consider it done, Copernicus.”

He fell at my feet and began to weep again.
“You don’t know how happy you’ve made me!”

Embarrassed, I drew my paw away as he
slobbered over it. “Don’t worry, Copernicus, I may need you to do
me a favor someday.”

“Anything!” he wept. “Anything, my
Queen!”

I left him there, drooling and gathering the
pieces of his broken instrument. I gave the order to one of my
bodyguards, who left to find a rider, while the other one stood
shaking his head.

“Like I told you, your majesty: balmy.”

“He may be balmy, as you say, but I
have the feeling we may need him before all this is over.”

The morning dawned
bright. I awoke refreshed, dressed quickly with Rebecca’s
assistance in my tent, and emerged to find General Reis waiting for
me. A map table had been set up in front of him.

“We have news from the west,” he said.

I noted the drone of an airship overhead, and
looked up to see one of Newton’s fleet lazily circling the army.
It, and as many others as could be spared, would accompany our
march from now on. I found its motor’s purr comforting.

“What have you heard?” I said, turning my
attention to Reis.

He spread out the map before him and pointed
to the great gaping mouth that was Valles Marineris, to our north
and west. His claw traced the extreme southeastern edge of the
canyon.

“Frane’s army is concentrating here,” Reis
stated. We have aerial reconnaissance to prove it, as well as
advance scouts who, as you can imagine, have not been able to get
very close. A few spies have been trying to infiltrate the Baldy
army, but you can imagine the difficulties. We will continue to
work on it.”

“Why this particular spot?” I inquired,
studying the map.

“It is close to their supply lines,” Reis
answered, “and the ground to the south is level. I propose we
approach from the west, skirt the tip of the canyon and attack them
where they are camped.”

“Is it high ground?”

His face showed a puzzled look. “That’s what
disturbs me. It is suitable ground, but there is better land for
entrenchment to the north or west.” He looked at me blankly. “It’s
almost as if they can’t wait to fight us.”

“Perhaps they are overconfident.”

“Let’s hope so,” he said, rolling up the
map.

“It’s time to break camp, and find
out.”

That day’s march,
and the next three, were easy. The weather was mild, late summer
breezes mitigating the heat, and the nights were cool and clear.
Copernicus’s telescope arrived, and I fended him off as long as I
could before finally giving in to explore the night sky with
him.

“You know,” I cautioned, “this is something
I’ve never been much intrigued by. My father, and my grandmother
before him, were greatly interested in the planets and stars, but
for me they’re only something to fill the night sky.”

“How wrong you are, your majesty!” Copernicus
enthused. He had trained the instrument – a sleek white tube on a
sturdy mount made of junto wood– on Diemos, which just then was
passing overhead. When he moved aside, squealing with delight, I
looked into the eyepiece.

“It looks like a pockmarked potato,” I said,
with little enthusiasm, as the moon quickly moved across the field
of view.

“Yes! But isn’t it beautiful?”

I gave the eyepiece back to him, and studied
the beautiful night with my naked eyes.

A blue dot was just rising in the east, which
I knew to be Earth.

“Now that’s something I’ve always found quite
interesting,” I said in passing.

“Hmmm?” Copernicus took his eye from the
instrument and noted the direction of my pointing.

“Ahh!” he cried, immediately swiveling the
telescope that way. “It’s up!”

After he had had his look, he turned the
instrument over to me, and I saw a tiny blue and brown world
floating like a child’s play marble in the heavens.

“It’s where the Old One’s came from!”
Copernicus said brightly behind me.

I took my eye from the eyepiece. “Who told
you that?”

He became suddenly quiet in the dark.

“Speak to me, Copernicus.”

“I have... proof,” he said quietly.

“What sort of proof?”

He reached into his tunic, and withdrew a
single sheet of paper, many times folded. It looked fragile.

With a trembling hand he held it out to
me.

“Will this get me in trouble, your
majesty?”

“Why would it?”

“Heresy, perhaps?”

I laughed, taking the folded sheet from him.
“It’s not heresy to think that the Old Ones came from the stars, or
Earth, or anywhere else, Copernicus. The truth is, no one knows
where they came from. I heard all kinds of stories growing up. To
tell you the truth, I found those stories much more interesting
than the night sky. I’ve always been greatly interested in history,
and the origins of the Old Ones is the greatest mystery of all,
isn’t it?”

“Not if you believe that paper,” he whispered
reverently.

I carefully unfolded it, and, holding it
delicately by two corners, angled it toward the weak light of
Deimos. It was a ruled sheet, and very old, but well preserved.
There was handwriting on it, a bit of a scrawl, but after tilting
it this way and that I was able to read the writing. It was a
journal entry of some sort.

“The last ship leaves tomorrow, and I’ll be
on it,” I read out loud. “Despite all our time here, we have
failed. If only we had put our efforts into saving home, instead of
remaking Mars.”

I looked at Copernicus in the dark. “But
there’s no mention of Earth! It could be anywhere it’s talking
about!”

“Turn it over,” he said, in a near
whisper.

I did so, and squinted at a final sentence,
which I could barely make out in the weak light: “Tomorrow we
return to Earth.”

“Where did you find this?” I asked.

“In my potato field, when I was plowing. It
was in a very old box, made of metal which didn’t rust, with a seal
on it that hissed when I broke it open. There were some trinkets,
and that paper, which was the last page of a journal.”

I carefully refolded it and handed it back to
him.

“Take good care of that paper,” I said. “When
we return from battle Newton will want to see it.”

“I’ve never told anyone before, because I
thought I would be beaten, or worse.”

I laughed. “What was the rest of the journal
about?”

“Whoever wrote it was a scientist,”
Copernicus said. “And mentioned cats once or twice.”

“And?” I urged.

“That they were thriving, and would be left
behind, along with the other... animals.”

“Animals?” I laughed again, but stopped when
I saw the seriousness of Copernicus’s demeanor.

“You just take good care of that piece of
paper, all right?”

“I will,” he said.

“Now let me have one more look at
Earth.”

Later in my tent, by
the dim light of a lamp, I pulled one of my own most precious
possessions from its place in my traveling trunk. It was an Old One
book, very old and brittle, with the names and pictures of Old One
composers. It had originally been my Grandmother Haydn’s book. I
had often wondered what their music had sounded like, and had even,
when alone, written a few of my own little tunes on the tambon,
trying to recreate what those sounds might have been like. The
results had not been pretty.

I turned the pages with care, noting the
missing or disintegrated entries. I came to my father’s namesake,
the beginning long disintegrated, only part of a fat old face
visible above the partial name, SEBASTIAN BACH. My Aunt Amy, who I
had never known, named for the Old One composer AMY BEACH, came
next, and then the most intact of all the pictures in the book,
FRANZ JOSEPH HAYDN, for which my grandmother was named. The naked,
severe visages of the Old Ones had often frightened me as a kit –
they looked forbidding and massive, without humor or mercy. Only
the picture of my own namesake, CLARA SCHUMAN, whose brother or
perhaps husband ROBERT’s portrait faced hers in the book, held a
strange beauty for me. Though she was hairless save for a bun of
black hairs on the top of her head, and her ears were strangely
shaped and low, and she was devoid of whiskers and her naked paws,
folded in her lap, had strange flat claws at the end of too-long
fingers, there was something about her I found attractive. I had
often thought I saw some of my own demeanor in her elegance,
despite her weird ugliness.

I slowly closed the book and put it away, and
lay back on my bed with my paws behind my head. I stared at the
roof of the tent, undulating gently in the cool night breeze, and
listened to the crackle and snap of distant and near camp
fires.

The Old Ones from Earth?

I smiled at the fantastic nature of it.

What would Newton say?

Or, perhaps, did he already know?

My mind, filled with fantastic thoughts,
spiraled slowly down into sleep.
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“Attack!”

I awoke with a start, the desperate voice I
heard mingling with a dream of the Old Ones. For a moment I stared
at the ceiling of my tent, now suffused with faint light. Dawn?

“Attack! We’re being attacked!”

The dream dispersed, leaving waking
reality.

The flap of my tent was thrown open, showing
a wild-eyed Rebecca. Outside I heard shouts and alarms, the
clanging of armor and sword.

“What is it, Rebecca?” I asked.

“They–!” she said, unable to speak.

I threw myself from the bed and pushed past
her.

A scene of chaos met my eyes. General Reis
was nowhere to be seen, but his lieutenants were desperately trying
to form their troops into some sort of order. In the distance I saw
a mass of white bodies – Baldies? – at the edge of the camp and
drawing closer. Within the camp was a huge and at first
incomprehensible mass, charging like a huge bellowing machine from
right to left.

“It’s a h-harlow, your majesty!” Rebecca
stammered, clutching at me.

“Merciful Great One,” I breathed, my eyes
fixed on the largest beast on the planet, a wild raging monster,
unstoppable.

It charged ahead, throwing bodies into the
air, and then suddenly turned its bulk toward me. I saw behind it a
running horde of white.

“They’re herding it!” I shouted, more
fascinated than frightened. “The Baldies are guiding it!”

It was charging straight for us.

I pulled Rebecca away from the tent, and
broke into a run as the beast hurtled at us. Its eyes were wide and
flat and black, filled with dark, mindless wild hate, and the
unthinking brute suddenly leapt into the air–

I pushed Rebecca down as the beast roared
over us, flattening my tent before galloping on. In its wake came a
score of screaming Baldies, bearing whips with which they urged the
harlow. Two of them split off and ran straight at Rebecca and I,
snarling, their fanged mouths wide.

My sword was in my ruined tent, and I covered
Rebecca with my body and turned to take the blow as the Baldie in
front raised his whip to strike.

He was cut down as his hand came forward by a
rush of my soldiers, but the other Baldie was able to lower his
whip arm before he was taken down.

I felt the hot lash of the whip across my
face and then the Baldie fell dead at my feet, struck by a score of
blows from rushing soldiers.

“Your majesty!” Rebecca screamed, pulling
herself from beneath me and kneeling to attend to my wound.

“Is it that bad?” I said, trying to keep my
voice light and at the same time trying to ignore the hot, searing
pain.

“It may scar!” Rebecca cried, dabbing at the
streak of blood with her own tunic.

“Then it will scar,” I answered, levelly. “I
will look like general Xarr, perhaps.”

I was being helped to my feet by a score of
paws, and already my tent was being remounted. As I was helped
inside I said, “What of the rest of them? And the harlow?”

“Most of the Baldies were killed,” a young
captain who strode up reported. The harlow is gone into the
hills.”

“Send out parties after it, and when we set
up camp this evening use the perimeter defenses that Newton
supplied us with. Isn’t it odd to find a harlow this far
south?”

“More than odd,” General Reis said, striding
into my tent. “My apologies, your majesty – if we had had any
indication of a harlow in the area we would of course have used the
perimeter defenses.” He studied my face, which was still being
dabbed at by Rebecca, who had retrieved a first aid kit.

“Do I remind you of anyone?” I teased, but he
did not, or chose not, to understand.

He asked, “Shall I give orders to march?”

“Of course. What of injuries?”

“One soldier dead, trampled by the harlow.
Eight Baldies killed. The attack was deliberate.”

“We may expect more of the same?”

“Perhaps. I’ve already doubled scouting
parties.”

I nodded, and after a moment he turned on his
heel and left, marching out as he had marched in.

“Strange...” I said, to no one in
particular.

“Your majesty?” Rebecca answered, halting her
ministrations.

I waved my paw. “Nothing, Rebecca. Thank you
for your help. It feels much better.”

There were sudden tears in her eyes. “You
saved my life! And were hurt because of it!”

I took her paw in my own, and squeezed it.
“You would have done the same for me.”

She snuffled, looking away, and continued to
attend to my wound, which stung greatly but which I was already
forgetting.

Strange, I thought.

Strange that the Baldies seemed to be in
control of that harlow, when normally they would have been wild
with lust for the beast’s tusks, which they valued above all else.
I had never heard of a harlow being controlled before, by
anyone.

Did Frane now have power over the beasts of
the world?

And how had she been able to control the
Baldies, who were notoriously wild and untamable, in the first
place?

Strange...
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We became a more
cautious army, more vigilant, more ready, with more probing
tendrils ahead and behind us, more careful reconnaissance by our
aerial companions – and yet for the next two weeks, as we drew
nearer to Frane’s army, all was quiet. There was a brief sandstorm,
whipped down from the desert to the north but petering out almost
before it began. In a way this was a disappointment, for we had
barely secured our equipment and locked ourselves in our battened
down tents than the skies cleared and it was time to move again.
Copernicus explained to me later that we were too far south to feel
the real wrath of any such storm, and that we had felt the farthest
edges of it.

“Another hundred miles north, though...” he
said, shaking his head, “and it would have been another story
indeed.”

He did not share my disappointment, and spent
that night in rapture with his telescope under the stars.

I had spent the previous three evenings alone
in my tent, trying to compose a letter to Darwin. There was no
doubt now in my mind that I loved him, and I thought it only right
that I express that love to the one I had left behind. But every
attempt –

My dearest Darwin...

Darwin, my love...

– had ended with my crumpling the offending
sheet of stationary in my paws and throwing it to the ground.

Finally, I decided to be direct:

Darwin,

I trust this letter finds you well. We
are about to engage in a great battle, and I find that I must tell
you certain things now, since there may be no other time. I don’t
know how this happened or why, but the fact is that I love you.
This is a mysterious thing to me, but it is a fact that must be
faced. When I return, if you feel the same, as I think you do, I
propose that we be betrothed and that you be my King.

I signed it with all my love, then read it
over again and nearly tore it up. It was lame and ineffectual, but
at that moment the evening courier arrived, and, almost without
thinking, I folded and shoved it into an envelope, closed it with
my seal and gave it to him. There would be no other chance before
battle, and I put the letter into his paw.

He bowed and left, and I took a great,
deep breath and then walked out to look at the stars with
Copernicus.

Two days later a
gypsy army of nearly two hundred joined with us, led by a fellow
named Costain, claiming to be a cousin of the great gypsy leader
Miklos, who my father had known. A day later, we met the forward
edge of Frane’s army. At dusk the perimeter alarms went off, and
three harlows were spotted by far scouts. There was plenty of time
to prepare, and an aerial bomb dispatched one of the beasts, along
with its attendant contingent of wailing, herding Baldies, before
it reached the fringes of our camp. The other two were dispatched
closer in, by the weapon which Newton had given us, consisting of a
ground analyzer, which picked up the beast’s tread, and a heavy box
on a tripod with a muzzle, which was aimed at the animal, and
issued a blast of blinding light which felled the monster. The
other got closer, but was brought down before it had reached the
perimeter.

There were two other attacks that night, and
as dawn broke we prepared for our last march. General Reis pointed
to the northwest, our direction of travel.

“Just over that ridge is a low plain, and
then Valles Marineris will come into sight.”

An unnatural thrill went through me.

“There are Baldies in the plain,” the general
continued, filling me in with scouting reports, “with the vast
majority waiting at the rim of the canyon.”

“Let’s meet them, then.”

He nodded, and we spurred our horses
forward.

The Baldies attacked
first with harlows, and then in packs consisting only of their own
number. But we had anticipated this, and spread our army to either
side so that we could not be outflanked. The canyon, a tremendous
cut in the ground that grew ever wider as we approached, seemed to
swallow all sounds and echo it back in a ghostly fashion. The hair
on the nape of my neck stood up as we grew near, and the battle
intensified. It was as if we were marching toward a giant hole in
Mars.

The harlows were dispensed with in short
order. Now the Baldy horde grew in front of us into a keening mass
of mad beasts armed with tooth and claw. Some held weapons, swords
and even an occasional shield. And yet we ploughed through them
methodically, hacking at their wild, hissing faces, their pink and
impossibly light blue eyes, their thin strange whipping tales, long
claws, nearly hairless bodies with patches of dirty white fur
covering their genitals and beneath their armpits with the
occasional tuft on their near-naked heads. And still they came at
us, and more of them, and we cut them down like shafts of wheat. We
had armored our legs against their claws and teeth, and the foot
soldiers wore light body armor which made the beasts’ advances
nearly ineffectual. It was only a stupid or inattentive feline who
fell to these brutes.

“This too easy,” I shouted to General Reis,
above the din of wailing Baldies and the clash of battle.

He looked at me steadily, and nodded, pausing
to hack down at a screeching beast that sought to gnaw at his boot
and scratched madly as he was felled with a sword blow. The beast
fell to the ground, its last breaths tramped from its body by the
general’s horse.

“There must be more than this!” he shouted,
and then turned to meet two beasts who sought to strike at him from
behind. They were dispatched.

I moved off, wading through the bodies of
dead or dying Baldies, bringing my own sword into play when one of
the brutes tried to tear my mare’s leg armor off with its teeth.
There was a curious odor which pervaded the battlefield, mingling
with the copper smell of blood. I thought I had smelled it
before...

I looked in the distance, where Baldies
filled the world from horizon to horizon, pressed against the rim
of the Valles Marineris chasm. We were already nearing the
cliffs.

I sought the blood red armor and banner of
Frane herself, and soon spied it to the left, amid a sea of her mad
protectors.

I began to move that way, hacking through the
mass of Baldies around me which parted like a dying wave. I almost
felt sorry for the brutes.

Frane’s banner drew closer – and now I saw
what looked to be the fiend herself, her left arm raised high with
a sword, urging the Baldies onward, her helmet crimson in the
sun.

The right arm was missing, and now I was sure
I had found my prize.

For my father, and my grandmother before
her! I thought, my vision filling with blood lust.

I spurred my horse on, riding through a sea
of crazed white bodies as if they were water parting before me.

My prize drew closer – and now Frane’s head
turned to see me. Behind her, at the cliff’s edge, Baldies were
being pushed over into the nearly bottomless pit, flailing and
screaming as they fell. I saw a harlow, crazed and trapped by the
mass of bodies around it, hurl itself over the edge rather than be
hemmed in.

Ahead of me, Frane turned, studying the
terrain behind her. She tried to move to the left but was blocked
by her own mad army, now being pushed in great numbers to the ledge
and over. To the right there was room where the harlow had been,
and she drove herself into the spot even as more Baldies filled
it.

I drew closer, brandishing my sword, and
sought to meet her eye. Two Baldies, howling, jumped on my mare and
tried to scratch its eyes out. I dispatched them, left and right in
quick succession.

Frane looked straight at me, even as I came
within hailing range.

“Prepare to die, fiend!” I shouted, raising
my sword.

Raising her own in mock salute, the one-armed
monster turned quickly –

– and jumped into the chasm behind her,
followed by a score of white-bodied acolytes.

“No!” I screamed, driving my mare to the
chasm’s edge and rearing it up. White bodies pressed around me and
I drove them off, down, hacked at them screaming, “It cannot end
like this!”

The bodies thinned out around me, as others
of my army drove toward me, slaying Baldies in droves until their
numbers dwindled and then disappeared.

I dismounted and stood panting, filled with
impotent rage, staring down at the immense pit gouged in the
surface of Mars, and the tiny unmoving white bodies littering its
bottom like specks of dust.

I spied the single spot of red among them and
screamed in rage again.

“My Queen,” General Reis addressed me, riding
up and quickly dismounting. He took my arm. “My Queen, please move
away from the edge of the chasm.”

“She cheated me, even in death,” I spat.

“She is dead, that is all that matters,” he
answered, trying to soothe me.

I turned on him, fury in my eyes. “She
cheated me!”

He drew back, perhaps alarmed at my rage.
Suddenly he bowed. “I will have her body brought up from the pit,”
he said.

“Do that.” I rammed my sword viciously into
its scabbard, and strode past him to mount my horse and trot slowly
away, trying to calm my own ire.

The sounds of battle had died around me,
leaving a field of white carnage and red blood. The moans of the
dying and wounded were like a judgment on me.

Frane is dead, I thought.

The architect of so much unhappiness on my
world, the murderer of my father, the sworn enemy of my
grandmother, had been vanquished, and was no more.

Now there would be true peace on the
planet.

Why did I feel so empty, so unsatisfied?

It had all seemed almost too easy – was that
it?

Yes...something was wrong, out of place.

What was it?

Later that day I was to find out just how
wrong things were.
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The body had been
too short. I’m sure that had been in the back of my mind, even
during the battle. It was not a F’rar body, and not Baldy, but of
some indeterminate clan, possibly from the far north.

“Perhaps a follower she picked up on her
flight,” General Reis said. “She was bound to have a few fanatics
still close to her.”

“But how many?” I asked.

On the slab before me, stripped of its armor
and helmet, the body looked little like Frane. The missing left
arm, hacked off at the shoulder, was the most telling part of its
bodily disguise.

“Do you think...?” I asked, pointing at the
healed wound.

Corian, who had joined us, laughed. “Whether
she hacked it off herself or Frane helped her, it makes no
difference. It was a bold stroke – pardon the pun.” He smiled, a
thin gesture on his leathery face. “The fact remains, it was a
daring disguise. It had my spies fooled, certainly.”

Reis asked the nomad, “When was the last time
Frane herself was in this area?”

“That is hard to say, general.” Corian
shrugged. “A week, two perhaps. She was seen and identified at one
point, most assuredly.”

Reis’s cold eye lingered on the gypsy, before
turning to me.

“It seems you may have your chance at her
yet, your majesty.”

“Yes...”

It was then that a messenger arrived, white
as a Baldy with fright, and handed Reis a note, which he quickly
opened and read.

His own pallor paled.

“What is it?” I demanded.

Without saying a word, he handed me the
dispatch. “The concussion device,” he said, his voice cracking with
disbelief.

I read the note, and my own heart turned to
stone in my chest.

“The...city of Wells is... gone,” I
whispered, dropping the note to the ground.

I do not remember
much about speaking to the assembled army, only that I said the
words that were expected of me. I told them what they already knew,
that their families, their loved ones, their way of life, their
government, everything they treasured, was gone. Everyone they had
known in the old city was dead, every shop they had loved to
frequent, the gardens, the byways, the streets, the certain slant
of light between two buildings, the house where one was born, the
Hall of the Assembly, the Senate chambers and the senators
themselves – all was no more. I told them that my heart wept for
them, and did not lie – what I did not, could not, tell them was
that my own heart was broken and would never mend. I told them what
I could and then I turned away and spoke no more, but went to my
tent, alone, and wept.

I thought of the note I had agonized over
writing to Darwin, and calculated the days it would have taken our
fast rider to get back.

Yes, I concluded, he had seen it before he
died, along with almost everything else in the world I loved.

Only Newton, I knew, had been spared, because
he had been on his way north to one of the oxygenation stations
near Bradbury. It was his people who had sent the message.

Frane had camouflaged her stolen aerial
machines to look like Newton’s own, and dropped her only great
weapon on the finest city the face of Mars had ever known.

And my beloved Darwin, who I had ordered to
stay behind, was dead.

In effect, by my own hand.

I threw myself on my bed, curled up, and wept
like a kit.

“Oh, Darwin, Darwin...”

The day went away, and it became night. There
were stirrings in the camp, but I paid no heed. I was like one
half-alive, uncaring. I would neither eat nor attend to my duties.
I would stay in this tent forever, and mourn, and berate myself for
my own failings and oversight.

You should have known.

You should have seen.

How could I be a great queen, when my
first act was to be fooled into losing almost everything that was
worthy in the world?

It was only hours
later, when Copernicus stole into my tent, crawling beneath the
back wall, his eyes wide as saucers, that I came back to the
world.

“What is it, Copernicus?” I asked. “I am not
interested in the stars tonight.”

“Your majesty,” he huffed, nearly petrified
with fright.

“What is it?”

“You must come with me now. They are coming
to kill you. General Reis is dead.”

“What–!” I hissed.

I heard a growing commotion, cries of alarm,
outside. I lunged for my sword.

Copernicus swatted my hand, and I dropped the
weapon. “Too many! Come with me now!”

“Where is Rebecca?” I shouted.

“No time!”

Something in his urgency made me follow him,
grabbing only my bag with important state papers and my most
precious possession, my book of the Old Ones, crawling beneath the
back of the tent and then moving off into the night.

I looked back and saw what looked to be a
hundred figures closing in on the tent from all sides, swords and
daggers drawn. A torch was lit and thrown at the tent, which went
up in a great and instant blaze.

“What...”

“Corian’s men, they weren’t gypsies at
all! Please follow!” he hissed, pulling at my arm.

We went deeper into
the darkness, past the field where Copernicus had set up his
telescope on so many nights.

“I still don’t understand—” I said, stopping
again to look back at the camp – too many lights, not enough of my
own soldiers, loud noises and exclamations.

“Please!” Copernicus hissed, frantically.

I stumbled after him deeper into the
darkness, until we reached a little copse of junto trees. The night
was cool and the leaves swayed as if to music.

There were two horses there, eating grass,
loaded with provisions.

I looked at Copernicus, but he pushed me
toward the less burdened one.

I mounted, secured my bag, and, after a
second attempt, he mounted his own.

“Ride with me!” he urged, in the most
frightened voice I had ever heard, and, numb with grief and
disbelief and my own fright, I followed him into the night.

 



Twelve

As dawn broke
tentatively in the east, a blot of purple against the horizon of a
black sky, Copernicus allowed that we could slow our horses down to
a canter. We had galloped nearly the whole night, keeping at first
to the northern edge of the chasm of Valles Marineres, where
various outcrops and the occasional stand of trees hid us. For a
while Copernicus considered climbing down into the chasm by one of
the wide switchbacks, and perhaps hiding for a time in one of the
numerous caves set into its side, but in the end decided that it
was essential to put as much distance between us and our assumed
pursuers as possible. So we turned sharply north sometime long
after midnight had passed. Strange echoes and soundings had come
from the great chasm, as if it was filled with ghosts, and it was a
relief to leave the monstrous cut in Mars behind us.

But soon we met with other strange wonders, a
forest the likes of which I never seen. As daylight rose, I saw
that the bark of many of these trees was a light pink in color, and
peeling as if shedding skin.

“Rinto trees,” Copernicus explained. “They
only grow in this region, and still are very rare.” He seemed
suddenly interested in a particular stand of these trees, the lower
bark of which was totally absent. He dismounted, studying these
denuded specimens closely.

“I’m not surprised,” he mumbled, half to
himself.

“Surprised at what?”

He waved at me as if in dismissal, and set to
carefully scraping one of the denuded spots, letting the shavings
fall into a pouch. “Later, your majesty,” he explained, in effect
telling me nothing. I must have shown disapproval because he
quickly added, “It is a theory, and I will want to be sure.”

Seeing as he had not been wrong to this
point, I let him have his way and changed the subject.

He remounted his horse, which, I now saw in
the daylight, had been packed with many things – bundles and
pouches and tools and, of course, his beloved telescope, mounted
along the horse’s flank, its tube peeking from one end of a
sheltering blanket.

“Stay here and rest, your majesty,” he all
but ordered me. “I want to backtrack a bit to that last ridge we
climbed and make sure we are alone.”

“We must be at this point.”

He nodded briefly, but turned his horse
sharply and rode off.

I dismounted, stretching my bones and letting
my horse crop at a sparse clump of grass. I heard the tinkle of
running water nearby and led my mount to it – a thick gurgling
stream, silver blue in the morning light. The trees overhead made a
filtering canopy, letting the early sun frolic. I was suddenly
chilled, and pulled a wrap from the bundles on my horse. I did not
want to think, but only to live. As the horse drank I sat down and
tried to empty my mind.

A useless endeavor, but before long my
weariness overcame me and I curled into an unrestful sleep on the
banks of the stream, with the fresh smell of morning in my
nostrils. I dreamed of horrible things, a battle all in blood red,
a graceful black ship floating in the sky, letting loose a device
which floated down like a spent leaf, falling, falling, falling
into the center of my city, and I watched from afar as Wells burst
into hot flame and was consumed alive, and no more...

I awoke from this horror with a start, and
heard mumbling beside me. For a moment I was disoriented, and
reached into my tunic for my hidden blade, but then the sound
resolved into Copernicus’s voice and I relaxed my grip on the
handle of my weapons. The horrid images leaked out of my thoughts
and once again it was a beautiful late summer day, growing
warm.

I threw off my coverlet, which Copernicus
must have arranged around me, and sat up, yawning.

“Are you hungry, your majesty?”

“Yes,” I said, without thinking, because,
though last night I had thought I would never be hungry or care
about anything again, the growling in my stomach was something real
and had to be attended to.

He was hunched over a makeshift workbench,
constructed of a few fallen timbers laid across two piles of rocks.
Something the deep color of blood was bubbling in a beaker, and
another held a clear liquid which gave off a sinister sharp
odor.

He turned and grinned at me quickly. A
makeshift pair of goggles occluded his eyes. He pointed to his
mount. “Lunch is there, not here,” he said brightly. “You would not
want to drink either of these, oh no...”

“What are they?”

“It’s what they will be that’s important,” he
answered.

“I’m in no mood for riddles,” I snapped
peevishly, and went to the open pack on his horse. It contained
something that looked like roots and tasted like...roots.

“What is this?” I said, making a face.

“Hard tack,” he answered. “Much of your army
carried it, your majesty – though I doubt you ever had to endure
it.”

“It’s horrible.”

“It would keep you alive for weeks on end –
and probably will.”

I sighed heavily and went to sit beside him
while he worked. There was a rock that proved to be a suitable
stool, and I made use of it.

“It’s time for you to explain everything to
me, Copernicus.”

He cocked an eyebrow, but kept working,
mumbling over his two beakers, going from one to the other and
counting off numbers.

“For instance,” I said, “where are we
going?”

“We’ll continue north,” he said. “It’s the
one place they won’t dare to follow. Otherwise, I’m afraid we’ll be
caught.”

“Are we still being followed?”

“Yes and no.”

“No riddles, Copernicus.”

“No riddle involved. There is a band of five
heading northeast, and another heading due west. About twenty miles
distant, but because of their line of march, that distance will
only increase away from us.”

“How do you know?”

“I watched them.”

My silence must have been like a scoff, for
he turned to regard me.

“The telescope,” he explained. “It’s a useful
in the day as at night, is it not?”

My face must have shown my admiration.

“And our ultimate destination?”

“My home. It is to the north, and then the
east a bit. They will not think to look there, because they do not
know I am with you. For all they know you fled alone.”

I could find no argument with that – besides
me, no one in camp had taken the slightest interest in the little
fellow.

He had resumed his counting, and when I asked
another question he held up his paw for silence.

“Twenty-nine...thirty...thirty-one, thirty –
ah!”

The blood- red liquid turned clear, and the
clear turned blood-red, as if a magic trick had been performed.

He immediately lost interest in the
experiment, and grabbed the two beakers, emptying their contents
onto the ground. They hissed like snakes.

“That’s that,” he said, satisfied. “It’s as I
thought. They were all drugged.”

“Who was drugged?” I asked.

He took off his goggles and dropped them onto
his workbench. “Practically everybody,” he said, giving me a sober
look. I opened my mouth but he plowed on, as if I were a science
student in his own lecture hall. “It is called mocra, and it’s
culled from the bark of the rinto tree. It is one of the most
dangerous substances on Mars. I doubt you’ve ever heard of it,
because, long before you were born, nearly every rinto tree on the
planet was cut down and destroyed. This was before even the first
republic was formed. Because it is such a dangerous and unstable
narcotic, mocra never became a large problem, but the potential for
disaster was there and so King Augustus, your great grandfather,
decreed that all the trees be eliminated, thereby eliminating the
problem. But here...”

He spread his hands out, highlighting our own
copse of rinto trees.

“And,” he continued, “that’s how Frane
controlled the Baldies – before she sent them to their deaths
against you.”

“She drugged them...” I said.

“Oh, yes, no doubt. She must have
experimented for months or years before she found a dosage that
would make the Baldies malleable. But there’s no doubt she did. It
is usually made into a paste from dry powder, and is always red in
color. It dissolves quickly in liquids of any kind. Do you recall
smelling a particularly spicy odor on the battlefield
yesterday?”

“Yes, I do.”

“That was from the drug. Its ingestion
produces that almost minty smell.”

“And—”

He held up a paw. “I haven’t finished, your
majesty. That same smell permeated the army’s camp last night. It’s
what alerted me to trouble. It was put into every chow bucket over
every camp fire, and eaten by nearly every soldier in the army.
Enough to produce complete disablement of the army. They became
disoriented, and then, at that dosage, they went to sleep. I doubt
many of them ever woke up.”

“Merciful One,” I swore. “And the others, the
officers, they were merely slaughtered. And I trusted the
gypsies...”

“Gypsies? There were no gypsies in camp,”
Copernicus said with conviction.

“Carion and his men were a gypsy band, sent
from Miklos.”

Copernicus shook his head. “Most assuredly
not. I grew up dealing with gypsies, and that group that joined up
just before the battle looked more liked raiders to me. In fact, I
assumed that an alliance had been made, for this battle alone. They
follow nothing but coin. They are mercenaries.”

I was stunned by General Reis’s incompetence
– even though his failure to vet our allies had cost him his life.
Ultimately, though, the responsibility still rested with me, and my
mood became even darker.

Copernicus must have sensed this, because he
said in a soothing voice, “You must remember, your majesty, that
20/20 hindsight is the clearest vision of all. It would have been
very easy for those raiders to fool you. If only I had not been so
caught up in my own studies, and had sought to ask...”

Now his own mood darkened.

“Well,” I said, “we can sit here and brood on
our stupidity, or we can move on and live.”

He looked at me, and a small smile lit his
brown-furred face. “I agree, your majesty. If we follow my plan,
and get to my home, there are inquiries I can make there, even as
you hide from those who would destroy you.”

“I will defeat Frane yet, if it is the last
thing I accomplish on this world.”

“That’s the spirit!” he cried. He set about
cleaning and packing all of his chemical apparatus, and then broke
apart his table, scattering the assembled pieces so that they were
once more part of the natural landscape.

“We have food for a week, and two good
horses, and two good riders, and all the will in the world!”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Only that we have a very good chance of
living through it!” he answered, trying to stay cheerful.

“Living through the ride north, of
course?”

Seeing my continued incomprehension, he
added, pointing ahead of us, “The ride north, where no one will
follow us! Across the Great Desert!” His laugh sounded almost mad.
“Don’t you remember, your majesty? When we got just a kiss of the
dust storm from the north? I told you how harsh and forbidding it
is – and now we’re heading straight into it!”

Again his half-mad laugh. “Actually, there’s
very little chance we’ll survive!”

 



Thirteen

That mad little
laugh of Copernicus’s stayed in my mind as we headed down into the
forbidding bowl that was the Great Desert. From the sparsely
grassed heights of the last plateau it didn’t look too forbidding –
the sun was shining and there was only a hint of increased heat
picked up from the hot sands below. Under the pink late summer sky
it looked merely daunting, a huge version, to three horizons,
north, east and west, of a child’s sand box. There were gentling
rolling dunes and dark patches that promised oases and, under this
summer sun on this gentle day, it looked no more horrid than a ride
across a huge valley. Substitute sand for countryside, I told
myself, and you would have this quick trip. There in the distance
were a few dark patches above the sand that seemed to undulate.

“What are those?” I said, pointing them out
to Copernicus, who was engaged in tightly tying down everything on
our two mounts, double and triple covering everything he could,
especially his precious telescope, which had disappeared under a
bulge of blanket layers.

“Tornadoes,” he said simply, returning to his
work, which I helped with in my clumsy way.

Then he sat down beside his horse, crossed
his legs, and closed his eyes.

“Now what?” I asked.

“We wait.”

“For what?”

“For nightfall, of course. Only a madman
would head into the Great Desert during the day.”

In a moment his chin lolled forward, and he
then gently collapsed onto the ground and curled up into sleep.

I tried to follow but could not, but sat
instead contemplating the subtle play of sinking sunlight on the
sands, and the changing colors of the landscape, from severe even
pink to shades of russet and dark brown, as dusk approached and
finally fell.

Just as I was nodding off to sleep,
Copernicus rose from the ground, stretched, and cried, “Ah!” He
shook me gently awake and said, “Time to leave!”

“But I had no sleep,” I complained, seeking
to find the ground and slumber.

“All the worse for you, then, your majesty,”
he said, and jostled me until I stood and then mounted my
horse.

It was cloudy, and pitch dark when our mounts
made the first sifting steps into the sands.

A hot breeze assaulted us from the west, as
more stars overhead were eaten by mounting cloud cover.

Copernicus sighed. “This is not good,” he
said. “Our first night, and we’re to be welcomed with a storm.”

But it never materialized, and as we pushed
out way down into the bowl the clouds magically dispersed above us,
and Phobos and then Deimos rose and set, and dawn found us
surrounded by hot sand, and pitching a poor man’s tent which
Copernicus had packed and now unpacked, which stood chest high at
the apex and five feet wide at the floor, but could be sealed on
all sides.

“The smaller the better,” Copernicus
explained, “since it gives the wind less area to work on.”

I stretched, feeling hot and ill
tempered.

“There isn’t even a breeze,” I snapped. The
sky had remained cloudless, and the sun stood out like a hot, angry
coin against the pale and otherwise empty sky.

“Wait an hour,” the little fellow said
patiently, and crawled into the tent.

While I stood regarding the empty landscape,
hill upon rolling hill of nothing but bright pink sand, he added,
“I suggest you stay out of the heat as much as possible, and get
some sleep this time.”

For a moment I stood pat, until I heard him
snoring inside.

Then, angry and tired, I crawled in after
him, to find that for such a small feline he took up a lot of
space, and had to conform my own curl to his own sprawl, leaving me
with little room to sleep and his boot precariously close to my
face. But I was suddenly exhausted, and finally slept –

– only to be awaked soon after by the wind,
which had begun as a background hiss for my bad dreams, and which
steadily increased to a whine and on to a howl before I was awake,
watching the walls of our poor structure rattle and shake like a
dying man, and buckle toward me with each pounding fist of gusting
wind.

Copernicus slept blithely on through it all,
and when I briefly unzipped the tightly closed front flap to look
out, I was instantly blinded by rushing, pelting sand. I could see
nothing a half foot in front of my face, and pulled my head back in
immediately.

The wind only increased, and all that day,
try as I might, I gained no more sleep.

When at last darkness was falling, tinting
the walls of the tent with darker light, the wind subsided, and
then fell to nothing.

Copernicus awoke, stretched, and cried his
habitual, “Ah!”

I looked at him balefully when he asked, “Did
you sleep well?”

“The sandstorm kept me awake.”

He frowned, and then said, “Oh! You mean the
wind, of course. That was no sandstorm. You’d best pray to your
benefactor that we don’t run into a real sandstorm, your
majesty.”

He pulled out hardtack from his tunic, and
after a while I did also, and almost treasured its dry, brittle
taste in my empty stomach, which I then washed away with a few
bitter sips from my canteen.

Then we packed, pulling our tent free
from the sand walls which had built around it and breaking it down,
pulling the hoods from our horses before feeding and watering them,
and riding off, once again, into the indeterminate night.

The next night and
day went much as the one before, and the one after that, also. I
began to think, as fools often due when offered repetition, that
this Great Desert wasn’t so great at all, and had nothing to show
me that I could not handle. When the clouds rolled in on the third
night and Copernicus began to make noises of alarm, I laughed and
waited for them to disperse as they had on the first night. But
they didn’t and only thickened, and then a fierce hot pelting rain
began, with drops as big as a knuckle, which at first refreshed
with their wetness but then began to assault.

“Tie the horses down, and get the tent up as
quickly as possible!” Copernicus shouted, jumping from his mount
and yanking the tent poles from their makeshift scabbard. I
followed with the tent itself, and soon we had secreted ourselves
inside, pushing our way through a thickening mixture of sand and
water which resembled not so much mud as a kind of semi-liquid
rock. Around us the landscape was turning to something resembling
lava, rivers of water and viscous sand where only dry dunes and
hollows had existed twenty minutes before.

“I hope we drove the tent stakes deep
enough!” Copernicus fretted, as the floor beneath us undulated with
flowing mixture of sand and rain. It felt like we were floating on
a river, when in fact the river was flowing beneath us.

“Pray it doesn’t last long – they seldom do,”
Copernicus said.

“And if it does?”

His doomed look told me all I needed to
know.

But as quickly as the pelting rain had come
it stopped – as if a giant switch in the sky had been violently
turned off. One moment there was the roar of watery fury on our
roof, and then it disappeared.

Already the ground beneath us stopped moving,
and then settled.

“Quickly!” Copernicus cautioned. “We must
break the tent down now or we’ll never get it out of the sand!”

We crawled out into a bizarre landscape of
scudding clouds, dark patches of deep star-studded night overhead
and a red black landscape altered around us – a hiss of drying
sands arose, sending clouds of steam into the again-dry air.
Already the sand was drying out underfoot, clumps held together by
water falling and flaking apart. Our tent was mired in a pool of
the stuff, and we dug around it madly before the sheer weight of
drying sand kept it as a souvenir of the desert.

“I don’t understand,” I said to Copernicus as
I furiously scooped sand away from it – it seemed to be sinking
beneath us.

“The water goes back into the air, but the
first rains went deep enough to be retained by the desert. Some of
it will end up in underground aquifers. Some will form quicksand
pools which won’t dissipate for days. The violence of the change
when the hot sand once again takes over from the temporary water is
such that anything of the surface will be sucked down into the
ground – including the horses!” he cried, abandoning the tent for a
moment to run to the horses, nearly ankle deep in sand and slowly
sinking as I watched. He slapped them on their flanks and they
reared up, then moved their hoofs and were free.

As I stood regarding this I felt my own boots
sinking into the ground, and had to yank them up, one after the
other, before falling to the work of reclaiming the tent.

Copernicus rejoined me, and before long, with
a mighty heave, we pulled the collapsed structure free of the pit
in which it had been mired.

I looked down to see a retreating pool of
water, which cracked and dried as I watched, then broke apart, with
a sighing sound, into a plain and level measure of desert sand.

We lay the tent out on the now dry sandy
surface nearby, and collapsed exhausted next to it. The horses were
safe, and the night was once again clear and beautiful and full of
stars, which Copernicus regarded with clear lust.

“If I wasn’t so tired I would set up the
telescope,” he remarked, craning his head high to regard a red star
overhead.

But a moment later he was asleep and snoring,
and before long I followed his example, and retained the first
sleep I had claimed since the beginning of our journey.

 



Fourteen

“As you’ve seen,”
Copernicus remarked the following night, one crystal clear and free
of even a hint of breeze, “the desert has its own set of rules. It
has its own weather, its own way of tending to itself.”

I nodded, in a slightly better mood than I
had been. I had slept nearly a whole night and following day, and
my belly was full of hardtack and my thirst, which was not as great
now as it had been at the beginning of this journey, had been sated
with a mouthful of water from my nearly empty canteen.

“I’ve heard that there are tribes of nomads
who never leave the desert,” I said, and I saw him, under the faint
light of Deimos, shiver.

“The Sandies?” he said. “We can only hope
this desert is wide enough that we don’t come across a Sandy.”

“Why? I’ve heard that they are cousins to the
gypsies, and of a like temper.”

“Hardly. They boil kits alive, so happy are
they to find meat of any kind – never mind what they would do to a
full grown feline.”

I laughed shortly. “That sounds like an old
wives’ tale.”

He brought his horse around to face me, and
stopped in his tracks. “It is no myth,” he said. “You must
remember, I live on the other side of this desert. When I was a kit
one of my playmates was spirited off in the middle of the night by
Sandies and never seen alive again. His bones were found years
later, half covered by sand at the bottom of a dune. His skull was
never found.”

“How do you know it was him?” I asked, eager
to play devil’s advocate. “And how do you know he was spirited away
by Sandies? Every community has stories about beasts and outsiders,
who they demonize and ascribe with powers and foul rites. Look at
our concept of the gypsies, before my father fell in with them? He
found them to be moral and even patriotic. Darwin told me stories
that he had heard while growing up about gypsies that would curl
your facial hair. And they turned out to be one hundred percent
untrue. We always demonize the ‘other’.”

Copernicus merely shook his head, unable or
unwilling to change his mind. “Believe me, we do not want to meet
up with a Sandy.”

I shrugged. “As you wish.”

He was studying the dawn horizon, a mottled
band of red and brown with strange patches. One of the tornadoes
which we had witnessed periodically from afar was whipping its way
from east to west, leaving a high brushstroke of dust behind
it.

“We will travel a bit during the day, today.
We need to find an oasis, and water, even if it takes us out of our
way, and they are much harder to come across at night.”

I said nothing in answer, trusting his
judgment, and we mounted, heading northwest toward one of the
darker patches of landscape, a ruddy red blot in the distance.

It proved not to be an oasis, but rather a
strange outcropping of red rocks thrust up through the surrounding
sand. We passed this strange sculpture by and went on.

Our next destination was a fortuitous one, a
dark patch which resolved itself from brown to dark green as we
approached, and proved to be what we sought. There was a deep,
bubbling pool of water surrounded by tiny desert flowers of blue
and yellow. We filled our canteens. Our horses lapped greedily at
this bounty, and it proved to be so cool and refreshing that I
resolved to take a quick bath.

Copernicus, filled with modesty, moved off to
examine the flora at the edge of the oasis while I removed my tunic
and undergarments and slipped blissfully into the pool. The water
was almost cold, and I happily submerged myself, feeling the dust
and sand slide out of my fur.

Something tickled my foot and I looked down
into the murky deep, just making out a huge shape –

With a yelp I was out of the pool and
shivering on the bank, pulling on my underthings. I watched in
wonder as a long, thin tentacle, mottled and dark blue in the sun,
snaked up out of the water as if testing the air. It grew
impossibly long, five feet, six feet, seven–

“Amazing!” Copernicus cried, appearing beside
me. “A Gigantus! Here in the middle of the Great Desert! That pool
must lead to an underground ocean or deep river!”

I continued to shiver.

“You’re lucky he didn’t pull you down,”
Copernicus said gravely, as the tentacle formed a loop at its tip
and then slowly sank back into the water, leaving a tiny splash
behind.

In a moment the pool was smooth and
inviting as it had been, but I was putting on the rest of my
clothes and turning my back on it.

“We have water to
last us the rest of the trip,” Copernicus announced happily an hour
later, as we left the oasis behind and headed due north once more.
He was studying the horizon and sky, paying particular attention to
the west, which was now suffused with a line of mist or sand which
rose high into the sky.

“I don’t like the looks of that,” Copernicus
said. “But it may blow south of us.”

We pitched our tent in the early afternoon,
after leaving the oasis, and any Sandies (“Where there is water
there are Sandies,” Copernicus had declared) and sought to sleep,
but Copernicus rose every half hour to check this approaching line.
It did indeed move to the south, behind us, he reported, but was
still growing in the west when night fell. We went on, and as the
night wore on I heard, very faintly at first, a distant keening
sound that grew incrementally.

“I’m afraid we’re in for it,” Copernicus
said, just before dawn. The keening sound had become a high
whistling howl, and the entire south and west were lost in a high,
roiling cloud of disturbed sand. Copernicus brought us to a halt in
a small valley. To my surprise, after securing our tent and filling
it with our food and water supplies, he slapped the flanks of both
horses, driving them away to the north. Needing no more
encouragement, they galloped away, bearing with them the rest of
our provisions and Copernicus’s beloved telescope.

“Why did you do that?” I asked, already
half-knowing the answer.

“If they stay the storm will kill them. This
way, without our added weight, there is a chance they will outrun
it. If so, I will see my telescope again. If not...”

He shrugged, resigned to fate, and we crawled
into our meager shelter and secured the flap after us. The howl
outside was becoming a scream, and now Copernicus had to shout to
be heard.

“We will get no rest, I’m afraid,” he said.
“Soon, you will not be able to hear yourself think. You will
believe you are going mad, with the roar of the storm. We must pray
that our stakes are deep enough to hold us in place – otherwise, we
will be blown away. And we must pray that the storm does not last
too long, or we will be buried alive, too deep to dig our way
out.”

“Cheerful thoughts!” I replied, trying to
smile and show him the courage I did not possess.

He shook his head. “There are no cowards or
heroes in sandstorms, your majesty. Only the dead, and the
survivors.”

As if in answer, the wind kicked up another
screeching notch, and I could no longer hear what the little fellow
was saying when he opened his mouth.

And so the storm went. I did not think that
any sound could be so loud, and yet it became even louder. I
pressed my paws over my ears and gritted my teeth against
screaming, and still it grew louder. Sand flew at our tent in
slapping sheets, like water without wetness. This thumping and
shearing sound only added to the din, which became unbearable. I
looked at Copernicus who was rolled up on the ground, his ears
covered, eyes wide, his mouth open – I could not hear his cries.
And still the storm mounted. I watched in horror as one of our tent
poles began to vibrate like a plucked string. It broke suddenly and
one end of our structure collapsed. The other pole, nearer to our
heads, also began to vibrate and, as I reached out to steady it, it
broke in my hands and the tent collapsed completely on top of us. I
felt a weight of sand pressing me down from above, and the wind
keened higher, and yet higher.

This seemed to go on for hours, as the weight
of sand steadily grew above us, pushing us down. It became
difficult to breath. I reached out for Copernicus, who was
shivering like a leaf.

“I can’t breathe! I can’t breathe!” he
screamed, a snatched whisper above the wind. I tried to push up the
tent above us, but the weight was too much, and I could not budge
it. It was as if a giant hand was pushing down on us, telling us to
succumb.

We waited for the end.

Then there was another sound joined to the
wind, now, a strange thumping and then scraping. I could no longer
believe my own senses. This scraping went on and on,
unidentifiable, and then suddenly the tent was ripped open above my
head. The tear grew until both Copernicus and I were uncovered. The
night was black, and sand beat against us mercilessly, and there
was a shape in the dark, a wrapped figure with dark eyes which
looked huge and reached down for me.

Before the world went away I heard Copernicus
screech once, a mighty fearful sound above the wind:

“Sandies!”
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I arose from
blackness.

I could hear nothing but the inner beating of
my own heart. I was in a dark place, but the dire howling of the
wind was gone. No, not gone – but distant, muffled, quieted.

I reached up and my paw instantly hit
something, a smooth wall or ceiling, not a foot over my head.
Behind me was another wall, and the toe of my boot found another at
my feet. To my left my paw found fur, an arm, a face which, I
determined by gentle probing, belonged to the sleeping form of
Copernicus. To my right – another body, this one awake.

A low chuckle was followed by a rasping
voice: “Sleep. That is all there is to do, now. Sleep through the
storm.”

“Who—”

“I said sleep.” The low chuckle again. “We
will discuss eating you after the storm is over.”

Again the chuckle, joined by other voices
giggling elsewhere in this box we were in.

I tried to sleep, but could only think
of those last words...

Finally I did sleep,
but was awakened by a rough hand. I opened my eyes to brilliant
daylight. I closed my eyes against the harsh light but they were
immediately forced open by an ungentle paw. A wrapped face lowered
itself over me and piercing eyes looked into my own, back and
forth.

“There is no damage,” the voice, lilting,
reported.

“The corneas are clean?” a second voice, the
one I had heard in the box, inquired.

“Yes,” the lilt said.

“Good. They were not caught outside, which
means at least one of them is not a fool.”

The face over me retreated.

“May I get up?” I inquired.

The rasping voice replied, “Of course! Get
up! Dance if you wish! The storm is over and it is a brand new
day!”

The lilting voice laughed.

I sat up, blinking, and saw that there were
two of them. Copernicus was nowhere to be seen. The two, wrapped
from head to foot in brown cloth, looked to be man and woman, and
the woman looked to be with kit. Her belly under the cloth was
huge.

“Where is..?” I began, but before I could
finish, the gruff male, who was thin, replied, “We did not eat him,
do not worry. He is using the...facilities, as he said, or he has
run away. It is nothing to us.”

Noting the humor in the voice, I said, “You
saved our lives. Thank you.”

“It is what is required,” the thin feline
said, making a slight bow with his head. “It is nothing more than
the courtesy of the desert.”

“Nevertheless, thank you.”

Again he bowed his head, as did the
female.

“Are we your prisoners?” I asked, and now the
two of them laughed out loud.

“We are all prisoners of the desert,” the
thin one said. “As to whether we hold you, the answer of course is
no. You head north, I take it?”

“Yes.”

“Then you will reach it in a matter of days.
You will fight no more storms. Your ponies are safe, tethered at an
oasis an hour from here. We will show you the way.”

“That’s very good to know.”

Another bow.

I stood and stepped out of the box we had
been in, a red wooden coffin some six foot on a side, set into the
desert floor.

“We are lucky a takra was nearby when we
found you,” the man said. He lowered the lid of the box and began
to kick sand over it with his foot. The female joined in and, out
of courtesy, so did I, until the box was covered. I noticed a thin
red pole with a red flag on it which was attached to the back of
the structure which stuck out of the sand and made the structure
identifiable.

“Are there many of these?” I asked.

“All over the desert. One learns their
locations as one learns the oases. It is a matter of survival.”

“You’re not really cannibals, are you?”

“Oh, yes,” the lilting voice said, with mock
seriousness. She patted her stomach. “We also eat our own young
when they pop.” She uncovered her face for a moment, showing a
wolfish smile. “They are particularly tasty!” The smile broke down
into laughter.

“She jokes, of course,” the male said.

“You two are betrothed?”

The term seemed to mean nothing to them, so I
amended, pointing on to the other, “You are...mated?”

The male threw back his head and rasped
laughter. “By heavens, no! She is my sister!” His laughter
dissolved. “She carries the litter of our chieftain, as do all
females. This makes all of us sons and daughters of the
chieftain.”

“I see...”

He pointed to himself and then his sister. “I
am Tlok, and my sister is Fline.” He pointed to me. “And you
are...?”

I hesitated, and then said, “My name is
Clara.”

“Clara...” Tlok seemed to roll that around in
his head before deciding that it was acceptable. “Clara, yes. Very
good.”

His sister said, with a note of sarcasm, “And
you and the chubby one, you are...as you say, betrothed?”

It was my turn to laugh, as a very disturbed
and unhappy looking Copernicus appeared, trudging toward us.

“No,” I answered, “we are not—”

I was interrupted by Tlok, who said to
Copernicus in a mocking voice, “You had a nice walk?”

Copernicus at first ignored him, and then
said, “No.”

“He did try to escape! Ha! And what did you
find, little man?”

“More of you. Kits. They taunted me.”

“Ha!” Tlok laughed again. “Perhaps we will
let them eat you!”

Copernicus’s demeanor didn’t change. He
offered Tlok a quick, sour look. “Perhaps you would.”

Fline touched my arm lightly – I saw that her
claws did not retract but were out and sharp. “We will not harm
you,” she whispered.

But the look in her eye was mysterious,
filled with laughter, and something else, unreadable.

Copernicus’s outlook
brightened a bit when we were presented with our horses, unharmed,
a few hours later. The trek to the oasis, where the mounts were
feeding and watering themselves, was uneventful except for the
cavorting troop of kits who accompanied us. They moved so fast,
bouncing and jumping and cartwheeling in the sand, that it was hard
to count there number, but I finally settled on seven. They, like
their adult counterparts, were dressed head to toe in brown cloth
coverings, and there were rough hewn sandals on their feet. Every
once in a while one of them would throw back his head and yip or
yowl, and his face cloth would slip, showing a variety of markings:
white and black stripes, one jet black, many shadings of brown, and
one curious mix of pure white and brown, each color on one side of
the face split exactly down the middle. This one seemed to be the
leader of the band, and directed them on their games, suddenly
running out away from us, followed by the others, and then bringing
this line of racing fellows back at top speed. They seemed to
particularly enjoy bedeviling Copernicus, who made the mistake of
letting them get under his skin. By mostly ignoring them and,
occasionally, smiling at their antics, I was soon deemed boring and
left alone. But poor Copernicus became the center of their universe
and the butt of their pranks.

“See what he has on underneath!” one of the
rascals squeaked, and for the next ten minutes Copernicus was
swatting the devils aside as one ran under his legs, trying to
dislodge his tunic, while another attacked from a different
angle.

I held my tongue as long as I could, and then
broke into laughter.

“Don’t encourage them!” Copernicus brayed,
pulling one away by the scruff of the neck while yet another darted
between his boots.

Finally he was sprawled in the sand, covered
by a mob of pecking kits trying to tear the tunic from his
body.

A single sound from Fline, a kind of
high-pitched yelp, and they instantly left Copernicus alone,
running off to reassemble into a dancing ring thirty feet away.

“I don’t trust them,” Copernicus whispered
fiercely, as I helped him to his feet.” I tried to get away before,
to get help, but those little monsters herded me like a heifer back
to camp. They’ll eat us yet, I tell you.”

“They seem hospitable enough, if a little
strange,” I answered.

“There’s nothing strange about them,”
Copernicus nearly spat. “They’ll find our bones in the desert, I
tell you. They’ll make a meal of me, then you.”

“Why you first?” I teased.

“Because there’s more of me,” he said, and,
perhaps realizing the silliness of what he was saying, he nearly
smiled.

“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just that I’m very
worried.”

“About what?”

Tlok and Fline had stopped ahead to wait for
us, and Copernicus’s words were rushed.

“Cannibalism aside, what they might do
with us,” he said.

But there were our
horses, content and safe, and there were our provisions, untouched,
and Copernicus’s demeanor lightened.

Once we had taken our fill of water, I found
Tlok marking a stone with a flint knife. The markings were strange
to me. When he was finished he placed the stone at the bank of the
oasis’s pool (this one shallow, and not inhabited by a
Gigantus!).

“What are you doing?” I inquired.

“This is Bleen oasis, owned by that
chieftain, and though we may partake, we must leave thanks and a
message of reciprocity.”

“Reciprocity meaning that if he or his people
are in need of an oasis owned by your chieftain, he may partake in
kind?”

“Exactly!” He seemed pleased that I
understood the concept.

“You...” he began, sitting down by the edge
of the water.

“Yes?”

His face was serious. “You are intelligent.
We were told...”

My ears pricked up. “You were told what?”

He shook his head and stood up. “Nothing.
Please, we must go. We have already overstayed our welcome in this
place. And we have another place to be by nightfall.”

He walked away, gathering the kits together
with a loud whistle, and soon we were on our way, Copernicus and I
mounted, and, mostly, out of reach of the scampering, jumping kits,
whose energy had not flagged a bit, but Tlok’s words stayed in my
mind.

We were told.

And I thought, Told by whom?
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We stopped that
evening, and to my surprise, Tlok announced that we had found
another underground shelter and must use it for the night, which
was clear and starlit.

“But why?” I asked.

He hesitated for a moment, and then said, “We
are in the Valley of Tornadoes, and must guard against the
possibility. Though the weather is clear, a tornado can appear at
almost any time. One moment the air is still and clear as water,
and then the winds come, seemingly from nowhere, and, well, one is
lost.”

“I see...”

I glanced at Copernicus, who looked very
unhappy indeed. But he held his tongue, and busied himself instead
with his mount.

The kits had found the red flag in the sand,
and were making a great game of uncovering the big square wooden
coffin which lay beneath it.

When the lid had been pried up, Tlok
indicated that we should climb in first.

“Please...”

I lay down in the box and so did Copernicus,
who was breathing heavily. When we were comfortable, Tlok began to
lower the lid over us. I saw Fline and the seven kits looking at us
soberly as the cover dropped upon us.

“But what of the rest of you!” I shouted, my
words already muffled.

I heard a clang of metal, following by a loud
click.

“I am sorry,” came Tlok’s voice, muffled
through the wood.

“What are you doing?”

“We must leave you for others to find. This
is what we were ordered to do. It was ordained by all the
chieftains. I see now that they may have been wrong in agreeing to
this. There is nothing evil about you.”

“What are you doing?” I pleaded.

“We know who you are, Queen Clara. But it was
ordained and agreed by our chieftains that you would be turned over
to Frane of the F’rar. Pacts were made, sealed with blood, which
cannot be broken. It saddens me, and I will speak with our
chieftain, Klek, when we return to him, but if I would act now
otherwise it would mean that his own word would be broken, and he
would be an outcast among all the chieftains. It would bring shame
and ruin on us all.”

Fline’s saddened voice added, “I am truly
sorry.”

Some of the kits were crying, and one of
them, their squeaking leader, was pleading, “What will happen to
them?”

“I don’t know...” Tlok’s receding voice
answered.

Barely heard, the little sprite pleaded, “But
the fat one was fun!”

And then we heard no more but the
silence of the night.

After an interval
Copernicus spoke up. He breathed a huge sigh.

“Thank the sky Tlok was so upset by his task
that he didn’t see me taking my tools from my saddlebags and hiding
them in my tunic.”

I heard a rattle and metallic clunking, and
Copernicus moved away from me in the dark space.

“And thank the sky that there’s room to work.
This may take a while, your majesty, if you’d like to take a
nap.”

He began to pound on the door overhead, and I
heard a chewing sound of metal on wood.

“I couldn’t sleep if I wanted to, with that
racket. What are you doing?”

“I’m going to drill a series of holes, and
then saw between them and make us a door to escape from. I imagine
it will take most of the night.”

“What if our new visitors from Frane get here
before that?”

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Had you thought of merely removing the
hinges?”

There was silence for a moment.

“That’s brilliant!” Copernicus cried,
finally. “And I have just the tool to remove them!”

He crawled off in the dark, and I followed,
and before long he had removed the pins from the metal hinges, and
we heaved up with our backs, throwing the door up and over and
away, where it broke the lock Tlok had secured it with, and we were
free.

Our horses stood tethered nearby.

Without a word, we left that place, galloping
our well-rested mounts, and before morning the sands began to
recede and thin, and the air lost its arid feel, filling with
humidity and a thicker warmth, and as the sun rose on our flank the
new day, and a world dominated not by sand and dry heat but by
greenery and rolling hills, spread out before us like a heavenly
vision.

Copernicus, filled with pride, pointed at a
distant valley, which looked as lush as anything I had ever
seen.

“My home,” he said.
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And so I spent the
fall and winter hiding in a place called Hammerfarm, and became a
farm girl.

Autumn was brief, with junto trees shedding
their leaves almost by the calendar, on the season’s first day. The
air turned from warm to chill, and smelled colder. The nights,
which Copernicus invariably spent with his telescope, became
downright cold, and if I hadn’t carried a shawl out to the little
fellow on occasion, I’m sure he would have frozen. But he was happy
as a man could be with the turning of the season, which meant the
coming of the winter stars. To me they were but a new set of bright
dots in the sky, but to Copernicus they were old friends seen a new
way.

“Come look at this nebula, your majesty!” he
would gasp in pleasure, and my eye was met with yet another faint
cloud of gas.

Which would invariably lead to argument when
I told him so.

The one thing that continued to spark my
interest was Earth, which I made him turn the instrument toward
whenever it rose. It was a strange blue and brown ball in the
eyepiece, showing its various land masses and polar caps to great
effect.

“It’s strange, but I feel an affinity with
that place,” I remarked one night.

“Why?” Copernicus asked, taking over the
instrument. “It’s just another rock in space. Great Jupiter shows
as much to us – more, even.”

I shrugged and went in, feeling the chill of
night.

To my surprise, little Copernicus followed
me.

“What’s bothering you, your majesty?” he
asked, as I made gemel tea on his ancient stove. The farmhouse was
older than the stove but cozy, a wood structure with a bedroom loft
Copernicus had given to me which rattled when the wind blew but
always managed to be warm inside. It was filled with Copernicus’s
many lab tables and experiments, but there was a single cozy chair
which I now sat down in to face him.

“I’m restless. I should be doing
something!”

He frowned. “Didn’t we decide that the best
thing to do was wait until spring? By then the search for you by
Frane’s people will surely lessen. There haven’t been inquiries in
almost a month, after that frantic first week.”

Indeed: I had spent almost a week hiding in
Copernicus’s root cellar, while a strange band of gypsies or
pirates – we were never sure what, exactly – came through the area
asking questions and worse; only the fact that everyone in the area
looked exactly like Copernicus, and that they had no specific name
for the “little fellow seen traveling with a thin black-furred girl
named Clara” had saved us from detection. That and the fact that no
one else in the area knew of my existence, since, as Copernicus had
said, “Coin can make a betrayer of a friend in less time than it
takes to clap your paws.”

I looked at the little fellow. “I thought it
was a good idea, but now I’m not so sure. I should be trying to
reach my grandmother and father. Or Newton—”

“That would be the worst thing you could do!
There are spies everywhere! You’ve heard the news, that Newton
controls the cities in the east and Frane has tentative control
over the badlands in the west and north. But neither has a real
army!”

“Then I should be gathering one!”

“How? This whole area is under Frane’s
control! You would be caught in a minute or less!”

“Still...”

He took a step forward. “Please, your
majesty. Give it time. Let me continue to make my own quiet
inquiries. We will get word to Newton, eventually. But it will take
time.”

I looked at him and sighed. “You are
right, Copernicus. Of course you are. But I am going mad doing
nothing! I need something to do!”

And so I became a
farmer.

This late in the year there was not much to
do but get the fields ready for spring planting. But I threw myself
into this task of preparation with everything I had. I found that I
liked working with the soil, getting my hands dirty, watching
callouses form on them. I became good with the plow, learning the
needs and moods of Copernicus’s pack mule, Tessie, when to push
her, when to give her water, when to do nothing because that was
what she was going to do. I learned how to use a hoe and a shovel,
a spade and a rake. I learned how to bundle and burn refuse, how to
feed chickens, gather eggs, milk a goat. These simple tasks served
to lessen, over time, my sadness. When I thought of Darwin now it
was from a strange, faraway place, as if he had been in another
life.

But I could not learn to get along with
Copernicus’s dog.

“I don’t understand how anyone could have one
of those things as a pet,” I said to Copernicus one night at
dinner, as a late autumn rain storm howled coldly outside. The fire
was warm, the vegetables well cooked and tender. I felt like any
domestic farm wife, proud of her full day.

But the dog was constantly under my feet,
with those cow-like eyes and its mournful brown face, floppy ears,
short useless legs and wagging tail.

“Come here, Hector,” Copernicus cooed, but
the animal insisted on following me around wherever I went in the
house.

“I won’t pet you!” I growled at it. I stood
at the sink, and the creature nuzzled up to me, making a needy
noise in its throat and looking up at me expectantly.

I turned on Copernicus. “How could any one
creature need so much love?”

He shrugged. “It’s their way.”

I shivered, and nudged the beast away with
the toe of my boot, which only made him beg louder.

Suddenly he gave a mournful howl.

“Oh, all right!” I spat, throwing down the
carrot I was peeling and bending down to give the creature a pat on
the head. He rolled over happily and showed me his belly.

Copernicus laughed as I knelt, scratching the
beast’s stomach, and the dog chuffed happily and squirmed back and
forth like a river eel.

“Disgusting animals,” I said, standing
up.

But the dog had not had enough, and continued
to mewl and beg, still on its back, looking up at me.

“He’ll win you over yet,” Copernicus said,
getting up to help me finish the kitchen chores, before he spent
the night with one experiment or other, or out under the stars with
the telescope.

“He’ll win you over yet,” he repeated,
scratching the dog behind the ears, which sent it into further
paroxysms of ecstasy.

“I doubt it,” I said, and shivered
again.

And so autumn turned
to winter. The snows came early but gently, in blanketing white
storms with almost no wind. It was cold, but warm in the farmhouse.
And, I was happy to discover, work on a farm did not end when the
winter came. There was always something to do, good hard labor that
made the days go fast.

Hector the dog became, naturally, my constant
companion. And while I liked the beast no better, I did come to
value his company, especially on those days when Copernicus stole
off to the village down the hill to make a subtle inquiry for news
both local and broader, or to post one of his letters which might
eventually bring word to Newton, and through him to my father and
grandmother, that I was safe. Rather than becoming more frequent,
as the hand of Frane was pulled back from our area of Mars, that
hand seemed to be tightening into a fist, as Frane took advantage
of the reported disarray in the east to, miraculously, begin to
build yet another army to dominate the planet.

And there began to appear in the sky at
this time a strange, black air ship, which flew very high overhead,
and sent me hiding whenever it appeared.

“That’s it, then,” I
said, after this latest news of Frane was delivered. “I can wait no
longer, Copernicus. I must leave, and try to pull the remnants of
the republic together.”

“But you’ll be caught! I told you, Frane now
has permanent ‘representatives’ in the village. It’s the same
everywhere, from what I hear! It would be madness to leave
now!”

“Then I’m mad. But I won’t sit on my heels
any longer. I must go. If I stay here, how long will it be before
I’m finally discovered?”

“Only a matter of time, I’m afraid. Even
today, old Roost was asking who the new worker was he saw from the
road...” He shook his head sadly.

It had begun to snow again, another gentle
storm with just a hint of wind. Gentle drifts were kissing the
farmhouse and the barn.

“I will go with you,” Copernicus said. Hector
sat at his feet, looking at me with his needy eyes.

“You will not. I will do as we planned months
ago, and follow the route you set out for me. But if you remember
that plan, you had to stay, to divert attention from me.”

He nodded, resigned. “I will continue to try
to get word to Newton. If he contacts me I’ll tell him where to
find you. But remember, you must keep to the route.”

“I will.”

We spent the rest of the night with
packing and provisions, while poor Hector, who I finally did admit
affection for, bayed as if the two moons overhead were no more.

The snow had ceased
when I stepped out of the farmhouse and bade Copernicus good-bye.
He did not hide his weeping, and I barely contained mine. I bent
down to rub Hector behind the ears, then kissed Copernicus quickly
on his furry cheek and turned and walked away.

To my surprise the dog followed me, and would
not be convinced to turn back.

“It seems he has made his decision, too,”
Copernicus said.

“But he’s your dog!”

Copernicus shook his head. “Only as long as
he wanted to be. He wants someone else, now. Treat him well, your
majesty.”

Before I could protest Copernicus had closed
the door.

I looked down at the beast, whose tongue
lolled and eyes were filled with anticipation and love. I had to
admit that over these months he had, in his own strange way, helped
me heal. I shrugged, and turned to the path that led from the farm
and down the hill away from the village, to the rolling hills
beyond.

“It seems I have a dog,” I sighed.
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The snow returned
that night in great force.

We had trudged barely five miles from the
farm when the storm hit. It was sometime after midnight, and my
horse immediately turned his flank to the wind, and I knew we were
in for it. Hector, who began to howl, tried to claw me from the
saddle but he needed no help. I climbed down as a sudden avalanche
of snow hit us. The sky had whited out, and I could not see a foot
in front of me.

“No chance to turn back, eh, boy?” I said,
hugging the shivering dog, and I yanked my horse to the right,
toward where I thought I had seen a clump of bushes.

I found the bushes by walking into them. They
were thick tacra trees, with thin denuded branches which twisted
together tightly. In the spring they would blossom with tiny red
buds, but now they formed a sheltering canopy over us, though it
was a tight fit.

As soon as we were settled Hector insisted on
running off. I saw the faint and disappearing tracks of a rabbit or
stoat, and he was compelled to investigate.

He returned some time later, mournful at his
failure to properly hunt.

“That’s all right,” I said, petting his head.
It was amazing how soothing to me the motion was. The branches
shook above us, but we were effectively in a little cave, snug if
not warm. I pulled some food from my saddlebags, and fed my two
animals and then myself. I was suddenly weary. Overhead, and not
three feet from where we sat, the storm raged, but now I spread a
blanket on the ground and curled down onto it.

In an instant I was asleep.

I awoke to blinding
light, and remarkably refreshed. Overhead the snow caught in the
branches of the tacra tree had partially melted and then refroze
into mottled ice, throwing a prism of colors around our little
cave. I pushed past the horse, who snuffled with impatience, and
made my way outside.

The world was beautifully white.

Except by the sun, there was no way to tell
north from south, east from west. There were no discernable
landmarks. As quickly as the storm had come it had gone, leaving a
thick blanket of white on every hill and valley to all horizons. I
put my boot down into it, and estimated that nearly a foot of snow
had dropped the night before.

It would be impossible to travel cross
country with this much snow on the ground.

“Well, that’s it,” I said out loud. “We’ll
have to go back to Copernicus’s farm and take our chances.”

At that moment a tiny dot appeared in the sky
in the east, and quickly grew into an airship. It was the strange
craft I had seen over the farm these past weeks. Almost jet black
in color, it looked like a huge, sleek metal bird.

I shrank back into the mouth of my shelter
and waited for it to pass on. But, instead, when it was almost
overhead it began to circle, dropping down with each lap until I
could plainly see its unmarked surface, and the darkened windows
along its side and in its nose.

It drew lower, lower, circling like a bird of
prey, and I suddenly felt certain that it was searching for me. A
hundred thoughts flew through my brain – Copernicus had been taken
prisoner, tortured, made to give up my position and heading, Frane
had bribed and terrorized her way into finding out where I
was...

The black bird swooped lower, and now, from
its underbelly, descended long black skis in lieu of wheels, and
the bird straightened and swooped down to a landing.

I retreated to my horse and drew my weapons,
a sword to go with the dagger beneath my tunic.

I would not go without a fight, and Frane
would not have me alive.

Hector began to growl as the black bird
touched down at the far end of the valley I was in and headed
straight for me. On the ground it looked even more like a carrion
bird, its black beak pointed at me.

It churned up vast amounts of snow in its
wake and came to rest, its engines hissing down, not a hundred feet
away.

There came a mechanical whining sound, and a
door snicked open on its left side, behind the cockpit, and lowered
itself to the ground.

I stepped out of my hiding place to meet my
enemy, my sword clutched tightly in my right hand, dagger in my
left.

A figure descended the steps of the lowered
gangway, obscured for a moment by a burst of wind which threw its
tunic across its face.

I moved forward and waited.

The figure stepped to the ground and stepped
toward me.

My heart went into my throat.

I dropped my sword and dagger and began to
run, as did the other.

“Darwin!” I shouted, with every ounce of
feeling in my body. “You live!”


Part Two

The Second Battle

 



Nineteen

“It isn’t much of a
mystery at all,” Darwin insisted, his paw resting in both of my
own.

We were truly snug and warm, a half mile off
the ground and flying like birds ourselves. The air ship was
comfortable, but that had not kept Hector from raising holy hell
when I tried to get him on board. I would not have thought that
such a creature, weighing no more than fifteen pounds, could exert
so much backward pressure. It took Darwin, laughing madly, and me
both to push the dog into the plane, and then to keep him there. He
sat now on a seat in front of Darwin and I, making angry, sad
noises in the back of his throat and staring out the window with
his big, moony eyes.

“Why didn’t you let it be known that you had
left Wells before the concussion bomb was dropped?”



“To put it simply,” Darwin answered, in a
much more patient manner than I remembered him having – he looked
older and, yes, a bit wiser than he had the last time I saw him –
“I was on a diplomatic mission with seven senators, and had just
reached Bradbury when the bomb struck Wells. In fact, nearly half
the senate, and a third of the Assembly, survived the attack. Many
were in their home districts solidifying support for your monarchy
and preventing any repeat of F’rar defections. We thought it best
not to let Frane know just how much of the government had survived,
your majesty.”

“You must call me Clara!”

“As you know, your majesty, there are certain
proper ways of address that must be adhered to—”

I squeezed his paw. “But when we are
wed...”

He grinned. “Then you may call me King! Or
‘Mr. King’, if you like!”

I gazed into his eyes, his face, which I had
thought I would never see again.

“You must never leave my side again, Darwin,”
I said. “Consider that a royal order.”

His grin widened, and then clouded. “There
were times these past months when I thought I would never see you
again, too. And then when word reached us from Copernicus that you
were hiding in his home, and that sooner or later Frane or her
monsters would find you...” His paw, still resting in the cup of
both of my own, clenched into a fist.

“We will defeat her, Darwin,” I said. “This
time she cannot win.”

His eyes had a faraway look.

“How is Newton?” I asked brightly, to bring
him back.

Darwin sighed. “He is an old man, and has
become even older. He sees the destruction of Wells as the fault of
the Science Guild. It weighs heavily on him, and I’m afraid you may
be startled by his appearance.”

“I will try not to show it. He is a great
man.”

“Yes, and the republic may not last without
his help.”

Again he had that look as if he was in
another place.

I tightened my grip on his paw. “What is it,
Darwin? What’s wrong?”

“There are...other developments, your
majesty.”

“Tell me.”

He shook his head. “I will let Newton tell
you. It is his place.”

For the rest of the flight we talked of many
other things, some of them happy, such as our betrothal, and, of
course, our coming nuptials.

Even Hector was content, barking at a flock
of keesel birds, huge white feathered beasts with wide, deep red
beaks, flying in formation below us. The dog had finally found as
much wonder in the sky as on the ground.

 



Twenty

To my great surprise
we landed not in the city of Bradbury but at the base of Arsia
Mons, the Science Guild stronghold. It seemed like five years had
passed since I’d last been here, but it had only been a matter of
months.

“Is Newton here?” I asked hopefully.

“Yes,” Darwin said, averting his eyes.

When I sought more information he would only
say, “You will see soon, your majesty.”

The drafty corridors were as I remembered
them, the various rooms the same, and when I traversed that last
passageway with Darwin by my side the same old knot in my stomach
formed.

“Must we see them?” I asked.

Darwin, his eyes still holding that strange
look, said, “It is imperative.”

Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the door
to the blue chamber and went in.

At first I thought the two daises were empty,
but then in the gloom I could just make out two ghostly figures, as
if made of blue gauze.

Then the voice of my grandmother called out,
in strong if faint tones, with the faint air of amusement they
often held, “Come close, Queen Clara.”

I nodded automatically and climbed the short
steps to stand by her.

She was smiling, but I could almost see
through her. On his own dais, my father looked even more
insubstantial, staring into nothingness.

“What’s wrong with you?” I asked.

“We’re dying, child,” Grandmother Haydn said,
smiling sadly.

All of my fear of what they had become was
gone in an instant, and I dropped to my knees in front of her. I
tried to throw my hands around her legs by my paws went right
through the simulacrum.

“It is true,” Newton’s voice rasped from
behind me. I turned to see his face shockingly wizened and
wrinkled. He cleared his throat and coughed. “They will soon be
gone. The regenerations are no longer working, and this will be
their last time among us.”

Something broke in me, a deep well I did not
even know was there, and I began to sob.

“This cannot be!”

“Shhhh,” Grandmother Haydn soothed, and for a
moment I felt the faint touch of her paw on my head, as if a
feather had brushed across it.

I looked up and she was still smiling. I
could not stop weeping. “As much as I’ve always dreaded coming
here, I’ve always loved you! You’re all I have!”

Again I felt the feather touch of her paw,
and looked over to see my father staring at me, concentrating, a
slight smile on his face.

“It’s all right, daughter,” he said, his
voice sounding a thousand miles away. “This will be better for your
grandmother and me.”

“But you can’t go! I’ll be all alone!”

My father’s eyes flickered toward Darwin for
a moment. Again his ghostly smile. “That’s not true, Clara.”

He seemed to go away for a moment, but then
the blue cloud that held his essence slowly coalesced once
more.

“You’re my family!”

“Soon you’ll have your own family,”
Grandmother Haydn said gently. Her voice hardened, ever so
slightly. “Now act like a queen, and stand up. We have things to
discuss.”

I did so, banishing my tears.

Once again my father was staring at nothing,
a beatific smile on his face.

Even as my father weakened, my grandmother
seemed to strengthen, her form becoming more substantial.

“Newton will discuss this with you later, but
Frane is making preparations for one last battle, in the north,
near the ice cap on the plains of Arcadia Planitia. It is where she
was all along, while you fought her shadow army at Valles
Marineris. Her army is not huge, and it is a ragtag of outlaw
clans, mercenaries and criminals, most of them mad with mocra root.
She has gone mad with it herself, we are told.”

She took a deep breath and for a moment was
unable to speak, and Newton, behind me, cleared his throat and
continued, in his old man’s voice, “The good news is that at the
moment she has almost no F’rar backing. With some careful moves on
your part, there will be no insurrection from within. She is making
her last stand, your majesty. This time we can finally destroy
her.”

Something hardened within me.

“Then we will do it.”

Grandmother Haydn resumed: “There are no more
concussion bombs on all of Mars. She will fight a conventional
battle. She can be beaten.”

I saw the same hope in her own tired eyes
that I held in my breast.

“Then this will be her last battle.”

“Good.”

As if all of her strength had gone into this
meeting, she suddenly faded, looking even more insubstantial than
when I had come in.

“There is one other thing,” my father said.
Even as my grandmother faded he seemed to draw that strength to
himself.

I stood before him, and, to my surprise, he
would not meet my gaze.

“What is it, father?”

“Your mother...”

“What of her?” A sudden horrid thought came
to me. Almost desperately I asked, “I was told she survived the
attack on Wells.”

“Yes she did.”

“What, then?”

“She is with Frane.”

It was as if a thunderbolt had gone through
me. “This cannot be!”

“Her own...madness was caused by mocra root,
administered to her by we know not who, a confederate of Frane
within the palace. The same spy, we believe, poisoned General Xarr
with an overdose of the same drug. Before the capital was bombed
your mother was spirited away, and we know that she now is in
Frane’s hands.”

Rage grew within me, but I held it in check
as I saw my father’s spectral form begin to weep.

“I loved her so...” he said, putting covering
his face with his paws.

“I will bring her home safely,” I said.

“If you were to do that,” my father said,
reaching out – and through – my own paw with his own, “what is
happening to me would be a peaceful end.”

“I will get her back, father,” I said,
gritting my teeth. “I vow it.”

My father’s form faded, flickered, came
wavering back.

Newton was behind me, his paw drawing me
gently away.

“You must let them rest,” he whispered.

“No! Leave me alone with them for a
moment!”

As if my command had been a gunshot, both
Newton and Darwin withdrew from the room, closing the door gently
behind them.

I faced the only two forms who had dominated
my nightmares and my waking life since I was a kit. As much as I
had always dreaded this place, I had longed desperately for the
company and wisdom of these two beings. And here before me they
were fading, dying, forever.

“I will never forget you,” I said, and again
tears threatened to come.

My father said nothing, only nodding. My
grandmother mustered all of her strength and, for just a moment,
became substantial. She reached out with her paws and drew me to
her, holding me. I swore I could feel her beating heart against my
breast.

“You are the hope of all of Mars,” she said,
“and I leave knowing that everything your father and I, and my
father before me, hoped for will be fulfilled in you.”

She kissed the top of my head, a substantial
gesture.

“Go now,” she said, and I felt her embrace
melt away around me.

At the door, I looked back, and they were
nearly gone, only a flicker inhabiting each throne, staring into
nothingness.

I walked out, and met Newton and Darwin in
the hallway waiting for me.

“Isn’t there anything you can do?” I
pleaded.

Newton shook his wizened head. “Very soon
they will be gone. I am sorry, your majesty.”

I fell into Darwin’s arms.

“This burden is too much!” I said.

He let me cry for a few moments and
then he whispered in my ear, in as light and tender a voice as he
could muster, “But you will have me at your side. Always.”

That evening, as we
prepared to take off for the city of Bradbury, word came from
Newton that my father and grandmother were gone forever.

 



Twenty-One

No committee greeted
us at the outskirts of Bradbury when we landed, nor was one
expected. As Darwin had explained to me, Frane had put a mighty
price on my head, and money did strange things even to staunch
loyalists. We were spirited from our black airship into a black
motor car, its windows darkened, and taken to the heart of the
city, much less grand than Wells but still a pretty place, where
the government in exile had been established.

When I entered the hall, a smaller, drab
version of the grand Hall of Assembly, I was happy to see so many
familiar faces. I was greeted from either side of the aisle by
senators and assembly members alike, some close friends who I
thought I would never see again. As I climbed to the dais to speak
I looked out at many unfamiliar faces, also, but sought to
immediately make them feel at ease.

“It may sound strange, in these troubled
times, to say that this is a happy day for the republic,” I began,
“but that is exactly what it is. For free government does still
exist, a united Mars still does exist. Many of you are newly
elected to your posts, having come to office under sad and dire
circumstances, but do not think that you are in any way
‘substitute’ senators or fill-in members of the assembly. You have
been appointed, or, in some cases, elected, by the people of Mars –
and it is the people of Mars we represent. As long as the people
exist, a free Mars will exist. And, after this final battle, Mars
will, once and for all, be free of the forces that seek to destroy
it.

“As I said, these are happy times. Many of
you lost loved ones in the dastardly bombing of Wells, as did I.
This should make our resolve even greater. And even with such a
dire blow, we still sit here today and plan our future, and that of
our kits. Soon we will embark on a great mission, but today, I say
yet again, is a happy day.

“For it is the day your Queen weds.”

These words had the desired effect. I had
known this first meeting with the women and men who were the
backbone of my rule, and what better way to present myself to them
– to many, for the first time – than as a betrothed Queen.

I left the dais, then, and a page announced
that there would be a wedding ceremony followed by festivities that
evening – which meant, of course, that I immediately went into a
kind of shock.

That afternoon was a bittersweet affair.
Darwin, making his own preparations, was nowhere to be seen, but
Thomas, who had accompanied us back from Arsia Mons, was a great
help and comfort. He joined me with his niece Rebecca, who had,
almost miraculously, survived the melee at Valles Marrineris and
had made her way with the remains of the army to Bradbury.

“You know,” Thomas said, and for the first
time I noticed that he was a half-step beyond middle age, his fur
greying and his step not quite as brisk as it had always been, “I
was at both your father’s and your grandmother’s wedding – though I
was only a kit when Queen Haydn was married. My uncle, Rebecca’s
grandfather, who later betrayed Haydn” – and now, for a brief
moment, bitterness entered his voice – “was her closest advisor,
and I was allowed to attend the ceremony, which was with an army on
the march.” He smiled at the distant memory. “I had my first taste
of wine that evening, and my first dance – with the fat cook
Brenda. She was a wonderful woman.”

“It was a shame she was lost when Wells was
bombed.”

“It certainly was,” Rebecca chimed in. She
was aiding the bevy of seamstresses who buzzed around me like sand
hornets as I stood on a box, putting pins into my white gown and
taking them out again.

“Many good people were lost when Wells was
bombed,” Thomas said. He shook his head. “I look at Newton and I
see myself in a few years. There has been too much strife for too
long.”

“I agree.”

Thomas caught the irony in my voice and
looked up from his own thoughts. “I’m sorry, your majesty. Of
course you know these things.” He put a claw to his chin, pensive.
“You father’s wedding was a fine affair. We were at Olympus Mons,
and the gypsy kings Radion and Miklos were present, and there was
much wine drinking and dancing, I can tell you! Your father and
mother were so happy. And now when I think of what’s happened to
your mother, her own betrayal...”

He shook his head.

“We will save her, and find out who the
betrayer is,” I said.

His face darkened. “I have made it my
personal mission, your majesty.”

And then, as if by an act of will, he lifted
his gloomy thoughts from his shoulders and told me only happy
things about my grandmother, and, especially, about my father and
mother in happier times.

When the seamstresses were finished I struck
a pose and said to Thomas and Rebecca, “Well?”

“It is a magnificent gown, your majesty!”
Rebecca said brightly.

“It certainly is,” Thomas seconded.

“I think so, too,” I replied. “You are
finished, ladies. No more pins. And I thank you.”

The seamstresses bowed and withdrew, and so
did Thomas and Rebecca, and I stood regarding myself in the full
length mirror before me. I certainly did not look like myself, all
curves and white flowing lines with a chaste veil. The scar I had
suffered on the way to Valles Marrinieris had faded. In a way I was
disappointed, since I had worn it in Xarr’s honor. I longed to
return to my tunic and boots and stretch my arms, but I lingered
for a moment on the strange vision before me.

I actually looked like a Queen.

All you have to do now is act like
one, I thought.

Then I did remove the gown, and let the
seamstresses back in to work their magic with needle and thread
where pins had been.

The ceremony, the
celebration, the entire evening went by in a blur. I was handled
like a prize horse, pulled around by the reins from here to there
and back again. There was much wine drinking, but I did not much
like the taste of the stuff; and much dancing, though I already
knew that I could not so much as take a step to correct time; and
many paws to shake, and many lips to kiss my ring, and many
presents I would never open but give to the poor, and much pomp and
formality which I discovered, as I had feared, that I had no taste
for. This was not as I had imagined it. As for Darwin, I saw him
barely at all, for he was mired in his own bog of formalities as
the new King. There were even papers to sign, and wax seals to be
pressed with a signet ring – though we were not even together for
that!

It was with a very happy heart that I was
finally able to steal away from my own wedding party, long after
midnight, as the music and wine were still in abundance, but my own
patience was not. I had not seen my husband for more than an hour,
and would not be surprised if he was in one of his famous hiding
spots, just to get away from the noise and bustle.

In my white gown, which felt more
constricting by the moment, I stole out to the gardens behind the
assembly hall, which had been cleared of its chairs for the party.
The laughter and drunken bravado faded to a washing murmur behind
me, and the stars were out in abundance overhead. The air was
filled with the perfume of flowers. I looked up at the sky and
thought of Copernicus, and our adventures together. I hoped he was
well, and resolved to send for him when it was safe.

I felt rather than heard a movement behind me
– and had been grabbed before I could react.

Paws encircled me, pulling me tight and
forcing me to turn around.

I began to fought, then saw Darwin’s face
before me, grinning from ear to ear.

“My Queen!” he whispered, kissing me fiercely
on the mouth.

It was as if hard stone had suddenly melted,
and I turned to a soft thing in his arms. We dropped to all fours
and nuzzled, and then we kissed.

The heavens were forgotten, and a new kind of
heaven opened up for me, right there in the garden, with the
night’s perfume around us.

Later, as I gathered the ruins of the white
gown around me, and stole to our wedding chamber for a proper sleep
and more, I caught sight of blue Earth high overhead, a beacon.

It still had that strange pull on me, and I
thought again of Copernicus, and his paper that claimed Earth as
the origin of the Old Ones – but then Darwin whispered fiercely in
my ear, “To bed!” and all thoughts of others but he and I were
banished to the wind.

 



Twenty-Two

Two days later found
me on the most bizarre trip of my life. Part way by air ship and
then by motor car, through gates of thick iron and massive stone
towers to either side manned by grim gunners, across a courtyard
where we parked and I left the motor car, attended by five burly
guards who brought me through another, smaller but even thicker
iron gate, which protested on its rusted hinges like a yowling
feline, and then yet a third gate where a stone-faced guard, fully
the tallest and widest feline I had ever seen, looked down at me
and then bowed, saying in a rumbling voice that sounded like caught
thunder, “Your majesty. He waits for you.”

I thanked him, and then was let into a stone
building, cold and damp and nearly without light, and led down a
long corridor passing empty cell upon empty cell until I stood
before the last one on the left, which was narrow and dim.
Somewhere there was a steady, slow drip was I already found
annoying.

My massive companion turned to me and said,
“We will stay with you,” indicating the five guards and
himself.

“No, you will leave me alone.”

“Then you must not enter the cell, your
majesty.”

“Nonsense. Open it and let me in.”

“But—”

“This moment, gaoler.”

He gave a deep sigh. “Very well.”

With a low growl of disapproval in the back
of his throat that sounded like a breaking storm, he unlocked the
barred door with a huge key which made a huge click and then pulled
the door wide.

Before I could enter he stuck his head into
the gloomy space and said in an unfriendly, deep hiss, “If one hair
is disturbed on her head I will break you in half myself.”

A low chuckle came from within, and I saw a
figure shift in the dimness.

The gaoler stepped fully aside and let me
enter.

To my surprise he locked the door after
me.

“Rules,” he explained in his basso
rumble.

“Of course. Now let us be.”

“As you wish.”

The gaoler moved off, and five guards
following reluctantly.

I turned to the figure in the gloom.

“Hello, grandfather,” I said, trying to make
my voice sound without inflection.

The low chuckle came again, and now my
grandfather, Senator Misst, traitor to the republic, rose fully out
of the dimness into sight.

To my surprise he looked much as I had
remembered him on my one and only other visit to this place, when I
was a kit. My mother had taken me, before the onset of her madness,
and over the objections of my father, of course. But she had wanted
me to meet my grandfather, as much for his sake as for mine. He had
been severe, well-groomed – but when he saw me then there came a
glint to his eye, and he had smiled, something my mother later told
me he never did.

He was smiling now – still well-groomed,
still severe even in his prison rags. He had moved to the end of
his cot and sat looking up at me expectantly.

“You look a little like me,” he said, not
without some self satisfaction.

“I always thought so,” I replied.

He patted the cot next to him. “Come, sit
beside me. I won’t bite.”

“I know that. I’ve come for your help.”

“Oh?” He cocked an eyebrow. “I thought you
came merely to visit your old grandfather on his birthday.”

“Is it your birthday?”

“No.” The low chuckle again. “It’s just that,
I thought you might come.”

“Why?”

“Because you need me to keep the F’rar in
line, while you finish Frane off once and for all. I may be in
jail, Clara, but my mind isn’t.”

“I was told you were one of the sharpest
Senators ever to walk to floor of the Hall.”

“Oh, yes.”

“You were also a traitor.”

“Yes, again.”

“Why?”

His smile faded. “Do you have to ask that? Is
there so little F’rar blood in you that you have to ask?”

“I want to hear it from you.”

He stood up, and the veins in his neck stood
out and he pounded one clenched paw into his other open one.

“Because we are the natural rulers of Mars!
The F’rar were the first great race of felines! All other clans
were inferior, and always will be!” He turned to me and his face
was filled with pleading.

“Don’t you see this, Clara? You have done a
great thing – become Queen of Mars – but now you must use that
position to make the F’rar the true rulers of Mars – now and
forever!”

I stood. “I thought I could speak with you,”
I said, trying desperately to control my inner rage, “but I see
that you still don’t understand.”

He took hold of me. “Listen to me,
granddaughter! You are Queen! All you need do is declare your F’rar
blood, to the exclusion of all else, and the deed is done! All the
F’rar will rise to support you! Frane is history – you are the
future!”

“Is that madness in your eyes I see?” I
asked.

“It is allegiance to my race!”

I pulled away from him, and walked to the
door of the cell.

I turned around and said, quietly, “Frane has
kidnaped my mother.”

“What!”

“It is true. One of Frane’s confederates
slowly poisoned her for months, driving her mad, and now Frane
holds her.”

He was pensive. “You know I hate your mother
for putting me here.”

“I know that.”

“But I love her, and always will, because she
is my daughter.”

I waited, and finally, in the gloom, he spoke
again, quietly. “I will help you, of course.”

“That’s what I thought you’d say.”

His coarse chuckle returned. “You know you
remind me too much of myself.”

“I was counting on that, grandfather.”

He broke out into a loud cackle of a laugh.
“Oh, I do believe I both like and love you, Clara!”

“Thank you.” I approached him, and held my
signet ring out in the dimness. “From now on you will address me as
your Queen.”

His eyes were steady on me, unwavering in the
twilight of his cell.

“And,” I continued, “once you kiss this ring,
you will have pledged fealty unto death to me, and to the republic
I stand for. You do realize that, grandfather?”

“Yes,” he said. His eyes had not left my
face, and he made no move to bend his head and kiss my ring.

“And you realize that if you were to break
that oath of fealty, your death would be swift, and certain?”

“I have never broken an oath.”

“I know that.”

He bent his head, and kissed my ring.

“I have never broken an oath until now,” he
continued, lifting his head. His smile, hard now, returned. “I once
swore allegiance to Frane – but now, for what she has done to my
daughter, she will die.”

“I know that before becoming a senator you
were a great general, is that not true?”

“It is true.”

“Then I will ask you to be a great general
again. We will march against Frane within the week, and you will be
at the head of my army with me.”

“It will be my pleasure to serve you. And of
course, you sought my fealty knowing that it would quell any
lingering unrest in the F’rar clan. By securing me you have secured
the F’rar. Clever girl.”

“Gaoler!” I shouted, and at once the huge
lumbering feline, jangling his keys, returned, standing before me
expectantly.

“Let us out,” I said. “This man has been
pardoned.”

 



Twenty-Three

A long week of
preparation. My grandfather proved to be even more able than I had
hoped, and wasted no time in getting our army of three thousand
ready for war. This would be a cold weather campaign, and each
feline was outfitted with proper clothing and schooled in the arts
of winter fighting.

I left the army in General Misst’s capable
hands and traveled to the east with Newton by motor car to examine
one of the revived oxygenation stations. My king came with us, and
we made this a honeymoon of sorts. It was beautiful country,
farmland and junto tree forests all in the first bloom of
spring.

“It’s odd that we’ll be leaving spring
behind, to fight in perpetual winter,” I remarked, and Newton
concurred.

“I’ve been to the pole, and it’s a horrid
place,” he replied. “At the height of summer the temperature never
rises above twenty degrees Fahrenheit. At this time of year it will
be even colder.”

“It’s a fitting place for Frane,” I said.

Gloom descended on our party, until we
stopped an hour later for a picnic lunch. We were on a hill
overlooking a green and red valley. A thick wood sat at our back.
The pink sky was dotted with wisps of clouds, and the noon sun was
warm. There was the faint smell of newly bloomed flowers in the
air. I thought of the night of my wedding, when that same odor had
wafted through the garden, and how Darwin found me there...

He must have been thinking the same thing,
for he was grinning at me. “Would you like to take a walk, your
majesty?” he asked slyly.

We stole off, leaving Newton and our guards
to set a lunch, and found a spot in the woods.

“Listen,” Darwin whispered, and I heard
nothing but the rustle of new leaves overhead and our own
breathing.

“Isn’t it marvelous?” Darwin said. “Nothing!
No barking orders of generals, or the drone of air ships or motor
cars...”

“I wish it was always like this.”

“Yes...” Darwin said, and took me in his
arms.

Later, before we returned to Newton, Darwin
looked into my eyes and said, “I love you more every day, Clara. I
don’t know how, but it’s true.”

I kissed him once more, and we held
hands like the young lovers we were.

We camped that night
under the stars, which once more made me think of Copernicus, and
the next day, before morning was spent, when we topped a sandy
rise, having left the dotted green pastureland and forests of
Daedelus Planum for the rougher, redder, rockier landscape of
Arabia Terra, who did I see waiting for us at the gates of the
oxygenation station but little Copernicus himself!

I nearly ran to him, and drew him into my
arms, which embarrassed him greatly.

“Copernicus!” I cried. “How did you get
here?”

Newton, who had seemed younger and happier
since the beginning of this happy trip, chimed in, “I wanted it to
be a surprise, your majesty.”

“It is! And a wonderful one!”

“Well, I must say I’m pleased myself,”
Copernicus added, and I laughed.

“How did you get away?”

“Actually, Newton sent his black air ship for
me,” Copernicus explained. “It was my first ride, and I must say it
was fascinating.”

“After hearing about his aptitude from you,
your majesty,” Newton said, “I decided that Copernicus here was
much too valuable not to have with me.”

Copernicus threw out his chest proudly. “I’m
now a member of the Science Guild!” he boasted.

Newton smiled kindly. “Though self taught, he
has a remarkable aptitude for just about anything he puts his mind
to. And I must say I was fascinated by that paper from the Old Ones
which he found.”

“Is it genuine?” I asked.

Newton scratched his chin. “It may be. It is
a fascinating idea, that the Old Ones came from Earth.”

Copernicus broke in, “I have a few ideas
about the station here, to improve the efficiency...”

He and Newton went off, arm and arm, nodding
over technical terms that meant nothing to me, while Darwin and I
followed them through the gates under a stone archway and into the
station itself.

It was a huge, dilapidated structure made up
of many other structures: rows of what looked like bunkhouses and
other freestanding buildings. Towering over everything were three
huge stone smokestacks, one of which was intact, the other two
crumbling. They pointed to the sky like broken fingers. There was
debris and an air of quiet abandonment. But from somewhere I heard
the faint whine of hidden machinery, and a vague chuffing
noise.

Copernicus turned and gestured happily. “Come
into the main building!” he said, skipping ahead with Newton in
tow.

They disappeared into the largest structure,
which looked like a gigantic warehouse or hangar.

We followed, our boots echoing on the
debris-strewn floor as we entered under another archway and open
door. The space was filled with offices, machines of every sort,
pillars which disappeared through the high ceiling overhead.

Newton let Copernicus run on ahead, and
waited for us. He was studying the floor around him, his eyes
roving over a pile of what looked like a makeshift fence or
fortification.

“Your grandmother and I fought a battle with
Baldies here,” he said to me, when Darwin and I had joined him. “It
was Haydn’s first battle.” He pointed behind us to an open door.
“We all almost died in that room, barricaded against the horde
after our line was broken here. Your grandfather Kerl saved
us.”

He looked as if he was seeing ghosts.

“That seems as if it were two lifetimes ago,”
he said.

“Newton!” Copernicus called, his voice
echoing from the other side of the building. “You must see this!
I’ve gotten eight more percent out of the main generator!”

Newton’s eyes brightened, and he ambled
off to consult with his new protégé.

Later, as we made
camp for the night in the same room in which Newton and my
grandmother had fought their battle so long ago, Newton explained
the importance of the structure.

“This station,” he said, his face looking
even younger in the glow of our lamps, as we sat in a circle as if
around a campfire, “and the others like it, must be brought
gradually back into operation in the next two years if life on Mars
is to survive. I am already heartened by the progress we’ve made
here. And Copernicus, here,” he said, as Copernicus’s chest once
again swelled, “is proving invaluable in the effort. Already this
station is putting out 25% of the oxygen it needs to. The repairs
of necessary equipment have gone slowly, but, importantly, we are
learning the technology. We will be able to fabricate the new parts
we need, and, eventually, I think we will be able to manufacture
new oxygenation stations as needed. But it is imperative that these
structures we have now be put into operation, or we will never have
the chance to build new ones. My one concern is that, because of
war, we have not been able to guard the major stations like I had
hoped. If even one of them were destroyed we would be doomed.”

He took a deep breath. “But I am happy to
report this evening, your majesty, that the dire news I gave you
months ago is dire no longer. Copernicus and I have come up with a
schedule and a plan this afternoon, and, if things go according to
plan, as I now think they will, we will indeed be able to replenish
the atmosphere of the planet.”

He beamed – looking for the first time since
I had returned like his old self.

“That’s marvelous!” Darwin said. He produced
from somewhere a bottle of champagne, and we opened it and drank a
toast to Newton, and to little Copernicus, and to ourselves and our
planet. Overcoming my own distaste for wine, I even joined in the
celebration.

That night we slept peacefully, in a place
free of Baldies, content in our accomplishments, a little lighter
of heart, safe in the bosom of a place that would save our
world.

It was a last peaceful interlude in what
would be, very soon, a very dark time.

 



Twenty-Four

And so we prepared
for war.

Once again I stood before a mirror, but this
time not in my wedding gown but in a ridiculous full length white
fur coat, which made me look huge and which weighed as much as I
did.

“It’s hot as blazes in this thing!” I
protested.

“You won’t complain when the temperature
drops to ten below zero,” my grandfather said, smiling knowingly.
“It’s designed for movement as well as utility. And with the red
F’rar sash—”

“I told you before, grandfather – I will wear
no symbol of any clan! Only the colors of all Mars.”

He tilted his head in a bow. “As you wish.
But you cannot fault an old man for trying.”

Growling with displeasure, I pulled the
monstrous cloak off, as General Misst withdrew to attend to other
matters. I saw Thomas, an almost constant presence these days,
glowering in the mirror’s reflection across the room.

“What is it now, Thomas? You never smile
anymore.”

“That is true,” he said enigmatically.

“You see demons in sunlight. Trouble where
there is none. You skulk around the halls like a wraith during the
day, and Creator knows what you do at night. You’re like a live
ghost, Thomas. You worry me.”

He moved his head in a “whatever-you-say”
gesture.

After a moment he asked, quietly, “Will my
niece Rebecca be along soon?”

“Yes, of course. It is time for my noon meal.
Will you join me?”

“No, thank you. I have business to attend to.
But I will stay until Rebecca arrives.”

As if on cue, the door flew open, and my
lady-in-waiting arrived, bearing a tray. This was a new duty for
her, but one she had earned. She had been one of the few to survive
the massacre at Valles Marrineris, and had eventually found her way
to Bradbury. She also bore Hector by his leash. She gave a cursory
nod to her uncle and set the tray down on my table set by the
window.

At the sight of the dog I dropped my white
fur on the floor and rushed to greet his slobbering form. He was
straining at the leash and whining, and when Rebecca let go he
leaped into my arms and nearly knocked me over.

“Good heavens!” I shouted, holding him up by
the front paws and examining him. “What have they been feeding you?
You’re twice the size you were at Copernicus’s farm!”

His fat belly was proof of this, and when I
dropped him to the floor he walked around dragging it as if it were
a pouch beneath him.

“There’s no way on Mars you can travel with
me now!” I said, laughing. “You will have to stay here and get even
fatter!”

He barked, and pawed at the ground, his ears
flopping, and looking up at me with his sad eyes.

“No, I’m sorry, this is how it must be!”

“Rebecca,” Thomas said quietly, “remove the
dog, please.”

“But I’ve just seen him!” I protested. “Here,
let me give him something to eat–”

Thomas was there, gently staying my hand.
“Please see Hector later, your majesty. We have important matters
to discuss.”

“Very well...”

Reluctantly, I allowed Rebecca to remove the
whining beast, who pawed and yowled as he was put outside the door
and given over to a guard.

“You are tasting and handling the Queen’s
food now, I understand?” Thomas asked innocently, as Rebecca
returned. He stood beside his niece at the table.

“Oh, yes,” Rebecca said brightly. “Her
regular attendants are being outfitted to ride with her, so I
offered–”

Thomas reached around her and put an extended
claw into my tea, bringing it quickly to his lips.

“It is mocra,” he said, his voice filled with
sadness, and before I could protest he had drawn his dagger and
thrust it deep into his niece’s breast.

She let out a startled cry, and already blood
was flowing from the deep and fatal wound.

Her uncle lowered her gently to the floor,
his eyes never leaving her own.

“Why did you do this?” he asked gently. “Was
there not enough shame already on our family?”

“I—” Rebecca gasped, her eyes suddenly bright
with fury. “I did it to avenge my grandfather! To avenge his
murder!”

“Jeffrey was not murdered, he was rightfully
executed. As you have now been.”

Thomas shook his head slowly, even as she
closed her eyes, and her last breath escaped. He laid her body down
flat on the floor and stood up, his dagger limp in his hand.

“She was a fool among so many fools,” he
said, his voice suffused with melancholy. “She drove your mother
slowly mad with poison, and assassinated poor old general Xarr. She
was in league with the mercenaries at Valles Marrineris, and
provided them with the mocra that incapacitated your army. I began
to suspect when she returned unharmed from the battle. And then,
when she did all she could to become keeper of your food, I knew.
She was a gentle soul, and could never use a blade. Poison was her
way. And today she would have assassinated you.” He sighed heavily.
“All for a fool’s idea that her grandfather was some kind of
patriot! He was a fool who assassinated your grandmother for a
foolish idea, and brought a curse upon all of us.”

He paused, and his eyes were filled with
infinite sadness. “This is a burden that cannot be borne, your
majesty. My family is now forever in disgrace. Her grandfather was
an assassin, and she the same. Her father and mother, as you know,
are long dead, and I brought her into your service. I am as guilty
as she. King Sebastian is gone, so there is no need for me. I am
the last of my family. It must end here.”

“Thomas–!”

Before I could stop him, he thrust his dagger
into his own breast, at the heart, and fell instantly dead at my
feet.

For a moment I stood frozen in shock. Then I
kneeled and smoothed the fur from his troubled brow. His face
relaxed into a kind of peace I had never seen in him.

“Fear not, old friend,” I said quietly.
“Because of you, because of your dedication and the service you
gave my father for so long, your family name will always be
remembered with pride on Mars.”

He had fallen onto my new white fur cloak,
which I had dropped on the floor, and there was now the red stains
of his blood on its pristine surface.

I would wear that cloak, I now resolved, with
pride, and with the blood of this great and tragic feline
intact.

 



Twenty-Five

We marched on the
last day of Spring. Though it was warm, and I sweated like an ox in
my white fur, there was a smell, the faintest of odors, of cold
climes to come. My grandfather, resplendent in red and, after much
fighting, without his F’rar crest, rode beside me. He had done
wonders with a makeshift army, turning a mass of cynical old
veterans and new recruits – farmers and manufacturing men who had
never held a sword, fired an arrow or handled a scarce firearm –
into a cohesive fighting force. There was discipline in this
trained army, and I now led them proudly.

My initial thoughts of cold were, of course,
an illusion, and we spent the first week marching north through one
of the worst early heat waves on record. My white fur was packed
away in favor of a light pink tunic. Even that was too much in the
heat and, on the seventh day of the heat wave, I abandoned it in
favor of a simple white cotton blouse. Many of the soldiers were
stripped to their skivvies, and the usual army complaints were in
order:

“Cold my arse! Feels like hell it does!”

“I doubt there’ll be any ice cap when we get
there. Must be melted clean away by now!”

“You don’t need to cook your food – just hold
it in your hand and the sun’ll do the job!”

And so on.

But this heat did not last and somewhere in
the middle of the second week the unusual heat began to give way to
the inevitable cool of the northern Spring. Skivvies were covered
with tunics, and then neck wraps and then, finally, coats and
cloaks and random wrappings. By the third week of march the
complaints had changed:

“Cold as hell it is!”

“The whole bleeding planet must be one damned
ice cap!”

“Look! My dinner’s frozen before it reached
m’ lips!”

And as the climate changed, so did the
landscape. What had been gentle dunes spotted with green hills and
blue lakes turned to windswept red vistas, white frosted ponds and
an angry, bare pink sky streaked with thin high cold-looking
clouds. The air huffed cold vapor when I breathed. My fingers felt
stiff, and the glare off the occasional patches of ice hurt my
eyes.

And then there were ice hills in front of us,
which proved slippery to our mounts, and then the Northern Cap
itself, which grew gradually in the distance from a line a bit
higher at the horizon to a climbing wall of white glaring
blue-white ice which ate up more of the northern sky every day.

It snowed once at the beginning of the fourth
week, a gentle reminder of things to come, and then it snowed again
a bit harder two days later. There was no wind to speak of, which
was a blessing, but then the wind came during the third storm,
which drove us to our tents. Scouts reported that Frane’s army was
a week’s march away, entrenched on the cap itself, and that we
would have to either make a perilous climb to reach her, or go out
of our way four days to find gentler slopes to the west. I resolved
that we would cross that bridge when we reached it.

It was well that Darwin was a good Jakra
player, for we spent nearly three days entrenched while the wind
howled and intermittent snows blew. The temperature had dropped
precipitously, and I now blessed the white fur cloak I wore, which
kept me as warm as I wished.

“Bah,” my husband said, losing his third game
in a row and throwing his cards on the ground.

“You’re sick of Jakra?”

“I’m sick of waiting. Why don’t we
march?”

“You’re always too restless, Darwin. And why
do you disappear for much of the day while we do march?”

He looked at me slyly. “I’m looking for a new
wife.”

“I doubt it,” I laughed.

“You know why I disappear,” he said. “It’s
what I do. I’m always looking for a place to hide. It’s what I’ve
always done.”

“Have you found anything interesting?”

“Always,” he said. But he did not
elaborate, for he had jumped across the mass of jakra cards to
wrestle me to the ground and kiss me.

Finally, a day
later, the storm lifted and we resumed our march. The sky had
cleared, and it was a fierce bracing cold day, with no wind at all.
We traveled up a long, gradual snowy slope which led to a ledge.
Below us stretched an ice valley whose blue glare was startling in
the sun. We moved down a series of switchbacks to reach the
floor.

Once again Darwin had left my side, which
always made me uneasy. But this was his way. Sometimes he might be
gone for a day or two at a time – but always, when he returned, my
heart leapt like a mare’s. Often when I asked him where he had been
he would shake his head, or mumble something about “hiding spots,
just in case,” – but today he returned in mid-afternoon with a wide
grin on his face. With him was an impossibly tall feline, nearly as
wide in girth as the gaoler from Robinson prison.

“This is Miklos, a real gypsy king!” Darwin
announced. Even at full-grown height, my husband came up barely to
the fellow’s chest.

“And this is little fish!” Miklos cried,
lifting Darwin as if he were a bundle of clothes and holding him
high in the air.

My husband laughed like a kit, and explained
to me, “He used to do this to me when I first met him, when I was
barely out of kithood!”

“He tried to run and hide from me, the scamp,
but I caught him up – just like a fish – ha!”

Miklos put Darwin down, and the two of them
wrestled and hugged in a most affectionate manner.

Suddenly Miklos was down on one knee before
me, and kissing my ring.

“As a gypsy king,” he said seriously, “and
like my brother Radion before me, land rest his soul, I pledge
myself and my people to you, my Queen, just as we did to your
father King Sebastian. Long live Queen Clara!”

And before I could protest he had stood up,
taken me by the scruff of the neck, and held me high in the air,
showing me like a rag doll to my own troops, who howled with
laughter, and his own people, who had materialized behind him and
began to cheer.

I could do nothing else but laugh myself, and
when the huge gypsy had set me down, saying, “I hope I have not
embarrassed you, my Queen – it is our way,” I merely adjusted my
cloak and said, “Of course not. Welcome, king Miklos.”

“He will fight with us!” Darwin announced.
“He has a hundred men but they will fight like a thousand. He’s
been tracking us for days!”

“You knew this?” I said to my husband in
surprise.

“Oh, yes. But Miklos didn’t know I was
following him!”

“Ha!” Miklos said again, and lifted
Darwin up once more. “Little fish has always been quiet, and
sneaky, and wise!”

Such as could be
prepared, we had a celebration that night. Doubly so, when Miklos
learned that Darwin and I were wed, and he took the two of us by
the scruffs of our necks and marched around the entire camp,
announcing our good fortune. Darwin, when let loose, introduced me
to the gypsy band’s cook, named Tyron, a sour-faced fellow who
beamed in my husband’s presence.

“I taught him everything he knows about
cooking, when we both traveled with Radion.”

At the mention of Radion – who I knew had
died fighting by my father’s side – both of them went silent.

I lightened the mood by saying, “Then it is
you, Tyron, who I have to blame for my husband’s bland preparation
of meals?”

“Bah!” he said, beginning to get angry before
he saw the joke, and Darwin broke into laughter.

“She loves my cooking – and all because of
you!” he said, slapping the gypsy cook on the back.

The sour-faced man smiled. “Then I will
prepare a special feast for you tonight, my Queen!”

“I shall look forward to it,” I said, and
left the two cooks to plan their meal.

I found Miklos, or, should I say, he found
me. He loomed up before me as I was entering my tent, and I invited
him in. He readily agreed, and produced, when we were comfortable
inside, a huge skin of wine.

“I don’t like wine,” I declared, when he
offered me the skin, which looked to be made of goat skin.

“What!” he cried. “Then you have never been
offered real wine. Taste this, please.”

I could not refuse a king’s offer, and so
brought the skin’s tip to my lips and tried it.

It was like honey in my throat.

I took a second sip, and a third.

Miklos nearly grabbed the skin from my paws
and took a great long drink, pulling the skin’s tip away from his
mouth so that the golden-red wine squirted in from nearly a foot
away.

“That is how to drink wine!” he announced,
handing the skin back to me. “Try it!”

My first try resulted in wine everywhere but
in my mouth, but soon I had mastered the trick, and the concoction,
like melted butter in the throat and warm in the belly, had begun
to work its magic on me.

“Enough!” Miklos said, taking the skin gently
from me and putting it aside. “There will be more later. Now we
talk.”

I felt slightly lightheaded, and happy.

“By all means, talk,” I said, dreamily.

“Your majesty, I am serious now,” Miklos
grumbled, and I pushed the effects of the wine aside and met his
eyes squarely. “These are the facts as we know them. There will be
others to meet up with us in the coming days, including the pirate
Pelltier and his men from the west.”

At this news I was startled, for no one had
even sought to call on the old pirate’s allegiance. To me his was a
picture in a history book. He had helped my grandmother Haydn when
she was hiding from Frane after the destruction of the First
Republic, and I was surprised to hear that he was still alive.

“This is marvelous news.”

He brings troops and supplies, and his men
have already been harassing Frane’s outward positions. He is a
scamp but he will be a great help, and has pledged undying
friendship to you.”

I nodded my pleasure.

“There are others, also, who will fight with
us. The Quiff, who have been friends to the gypsies for ages past,
have been patrolling the underground caverns that lead to this
place. Many of them are beneath us as we speak.”

As if prodded, I looked down at the floor of
my tent.

“And then there are also remnants of Mighty’s
people, the nomads from the middle and northern latitudes, who will
fight, though they are not many these days, I’m afraid.”

Another history lesson – Mighty had held my
grandmother for ransom, and ended up dying in her cause.

“There are also,” Miklos continued, “the
local clans, some of them outsider but most already pledged to the
republic, who will naturally join the cause and lend support.”

“This is very gratifying.”

“Yes,” Miklos said, but the joyless tone of
his voice made me listen to his next words very carefully.

“That is the good news, your majesty. All of
Mars, except the evil raiders, who as you know are mercenaries and
have taken to Frane’s army for coin, and the mad Baldies, are on
your side.”

“How many raiders does Frane command?”

“Two thousand. And there are two thousand
more Baldies, held in thrall by mocra root and wild beyond madness.
She commands upwards of five thousand troops all told. We will
approach that number, easily.”

“Then what is your concern, Miklos?” I
asked.

He was silent for a moment. “Two
things...”

I waited until my patience ran out, and then
said, “And they are?”

“Yourself, for one, your majesty.”

“Ah,” I said, leaning over to pull the
wineskin to me. I took a short quaff and wiped my lips. “You talk
not of the danger to me, but rather of my...let us say, ineptitude
in battle at Valles Marineres?”

Still studying the floor, he nodded. “Let us
call it...inexperience.”

“My grandfather, General Misst, commands the
troops now, king Miklos. I have learned my lesson, and am here
mostly to inspire.”

“That is good,” he mumbled, and, realizing
the possible insult, looked at me in apology. “That is to
say...”

I held out the wineskin and smiled.

He took a long drink and gave it back to
me.

“And the other thing?” I asked.

“The deviousness of Frane,” he said without
hesitation.

“What do you mean?”

“She has...made this all look too easy. She
sits on a sea of ice, with little high ground, and waits for
us.”

“You’re sure she’s there? The last
time...”

“She is among her troops. The Quaff have
spotted her, and kept track. Her blood red tent sits behind the
lines, and every day she marches among her army, distributing money
and mocra. It is said her severed arm is hideous, a ragged stump
uncovered by any cloth. She is as mad as the Baldies, and takes
mocra herself in vast quantities.”

“Then what is the problem? If she has grown
that mad then perhaps she has also grown stupid.”

Even as the words left my mouth I knew they
were foolish, for his own concerns had tapped some of my own inner
fears.

What have we forgotten?

He slowly shook his head. “Frane has never
been stupid.”

It was my turn to nod, and we both drank.

“Then what can we do?” I asked the gypsy
king.

“I don’t know,” he said. “If we meet this
insane army of hers on the ice, whether by frontal assault or by
stealth, we will easily defeat it. She must know that.”

“Perhaps,” I said, choosing to continue in
the role of devil’s advocate, “her madness has reached the point of
self-destruction—”

“No! There must be something else...”

He sighed, and drank long and hard. When he
rose he was a bit unsteady.

“We will continue to keep vigilant, and
continue to think. There will be no repeat of Valles Marrineris.
Begging your pardon, your majesty.”

“That’s quite all right.”

“I will speak with your grandfather, and make
battle plans.”

I held the wine up to him but he refused
it.

“It is for you, your majesty. Think of it as
a gift.”

“Thank you,” I said, admiring once again the
intricate etching design on the sides of the skin, the skillful
construction.”

“This is very beautiful. It is goatskin,
yes?”

“Dog,” he said, turning to leave, and it was
a good thing he did because I thought of Hector and gagged, and the
wine rose in my throat like bile.

 



Twenty-Six

There were many
hangovers the next morning, my own among them (though I did refuse
at dinner, which was excellently prepared by my husband and Tyron,
any gypsy wine contained in a skin), but that kept no one from the
matters at hand. At noon, in my tent, I met a representative of the
Quiff, another historical character from my father’s travels, whose
people resided mainly underground and were, up until a number of
years ago, completely unknown to the typical Martian land dweller.
He was an odd-looking fellow with long, fang-like teeth, but
pleasant enough; the other quirks I marked him with were his
penchant to stretch words when pronouncing and an extreme fondness
for fish. In fact, it had already been noted that where you found a
Quiff, you were likely to find an ice fishing hole.

“Thank you for joining us,” I said to him,
and he bowed.

“Your father was a wonnnnnderful mannnn,” he
replied.

“You knew him?” I said, startled.

He shook his head. “My owwwn father was his
guiiiiide. But I did seeee him when I wassss a kit. My father has
passsssed on.”

He then went on to explain to me that the
Quiff had explored many of the underground passages near the pole,
but that much of it remained uncharted.

“We have seeeeeen some strange thingssss,” he
said, citing among them caves that looked feline-made, and some
tunnels that led nowhere.

I thanked him again for his assistance, and
he bowed and left. He was immediately replaced by the most
ridiculous character I had ever seen, dressed in a red undershirt
beneath a frilly white bodice, and short breeches and long boots.
On his head was a cocked hat with a long yellow feather in it.

“Girlie!” he announced, and for a moment I
thought he was speaking his own name. But then the memory of my
grandmother’s adventure placed him for me, and I smiled.

“You must be Pelltier.”

“Indeed!” he struck a pose. “Da pirate, his
self! And you look little like Haydn, I say.”

He was squinting at me as if I was a new
cabbage, to be inspected and bought.

“You still run your lake camp near
Sagan?”

“You know of me, den?” His preening only
increased.

“Why, you must be quite old by now!” I
blurted out.

He deflated a little. “So you see tru my
make-up, den? Yes, I am old, but I want to look good for the
grand-girlie of my ol’ fren’ Haydn, so I – how do you say – ‘doll
it up’ a bit.”

He abruptly stepped forward and grabbed my
paw and kissed it.

“You are beautiful, yes, but in a diffren’
way den Haydn!”

“Thank you.”

He went to one knee, still holding my paw. “I
pledge mysel’, and my men, and my material to you, den.”

“Thank you, again.”

He stood up. “Good. And I bring some-ting for
you.”

He drew a packet from beneath his white shirt
and thrust it into my paw.

“It is tobac, like your gran-muder used to
li’!”

“Tobacco? Cigarettes?” I said in wonder. I
had never even seen the stuff, it had become so scarce. Never mind
the negative health effects Newton and the Science Guild had
claimed for so many years for it.

The faint, strange odor wafted up to my
nostrils.

“Thank you, Pelltier. For...everything.”

“Anyting for my girlie-girl!” he said, and
turned on his heel and walked out. It was only then that I detected
a bit of frailty, in the lack of spring in his step.

There were other dignitaries of other wayward
clans and groups who had now become allies. By the end of the
afternoon my paw was weary of kisses. But it seems our army had
almost doubled in size.

My grandfather joined me for dinner in my
tent, though Darwin, not surprisingly, was nowhere to be seen.
General Misst was gruff but confident – a little too confident, I
thought.

“Forward scouts report absolutely no movement
in Frane’s army.”

“That’s good news?” I said, cautiously.

“Of course! She has a plan and she’s sticking
to it. I doubt she knows the true size of our army.” His rasping
voice grew calmer. “Miklos’s spies say that Frane spends all of her
time in her tent, administering mocra to herself. She mumbles and
fumes, and acts mad as a whippet. She had an aid executed yesterday
just for asking her if she wanted to eat.

“Could it be an act, for our benefit?”

My grandfather seemed taken aback. “Why?”

“To lull us into complacency?”

“I don’t think so, your majesty.”

“There’s no need for the condescending tone
in your voice, general. Doesn’t this all look too easy – like
Valles Marrineris all over again?”

“Everything we know and see indicates—”

“I don’t care about what you can see,
general! There’s something about it that doesn’t feel right!”

“We’ll leave your feelings out of it,
granddaughter. If I may be so blunt: you had your chance at Valles
Marrineris. I took charge of this army on the condition that I
wouldn’t be second-guessed and meddled with. Correct?”

I nodded, though I still frowned.

“And what of my mother?”

His ebullient mood lessened considerably.
“That is the one thing I am not sure of. She has not been seen
anywhere in camp. My own guess is that Frane has secreted her
somewhere else, for use as ransom.”

I nodded. “But where?”

“That is a mystery at the moment. But with
luck, we will soon know.”

Again I nodded.

“Then will you leave me alone to win this
battle?”

I now saw some of the fierceness my
grandfather was known for – as well as some of the arrogance. I
wondered how much of that was in myself.

“Of course, general. Just, please, think on
these things.”

His anger had not diminished. “Of course I
will. As I think of another hundred things a day. We will march at
dawn, your majesty.”

“Very well...”

When he had gone I tried to put my finger on
these feelings I had, but was unable to point to any one spot and
stay there.

But: something was not right. Though I had
yet to come face to face with my bitter enemy Frane, I felt I knew
something of her. She had outwitted my grandmother and my
grandfather, two very smart felines. She had easily outsmarted me,
even when she wasn’t present. And now...

I drew out the packet of tobacco that
Pelltier had left with me, and examined it. Removal of the outer
wrapping revealed a frail paper box, red in color, and topped with
foil. I opened it carefully up. The odor became very strong.

Inside were twenty thin white paper bars,
each containing tiny brown flakes of tobacco. I opened one up with
a claw. The dry flakes spilled out.

I brought my open paw to my nostrils. The
scent was, in a way, alluring.

I took another of the white tubes and placed
it in my mouth. I found a taper and put it to my meager fire,
lighting it.

I brought the taper to the far end of the
cigarette and sought to light it, but nothing happened. Then,
remembering my grandmother Haydn’s description of the process in
her scant memoirs, written in the year after her assassination, I
gently drew breath into my lungs while lighting the far end.

It hissed into flame, burning the paper
tube.

My mouth was filled with smoke, and then my
lungs.

It was not as sweet as it smelled and as I
anticipated it would taste. It was, instead, harsh and, well, like
having a mouth full of smoke.

I coughed, and then coughed again, throwing
the cigarette to the ground.

I snuffed it out with my boot, still
coughing.

One of my attendants burst into the tent, her
eyes wide.

“Your majesty, are you all right?” she
asked.

“Yes,” I said, hacking out words between
coughs. “I’m...fine. Just learning another lesson is all.”

And then I coughed again, and put the packet
of cigarettes away as a memento, nothing more.

 



Twenty-Seven

The morning was
bracing cold. A light wind put a bite into the chill, and the
horse’s huffing breath put clouds of artificial smoke into the air.
There was something about a packed and just-moving army that
invigorated me. I loved the sounds: chuffing horses, clanking
harnesses, the stretching protest of saddle leather and the clatter
of cook’s wagons, pots and pans making music, the grumblings of
feline soldiers not yet awake. Leaving nothing behind and going
somewhere new. A just-moving army meant change, and promise, and
the hope of victory. A camping army was a dead thing, without life
or vitality – but an army on the march was exactly the
opposite.

The wind was into our faces, which kept the
crispness in the air as the sun rose to our right. Before us was a
wall of blue-white ice as far as the eye could see from west to
east. As we drew closer it resolved into a series of steppes and
bluffs and switchbacks. We had been placed well, and though the
climb would be a good one it would not be hard.

The late afternoon found us halfway up and
stopped on a vast level plain invisible from below. We saw our
first Baldies, two lone scouts, above us and looking nearly
insensate. One was dispatched with an arrow and the other with one
of our precious rifles, and when their bodies were recovered they
appeared nearly emaciated, their teeth bared in permanent fiendish
howls of madness and hunger.

“Frane wasn’t starving them at Valles
Marrineris,” I remarked.

“But she is now,” Miklos replied. He, along
with general Misst, examined one of the scouts where he lay on a
table. We had been joined by our surgeon, who concurred.

“Look at the area around the eyes,” he said.
“See how the eyeball is protruding? That’s a sign of advanced mocra
poisoning. It’s not so much that they are being starved as that
they lose all interest in eating. This fellow has been living on
nothing but mocra for weeks. He would have been dead in another
month, if we hadn’t killed him. In many ways, you did him a
favor.”

“What kind of opposition will we face if
they’re all like this?” general Misst inquired.

“None,” the surgeon said flatly. “This Baldy
couldn’t fight if he had to. The only thing on his mind was
mocra.”

The general’s chest swelled, and he gave me
an “I told you so” look.

I frowned.

“This will make our work easy,” Miklos said,
though I detected a note of doubt in his voice. I made a note to
speak with him alone later.

“If there’s any doubt,” the surgeon
continued, “look at this poor fellow’s claws.”

The doctor held up one limp paw, and pressed
the pad so that the claws would appear.

They were brittle and blood-caked, two of
them broken off completely.

“That’s like no Baldy claw I’ve ever seen,”
general Misst proclaimed. “What can they possibly fight with?
Ladies and gentlemen, though I hesitate to proclaim victory now, I
do think we will very soon be in that camp.”

There was silence, but my grandfather broke
it by laughing harshly and slapping the dead Baldy on the
chest.

“Thank you, young fellow, for giving me
the battle!”

“I noted your
hesitancy to celebrate so early,” I said to Miklos later in my
tent.

He smiled wryly. “I fear the general is too
sure of something that is not sure enough. Frane has the blood of
my two brothers on her hands, and they were both very smart
fellows. We gypsies just do not believe that anything in this life
is easy. There is a saying, ‘the hard path is the true one’.” His
smile widened a fraction. “I believe that applies here, your
majesty.”

“So do I, Miklos.”

“And yet,” he continued, “I can see nothing
but an easy victory here. If Frane is truly in the throes of this
drug, and our work has been done for us. And with no useful army to
assist her...”

We both sat, brooding, and not knowing
why.

“Like you, Frane took two of my family. And
they were anything but stupid. I do not intend to be reckless.”

“That is good to hear.”

“So I will have your support on
this...caution?”

His smile widened yet another fraction.
“Gypsies are always cautious. Especially with their own hides.”

Two more of Frane’s
forward scouts were encountered that night, one killed, the other
captured. The captive Baldy proved quite mad, and, at the first
opportunity, threw himself from the nearest ice ledge. His mad
cries echoed in the cold night.

My grandfather’s self satisfaction only
grew.

And yet...

 



Twenty-Eight

At dawn, a secret
one, hidden behind hills of ice and snow to the east, we continued
our climb.

General Misst was in an ebullient mood. His
horse snorted contemptuously at the morning chill, huffing and
straining against the reins.

“He wants to be running,” the general
explained, and then turned to pat the horse. “There, Champion, be
patient. You’ll run soon enough through a battlefield.”

As if the horse understood him, it huffed,
showing its teeth.

My grandfather laughed, and patted the horse
again.

“He’s ready for the slaughter!”

“What do you have in mind for a battle plan?”
I asked, trying to sound innocent. I looked round at Darwin, who
rode just behind me, and he had a scowl on his face and shook his
head.

The general snorted, a sound not unlike that
of his horse. “We won’t need one, your majesty. We’ll charge
through ‘em like a hot blade through new butter.”

“A nice analogy, but I think we should hold
some troops in reserve.”

“For what?” he cried. “The more the merrier
says I!”

“I’d like to hold the gypsies and Pelltier’s
men in reserve.”

He looked at me and waved a hand in
dismissal. “Do what you like. If they don’t have the stomach for a
fight let ‘em stay behind.”

“That’s hardly the case—”

Again he snorted, as did his mount. “I’ll
have plenty of men without them.”

“Thank you.”

His contemptuous look all but said,
“Bah.”

We topped the last
rise in mid afternoon. The sun was lowering toward the west,
throwing lengthening shadows from the ice hills in that direction.
But ahead of us it was flat as a board, a white expanse flat as any
soiled plain.

And there, three hundred yards in front of
us, was our prize: the army of Frane waiting patiently, her own
banner, blood red with a yellow stripe, waving lazily in the slight
breeze. I thought I could spy Frane herself, a far figure gazing at
us unmoving across the field of ice.

There was a commotion to our left, and I saw
a band of wild Baldies charge at our flank. There were only fifty
or so of them, and they were easily dispatched. My grandfather,
sitting high in his saddle, watched the ruckus and grinned.

“Fools,” he said.

Another mad band hit at our right flank, and
similarly, and easily, was taken care of.

“Can you think of any reason to hesitate?”
general Misst asked me, triumphantly.

As he gave the order to advance, I reined my
horse around and fell back to Miklos and Pelltier. Darwin followed
me, and a few Quiff. I passed many expectant faces, and many
confident words:

“We’ll give Frane hell today, majesty!”

“This will be for you and your poor father,
my Queen!”

“A bloody cake walk, that’s what it’ll
be!”

But when I reached Miklos he was not smiling,
and neither was the pirate.

“I smell some-ting bad, girlie-girl,”
Pelltier nearly hissed as I reached him. His old senses were all
awake, and he sat forward in his saddle sniffing the air. “I don’
know what it ‘tis, girlie-girl, but...”

I told him to keep his men back with me, and
he did so. Miklos and his hundred joined us also, and we watched, a
tiny army watching more than three thousand ride confidently
forward.

Miklos studied the line and shook his head.
“At least he should form a claw,” he said, making a U with his paw.
“He isn’t even flanking, now!”

“He doesn’t think he has to,” Darwin nearly
spat.

A ragtag band of five Baldies, screaming
madly, ran at us from the direction of the setting sun. I drew my
sword but they were cut down before they got within two horses of
me.

“This is madness,” Pelltier said, sheathing
his own sword after making use of it. “I tell you, some-ting is no’
right.”

Far back in my brain, something began to
tickle, a faraway noise like distant thunder.

“Do you hear it?” I asked, but my two
companions were all alert now, sitting stiff and straight in their
saddles.

The lowest, faintest of rumbles, which
incrementally grew.

A horrid realization grew in me.

Ahead of us, my grandfather gave a loud order
of “Charge!” and the line of men and horses, roaring as one,
charged ahead as the great mass of Frane’s Baldy army rushed
forward to meet them. I noted that Frane, with perhaps five hundred
non-Baldy troops, stayed behind.

The low rumble grew, overcame the shouts of
the army.

All at once there rose a sheath of ice in
front of the army, and another behind the oncoming Baldies, and the
entire plain they inhabited began to collapse, as if in slow
motion, into the ground. There was a roar that filled my ears, and
a geyser of snow and ice flew impossibly high into the sky as the
ground opened completely beneath them, and swallowed the army
whole.

Miklos was shouting, and Pelltier was
gesturing madly, but I could hear nothing above the howling ungodly
roar as the ground shook beneath us. There was a cloud of
blue-white powder where our army had been, but already it was
settling to the ground, and into the huge chasm that had been
formed.

One of the Quiff drew up beside me. “That
devillll hollowed out the plainnnn beneath the icccce!”

I heard another sound above these – a keening
wail. The hairs on the back of my neck stood out, for at first I
thought it was the sound of the dying in the massive pit. But that
was not it. As the cloud in front of us dissipated we saw a mass of
charging bodies moving around it, coming straight for us.

“Frane!” Miklos shouted. He quickly gave
orders and we formed into a chevron. There were little more than
one hundred of us against five times that many.

“D’ queen mus’ get away,” Pelltier said.

Before I could speak Darwin nodded. “Stay
close to me,” he whispered to me fiercely.

“It is important for you to go,” Miklos
said.

“I won’t leave any of you.”

“Fight, ‘den,” Pelltier said, and then looked
at Darwin. “But if d’ opportunity to flee come, take it.”

Darwin nodded.

Through the settling cloud of snow, I saw
Frane, her one arm held high with an impossibly long blade, her
mouth open in a scream as she charged toward us, her horse leading
an army that looked focused and keen.

“Look at her,” I said. “These will be her
true diehards. All of the rest was a ruse. All of it!”

“She is the devil his self,” Pelltier
said.

Frane drew closer, closer, and her eyes were
locked on mine with a fierce hatred that made me go cold inside. I
was suddenly very frightened, but determined not to show it.

As if to drive this fear away, I suddenly
kicked at my horse, drew my sword and, shouting, charged straight
for the fiend.

Behind me, with shouts, the others
followed.

Frane, unblinking, galloped straight at me,
her mouth open in a cry of rage. Her face was ravaged by time and
hate and the drug mocra, a death mask with patches of fur. Her eyes
were huge red slits, her teeth bared like fangs.

“Die today!” she shouted, bringing the sword
down toward me.

Our horses passed, and the blow missed. We
quickly turned and went at one another again. Around me were the
full sounds of battle, and I saw Miklos take down two of Frane’s
minions with a mighty full blow. Darwin was nearby, trying to fight
his way toward me, hacking and pushing madly.

I faced Frane once more, and our horses drew
toward one another like magnets.

“Die!” Frane screamed, and I saw her sword
fill the sky above me and then it drove down at me, filling my
vision – and then suddenly the day went black, and I heard and saw
nothing.

 



Twenty-Nine

The smell of
cold.

Yes, cold did have an odor – a bracing,
clean, empty fragrance.

Cold.

I shivered and opened my eyes. Someone or
something moved against me as I did so, adjusting weight.

I sat up in white glare, and almost
immediately swooned.

“Don’t move,” Darwin’s soothing voice
said.

I closed my eyes and moaned, then opened them
again. As long as I didn’t move I was fine, it seemed.

“Where are we?”

“Underground.” He was adjusting blankets and
furs around me. The movement itself sent a cold chill through me,
and made me shiver.

My teeth chattered when I spoke again.

“Wh-where are the o-o-others?”

“Nearby. That was quite a nasty bump you got
on your head. For a while I was afraid...”

“W-what?”

“That you wouldn’t wake up.”

Ever so slowly, I reached up to feel at my
forehead with my paw. Something knotted and painful sent a bolt of
pain through me when I touched it.

“It will go nicely with my face scar. What
h-happened to me?”

“Frane’s blow glanced you with the hilt of
her sword.”

The chattering had stopped, but I lay still,
trying to draw warmth from the coverings, and from my husband’s
adjacent body.

“It’s very cold in here.”

“Yes. We thought it best not to start a fire.
Many of Frane’s soldiers are still in the area, and I’m afraid
we’re not up for another battle at the moment.”

“Tell me everything.”

“Well...” I could feel the reluctance in his
body, hear it in his voice.

“We were beaten badly?”

“Frane made only one charge, which cut us up
pretty well, but then she and her troops rode through and away. It
was quite smart, because we were in no shape to follow, especially
with you down.”

“Why didn’t she kill me?”

“Miklos and I fought her off after you fell
from your horse. If her men hadn’t pulled her away I believe she
would have jumped from her own mount and tried to fight through us.
She was screeching like a madwoman.”

“How many did we lose?” Very slowly, I turned
my head to regard my husband, who looked at the ground before
meeting my eyes.

“More than half. Many of the Quiff died, and
many of Miklos’s people. He’s attending to their burial now, in the
snow.”

“Take me to him.”

I tried to rise, but once more found myself
in a faint.

When I woke up it was darker, as if the
sun had set above us, but just as cold.

In the morning I
could sit up. Our little cave seemed to spin around me, but if I
kept very still everything steadied, and I could speak.

I was warm now – too warm – and threw off
some of the cloaks and blankets which had been covering me. Darwin
was asleep at my feet, looking very young in his slumber, his hand
on his sword which lay next to him. He looked cold, and I covered
him.

Slowly swiveling around, I surveyed the
space, and saw that it was an ice cave with an unseen opening
behind us. I could hear low talk and assumed it was guarded by at
least two of our soldiers. I wanted very badly to climb out into
the sunlight, but was unable to stand up.

After a while I gave up, and curled
down next to my husband, letting sleep take me once more.

When I woke Darwin
was gone, but I heard voices closer, and spied two soldiers bearing
a tray making their way down the long grade to where I sat.

One of them raised a hand in greeting – and
at that moment the roof above him collapsed. A sheet of white came
down on the two felines, whose screams were cut off as if with a
knife.

Forgetting my disability I rose and hobbled
to the spot where a new wall of snow and ice blocked the way. I
called out but was met with only silence.

Darwin appeared behind me.

“Merciful Great One!” he cried.

“The poor fellows who were caught in this.
Can they dig us out?”

“It would take days, perhaps a week or
longer. This new material will be hard as rock before you know
it.”

I looked at him for an alternative.

“We have a little food, and water will be no
problem. I’ve surveyed this passage for a good couple miles, and it
continues downward – but there may be a side passage that leads us
out. It’s better than sitting here and waiting for starvation and
cold to claim us.”

“All right.”

“How do you feel?”

“Woozy, but much better.”

“Then we’ll make a go of it.”

We returned to our sleeping place, and Darwin
made an inventory. “Two swords, two daggers, a bit of hardtack, a
box of matches, an oil lamp. I suggest we both wrap ourselves with
as many layers of clothing and blankets as we can. It may warm us
too much now, but we may need them later.”

We did so, and then wasted no time, heading
into the cave which sloped down into the bowels of an unknown
world.

 



Thirty

Ever so gradually we
lost our light, as the mass of ice above us filtered the sun away.
And then darkness fell, making our blackness utter. Darwin lit the
lamp, and it threw eerie blue ice shadows on the walls.

After a while I began to feel as if we had
made no progress. Our little area of illumination never changed:
the same white ice walls, ceiling and floor. Though we walked, I
was beset with the illusion that we were walking in place.

“I must rest,” I said, the pain in my head
finally overcoming me. I fell to the floor and Darwin attended
me.

“Your bump is less noticeable,” he said,
gently probing the wound.

“It feels as though someone was rhythmically
beating me with a closed fist,” I said, feeling suddenly faint.

He put water to my lips from his canteen.

“Then we’ll rest here for the night.”

“How will you know when it’s day?” I asked,
and he laughed.

“We won’t,” he said, “but we’ll guess.”

And then he must have lain me gently down,
for when I awoke I was swaddled in blankets on the floor of the ice
tunnel.

I sat up, glad to see that the pounding in my
head was gone, and that I could move my head without a stab of pain
shooting through it. The lamp had been turned low. Darwin’s even
sleeping breath marked the only sound.

And yet–

There was another sound, very faint, and very
far away. Another kind of breathing, it sounded like, but so light
that it might almost be an illusion.

I thought of all the fairy tales I’d heard
about mythical ice monsters, huge horrid white worms that lay in
the bowels of the ice caps sucking intruders into their horrid
round mouths and mashing them with row on row of tiny pure white
teeth–

I had managed to frighten myself, and
sat most of the rest of the night in self vigil, listening to that
ever so faint breathing, and letting my imagination run riot.

When Darwin woke (it
was morning, because a whisper of light from above illumined the
walls light blue around us) he stretched contentedly and then
studied my face.

“You look like you haven’t slept at all!” he
remarked.

“Very little.”

“Is it your head–?”

“My head is fine, now.” I thought of telling
him of my night worries, but thought better of it.

Besides, I could hear nothing now in the
long, endless stretch of tunnel that lay ahead of us.

“Shall we march?” Darwin said, offering me a
bit of hardtack, which I gratefully accepted.

I stood up, and we gathered our meager
things, and we walked.

Later in the day,
when the walls had darkened for good, the angle of our descent
began to sharply increase. Darwin turned up the lamp, trying to
peer into the distance, as our feet began to slip on the ice,
drawing us down.

“I have an idea,” he said. He peeled from
each of us a blanket and laid it on the ground. “Sit on this,” he
explained, “and we’ll slide down. It’s too steep to walk. If you
start to go too fast, just dig your boots into the ice to slow
yourself down.”

“Like a kit’s sleigh!” I said, and he
laughed.

“Exactly.”

But as with all good plans, the execution did
not match the inspiration. As soon as we sat down on our respective
blankets we began to slide forward, at first at a manageable pace,
but then faster and faster. I tried to dig my boots into the ice to
either side of the cloth but the slope was now so severe that there
was no stopping. With or without blanket we were going down this
slide, with no slow-up. Darwin, holding the oil lamp high, raced
past me, peering intently into the gloom ahead. With no choice I
followed him, my stomach lurching. There was a turn to the left,
another to the right and then we straightened out again.

And then, suddenly, the ride was over and we
slowed to a halt as the pitch of the tunnel leveled out and became
flat.

Darwin stood up and gave a sigh of relief.
“Are you all right?”

I could not help but laugh. “That was quite a
ride!”

And then my laugh died in my throat –
because, as plain as day, I heard the breathing sound I had heard
the night before, only now much steadier and much louder.

“You hear that?” I whispered, but Darwin had
already heard, and was holding the lamp out to the right, moving
slowly down the passageway.

He made a silent motion for me to follow, and
I gathered up my blanket and did so.

Now there was light ahead of us, pulsing and
faint. The tunnel bent slightly to the right, and widened. The
light grew slowly stronger, and now the breathing became a steady
pulse – chuff, chuff – that grew.

“That’s not a white worm,” I said out loud,
in relief, for the sound was too mechanical and unnatural.

“A what?” Darwin asked, looking at me with a
frown.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just the fairy tale that
kept me awake last night.”

He shook his head and walked forward.

The slight curve to the right continued, and
now the light grew brighter ahead of us. Darwin doused our
lamp.

CHUFFFF-CHUFFFF

We passed an artificial barrier from white
ice to hard, white, artificial floor.

Our boots echoed on the spotless tile of an
anteroom, and ahead of us were two tall, metallic silver doors.

I put my paw on one of the doors and held my
breath.

Beside me, Darwin drew his sword.

“Go ahead,” he said, nodding.

I pushed at the door, and it opened –

– but not into the bright cave of machines
and wonders I had expected. The room within was dimly lit and not
large. If fact, it reminded me of...

An old familiar knot formed in my stomach,
and I drew back.

“What’s wrong?”

“My...grandmother and father. This
room...”

“It can’t be the same place.”

In the middle of the room was a familiar
dais, with a not quite empty throne-like chair upon it.

As we watched a vague form took shape, a
ghostly violet image that grew and filled in...

“I must go,” I choked, not able to face One
or Two again, my dead relatives, my grandmother Haydn or father
Sebastian was more drawn back to life from the realm beyond.

I turned, but Darwin blocked my way. His
sword was at his side. “Turn and look,” he said gently, taking hold
of me and forcing me around.

I turned, and looked at the shaped form on
the chair on the dais.

My breath turned to a gasp in my throat.

“An Old One!” I whispered.

 



Thirty-One

It was, indeed, an
Old One that Darwin and I beheld. There could be no doubt. The
stature – more than a foot taller than either my husband or I – the
naked facial features, a flaxen, limp mane of hair covering only
the top of the head and drawn down over the low-placed ears, the
long limbs, skinny paws and overly elongated fingers and blunt
claws – this could be nothing less than one of our mysterious,
near-mythical ancestors come back to life.

The figure sat wan and tired-looking, its
blinking gaze unfocused. It was still solidifying, already more
solid than my grandmother or father had ever been, not a blue ghost
but an almost solid thing. It wore a strangely shaped tunic and
sandals on its overlarge feet; the toes, again, were elongated and
blunt-clawed, altogether alien.

And the room was brightening, too, the
dimness dissipating, making the specter in front of us less
ghostly. Darwin sheathed his sword and, at the sound, the Old One
turned its wizened head slowly in our direction.

“You have come to see me?” it said, its voice
weak and broken by static, but decidedly female.

Its eyes were also strange, large but sunken,
pupil and iris malformed compared to a feline eye.

The Old One blinked, and seemed to take on
even more form.

“Yes?” she said, her voice louder,
stronger.

We stepped forward, and I said, “I am Queen
Clara of Mars.”

“Indeed?” Now the Old One took a deep breath,
which seemed to refresh her. She looked down at me with a more
piercing gaze.

“You are a feline!”

“Of course.”

“I am told...” She held up a long digit, for
silence, and closed her eyes. “My word...” she breathed.

She opened her eyes again and regarded us. “I
am told that I have been in stasis for almost one and three quarter
million years.”

“To us, the Old Ones are nothing but a fossil
record,” I stated.

“Indeed.” Again she closed her eyes and
breathed deep. “This comes as a bit of an adjustment. I certainly
did not plan on staying ‘in the bin’ for so long – nor waking up
to...another species.”

She regarded us closely, and I became
uncomfortable at her stone-like gaze.

“Are there none at all like me then?”

“You are the first live Old One who has ever
been seen by a feline.”

“‘Live,’” she said, issuing something like a
chuckle, “is a relative word. Reconstituted, more like. I stayed
behind by my own choice, but I thought they would return.”

I must have looked at her quizzically, for
she continued, in a tone as if she did not quite believe it
herself, “They all went back to Earth. The terraforming went fine,
and for hundreds of years, even after the time of the Machine
Master and the wars among the Five Worlds, there were colonies on
Mars – but then, when Earth was once more inhabitable and the wars
ended...”

She shrugged, as if I would understand, and
when I said nothing she leaned forward in her chair and put her
huge hands on her knees.

“Don’t you understand?” she said. “You were
left behind. There was nothing on Mars when we came, and we made it
habitable and brought the things we knew and loved from home.

“Cats, for instance. Our pets.”

I drew myself up with as much pride as I
could. “Do you mean to tell me we were hauled here, like so much
cattle?”

“As I said, pets, my...” She thought better
of what she was going to say, and addressed me instead as, “Your
majesty.”

I was filled with indignation and rage, but,
unaccountably, Darwin beside me was holding his sides and laughing.
The Old One had begun to laugh, too.

“You find this humorous?” I shouted in the
little room, but my self-important rage seemed out of place and was
drowned out by the laughter around me.

The Old One held her hands out in
supplication, but she was still chuckling.

“Doesn’t it make sense, Clara?” Darwin said.
“Our own fossil record, the growth from dog-size to our present
stature, Copernicus’ paper...”

“I’m afraid it’s true, your majesty.” She
gave another laugh. “If it makes you feel better, my own kind
developed from monkeys! It is the natural way of things.”

It was my turn to laugh, and Darwin joined
me.

“It is the natural way of things,” the Old
One said. “But still, to see two felines fully developed into
sentient creatures. You were left behind when men returned to
Earth, and now, well, now you have inherited a world...”

She shook her head.

“You mentioned Five Worlds?”

“Oh, yes, Earthmen colonized Venus and Titan
and Pluto besides Mars, and then, of course, there were great wars
between them. And at the end of those wars Earth, which had been
decimated by plague as well as conflict, became livable again. And
also, there was a messenger of sorts from beyond the Solar
System...”

She seemed to be trying very hard to
remember.

“There were many things that happened in my
time.”

“Why did you stay on Mars?”

“I was too frail to make the trip home, so I
consented to be turned into...this,” she said, indicating herself
with her strange, large hands. “I loved Mars, so it was not a
difficult choice. It was thought that Earthmen would return before
long, and try to live here again. I was to welcome them back. But I
see that it has never happened.

“So tell me,” she continued, her hands on her
knees again as she leaned over us eagerly, “what has happened in
the last one and three quarter million years on my beloved Mars?
How has it fared in the Age of Cats, as opposed to the Age of
Humans, when war and strife and hatred were rampant upon this land
and others?”

So we told her, and as our story unfolded her
eyes became misty, and her face clouded over with dismay and
sadness.

 



Thirty-Two

We stayed there for
two days, until our hunger overcame us. There was nothing to eat in
Stella’s (for that was her Old One, or ‘human,’ name) domain, and
only water to drink which Darwin produced by melting ice. The
hardtack was gone, and hunger began to gnaw at us like a living
thing.

Stella could rise, and walk around her room,
but was unable to leave its walls. She explained in essence how she
was preserved, and it was in line with what Newton had known, and
deduced, when my grandmother Haydn and my father had been saved –
only, in their case, as Stella surmised, the equipment had not been
as well protected or preserved as this had been. It turned out that
Stella had a secret, but she would not tell us what it was.

She was curious about my name, and that of my
father and grandmother. When I showed her my most precious
possession, the Old One book of composers, she was delighted.

“Ancient Earth composers!” she cried. “I
loved their music!”

“All they ever were to us were pictures. My
great-grandmother loved music in general, and that’s where the
naming tradition began.”

“Wait,” she said, and closed her eyes.

In a moment a sound wafted from the corners
of the room, and then built into a full-blooded roaring of
instruments, some of which were unknown to me. But the sound was
wonderful.

“That’s a symphony of Haydn, one of his later
ones,” Stella said with delight.

We sat and listened to this strange
cacophony, which, in its own way, made delightful sense.

When it was over, there was a pause while
Stella once again closed her eyes, and then a single singing
instrument, which sounded as though there were strings involved,
came into the room, followed by others of the same. The sound was
sweet and ethereal. A glorious chill went up my spine.

“That’s Johann Sebastian Bach, his Air on a G
String,” Stella explained. The look of happiness on her face was
surely mirrored on my own. “It’s nice to see that he can still have
such an effect after almost two million years.”

When it was finished she said, “And now
to your own namesake,” and produced a piano (which sounded much
like the tambon I had labored over since I was a kit) work by Clara
Schuman, whose husband, I was informed, was also a musician.

And then, on that
last day, as we prepared to leave, she gave us her secret. I had
sensed a growing fondness for her, and I could tell at this last
audience that she had made some sort of decision.

“If what you have told me is true about Mars
losing its atmosphere, and I have no reason to believe it is not,
then you must do everything you can to preserve life here. And
every tool must be made available to you. If humans have indeed
abandoned Mars, then it is up to you felines to protect what you
have and have inherited here. It is obvious to me that your
technology is in the primitive stages. What advances you have made
have been through the haphazard discovery of what we humans left
behind. This ‘Newton’ you have described sounds like a brilliant
fellow, and I will be happy to meet him. But in the meantime, I
have decided to turn over to you my storehouse. You must pledge to
use it for good and to eradicate this Frane creature you have
spoken of once and for all. We humans have always periodically had
to deal with evil forces bent only on destruction, and it is an art
learned only through blood and sorrow. Any help I can give you I
must.”

And then she told us where to go to
find her treasure.

As we took our leave
of her, I was overcome by affection and drew her large body to my
own. She put her long fingers into the mane on my head and petted
me there as if I were a dog.

Suddenly she laughed, and pulled her strange
fingers away. “I’m so sorry! It’s just that the last time I saw a
feline, it was my own house pet!”

 



Thirty-Three

Hunger was catching
up with us, and I wondered if we would reach our goal, still deeper
into the polar ice cap, before it overcame us completely. But
Darwin proved heartier than I, and with his encouragements we at
last stood before the doors of the fortress Stella had described.
Being white, they nearly blended in with the surrounding ice
walls.

Taking a deep breath, we pushed the doors
open.

At first we saw nothing but a huge empty
room. The ceiling and floor were also white. It looked like a
massive empty warehouse.

And then there was a shimmer, and the
camouflage unit we had been warned about deactivated, revealing the
true contents of the space.

We stood with our mouths open.

There in the center of the room was a space
ship, long and sleek and wedge-shaped. It vaguely resembled the air
ships that Newton had constructed with clues from Old One
technology – but this machine was not meant to fly in the
atmosphere of planets alone but between them.

“With this, we could visit other worlds,”
Darwin said dreamily.

“And save this one,” I said, trying to sound
practical as I sought to find the entry port which Stella had
described to me. The underbelly of the craft seemed to be of a
seamless design, with no crack or gap –

But then my claw scratched across the slight
recess I sought, and there was a hiss of ancient mechanisms and a
doorway pulled in and away, leaving an oval high opening.

“Darwin,” I summoned, and he retreated from
the aft, where he was studying the monstrous propulsion tubes.

We entered together.

It smelled flat and stale, but even now
another hidden system was activated and I heard the ssssss of air
being freshened and circulated.

Lights, recessed in the walls and ceiling,
went on as we walked, our boots echoing hollowly on the deck of the
ship.

An animated voice crackled into life.

“What is it you wish?”

“Guide us to the main cabin,” I ordered.

“As you say,” the voice commented, and the
wall and ceiling lights dimmed as a row of lit lines formed beneath
our feet.

We followed them through a huge lounge, a
sleeping area containing twenty comfortable big bunks, an eating
area and attached galley, rows and rows of storage lockers and
then, finally, the cabin. A thousand lights and gauges and switches
were arrayed around two contoured chairs, with a third chair set
behind them. The front windows were thick but clear, floor to
ceiling, showing the white room we had just left.

Darwin sat easily in the captain’s chair on
the left.

“What is it you wish?” the animated voice
asked.

Darwin looked at me, and I sat gingerly down
in the companion chair.

“Shall we?” Darwin whispered to me, and then,
without waiting for an answer, he said, out loud, “Take us out of
here.”

There was no response.

Darwin frowned, and then he looked at me and
held out his paw.

“The code Stella gave us,” he said, and I
suddenly remembered and dug the written numbers out of my tunic and
handed the paper to my husband.

Darwin read the numbers out loud, and
immediately there was a subtle shift in the machine. “As you say,”
the mechanical voice intoned. I heard a faraway snicking noise,
which must be the hatch being closed. A humming began deep in the
ship which built to a rumble and then a roar.

A bright light filled the white room outside.
There was a monstrous rumbling sound. I looked up and out of the
front port to see two white doors hinging open above us, letting in
sunlight from an impossibly high distance.

“Are we going up–?” I started to say as we
did, the ship lurching forward and upward at the same time, diving
up into the atmosphere even before I had finished my words. We were
blinded by sky.

“Where are we going–?” I said, but again my
question was answered before it was asked as the ship came to an
abrupt stop.

It was dark outside now.

I stood and looked through the front
port.

“Great One in heaven, Darwin. Look.”

“Stasis position reached. Instructions?” the
mechanical voice asked.

“Stay where we are,” Darwin ordered, his eyes
already feasting on the view outside.

“Very well,” the voice replied.

“We’re in space,” I said in wonder.

“Above Mars,” Darwin said.

Below us was spread our own planet, seen from
a height no feline had ever beheld it from. The north polar cap was
far below us, a tiny insignificant thing now, and beyond it in all
directions was a red and green world with blue patches of lakes and
oceans, a million shades of red, from the lightest pink to crimson
and russet and the darkest brown rust. The green patches were vivid
in the midst of these colors, and now I spied Arsia Mons, its
massive caldera looking, from this height, small and lonely. The
world was split into night and day, and in the dark area was a weak
patch of illumination that marked the city of Robinson. I saw
another in the far distance that marked Bradbury, and its lights
were even more wan.

And enveloping it all, the thinnest blanket
of pink-yellow, the merest smudge against the edge of the world,
the atmosphere.

“It looks like a toy, so fragile,” I
remarked.

“I could stay up here forever,” Darwin
said.

It was then that my stomach spoke to me,
announcing my hunger with a pain that doubled me over, and when
next I awoke we were on the ground and dawn was breaking in the
city of Bradbury, and I was being helped from this marvelous
machine which already Newton was eyeing with delight, and brought
to a place of rest and refreshment.

 



Part Three

The Last Battle

 



Thirty-Four

A day later found me
rested, and restless. The court physician, Mandrake, tried to keep
me in bed, citing my still healing head wound and recent bout of
malnutrition, but I overruled him, and called a council meeting for
that morning.

“But at least hold court in bed!” he
begged.

Darwin, I learned, was in even worse shape
than myself, which meant his protestations of fatigue and hunger
had been a feint for my benefit. I wanted to kiss and kick him at
the same time, but they wouldn’t let me see him.

“Get out,” was my reply, and only after he
had left did I admitted my own frailty and call for the meeting to
come to me.

Even then I felt silly, propped up by a dozen
white silk pillows and attended to by a bevy of servants bearing
trays of potions and sweet meats. The only thing I had been able to
keep in my stomach was bits of dried bread and water. Even so, I
was ravenously hungry. The dichotomy of want impossible to satisfy
was maddening, and added to my ill temper.

Finally I cried, “Get out, all of you!” to
the servants, as Newton, looking sprier than I had ever seen him,
no doubt due to the stimulation of his new toy, looked on wryly,
and as the other ministers pretended not to notice.

When the trays and their bearers had left,
Warton, now minister of war since my grandfather’s death, reported
the last sighting of Frane, which was to the north and east of
Bradbury.

There was something else, I could tell, and I
ordered the rotund feline, who had a brilliant scholarly mind but
had never buckled on a sword in his life, to tell me what it was.
He hemmed and hawed, pulling his claws through his whiskers
nervously, until I exploded with him the way I had with the
tray-bearers.

“Tell me immediately, or resign your
position!”

His light brown fur blanched, and his eyes
widened.

“Your mother...is with her,” he said.

I went cold, and said to no one in
particular, “As we thought, Frane had her secreted away during the
battle.” I turned specifically to Warton. “And you have no idea
where they are?”

He shook his head ruefully. “Only that they
are north and east of here.”

“Then that is where we will look.”

Warton began, “We are scouring the hills and
towns with—” but, impatiently, I cut him off and turned to
Newton.

“Can we utilize the space ship?”

The old scientist shook his head. “It is too
fast for use in the atmosphere, and its tracking instruments are
strictly for navigation. We are using every air ship at our
disposal, of course, and are checking on reports from local farmers
and townspeople – but, as you know, your majesty, Frane is crafty,
and sometimes locals are loath to talk to officials. We do know
that the area she is in is free from underground passages, which
means she is somewhere on the surface. But the going is hard–“

“Then we will find her ourselves,” came a
weak voice from the doorway, and I turned to see my husband,
Darwin, standing pale and weak. He was smiling at me, and winked,
before he collapsed to the floor. Warton rushed to his side and
helped support him as he was removed, back to his own bed.

I was feeling tired myself.

“Let me think on this,” I said, adjourning
the meeting.

Before the last of them had reached the
doorway, I was dead asleep.

 



Thirty-Five

I awoke with someone
sharing my bed. A jolt of alarm went through me, and I reached for
the dagger by my bedside and the bell pull that lay just behind it,
but a paw stayed me.

I turned to look into Darwin’s grinning
face.

“I meant what I said, you know,” he told me,
gently releasing my arm.

We lay back, our sides touching, and I said,
“I missed you. How do you feel?”

“Like a new kit. Nearly a day has passed
since I collapsed in your doorway. You will feel much better, too,
when you’ve had something proper to eat.”

“You should have told me you were in such bad
shape.”

“Why?” He laughed. “So you could feel even
worse?”

I stroked his paw lightly with my claws.
“What news is there?”

“This place is running without us. Newton has
gone to meet with Stella, and draw the rest of her secrets out.
Half the army is out crawling over the hills looking for Frane. The
senators and the Assembly are acting like there never was war and
are fighting with one another over anything that presents itself.
And the architects are drawing up plans to rebuild Wells, into an
even grander place than it was before.”

I nodded absently, and he pushed himself up
on one elbow to regard me. “What? None of this pleases you?”

“She is still out there.”

He nodded, and lowered his voice to a
whisper. “That’s why I’m here. You and I are going to find
her.”

“What!” I hissed.

“Shhh!” His put a finger to my lips. “Keep
your voice low. There are minders and tenders and servants, valets,
chambermaids, grovelers, scrapers and watchers of every stripe just
outside your door. If they knew you were awake they would burst in
here like a tide.”

I sighed. “It will be my lot from now on.
They’ll keep me locked up like a doll in a glass case. Even if I
insisted, or made it a royal order, they’d gang up on me and insist
it was ‘for the good of Mars.’”

“Exactly. Now that the danger to the republic
is perceived to be over, things are quickly reverting to normal. We
will never see another exciting moment in our lives.”

“True.”

He sat up on the bed, but kept his voice low.
“Now let me ask you. What are the chances of finding Frane with
Army patrols bumbling about the countryside and looking under hay
bales?”

“None. She will hide, using my mother until
she is no longer useful – and then, once again, Frane will attack
somewhere up the line.”

“Exactly. But now let me ask you: what are
the chances of two lone trackers, one of them an expert at hiding
and stealth, bringing Frane to ground and saving your mother?” He
smiled.

I could not help it, my voice rose. “They
would never let us do it!”

He continued to smile. “Of course they won’t!
That is why we will have to sneak out under their noses!”

And then he told me his plan.

I was patient,
though I felt like anything but. The better part of the week was
spent in regaining my appetite (much of it by Darwin’s excellent
cooking – which also enabled him to have run of the kitchen and
secret away the provisions we would need), endless meetings with
ministers and counselors, and public displays from my balcony to
the cheering populace. All the while, Darwin and I planned. Besides
food, he found the proper clothing and, in a final stroke of
brilliance, enjoined Miklos, who had returned from the north pole,
to secret us out of the temporary capital.

During that time the expected news was
received that Frane was nowhere to be seen. It was if she had
dropped off the face of the planet, and my mother with her.

Finally, the day came. Both Darwin and I were
fit and hale again, and when the final audience of the day arrived,
a hulking gypsy who I well knew, he strode into my chamber after
his announcement with my husband under his arm like a sack of
wheat.

“How we worried!” he boomed, dropping Darwin
to the ground. He stomped forward to embrace me. “We dug and we dug
and we dug – but always there was more ice! Finally, when a storm
came, we were forced to leave! But never for a moment did I doubt
that little fish” – here he picked Darwin up again – “would let
anything happen to my Queen!”

He dropped Darwin and went to one knee before
me.

“Are you sure about this, my Queen?”

I nodded. “It must be done.”

“Already my gypsies are moving over the hills
and villages, and there is word that the evil one is farther east
than was thought.”

“Then that is where we will start.”

“We will always be close by,” he vowed,
and I took his giant paw in my own. “Then I will not worry,” I
said.

I heard and smelled
rather than saw my own escape. Dropped from the window of my
audience chamber in a sack to the ground below, as was Darwin, and
then the dog Hector, I felt the quick descent and none too gentle
transfer to the back of a wagon. The sack smelled of oats, which
made me want to sneeze. Other sacks, which were piled around us,
some of them atop my own, contained everything else we would
need.

I felt the jostle and shake of the wagon as
its ponies were reined into motion. We traveled for perhaps an hour
outside of Bradbury, during which time, no longer caring for the
dry smell of oats, I cut a slit in my bag to breathe the late day
air.

Instead, I smelled the manure sacks which
Miklos’s men had piled atop everything else to discourage close
inspection – especially after our disappearance had been
discovered.

Which didn’t take long, because after perhaps
another half hour the cart came to a grinding halt, and I heard the
driver questioned in mumbled tones. The words became more heated
until the driver said, “Take a whiff, then!” I felt one of the bags
above me lifted away, and then heard a grunt of disgust.

“Happy, then?” the driver snorted, and the
bag was dropped back into place.

Soon we were back on our way.

Though I still longed for the smell of
oats, the odor of manure never smelled so sweet.

We emerged in
starlight. A small fire was burning, and Darwin immediately began
to prepare a meal. Our driver would not stay to eat, but
immediately mounted the extra pony which had been tied to the back
of the wagon and rode off.

“Good luck! It was Miklos’s wish!” he called,
raising a hand in farewell.

The night was still.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Not too far from the last sighting of Frane.
From here we head due east. Miklos’s people have to be careful,
because everyone is wary of strangers these days.”

He handed me something roasted and spicy,
and, thankful for my appetite, I ate.

I looked down at Hector, whose big eyes
studied me greedily. He barked once, and then sat there with his
tongue lolling.

Darwin laughed and tossed him a morsel from
his own meal, which Hector devoured.

“This isn’t dog, is it?” I said, warily,
holding up my meal.

“Of course not!”

I gave Hector a bit of my own meal.

“Can we rid ourselves of the manure at
least?” I asked, joking.

“No!” he said, which surprised me. “For now,
we are two traveling farmers who sell manure.”

My newly returned appetite began to leave
me.

“Perhaps in a few days, after we make a few
sales, we can rid ourselves of it and become mere peddlers.

“Not soon enough for me.”

And that’s what we
did. We met a farmer who – after Darwin allowed him to rob us in a
transaction for the manure just enough so that he felt kindly
toward us, but not enough so that he became suspicious of us –
informed us over his table that two strangers had, indeed, been
this way not the week before.

“Strange they were, too,” the farmer said,
smoking on his pipe and scratching his whiskered chin. I thought of
Pelltier’s cigarettes, and almost gagged. “One of ‘em was plain
mad, and the other never showed her face or paws. All bowing and
thankee and good day. The other just stared into space. Then they
were gone east.”

“What’s east of here?” Darwin asked
innocently.

“Hills and more hills, until you get to the
town of Opportunity.”

“That’s quite a name for a town.”

The farmer smiled, showing a distinct lack of
various teeth. “‘There ain’t no opportunity in Opportunity,’ the
saying goes here.” His chest puffed out a little and he leaned
back, blowing a smoke ring. He waved his pipe stem at us. “And
thing is, you might want to watch yourselves in that town, yes
indeed. They ain’t as kindly in transactions to wandering peddlers
as I.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his table, and
smiled.

“Now I believe we were going to discuss
rent for a night’s lodging?”

The next morning, a
beautiful clear one, found us on the road, climbing and descending
hills. The countryside was pretty but monotonous, and soon I tired
of what looked like the same bubbling brook or the identical grove
of junto tress or similar clusters of ancient rock huts, shaped
like beehives, and for the most part demolished.

“Did you know that ancient feline hermits
used to live in these structures?” Darwin informed me, and I
pretended that I did not already know. We were cresting yet another
hill. Even Hector was bored, running ahead to scout, then,
inevitably, stopping to lie down in the sparse grass by the side of
the road to wait for us when nothing of interest presented itself
ahead.

This time he began to whine excitedly, and
ran back to jump into the cart and sit up beside me.

“What is it?” I asked in a low voice, but
Hector only whined with anticipation.

Darwin was finishing his history and
anthropology lesson, and I pretended to listen.

The cart topped the hill.

“Wonderful!” I cried, and Darwin said, “Why
thank you, I had no idea you were so interested in ancient
monks–”

“Not that – look!”

Below us was the dirtiest place I had ever
seen in my life.

 



Thirty-Six

Opportunity indeed!
More like Red Dust Town, with plumes of airborne dirt hanging over
the streets like permanent clouds. The residents of this shanty
village wore a permanent layer of filth on their fur, which gave
them a strange, almost insubstantial look. You felt as if you were
beholding them through a crimson fog. I began to cough almost
immediately, which brought little notice because almost everyone
else was doing the same.

Between bouts of hacking, I turned to my
husband. “Why is it so – cough – dusty here?”

He pointed to the street below us, as well as
the surrounding hills. “This town – cough – could only have been
built by fools. It’s set – cough, cough – in a bowl, with a
perpetual breeze on a bed of red silt. Madness!”

Every building was covering in a fine layer
of dust, and I could not tell haberdashery from general store. In
fact, there were no markings on any of the buildings, which puzzled
me. But there was one large structure in the near distance which
everyone on the street was either coming from or going to, so we
headed there, wiping our eyes and sniffling.

Hector, his eyes closed, was snugged down
between us in the wagon, making noises of complaint in the back of
his throat.

The doors of this structure were huge and
thrown wide, with an aisle as wide as the main street leading in.
We passed through strips of plastic sheeting which hung down from
the top of the entry, and suddenly the dust and dirt were gone.

“Ingenious!” Darwin remarked, looking back.
The strips kept most of the filth outside, and allowed for a free
atmosphere within.

We found ourselves in a huge indoor bazaar.
To either side were booths and tables set with wares and food. Rich
aromas filled the air. There was the sound of laughter and the
shouts of vendors.

“Welcome to Opportunity!” said a little
feline to our right, stationed in a booth. Before us was a lowered
gate.

The little fellow smiled, showing even less
teeth than our recent farmer acquaintance. “I’d say you’ll need two
spaces to fit that wagon. That’ll be a tenner, please!”

Darwin paid him, and the little cat, red as
the dust outside from head to foot, bowed. “Been here before?” he
inquired, as if he already knew the answer.

“We’re from out west, thought we’d try the
waters here.”

The little fellow cackled. “Waters! There’s
no water for miles.”

“Why, may I ask, is there a town here at
all?”

There was a smaller wagon behind us, the
driver beginning to complain about our slow pace, but the little
feline was only too happy to give us the short history of the
town.

“Ever seen how rock candy grows, mister?” he
asked. Before Darwin could answer he went on. “You start with a
string in a glass o’ sugar water. Pretty soon some of the sugar
sticks to the string. Then more, and more. And before you know it
you got a whole lot of candy.”

“Move on!” the irate driver behind us
shouted, but the toll taker ignored him.

“Fellow named String, of all things, camped
here a hundred years ago. Then, he wakes up and there’s another
camper next to him, then another...”

He laughed and waved us through. “Lots 57 and
58! End of aisle 15!”

As we moved through we heard him
beginning to chat with the irate driver, and charge him twice what
he had us.

Needless to say we
found our spot and began to interact with the populace of this, the
real heart of Opportunity. For an indoor city it was. While Darwin
set up our wares and pretended to be a peddler, I leashed Hector
and we walked through this indoor wonderland which, now that we
were within it, was three times as huge as I had thought. The
ceiling was lost in the glare of lamps and electric lights strung
from poles, and I saw birds swooping and turning as if they were
under any other sky. There were thirty aisles, and I found a
directory, a huge flat chalk board, set up like an un-permanent
grid, with markings for the day in each lot, which was represented
by a small square. The grid itself was well organized into sections
by type of wares – foodstuffs along the back of the building,
weaponry clustered together, as well as clothing, trinkets (our own
section), soaps, and entertainment such as jugglers, mimes,
magicians and the like.

Overtaken with the marvelousness of the
place, I found myself rattling the coins in my tunic and observing
wares closely. I found a hat I had to have, and a folding pocket
knife with eight different tools that Darwin would love. There was
even a shop that sold sweetmeats for dogs, and I indulged
Hector.

I was so taken with the loud, carnival
atmosphere of the place that I barely noticed two cloaked figures
who passed close by and then walked on. I was admiring the talents
of a conjurer, who was producing Jakra cards out of thin air, one
after the other from his empty paw.

But then I heard a hissed whisper in my ear:
“You’ve found me, wretch. But you won’t live out the hour.”

I turned, adrenaline coursing through me like
an electric charge, and there before me, her death’s head face, now
completely naked of fur, not inches from my own and grinning with
madness, was Frane.

She moved even closer, sniffing, her eyes
impossibly wide.

“You are not with kit. I can tell. Which
means when you die there will be no heir.”

I drew back – I could smell the mocra on her
breath, a sour, sickly smell.

Behind Frane was my mother, standing staring
through the two of us as if we were not there.

Even as I reached for my own sword, her cloak
parted and in her left hand was a long, evil looking blade, tipped
with crimson.

“I killed your father with this, and now
you!” she screamed, and raised the blade high.

My own sword was out, and there were shouts
around us as patrons realized what was happening and shrank away
from us.

I saw my mother melt into the crowd, which
pulled her with its momentum.

Screeching like a carrion bird in its dive,
Frane leaped at me, hacking downward.

I parried her thrust, feeling the strength in
her, and then gave her a blow of my own, which she blocked.

She pushed my sword back with her own, her
skeletal face suffused with glee. Her two front teeth, the gums
receded from mocra, looked like fangs in her mouth. Her white
parchment skin, now devoid of fur, looked alien, too thin,
monstrous.

“Let’s see if the kit can fight!” Frane
cried, and now the battle was joined in earnest, with blow and
thrust and parry in increasing number. She drove me back toward the
crowd, which parted for us. The conjurer was transfixed, a card in
his hand, and when we were forced into his lot he dropped what
looked to be a hundred cards and ran. Beside him was a table
holding his wares, cheap magic tricks for kits, and I was forced up
onto it, spilling his goods. Frane below me chopped and heaved at
me, screaming obscenities all the while.

The table collapsed and for a moment I was on
the ground. I saw Frane’s blade thrust down at me and rolled aside,
jumping to my feet.

We continued, down the length of one aisle
and then over into another. Tables and wagons were damaged, goods
flew into the air as Frane and I traded blows and positions. At
first she had the advantage, then I did, then she did again. I
thought I had her but my sword cut through only the front of her
tunic and then she was at me again. Back and forth we traded blows,
the crowd parting in chaos before our progress.

Suddenly I found the tip of her blade locked
not an inch from my throat, and her strength was driving it toward
me – I knew that it was poisoned, and if pricked I would meet my
end.

With all of my strength I pushed back, and
now the blade was forced toward her own skinny neck. Her eyes
widened in a moment with fear, and then she snarled.

Darwin appeared, thrusting his way through
the crowd, and now his blade was advancing on her too.

She saw him and suddenly all the tension was
loosed in our joined battle, and she pulled her blade back and ran
off into the crowd.

“Darwin, don’t let her get away!”

Darwin was after her, but she was like a
wraith, jumping over tables and pushing screaming patrons aside,
until she was out a side door.

We raced after, pushing through the strips of
plastic.

“Soon we will all die!” she screamed at us,
her voice swallowed by the wind.

Suddenly we found ourselves in a whirling
dust storm, the air filled with a keening wail. We could not see
two feet in front of us.

We pushed our way through this but it was
hopeless.

Frane had disappeared.

With a sudden thought I turned and ran back
into the mall. Pandemonium had given way to the aftermath of
battle, with patrons milling and shopkeepers taking stock and
checking damage. Into this swirl I flung myself, searching
desperately, looking at faces, moving on.

I slowly traced my way back to where the
melee had started, and there she was, standing just where she had
been left, the lost look painted onto her face.

“Mother!” I shouted, but there was no
recollection, only the blank, lost stare of the addict suddenly
without drug or purpose.

I pulled her to me and hugged her, but again
there was no response. I might have been anyone.

“I’ll take care of you, mother,” I whispered
fiercely into her ear.

There was no response, and then a single
word, uttered with a kind of awe and need, as if a god had been
summoned, escaped her lips.

“Mocra,” she said.

 



Thirty-Seven

“I know who you
are,” a kind woman in the crowd said, and before I could answer she
said, “Come with me.”

Darwin rejoined me, after finding Hector
crouched in fear underneath our wagon, and we followed the woman
out of the mall into the dusty streets of Opportunity. “Stay
close!” she advised, which was good because the storm had not
abated. But she seemed to know the way, and brought us to a small
building with many floors.

Inside, the sound of the dust storm was
muffled, but still we heard silt washing against the side of the
building like water waves. She brought us up a rickety staircase
which swayed under our weight, and past one floor and then on to
the third. There were three doors and she put a key into the lock
of the middle one and drew us in. It was a small, spare room with a
bed and sink and s single chair.

“It’s not a rich man’s place but it’s all I
have and you’re welcome to it, your majesty.” She bowed, and was
gone, pushing the key into Darwin’s hand and keeping her eyes
down.

“I won’t forget this kindness,” I vowed, and
Darwin said, “But where will you go?”

“I will stay with friends. If you need
anything, ask for Anna in the shop next door.”

“No matter.” She shook her head and then she
was gone, closing the door after her.

And then our vigil began.

After a day, my
mother began to sweat profusely, and see things that weren’t there.
She squirmed on the bed like a sick kit, her paws thrashing.
Hector, sorely frightened of this activity, stayed in the far
corner of the room, cowering.

At one point my mother spoke to me by name
but it was only a phantom that she saw, another daughter Clara,
perhaps when I was little. “Good girl!” she cooed, and clasped
herself as if embracing someone. “So good at your lessons, and I
love the way you play the tambon!”

At this point I began to cry, because she did
not know me.

The second day she began to scream, an almost
constant keening wail that left her hoarse. Her body was racked
with intermittent trembling which degenerated into shaking fits and
which required both Darwin and I to hold her down, lest she hurt
herself. Her legs kicked madly and her arms flailed, and she
screamed at demons only she could see.

“Mocra! Mocra!” she screeched, as if
beseeching a lover. The skin had retreated around her eyes, and her
lips were pulled back over her teeth, making her look
grotesque.

By the third day Darwin and I were exhausted,
spelling one another to short naps which were inevitably broken by
my mother’s hoarse wails. The good woman Anna appeared with food
and drink, which we snatched at like fugitives. Though my mother
had lost her voice she had not lost her energy – until, finally,
thankfully, she fell into a rough slumber at the end of the
day.

“If it follows, the worst of it is over,”
Darwin said, then announced, “I will leave you now and go after
Frane.”

“Don’t!” I protested. “When my mother is well
we will go together.”

“And in the meantime, the trail will grow
cold. Stay. I’ll be back within the week.”

I could not hold him, and his words rang
true, so he went. The dust storm had retreated, leaving only the
normal choking conditions outside. At the door to the room I
embraced my husband, and bade him well.

“I’ll be careful,” Darwin said, and
then he was gone.

For another two days
my mother’s condition alternated between stretches of unsettled
sleep and bouts of madness. She flailed at me when I tried to give
her food or water, and only when she was asleep was I able to steal
close and pat her fevered brow with a cool cloth.

And then, after five days, she suddenly
opened her eyes and knew me.

“Clara?” she rasped tentatively, and held my
paw in her own.

“Yes, mother.”

“Are you real? Is it really you, or am I
dreaming?”

And then she fell into a sound and restful
sleep, which lasted into the middle of the next day.

When she awoke she took food, which did not
stay down but it was a good sign. Her thirst returned, and she
drank glass after glass of water, always needing more. Her sleep
pattern became more measured, which meant that I was now able to
sleep myself. I began to worry about Darwin, and my worry became
alarm when a report reached the town, and therefore Anna, who was a
great gossip, that a caravan had been attacked not three days out
of Opportunity. I met her in the shop next door she had mentioned,
which turned out to be a saloon.

“Killed ‘em all, they did – whoever did it,
that is. Slit their throats. Two old gents and a younger one.”

She looked at me and soothed, “There, there,
don’t you worry. That husband of yours can take care of himself, he
can. He’ll be just fine, your majesty.”

“He should have been back by now.”

Anna motioned the bartender, a great friend
of hers, who drew two fresh ales and put them before us. It was a
modest establishment, a makeshift bar lined with plain stools and a
mirror behind it, a floor covered in red dust let in when the two
huge swinging doors were opened and closed, which they often were.
It was the middle of the day and the bar sparsely attended.

“He’ll be back before you know it. And
anyway, your Darwin was heading east, weren’t he?”

“Yes.”

“And this caravan it was heading south it
was, toward Spirit.”

“What’s in Spirit?” I asked.

She laughed. “Less than here, your majesty.
They ain’t even got a trading mall, and nary a saloon to be seen.
It’s a way stop, a crossroads of sorts. There ain’t nothing else
for a hundred miles in any direction.”

“Nothing at all?”

She shook her head, and then emptied her
glass. “Not unless you count the Old Ruins, as we calls ‘em.”

“What are they?”

She shrugged. “Not much. Things left by the
Old Ones. Covered with more dust than this town. Not even worth
charging money to see, they is. The only thing of any value is the
station there, like the ones everybody’s been talking about.”

“An oxygenation station?”

“Right! And the biggest one of them all.
There’s been talk about the Science Guild coming in here soon to
get it up to speed again. Makin’ air, as they say. But for now it’s
just dust and sand and broken machines, and a couple of soldiers
guarding it.”

She motioned the bartender but I stayed her
hand, and pushed my own untouched ale over to her.

“I must get back to my mother,” I said.

She grinned, and took the offered potable.
“Thank you, your majesty! And cheers to you and your husband’s safe
return!”

She drank half of her ale down, and I took my
leave of her, thoughts roiling in my head.

I thought of Frane’s last words to Darwin and
I, as she ran off into the dust storm.

Soon we will all die.

It was the next day
when the remains of the unfortunate caravan were returned to
Opportunity and brought into the mall for display. With relief I
saw that Darwin had not been among the victims, who were both older
and younger than my husband. One of them had, indeed met his fate
with a cut throat, but the other two were strangely unmarked. It
was only upon closer examination that it was discovered that each
had been pricked with a single, non-life-threatening thrust.

“Poison?” the doctor theorized, and then I
knew it was Frane who had killed them.

There were two wagons returned, and one
missing. The toll taker in the mall, who kept track of everything,
reported that there had been three wagons in all. After examining
the two remaining wagons, which contained surveying equipment and
engineering supplies, he looked at his manifest and said, “The
missing wagon was filled with explosives. They were heading out to
the Planitia Oxygenation Station, in advance of a Science Guild
team.”

I needed to hear no more.

“But you can’t go
alone, Clara!” my mother begged. She had regained some of her
color, though she was still very weak. “Wait for Darwin at
least!”

Hector, who had taken to my mother after her
condition improved, sat on her bed and made contented noises as my
mother stroked his head.

“If Darwin comes back, tell him where I went.
He’ll know what to do.”

“But daughter!” She began to weep and
tremble, and I went to her and sat on the bed next to the dog and
held her. No longer was she an automaton, staring into space. She
was my mother again.

“I have no choice,” I soothed. “Anna will
take care of you, and you have Hector to keep you company. When I
come back, Darwin and I will take you to Bradbury. You’ll never be
in danger again, I promise.”

“But I don’t want to lose you! I couldn’t
bear it...”

Her weeping turned to gentle snores, as in
her weakened condition she still mostly slept. I lay her back
against her pillows and rose, checking my weapons and hefting my
saddle bag onto my shoulder. A good strong horse waited for me
below on the street.

I patted Hector and said, “Take care of
her.”

I looked down at my mother and smiled.

“I have no choice,” I whispered to her
sleeping form. “If I don’t stop Frane, she will kill everyone on
Mars.”

 



Thirty-Eight

My horse proved
sturdy and able. Soon we had left the dust bowl of Opportunity
behind and climbed a series of hills into blessed fresh air. It was
a relief to breathe freely again. Even my mount noticed this
change, and snorted with pleasure.

The highlands before me were nearly
featureless, scant grasslands pocked with sand oasis and dunes. It
was a bleak crossing we made. That night the stars rose in a black
velvet sky, and I was glad for their company. I thought of
Copernicus and also of my husband, and wished them well.

The next day was much like the first. I
passed the town of Spirit, skirting south of it, and it did indeed
look as bleak as Anna had described. But on the morning of my third
day something began to grow on the horizon that broke the static
landscape. It was a jagged line that only grew above the horizon as
I traveled toward it, and by noon I was sure that it was the Old
Ruins, the oxygenation station.

I knew I would not make it by nightfall, so I
made camp as the sun set. I resolved to set off at dawn, but the
buildings were beset by weird flickering lights and far off, faint
noises, and something deep within me told me not to wait. With only
the stars and the quick-passing moon Phobos to accompany me I rode
towards my destination. The silhouette of the buildings was huge
before me, and a mile out I tied my horse and patted his flanks and
made off on foot.

The gates here were as rusted and unused as
the station I had visited. But this was on a monstrous scale. The
main building loomed before me like a behemoth, and when I entered
the yawning opening of its portal I felt as if I had been eaten.
The flickering lights were gone, and I was assaulted by darkness
within. Each footfall made an echo that might as well have been a
thunderclap. If Frane was here she was aware of my entry.

I passed an empty wagon, and two dead
soldiers without a visible mark on their bodies.

And then I saw Frane. High up on a catwalk
she perched like a vulture, staring balefully down at me. A bolt of
fear went through me. She had dyed her face and limbs deep crimson,
and looked like a demon from the depths of the underworld. Sudden
light flared, and she smiled viciously.

A gust of wind flew off the desert and the
huge doors behind me swung closed with a huge clang.

“It ends here, Frane,” I shouted, my words
echoing in the huge empty space.

“Indeed,” she said. “It ends for all of us,
Queen.” She spit the last word down at me with such spite that I
winced.

I edged my way toward the ladder leading to
the catwalk, and she followed me eagerly with her eyes.

She drew something from her tunic and threw
it down at me. I jumped back but when it struck the floor nothing
happened. I saw that it was a timepiece.

“Look at it,” Frane ordered.

With the toe of my boot I turned the face of
the miniature clock toward me.

“When the hands meet, this place, and
eventually Mars, will be no more.”

In less than ten minutes time these things
would happen.

I kicked the timepiece aside and began to
climb the ladder leading up to her. Already she was drawing her
sword from its scabbard.

When I reached the top she was waiting for me
twenty feet away.

“It will give me great pleasure to kill you
before we all die,” she said.

I drew my own blade and advanced on her.

“Prepare to die, Queen,” she said. “Just as
Haydn and Sebastian before you died.”

“Where have you put the charges, Frane?” I
asked.

She smiled madly. “Your king is minding them,
of course!”

She extended her tongue and licked at a spot
around her lips, removing a spot of the red color. Then she drew
her tongue over her crimson forearm, making a streak. “This is pure
mocra,” she said, licking again. “It is all I have left, but it
will be enough.”

“What do you mean, my king–“

She cackled, a strangled sound, and indicated
a spot below and to her right with the tip of her sword. I looked
down to see my husband, bound and gagged, staring up at me,
surrounded by the explosives she had taken from the caravan.

“Darwin!” I shouted, but at that moment
Frane, shrieking “Die!” attacked me, slashing her sword down in a
vicious arc. I blocked her, and she drove at me again and again,
pushing me along the catwalk which now swayed with our efforts.

She was insanely strong, and I felt myself
losing to her. I was forced back, until she had me against a
stanchion, and then crouching with it at my back. She rained blow
after blow which I was barely able to parry. The fire in her eyes
was madness itself.

“Die! Die!” she screamed, driving me down to
the floor of the catwalk.

With a last gasping effort I thrust my blade
up at her, and somehow found her breast.

Reeling backwards, she screamed in pain.

Fighting for breath, I pushed myself up and
advanced.

A blot of blood appeared on her red tunic,
and she looked down at it in wonder.

“The kit has claws,” she said.

She leaped at me, finding strength, and we
battled once more.

Again she drove me back, but this time I gave
as well as I received, and drove her back.

Once more I cut her, below her arm.

Her crimson features blossomed in rage, and
she brought her blade down, driving me once again to the floor of
the catwalk, which swayed like a kit’s swing.

She stumbled for a fraction of a second, and
with all of my strength I drove my blade up into her breast,
deeper.

She gasped and dropped her sword, which slid
from the catwalk and fell, rattling on the floor below us.

She staggered back, clutching at her breast,
and I followed her, jabbing again and again, finding flesh.

She dropped to the floor of the catwalk, and
lay back, gasping.

“Come close,” she begged, her voice a dying
rasp.

When I took a step toward her she drew a
dagger and sought to cut me with it, howling.

I moved aside, avoiding the thrust.

Then, suddenly, she dropped the blade and lay
back, gasping.

I thrust my sword four times into her horrid,
twitching body.

“This is for my grandmother, Haydn of Mars!
And this for my father, and this for my mother! And this is for
Mars, who you would have destroyed!”

Finally her eyes clouded and then went blank,
and she laid still and dead.

Mars, the universe, and my life were free of
her.

Quickly, I climbed down the catwalk. The
timepiece indicated there were two minutes to spare. I went to my
husband, cutting him free, and between us we disarmed the
explosives.

And then, panting, barely able to catch my
breath, I sat down and wept. I wept copiously for all the felines
who had died at the hands of the butcher Frane. I wept for my
father and grandmother. I wept for all the wars and the years of
hardship and pain my planet had endured.

My husband came, and held me.

“It’s over,” he said, soothing. “After all
these years, it’s all over.”

And then, finally, I wept in joy for
Mars.

 



Thirty-Nine

All of Mars
celebrated.

When we returned to Bradbury, it was in
triumph. My mother, well now and attended to by her new lady in
waiting Anna, was a new woman, and treated with the respect due
her. Darwin and I were paraded like celebrities, to the point where
I withdrew out of embarrassment. And still we had to appear at our
window twice a day to greet the throngs who continued to come to
the temporary capital, for if we did not, we were told, there was
danger that the crowds would tear the building down in their
joy.

Newton, with Copernicus at his side, was not
without a permanent smile on his face these days. He went on
endlessly about the things he had already learned from Stella, and
the things to come. He had already announced his retirement from
the Science Guild, putting Copernicus in his place, so that he
could devote his remaining years to the new knowledge from the Old
Ones.

And Wells would be rebuilt, on the ruins of
the old city. It would be an even grander capital than it had been,
with a new Hall of Assembly and a new palace.

“It’s just as well,” I told Darwin, during
one of our infrequent quiet moments together, “because we’ll need
all the space we can get.”

“What do you mean?” he said, charmingly dense
to my meaning.

I patted my not yet swelling belly.

“You’re with kit?” he shouted, a smile
splitting his face.

I nodded. “Just.” And then I laughed as he
threw himself around the room, cartwheeling and whooping for joy,
like a kit himself.

And all was happiness, until, a few
days later, I learned of his plans.

“What is this
foolishness?” I screamed, storming into a meeting of Newton,
Copernicus and Darwin. They looked up from their table as if they
had been caught stealing.

“Your majesty—” Copernicus began meekly, but
I silenced him with a glare, which I then turned on my husband.

“When were you going to tell me of this?” I
demanded.

“Soon...” he said meekly.

I turned my ire on Newton. “And you condoned
this?”

“It was my idea, actually,” he said evenly. A
ghost of a smile played over his lips.

“I forbid it!” I screamed, and stormed
out.

Darwin waited an
appropriate number of minutes, then came into my chamber and stood
before me.

“We’re going,” he said simply.

Newton was at the door, still smiling.
“There’s no real danger involved, your majesty,” he said. “Stella
has been in touch with Earth directly. There aren’t many left on
Earth, most of them left long ago for the stars, and it would be a
shame not to take the opportunity. They are fascinated by what has
happened here, and extended the invitation. The space ship is well
equipped and the trip will only take a matter of months.”

“We have to do it,” Darwin said.

“Let someone else go!”

“Clara,” he said, taking my paw, “I would
regret it for the rest of my life if I didn’t go.”

“Copernicus and Darwin will be safe,” Newton
said. “I would go myself but I want to devote my remaining time to
Stella and her wonders.”

“If that’s the way things are,” I said,
conceding, “I have only one condition.”

 



Forty

It was the most
beautiful day I could ever recall, with Sol a perfect gold coin in
a crystal clear, bright sky. Which was odd, because our destination
was in darkness, visible now only from the other side of the
planet, hanging like a blue jewel in perpetual night.

Newton was already gone, back to Stella at
the North Pole, with whom he had formed an attachment that was at
least affection and seemed even more. He had already assured us
that by the time we returned the new city of Wells would be nearly
finished. In the meantime, Bradbury would continue as the temporary
capital, with my mother as Chancellor. She would have the
assistance of fat Warton as Protector of the Government, under my
appointment. He had proved so able as War Minister that it seemed a
shame to not put his talents to work elsewhere. He would be a good
Protector, and had the vote of the Senate and Assembly behind
him.

Mars was at peace, the first it had known in
generations, and the people had settled into it with relish.
Whatever dregs Frane had commanded had melted into the hills and
tunnels, never to be seen again. Without the head, the body of the
snake quickly died.

The gypsies, under their leader Miklos, who
would also accompany us, had been, by fiat, granted clan status. No
longer would they walk in the shadows of Mars. This made Miklos
quite nervous, of course, which was delightful to see. But not too
nervous, after the ceremonial tapping with swords, to lift Darwin
up by the scruff of the neck and pronounce, “Little fish! I am one
of you now!”

Also with us were members of the Science
Guild, a few self important dignitaries and others deemed important
or curious enough to fill out the delegation of fifty.

It was a fine day, and a fine launch. With
precise instructions from Stella, who assured us that the ship’s
controls, once set, were mostly automatic, our lift-off was a
smooth one. Our designated captain was one of Newton’s trusted air
ship pilots, and Darwin sat in the co-pilot’s chair. I occupied the
third seat, at one time used by a navigator, behind them. The rest
of our Martian contingent was in the spacious crew quarters behind
us.

The launch went much as the first one Darwin
and I had experienced. Our pilot was a lean fellow with small eyes
which grew very wide when, in a matter of moments, we found
ourselves high above Mars and hanging in space like an ornament. It
was as if a switch had been through from light to dark. The sun,
which had hung so serenely in the glory of a mid-morning Martian
day, now hung in blackness.

We studied our beautiful planet, its reds and
browns and whites and greens, and I could hear the chorus of Ooo’s
and Ahh’s behind us, for the crew quarters were appointed with
their own porthole windows.

Then the pilot pushed a button and the view
began to fade behind us into a shrinking reddish ball, and the ship
turned in space toward its destination.

I held in my hands my most precious
possession, the book of Old One composers that had been my
father’s, and my grandmother’s before that. It was a connection
with them, and the past of my planet, that was precious to me. I
was told by Stella, through Newton, that they were informed that
there were still musicians on our destination who still played the
strange instruments that the Old Ones had composed music for, and
that they would be happy to play a concert in honor of the Queen of
Mars.

I would make of the book a present to these
strange Old Ones who had once regarded us as pets, and now stood as
our equals.

For that matter, what would they look like?
Had evolution changed their own forms and features over two million
years? Would they look like the pictures in my book – or something
completely strange and alien? They had seemed particularly excited
to hear that we had dogs as pets, and requested that I bring
Hector, who now slept peacefully under my seat.

Under the book was my other precious
possession. In my swelling belly, I could already feel faint
movement which Dr. Mandrake, who was also on the trip to attend to
me, assured me would only increase. Already I knew there were at
least two kits, possibly more. The first two, whether male or
female, would be named Haydn and Sebastian.

They would be born on the trip, making them
children not only of Mars but of Space.

The ship had completed its turn, and now
pointed toward the tiny blue planet, far in the distance, that was
our destination.

I felt a strange stirring, as I always had
when contemplating this jewel in the sky.

Finally, I knew what it was.

As the space ship accelerated, and the blue
speck became ever larger in space before us, I understood at last
the feeling that all Martians had always felt when looking this
way.

We were going home.
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