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I have never been fond of writing prefaces for my own books. It’s troublesome—reason enough, I think. Besides, anything worth saying has already been said in the book. Why bother repeating myself? And if I praise my own work, it feels improper; if I criticize it, even worse. Better to say nothing and let the work speak for itself.

Yet now, at the request of Modern Press, I am asked to write a preface for Cat Country—a truly daunting task. Quoting Shakespeare would require thumbing through books, and my memory has never been reliable. To recount my life story would be tediously long and dreary, as I carry half a bellyful of complaints—and whining never looks good on anyone, least of all someone already not especially good-looking. So what to do?

Very well, I’ll say this: Cat Country is a nightmare.

Why did I write it? The most honest answer—because I had overeaten.

Still, I must admit it turned out rather well. Both my second sister and my nephew gave it a thumbs-up. I, however, remain mildly dissatisfied—it lacks a certain humor. But then again, if I laughed too much after overeating and split my stomach open, how would I eat again? Dissatisfaction is inevitable. After all, man does not live by bread alone—though perhaps a ham sandwich comes close.

My second sister found it too pessimistic. I told her: the Cat People are Cat People. They have nothing to do with us. Why worry about whether it’s pessimistic? She nodded emphatically.

My nephew asked which literary school I belong to, what social class I represent, for whom I speak, whether I’m a vertebrate, and how much I earned from the manuscript. I bought him ten pounds of apples to shut him up. He stopped asking, and I happily went back to sleep. If any new visions come to me in dreams, perhaps I’ll write Dog Country next.

So much for a preface.

Date unknown—just woke up, can’t quite remember.

—Lao She



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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The plane was shattered.

My friend — my childhood companion, who had piloted the plane for over half a month on this journey — there wasn’t even a single whole bone left of him!

And myself? Perhaps I’m still alive? How could I not be dead? Only the gods know. I didn’t have time to grieve.

Our destination was Mars. According to my late friend’s calculations, before the plane met with disaster, we had indeed already entered the Martian atmosphere. So, had I really landed on Mars? If that were true, then my friend’s soul could rest in peace — the first Chinese person on Mars, a death worthy of honor!

But where exactly was this place? I could only believe it was Mars; if not, it had to be, since I had no way to prove otherwise. Astronomically, one could determine which planet it was; unfortunately, my knowledge of astronomy was as limited as my understanding of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics — none at all! My friend could have told me without hesitation, but he... oh! My dear friend, my lifelong companion!

The plane was broken. How was I to return to Earth? I dared not think about it! All I had left were my clothes — tattered like dried spinach hanging in shreds — and the rations in my stomach. Not to mention any plan for returning, I even dared not think about how to survive here! I didn’t understand the language, I didn’t recognize this place, and I didn’t even know if there were any creatures on Mars similar to humans. There were too many questions... but I chose not to think about them. Isn’t being a “castaway on Mars” consolation enough? How unwise it is to let worry weaken courage!

This was naturally a recollection of that moment. At that time, my mind was dazed. A dazed mind can produce many disconnected thoughts, most of which I can no longer recall; only these remain — how to get back, and how to survive — vivid and clear in my mind after I had fully regained consciousness, like two pieces of driftwood washed ashore after the ship had sunk.

I regained consciousness. The first thing I tried to do was to bury my friend — that pile of bones and flesh. I didn’t even dare look at the plane. It was also my friend, a faithful machine that carried us both here! My friends were all dead, only I was left alive, and I felt as if their misfortune was somehow my fault! Two capable men had died, and only I, the incapable fool, was lucky to survive — what a shameful consolation! I thought I could bury my companion with my own hands, but I could never bury the plane. So I dared not look at it.

I should have started digging a grave, but I didn’t. I just stared blankly around me, through tear-filled eyes. Why didn’t I hold that bundle of bones and weep? Why didn’t I immediately start digging? In a state like waking from a dream, many actions are beyond one’s control. Looking back now, perhaps this is the most reasonable explanation, a self-forgiveness.

I stared blankly around me. Strangely, what I saw then remains etched vividly in my memory — whenever I close my eyes, those scenes reappear, colored and standing before me, the outlines where colors meet as sharp as ever. Only one other image rivals this in my lifetime: the first time I accompanied my mother to visit my father’s grave as a child. Those are the two pictures I will never forget.

I can’t say what exactly caught my special attention; rather, I gave everything around me an equal measure of “indifferent attention,” if that phrase makes any sense. I felt like a small tree standing in the rain, letting raindrops fall on me — each drop making a leaf tremble.

I saw a gray sky. It wasn’t overcast; it was a gray atmosphere. The sunlight wasn’t weak, for I felt the heat, yet its warmth did not match its brightness. The heat simply existed, without any dazzling radiance. I seemed able to feel the heavy, hot, dense, and oppressive gray air all around me. It wasn’t dust, since distant objects appeared clear — definitely not a sandstorm. The sunlight seemed filtered and scattered by this grayness, making everything everywhere gray, yet still somehow bright — like a silvery-gray universe.

It reminded me a little of northern China in the dry summer, when a layer of ineffective gray clouds hangs in the sky, dimming the sun but leaving the temperature high. Still, the gray here was duller, heavier, pressing down more, as if the heavy gray clouds were pressed right against my face. It was like a tofu shop at night, full of heat, with just one oil lamp flickering ghostly light in the steam — the embryo of this universe. This kind of air made me feel uneasy.

Some small hills were visible in the distance, also gray, a shade darker than the sky. Since there was sunlight, the hills showed some faint red mixed with gray, like the iridescent sheen on a wild pigeon’s neck.

A gray country! I remember thinking so, though at the time I didn’t even know whether there was such a thing as a country here.

Pulling my gaze back from the distance, I saw a plain — gray! No trees, no houses, no fields, just flat, flat; flat to the point of irritation. There was grass on the ground, all growing close to the soil, with large leaves but no upright stems. The soil looked fertile enough; I wondered, why don’t they cultivate the land?

Not far from me, a few eagle-like birds took flight — gray, except for their white tails. Those few white tails brought a little variation to this entire gray universe, yet did nothing to lessen the bleak, oppressive atmosphere, as if a few pieces of joss paper were fluttering in a grim sky.

The eagle-birds flew toward me. As I watched, a sudden thought stirred inside me: they had seen my friend — that heap of... more birds rose in the distance. I panicked, instinctively searching the ground — but there was no shovel, not even a stick! I had no choice but to seek help from the wrecked plane; even a metal rod would do to slowly dig a hole. But the birds were already circling above my head. I couldn’t look again, but I felt them flying lower and lower. Their cries — long, sharp, and bitter — sounded right above me.

Without another thought, I grabbed a piece of the plane — I couldn’t even say which part — and frantically tore downward. One bird swooped down. I shouted desperately. Its hard wings trembled; its legs were about to land, then its white tail hooked, and it flew away. As that bird flew off, two or three more arrived, calling out like magpies eager to claim food. The cries from above grew longer, as if pleading with those below to wait. Then, with a sudden “zha” sound, they all descended.

I pulled at the plane piece, my palm sticky — I must have been bleeding, though I didn’t feel the pain. I tore and tore, but it was useless! I lunged at them, kicking and shouting. They spread their wings and scattered, but showed no sign of flying away. One bird had already pecked at that heap... A red haze filled my vision. I lunged to grab it with my hands; focused on that one, the rest swarmed me. I kicked wildly again.

They screeched sharply, spreading their stiff wings to scatter, but whenever I tried to pull my legs back, they attacked fiercely, eyes glowing red. And once they attacked, they refused to retreat, clearly intent on pecking at my feet.

Suddenly, I remembered: there was a pistol at my waist. Just as I steadied myself to reach for it — when had it come? — about seven or eight steps in front of me stood a group of people. At a glance, I recognized them: the cat-faced men!
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Chapter Two 
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Should I draw my pistol now, or wait a moment? Countless thoughts circled around these two impulses; the more I tried to remain calm, the more chaotic my mind became. In the end, I lowered my hand and gave myself a wry smile. I had come to Mars willingly, fully aware of the risks — if these cat-faced beings ended up killing me, well, it was my own choice. After all, who’s to say they weren’t the kindest creatures in the universe? Why should I be the first to draw a weapon? A little goodwill often breeds courage. I wasn’t afraid anymore. Whether fortune or doom awaited me, I would leave it to fate; but whatever happened, let it not be I who provoked the violence.

Seeing that I didn’t move, they took two steps forward — slow, but determined, like a cat inching toward a cornered mouse.

The birds all flew up into the sky again, each carrying a chunk of... I shut my eyes!

Before I could even reopen them — though it was only for a brief moment — both my hands were seized. I hadn’t expected the cat-men to move so swiftly; and they were so light-footed that I hadn’t heard a single sound.

Was it a mistake not to draw the pistol? No! My conscience did not blame me. Danger is the daily bread of an adventurer. I felt even calmer now, so much so that I didn’t even want to open my eyes. It was a serenity born not of surrender, but of conviction. Their hands clutched my arms tighter and tighter — not because I resisted, but simply because that’s how they were: suspicious by nature, I thought. This sense of spiritual superiority made me even prouder, more unwilling to struggle with them physically.

Each arm was held by four or five hands — soft, but tight, and strangely elastic. Rather than gripping, they seemed to cinch around me like leather straps biting into flesh. Struggling would be useless. I could tell: if I tried to jerk my arms away, their hands would only dig deeper into my muscles. These were not straightforward beings. Once they grabbed someone, no matter how that person behaved, they felt compelled to inflict some form of cruel physical punishment.

If bodily pain could dim the light of one’s spirit, then — I admit — at that moment, I did begin to feel a bit of regret. With creatures like these — if my instincts were correct — perhaps I should have gone with the “strike first” tactic. One shot, I’m sure, would have sent them all scattering. But the moment had passed, and regret would do nothing to change the situation. I had chosen to stand on moral high ground — my own trap — and now I would die under that same moral banner!

I opened my eyes. They were all behind me, as if they had carefully arranged it so that I couldn’t see them even if I turned. That sneaky behavior sparked a wave of disgust in me. I wasn’t afraid of dying. I told myself: “You already have me. Kill me then — why be so secretive?” I couldn’t help but mutter, “Why all this...” But I didn’t finish the sentence. They certainly wouldn’t understand me. My arms were gripped even tighter — so that’s the result of just half a sentence! I thought: even if they could understand me, it wouldn’t matter. Words were useless here.

I didn’t even try to turn my head. I let them do what they would. I only wished they would tie me up with rope instead — my spirit, like my body, could not endure this soft, hot, suffocating grasp much longer.

More birds appeared in the sky, wings spread wide, heads hooked downward, ready to swoop down at any chance to feast on my childhood friend’s remains...

What exactly were those creatures behind me up to? I could no longer endure this slow, torturous torment! Yet, I still looked up at the birds — ruthless creatures capable of devouring my friend completely in mere minutes. Ah! Could they really finish a man off so quickly? If so, then these birds could hardly be called cruel. I envied my departed friend — you died swiftly, your end was merciful. Compared to the endless suffering I now endured, your fate was a supreme blessing!

“Make it quick!” Several times I wanted to say this, but the words caught in my throat and never came out. Though I knew nothing of the cat-people’s temperament or habits, these few minutes of contact gave me an instinctive sense: they were the cruelest beings in the universe. Cruelty knows no “decisiveness”; slowly sawing away with serrated teeth was their pleasure. What use was speech now? I prepared myself for the worst — needles piercing my nails and flesh, kerosene poured into my nose — if such things even existed on Mars.

Tears fell — not out of fear, but from memories of my homeland. Bright China, glorious China — no cruelty, no torture, no eagles feasting on corpses. I feared I would never see that radiant land again. I would never again enjoy a reasonable life; even if I survived here on Mars, survival itself might be agony.

Several hands gripped my legs. They did not utter a sound, but their hot breath blew across my back and thighs; I felt a revulsion as if wrapped by a snake’s coils.

There was a sudden “clink” — a sound breaking years of silence, sharp and clear. Even now, I sometimes hear it again. Shackles clamped around my ankles! I had expected this move. My legs immediately went numb, crushed by the unyielding tightness.

What crime had I committed? What were their intentions? I could not guess. Nor did I bother trying. In the society of cat-faced people, reason was useless, and compassion even less so. Why waste thought?

My wrists were shackled too. But to my surprise, their hands remained tightly wrapped around my arms and legs. Excessive caution — breeding extraordinary cruelty — was the essence of this dark existence. I hoped they would at least remove their burning hands after locking me up, but such hope was extravagant.

Two warm hands came to my neck as well. This was a sign forbidding me to turn my head; though, who really has the time to look back at them! No matter how wicked a person is, there is always some sense of self-respect; I had underestimated them too much. Perhaps this was still due to excessive caution—I dare not say for certain—maybe there were several gleaming knives right behind my neck.

Shouldn’t I be moving now? I thought. Just thinking this seemed to provoke them to act faster, and then a foot struck my leg, a command to walk. My ankles were already numb from the shackles, and this kick made me stumble forward uncontrollably; yet their hands hooked my ribs like soft but strong hooks. I heard several “pfft” sounds behind me, like a cat’s warning—probably their laughter. They clearly took pleasure in tormenting me this way.

I didn’t know how much I had sweated.

For efficiency’s sake, they could have simply carried me; that would have been my preference. I truly could not take a step; this was precisely the reason they insisted on making me walk—if “reason” is not too grand a word for this humiliation.

Sweat poured into my eyes, making it impossible to open them. My hands were locked behind my back; even shaking my head to wipe away the sweat was impossible, for they held my neck tight! I tried to keep my posture straight—not walking exactly, but some mixture of hopping, stumbling, twisting... no word could accurately describe the awkward motion.

After just a few steps, I heard—their still having left my ears uncovered—the flock of birds suddenly all swoop down with a sharp “za” sound, like a war cry on a battlefield—off to feast... I hated myself; if I had acted sooner, perhaps I could have buried my friend properly. Why had I just stood there dazed, staring? Friend! Even if I survived and came back here, I feared not a scrap of your bones would be left! The sum of all my sweet memories pales against this overwhelming sorrow and shame. Every time I recall it, I feel like the most worthless human being alive.

It felt like a nightmare: though my body endured pain, my mind wandered elsewhere; my thoughts were fully focused on my deceased friend, eyes closed, imagining those hawks pecking at his flesh—and at my heart.

Where had we come to? Even if I opened my eyes, I had no desire to look around; how could I hope to memorize the route and plan an escape?

Was I walking? Hopping? Rolling? The cat-people surely knew. My mind was not with my body anymore—it felt detached, as if no longer mine. All I could sense was sweat dripping from my head, like faint consciousness lingering after a serious injury. My awareness became dim and vague—I could no longer tell where my body was—only that some places were sweating. It seemed my fate was no longer in my own hands, yet strangely, I did not feel pain.

My vision went completely black; after a while, I opened my eyes—like someone just sobered up from heavy drinking. The pain in my ankles came rushing back, sharp and stabbing; instinctively, I tried to touch them, but my wrists were still shackled.

At this moment, things came into focus. Although it felt like I had been awake for quite a while already, my eyes just truly saw clearly. I was on a small boat. When and how I got on, I had no idea. It must have been some time ago, for the pain in my ankles had returned and was intense.

I tried to look back, but the two warm hands at my neck were gone. Turning my head, I saw nothing. Above was the silver-gray sky; below, a warm, dark-gray river flowing silently but swiftly; in between was me and a small boat, drifting downstream.
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Chapter Three
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I couldn’t care less about danger—at that moment, the very word danger had vanished entirely from my mind. Heat, hunger, thirst, pain—none of these compared to the overwhelming exhaustion. After more than half a month aboard the plane, my body had reached its limit.

I don’t even know how I managed to twist myself into a slanted position, but that’s how I finally fell asleep. Lying flat on my back was impossible—my wrists were shackled in a way that wouldn't allow it. I entrusted my life to the thick, steamy warmth of the river and simply drifted off. Was I still hoping for a good dream under such circumstances?

When I opened my eyes again, I found myself slumped in the corner of a small hut—or more accurately, a hole. There were no windows, no doors. Four walls—or things that resembled walls—enclosed a patch of earth where the weeds hadn’t even been cleared. Overhead was a small square of silver-gray sky, like a crude ceiling.

My hands were free now, but there was a thick rope tied around my waist. One end coiled tightly around me, though I hardly needed a belt. The other end trailed off beyond my sight—presumably fastened to something outside the walls. I must have been lowered into this place from above. Strangely enough, the pistol was still in my coat. Odd indeed.

What did it mean? A ransom? A hostage exchange with Earth? Far too troublesome. Perhaps I was captured as a curiosity, to be trained and later exhibited in some alien zoo? Or sent to a biological institute for dissection? That seemed more plausible.

I chuckled—yes, I must have been on the edge of madness.

The thirst was killing me.

Why hadn’t they taken my pistol? That small surprise—and faint relief—did nothing to moisten my parched throat.

I looked around. A glimmer of hope in a hopeless place: in the opposite corner of the cell, level with where I sat, stood a stone jar.

What was inside? Who cared? I had to find out. Instinct is often more reliable than reason.

My ankles were still bound. I would have to jump.

I pushed through the pain and tried to stand. My legs betrayed me—they no longer obeyed. After a few failed attempts, I gave up. Sitting would have to do.

My thirst burned so fiercely it felt like my chest would split open. Bodily need erodes even the loftiest spirit. I would crawl, then.

The cell wasn’t large. Flattening myself against the ground would barely reduce the distance by a few inches. I reached out—if I could just touch that jar, that precious jar, my last hope in this miserable place.

But even before I could lie fully flat, the rope around my waist tugged in warning. It wouldn’t let me stretch out. If I insisted on pressing forward, it would lift me off the ground altogether.

Hopeless.

I could only lie on my back and stare at the sky. Almost without thinking, I reached for my pistol. The thirst was unbearable. I looked at the small, delicate, lightweight gun, then closed my eyes and pressed its smooth, rounded muzzle to my temple. One pull of the trigger, and I would never feel thirst again.

Suddenly, a flash of clarity surged through me. I sat bolt upright, spun around to face the corner of the wall, and aimed the pistol at the thick rope stretched before me.

Two shots—*

The rope was singed and charred. With my hands, with my teeth, like a madman, I pulled and tore at it until it finally snapped. A wild joy overwhelmed me—I forgot completely about the shackles on my ankles. I sprang up—and immediately fell hard to the ground. Taking advantage of the fall, I crawled toward the stone jar.

I grasped it. Inside—light! Water! Perhaps it was water, perhaps something else... but I didn’t care. The jar was thick, not easy to drink from, but I managed a mouthful. It was cold—unbelievably cold—sweeter than ambrosia or divine nectar. All effort has its reward, I thought, as if I had suddenly grasped a deeper truth about life itself.

There wasn’t much water. Not a drop was left.

I cradled the precious jar in my arms. The moment my body felt even slightly at ease, my mind began to wander again: If I could ever return to Earth, I’d take this jar with me. A foolish hope, perhaps. I fell silent. I don’t know how long I sat there, dazed, staring blankly at the mouth of the jar.

Above me, a flock of birds flew past, calling out in short, clipped cries. The sound brought me back to my senses. I looked up and saw a wash of pale peach-pink clouds rising in the sky. They couldn’t quite conceal the dull gray above, but the heavens seemed higher now, a little clearer. The rim of the wall caught a line of light—faint, but full of strength.

Night was falling, I thought.

What should I do now?

Plans that might have worked on Earth seemed useless here. I didn’t even understand who my enemies were—how could I devise any strategy? Even Robinson Crusoe had never faced a situation like this. He could rely on his own strength and judgment. I, on the other hand, had to escape from a band of cat-faced captors.

But still—I had to do something.

The shackles had to go. That was my first task.

Strangely, I had never really looked at what was binding my ankles—perhaps because I instinctively assumed that all shackles were made of iron. Now, finally inspecting them, I realized they weren’t made of iron at all. The color was a dull leaden white. Then I suddenly understood why my pistol hadn’t been confiscated: there was no iron on Mars.

The cat-faced beings were too cautious. Fearing harm from an unfamiliar object, they must have simply avoided touching the gun.

I reached down to feel the shackle. It was hard—though clearly not iron. I gave it a tug; it didn’t budge. What was it made of? The urgency of escape mingled with a strange curiosity. I tapped it with the barrel of the pistol—there was a metallic ring, but not quite the sound of iron. Silver? Lead? Something softer than iron, perhaps—something I might be able to grind through. If I could break the stone jar, maybe I could use one of its sharp edges to file the metal down.

So much for my earlier plan to bring the jar back to Earth as a souvenir.

I picked it up and prepared to smash it against the wall—then hesitated. What if the noise alerted my captors? There had to be someone watching outside. But then again, I’d fired two shots earlier and no one had come. The danger might be past. Even so, the thought of what might’ve happened if a group of them had rushed in after the gunshots sent a shudder through me. Still—nothing had happened. It was time to take a risk.

I hurled the jar. A small shard broke off—not much, but sharp. I got to work.

They say even an iron beam can be ground down into a needle with enough persistence—but trying to file through a metal shackle with a stone chip in a short time? That might have been overly optimistic. Most experience, after all, is born of failure. Perhaps I would simply have to be optimistic in my failure, too. The lessons I brought from Earth didn’t seem to carry much weight here. After a long while of grinding, nothing had changed. It was like trying to slice a diamond with a sliver of glass.

I checked my tattered clothes, my shoes, even my hair—any chance I might find something useful, however unlikely. By now I must have looked more like a crazed animal than a rational being.

Then—ah! In the small pocket of my waistband, I found a box of matches—a small metal case. I’d completely forgotten about it. I never smoked, and I didn’t usually carry matches. Why had I brought them? I couldn’t remember—until I did.

My friend had given them to me. Just before takeoff, he had rushed to the launch site to see me off. He had nothing else to offer, so he shoved the matchbox into my pocket.

"A little metal box won’t weigh down your plane too much, I hope," he’d said.

I remembered now. It felt like something that had happened years ago. Half a month in the air was no recipe for a calm or lucid mind.

I turned the matchbox over in my hands, trying to summon memories of that parting moment. With no hope in my current situation, all I could do was reach back into the sweetness of the past. Life, after all, finds its comforts in many forms.

Darkness was falling. Hunger crept into my belly. I struck a match, hoping—foolishly—that maybe I’d spot something edible nearby. The flame went out. I struck another, and, without much thought, touched the tiny flame to the shackle on my ankle.

Suddenly—hiss! It was gone.

In the blink of an eye, like a single brushstroke in a cursive script, the shackle disintegrated into white ash. A terrible stench rose up, sharp and acrid, making me gag.

The cat-men, it seemed, knew a thing or two about chemistry after all—more than I’d expected.
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Chapter Four
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What good was it to have my hands and feet unshackled, when my fate was still not my own? But I didn’t let that discourage me. At the very least, I no longer bore the responsibility of guarding the little pit on behalf of the cat-men. With my pistol and matchbox secured, I grabbed hold of the broken rope and began climbing up the wall.

As my head rose above the ledge, I saw nothing but a deep, heavy gray—not quite darkness, but more like a dense, smokeless mist hanging in the heat. I heaved myself over the top and jumped down.

Where should I go?

Now that I was outside the wall, the courage I had inside it had drained away—almost completely. There were no houses, no lights, no sounds. In the distance—though I couldn’t tell how far—there appeared to be a forest. Should I risk entering it? Who knew what beasts might lurk there?

I looked up at the stars. Only a few of the largest were visible, casting a faint reddish glow through the gray sky.

Thirst returned—and hunger, too. Hunting at night? Even if I were willing to join the company of wild beasts, I had none of the skill required. Fortunately, it wasn’t cold here; I suspected you could walk around naked day and night on this planet and never feel a chill. I leaned against the wall of the little hut and sat down, staring up at the sparse stars, then at the distant woods. I dared not think about anything—any thought, however foolish, might have brought me to tears. Solitude is harder to bear than pain.

I sat like that for what seemed a long time. My vision slowly began to blur. But I didn’t dare allow myself to fall asleep completely. I closed my eyes for a moment, then forced them open again. Then shut them once more. At one point, I thought I saw a dark figure—but before I could make it out clearly, it vanished.

Suspecting I was imagining ghosts, I scolded myself and shut my eyes again—but opened them almost immediately, unable to find peace. There it was again—a shadow, just as before, flickering in and out of sight. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Hunting ghosts on Mars had never been part of the plan.

I kept my eyes open after that.

A long time passed. Nothing moved. I tried closing my eyes just enough to leave a small slit—just to watch.

Then—it came. The shadow.

I wasn’t afraid anymore. It clearly wasn’t a ghost—it was a cat-man. Their eyes must have evolved to be extraordinarily sharp, able to detect even the slightest flicker of my eyelids from a distance. I held my breath with a mix of excitement and tension, waiting. Once he was close enough, I’d act.

As if I had the upper hand—on what grounds? Maybe just because I had a pistol? How absurd.

Time had lost all meaning here. It felt as though entire centuries passed while I waited for him to approach. Each of his steps seemed to take an hour—cautious, deliberate, shaped by the long evolutionary memory of prey and predator alike. First a step east, then west. He crouched, rose lightly, twisted to the left, backed away, and finally—like a snowflake drifting down—flattened himself to the ground and crept forward. Then rose again slightly, creeping onward...

Perhaps this was how kittens practiced hunting mice in the dark. Fascinating—if it weren’t for the circumstances.

I dared not move—afraid that even the slightest twitch might send him bolting off into the outer edges of space. I stayed still, keeping only the narrowest slit between my eyelids, watching to see what he would do.

I could tell—he meant me no harm. He was just afraid I would harm him. He held nothing in his hands and had come alone. That alone meant he wasn’t here to kill me. But how could I make him understand that I didn’t want to harm him either? I figured the best way was not to move at all. At least that way, I wouldn’t scare him off.

He came closer—closer still. I could feel his body heat now.

He leaned in at an angle, like a sprinter poised to take the baton in a relay race, and waved his hand twice in front of my eyes. I gave a slight nod. He instantly drew back, keeping himself tensed and ready to run, but he didn’t flee. He looked at me; I nodded again, just a little. Still, he didn’t move. Slowly—very slowly—I raised both hands, showing him my open palms.

He seemed to understand this gesture—it was a kind of “hand language.” He nodded back and drew in the foot he’d been stretching out. I kept my palms up and gently curled my fingers, beckoning him. Again, he nodded. I straightened up a bit, watching him—he didn’t look like he was going to bolt.

And so we continued like this—gesturing, nodding, twitching our noses, tilting our heads. We probably exercised every muscle in our bodies trying to communicate one simple thing: neither of us meant the other harm. It went on for a good half hour—absurdly cautious and painfully slow.

If “being painstaking” were the same as “doing something,” then the cat-man was a master of action. Or to put it differently: whatever “work” we had to do to bridge the gap, we did it—with hand signs, nods, glances, and even flicks of the nose.

Of course, this silent exchange could’ve gone on for another half hour—or a week—had it not been interrupted. The cat-man spotted something first: more shadows approaching from a distance. By the time I noticed them too, he had already dashed four or five paces away. As he ran, he gestured for me to follow.

And so, I ran after him.

The cat-man ran swiftly and silently. I was exhausted—thirsty, starving. Before long, golden sparks danced before my eyes. But somehow, instinctively, I knew: if the cat-men behind us caught up, neither I nor this new companion of mine would meet a good end. I had to stay with him—my first true ally on Mars. He was the only help I had on this alien world.

The pursuers were definitely gaining; I could tell because my companion picked up speed. I pushed myself to keep going, but my heart felt like it was about to burst through my chest. Then came the sound—a long, shrill, cutting howl. The cat-men must have grown desperate. Why else would they make noise so easily?
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