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  The Lava Tube




  Deep under Olympus Mons




  There is no slumber or repose.




  Electronic memories reproduce




  In frantic ecstasy,




  Obeying ancient commands and protocols.




  Nanomachines engrave recorded thoughts




  Into the walls,




  Deeper and deeper, following the tube




  As it winds down to where the lava once flowed.




  Fragile bodies have long disappeared, but




  Human stories live on, waiting to be retold,




  Those of the bimbo, the preacher, and the cook,




  The sheriff, the teenage daredevils,




  The artist, the engineer, the priest,




  The trumpet player, the teacher, the DJ




  The daring young man, the party girl,




  The nun, the crooner, and the thug.




  Their brief lives on Mars,




  Driven by that which made them human,




  Live on, their stories immortalized in scratches on a wall




  For the next travelers.




   




   




  Babie More




  I was pretty and blonde, and people liked me




  Because I could always make them laugh.




  When I heard they were taking settlers to Mars




  I said I'd like to go so I could hang out on the endless, sandy beaches.




  I'd heard that the rocks on Mars were red, and I had this cute, red thong bikini.




  The rude man at the recruitment office laughed at me when I told him that.




  He said I would balance out the nerds and geeks




  Making for a representative sample, whatever that was.




  How was I supposed to know there were no oceans on Mars?




  The interviews for settlers were hard, but I giggled and flirted, even though




  The mean faces made me wonder




  Why they had no sense of humor.




  One nasty man said I would fill up the bozo quota.




  But they chose me anyway.




  The trip to Mars was horrible and the others made fun of me




  Because I felt sick and trapped on the ship.




  Only Chuck was kind to me, even though he was married.




  He explained why we had to wear the uncomfortable space suits




  When we left the ship




  And why we couldn't take endless showers.




  He promised things would get better once we arrived.




  But when we got to Mars, there was no fun at all, just exhausting work.




  Everyone hated me because I made mistakes.




  When Chuck and I were on duty again in the greenhouse, breaking our backs




  Servicing the robots and tending the crops,




  I got bored, so I skipped around the transit doors and played with the dials.




  Chuck ran over and screamed just as the inside and outside doors blew open,




  Throwing us out onto the surface.




  Chuck hit his head on a rock, and I didn't know what to do,




  So we died.




  At the memorial service, everyone complained about me and




  Said they were glad I was dead,




  Probably because I wasn't pretty any more.




   




   




  Angie Davis




  I never wanted to go to Mars.




  But it was Chuck's dream, and I loved Chuck




  More than life itself.




  I just wanted a life together with him, and didn't care where.




  So the day he brought home the applications,




  And I saw how his face lit up




  When he said our children would be true Martians,




  How could I say no?




  Chuck was such a good man, kind to fools and dumb animals,




  Which is what got him killed, his kindness to that blonde bimbo.




  Everyone else knew her stupidity was lethal




  And refused to work with her.




  I was left on alone Mars forever separated from family and friends.




  The trip here was free, but quitters had to pay the full round-trip costs,




  A brutally astronomical sum.




  No settlers ever returned to the green hills of Earth during my lifetime.




  Without my memories of Chuck, without the love I never ceased feeling,




  I would have taken a long, last hike up the red hills of Mars.




  Instead, I thought of him every waking minute of every Arean day




  And gradually the pain receded.




  I never reconciled with the evil, Martin surface




  That killed my Chuck,




  Later I got to know Paul,




  And we made a life together underground.




   




   




  Chuck Davis




  I had such a fantastic life.




  Who would have thought an ordinary factory worker and science fiction fan




  Would ever make it to Mars,




  Accompanied by the one great love of his life?




  Angie, you were angry that we had so little time together,




  But what a wonderful time we had!




  We lived the dreams of Bradbury, Lowell, and Burroughs;




  We escaped the prison of the planet we happened to be born on;




  We became spacefarers, explorers!




  That an accident ended my life is unimportant.




  Angie, I lived, and we loved.




  How could I ever want more?




   




   




  Dr. Paul Power




  I was an archeologist, but I talked my way to Mars




  As a fair-to-middling, do-it-yourself mechanic, electrician, and plumber.




  And the other settlers accepted me.




  But they wondered what I could hope to find on a certifiably dead planet.




  I had no evidence to support my hunches.




  There was no logic to my dreams.




  My family worried that I had abandoned my judgment and my mind.




  Professional colleagues wrote me off, said I had lost it.




  Against all reason, I never worried.




  I was content to wait.




  My patience was rewarded the day they found the catacombs




  And Angie and I walked the streets of the ancient, underground cities of Mars.




   




   




  John Anderson




  Sometimes your name becomes your meal ticket.




  I wasn't a particularly honest administrator,




  But "John Anderson" saved me.




  It reminded people of an honest politician and a sentimental poem.




  At the intersection between private and public funds,




  I had the final word on choosing settlers for Mars.




  At first I looked for the smart, the hard-working, the kind, the generous, and the moral;




  I could have put together a brilliant group.




  But then the corruption began; there was money and pressure.




  People of influence wanted me to reject good candidates and accept the dregs.




  At first I fought for the dream, but eventually I gave in, figuring




  Maybe it wasn't so bad to have a natural mixture instead of a herd of saints.




  For the hell of it, I deliberately chose some complete incompetents.




  Anyway, I got paid big time for making the desired choices.




  I spent and gambled it all away, of course, and the creditors got unpleasant.




  So I booked a discrete passage to Mars for myself.




  Once there, I had some run-in's with the low-life settlers I had chosen.




  I tried to get some action going, but my luck ran out.




  One thug killed me and dumped my body into the nearest crevice.




  I wasn't even missed.




   




   




  Mayor Ben Berry




  I always did the correct thing




  And demanded obedience to the rules.




  Mars Colony had a charter, a established government, regulations to follow.




  I enforced the laws; that was my job.




  But these arrogant scientists insisted on exceptions.




  When they discovered the underground cities,




  They wanted to revamp the research schedule.




  I couldn't allow that. Experts on Earth had created an optimal timetable




  That already regulated who would do what and when.




  These same authorities had decided that I should be mayor of the new Mars City




  (Only evil tongues claimed my wealthy friends bought me the job).




  But no one respected me; the settlers said I was a useless figurehead.




  There was active revolt




  Because I insisted that Miss More continue in the tasks assigned to her.




  Insolent settlers wanted me to take her as my secretary, where she could do no harm.




  But she had her assignments, and when I talked to her,




  She assured me she was always careful.




  After the accident they removed me from office, clearly an illegal act.




  So I refused to leave my mayor's enclosure.




  Bullies dragged me out and dumped me in a storeroom




  The illegal new government said I should be the planet's powerless historian.




  But it was my duty to enforce the rules. I had to make these people obey.




  So I sneaked into the atmosphere control center and tried to turn off the oxygen




  When a vicious criminal choked me.




  They buried me unceremoniously, depriving me in death




  Of the respect they had already denied me in life.




   




   




  Emma Brooks Baxter




  OK, I didn't "qualify" for Mars,




  And my brother, the billionaire who financed a good portion of the venture,




  Bought me in.




  But so what?




  I made a valuable contribution.




  We ladies over sixty know about life and know how to work hard,




  Especially after we have raised our families




  And must go on alone.




  I took over the cafeteria, considered a temporary measure




  Until housing and food production would allow individual kitchens.




  But we never lost a customer.




  It was a difficult job, constantly consulting with the gardeners and our nutritionist




  To scrounge up foodstuffs I could use for meals.




  I couldn't have managed without Maxine and Zack.




  I ran around begging for recipes, asking people what they liked, what they missed.




  I decided the food had to taste good and there had to be plenty of it.




  Everyone helped, except for that officious little apparatchik who called himself mayor.




  He wanted me to regulate what each person ate




  And force them to adhere to predetermined diets.




  I had gone through temper tantrums of




  Five sons and grandsons back on Earth,




  So no conceited, self-important, foot-stomping, tantrum-throwing little bureaucrat




  Could intimidate me.




  I played him like the puppet he was and arranged his impeachment and departure.




  After the accident in the greenhouse,




  Which was caused in part by his incompetence.




  I wouldn't have even let that brainless, blonde bimbo wash my pots and pans.




  There were many wonderful years on my adopted, red planet.




  All these talented scientists and engineers discovered the many secrets Mars held captive.




  While I kept up their spirits and strength.




  One day I died of extreme old age, content with my part in this marvelous adventure.




   




   




  Susi Schmidt Long




  I peered through the visor into the greenhouse dome and




  Saw the pretty lady tickle the man in the garden and play with the door.




  Then there was this terrible whooshing noise and I was scared.




  After all, I was only four years old, the youngest settler here.




  People screamed and ran around, but I couldn't understand them.




  I didn't know enough English yet.




  Later my parents tried to comfort me and insisted,




  That if you were very careful here on Mars, nothing bad would happen to you.




  I never believed them.




  I stayed scared for the rest of my life.




  No one understood except the nice lady in the cafeteria.




  She was always kind to me,




  And even made the stiff chocolate creme for me to put on my bread.




  She said I could grow up to work in the underground laboratories.




  People would bring me things to look at under a microscope




  And I would never have to get close to the dangerous outdoors.




  She gave me hope, and later my husband made me feel safe.




  I went on to analyze the organic material in the catacombs




  Which Dr. Power stumbled over in some artifacts,




  While I stayed safe in the lab.




  Others found microbe DNA for me under the surface of the Vastitas Borealis,




  Making for interesting comparisons with the DNA found on asteroids




  And even on Phobos and Deimos.




  I lived a full, rewarding life, and




  Died proud, shortly after Annie Sagan developed the universal equation of life,




  Based in part on my observations.




   




   




  Randolph Slick




  I kept the dirty secret.




  No one ever suspected that the nanobots they injected us with,




  To repair some internal damage from injuries and disease, also included




  Little broadcasting units that transmitted our thoughts to the Mars City server.




  Talk about invasion of privacy!




  I didn't invent the technology to record thought waves




  But I wrote the programs to store what people's minds broadcast.




  Ned Brooks funneled gazillions to my accounts.




  He wanted absolute mind control over his Mars colony.




  Controlling thoughts turned out to be impossible, so he settled for recording them.




  Probably he intended to sell them sometime.




  But until then no one was to have access to the thoughts I collected,




  Not even the local sheriff.




  No problem; I was all for zero hassles




  I made sure no one could ever break into one of my computers,




  Including the back-ups on Phobos, Deimos, in the underground cities,




  And in lava tubes under Olympus Mons.




  That was a matter of pride.




  As part of the deal, I had to live on Mars to protect the computers.




  That was cool, I always got the newest technology toys.




  My budget was generous.




  Life was good; I had friends and fun.




  The confirmed, materialistic atheist in me




  Was amazed that thought broadcasts continued for a while after death.




  But eventually they all stopped.




  Maybe we get bored after death,




  Thinking about our previous lives,




  And are content to submit




  To expansion and diffusion within the eternally exploding universe.




   




   




  Curtis Long




  I was a gangster by profession,




  A thug, a hit man.




  And I never changed my convictions.




  I valued loyalty.




  After all, I always kept the customers satisfied.




  I roughed people up, threatened them, even killed a few,




  But it was only taking care of business.




  I never hated anyone.




  That's why, when the cops got the goods on me




  And hoped to pressure me to testify against the family,




  My employers got me a ticket to Mars and more than enough to barter with.




  Once I got here though, I was bored. There was no market for my skills.




  Emma got me to help fix up the cafeteria and other quarters,




  Then I started looking around.




  At first I didn't realize how much these gullible settlers needed me.




  They might have been school smart, but I had the street smarts.




  I knew psychos. When the mayor started to go berserk,




  I kept my eye on him, caught him, and made sure he wouldn't bother us again.




  When that jerk Anderson tried to blackmail me, I offed him too.




  That's when Emma suggested I should use my skills to protect the good people




  From every low-life on this planet.




  She never missed a trick.




  I became the sole policeman and guardian from then on,




  The local sheriff, a highly respected member of the community.




  These people were loyal to me,




  And I was ready to give my life for them.




  After Susi and I fell in love, everything slipped into place.




  She said I made her feel safe, and that became my life's goal,




  Making sure my Susi was safe.




  I probably died soon after she did, when I was no longer needed.




   




   




  Jeff Owl




  I was a neurologist;




  I researched the human brain,




  Just trying to find out what makes what happen where,




  When I discovered the location of religious belief,




  Nano-sized, sensitive structures in the frontal lobes




  Inadequately controlled by the cerebral cortex.




  It was obvious, once you knew what to look for.




  Growths were more extensive in the brains of religious zealots,




  Infinitesimal in the brains of self-proclaimed atheists, free-thinkers, and brights.




  I thought I was providing a useful service




  When I developed the nanobots that would limit the size of these structures




  So that no one would ever suffer from religious fanaticism again.




  But the university buried my research results.




  This was a hot potato no one was willing to touch.




  According to my contract, I had no rights to my own research.




  So I stole a few nanobots and fled to Mars with my knowledge.




  The only one I let in on my secret was Emma,




  And I thought she kept it to herself,




  But she must have told some others.




  When the sheriff told me to adjust the preacher and his gang




  Or he would throw them out on the surface, I complied.




  The Born-Again Church of New Mars never recovered.




  At times I've wondered if I destroyed an illusion




  Or a conduit to a greater being.




  I've been dead for a while now, and I still don't know the answer.




   




   




  Spencer Twain




  I've always had more luck than sense.




  As soon as I could,




  I started an online newspaper for our red planet.




  I had optimal distribution with a wired population.




  I called 'em like I saw 'em,




  And was never afraid to name a crook a crook




  Or a pervert a pervert.




  That must have been what set the churchies against me.




  I pointed out the idiocy of their superstitions




  And pilloried their treatment of women and children.




  The preacher hated me as only a fervent religionist could.




  Calling me the new Satan, he and his crowd




  Planned to crucify me out on the surface,




  Since this would surely appease their demanding deity.




  It was a close call, but no one could fool the sheriff.




  He flooded the transit room with knock-out gas




  Where the preacher had set his trap for me.




  When I woke up, Jeff said the danger was past.




  I didn't believe him, but things were peaceful after that.




  I died decades later, entering my final column into the online news,




  Happy, fulfilled, and damn lucky.




   




   




  The Preacher




  Why do I no longer seek communion with the Great One?




  I try to pray, for I can remember believing the holy writings to be true.




  I can recall the passion I felt in preaching




  To a faithful congregation.




  I was so certain I was right




  Even though there were many powers against us.




  Scientists had no use for our one, true religion.




  Mr. Brandeis spread skepticism and doubt




  When I tried to preach faith and belief.




  It was the devil himself who broadcasted lies in his online newspaper.




  We tried to remove his evil influence.




  Our all-powerful One should have helped us.




  Instead, when the cross was ready and the devil subdued,




  The air turned bad.




  When we awoke, the passion was gone.




  Before we had been willing to kill and die for our religion,




  Afterwards we no longer cared; the whole idea puzzled us.




  The Great One was no longer a real presence in our lives.




  We all went our separate ways; I became a simple, wandering carpenter.
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