
        
            
                
            
        

    THE MYSTERY OF THE RED PLANET

Ellen Alexander and Alexander Bugaev





Morning Call

The unexpected ringing of the phone resonated particularly sharply in the morning silence. Jude was preparing his usual morning coffee and browsing through the newspapers, which he typically didn't read. Instead, he would sort them into three piles: English, Hebrew, and Arabic. He answered the phone.
"Good morning," a melodious female voice said the other end, "This is the receptionist for Mr. Musk. Mr. Musk would like to speak with Mrs. Ellen Alexander."
"I'm sorry, but she's currently asleep. Could you please call back in about an hour?"
"Then please jot down this number. When Mrs. Alexander is available, have her return the call. Mr. Musk will be awaiting her call."
About forty minutes later, Ellen descended from the second floor, shivering and wrapped in her robe.
"Good morning, Jude! Pour me a cup of coffee too."
"It's gone cold, but Musk's office called and asked for you to call back when you can. You can call while I brew some fresh coffee. The number’s on the card by the phone."
Ellen sighed, picked up the phone, and dialed. The same melodious voice answered, then listened attentively to Ellen and said she'd connect Ellen with Mr. Musk. A minute later, the secretary came on the line again.
"Mr. Musk is in a meeting right now and has asked you to wait a few minutes. He will call you from his personal phone."
Sure enough, within a couple of minutes, Musk's voice came through.
"Hello, Ellen! How are you?" Despite his busy schedule, Musk never allowed himself to be impolite.
"Thank you, Elon! I'm doing well! I'm currently launching a new business. I want to use neural networks to create medical drugs that can be used as vaccines against various epidemics caused by new strains of viruses. I already have vaccines ready for clinical trials against COVID, measles, and Ebola. These will be completely new types of vaccines. And if all goes well, I might even delve into vaccines for household pets."
"Ellen, I need your help! Do you remember at the perfume presentation at Jude's factory, you introduced me to your father? You mentioned he's a very skilled engineer.”
"Yes, of course, Elon, I remember! You two had a long chat, but as far as I recall, you didn't come to any agreement about working together."
"I remember him well too. I liked him, especially the way he contemplated the problem at hand. His name is Alexander, right?"
"You've always had a good memory for things that interest you, Elon. But he's currently in Moscow, and with the current situation in Russia, they're not issuing any visas to the US, except for migrants."
"I'll handle the visa issue. If necessary, I'll fly him to the US on my private plane. The main thing is that he agrees to the job I want to offer him."
"What job is that?"
"It's an interesting one! I'm preparing for the third expedition to the Red Planet. The previous two dug up a lot of artifacts, but they failed to systematize or draw any conclusions from them. We've struggled to find a competent, psychologically stable expedition leader. Our participants returned as people who despised everything and were just about ready to strangle their teammates. In short, we can't get them to work together or obtain any real information from them. That's why I want to appoint Alexander as the commander of the third Mars expedition."
"But how do you think he will command people? He barely knows any English."
"We'll address that. By the time the team lands on the Red Planet, he’ll be more fluent in the language than even I am. Now, give me his phone number and home address. Thanks, Ellen, kisses! Send my regards to Jude!”
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Mission Decisions

Elon Musk sure knew how to persuade and convince. Strangely enough, the deciding factor for Alex was his firm promise that, by the end of the expedition and upon our return to Earth, he would be fluent in English. Alex’s involvement in the preparation for the Mars mission lasted almost a year and was extended because Musk decided to send the mission not with three ships but four. Unlike previous missions, which consisted of a piloted ship, a cargo ship, and a tanker ship, the third mission included a second piloted ship. After transferring its crew to the first ship, it was to remain in orbit around Mars, without landing on the Red Planet. At Musk's suggestion, the first ship was named "Meteor", which after collecting both crews, was to land on the planet, and "Meteor-2" was to remain in orbit around Mars.
Initially, the entire crew of "Meteor-2" was to transfer to "Meteor". However, Alex decided for safety reasons and as a precaution, that Gregory, the pilot of "Meteor-2", should remain on the ship in orbit and not be involved in the excavations of the Martian city remains. The soil, due to Mars' thin atmosphere and low gravity, wasn't as compact as Earth's and could be easily brushed away with stiff brushes. Excavations didn't require much physical effort. Moreover, it seemed to Alex that Gregory didn't fully get along with Mad, the geologist with whom he would fly on "Meteor-2". Alex thought that, if Gregory spent some quiet time alone in orbit, it would calm him down and improve his communicative skills.
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Mad, who served as the geologist for the expedition, impressed Alex with his openness and candidness. Alex realized that these qualities he admired in Mad were the very ones Gregory disliked. Alex insisted on separating them, at least for the duration of their stay on Mars.
Alex had also firmly decided, as the expedition's commander, to insist on including a doctor in the crew. Of course, a doctor who was the sole medical professional on such an expedition must be a specialist. Alex was presented with about twenty of the best therapeutic specialists to choose from. However, something within him resisted the idea of having even the best therapist on board. Some later called it intuition, but he believed it was his fascination with ancient Egyptian myths that influenced his decision. He insisted on including an epidemiologist or virologist in the expedition, or better yet, someone who combined both medical specialties. Somehow, his daughter got wind of his proposal. She became adamant that she be chosen as the virologist for the expedition. She wanted the opportunity, if possible, to test her vaccination methodologies to ensure crew safety.
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Elon likely regretted more than once his decision to liaise with Alex through Ellen. As Alex later learned, she persistently pestered NASA leadership for three months. In that time, Elon changed his phone number four times to avoid her incessant calls. Eventually, he summoned Alex to his office, and they concluded that the crew wouldn't catch a cold or the flu during the short space journey. However, determining the cause of the local civilization's extinction on Mars could be vital. Ellen, with her cutting-edge methods for working with various viruses, might just be the one they needed.
"Now, you're responsible for her work, both as the head of the expedition and as her father," Elon advised Alex, "I think you won't be bored."
Thus, the expedition had its fourth member - the doctor named Ellen.
The expedition's composition was approved not only by NASA's leadership but also at a meeting of the United Nations Security Council.
The crew of the expedition consisted of:
- Alexander - Expedition leader, pilot of "Meteor"
- Mad - Geologist
- Gregory - Pilot of "Meteor-2"
-     Ellen - Expedition doctor, virologist

On March 6, 2025, two spacecraft launched towards the Red Planet. Alex’s fears that the presence of a beautiful woman on the ship, for such a prolonged period, might lead to some conflicts within the crew thankfully did not materialize. In fact, conflicts were unlikely among a four-person crew where two were related. On the contrary, Ellen's presence compelled the men to maintain 'civilized' behavior. For instance, throughout the journey, Alex never saw the geologist with an unshaven face, and he too felt the need to take regular care of his appearance.
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It must be said, Ellen tirelessly worked to validate her theories. She regularly tasked Mad and Alex with inventing new forms of viruses, and using the onboard neural network, she would develop various types of vaccines to eradicate these viruses. They came up with about two thousand different geometric virus forms, from shapes resembling a common earth octopus to some imaginary rainbow slug living in eight-dimensional space. They couldn't even begin to imagine the antidote shapes the neural network generated. Alex’s dear daughter simply believed it wasn’t worth her precious time to enlighten them about the intricacies of her invention.




Initial Findings

After spending nearly a month on Mars, the expedition had extensively excavated the ruins of the Martian city. The three on the planet decided to meet and discuss next steps, which would need to be coordinated with Earth, especially if they chose to conclude the expedition. 
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Alex didn’t see the point in continuing the digs, since they hadn’t found a single new artifact in the past week. They’d gathered a substantial amount of material prior to that, however. Alex believed it was more than enough for the experts back on Earth to piece together the story of the disaster that befell the local civilization and understand the events that transpired there about a hundred thousand years ago. He suggested they take a week to prepare the discovered items for transport and load them onto the cargo ship. He proposed they schedule the launch of the cargo rocket and the "Meteor" in ten days. He hoped there would be no objections. If none, he would send the initial data to Earth so they could make all the necessary calculations for the expedition's return.
"I strongly object," Ellen interjected.
Alex realized he might have to assert his authority: "Is it the same doubts, Ellen? Or do you have new hypotheses we need to verify here?"
"You're right, Alex," she replied. "Unfortunately, I don't have any new hypotheses, but the ones we believed to be almost proven don't match the reality.”
“It seems to me, Ellen, that we've debated this enough,” Alex said wearily. “I believe the history of the planet is quite straightforward: the emergence of life, a prolonged evolution leading to the appearance of intelligent beings, the development of an advanced civilization. Then, a sudden invasion by extraterrestrial conquerors, who enslaved the planet's inhabitants, followed by an inevitable decline in culture. The unavoidable demise of the aliens, who couldn't fully adapt to the unfamiliar local conditions, a period of revival, and finally, the planet's inevitable old age, which led to their migration to another part of the galaxy. Now, we're left with an abandoned, dead planet. So, Ellen, what bothers you about this seemingly evident lifecycle of the local civilization?”
“What concerns me is that none of it aligns with reality,” his daughter replied. “The more we try to connect all the facts into a cohesive narrative, the clearer the inconsistencies become.”
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“Alright!” Alex conceded. “I'm prepared to hear your doubts again. We must finally bring to Earth the mystery behind the demise of the Red Planet's civilization.”
Ellen was silent for a few minutes, gathering her thoughts.
"Elon Musk didn't appoint you as the expedition's commander for nothing. I think anyone else in your shoes, Alex, would have fled by now, tail between their legs!
“And once again, I'll start from the beginning.
“Firstly, by the time of the alleged alien invasion, the planet's civilization had reached a high level of societal development. They already knew the application of nuclear energy, had communal production, and a single language for the entire planet. Evidently, there were no internal conflicts on the planet at that time. In other words, the local society had reached a societal formation similar to what you once tried to achieve in the USSR. So, do you really believe, Alex and Mad, that they would simply succumb to the invaders without resistance? However, we've scanned almost the entire planet and found no traces of the inevitable battles between the local population and the invaders.
“Secondly, if the invaders were capable of space travel, they would inevitably bring elements of their unique culture to the planet. Yet all known facts from the era of enslavement only indicate a degradation of the planet's native culture. Not a single trace of cultural assimilation! We see nothing but blind destruction, societal moral decay, and cannibalism. That's all these bipedal rats brought.
“Thirdly, the enslavement era on Mars lasted several Earth centuries. Over this time, at least twenty generations of invaders would have lived and died on the planet. We need to understand why the local conditions had such a detrimental effect on only the last generations of invaders. Why were they so ill-adapted to life on this planet?
“And finally, why do all the excavations from this era reveal no traces of the planet's original inhabitants? We only find the skeletons of the rat-people. If we assume that hordes of invaders annihilated the normal population, then where did they come from, when they not only reappeared on Mars but in a relatively short span of time managed to restore their numbers and regain the achievements of their civilization that were lost after the rat-people invasion?”
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In the cabin of the "Meteor," silence enveloped the room.
The only sounds were Ellen’s heavy breathing, unaccustomed to delivering such lengthy speeches, and the tapping of Alex’s fingers on the tabletop. Ellen’s arguments had given him pause.
"I'd like to hear your thoughts, Mad," he said.
The geologist rose from his seat and approached a stand that held two transparent sarcophagi. They contained the primary findings of the expedition. It took nearly a month of excavation, meticulous comparison of thousands of artifacts, and a thorough analysis of emerging theories to recreate the likenesses of the planet's former inhabitants.
In one sarcophagus stood a finely-sculpted representation of a Martian human. By Earth standards, he appeared rather handsome, despite his dark maroon skin and a disproportionately large head compared to Earth humans. This was, without a doubt, a product of centuries of evolution and a highly advanced culture.
The other sarcophagus contained a grotesque creature, standing on two feet and covered in a glossy, dark-purple skin. Its plump torso, equipped with a pair of arms with fingers as long as those of a lemur, was topped by a head strikingly similar to that of an Earth rat. There was something about the rat-human's appearance that invoked fear and revulsion.
"I'd like to hear your opinion, Mad," Alex reiterated.
The geologist involuntarily flinched, so unexpected was the transition from his thoughts to reality.
"Before I answer, I want to ask Ellen a question," he said.
"Please, Mad," Ellen replied. "In the month we've been on Mars, we've asked so many questions of each other and received so many questions from the Red Planet that one more won't change things."
"Tell me, Doc," Mad began, "what's the basis for believing these rat-people are extraterrestrials and not native inhabitants of the planet? Could they have, due to some local factors, suddenly multiplied in such large numbers that they managed to conquer the entire planet in a short time?"
"Their cell structure is entirely unique," Ellen responded. "The cells of these rat-people are composed of both protein structures based on hydrocarbon compounds and proteins based on silicate organics. I've found nothing similar in the preserved remains of the planet's fauna or the fossilized remains of Mars' flora and fauna. Such life forms have never existed on the planet and don't exist now. Besides, as you well know, in excavations related to periods before the decline era, there's no trace of these rat-people or anything resembling them."
Mad glanced once more at the showcase and approached Alex. "I think I agree with our lovely Doc. Our theory doesn't hold up; it doesn't explain anything."
"Okay, team!" Alex announced. "Our departure to Earth is postponed for another month. I'd like proposals and plans for further work in two hours. We'll dine tonight as usual, but from tomorrow, we'll be on reduced rations and will start conserving water and oxygen. After dinner, I'll inform Gregory of our decision. I don't want to ruin his meal or mood. He believes we're departing in the next few days.”




Work Continues

The rover slowly made its way through Martian dunes of red dust and sand. Millions of years ago, there was a city here, now buried beneath layers of soil, sand, and dust.
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Several small but agile earth-moving machines were finishing the clearance of the remains of a building made of blocks of pink Martian limestone. The rover rounded the corner of the building and began a cautious descent into a pit, at the bottom of which stood a strange structure made of a silvery metal. Upon closer inspection, it turned out to be a monument representing the body of an extraordinary spaceship, shaped like a vast disk - a spacecraft aimed at the stars. Another mystery had presented itself to the mission team. The space vessels of the planet's inhabitants looked entirely different, with body shapes resembling those of Earth's ships. They spent several days searching, but all attempts to find even traces of the silvery metal from which the monument was cast led nowhere. Naturally, another hypothesis arose: was this monumental relic the work of the rat-people? But what could the peculiar bas-relief mean, fashioned as a band encircling the entire pedestal and consisting of a sequence of alternating octahedrons and pyramids? Nowhere else on the planet, in the areas of excavations undertaken by any of the Earth expeditions, was this sequence repeated.
Ellen, who was piloting the rover, became lost in thought and didn't immediately notice the rover tilting to one side. Her musings were interrupted by the grinding of the treads. She tried to open the driver's hatch, but it was pinned against the pedestal. Ellen had no choice but to exit through the top hatch of the rover.
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It turned out that the left tread had entirely sunk into a deep crevice of red soil. Stairs dusted with crimson, leading to an underground passage, disappeared into the darkness below.
Back at home base, Mad was wrapping a container of mineral samples, collected by the expedition, with magnetic tape.
"I don't understand what's happening with Ellen," he said. "Why has she been avoiding us these past weeks and spending all her time in the basement we found near the monument?”
"I think it's no big deal,” Alex replied. “She feels guilty about delaying the expedition's launch back to Earth and has been trying to find some evidence to justify herself, but to no avail. We’ve wasted almost thirty days. Now, thanks to her, we have to preserve nearly all the artifacts and exhibits we've gathered. Mars is moving further away from Earth, and the journey will now require much more fuel than a month ago. We'll have to use the "Meteor" ship's fuel and transfer all the fuel from "Meteor-2" when we dock with it to bring Gregory aboard. I constantly kick myself for giving in to your persuasions, and that we ended up staying another month.”
"Maybe we should talk to Ellen? She seems pretty reasonable to me,” Mad suggested.
"Don't bother. If she wants to live alone in her basement lab, let her. I think she'll get tired of it and eventually help us with the loading and preservation of the materials the expedition has collected. Speaking of which, here she comes now."
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The automatic doors of the station entrance softly opened and then closed behind Ellen. Taking her time, she approached the seated commander and geologist, a hint of embarrassment in her voice:
"You were right, Commander. Everything on this planet happened just as you suspected. There was indeed an invasion from space."
"I'm glad it took you only twenty days, Ellen, and not the entire month to figure it out. So, what finally convinced you?"
"Come to the monument. I'll show both of you everything, with the help of Mad.”
They all put on their suits and clambered into the rover to make the trip.
"Look, right here," said Ellen, opening the armored basement doors. "One of the greatest battles in the universe once took place, a battle to save the ancient civilization of the Martian inhabitants. And this is what I managed to uncover about the history of that battle."
Ellen opened a sealed container and took out a small glass box. Inside, a grotesque little creature, covered in glossy purple skin, was jumping against the walls, trying to escape. Its chubby body was topped with a head that looked very much like a rat's. It was a miniaturized replica of the monster kept in the second sarcophagus, but unlike that monster, this one moved on four legs. Its bright red eyes gleamed maliciously at the newcomers.
 
[image: mutant]
"Where did you find this monstrosity, Ellen?" Alex's voice was unusually hoarse.
"I brought it from Earth. It was just an ordinary hamster not long ago, until I infected it with a virus I found here."
Ellen approached a table and pointed to one of the tightly sealed glass vials. "Remember what's depicted on the bas-relief? The octahedron. I realized it represents a virus shaped like an octahedron. I studied it in great detail. Once inside an organism, it changes everything: the cell structure, physical appearance, and eventually, the psyche. The virus forces the organism to restructure according to a blueprint encoded in the nucleic acid chain stored within this octahedron. Who knows what depths of space this horror came from? But the virus acts incredibly fast on an organism. The hamster turned into this monstrosity in just a day. Now we urgently need to destroy all the contents of these vials, along with this poor creature."
"So, you believe the entire history of the planet's inhabitants' degradation was simply an epidemic disease caused by this octahedral-shaped virus?" Mad asked, eyes fixed on the glass box.
"Absolutely. I'm now entirely convinced of it. I believe that, within no more than two generations, the human-Martians had completely evolved into this rat-like type of human.”
“But the rat-people couldn't have cured themselves if the virus had changed everyone so quickly! Who cured them?” Mad asked.
“I believe it was the work of those to whom the monument was erected, the unknown visitors from space,” Ellen explained. “Here, in this basement, away from the rat-people who lost their humanity, they worked in secret, risking infection every minute. They sought a way to defeat the epidemic, and they succeeded. Perhaps the images of pyramids on the monument's pedestal, alternating with octahedrons, symbolize the antivirus they developed. Unfortunately, I couldn't find any traces of this antivirus.”
“What do you think happened next?” Mad asked.
“One can only speculate about that. Perhaps it was what Alex suggested. The inevitable aging of the planet might have forced the reborn Martian humanity to relocate to another, habitable planet. And I don’t think we’ll find out where that planet is located any time soon. Maybe it's in another part of the galaxy, opposite us, or perhaps near our closest star.”
"I've always been proud of you, Ellen. I'm grateful that fate allowed me to work with you on this expedition," Alex said, approaching his daughter. "I hope you can forgive me for my doubts. But now, we must get back to work. We leave for Earth in three days." As a sign of acknowledgment for Ellen's contributions to solving the mystery of the Martian civilization's demise, Alex stood up and reached out to hug and kiss his daughter.
But the Commander's outstretched hand hung in the air, his gesture aborted as Ellen started speaking again.
"Unfortunately, we can't depart right now. We can only leave in two, or to be sure, in three months," she said, hiding her hand behind her back. "Two to three months of quarantine, until we can ensure neither I nor you and Mad have contracted this infection. For now, no one should touch me, and you and Mad should stay on opposite ends of the ship. Gregory ought to be safe for now. So, Commander, get in touch with Earth and inform Musk that we need a cargo ship with food and oxygen supplies. If they hurry on Earth, they might still find us alive. But for now, Commander, declare the strictest conservation mode. Everyone, to your cabins! In three months, hopefully, we'll be together again!”




Prisoners of Mars

However, they had to meet much earlier. Just a few hours later, Alex gathered them again in the main cabin.
"Friends! Just a few minutes ago, I finished speaking with Musk. I must say, during this night, I've contacted him twice. During the first call, I briefly informed him of the situation resulting from our expedition's findings. We’ve accomplished our primary mission. Thanks to Ellen's outstanding work, we've determined and proved that the cause of the massive disease among Mars' native population was a virus from the depths of space. And we’ve shown that Martian civilization didn't perish. Instead, with the help of another, more advanced, and powerful civilization, they overcame the pandemic that engulfed the Red Planet. We’ve also ascertained that Martian civilization didn't perish due to engaging in local wars using nuclear or other weapons of mass destruction. But because of the natural aging of Mars and the subsequent depletion of its resources, the local civilization willingly left Mars and moved to another habitable planet. We probably won't find out where this planet is located anytime soon. I reported all of these findings to Mr. Musk. He was very pleased with our work, asked me to convey his gratitude to you all, and informed me that he's ordered a significant bonus for each of us, including Gregory, of course. The exact amount can be ascertained using your personal code at the payroll bureau of our company. Or rather, the company that hired us for this mission.”
Alex’s expression grew more serious.
"Now, for the unfortunate news. The soonest a ship can launch to provide us with oxygen, water, and food is about thirty-five to forty days. By that time, Mars and Earth will have drifted apart by nearly twenty million kilometers. Even in an optimized scenario, it would take the ship three months to reach Mars. This means, in the best-case scenario, we have to stay on the Red Planet for almost half a year. Remember, during this time, it's imperative that we locate the local strains or learn to artificially synthesize the pyramid-shaped viruses. As per Ellen’s theory, these kill the octahedral-shaped viruses that caused the local civilization's pandemic. We easily found the octahedral viruses, and Ellen managed to infect her hamster with them, which clearly shows that Earth organisms are also susceptible. However, we've found no traces, either living or dead, of the pyramid viruses. Until we locate these pyramid viruses and synthesize a cure and vaccine against the octahedral viruses, the three of us pose a lethal threat to Earth and we have no right to return there. Of course, Gregory can return to Earth alone, but then we'd be left here without any backup. We wouldn’t even be able to intercept the cargo ship sent to help us in orbit.”
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Alex paused, looking round at his colleagues, who regarded him with apprehension.
"Meteor-2 has gone beyond our line of sight, but as soon as it reenters our view, we'll continue this discussion, including Gregory. For now, you can grab a snack or have some coffee while we still have fresh water. I fear we'll soon have to switch to recycled water. And you know as well as I do how "wonderful" coffee or tea tastes when made with that. And you, Mad, I strictly forbid you from smoking, at least until we secure a local oxygen source. Unfortunately, our filters can't completely purify exhaled air if it contains a significant amount of smoke. So, enjoy your cigars today, but first thing tomorrow morning, you'll have to hand over all, and I emphasize all, of your tobacco stash to the storage room in Ellen's basement.”
Approximately forty minutes later, the blurry image of Gregory appeared on Alex's monitor screen, soon sharpening into clarity. Alex invited both the doctor and the geologist to his screens.
"So, let's continue," Alex began with a chuckle, "as they say in Russia, let's get back to our sheep! I want to make it clear right away that I've already made a decision regarding the continuation of our work. My decision is based on the suggestions you've kindly provided, the situation our expedition has found itself in, and the outcomes of today's talks with Mr. Elon Musk. Let me stress this again, team, I have made my decision, and I expect you to carry it out. Of course, I'll consider any suggestions you have, and we'll discuss them among us. If absolutely necessary, we'll consult with Earth.
"Now, listen closely. First, Gregory will remain in orbit. He'll send down all the stock of cyber-robots and construction machinery in the landing module. He also needs to review the remaining food reserves and leave himself a minimal supply for 180 days, including water and food. Gregory, descending to the planet is strictly forbidden for you, at least until we find or create a cure for the octahedron viruses. Once we find a local source of oxygen, we'll pump it into all containers and send the landing module back to orbit to dock with the 'Meteor-2' ship.
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"Ellen will focus on searching for the pyramid viruses. That's our primary task. To minimize the risk of getting infected by the octahedron viruses, as soon as we receive the landing module, Ellen will select necessary assistants from among the cyber-robots. Then, the construction robots will immediately start building an airtight airlock. Ellen, you'll need to be under home arrest for a while. Food, water, air or oxygen tanks, and most importantly, any samples that Mad and I gather, will all be passed through this airlock. The remaining construction robots will build separate airtight chambers for Mad and me. Once these chambers are ready, no one is to enter the ship. I'll be the only one going on board, and only during communication sessions with Earth. As soon as the chambers are set up, I'll first install radio equipment for communication with Earth in my room. If there's any time left, we'll also set up emergency communication equipment in Mad's room and yours, Ellen.
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“Then, only the cyber-robots will be allowed inside the ship's chambers. Let's get to work, friends!”
A week passed, and Alex convened another meeting. As he announced, the agenda was to review their accomplishments.
"I'll start with Gregory. We received everything from the landing module that we had planned for, although, of course, it would have been nice to get more supplies. So, Gregory, try to figure out what you can share with us without endangering your life. But keep in mind, the heavier you are, the harder it will be to transport you back to Earth. So, eat sufficiently, but don't overdo it!
“Mad and I have surveyed the entire western part of the underground structure. As always, there's good news and bad news. One of our robots, which we modified for underground trips, fell into a cavern filled with quicksand. We couldn’t retrieve it. However, when a construction robot, summoned for a rescue operation, dug a tunnel next to the cavern, we found water at the bottom. That's the good news. The water is heavily contaminated with iron and calcium, but Mad promised to quickly make filters, so we'll be able to use this water without restrictions. However, it's advisable to consume it only after boiling and sterilizing it with a stream of hard ultraviolet light.
“In theory, we could extract oxygen from this water, but electrolysis would consume a lot of fuel, and we don’t have that much. We'll keep this method as a last resort. But there is a source of oxygen on the planet. In the underground chambers, its concentration in the atmosphere reaches 9-12%, whereas on the surface, it doesn't exceed 4%. This implies that there's a mineral in the soil of the Red Planet that releases oxygen. I don’t believe that ancient inhabitants built a reactor that still produces energy for oxygen production. Therefore, Mad and I urgently need to adapt another construction robot for movement and continue gathering samples for Ellen to start actively searching for the mineral that releases oxygen.”
Alex turned to his daughter.
"Ellen, how are you doing?"
"I’ve placed all the samples you and Mad collected in a nutrient medium. I’ll report the results by the end of the week. I still have space for more samples, so you can bring more. That's all from me."
"Commander! I have a suggestion!" Gregory interjected. "While you're searching underground, I'd like to fly the spacebot over the surface of Mars. Maybe we can find something useful to solve our problem there?"
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"No, Gregory, we shouldn't deploy the spacebot for now. We would burn too much rocket fuel. And whether we can refuel from the ship tanks they're planning to send to assist us is still a big question. It will fly at a much higher speed than we did coming here, and there’s a possibility it might burn all its fuel on that journey.”
"Am I supposed to do nothing again and reread the few books I found in the ship's library? Alex, I'm just bored!"
The commander paused for a moment, understanding that idleness could corrode a person's spirit faster than the hardest and dirtiest work.
"Hold on, Gregory! You won't be bored. You have a stationary telephoto lens from Canon on the ship. If I remember correctly, we were told it has a focal length of almost 5000mm. Try to attach it to the camera, or more precisely, attach the camera to this lens and start photographing the planet's surface. Start from the entrance to the underground structure and spiral out, capturing the entire surface. On the images where there are any deviations from the main surface, make sure to mark the coordinates, date, and time of the shot. If you find anything interesting, call us immediately.”
Alex looked round at his team’s tense faces.
"If there are no questions, let's get to work.”




Workday Routine

The next meeting took place nearly two weeks later. As usual, Alex opened with an introductory speech and summarized the work of the past fortnight.
"Friends, I want to congratulate all of you. We've managed to hold out for another two weeks! No one's died, no one's been hurt, and most importantly, no one's been infected by that monstrosity. I mean, no one's caught or fallen sick from that rat disease. We now have virtually unlimited water supplies and tanks completely filled, meant for sending to Gregory. While we're not dispatching it to orbit just yet, I hope that soon we'll also share with him the oxygen we're currently extracting from the mineral discovered by our geologist. Mad, what did you call it again?"
"For now, I've been calling it 'Red Tufa.' It's a volcanic-origin mineral, quite porous, similar to Earth's pumice. All the pores in this mineral are filled with free oxygen. Though the mineral is porous, it's dense and solid by nature, meaning the oxygen is released rather slowly. Right now, the only viable method to quickly obtain a substantial amount of oxygen is to grind the mineral in a mill. If need be, we might have to retrofit all the builder robots into mobile mills or perhaps I'll find conditions under which the process of extracting oxygen from the Red Tufa would be faster."
"Great work, Ellen! Now, Ellen, what have you got for us?"
"Well, I don't have good news, I’m afraid. Out of the more than two hundred fifty samples I've placed in the nutrient medium, only seven didn't show development of the octahedron viruses. This means the planet is almost entirely infected by these viruses. Hence, as a physician, I demand an intensified isolation regimen and the use of the most effective decontamination procedures for spacesuits and ourselves after any excursions outside our personal quarters. And the saddest part - our hamster didn't make it. I've temporarily frozen its body in a deep freeze chamber. It might be useful for testing potential cures, which we haven't found yet."
"Thank you, Ellen. Gregory, how about you?"
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"I've been regularly surveying the Martian surface, just as you ordered, Alex. I've identified the presence of living entities on the surface. Whether they're truly 'alive' or not will be determined after closer contact with these identified entities. For now, after enlarging the photographs to the maximum possible size, I've classified these objects as:
“The first - a representative of Martian flora - a spherical plant, without a visible root system.
“And two objects: as representatives of the fauna. A large lizard, measuring approximately around two meters, and some leather sacks that move across the surface in large leaps. According to my measurements, these leaps can be as long as twenty yards. These sacks and lizards regularly attack each other, but I couldn't determine from the photographs who is the predator and who is the prey.”
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“Thank you, Gregory! Please continue taking photos. And right after our conference ends, send us the most interesting pictures. How are you doing for water and oxygen? In principle, we are ready to replenish your supplies at any time by launching a landing module.”
“Thank you, Commander, but I don't have a shortage of these components for now. I really want to launch a spacebot and take a closer look at the local inhabitants, though.”
“Unfortunately, even though we've resolved the issues with water and oxygen, we will hardly be able to synthesize rocket fuel. So, please bear with us for now! In the meantime, come up with names for the indigenous beings you've encountered. Also, try replacing the digital camera with a film one. Photos from film can be enlarged significantly more than digital ones. That way, Gregory, you'll get to know your little creatures up close.”
Alex nodded.
“If there are no more questions, let's get back to work.”
A week later, Mr. Musk contacted Alex. He informed him that a cargo ship had launched towards Mars that day. The ship was maximally lightened and loaded only with food supplies, along with containers of the essential medical equipment requested by Ellen. The ship was significantly underloaded, allowing it to reach much higher speeds than the "Meteors." Musk expected the cargo ship to reach Mars in approximately seventy days. However, he said they probably wouldn’t be able to acquire any fuel from it, as it would consume fuel during deceleration. They should have enough food to make it to the arrival of the cargo ship. He also told Alex they’d started preparing "Meteor-3," which would be a manned spacecraft, tasked with evacuating the expedition back to Earth. Along with "Meteor-3," a tanker spacecraft would fly, whose mission was to refuel "Meteor-2" and "Meteor-3."
“We're waiting for you on Earth!” Musk concluded. “Send greetings to all the members of the expedition! The most important thing is to hold out until the cargo ship arrives.”
“Thank you, Mr. Musk,” Alex said. “I believe we'll make it. The Doctor has started propagating several types of algae. From them, we've been making porridge and baking flatbreads. To be honest, it's awful stuff, no taste, no smell, chews like forgotten chewing gum left in a car. But if they continue to develop normally, we'll make it until the cargo ship arrives. See you soon, Mr. Musk!”
Alex signaled the start of a video conference. When everyone had gathered, he reported the results of his conversation with Musk. It lifted the team's spirits a bit.
“I, like you, appreciate that we're not forgotten and that they're supporting us as much as they can from such a distance. I wouldn't want to test Earth's patience, though. God forbid Musk decides to focus on growing cucumbers, and we're simply forgotten in time. I propose we shift our search to the planet's surface. I believe this is our last chance, or to put it more optimistically, these are our last opportunities.”
He gestured to the pilot still stuck in orbit.
"Your turn, Gregory!"
“Following your advice, I replaced the digital camera with a film one. Moreover, I tried attaching a film movie camera to our telephoto lens. Unfortunately, I couldn't discover any new representatives of the local flora and fauna. However, I did manage to closely observe the behavior of the previously discovered local wildlife. But let me go step by step. As I suspected, the spherical objects are plants with an aerial root system. They aren't attached to the soil in any way and can be seen rolling across the surface of the Red Planet in all directions. But I captured a prickly sphere suddenly making unexpected leaps when there was no wind. I have six fragments showing these leaps, so they aren’t random. With your permission, I've named these plants "Jumpers." "Jumpers" are the food source for the local lizards, or more accurately, they should be called "Lizardons" since the largest of them can reach up to three yards in length. I observed them peacefully sitting on the tops of sand dunes, colored in a speckled reddish pattern, nearly blending in with the sand. They sit motionless for hours, only giving chase when they spot a prickly "Jumper" in their field of vision. Once they catch one, they eagerly consume it. During the chase, they change their color almost instantly to match the surface they cross. After snacking on a "Jumper," a "Lizardon" returns to the top of its favored dune, remaining motionless until they spot another "Jumper." The "Lizardons" are preyed upon by the leather sacks. I couldn't ascertain what these sacks are exactly. However, in two fragments of film, you can see how these sacks attack "Lizardons." I captured one such sack leaping onto a lizard and biting off its right legs, first the front one, then the right rear one. The lizard remained completely still during this, making no attempt to escape or defend itself. After about a day, the "Lizardon" began regrowing its bitten-off legs. I haven't been able to determine where these sacks disappear to or what feeds on them. I believe it's time to release the spacebot for further exploration.”
"What do you think, Mad?" the Commander turned to the geologist. "What other samples can we provide to Ellen for searching for pyramidal viruses?"
"I have about a hundred rock samples left that we collected in the underground cave. I still don't understand why almost all of these samples contain viable octahedral viruses, and we haven't found a single pyramid virus in any rock, water, or air sample. Perhaps Ellen's theory is incorrect, and the pyramid structures on the pedestal are not virus killers for octahedra? What do you think, Doctor?"
"I believe we are obligated to thoroughly test our theory," Ellen replied. "It appears that pyramid viruses can only exist by feeding on octahedral viruses, and they must be alive octahedral viruses! If they can't find live virus enemies in their environment, they simply perish, breaking down into microelements. Therefore, with our not-so-precise equipment, they disappear almost without a trace. I will certainly examine all the samples you and Mad brought, but I think we will have to move our search for pyramid viruses to the surface of the planet. We need to try to find the actual virus or its traces. Otherwise, we may have to assume that saving the Martian civilization required the aliens to synthesize pyramid viruses, and solving such a problem could take many years. And establishing a research institute on Mars is not a task for Musk or even the United States. And overall, this task isn't for the near future."
"What do you say, Commander?" Mad switched the selector to the Commander's room. "Personally, I think it's time for me to get back my vape! Even with an e-cigarette in my mouth, I seem to think better!"
"I've listened carefully to all of you," Alex said as he leaned back in his chair, getting comfortable. "Right now, Gregory's connection with the surface will soon be lost as he's on the 'dark' side, so I'll take some time to think about our next steps. And Gregory..." He paused for a moment. "Gregory seems to have dozed off…”
Gregory's voice came through the speakers. “Commander, I'm back online.”
Immediately, the screens of two more monitors lit up as Ellen and Mad rejoined the conversation.
"I've heard your reports, my friends, and I've made the following decision: Mad, I won't give you your cigars back just yet! Although we've solved the oxygen problem, we need you, as Ellen said, to be in the best health with the freshest mind. I'm working on the analogy that an artist, to create a masterpiece, should be hungry, as the classics say. So, the more you desire that tobacco, the more quickly you'll complete your part of the work in creating a cure or serum for the rat disease. I'm just joking, of course. We have about a month's worth of air filter reserves, so I'll give you the entire tobacco supply a month before the arrival of 'Meteor-3.' Besides, Mad, I'll remind you that you gave up your stash without accounting for the fact that we might spend an extra six months here. So for now, finish your work with the remaining samples and prepare a place for new ones. Based on the results of the underground sample research, please create a brief report that we'll send back to Earth, along with the conclusions we'll discuss at a later date.
“Mad and I, right after our meeting, will start converting two more construction robots into transport vehicles. Starting tomorrow morning, we'll begin collecting samples from the planet's surface.
“Gregory! You will be our guide in the search for samples. Whether you want to observe us through a camera or install a monocular on the lens is up to you. While we work on modifying the robots, please decide how you would find it most convenient to monitor our movements. Also, think about how we can organize our radio communication to minimize the time when communication is unavailable due to your regular trips to the "dark" side. And start gradually preparing the spacebot for flight. If we can't gather the necessary number of samples in the vicinity of the underground cave, we'll have to use the spacebot for searches in more remote areas.
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“That's all for now! Let's get to work!”
One question, Commander!” Gregory said. “You were categorically against surface searches. What made you change your decision?”
"The death of the hamster! It was the first to get sick, quickly changing its appearance and psychology under the influence of octahedral viruses. And it died quickly! On the surface, Gregory, you found some animals that are apparently not susceptible to these viruses. I don't think that when the aliens were saving the local civilization, they were concerned with breeding lizards and some leather sacks that are not afraid of these terrifying viruses. This means they developed immunity within themselves or possessed it from the start, which, of course, is unlikely to happen just in case during evolution. So we'll consider these creatures necessary to understand how they managed to survive this cosmic invasion. And remember, 'Meteor-3' is already on its way, so we need to hurry! Let's get to work, everyone!”




Pathfinders on Mars

As soon as Mad reported to Alex that he had finished converting two construction robots into "Mars rovers," as he referred to them, Alex contacted Gregory to inquire about the readiness of the orbital equipment to accompany the hunters.
Gregory joyfully reported that he believed it would be most convenient to a digital video camera for recording purposes.
"The video camera will allow me to capture all your actions and the movements of the hunting objects. It should be able to distinguish between Mad's face and the face of a leather bag."
"Alright, Gregory! As soon as Ellen prepares the tranquilizing charges for our rifles, we'll head to the planet's surface. In the meantime, prepare the coordinates of the observed living objects. Did you find anything new?"
"No, Commander! The Jumpers are still rolling along the red sands with the gusts of wind and occasionally making their jumps. The Lizardons are still lying on the tops of the red dunes, descending only to eat jumpers. The leather bags track the Lizardons and, again, without encountering any resistance, bite off their right paws. Afterward, they disappear without trace.
"I don't understand why they only bite off the right paws. What's wrong with the left ones?"
"I don't know, Commander, but I've never seen a leather bag bite off a Lizardon’s left paw, and I've never seen a Lizardon with a damaged left paw. So, you and Mad will have something to think about during the hunt."
"Okay! Wait for our signal. See you later, Gregory."
A couple of hours later, Ellen brought a dozen syringes and handed them to the hunters.
“Each of you will have five charges: five for anesthesia, or simply put, tranquilizers, and five for lethal use. Of course, it would be nice to get live samples, but it’s certainly not worth risking your own lives for that right now," she explained.
"Ellen, what does 'right now' mean in this context?" Alex asked.
"Right now simply means right now. When we have solid confidence that we absolutely need live specimens for the medication, then we might have to take greater risks. But for now, I need you all alive." She continued, "I also suggest installing oxygen filters in your spacesuits. Oxygen levels on the surface are very low, but having an extra breath of oxygen could save your life in a critical moment. As experience has shown, there's no such thing as too much air!"
As soon as the sun appeared on the horizon, Alex and Mad installed charged batteries in the "Mars rovers," checked their weapons, and drove out of the underground shelter. Both were armed with 18mm rifles, .45 caliber revolver pistols, and two sets of signal flares. Alex radioed Gregory and asked him to provide coordinates for the nearest suspected samples.
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"Gregory, keep in mind that our range will be about a hundred kilometers, and we have about two hours of air in our tanks."
"Okay, Commander! I'll get in touch with you in five minutes."
A few minutes later, Alex received a call signal.
"Go ahead, Commander! The approximate azimuth is thirty degrees, and the distance is about twenty miles. There's a huge clearing almost entirely covered with Jumpers."
"Okay! Mad and I are on our way. Keep an eye on us and adjust our direction if we go off-course.”
Every ten minutes, Gregory checked in and refined the hunters' direction. About forty minutes later, they reached the top of a dune, and in front of them was a small plateau. Over thousands of years, the plateau had been cleared of red sand by weak Martian winds, giving it a purple rather than red hue. As Gregory had said, the entire surface of the plateau was covered in Jumpers. The hunters descended from the dune and approached the edge of the plateau.




All set for the HUNT!

A day later, the hunters set out on a new expedition with the goal of capturing Lizardon samples. Ellen requested that they try to obtain three specimens of this species: a healthy one, one with its right legs chewed off, and one with regrowing legs after an encounter with a leather bag. Considering these wishes, the hunters brought along an extra set of fully charged "Mars rovers" batteries and additional oxygen reserves. Gregory provided coordinates for another cluster of Jumpers, which were a few miles farther from the plateau where they had collected Jumpers the day before. However, this new location was surrounded by smaller dunes, and as Gregory assured Alex, there were at least a couple of Lizardons on each sand dune.
When the hunters arrived, they were greeted by an incredible sight. On the surrounding chain of red sand dunes, resembling the mouth of an extinct volcano, Jumpers lay in a continuous layer. As Mad observed, these Jumpers were nearly three times larger than those they had collected as samples. They jumped much higher and farther than the Jumpers from the previous population they had brought back to the base. Lizardons had settled on the crests of the dunes. Approximately every five minutes, one of them would slide down from the dune's crest and feast on the nearest Jumper. After eating, the Lizardon would climb back to its place on the ridge and rest, turning its left side toward the sun. Although the sunlight on Mars was dimmer than on Earth, it still warmed the planet's surface by a few degrees. Naturally, Lizardons took advantage of this free energy to raise their body temperature. When a well-fed Lizardon returned to its resting spot, its body would take on various iridescent colors. At that moment, it literally shone with all the colors of the rainbow, and the colors were so vibrant that Alex immediately thought of the fluorescent paint sets that Ellen used to love using for her childhood artwork. Only when the Lizardon climbed back to its spot on the ridge did it regain its usual speckled-red coloration.
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Alex grabbed his camera, while Mad took the camcorder, and they began filming the Lizardons. They immediately noticed that the Lizardons paid no attention to them when approached from the right. Both Alex and Mad came very close, and Mad even touched the back of a Lizardon without any signs of aggression from them. However, when they approached from the left, the Lizardons began hissing loudly, their skin turning a bright raspberry color. They opened their triangular mouths, armed with sharp bony or chitinous plates, and made short lunges toward the hunters. Lizardons on Mars closely resembled Earth's Australian Thorny Devil lizard, but they were many times larger and, with their reddish hue, looked rather menacing.
With healthy or regrown legs, capturing the specimens posed no difficulty. Alex and Mad simply approached the Lizardon from the right, took hold of it by the right legs, and placed it in a cage attached to the "Mars rover." However, dealing with "legless" ones proved more challenging. At Mad's suggestion, they brought a couple of Jumpers and placed them in front of the legless Lizardon. To their surprise, the Lizardon made quick work of the offered snack in just a few seconds, using its toothy plates at a speed akin to a coal combine. Afterward, the Lizardon expressed gratitude with a display of bright colors on its skin, then opened its triangular mouth and positioned itself to soak up the sun. However, when the hunters approached it from the left, it displayed its full aggressiveness. Mad had to shoot the Lizardon three times with tranquilizing charges before it calmed down and fell asleep. After collecting a few more Jumpers, the hunters headed back.
Ellen greeted them with a prepared meal, primarily composed of various types of algae grown by the expedition. Mad reminded her that she had intended to finish her research on the Jumpers and share her findings about their properties.
Ellen didn't need much persuasion and poured the hunters a large mug of disgustingly purple-colored algae compote before starting her report.
"Firstly," she began, "Jumpers have air sacs on their branches, which they gradually fill with atmospheric air. When the pressure in one of the sacs reaches approximately 2 atmospheres, the sac ruptures, and the Jumper makes its jump. This looks somewhat similar to when you blow up a small plastic ball and, without tying it shut, place it on the ground and flick it into the air. Propelled by the reactive jet of air escaping under pressure, the ball starts its flight. Jumpers perform their jumps in a similar manner. As for the purpose of these jumps, I'm not entirely sure yet, but there are two likely hypotheses. Jumpers may use their jumps to evade Lizardons that prey on them, and the second theory I could come up with is that Jumpers use their jumps to reach and reproduce in locations the wind cannot carry them to. If we have time, maybe we can further investigate and provide a more accurate answer to this question.”
She mused on this thought for a moment before continuing.
“In the branches of the Jumpers, there's an incredibly powerful stimulant. In terms of its impact on the body, it surpasses coffee or even cocaine by hundreds of times. After we finish the primary work of the expedition, if there's a volunteer, we can try the stimulant on a human to test its effects, once extracted from the Jumper branches.”
Neither of the men looked particularly enthused by this idea, so Ellen went back to presenting her findings.
“And finally! I mixed powdered Jumper with our Earth yeast. From just a handful of this flour, I got almost forty liters of dough. I even baked a few buns.” She took a few pastries from the microwave. “The smell is simply delightful, but for now, as a doctor, I must prohibit anyone from trying them. This is due to the presence of the potent stimulant in these buns. A hamster would be useful for us right now. Unfortunately, we don't have one to test on.”
Mad sniffed the baked pastries and immediately said, "The smell is amazing, unlike the stench of your algae. I'm willing to take the risk and eat a couple. What do you say, Commander?"
"I'd say Ellen is right!" Alex responded. "Consuming a stimulant of this strength directly into the human body could lead to a heart attack or stroke. Let Ellen, if she has time, conduct a more detailed study of the effects of this stimulant. We have enough Jumper samples for more experiments."
"And keep in mind that the calorie content of flour from Jumper stems is nearly seventy times higher than that of wheat flour," Ellen added. "So, indulging in these pastries could lead to weight gain within a week, even if you run a marathon and swim several miles at maximum speed every day."
"That's right!" Alex joked. "We might get too fat to lift off from Mars. So, let's enjoy some more algae compote for now. Besides, Ellen is treating us to a variety: purple compote today, ultramarine jelly tomorrow, and the day after that, tea in 'military' hue, or for your understanding, the color of 'military' camouflage."
"Enjoy life, folks!” Ellen said with a grin. “Now, help me collect samples from our Lizardons."
Alex and Mad grabbed the right legs of one of the captured Lizardons, pulled it out of the cage without much ceremony, and placed it on the medical table where Ellen conducted her examinations. The legless Lizardon was still asleep and Mad simply grabbed it by the tail and nape like a log and placed it on the table. When it was the turn to take samples from the legless one, Ellen took blood, saliva, and made a small incision on its back to collect a muscle tissue sample. She quickly divided the samples into Petri dishes, labeled each one, and placed them on the shelves of the medical cabinet.
"That's all for today," Ellen announced once all the samples were stored correctly. "I hope we'll have information on these samples by the day after tomorrow. In the meantime, I'll wake up our legless friend.”
Alex and Mad stayed behind to observe, and as it turned out, not in vain. After the second stimulant injection, the Lizardon opened its eyes and stared fixedly at a spot on the wall. Forty minutes passed, and the Lizardon still hadn’t moved, only opening and closing its eyes slowly.
"It doesn't seem to want to wake up," Mad said. "Maybe we should give it another dose."
Alex shrugged. "I can't say for sure; I'm not an expert on this. Let Ellen decide."
"Come on, Doc, wake this sleepyhead up!" Mad encouraged.
"And what if it dies from such a high dose?" Ellen asked.
"Well, in that case, the Commander and I will bring back a couple more!"
"Okay, Ellen, give it a shot!” Alex said.
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The Doctor filled a syringe with the stimulant solution and, grabbing the Lizarond by the paw, administered the third injection.
She shouldn't have approached the Mimicraptor from the left side, Alex thought. I should tell her to stay away from that side of the beast.
But the Lizarond acted first. Its awakening was almost instantaneous and quite turbulent. First and foremost, the Lizardon used its tail like a whip and struck Ellen several times until she fell. The Lizardon then grabbed her by the collar of her lab coat and tore the brand-new coat into a pile of rags with a single jerk. Afterward, it attempted to bite Ellen's hand but only managed to chew the plastic syringe into bits in less than a minute. As a result of the Lizardon’s aggressive actions, Ellen was knocked unconscious, while the Lizarond turned 180 degrees. Alex and Mad were now on its left side. Although the Lizarond lacked both right paws, it used its intact left paws to slip under the table, where it began lashing its tail at Alex and Mad's legs. The force of its blows was so great that their pants, made from high-strength hydrocarbon fabric, literally tore under the Lizardon’s attacks. These super-durable pants protected their legs from significant injuries, and despite developing some nasty bruises at the impact points, they avoided any serious harm. Both hunters, cursing the damn Lizardon, made their way out of the room, in their haste knocking over the stand with the containers of Ellen’s algae used to produce tomorrow's ultramarine jelly.
Arming themselves with improvised weapons such as sticks and mops, the hunters returned to the room to rescue Ellen. Meanwhile, the Lizardon turned 180 degrees again. To their surprise, it paid no attention to the hunters, who grabbed it from the right side, but it remained intensely focused on the unconscious doctor. As Ellen lay motionless, the Lizardon refrained from taking any active measures against her. However, the moment she began to stir, it was instantly overcome by a fit of rage. It violently shook off the hunters and wriggled, using its intact left paws, towards Ellen. Mad leaped onto the back of the Lizardon like a cowboy on a horse and managed to bend its head slightly towards the ground. Alex grabbed the Lizardon’s whip-like tail and dragged it, along with Mad who was still sitting on it, away from Ellen. Alex then pressed it against the wall, ensuring its left side was against it. The Lizardon immediately calmed down and reverted to its usual spotted red color.
Alex and Mad wrestled the Lizardon back into its cage. Then Mad helped Ellen to her feet, sat her down at her table, and, under her guidance, began to treat her wounds.
In the morning, Alex gathered the team for a teleconference. He briefed Gregory on the events of the previous day and reminded everyone that this was their last chance to obtain the antidote for the rat disease.
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"We'll, of course, wait for the results of the Lizardon tissue analysis," he said, "but we still need to be prepared for the hunt for the leather bags. Your time has come, Gregory," he continued. "First, tell us what you've managed to learn about the life of the leather bags."
"I was able to track and capture several episodes of leather bags hunting Lizardons," Gregory began. "The attack always follows the same script. The leather bag leaps onto the Lizardon. The length of this leap is usually more than twenty yards, although I managed to capture one leap that measured about thirty yards. The leather bag always attacks from the right side. After the leap, it approaches the fallen Lizardon and bites off its right paws. I never observed a single instance where the Lizardon offered any resistance to a leather bag attacking from the right. Although, if the leather bag accidentally approaches a Lizardon from the left during the attack, the lizard immediately bites it fiercely, tearing out large chunks from the bag's body, just like how white sharks attack a dead whale."
Gregory allowed this image to sink in for a moment before continuing.
"After the leather bag bites off the Lizardon’s paws, it presses its mouth to the wounds. I couldn't determine exactly what it does during this process. It could be licking the wounds to prevent the injured Lizardon from bleeding out, or it might be consuming the blood from the Lizardon’s eaten paws. I don't have that information yet."
He gave a grimace at this admission.
"After the attack, the leather bag literally swells before your eyes, and then it quickly hops away from the hunting site, making short jumps. It reaches the nearest cave and jumps down. I couldn't find out what it does there. I witnessed a couple of instances where the leather bags either flew or leaped out of the cave. They looked more like bags, or rather, sacks, so thin and frail they appeared to me. These sacks would jump and land on the Pruners' plantations. Upon landing on the thorns, the leather bag would shatter into small pieces, and I never saw those bags again." Gregory concluded, "So, that's pretty much everything I’ve managed to learn about the life and death of the leather bags."
“Thank you, Gregory! Ellen, what types of bags do you need for your research?" Alex asked.
Without much hesitation, Ellen listed them. "First and foremost, I'm interested in the bags that are going to jump into the caverns, the well-fed and swollen ones. I'd also like to study the hungry bags before they attack the Lizardons. Lastly, I might need the dying bags, although we may not require those at all."
"Got it!” Alex said. “Gregory, you understand your task. You need to track and guide us to these leather creatures. Start with visual observation. Have you prepared the spacebot for the flight?"
"Yes, I've checked all systems. Everything is working perfectly. But as per your instructions, I haven't refueled it," Gregory responded.
"Your current fuel should be enough," Alex reassured him. "It'll give us about thirty minutes of horizontal flight with extended wings, approximately three to four dives towards the planet's surface without landing, and two landings and take-offs from the planet's surface. But if we refuel the spacebot completely with what's left on the Meteor, I’ve calculated that the fuel components would allow us to break free from Mars' orbit and head towards Earth. However, we won't have enough fuel to accelerate to cruising speed, and the journey to Earth might not take three months, as in a regular flight, but six to seven months, possibly depleting our water and oxygen reserves. I can calculate the details more precisely if needed." So, for now, let's not refuel. Focus on observing the bags. Meanwhile, Mad and I will prepare for the hunt."
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Alex turned to his daughter.
"Ellen, do you have any results from the Lizardon tissue analysis?"
"Not yet, but I hope to have some in a couple of days," Ellen replied.
"Alright then, let's get to work. We'll reconvene the day after tomorrow." Alex concluded the meeting, and one by one, he turned off the monitors.
A day later at 6 am, Alex was doing his morning exercises when a sudden alarm sounded, and the red emergency beacon on the ceiling above him started flashing. Alex dropped his weights, swiftly approached the monitor, and turned it on. Ellen's smiling face appeared on the screen, though it pained him to see it was still marred by bruises and scrapes from the Lizardon attack.
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"We did it, Alex! We found it!" Ellen exclaimed with a wide grin, even though her upper lip, not entirely healed from the Lizardon attack, split open again, causing a few drops of blood to form, giving her a somewhat vampiric appearance.
"Tell us, Ellen! Just wipe the blood from your lip; it's unsettling to look at," Alex said.
"Alright then, I suggest we start in five minutes. No need to turn off the monitors," Ellen agreed.
Five minutes later, Ellen reported that she had found pyramid-shaped viruses in the internal fluids of the limbless Lizardon. When these viruses were introduced into a medium already infected with octahedral viruses, they not only did not perish, but also prevented the octahedral viruses from multiplying. However, these newly discovered viruses had the form of truncated pyramids, not complete ones as depicted on the pedestal of the monument. Ellen was confident that complete pyramid-shaped viruses could be found within the bodies of the leather bags. She believed there would be nowhere else for them to exist. With enthusiasm, she stated that the sooner they obtained these bags, the sooner they could celebrate their victory over the rat disease. Ellen was therefore eager to join the hunt, along with the rest of the team.
"We can't risk you,” Alex admonished. “While we go hunting, try to tidy up your face. You might have to report the results of our work to Earth. And don't forget, based on what Gregory told us, these leather bags are much more dangerous than our Lizardon friends. They're already more perilous due to their agility and speed compared to the lizards. Besides, we might have to search for them in the caverns where they hide after attacking Lizardons."
He clapped his hands together and issued more instructions.
"So, Gregory, start the search for the leather bags, and Ellen, document the results of your work with the pyramid viruses, even in their truncated pyramid form. Try to obtain them in sufficient quantity, determine methods and conditions for their preservation, and attempt to formulate these viruses into a medicinal preparation. We can't expect people to eat live Lizardons if someone falls ill. We need pills or injections. Meanwhile, Mad and I will prepare for the bag hunt. Everyone to their tasks! It's going to be a glorious hunt!" Alex concluded, referencing the heroes from Kipling's tales.
"Don't jinx it, Alex," grumbled Mad. "Akela missed his shot, they said the same in Kipling's stories."
The hunt indeed turned out to be magnificent. The odds of the hunters killing a leather bag were no higher than the bag's odds of killing one or both of the hunters. Two factors saved the hunters from death or severe injury:
1. The leather bags always attacked from the right, allowing the hunters to concentrate their attention on the right hemisphere relative to their "rovers."
2. Alex's ability to shoot from the hip.
During the leaps of the leather bags when attacking the hunters, they often managed to hit the attacker with one or sometimes two rounds. Despite using lethal rounds, one or even two hits were insufficient to kill or even immobilize a leather bag. Wounded leather bags ceased their attack and escaped from the hunters with great leaps to the right. The bags moved so swiftly that Gregory's long-range optics couldn't track where the wounded bags went. Only if Alex managed to fire three rounds into the attacking bag and Mad followed up, adding another one or two rounds after a failed attack, did the hunters succeed in incapacitating their prey. Over two days of nearly continuous hunting, the team managed to obtain only a few specimens of these indigenous inhabitants of the Red Planet for Ellen's experiments.
The hunters captured three "hungry" leather bags, those that initially hunted Lizardons but shifted their focus to hunting humans during the process. They managed to intercept one bag, following Gregory's guidance, before it could hide in a cavern. This was the largest and most inflated bag. Additionally, a couple of bags were captured when the hunters set up an ambush at the plateau overrun by Jumpers. As Gregory aptly described them, these bags were almost not bags at all but rather thin packets, with 18mm rifle rounds making holes the size of an adult human head.
After depositing their captured specimens into the refrigerator located in Ellen's quarters and struggling to stay awake until dinner, the exhausted hunters fell asleep. Alex declared the remaining time after lunch a period of rest, and the following day was designated as a maintenance day. This allowed the hunters to prepare their "rovers," clean and perform minor repairs on their weapons, which had suffered damage in battles with the leather bags, as well as take showers, shave, and simply relax.
On the morning following the maintenance day, during the customary morning conference, Ellen presented the results of her work over the past two days. Despite her still visibly bruised face, bearing the marks of the Lizardon’s attack, everyone sensed her eagerness to share her findings about the tissues of the captured leather bags. Without delay, Alex gave her the floor.
Ellen prepared to deliver a lecture to her teammates about the cycle of life on Mars, but she was interrupted before she could finish her first sentence. Everyone demanded the essential information: Did the complete pyramid virus exist or not? Finally, after a moment of disappointment that her triumph hadn't been fully realized, Ellen gave them what they asked for.
"Yes, there are pyramids, but they are dead. I found pyramid viruses in the leather bags, which, as you say, are no longer bags but rather packets. Under an electron microscope, it's clear that these empty 'packets' contain pyramid viruses. The leather bags seem to be converting viruses with truncated pyramid shapes, which we found in the tissues of bitten Lizardons, into complete pyramids. Unfortunately, at the 'packet' stage, the bags only have dead viruses in their tissues. I haven't been able to revive them or make them multiply. I believe that, to create a medicine or vaccine, we need to capture a leather bag ready to dive into a cavern. Then I promise you a positive result. But I want to warn you that I won't say another word until I share my theory about the life cycle on the Red Planet."
She dared them to complain, but none of them spoke.
"You need to deliver a live leather bag, preferably one that has just fed on a Lizardon and is ready to hide in the nearest cavern after lunch. I want to point out that, internally, these leather bags are more like leeches. Unlike Earth leeches, they don't swim; they jump exceptionally well, and their jaws would make Earth's sharks envious. Furthermore, all their internal organs only start developing after they've feasted on a Lizardon. Commander, it's up to you and Mad!"
"I don't entirely agree, Ellen,” Alex said. “If you need a bag ready to dive into a cavern, we'll have to use the spacebot, and Gregory will have to operate it. This means leaving the ship in orbit for some time without a pilot. God forbid anything happens to Gregory; we won't be able to receive the supply ship from Earth, carrying our provisions and fuel. Therefore, first, Mad and I will attempt to capture the required samples by hunting them on our 'rovers,' with Gregory directing us to each leather bag nearby. If, within two or three searches, we can't capture the specimen we need, then we'll have to involve Gregory. We'll have to take the risk!"
He turned to the pilot.
"And Gregory, keep an eye on every step we take and think about how, from aboard the spacebot, you can catch a couple of these pests."
Unfortunately, Alex’s plan turned out to be right. Over three days of hunting, they managed to intercept only three leather bags, almost as they leaped into a cavern. Even though the hunters fired in volleys, they only managed to hit one bag. It, however, fell into a deep cavern, making it impossible for the hunters to retrieve it. Alex and Mad tied all the ropes they had at their disposal. They fastened one end to Alex's "rover" and the other end, Mad secured around his waist. Using the "rover" as a makeshift winch, Mad descended into the cavern several times, but he couldn't reach the bottom. He threw down a few signal flares, but he couldn't discern anything at the bottom. Alex decided they would return to this cavern the next day with a longer and stronger rope. But when they presented this plan to Ellen, she vehemently protested against its execution.
"If you hit it, it's probably already dead, and we won't get any live viruses. If you missed, it has likely hidden somewhere. Most importantly, if it's alive, its teeth could cause you significant harm."
"Do you suggest making another attempt to capture a specimen by hunting on our 'rovers'?" Alex asked. "I'm against it. Even a satiated leather bag moves much faster than our makeshift vehicles. Tomorrow, Gregory is going on the hunt! And you, Ellen, prepare all your equipment so that you can begin your research on the collected sample without delay. We probably have only one shot at this!"
The next morning, before setting off on the hunt, Alex gave Gregory instructions. "It's all on you now, Gregory! The fate of the expedition's work rests in your hands. Work with minimal risk. Plan your actions carefully. You must track down the necessary leather bags, bring them on board without wasting a second, and, most importantly, return to the ship after that. And I absolutely forbid you from using up all the spacebot's fuel. There must be enough fuel left for one more descent to the planet's surface and a return to the ship in orbit, approximately around twenty percent of the bot's fuel tank."
He gave the pilot an encouraging smile.
"Good luck to you, Gregory, and good luck to all of us!"
The hunt on the spacebot went exceptionally well. Within two hours, Gregory landed near the entrance to the underground cavern, unloaded a sealed container, waved to his comrades without making contact, and lifted the spacebot into orbit again, docking it with the main ship. The others collected the container and took it back to the planetside base.
[image: spaceship]




Ellen’s Feat

And again, the conference. Alex hadn’t lost his good, uplifted mood. As soon as the monitors lit up, he began summarizing the events of the day.
“First of all, Mad can receive his supply of cigars. In thirty days, the "Meteor-3" should be in orbit around Mars, where it will dock with the "Meteor-2."
Mad grinned in anticipation before Alex continued.
“In general, we've all done great work. We have proven that, on Mars, many thousands of years ago, there was a highly developed civilization. We have proven that, in the fight to escape the pandemic, an even more advanced civilization helped them. This proves that other intelligent life exists in the universe, and it's not as rare as our scientists once thought. On one small Red Planet, within a short span of cosmic time, representatives of three advanced civilizations have visited. So maybe we'll be lucky, and we'll encounter extraterrestrial intelligence in our lifetime. We have found a cure for the octahedron-virus that attacked the residents of Mars, and now, based on this preparation, a vaccine against infection from octahedral viruses can be created. And this, my friends, suggests that the colonization of the Red Planet is now just a technical problem, and you have ensured the safety of this process. Now, all we have to do is wait for the arrival of the "Meteor-3" and make our return to Earth. We can now return to our cabins on the ship without fear of infection. So, I am canceling the strict isolation mode, and let's start preparing the materials collected by our expedition for sending to Earth. Does anyone have anything to add?”
Alex suddenly noticed that Ellen’s monitor was lit, but the doctor herself was not on the screen.
"Hello, Ellen! Why did you disappear from the screen?"
"Sorry, Alex, I was giving the order for our robots to move all the tanks with food algae to Mad’s room."
"Why, Ellen? What prevents you from leaving them in place, or if they bother you, let's move them to the gallery. I hope we only need to hold out for a little over a month."
"Dad, do you remember how I mourned the death of my hamster? I needed it to test the effects of the drug made from pyramid-shaped viruses. And now, to test the action of our drug on terrestrial organisms, I had to infect myself with octahedral viruses."
Ellen raised a glass filled with a bright ruby liquid.
"Friends, I'm drinking this glass for all of us and for the successful completion of our expedition and our safe return to our beloved Earth."
Ellen took small sips from the glass and then threw it against the wall.
[image: ellen ]
"In this glass was concentrated broth of octahedral viruses. From this moment on, you can only communicate with me through an airlock window or in high-security space suits. In three days, changes caused by infection with octahedral viruses will begin in my body. In a week, I will turn into a rat-human. You will then have to start treating me. If I don't show any aggression, you can add the medicine to my food. If, more likely, my behavior becomes aggressive towards you, you’ll have to feed me through the airlock window, and at the moment when I take the food, shoot me with a syringe loaded with medicine. I have sent detailed instructions to your computers. In case the worst happens, I ask all of you to ensure that my fee for this expedition, the money for insurance, and the promised lifelong pension are transferred to my parents and my brother. That's it. I hope to participate in the final conference wrapping up our work in three weeks."
Mad and Gregory remained silent, stunned by the heroic act of the doctor.
Only Alex muttered through his teeth:
"I'll have to tell Mr. Musk that when organizing flights to other planets, a colony of hamsters or white laboratory mice should be included in the crew. People like Ellen shouldn't be squandered.




Alex's Final Order

Another three weeks passed. On Alex’s monitor screens, all members of the expedition were present. Ellen, although still very pale, was now perfectly healthy again. She had received numerous congratulations from her colleagues, and Alex read out congratulatory telegrams from all continents and countries on Earth. After hearing yet another congratulatory message, Ellen blushed and seemed a bit embarrassed, attempting to rush to the ship's radio room to respond to the greetings. However, Alex firmly thwarted these attempts.
"Ellen, you've proven yourself to everyone. In a couple of days, the 'Meteor-3' will be in orbit around Mars. I'll pack up all the congratulations and send them to the ship. During the three-month journey back to Earth, you'll have plenty of time to respond to all the congratulations and even talk to each of your admirers. I promise you that!"
[image: spaceship flying]
He offered a grin to his team.
"Now, my friends, let's pack our bags! Mr. Musk guarantees and is paying for a banquet to celebrate our return. So, my final order: Each of you should prepare your toast, which you will give at this banquet."
"And you, Commander, what will you raise your glass for?” Mad asked. “What will you say?"
"I propose a toast to the idea that another expedition to the Red Planet will be organized with the same team, and we'll be able to find out why the leather bags always bite off only the right paws of the Lizardons. Let's drink to the right paws! And, of course, to all of you, my friends!"
Los Angeles, June 2022.
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