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  Bend Like the Palm


David D. Levine


“Rivers do not drink their own water; trees do not eat their own fruit; the sun does not shine on itself, and flowers do not spread their fragrance for themselves. Living for others is a rule of nature. We are all born to help each other. No matter how difficult it is . . . life is good when you are happy, but much better when others are happy because of you.”—Source unknown, often misattributed to Pope Francis








I looked to the east. Skies were clear, with just a few high cirrus clouds; the trade wind relieved the heat nicely; and the seas were a crystalline blue. But there was a storm coming.


I laid my notebook open on the railing, flipped to the page for weather, scribbled a request with my stylus. Maps and charts updated themselves with the latest satellite data: millibars, kilometers per hour, newton-meters. It was going to be a bad one. I circled the windward shore on the map and wrote another request.


I didn’t like what I got back.


I took my notebook to my friend Beroni, who was helping her neighbor Joaquin fix a broken plank in the walkway between their houses. “Yokwe, Beroni,” I said, grabbing the end of a board so the cutoff piece wouldn’t fall into the water.


“Kommol, Diona. Fetch us another board? This one’s too short.”


I went and got another board and some more screws from the stock, then helped them finish the task.


“The storm’s going to be worse than we thought,” I told her afterward, as we swept up the sawdust for the compost. I showed her my notebook.


She looked at the map, grunted. “How much are we going to lose?”


I circled an area, sketched a gesture for more detail. “A hundred sixty to a hundred eighty houses, is the projection.”


“And all their infrastructure.” Walkways, gardens, solar panels, distillation. Every structure in the islands contributed its bit to what we needed to keep scraping out a living on a diminishing rock pile in the middle of the Pacific. Even if nobody died, it would make life just that little bit harder for everyone. “Shit.”


“And that’s assuming all the proactive measures are in place.” I shaded my eyes, peered to the east as though I could see over the horizon. “I’m not sure we can shift enough matériel to the east side in time.” I thought back to Typhoon Namtheun, back when my Robert was still alive. Lines of people had bucket-brigaded sheets of plywood and spools of steel cable along kilometers of storm-wracked walkways. It had been a close-fought thing, and we’d still lost whole neighborhoods. “If we can’t manage that, we’ll lose even more.”


Beroni sighed. “We’d better convene a council.”




Nobody liked a council, but some things needed more coordination than fixing a walkway, and this was such a big issue that just about the whole community turned out. “Komol tata,” Beroni said, thanking everyone for coming. She detached a sheet from her notebook and smoothed it onto the wall, stretching it out until it was big enough for everyone to see. “Here are the latest projections.”


“Ouch,” said Corazon. She stepped up to the wall, enlarged her own neighborhood. “Looks like Edmundo’s place is a goner for sure. And he just refurbished his garden.” She made a tooth-sucking noise, then pointed windward of Edmundo’s house. “More riprap here, maybe?”


Felicito shook her head. “We used the last of November’s dredge a week ago.” We all knew there wouldn’t be time to dredge more rocks from the seafloor before the storm hit, even if we wanted to risk the ship getting caught in the storm.


Corazon tapped with her stylus, and the map changed from a weather forecast to a display of land and structures. The land was now a skinny, almost skeletal collection of rocks, just centimeters above sea level in some places, with homes and offices clinging to them like barnacles on stilts. The network of walkways that connected them echoed the shape of the coastline I remembered from when I was a kid, but it was fragile—so many of the walkways that had once connected tiny islets now stretched across open water, cantilevered and suspended and vulnerable to high winds. And the winds we would be facing soon would be very high indeed.


We were living on a sugar cube dissolving in coffee, and we had been for my whole life. But where else could we go? The islands were our home. “Even if we could save Eduardo’s place,” I said, “and a few of the others, we will still have two or three hundred people homeless. Where are we going to put them?”


“Not my bedroom!” said my grandson Delson, and a few people chuckled at that. Delson was nine and had been very happy to get a room to himself when his older sister Cheriane got married last year. I smiled, but as I turned my face to the chart on the wall, I felt the smile fade.


Delson would almost certainly have to go back to sharing, and so would a lot of other people.




The council ended inconclusively, as some folks had other tasks to attend to, so we agreed to meet again in the afternoon. Some of those who remained decided to walk around the threatened area and see what we could learn with our eyes that our notebooks couldn’t tell us.


“You see those little rocks out there?” I asked Delson, pointing out to sea. “Before Typhoon Namtheun, there was a big fish processing facility there. After the storm, we got pretty hungry for a while, but eventually, we found a way to divide the labor of processing the catch. Now there’s still no facility, but we all have enough to eat.”


“And everywhere smells of fish,” he said, holding his nose and grimacing.


“We are in the middle of the ocean,” I reminded him gently. “It’s full of fish.”


Delson kicked a rock off of the walkway. It vanished into the water with a barely audible splash. “Why do we even stay here anyway? Cheriane’s happy in Australia.”


I sighed, stared out to sea for a bit, then sat on a bench nearby, patting for Delson to sit by me. He complied, obediently enough, and I found myself glad that he wasn’t yet into the rebellious teenage years. His sister had turned into a real handful before she’d decided to leave. “Cheriane has chosen to start a new family in Australia, and her life there is very different. She has to work in a factory now. We have our traditional ways here, and we like them. Most folks would rather make small changes to stay where our parents and grandparents and ancestors lived than to uproot ourselves and start over elsewhere.”


“Having to share my bedroom with some stranger isn’t a ‘small’ change!”


I sighed again. “Tell me what you know about the Reconstitution.”


Delson rolled his eyes theatrically. “On August First Twenty Seventy-One,” he recited in dutiful singsong, “the Committee of Thirteen ratified the New Constitution of the Republic of Ratak and Ralik, establishing the Four Principles that govern our republic to this day: Interdependence, Adaptation, Cycling, and Succession.”


“Very good. But what does it mean to you?”


He shrugged. “We have a big picnic every year on August first.”


I took him gently by the shoulders, pulled them down to a more respectful posture, and turned him to face me. “It should mean a lot more to you. Do you know that Venus Jopia-Joseph was my great-grandmother? That makes her your great, great, great grandmother.”


“I guess. Who’s she?”


I shook my head and tutted. “Only the most important member of the Committee of Thirteen.”


“All the members of the Committee of Thirteen were of equal importance,” he singsonged.


“That’s the official story. But I have read her correspondence.” I patted my notebook. “In any case, the important part, the part that you need to know right now, is this: back then, the world was in very bad shape. Every country was facing storms, droughts, crop failures, fish stocks dying out . . . it seemed like everything bad was happening everywhere at once. And a lot of countries didn’t deal with the situation well. Many of them had violent revolutions; a lot of people got killed. The Republic of Ratak and Ralik was the first to have a Reconstitution instead of a revolution. We decided to reorganize our whole country and live our lives differently, to recognize our interdependence on each other instead of fighting over our dwindling resources. And Venus Jopia-Joseph, your ancestor, was one of the ones who made it happen.”


“So what? It happened like a hundred years ago.”


“It’s still happening today!” I waved out to sea, where a few scrappy clouds were visible. Were they the vanguard of the coming storm? I wasn’t sure. “We are still facing bad things, and probably always will. But the islands have survived, and if we don’t forget the Four Principles, we will continue to do so.” He was starting to fidget. “Look at me. What’s the Second Principle?”


“Adaptation.”


“And what does it mean?”


“That you have to, uh, adapt.”


I decided that was good enough for now. “And do you think that adapting to sharing your room with someone else would be easy?”


That got his attention. “No! It’d be very, very hard, and totally unfair!”


“Do you think that figuring out how to feed everyone when the fish processing plant was destroyed was easy?”


His face showed that he saw where I was going with this but couldn’t figure any way out. “ . . . I guess not.”


“Do you think it was easier or harder than sharing your room?”


He looked at his feet. “Probably harder.”


“It was a lot harder. But we made it work because it was that or starve.”


He didn’t look away from his feet. “I still don’t want to.”


I hugged him around the shoulders, and at least this once, he put up with it. “I know. But sometimes sacrifices have to be made.”


Just then, the group we’d been walking with came back from inspecting the jetty. “It’s worse than we thought,” one of them called to me. “One piling in four is rotten, maybe even one in three.”


I rubbed my chin. That probably meant we’d lose the whole jetty when the storm hit, and all the boats that used it would have to go somewhere else until it could be rebuilt. If the resources could be found to rebuild it, and if rebuilding it in the same place still made sense. “Update it in your notebook,” I called back, “and let’s check the next one.”




Another council, another meeting. Notebook pages were spread out on every wall, and discussion was turning heated. “Virgilio’s store is a pillar of the community!” Joaquin was yelling. “We can’t just let it be washed away!”


“But we need those planks to shore up the Jaluit Point bridge!” Roxanne yelled back. “If we lose that, my family will be cut off from the whole southern half of the island.”


“There are boats!”


“Easy for you to say! You own a boat!”


The tension was getting to me, and besides, I needed a bathroom break. I excused myself, then, after doing my business, walked out on the verandah.


Wild winds were already beginning to froth up the sea and disarrange my hair, and gray clouds were churning on the horizon. We had thirty-six to forty-eight hours before Typhoon Cimaron—it had a name now—made landfall, and we were still arguing about how to prepare for it. Oh, we weren’t just arguing. Preparations were already being made, but there was still plenty of room for second-guessing and changing priorities. If we couldn’t get our ducks in a row, we’d lose a lot more than we had to.


Interdependence, Adaptation, Cycling, Succession. We had already recognized our interdependence and made so many adaptations to exploit that fact instead of fighting it. Every person and every structure on the islands contributed to the common welfare. Everyone lent a hand when anyone else needed help, no matter the circumstances. Every horizontal surface was covered in solar panels, nearly every home desalinated more water than it used, everyone ate from everyone else’s garden. Everything that could be reused or repurposed already was being reused or repurposed. And we had plans to deal with anything that couldn’t be avoided. But this storm was so massive—a hundred-year event at least—that it was straining our plans to the limit.


I watched the palm trees whipping in the growing wind and wondered how much damage one of them could do if it fell. But then I thought back to Typhoon Namtheun. Before Robert and I had made it to the shelter, we’d seen many buildings destroyed by the wind, timbers splintered and glass shattered. But the palm trees . . . the palms had bent and bowed and swayed, but most of them had withstood the storm just fine. Of course some were blown down, and there had been heaps and heaps of fronds to deal with after the storm passed, but in general, they had fared far better than human-made structures. Which was not surprising; they had a million years of evolution in their favor.


And I suddenly realized we were going about this all wrong.




I returned to the meeting room, where the arguments had become even more contentious in my absence, and rapped my knuckles on the table to get everyone’s attention. “We have forgotten the Four Principles,” I said when the room had quieted. There were shouts of protest at that, but I held up a hand for silence and waited patiently, and eventually they settled down again. There were, I supposed, a few advantages to being seventy-three years old. I held up my left hand with four fingers extended. “Oh, we know all about Interdependence and Cycling”—I touched my pinky finger, then my third finger, which still bore Robert’s ring—“and we’ve been pretty good at Adaptation”—I touched my middle finger—“which means finding new ways of doing things, rather than doing the same things in the same way over and over.” Then I closed the three fingers, leaving my forefinger sticking up. “But Succession—Succession doesn’t mean just planning for the future but recognizing that situations are always changing. In effect, Succession means that sometimes we need to find new ways of adapting. And we’ve been trying to adapt in the same old ways.”


“We can’t find new ways to adapt in the middle of a crisis!” Sandley complained.


“In the middle of a crisis is when we have to find new ways to do things!” I replied. “There’s no other time when the need is so urgent and the alternatives so clear. In any case, the crisis is already here; we can act now or suffer the consequences of inaction. Those are the only two options.” I looked around the table. “The Committee of Thirteen saw that the old ways were not working. They wrote the New Constitution—remade this whole Republic—in five days. Surely we can find a new way to cope with this storm.”


The group was silent for a time. “So . . . what do you have in mind?” Janet said eventually.


“We need to bend like the palm, or we will break like the two-by-four.”


Janet looked at me blankly. “What does that even mean?”


I spread my palms. “Honestly, I don’t know. Yet. But we’re going to find out, together.”




We brainstormed and debated and argued together until well past midnight, as the wind and rain began to hammer on the roof of our meeting hall. We did come up with a few new ideas, though our notebooks’ simulations showed that none of them would be better than what we were already doing. We also continued planning to evacuate and reinforce as we had done in previous storms, but the same simulations made it more and more clear that our existing solutions wouldn’t be enough this time. We had, perhaps, gotten too good at decentralization; with every home and business providing its share of power, water, and food, every structure lost made the whole system weaker. We had to come up with something different . . . something better. Somehow.


I awoke to find Sandley shaking my shoulder, my cup of kava cold and tilting in my hand. “You’re dead on your feet,” he said, rescuing the cup before it spilled in my lap. “Go take a nap. We can spare you for an hour.”


I protested—but not too much, recognizing the truth of his advice—and headed back to my house. The rain was already coming in nearly horizontal, pelting my face and making my footing uncertain. Despite my ionized slicker, I was soaked through by the time I reached my front door.


I slipped inside, leaving my slicker to drain in the vestibule, and tiptoed toward my room in the dark. If anyone in the family was actually able to sleep, I would let them . . . they would need to be fully rested tomorrow. But then I tripped over something soft, and as I fell, I landed on something else—something all knees and elbows, that shrieked and squirmed away.


“Delson!?” I asked the shrieking, squirming thing, for it was he. “What are you doing in the living room?”


Delson flicked on a flashlight, momentarily blinding me. “I’m adapting!” he boasted. “I figure I can sleep under here and leave my room for two other people.” He shone the flashlight behind himself. Under the dining room table lay a pile of his things . . . stuffed animals, toy boats, his gaming headset. “I brought everything I need.”


I handed him the teddy bear over which I had tripped, my heart rate beginning to return to normal. “What about your clothes? And your toothbrush?”


“I brought everything important,” he insisted.


I smiled at that. The priorities of youth.


And then I looked at the pile of toys and games . . . and realized he might have stumbled on a greater truth.


I kissed him, turned around, and went back out into the storm. I was wide awake now.




We argued for another hour, but the simulations were too promising to ignore, so with great reluctance, we agreed on a new strategy.


We would cease trying to protect the islands with riprap and plywood and instead put all of our efforts into stripping the most vulnerable buildings of their support systems—solar power, desalination equipment, data servers, hydroponics—and shifting them to safer places on the lee side of the islands. This repositioning of resources was something we were already doing, of course, but now it would be our main priority. After the storm had passed, we would determine what land and structures had survived and reinstall the equipment there. In effect, we would let the storm prune away the most precarious parts of the islands, and then reinhabit whatever remained.


Even with this strategy, we recognized that there would probably not be enough resources for everyone after the storm passed. We would just have to deal with that when we knew what we had to work with. “Many hard choices have been made in the past,” I said, patting my notebook, “and more will have to be made in the future.” We all knew that the population of the islands was less than half what it had been before the Reconstitution, and it was never going to go up again. But we would keep trying.


We put on our rain gear and went out to implement the plan. We were tired and weary and discouraged, and the storm was already raging, but we would not waste a single minute or a single erg of energy.


We would never abandon our islands completely until the last scrap of rock vanished beneath the waves.




One of the structures that had to be salvaged, as it happened, was what we called the “grandma cottage” at the back of my family’s own property. Once upon a time, it had been the only building on the lot—a tiny two-room shack that Robert had built with his own hands right after we got married. Now it was dilapidated and musty, used only for storage; I hadn’t spent more than half an hour inside it in years. But still, it had its solar panels and its desalination unit under the floor, and these could be removed and shifted to a safer place until the storm had passed.


My daughter and son-in-law did most of the work, but Delson and I helped where we could, and as the adults struggled to haul the heavy desalination unit away through the sheets of descending water, the two of us were left to tidy up and make the place as watertight as possible before evacuating. “Your grandfather and I had to do this all the time when we were young,” I told Delson, squeezing sealant into a dripping crack in the roof. “He built this house himself, you know, and honestly, he wasn’t much of a builder. But still, it has lasted all this time.”


“You still miss him, don’t you?” Delson said, and I realized that the water in my eyes was not rain.


“I do.” I wiped my eyes, handed him the caulking gun, and creakily descended the ladder. I probably should have had Delson do that part.


When I got to the bottom of the ladder, I looked around. The whole house shook and clattered in the wind, and I was pretty sure this was the last time I would see it. But there was the corner where we’d put up our first Christmas tree, and over there was where I’d dropped a whole pot of oatmeal. There was probably still oatmeal between the floorboards.


I levered myself down to the floor and patted the threadbare carpet next to me. Delson sat, obediently enough, and I handed him my notebook. “I’d like you to hold onto this for me,” I said. “During the storm.”


“Don’t you need it?” he asked, but he accepted it.


“I don’t think I will,” I replied. The device itself was replaceable, of course, and its data was safely distributed across the network. But I’d carried it every day since long before Robert died, and many of the pages bore creases and tears that helped my fingers find the important information. “Just keep it safe for me.” I squeezed his hand where it gripped the spine, then let go.


He took the notebook and started to leave, then turned back. “Aren’t you coming?”


“You go along,” I said, with a shooing gesture.


After he left, I sat on the floor and listened to the storm rage. The wind howled, and the house rattled like a cracked maraca. It would probably not last the hour.


The two-by-fours might break. But the people of the islands would bend like the palm.
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  First Human Ghost on Mars


R.L. Meza


The afterlife on Mars is different from the afterlife on Earth. I was the first ghost to experience both worlds: a pioneer like Neil Armstrong stepping on the Moon, minus the audience. There was no recorded proof to send the folks back home. The dead don’t get credit for their achievements; our discoveries can’t matter to the living, if they don’t know we exist.


But I was the first ghost on Mars.


It counts. It matters.


Being dead on Earth was rough. The mere seconds I spent on the surface felt like an eternity. The launch site was crowded with other ghosts, as if everyone who’d ever died in the area was still around—minus their clothes. Like there was no Heaven or Hell waiting for any of us. Moving through the throng was impossible, like shoving between dementia patients in a nude mosh pit, everyone lashing out and shouting for lost loved ones, fighting in vain to reach locations where they no longer had a purpose.


My need to reach Mars was all-consuming.


Then, the spaceship carrying my stroked-out body left Earth’s atmosphere and tore my ghost from the planet like a fresh scab. The crew should have spaced my corpse postlaunch, but they didn’t. Thank God—or whoever.


Because the afterlife between planets is fucked.


There are no stars. The ghosts provide the only light, floating like nebulous, glowing balloons. Space has killed plenty of people, but they’re too few and far between to offer reprieve from the dark. Compared to that vast nothingness, Earth had been a cakewalk; at least there, my ghost had retained its humanity. Without gravity, I couldn’t maintain my body’s shape or control my movements aboard the terraforming ship. I was reduced to haunting the corner of the cargo hold where my corpse was stored. After the crew bedded down in their pods for the long journey to Mars, I was alone. In the absence of other people, my humanity turned fuzzy. Static.


I drifted apart with my memories until I resembled a luminescent deep-sea fish, dragged to the surface and exploded. A mess. I couldn’t remember my mother’s face or my first name. I became a vision of the red planet, pulsing with desire and determination, hell-bent on taking that legendary first step, even though I had no feet, had forgotten what a foot was.


It was a bad time.




When I regained a semblance of self, gravity was reforming my ghost on Mars. The sensation was like being vacuumed from sleep into the waking world through a pinprick in the fabric of reality: it took forever; it happened in an instant. The absolute silence on the surface was unsettling. For the journey between planets, the sounds from the ship had masked the new quiet inside me, that awful stillness lacking the background noise of a flesh-and-blood body. But on Mars, I became hyperaware that those internal sounds were lost to me forever. My days of breathing and beating and being were done. I’d never felt so insubstantial. The wind scoured me with grit, chasing sand across the desert, but I couldn’t hear it blowing. I scuffed the ground, and dirt moved, no scrape though. Speaking produced a vibration in my throat, nothing more. Had I gone deaf? Back on Earth, disability had terrified me with the prospect of disqualification from the Mars mission—the death of my dream.


But not even death had kept me from my one true love. Elation surged through me as I surveyed the rock-strewn terrain I’d longed for since I was a child, gazing through my telescope at the night sky. I’d studied and trained for this my entire life.


I’d made it: I was the first person on Mars.


Well. First ghost.


But I didn’t need air or a suit, and I didn’t have to fight through crowds to move. I bounded along a ragged cliffside, thrilled by my invincibility in this new world. The worst-case scenario had already happened during the launch, so now I could explore risk-free. Not having sound was unfortunate, but it was still better than my wildest imaginings.


My victory was short-lived, however.


A flash of light drew my attention toward the horizon. Falling wouldn’t hurt me, but my crew? Their boxy green lander had malfunctioned on descent. Powerless, the little craft transporting four of the nine-total crew from the main ship—along with the body they were intent on burying, my body—plummeted like a stone through the dusty pale orange sky.


We were so far from home.


I wronged my crew, then. I hoped they would crash, so I wouldn’t be the only ghost on Mars.


Shitty, I know; I’m not proud. But I actually missed the noisy crowds of Earth. The isolation between planets had warped me with alarming speed, from someone who valued privacy and solitude, into a needy, grasping void desperate for company. I craved contact with others, that reassuring electric tingle from inclusion in a group.


Screw ghosts. I needed to see people again, no matter if they passed blindly through me. I just wanted to watch them for comfort, nostalgia, to remember being a person. Afraid to lose my humanity completely, I hoped that my crew would survive—some of them, anyway.


At the last possible instant, the engines flared bright. The lander struck the surface and skipped like a stone—once, twice—before skidding soundlessly, shaking the ground with debris fountaining in its wake, straight toward me and the cliffside. Ten yards from the sheer drop into the canyon, the wreck shuddered to a stop. Then, it tipped over on its side like a racehorse ridden too hard. The exterior lights winked out.


I approached, surprised to find the passenger compartment intact. The crash had crumpled the hull, collapsing the upturned starboard side and sanding the ship’s belly down to the radiation shielding. The primary access hatch on the starboard side was shot, crimped shut, and spider-webbed with emergency-impact foam. I circled the wreck, pausing at the ruptured cargo hold, gutted of supplies and scientific instruments; even the three-person rover had been stripped from its magnetic anchors. As the dust settled, metallic particles glittered around the crash site. All that destroyed equipment hurt my heart, not because we hadn’t brought replacements—we had backups on the main ship. No, what hurt was knowing that our first act in this new world had been to litter all over the fucking place.


Mars felt more like home already.


The secondary access hatch on the port side had been crushed when the lander tipped over. Now, only the top third of the hatch remained visible, like a toenail pushing up from the sand. Concerned about the crew trapped inside, I forgot about the no-sound thing and the ghost thing and fell back on mortal habits. I knelt to listen at the hatch, pressed my ear—


—and streamed between the hull’s atoms into the damaged airlock beyond, like water through a sieve. If only my crew could do the same. The lander’s weight and the emergency foam clogging the airlock had rendered the hatch impassable. I pressed through the inner airlock door to locate the crew.


The four passengers were crammed into the short corridor beyond, suited up with their smart helmets secured, headlamps shining on the airlock. I couldn’t hear their voices or see through the mirrored faceplates, so I used the names stitched onto their suits to tell them apart: Fuller, Rivera, Cho, and Jensen; the former two were tall and broad-shouldered, the latter shorter and smaller. When I tried pressing through the faceplates for a peek at their features, they all had brown eyes. I had forgotten how to discern gender from physical markers, couldn’t recall any memories to assign to these people. They were strangers. I’d been too fixated on my goals to bother with connections and bonding outside of work. We could have gotten drinks together or gone bowling, normal people activities, if I’d ever taken a break. Did they even like me?


Three of the astronauts seemed healthy enough to pry the inner airlock door open. But spirit tracers licked like thin yellow flames over Rivera, who was slumped against the wall and sliding gradually sideways, a domino tipping in slow motion. Rivera was dying. If the backup lander didn’t arrive soon to evacuate the crew to the main ship’s infirmary, then my wish would come true.


I’d have company.


Maybe blaming myself for the crash was illogical. It wasn’t like my selfish desires had manifested the disaster. But the guilt tasted like my old self, which got me high on nostalgia, and then I felt like an asshole for enjoying myself while my crew was in danger—which of course felt even better. To err is human, right? I rode these highs and lows in rapid succession, emotions strobing. Got stoned on my own guilty conscience, if you can believe it; death has some weird side effects.


I needed to get some distance from the crew to concentrate on their escape. Had they sent a distress signal yet? I drifted around the corner to the control room.


The flame-retardant foam seal around the door didn’t bode well. I streamed through the wall and regarded the devastation to the computer and the operations panel with dismay. The crash had crunched the fire-blackened room down to half its size.


But the armored red box containing the mobile distress beacon had been spared. Unfortunately, the handheld rocket needed to be outside for launch. Our trial scenarios had accounted for extended communication breaks, using the beacons for emergencies; unless the main ship received a distress call, they wouldn’t worry until the lander missed its scheduled return, three Mars days from now. Was there sufficient air onboard for the crew to wait for rescue? I suspected not, given their eagerness to crack the hatch open.


Sure enough, when I streamed next door to check the life support systems, the compartment housing the air tanks and recycler had been pancaked by the crash. That left the crew fully dependent on the oxygen tanks affixed to their backs. No refills.


They were currently draining these tanks with their escape attempt. When I rejoined them, Cho was hacking chunks from the emergency foam in the airlock with a crowbar while Jensen assisted with a fire axe. All the heavy-duty tools they might’ve used had been lost from the ruined cargo hold. Fuller knelt beside the now-prone Rivera in the corridor, headlamps trained in solidarity on the pair working in the airlock.


I’d never felt so helpless. The guilt that had tasted delicious before had curdled into bitter frustration and resentment over my incorporeal state. I needed to free my crew, but I passed through objects from Earth as if I didn’t exist. Why had I been able to scuff the ground outside, to disturb the sand on Mars with my spirit’s ambulation?


Maybe I could dig the hatch free from outside.


Day transitioned to night as I shoveled sand between my legs like a dog. I stopped when some shift in balance caused the lander to settle lower. Even if the crew managed to lever the hatch open, they wouldn’t fit through the gap with their suits on. They might be able to squeeze the mobile distress beacon out and enter the launch code. But with no one to carry the rocket away to a safe distance, they’d risk further damage to their only shelter.


I reentered the ship, and the crew appeared to be resting. Were they conversing? I longed to listen in on the group feed in their helmets, to hear their voices and learn if they were formulating a new plan or giving up. The yellow spirit tracers burning brighter over Rivera’s body compelled me to leave.
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