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August 31, 2238

Stardust University, Neuro-Lecture Interface 75.32, Earth 

History is dead.

The past exists only as an imperfect composite, an understanding of individual minds. Collective agreement about what happened in the past, even what is meant by the past, is impossible. 

It is the most frequent comment from her brightest students, especially at the start of the popular module on recent history. Aren’t you conflating agreement on the facts of the past with agreement on their interpretation? 

Chancellor Lauren Valentine needs her students to think more deeply on the question of history. 

But this is no easy task, especially now. 

Given the sheer magnitude of available data—billions of exabytes—for every single event and action occurring over the last century, no matter the significance, from election theft to an individual anniversary to a worldwide revolution, how can anyone come to an agreement on any story about the past? What set of facts is deemed more valuable than another? Who decides? 

When every living person is both documentarian and subject, when each minute and each second are captured from a million perspectives—saved, shared, archived and forever accessible—what does it even mean to be a historian? 

This is the urgent question facing the discipline of history. And it is not merely an academic question. Because there is one truth about the past that few dispute—when humans disagree on historical events, conflict follows. Usually violent conflict. Sometimes conflict resulting in millions of deaths. 

Knowing all this, and after a decades-long career as a historian, Lauren Valentine has begun to wonder if the very concept of objectivity is a trick the human mind plays on itself. 

Maybe Crucial was right. 

Maybe history is a work in progress and we are always creating and recreating the story of ourselves, a story that has no chronological boundaries, no past or future. Only flux. 

In which case, why try to capture history at all? A useless endeavor. Crucial said that many times too, usually with that annoying smile that made it hard to gauge if he was serious or joking.

But then Valentine looks at the screen filled with bright, expectant faces—most of them avatars—and as a swarm of salutations light up her feed she feels the surge of confidence she always does in the early days of new modules. These brilliant young people, selected from across the universe, will find new ways to answer her questions. Valentine’s role now is only as a guide and mentor, to introduce the rules they must follow and the structures they must work within to understand history and tame its messy implications. 

“Welcome to our second session of Recent History-Building,” she says. “Let’s pick up where we left off, in the year 2188. As we all know, the events of that year had a significant impact on both Mars and Earth. We will use these events as source material throughout this module to illustrate how to build a revised historical narrative.” 

In response, a chorus of “Greetings, Chancellor Valentine” filters through her auditory channel. 

She calls up a clip weaving together highlights from their last session, a blend of voices and text and video, all linked by neural-pleasing pops of light and sound. 

“Our task is to develop a plan for identifying the important bits of information, to separate the verifiable facts from the purposefully confusing, misleading and poorly understood, and”—she pauses to take sip of her filbertccino—“put it together again in a new way that helps us grow as well as honor and rectify past mistakes of interpretation, and then move forward with strength and clarity.”

Because, she thinks, the only meaningful outcome of the discipline of history—of organizing the past into stories—is to understand what the future needs of us. 

She pauses, taking a read of their temporal lobe activity. It’s spiking, indicating comprehension of their collective purpose. “Now, let’s pick up where we left off last time and talk about ...”

A node lights up. Someone has a question.

“Yes, Quintzen?”

“Chancellor Valentine, I’m honored to be part of this project, as we all are, but I’m struggling to truly feel the lesson. Would you be willing to personalize it for us, since, you know, you were there?” 

She smiles. Quintzen is 19 years old. He has only known peace.

“I’m not opposed,” she says. “But I must warn you, those were challenging times. Terraforming was not as advanced as today and humans lived under domes, which were all badly damaged. There was widespread suffering and many deaths.”

She decides impulsively, and uncharacteristically, to introduce a new variable into today’s lesson. The ENC. Using it goes off-script, but why not? Her time teaching students is ending. Why not make as big an impact as possible?

She shares the revised plan with the class and the collective surprise, followed by appreciation, registers on the screen. 

“An ENC?” Quintzen asks.

“Yes,” she says. “I can share the experience with just Quintzen, or if enough of you are interested, I can connect the entire class. Participation is voluntary, of course.”

There is a surge of activity as 98.2 percent of the nodes light up purple in favor of joining the activity. 

“Very well. Let me prepare.” 

Only eleven people among the two planets and all the outposts have the expertise and authorization to use ENC technology. The process is so powerful, the associations formed so strong, that strict guidelines govern its use. The fact that Valentine is one of those people explains, in part, the huge interest in her classes.

The ENC, or experiential neural correlate, technology synthesizes cognitive models of emotional and biologic reactions to reinforce the learning process. 

Valentine focuses on her memories of the attack, isolates the neural pathways and copies the data into an ENC pulse. Then she submits it to the council, which reviews and authorizes the transfer in under a millisecond. 

“Remember, participation is not mandatory,” she says. “But for those of you who do, you will experience what it was truly like on Mars in Jezero during those terrible days.” 

The first light sparks, followed quickly by others, until the neuro-hall assumes the familiar look of a night sky, blanketed by a constellation of bright stars. Within minutes, the ENC assembly is complete. 

“Ready? Here we go. Our session begins with the invasion of Mars.”

Such a strange thing, Valentine thinks, to live through history long enough to teach it. 

If only Crucial had been so lucky.
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About fifty years earlier, Mars

“Mars is trying to kick me off in style,” I say, looking up at meteors streaking across the night sky, their glittering tails cutting through constellations of stars. 

Sanders looks at me curiously. “Please explain, Crucial.”

For a newly indestructible state-of-the-art cybanism with enough cognitive processing power to run an entire planet, Sanders is not great with inference. 

“The meteors. It’s like a going-away light show.” 

Sanders is helping me guide an intoxicated and very unsteady Jynks Martine to the door of the space elevator. Jynks and I are shipping out for Earth. She’s the former fiancée of my ex, Mel, and apparently, my new boss after we get back to Earth.

A few days ago, I cleared Jynks of a murder charge for allegedly killing the highest-ranking member of the Five Families, who was only pretending to be dead to draw out whoever was trying to get a family promotion by taking advantage of the Martian brain-wasting disease. 

It’s complicated. Well, not all of it. I hate Mars. That’s not at all complicated. 

“Those are asteroids, not meteors,” Sanders says. “Interestingly, the reclassification of asteroids into meteors occurs after asteroids enter the atmosphere of a planet.”

I’ve come to the painful realization that any sentence from Sanders starting with “interestingly” rarely is. 

“There are so many tonight,” I say. “Kind of looks like they’re headed right at us. Does that seem right to you? I mean, shouldn’t at least some of them be going in other directions?”

“There certainly are an anomalous number. Further, these asteroids, soon to become meteors, are not on the current star charts. That’s extremely odd.” Sanders cocks his head slightly. “Even odder, the star charts are not updating as expected, despite how close these asteroids are to becoming meteors.”

“Are you saying Halo is glitching?” 

“That’s not potential,” Jynks says, then tries to shake some clarity into her head. “I mean not possible. Not potentially possible.” 

Jynks is three loose stabilizer fins to the solar wind. When we get to Earth, she’ll probably never drink again.

“It’s very curious,” Sanders says. “Halo seems to be malfunctioning. Perhaps the universe does have sentience and is, as you say, providing a celebratory farewell light show for your kickoff. A plausible albeit highly improbable scenario.”

“Goodbye, Marsh,” Jynks slurs as her knees wobble. “Mars, I mean. It’s been, it’s been ... something, all right, really something.”

We probably shouldn’t have ordered that last round of drinks. Jynks is a mess. I need to get her on board where she can sleep it off. 

“This little light show better not postpone our flight,” I say. “I’m ready to be back in my Earth squat.” 

Especially since I now have enough credits to buy the whole of Multnomah Ward, courtesy of a dying Singhroy Able. All I had to do was watch out for her sniveling little nephew, Darlinius, which I mostly did. I hope he likes his new hand. 

I’m keeping my wealth status to myself though. It’s only one of the secrets, the smallest secret, I’m keeping from Halo. For an all-knowing, all-seeing AI able to run the two-planet system, it’s becoming increasingly easy to hide things from it. And not just because I have digital-detection-evading nanites in my blood stream, courtesy of my sister Essential and her role in the resistance. 

I look up at the night sky past the asteroids. Right now, Essential is on Deimos, the smaller of the two moons orbiting Mars, where she finally located the Halo servers. She’s up there figuring out how to complete the last act of her super-secret resistance plan to introduce the empathy hack into Halo, forcing the AI to stop preferentially helping the wealthiest. 

Or something like that. 

My dream is that she can turn all this over to whoever is their deep cover agent, the one who actually has the empathy hack, and come back to Earth where she’ll be safe when the whole thing falls apart. Safe with me. 

You can’t beat the system. Not for long anyway. 

Essential is about to learn that very hard lesson. But I’ll be there to soften the fall. Like always. 

I watch the meteors, or the asteroids—whatever the prok they are—and they really do appear to be heading our way. I was already worried about the trip back to Earth in a clattering quantum rocket; those turd-rockets are always one irregularity away from a jump to the distant edge of the universe or right the prok into the sun. 

This unexpected and strange meteor shower is only adding to my anxiety.

An intense flash shoots through the upper atmosphere, and the light is bright enough to chase away the night shadows. Suddenly, alarms are clanging and our feeds are flooded with emergency alerts. And then an asteroid rips through the orbital platform high above us. 

In an instant, the waiting Dart—the quantum loop ship that runs between Earth and Mars and my ride back home—is gone, along with everyone on it. The crew, the passengers, the operations staff on the orbital platform, all those people pulverized into human dust. 

If we’d left five minutes sooner to board, Jynks and I would have been two more data points in that body count. Those extra drinks saved our lives. 

The space elevator in front of us grows slack. All 600 kilometers of it is about to collapse into a pile of metallic fabric right on top of us, along with who knows how much metal and debris. 

Sanders knows. He’s already run the calculations. I can see it on his face. 

“How long do we have?”

“Exactly forty five point three seconds.”

“Beneath the Button is our best chance.” 

“It’s your only chance.” His new blast-resistant skin has made him a little cocky. I like it.

The Button is a massive disk of pure frissive palladium alloy able to capture and diffuse the energy of the falling space elevators. With a big enough impact from the tube dropping down from the orbital platform, the metal momentarily vibrates into an almost liquid state then quickly hardens again. The trick is shaking it loose. To retract it, the elevators are ringed with an oscillating lithotrip that sends out a controlled energy pulse to convince the palladium to loosen its grip. 

It’s our way in. 

“Can you jack into the ring and get us below?” I ask.

Sanders nods, in that always-calm way that makes me a little crazy. And grateful.

Above the dome, light flares as debris heats up on its way toward the surface. Toward us. 

“Leave me,” Jynks says. “Dammit, leave me. I’m no good like this.”

I still don’t know why Jynks and Mel are on the outs, or why she’s leaving Mars, or why she drank herself into this state. But I’m not letting her die out here if only so I can always hold it over her.

“I’m not leaving anyone. Especially my new boss.” Luckily, I always carry a detox flush or two, for obvious reasons. I pop one and give her a spritz. “You want to drain fuel like an old fizzle rocket, you better start carrying these.”

She takes the detox well. The flush makes it feel like your blood is turning to steam for ten long seconds as it expels the toxins. 

Jynks is tough and doesn’t flinch or say a word. She’s pale but ready. Just like that. 

There’s a hum and the ground shakes. The shock waves in the ring liquefy the metal inside. We can see the thin arm of the elevator stretching up through the dome above us. It’s starting to sag and twist and crumple, and bits of the dome edge where it passes through are chipping off in agitation as it falls inward. 

A piece of molten metal crashes through the dome and the oxygen starts to whoosh out, and the Choke—the airless, freezing, deadly Choke—starts to pour in through the shattered hole. 

“We have to go now!” I yell, and we jump through the sagging door of the elevator, dropping down onto the spongy floor of the tunnel below, one of the many tangled passages under Port Zunil where people and freight move. 

Jynks is first. She’s a pro. By the time I land behind her, she’s already got a supply closet open. She tosses me two airhoodies and a thermal skin. Sanders doesn’t need either. 

The ground above us is shaking harder. The whole planet feels like it’s shaking. 

“We need to get deeper,” I say. 

The hall is filled with a panicked mass of Dockers, lottery workers and staff. Some are bloodied and burned. Everyone is yelling. Our feeds are chaotic.

Sanders is sharing the schematics. There’s a ramp 30 meters ahead that leads down into an underused storage area for unclaimed freight. 

“Down, down!” Jynks yells, guiding people to follow us. Shoving them, really. 

I’ve got the storage door open and the lights on. It’s huge and cluttered with containers of every size, all covered with a fine layer of red Martian dust. People are streaming in and then the lights flicker and everything jumps sideways. Something big just hit. A ball of flame and smoke belches down the hall. 

I grab Jynks, pull her in and slam the door closed just as the concussive arrives and sends us all tumbling. 

But we’re alive. 

Someone sprays light foam on the wall, illuminating our new home. 

“That was close,” Sanders says. Then he looks at me, head cocked again. Is it possible for a cybanism to be worried?

“What is it?” 

“Crucial, another meteoroid just struck Holden.” He pauses. “It was almost totally destroyed. All the domes have been damaged. These meteors are being directed. The inescapable conclusion is that Mars is under attack.”

Shit. Mel. I don’t even want to ask but I need to. My mouth is dry. “Jezero?”

“The Grande Dome has been badly damaged.”  

Everything goes white and empty as I think about Mel. She’ll be okay. She must be okay. I need to help her. She’s all right and we can help her. I can deal with this.

Then it gets a million times worse. 

“I’m getting very confusing information,” Sanders says. “An asteroid is on a collision course for Deimos. Halo is flagging it as a condition critical but I’m not sure why—”

Our feeds stop. Just like that, everything stops. Our OCDs are no longer connected to each other, to anything. 

Halo is gone.

And Sanders is gone. He slumps to the floor, eyes rolled back in his head, only the whites visible. 

The meteors must have hit Deimos, destroying the Halo servers. Essential was on Deimos. 

I am destroyed. Twice over. 
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Sometimes it takes the absence of something—something you’ve taken for granted for so long that it’s simply become a seamless part of your life—before you appreciate it. 

“What in the starry hell are we supposed to do without Halo?” Jynks asks. She’s all business, her natural leadership abilities rising to the challenge now that she’s mostly sober.

She doesn’t know yet. About Jezero. Or Mel.

And of course, she can’t know about Essential. 

I feel numb, sick. I want to scream and curl up in a ball next to Sanders and slip into a dreamless sleep and never wake up.

I’ve done everything wrong in my life. Everything. For so long. And now the only two people I love are dead.

Probably dead. Maybe not. Maybe not dead? 

With Halo down, I can’t confirm. I guess that’s what hope really is—a lack of good data.

If I think about the odds, Essential is most likely dead. That’s a calculus I never thought I’d have to make. Dead for real this time, not just pull-out-your-own-eyeball-to-hide-from-the-system pretend dead. An asteroid smashing into a tiny moon like Deimos, there’s no chance of surviving that. 

But Jezero is bigger. If the strike wasn’t too close, Mel might have made it. Mel and her ridiculous miniature cat. Twist. Or Twitch. Whatever. 

I realize I’m crying. 

Essential is probably dead, and I must make my peace with it because I can’t fall into the darkness that follows, can’t give up, until I know for sure about Mel. 

If Essential survived, if by some miracle she boosted before the strike, and why not, she’s a Larsen: smart and lucky and a survivor, she can take care of herself until I can get a ship to her. 

So I need to play the odds, which makes Mel the immediate priority. She’s closer and the chances are higher that she survived. 

“Did you hear me, Larsen?” Jynks asks, shaking me. “It’s our duty as law officers to help these people until a rescue team arrives.”

I look around the cargo bay. There are maybe a hundred others stuck in here—injured, shaken, feedblind—and all in shock, trying to deal with the reality of what just happened. None of them know the real story because our feeds were too chaotic. Only Sanders could make sense of it all before Halo went down, before he went down.

Jynks looks into my eyes. “What’s wrong? Don’t tell me a little asteroid strike has you rattled?”

“It’s not random. Sanders sorted through the data before he, you know, collapsed. It was directed. Mars is under attack. Other domes have been hit. All the domes have been hit.”

I let that sink in.

She looks at me, a mixture of wonder and then fear spreading across her face like a sudden bloom of charcoal algae in a hydration tower. “Mel,” she whispers.

“We have to get to Jezero,” I say. “We need to find out. We owe her that much. Both of us owe her that, no matter what happened between you two.” 

Jynks nods slowly, still trying to absorb the new heart-shattering information.

Jezero is 3,500 kilometers away on a planet under attack by unknown forces able to fling asteroids like glitter gun flechettes. Halo is down, which means even if we can find an undamaged flier, we’ll have to operate on manual through hostile airspace. We’ll never make it. 

We’ll need weapons. And booze. Especially booze. Neither seems likely stuck here in the unclaimed cargo hold, which is basically a museum of items rendered useless by technological progress, which might not be progress at all when you think about it as a force for obsolescence. And when you think about how useless all the technology is now with the grid down. 

“Listen up,” I say to the people gathering around. “We need to leave for Jezero but we’ll send help.” They think we’re going there to ensure the Five Families are safe. They’re so used to thinking they owe their lives to the wealthy, they don’t even question why their own survival comes second. 

“We’ll get you situated first,” I continue. “Who can access the manifesto of all this old cargo?”

“I can,” a young man says. He powers up a zip strip and charges a local portal that flares to life. 

I scan the list. Payload. 

“Light up these containers,” I say. 

He manipulates the screens by hand, like in the old days of poke-screens, and the lighting system in the ceiling spotlights the cases we’re looking for. 

One has 10,128 servings of self-heating fermented yeast balls. It’s prison food and it’s horrible. They stopped making them like 20 years ago but they have all the nutrients you need to survive. I point to a woman in a Docker’s uniform. “You’re in charge of food until we can send a rescue squad. Get that container open and make sure folks have what they need.”

Next to her is a man in a similar uniform, a fresh cut on his scalp bleeding into his eye. He looks prokked off and confident. “You good?” I ask.

“I’m fine.” He swipes at the blood as if it makes him angry. 

“You’re in charge of hydration. There are emergency water rations in the stash closets but focus on this container for now.” I point at the screen.

The container has 800 pouches of Citrulux, a syrupy sweet synthetic watermelon fizz, a drink popular a while back with kids. Too much of it at once will strip the finish off a planet corer, but the pouches will help stretch water supplies.

“Anyone with medical experience?” Jynks asks.

“I operate a health cradle,” a man says. 

“That’s more than the rest of us,” she says. “You’re in charge of first aid.”

“I just turn it off and on and run the diagnostics.”

“You’re basically an expert then. There’s a kit here.” She points at the screen. “With one old-fashioned first-aid bot. It’ll need your hands. Get set up against the wall and help whoever you can.”

“We’ll send more help your way as soon as we’re topside,” I say. “But keep this door locked until Halo comes back online and don’t open it unless it’s first-aid bots or Mars security forces.” 

“Why, what’s going on?” the man asks. “It was just an asteroid strike, wasn’t it?” 

“This was no accident. The damage is extensive and widespread, with many domes hit. We think Mars is under attack.”

There’s a collective gasp, then some confusion. 

“Wait, by who?” someone asks. “Who would wage war against the Five Families?” 

“We don’t know.”

“Probably the resistance,” someone else says. “Those filthy, clabbering gouts.”

Jynks shoots me a quick look. She’s thinking that too. Even though they saved her from the Five Families just last week. 

“Unlikely,” I say. “They wouldn’t risk so many innocent lives.”

“I wouldn’t put it past them,” the new medic says. “When we get Halo back online, I hope Mars SF glitters them all to dust.”

Clearly, this group is wrong. It’s not the Variance attacking. Essential is number two in the resistance now and nothing happens without her. They plan to change things without firing a single rail gun slug, much less dropping asteroids on Mars. 

And their plan is pretty sophisticated—introduce that mysterious empathy hack into the AI that powers Halo so it learns how to share resources more equitably. It’s a good plan, but it’s doomed to fail. Was doomed to fail. Now it’s all up in a smoke. Maybe. 

Our immediate problem is that whoever did do this appears to also have a good plan—destroy everything and then take over. But who could build up this capacity of directional asteroids while hiding it all from Halo? That takes money and time, a lot of time. Years. 

I’ll figure that out later. 

I study the manifest. 

There’s nothing here in the way of weapons. Well, almost nothing. I light up the ceiling tile and Jynks and I make our way over to crack the seal. 

“What are these?” she asks, looking at the dusty, vaguely pistol-shaped items inside. 

“Our best option for weapons.” I reach for one. “Correction. Our only option.”

“Repair tools?” 

“Glue guns. From back in the day when humans had to repair the domes themselves. They shoot a pellet of quick-drying polymer that’s sticky at first but dries fast and is harder than titanium when it sets. The guns are accurate to about 100 meters.”

I cycle a round and shoot it at a nearby wall. There’s a puff and a wet splat as the epoxy hardens into a circle a meter across and a centimeter thick.

“You want us to turn back an invading space force with glue guns?”

“Yeah, I mean, until we get our hands on some actual weapons.”

“What I wouldn’t give for a rail gun right now,” she mutters, snatching a tool and stomping off. I take two along with extra bands of pellets.

When Jynks is out of sight, I make my way to another container and pry it open. Inside are five crates of maple rum. It’s synthetic, of course—they ran out of maple trees in 2078—but the rum remained popular for a few more decades. I take three bottles. 

Some of the survivors help us roll Sanders, who is surprisingly heavy, onto a float dolly and I sync it to a tracker button on my belt so it will follow me. They lock the door behind us as Jynks and I slip out into the tunnels below Port Zunil, airhoodies on, glue guns raised and Sanders floating a few paces behind. 
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Port Zunil is wrecked. 

The damage from the falling debris has shattered the dome—punching a hole in the crown like a kid’s juice pack—and there’s no breathable air left. The automated repair systems are overwhelmed. Repair bots are clanking around aimlessly, extruding fragile towers of repair sealant that fountain up into the thin atmosphere and taper off into nothing. 

Twisted chunks of metal from the orbital platform are embedded in the Button. The impact was so significant that the palladium failed and sprayed out in a now-frozen wash of tortured liquid, forming frenzied, elegant waves of gleaming metal. Debris is scattered across the Choke for kilometers, some of it glowing with the heat it gained on entry into the thin atmosphere. 

Fires are raging underneath the buildings, sending up columns of thick smoke swirling into the cold night. Backup electrical systems flicker, and transport vehicles are stalled or else looping around in endless circles. 

I’m thinking of Jezero. If the damage is this significant here ... best not to even finish that thought. I look over at Jynks. Her expression tells me she’s thinking the same thing. 

I can see occasional movement as people in airhoodies, trying to make sense of the chaos and their downed feeds, wander through the wreckage. No one tries to stop us or talk to us. No one even looks in our direction. The sight of two people dragging a body behind them in the shattered and smoldering port gives no one pause. 

“Why do we have him again?” Jynks asks, tilting her head back toward Sanders who floats along behind me, the dolly grimly trying to keep up with our twists and turns as we navigate the damaged corridor.

“He’s the most advanced mobile cognitive processor on Mars. And he’s got blast-resistant skin. He’s basically the smartest weapon on the planet.”

“He’s powered down, ballast. A probability anchor, and a weak one at that. We could move a lot faster without him bouncing around behind us. He can find us once he reboots.”

I look back at Sanders. His eyes are still rolled back in his head in that weird, gross way he has, with only the whites visible. I think that means he’s processing information. A lot of information. “He’s a friend. And I don’t want to leave him behind. I won’t leave him behind.”

“He’s an appliance,” she says, but lets it drop. 

The corridor circles around the Button. Most of the ceiling is torn off and the cold is clawing at our thermal suits. The stars are blazing and there are no more deadly meteors raining down. Not yet anyway, so that’s one good thing.

There’s no sign of an invading force. Maybe Sanders got it wrong. Maybe the system just missed the meteors and some random space rocks wiped out the orbital platform and Deimos—knocking out Halo—right at the same time. Maybe the other domes aren’t damaged.

That’s a lot of maybes. 

No matter. Even if Sanders was wrong and it’s not the start of a new war, getting to Jezero is still the best plan. 

If we can find a flier. Or a Blackwall, one of the crazy spider-legged Choke-runners. Or even a rocketbike with a sidecar for Sanders. 

According to the local schematics we grabbed back in the cargo bay, the primary hangar is about 400 meters ahead. With any luck, we can boost an undamaged flier from there. 

There’s a section of metal blocking the way and I struggle to navigate the float dolly up and over the obstruction. Jynks keeps walking ahead. It’s going to be a long trip to Jezero.

Sirens wail, emergency lights flash and the smoke thickens. Our airhoodies are filtering it out, but I can still taste a bitter, metallic tang. Rocket fuel. I have a bad feeling. 

“I don’t think we’re going to find a flier,” Jynks says. She points through a shattered window out toward the edge of the Button where the hangar used to be. It’s crushed under a huge broken-off section of the quantum Dart, the ship we both should be on now headed back to Earth. Looks like the Dart, or most of it, tumbled straight down onto the hangar facility and flattened everything. And everyone. And ignited all the rocket fuel for good measure. 

The heat from the burning fuel is so intense, I can see white hot tears of metal crying along the smoldering edges.

Mars never makes anything easy. 

“What about drone jackets?” Jynks asks. “We could just bundle up in double thermals and fly there.”

“Drone jackets? You mean the ones you summon using Halo? And then control with your feed, which runs through Halo?”

“Yes. If we can find some, we could probably override the controls. Then set them for a safe height and just let them go.”

“Maybe. I mean, they have a top speed of what, 70 kilometers per hour? So yeah, that would get us to Jezero in just about ...” I cock my head the way Sanders does as if calculating higher math. “Just about never. And then only if we don’t end up creped on the side of some Martian mountain because we’re flying blind and can’t dodge things.” 

“You’re an ass.” Her voice is tinged with desperation. “We have to do something.”

I’m feeling desperate too. I can’t believe how quickly things have gone to shit. That seems to happen a lot around me.

That’s when it hits me. Shit, for once, is the solution—we can take a gonzo truck. 

Gonzo. Garbage and Sanitation Overland Conveyance transports, otherwise known as gonzo trucks. They’re huge, ungainly monsters that haul loads of super-compacted waste clots extruded once a month by all the electrostatic biowaste closets in each dome. The clots are forced into a rough ball shape, surrounded by a thick layer of synthetic rubber, and then carried out into the Choke by gonzo trucks like giant dung beetles. When a waste barge passes by in flight, the trucks use their forks to catapult the waste balls 20 kilometers right into the open holds. 

The trucks are driverless, like most everything else that keeps the planet functioning, but they have sealed sleeper cabs for crew transport in case repairs are needed, or emergency shelter. The gonzo trucks are built for the Choke, with about a hundred independently driven wheels and a suspension system that can withstand running over small buildings. 

Gonzo trucks are also fast and sturdy, and they won’t draw any unwelcome attention if we are under attack. 

“I’ve got an idea,” I say. “Gonzo trucks.”

She looks relieved. And irritated she didn’t think of it. “Fast, sturdy and easily overlooked? Perfect.”

Jynks opens a wall port and manually pulls up the local schematics. There’s a waste transfer point on the map. It’s only a hundred meters back the way we came from and then a couple hundred more down a spur line away from the Button. 

We make pretty good time. The door to the transfer point is open and inside is a battered, dusty gonzo—a huge waste ball held in place on the horns in front—and three people in Mars SF uniforms gathered around the open control panel. Turns out we weren’t the only ones who thought of these waste trucks. 

“That should just about do it,” a woman says, lowering the control panel.

Perfect timing. 

“Officer on deck,” Jynks says, expecting a salute. Instead, one of them pulls out a rail gun. An old rail gun, a first-gen with an air canister bubble on the top that’s been obsolete for a hundred years. 

Still, despite its obsolescence, it is more than capable of blowing our heads smoothly off our necks. Well, only one head off one neck.

The gun takes forever to recharge, so it can only take out one of us. 

I hope it’s Jynks. I mean, nothing personal, I would like to stay alive. There are a lot of things I need to make right. She’s only got the one thing. Plus, there are three unopened bottles of maple rum in my pack. 

“Don’t move.” The man aims the gun at us, moving it slowly back and forth.

“What the fuzzy logic are you doing?” Jynks asks. “I’m your superior officer, and I order you to stand down.” 

“I told you these suits would work,” the woman says with a smile. 

“We’re not Mars SF,” the man says. “We have some supplies we’re going to run over to Jezero and sell to the folks who need it. The uniforms will make that easier.”

“Jezero was hit?” I ask. 

“Cracked wide open and everybody is in a panic. We’re going to do our civic duty and make a few credits helping out where we can.”

“What are you selling?” I ask. 

“Food, water, medical supplies. They’re all packaged up nicely in the waste ball.” He points at the front of the gonzo truck.

“That’s illegal,” Jynks says. “Black marketeering. I’m arresting you all.”

“Easy there, partner,” I say. “Let’s not be hasty. Can’t fault them for trying to make a few extra credits. The Five Families would be proud. Never waste a crisis. We just need a ride.” 

They laugh. “Yeah, like we’re going to climb into a gonzo truck with actual security forces. Do we look stupid?”

“I mean, yeah, but just in the normal way. We can pay.”

“Halo is down so no transfers,” the woman says, “And we don’t take IOUs.” 

“How about a trade?” 

“Is what you have worth our trouble?” the man asks. 

“Just be calm.” I slowly take out a bottle of maple rum and set it down on the ledge next to me. “I’ve got this.”

He eyes the bottle. “That’s an interesting start. But not enough. What else you got?”

“How about this?” I pull out the glue gun and fire one dead center. The pellet hits the rail gun and expands into a clear disk that gums his arm to his chest, the barrel pointing up to his chin.

“What the shit?” the woman asks. “You glued him?”

Jynks now has her gun out and aimed at the other two while the leader curses and struggles against the hardening sealant.

I reclaim my bottle of maple rum. “Change of plans. Looks like we’re going to take the truck and the supplies and leave you behind. You can help your friend get that sealant off before it permanently hardens. But first, you’re going to help me get that cybanism in the cab.”

When they finally get him wedged into the cab—Sanders seems heavier each time we move him—Jynks and I climb in, fire up the gonzo and hit the exit door hatch. We watch them in the rear feed, bent over their friend and struggling to peel off the epoxy, as we rumble out into the Choke.
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Now that we’ve cleared the far perimeter of Port Zunil, the fresh impact craters and smoldering metal debris have thinned, so there’s no longer any need for active piloting. The adrenaline is leveling out as I slip the mechanical beast onto auto-psy mode. I stand and stretch, looking out at the godsforsaken Choke. The only noise is the hum of the gonzo engine. 

The. Only. Thing. 

From time to time and for short periods, the nanites have given me a taste of almost silence, a headspace without the constant noise and streams and shouting and avatainment of Halo. There are jammers—a few minutes with that tech gives you a little window of peace, but you need to talk fast, hurried. I got a deeper sense of quiet down in the sunbelt with the blizards and Valentine not so long ago. There, Halo was blocked the whole time we were underground, drinking ant-gin. It was heavenly, but didn’t last long. For obvious reasons. 

Other than that, I’ve never had my brain or my thoughts entirely to myself since the day I was born. No one has. They clamp the OCD in each infant before it even leaves the med-booth. From that day forward, you’re constantly connected. Constantly broadcasting. Constantly receiving.

Now that we’re in the Choke and there’s no immediate meteor attack to react to, no people to organize and save, no Sanders to protect, no transport to secure, no exploded craters to steer around, I am suddenly aware—and mildly disoriented—by the unfamiliarity of silence, suddenly aware of being alone with my thoughts. 

Well, mostly alone. Jynks is here, battling the same demons of silence. 

While I don’t mind this silent world, and I’m no fan of Halo, we’re flying blind. Actually, driving blind. More accurately, bouncing slowly, painfully across the Choke, blind. We need access to data to make it through, to figure out what the prok is going on. 

Hopefully, we’ll get Halo back by the time we hit Jezero. If the servers were destroyed, there must be a backup for the AI powering the system. The Five Families would never make their precious Halo that vulnerable. 

But if the Grande Dome at Jezero was hit hard, the problem is worse than an absence of data. All the climate and atmospheric controls would be gone, with nothing to keep the Choke from just rolling right on in. 

If that’s the case, it’s hard to imagine the chaos there, the suffering of the previously pampered class of wealthy Five Families elite. Well, it’s easy to imagine, and more than a little pleasant to imagine in the case of some of those elite asses, but hard to process. Plus, if they’re suffering, the lottery workers, administrators and non-family people will have it even worse. 

Like Mel. 

I shake that thought from my brain, which suddenly has room for way too many thoughts. 

Jynks is studying a map spread across the console in front of her. It’s an old-fashioned folding map with no 3D enhancement. That’s what we’re reduced to when Halo is down. 

Lucky for us she seems to be pretty good at interpreting it. It’s possible Jynks has a more disciplined mind than I do. We haven’t said a word in several hours, not since we made it into the heart of the Choke. 

I crack open a bottle of maple rum and offer her a sip. She shakes her head so I take her share. It’s sweet and strong and dulls the ache of worry I’m feeling.

“How long before we get to Jezero?” I ask. 

“We’re in the Elysium Plains.” She points at the map. “It’s relatively flat here and will be for a while, so we’re making decent time. But about a thousand kilometers outside of Jezero, we come up against the Aeolis Mensai Uprising. I’m looking for a crossing now.” 

“What’s that?”

“A long narrow ridge, probably an ancient streambed the Five Families turned into a raised aqueduct. It pulls fresh water from the polar cap. Mel has rights to some of that water because—”

She stops herself. I know that feeling too well. It’s when you automatically talk about someone you love as if they are still in your life, but then in the middle of the sentence you realize they’re not part of your life anymore. 

Or in this case, maybe not even alive. 

Prok, I have got to get control of my thoughts. Which is harder to do now that there is literally nothing I can pull up on my non-existent scroll to distract myself. I can’t go down this road or I’ll be completely useless. Now isn’t the time to wallow. Or overthink. Or think at all. Now is the time to draw on the skills perfected over a lifetime of ignoring my feelings, with or without Halo. 

I need to focus on being my own source of distraction. 

“What’d you say this area is called?” I ask.

“The Elysium Plains.”

“Interestingly, I know something about that.” 

Dammit, I sound like Sanders.

“You know something?” she asks. “You?”

“Yeah, me. A story. My Mom was into all the old texts. Like, the super old myths.”

Jynks doesn’t say anything, just keeps looking at the map. I interpret her silence as interest in my tale.

“In ancient times, the people on Earth thought the Elysian Fields—”

“These are the Elysium Plains, not Elysian Fields.” 

“Same difference. Now, as I was saying, ancient people thought the Elysian Fields were a kind of heaven, a gauzy place, not real but not unreal, where people went after they died. I don’t know how they got there, like their corpses flew or their bodies reanimated or whatever. But this place was reserved only for humans who were related to or chosen by the gods. The people who were sent there got to live all happy for eternity and do whatever they wanted most while they were alive, forever.” 
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