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We’re at our breaking point, myself and Taylor—even the Captain sounds hang-dogged and defeated. “Just a little further,” he keeps saying into his mic, as if repeating the lie will somehow make it true, “We’re almost there. Feel that moisture in the air? That’s the Acidalia Canal and the next Oasis. Just stay sharp. Oh, and Taylor? Quit blowing debris into the fucking pools. Nothing pisses a settler off worse than arriving to a dirty pool.”

I laugh aloud at that, knowing Taylor is doing the same. As if. We haven’t seen a transport or a settler in weeks. Has immigration to the Formerly Red Planet slowed? We don’t know.

I look at the houses, so pristine and white, so uniform, their black windows glinting, resolving to ask the next settler I see (and to hell with the no-contact edict). But then something rustles amidst the stalks (so, too, is there a vibration in the air) and I move: having learned, since my arrival at Utopia Planitia, to never linger long in uncut grass; nor to dwell on what happened to the trimmers before me.

“And there she is,” comes the Captain again, “As promised. One Oasis with medical rocket, right next to the Acidalia Canal. What do you have to say now, Decker? Something cute, I imagine. Go right ahead.”

But the truth is, because of the whir of my light-trimmer’s blades, I am not even sure if I’ve heard him correctly, and so ask him to repeat it, which he does. Then I pause, looking over my shoulder at Taylor (who has caught up to me in spite of his exhaustion), and we just stand there, he with his blower and I with my trimmer, until he shakes his head, slowly, and I key my headset: “So is it the end of the sector, or what? Do you see a bridge?”

His answer is garbled, indecipherable—a favorite trick of the Captain’s when he doesn’t want to speak. At length we hear: “ ...responsible for your asses. I’m going to go in and check for—” And we lose him in a hail of static. 

I look at Taylor, our eyes locked, our faces bathed in sweat. “Checking for gnomes, he says. Well? What do you think? Is he telling the truth?”

He looks at me for what seems a long time. “All I know is ... I’m done. I’m just ... done with all this. I’m sorry.”

It takes me a minute to process what he’s saying. “Jesus, Taylor. You don’t mean—”

“Done—if there’s a bridge,” he says, finally, even as it becomes clear to me he has already thought this out, already looked at it from every angle, committed to it completely. “Total forfeit of bonus, I know. But—I’m taking that medical rocket. I’m going home.”

At last I say, “You won’t have enough money to migrate, you know that. And they’ll never hire you again once you forfeit—you know that too?”

He shakes his head slowly. “It doesn’t matter. Besides, I wouldn’t be so sure. They’ve created a monster here—and they know it.” He scans the green horizon—balefully, it seems. “It’s never going to stop, you know. It’s just going to keep growing, faster and faster, until ...”

I slap him a little, wondering if he’s succumbing to the Daze. “Until what? Until what, Taylor?”

“Until they’ll even hire back a forfeiter,” he says, appearing to come out of it, and laughs.

I clasp his shoulder, give it a hearty shake. “There won’t be a bridge. After twenty sectors? No way. They’re greedy—not stupid.” I look to the houses still ahead of us and at the overgrown grass; at the flowerbeds chocked with red-weed and the walkways overrun with Bryum moss. “Either way, we’ve still got this sector to clear. Unless, of course, you want to forfeit everything?”

“No way, man,” he says, and seems to buck up.

And then we are moving, frustrating whatever gnomes have been moving in on us and triggering our nuclear-powered tools, our lips longing for water, our bellies grumbling, our hearts longing— knowing, praying, the Oasis is near.
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I CANNOT DECIDE WHAT is the more horrific sight: the steel bridge leading to the next (and 21st) sector—or Taylor’s face as he looks at it, which appears pale as the dead even though it has been deeply darkened by the sun. Worse, the Captain has yet to exit the rocket—which suggests he may have found something (i.e., the kind of trouble only gnomes can bring). So, too, is his bright red Big Trak still running (as if he saw something and had to leap off it quickly). At this point only one thing is certain—none of it bodes well for Taylor’s intended departure.

When at last the Captain emerges he is holding an apple in one hand and his knife in the other, shaking his head. “Yuh, it’s what I thought. They got the console. Startled ‘em real good, but, well, the damage was done.” He smiles cockeyed, polishing the apple on his shirt, then plops down in the hatchway and begins cutting the fruit. “It’s not all bad, though. I saved the provisions.”

I look at Taylor, who also appears skeptical. “They ruined the console but left the provisions? Why would they do that?”  he asks.

“Like I said, I scared them off. As for the console, you know they like to strip the wires and use the copper,” He bends down suddenly and picks up one of their tiny spears, touches it near the tip. “See that? It’s remarkable, really. Holds the Folsom point just as snug as a virgin. What the hell are you getting at, anyway?”

“It just seems weird that—”

“What he’s ‘getting at’ is that he’s tired,” I say, “And that we got at least one more sector to clear before we can get out of here. So let’s bivouac and get going, before they discover our real ticket home—the rocket at the end of the quadrant. Yeah?”

Cap just shrugs, eating his apple. “You’ll get no argument from me.” But something is troubling him, because he keeps eyeing Taylor suspiciously as he cuts the fruit into wedges, looking the man up and down, taking the measure of him. After a while he says, “What I can’t figure is, why all this concern over a medical rocket?”

“Forget it,” I say. “Let’s just eat.”

“‘Forget it,’ he says. ‘Let’s just eat’ ... No, no, I think we should talk about it. See, if someone goes home—that’ll break up the crew. And that’s something I need to know about.” He pauses, the knife glinting in his hand. “How about it, Taylor? You sick? Thinking about going home?”

I glance at my friend—whose face has become red as Cap’s apple from heat and frustration.

“If I was, I wouldn’t need your perm—”

“Look, forget it,” I say, even as the Captain stands, slowly—dropping the apple—so that we are suddenly nose to nose. I add: “No one’s breaking up the crew. You’ll get your bonus, don’t worry. We all will.”

“Not if this crew fragments, I won’t,” he says, coldly, flatly—still holding the knife. “That’s the difference between you and me. The difference between all of us. Unless, of course, you think you’d be better—”

“Just forget it,” I say, stepping back, standing down. “No one’s questioning your authority. And no one’s going anywhere. Isn’t that right, Taylor?”

“Hmph,” says Taylor. “I
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