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All my life I wanted little else but to write. Even as a bug-eyed mite with a mop of curly hair and the body proportions of a Roswell Gray. Growing up, I constructed worlds and slipped into them in that way introverted friendless children are wont to do. First, it was dinosaurs, then unicorns, then the outer reaches of space, fantasy archipelagos, and mirror realities. Somewhere along the way I read a great many people who tend to do this much better and started to believe that writing was some kind of zero-sum game. While it certainly is a medium of survival of the fittest, it can’t be said that you, dear reader, can’t aspire to be an author any more or any less than I, Zofia, writer of things, have decided that I am.

Thank goodness for the internet age, huh? Here we are with you reading this and I’ve already written it down and it’s terribly too late to take it back. The only real caveat that I have for this short but sweet collection is that it isn’t at all the same sort of material, and absolutely none of it is erotica (I ain’t the hookup for that.) 

Knowing all this you’re now prepared to enjoy this short story collection. Cheers.
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A Datastream at the Top of a World

For the past eighteen months I’ve been in transit to the second smallest planet in the Sol System. Today marked the day that the journey concluded with arrival on Mars, entering through the Arcadia Planitia Interplanetary Spaceport (AP-186 in official notation, also known as President Santo Abeywardena Spaceport) to the thrum of dipole thrusters on the Foro Atmospheric Lander and the crackle of Mars’ omnipresent exterior dust. The FAL is a timepiece, a seventy-EY lander with a silver-green carapace, strikingly beautiful against the cinnamon and HEPA dust mélange of Martian soil through the converter screens, solar sails similarly extended like the wings of some elegant scarab. She’s such a wondrous and oft written about thing, and I feel privileged in a way to land in one before their scheduled decommission.

AP-186 is smaller than AP-172 (Cydonia Spaceport) but affords a closer position to the HuoXing underground lines. In size it’s around roughly the same size as Enceladus’ Alexandria Sulcis Elevated Spaceport or King Fahd International in Dammam in Earth’s Asia Minor. We walk through the immigration lines siguiente a siguiente, shuffling on feet numbed to the effects of gravity, alarmed by the soul-loss of our current lower masses. Martian tile, made of compressed dust and a nanomer, lines the footpath to the anti-muon security devices that scan us through our teeth. Briefly I wonder what it is for this unthinking machine to look into my brain, as Mars hasn’t the best regard for journalists. I show my credentials to the android at the window and after four rereads it passes me with a whizz-bang of servos clicking to disengage the acrylic gates. I tilt my head wordlessly in thanks, anthropomorphizing the machine more than I probably should, but similar service robots at home tend to have thoughts and personality. It’s not looked the same way out here in ungovernable but intrinsically cooperative Mars. 

“Martian spirit draws the individual that must live alone,” scribes the eminent writer Congress Borland, although he’s never, in knowledge, actually set foot on Mars. In that there’s a certain identity crisis tied to earthside projections onto the Martian populace. A heavy romanticism that harps loftily on their self-reliance, their grit. Martians are not, in fact, gritty people; their spaceports, homes, and public dwellings are insidiously scratchproof and antimicrobial. There is a sense that they equate dust with death, with contamination, even. It’s why there’s even a stereotype among Looneys that Martians are canned stoics, elusive with personality, perpetually in decontamination suits.

We’re quickly assigned a guide and our press junket in one, a young Martian by the name of Cynthia Hwang-Moses. Cynthia is our psychopomp through the corridors of the spaceport, but also our unofficial Martian governmental shadow. She tells us she was born in Arabia Terra at the junction outpost for the PRC military, long demilitarized under the current Martian state banner. The place is called Phoenix Tail Fern, after a plant that was given cultural importance on Mars due to its low light requirements and resistance to cold. She shows us the manifests that prove our luggage has arrived and politely stresses that it will be loaded onto our train and conveyed to our destination at the Mariner Valley and then by chartered hovercraft on to Gigas Sulci in the Tharsis Volcanic region. From there we’ll be effectively on our own and grateful that Martian prying hospitality will annoy us no further. It’s not Cynthia’s fault, however, that she’s making herself a nuisance.

One would wonder what the point of this journey is, at all, given what’s surrounding us; heavy governmental surveillance, the excessive travel time of a non-Lunar journey, the breathlessly icy cold of satellite outposts stretched far and away from the civilization afforded at the Martian planitiae. Why make the effort, given the complications? I’m not awestruck by the implication of spending close to an EY on the Martian surface, nor is the crew that came along—Lunar photographer Drew Ogunole-Richards, our terrain expert and pilot, Placidus Morris, AI interpreter Pretty Ringing Noise, medical support officer Oleksii Cross, and our mech specialist, Ohair Davalos. It’s a lot of people who will share the next EY, from Chifen to Chushu, on the Martian surface, especially given that we had to bring supplies to last the entire year. One fell swoop is all it takes to render our efforts fatally useless. So, why, then?

A transmission intercepted on Luna, early on 6-12 Martian date, by Hecate-7. Video encryption, boost by a drone comsat erected somehow underneath the shield of the Martian telecom and mil-sat network that has since gone unreachably dark. A lone figure, breathing hard, gloved hands gripped on titanium ice axes, suit made of laminated silks rated for spacewalks, helmet visored with UV-blocking black gold, flanked by a four-legged carrier droid belaying a rope. The figure laughs and points northward, to the boundless yellow to black gradient of the daylit Martian sky, and when reframed by the drone camera, points meaningfully downward, toward the dramatically deep caldera reminiscent of the Great Rift Valley on Earth, fringed as it is with the endlessly stretching vast of Olympus Mons.

The transmission lasted twenty-eight minutes. The climber never gives a name, hardly speaks, and even then, uses a basic lingua franca Earther accent with no strong regional attributes. The caldera the climber stands alongside is spike-trapped with multiple deep ridges that drop down a kilometer or more. The rock beneath the snow is feldspar burst with blooms of iron-oxide. Two EY’s later, the Martian government has not admitted to intercepting or detaining the climber, nor to having found the satellite used for the transmission. It is as if they simply climbed Olympus Mons and, like an arhat on a distant mountain over a millennia ago, simply sublimated out of the cycle of life and birth that controls existence on Earth. 

Base Primordis—an Encampment at the End of Civilization

Olympus Mons is impossible to miss, larger than any known mountain in the solar system, although it has its contender on Vesta and there are theorized geologic megastructures buried and unattainable on the Jovian surface.  Ancient, towering and broad, it is as the floating country of Laputa on the horizon, the mountain spanning the same area as any single nation-state inside the Eurozone, and seems more itself a plateau, although Latronus Desai assures me there is an escarpment to the mountain that would require skillful climbing. Latronus is our hovercraft operator, a gainly and small-framed decontamination suit in Martian dust camo with a shimmering black-gold UV blocking visor. Inside the hovercraft the temperature is 4 Celsius, and much colder outside. We’re bundled up beneath our flight clothes in mylar jumpsuits and polar linen from an Antarctica outfitter, rebreathers on, as decompression is a known issue with hovercraft this far removed from civilization, mostly the result of improper maintenance. Up above we see Sol, roughly the size of Venus in the Earth sky, and the rapidly retreating twinkle of Phobos. The deep canyons of the Mariner rift have long receded behind the flutter of the hovercraft’s nacelles. 

Interestingly, the HuoXing underground, an assiduous, clean, and orderly maglev rail system, nationalized by the Martian state, bored deep into the Martian crust and extending from Arcadia Planitia on to the Mariner rift and further into the Amazonis Planitia, does not
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