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One


My battery was low and it was getting dark.

Now on Mars, either one of those things would be a major problem. Your battery was your life, after all. Without power, you didn’t have heat or air or a number of other things that made life possible on a barren rock with almost no atmosphere. Night time wasn’t quite such a big deal, except that it was a lot harder to get around when you couldn’t see well enough to know if that was a rock or a pit in front of you.

Yeah, either one was bad news. But put together, it added up to one thing: I was in a lot of trouble, and if I didn’t act soon there’d end up being a brand new memorial for Captain Jasper Stein, deceased astronaut and winner of the newest Martian Darwin Award.

It was my own fault. Scouting missions were risky at the best of times. You are out there driving your buggy an hour or more away from the nearest help. If anything went wrong, the scout was entirely on his own. It wasn’t a job for the timid, but that wasn’t my problem. No, I’d broken the cardinal rule of surviving Mars: never go anywhere alone.

Sandy — that’s Dr. Sandra Harlow, xenogeologist, to anyone who wasn’t a drinking buddy — had a hangover from doing a little bit too much celebrating the night before. She was supposed to be out on the mission, co-pilot for our two-person scout team. Except she wasn’t in any shape to be out and about. The shape she was in, Sandy would be more of a liability than a help. I didn’t want her to get in trouble, though, so I covered for her.

I didn’t tell them I was going out solo.

Hey, it was supposed to be an easy cruise. We were still exploring the terrain. I’d drive out for four hours, do some measurements and surveying along the way, and then come back. Twelve hours, tops. What could possibly go wrong?

I knew that we lost people every now and then, but I never thought I would be one of them. I was too careful. Well, most of the time I was, anyway. I thought I was too good to get in trouble. At least, any trouble that I couldn't get myself out of. But when things go bad, sometimes all you can do is hold on tight and hope you come out the other side. In my case, getting out the other side was looking less likely the minute.

Going out solo was my own damned fault, but the accident was just that. I was driving along the top of a ridge, and I should have been far enough from the edge. But all of a sudden the dirt was breaking up underneath the wheels of my rover. It tilted, almost in slow motion, and I tried everything I could think of to right the vehicle before I slid down the side of the ridge. Nothing I did worked. Then I was spinning, toppling end over end as the vehicle rolled down the hill. I hit my head during the fall and didn’t remember the rest of the drop. Good thing I’d been strapped in, or I probably wouldn’t have survived at all.

When I came to I discovered that I was wedged halfway down a fissure at the bottom of the ravine. The good news was, I hadn't fallen all the way down. The bad news was that I couldn't see how far away the bottom was. I shined a flashlight out the passenger side window into the darkness below. My light wouldn't reach a bottom, which only told me it was a very long way down. The rover's metal frame groaned every time I shifted my weight. It wasn't wedged in as tightly as I would have liked. In fact, I had a sneaking suspicion the whole thing could drop the rest of the way to the bottom at any moment.

I had to get out of there or I was going to end up as a Martian pancake. That meant I had to make the climb back to the top. I peeked out the driver’s side window. Way up there I could see the open sky, but daylight was already starting to fade. Hard as the climb would be with light it would be almost impossible after full darkness fell.

With careful movements I reached behind my seat for the emergency supplies every rover carried. I would have given just about anything in that moment for rope, or any sort of climbing gear. For whatever reason, Mission Control hadn't seen fit to supply us with that sort of gear. I suppose they figured that if we needed rope we were already in so much trouble that saving ourselves was unlikely at best. Or hell, maybe it was just left out because of budget cuts.

I didn't know, and it didn't matter just then. I could complain about it later if I lived through this mess. All I had with me was what they’d put in that emergency pack: a radio, a pop-up shelter, some food and water, and a basic first aid kit. All of it tucked to into a single easy to carry bag. I slung the bag's strap over my shoulder and looked around to make sure I wasn’t missing anything.

The rover's emergency beacon was already buzzing away, although I didn't think the signal would be able to reach anyone. I'd fallen too deep into the ravine for radio waves to easily escape. But it was a least something. If I died out here, they would eventually find the rover, and from there piece together everything else that had happened.

That wasn't of much use to me, though. I wasn't expected back for at least six more hours. My suit only had enough air for about four. No help for it.

Shoving those thoughts away for the moment, I made sure all the seals on my suit were solid and gently eased the rover's door open. Sitting still wasn’t going to make things any better, but I kept moving as slowly as I could. No sense rocking the boat, so to speak.

Our rovers were something like an SUV, but with six wheels and a much lighter frame. I slowly eased myself from the wreck. Standing on the side of my buggy as its metal frame groaned beneath my feet and red dust sprinkled down on me from above, I found myself wishing my ride had been a little bigger and meaner. A good old-fashioned Humvee would never have fallen down this narrow crack in the first place.

It was only ten meters from where I stood to the surface. Daylight and freedom were just waiting for me up there. But the climb standing between me and escape was one of the most daunting things I'd ever seen.


Two


No time like the present! I reached up for my first handhold, a rock the size of a baseball jutting out of the cliff in front of me at just over my head height. My fingers closed over it, clumsy in the suit’s gloves, but I thought I had a good grip. I tested my weight on the rock, pulling hard to see if it would hold.

It came away in a shower of sand that cascaded all over my faceplate before slithering down into the rover. I was left holding the rock in my hand, staring at a hole where it had been. That wasn’t especially useful, and didn’t speak well about the overall stability of this wall. I tossed the rock away, far enough that it wouldn’t hit the buggy. No sense giving Murphy any more chances to intervene!

Then I reached up again, sliding my fingers into the hole left behind by the rock. This time, I managed to hang on. I pulled myself up, looking for another handhold. There, a slim crack in the wall! It was big enough to slip my fingers inside. My feet scrabbled for something to support my weight for a moment and then got traction. It was a start, but I was very glad Mars had less gravity than Earth! I hadn’t been rock climbing since college, and I was way out of practice. Even back then, I probably would have taken a pass on a ten-meter free climb. No ropes? No way.

No choices, in this case. I reached again, scrambling up another foot higher. The crack went about two more meters. I used it as one grip, keeping the fingers of my glove wedged inside. The rock surface was so cold that I was starting to feel it even through the insulation around my fingers, and I wiggled them to keep the circulation going. If my hand went numb I’d be in for a quick trip back down again.

Three meters up and still going strong. I was starting to get the hang of this, and the lower gravity was way more of a help than I’d expected. Mars only has about two-thirds the mass of Earth, so I only weighed about a hundred and twenty pounds there. My muscles were still used to dealing with the full hundred and eighty. I hadn’t been on Mars long enough to lose much strength yet.

No more crack meant the fourth meter was harder going. I managed to find one handhold and then another, heaving myself up a little more. I’d almost reached the halfway mark and was starting to think I might make it out of this pit after all.

Of course, it’s when you think things are going well that Murphy has to show up again and tell you that you’re not out of the woods just yet.

My hand grabbed for one more handhold, the one that would kick me up to about the halfway mark. I shifted my weight to that hand and it happened. The rock I’d gripped wasn’t actually stone. It was compressed sand, and as soon as I put stress on it the whole thing crumbled away into dust. I tried to hold on with my other hand, but I had too much momentum. I peeled off the cliff, my left arm swinging out over the void, my left leg inevitably following. There was no way I could hang on.

Then I was falling again.

I slammed into the side of the rover with a crash. The taste of copper filled my mouth, and my vision was full of stars. Everything hurt, but not so much that it felt like I’d broken anything. I slowly eased my way back to a sitting position, taking stock of my situation.

Nothing broken, but my right ankle hurt like hell. I must have twisted it when I landed. Other than that I had a good scattering of bruises, but seemed pretty much OK. I got back to my feet, brushing away dust and testing how much weight I could place on my injured ankle. The answer was some, but it hurt every time I did.

Underneath my feet, the buggy groaned, a loud, screeching noise that sounded like metal grinding against something. It shifted, slipping down a few inches. Shit, I’d jostled it enough from my fall that it was starting to move again! I held myself motionless, hoping that it would stop moving, and it did.

I sucked in a deep breath and eased my way toward the wall. One step, then two, I was getting closer. One hand reached out to that hollow spot where the rock had been. My fingers slipped inside the hole.

Just in time, too. All at once the rover groaned one more time beneath me. Then it was moving, dropping away. I saw sparks flying from it all the way down. It was at least another ten meters below me to the bottom of the fissure, and I was hanging onto the wall with one hand, dangling there and looking down stupidly. I’d almost joined the vehicle in that tumble. It had been that close, and I was shaking from reaction of the near death.

“Get it together, Jasper,” I grumbled to myself. That could still be my fate. It would be my fate if I didn’t grab a better hold of the wall. With a grunt I slid my fingers back into the crack I’d used before and grounded my feet against the cliff.

Seemed like I’d just been doing this climb! Well, at least the second time up I already knew where all the good holds were. The first half was easy because of that. I just followed the same track I’d already used. But I still had five meters of climbing to go when I ran out of familiar territory, and my right ankle was throbbing.

I glanced upward, scanning the cliff. If I lost my grip again, that would be it. No way I was going to survive dropping fifteen meters, at least not intact. My suit would break along with my bones, and if I didn’t die instantly I’d surely go soon after. The answer was don’t fall again, dummy. I needed to be careful and move slowly, but my limbs were getting tired from all the work they were doing.

Despite the growing exhaustion I felt, I kept moving upward at a snail’s pace. Every hold was tested before I put weight on it. It was excruiciating, and I was starting to wonder if it wouldn’t be easier just to give up and let myself fall. It was probably what would happen anyway. My arms couldn’t hold out much longer.

“Bullshit. I am not giving up that easy,” I growled. Somehow, talking out loud made it better. Hearing something, even if it was just my own voice, took my mind off the agony of the climb for a minute.

“Just get to the top, radio for help, and I’ll be taking a warm shower in no time,” I said, keeping the banter going.

Of course, I’d get the shit for busting up a rover. There wasn’t much excuse. I’d gone out solo, and protecting a coworker from getting in trouble wasn’t going to be seen as a valid reason for breaking the rules. I’d take whatever licks they wanted to dish out. Getting my ass back to base was my mission, now. Everything else could be dealt with later.

My fingers went reaching for another handhold and felt nothing. I looked up again and saw sky. I was almost to the top of the fissure! Another few feet and I could climb over the edge. With deliberate care I eased my body up higher. One foothold up, support my weight on that foot and boost. Both hands over the top. Step up again, and now my elbows were over the edge. Scrabbling against the side of the fissure with my boots, I pushed with my arms and slowly hauled myself, panting, out of the hole that had almost been my grave.

I lay there for a while before I could move again. My fingers had begun going numb toward the end of the climb, but now that they weren’t making hard contact with icy rock, the suit’s heater was slowly warming them back up again. Blood flooded back into muscles which were all screaming in unison that they were extremely angry with this sort of treatment. But I’d made it over the edge. I was out of the hole and home free.

Or so I thought.


Three


When I was finally able to move without my arms shaking too much, I rolled over onto my belly and pushed myself back up into a sitting position. This hadn’t been a fun trip, but at least it was almost over. I yanked the bag off my shoulder and unzipped it. It wasn’t until I reached inside that I realized something was very wrong.

Instead of being loose in the bag, everything was all clumped together. I peered into the bag to figure out what happened.

The emergency water ration was stored in an insulated bag, so that it wouldn’t freeze. But when I fell, I must have landed on the bag. The water had burst, splashing its contents all over. Mars was so cold the water had frozen right away. My food rations and more importantly the radio were all locked together in a solid block of ice.

I managed to pry the block of ice free from the bag and plunked it on my lap. It didn’t look good. The ice was all over the radio. But hey, it was an emergency radio! Those things were drop tested like mad, because they had to survive nasty events or they wouldn’t be any good in a real emergency.

The real question was how quickly the water froze. If it went solid right away, then the radio was probably fine. I chipped the ice away, hoping that it had flash frozen almost instantly. If the water got into the radio, I was toast.

Finally I had enough ice free that I could get to the controls on the device. I extended the antenna and flipped the power on.

Nothing happened.

I ran every diagnostic I could think of, testing the battery, turning it on and off. I even tried hooking it up to my suit’s power, just in case it was only a power issue. No luck. The radio was a brick. Apparently no one had bothered making the emergency radios sent to a desert planet waterproof.

“Great. Just wonderful!” I screamed into the air. I tossed the radio to the ground. What I wanted to do was smash the thing into a million pieces, but that wasn’t going to help me any, and there was always a chance it would come back to life again. Not a great chance, but I could hope.

The food and pop-up shelter were both still all right, but the water wasn’t drinkable without thawing first. I tossed the ice back into the bag anyway, along with everything else. Even the stupid radio. Never knew when something there might be important.

Not that I was going to die of dehydration. My suit’s battery would run out way before that, and it would be a toss-up whether I froze to death or asphyxiated. Neither was a fate I looked forward to.

“Better keep moving,” I said to myself.

First step to getting rescued would be to get closer. If I could somehow walk far enough back, maybe the short-range radio in my suit would reach someone. It was worth a shot. I looked around, trying to get my bearings in the the fading daylight.

There was the ridge I’d tumbled from. I saw at once what happened. The whole thing was made of sand underneath a thin shell of hardened sandstone. When I drove the rover over it, the sandstone broke up and then it was all over but the rolling down the dune.

I worked my way back to the top. It was a struggle, climbing up there, but once I found my tracks I could follow them back the way I’d come. I’d at least be going in the direction of home base, then.

The tracks were right where I’d left them. I saw where they came apart, where my vehicle had tumbled over sideways. But beyond that the tracks continued into the distance. I could follow them like a trail of breadcrumbs.

“No sense waiting around here,” I said. Which was true. I mean, you always hear that if you’re lost the best bet is to stay put. That’s even true, a lot of the time. If I stuck around, they’d undoubtedly find me. By the time they did I wasn’t going to be alive for them to rescue, though.

I started off on the trail toward home. My right ankle was already aching every time I put weight on it, turning my hike into more of a limping walk than I wanted. Running was out of the question. Not only was my ankle not up to it, but the exertion would just cause my CO2 scrubber to work overtime and drain the battery even faster.

Even with the injury, the first mile wasn’t so bad. I made what I felt was good time. There was a brief patch where the rover had gone over solid rock for a short while. I had to guess where the tracks would be, and it took a little hunting to find them again. Once I did I was on my way once more.

That was me, the master tracker of Mars! Those little successes helped prop up my confidence, let me tell you. Without them it would have been hard as hell to keep from thinking about the fact that I’d never make it more than halfway back before my suit’s power failed. By staying focused on each little victory, I kept my mind busy.

After an hour, I sat down to rest for a bit. Lighter gravity meant that walking wasn’t so bad. My legs were tired and my ankle was burning by then, though. It was time for a brief break. I popped the radio back out to check it again. Still no power, no light, no anything at all from the stupid device. It was toast.

If I did make it back alive, I was going to write a scathing report about why water-resistance was a valid element of an emergency radio, even on Mars.

That was beginning to feel like a bigger if all the time, though. I hadn’t made it as far as I’d hoped in that first leg of my hike. My ankle was more sore than ever, which would only slow my progress more. It wasn’t looking good.

But there wasn’t anything to do but just go on and keep trying anyway. I wasn’t going to lie down and just accept my fate or some such nonsense. I’d keep fighting until I was out of air.


Four


Igot up and continued walking, thinking about my life and my likely impending death. What had I left behind me? I had no wife, no kids, no real life outside of the Navy and the space program. I’d been an officer and then an astronaut. That was my entire adult life in a nutshell. There had to be more to a life well lived than that. Assuming I somehow survived this, I promised myself I’d go find out.

Hey, maybe I could get Sandy to go on a date with me. The thought made me grin. She was a hellfire of a woman. Pretty much had to be, on a base with mostly men. Some of the guys had tried to proposition her, early on. I’d gotten to watch the show once. It was a thing of beauty. By the time she was done, the poor mechanic who’d asked if she needed company was darned near in tears.

You had to admire someone like that. She had guts, brains, and the determination to stand her ground when others would have thought better of it. I’d admired her from the first, but never tried to poke or pry. Guess that was why we’d become such good partners on the scouting missions. Why we’d managed to work out a friendship.

Not the sort of thing you wanted to mess up. I laughed in my helmet, thinking about the idea of me getting my tail reamed the way she had that other guy. No, I didn’t think that was such a good idea.

But life in general? Yeah. If I made it out of this mess, I’d try to find a way to do more with it. More? I’d been to Mars! What else is there, after that?

A little voice whispered in the back of my head, talking about home, and family, and building something lasting instead of just voyaging to new places and seeing new things. I shook my head and checked my CO2 meter, making sure that I wasn’t already suffering oxygen deprivation. No, the air was still good. But I was getting melancholy as all get out.

Guess that’s what happens when you’re facing certain death and trying to play the denial game? I didn’t want to think about what was coming, so instead my mind wandered to just about anything else it could.

A big hill loomed ahead of me. I checked my battery level again. Not a ton of charge left. Maybe if I climbed the hill I could see the base from there? The trail led around it, but I could just pick it up on the other side. It would be worth it, if I could just get a glimpse of home. That would lighten my mood better than anything else.

I started up the steep incline. It wasn’t an easy climb, especially with my ankle throbbing with each step. The hill was strewn with rocks. I had to wander around several big boulders on the way up, and stopped twice to rest, panting for breath.

Each time I stopped I waited as short a time as I could. There was a sense of sand slipping away through my proverbial hourglass. I was running out of minutes. By the time the rock leveled out some, every step was an agony. That ankle was burning so bad I didn’t want to lean on it at all. I sort of stumbled forward, limping my way to the very peak of the hill.

I could see for miles in every direction from there. Down toward the bottom of the hill, I spotted a place where my rover’s trail was easily visible. I’d be able to link back up and follow it with no trouble.

What I wasn’t seeing was any sign of humans. Not a single light. No rockets towering against the skyline, waiting to take us home when the mission was done. Wherever home base was, it wasn’t in my line of sight. It had to be even further than I’d thought.

A big chunk of rock shaped like a table sat just about at the top of the hill. I stumbled over to the thing and sat down, resting my legs. There was nothing left to do. I had another hour of air, but if my destination wasn’t even in sight then there was no way I could reach it before I ran out of power.

One more scan of the skyline, looking for any sign of humanity. When there was nothing, I decided to lay back on the rock and stare at the sky for a while instead. Some stars were already becoming visible as the sun continued to set, the daylight fading away toward night.

I admired the stars for maybe ten minutes before I got bored and sat back up again. It just wasn’t in my nature to give up and lay there until death came. My ankle wasn’t hurting as badly, but it would if I started walking again for long.

That was something I could maybe fix, though. I rummaged in the emergency bag and pulled out the inflatable shelter. It was strong material, designed to keep air in and the cold out. There were also a set of ribs which ran through the shelter to help keep it up.

I took a sharp rock and went to work on the shelter. Since it was powered by my suit’s battery, it wasn’t going to do me much good anyway. There was a better use I could put the material to. Once I had a good size chunk cut away, I wrapped it around my right ankle so that the ribs would support the injury, held in place with the shelter material. Then I tied it tight enough that it made me wince.

A few experimental tests of the ankle said it was much improved from before. It still hurt to put weight on it, but I could walk again. That was good enough for now.

I looked out toward the horizon again, trying to get my bearings. That’s when I saw something that made my breath catch in my throat.

The sunset caught on an object there, off in the distance. A reflection, like light glinting off metal.

It wasn’t quite where I thought home should be, but clearly my sense of direction was a bit off. Shiny metal almost certainly meant ‘made by people’. That had to be the base, some bit of exposed metal glinting in the light as the sunset’s rays caught it just right.

I sighted in the spot and laid in a series of landmarks between myself and it, so I wouldn’t lose my way. If I went straight toward the glint, instead of taking the winding patch laid by my rover, then I might just make it.

“Ain’t over until it’s over,” I said aloud. “Here’s hoping that isn’t just a toolbox George left out on his last mission.”

I chuckled at the thought. I knew that wasn’t true. Our gear was tightly controlled. Even losing a wrench out here was a big deal. Replacing gear was expensive unless it was something we could 3D print for ourselves. No, that was the base. I felt sure of it.

With careful steps, I started on down the hill in the direction of salvation. The sunset had given me an opportunity to get out of this mess when I thought I was toast. It was up to me not to blow it.


Five


I’d made past the first two landmarks before my suit beeped at me loudly that it was down to emergency levels of charge.

“Recharge now. Recharge now,” it blared in my ear.

Like I wasn’t aware the suit charge was critically low? I shut the speaker off. No sense listening to the annoying voice telling me something I already knew, and it was just burning more power talking at me anyway. That made me consider whether there might be anything else I could turn off on the suit, to eke out just a few more minutes of life from the battery. The problem was, there were two main drains on the charge. Both of them were vital to survival.

“Which is more important, the air or the heat?” I mused. It seemed a damned shame to make it so far and not get all the way home. But the truth was that I needed both of those things to survive very long on the surface of Mars.

It was cold outside my suit, brutally cold. The temperature would only continue to drop as night fell. Without my heater I’d start cooling off rapidly. Hypothermia would set in. How soon, I didn’t know, but it would happen.

The air recycler was just as crucial. I could live on what was in my suit for a short while, but soon I’d be rebreathing my own exhaled carbon dioxide. I’d get giddy, then hallucinate, and then I’d die.

Neither of the choices presented felt particularly appealing. That said, I was moving at a decent pace, now that my ankle had some support. If I kept moving my muscles would keep burning energy. I’d keep myself warm that way. Well, maybe not warm, but at least maybe I wouldn’t turn into a popsicle right away. The suit was designed to keep heat in. My body was designed to create heat. It seemed like a match made in heaven.

Walking without breathing, on the other hand, just wasn’t going to happen. I’d get a short distance, but then I’d pass out, fall over, and suffocate. I’d be a warm dead person, but that wasn’t much help.

All these things went through my head pretty quickly. It’s remarkable how morbid one can get when they’re pretty sure they’re done for. I stopped myself once I realized I was debating whether it was more polite for folks to find my body as a toasty corpse or a frozen one. The truth was, by the time anyone got to me I’d be frozen no matter which way I went.

“Heater it is,” I said, and shut the thing off. More warning beeps popped up, but I silenced those as well. As I walked, I went through the suit’s electronics systems, turning off everything except the air and a pair of LEDs on my helmet. They didn’t draw much power anyway, and I wouldn’t be able to go anywhere if I couldn’t see where I was going.

Progress was being made. I was still on the last dregs of emergency power, but this would let me eke out another mile or so, maybe.

What if I’d turned the heater off right away, you ask? Well, that would’ve been cool. Cold, even. Heat from my body was only going to go so far. That’s why we had heaters in the suits in the first place. I doubt I would have managed to get half as far as I did before hypothermia sank in, and then? It’s a short slide from there to sleepy-land.

Anyway, it started feeling colder right away. Not like I could see my breath inside my helmet or anything, but I shivered with a chill that was probably in my head. My suit wouldn’t cool off that fast.

The best way for me to make sure I stayed warm was to move, so I set about it with gusto. My stomach growled a bit. It had been quite a while since lunch, but stopping for a bite to eat wasn’t in the cards. I just couldn’t afford the time.

Every so often I caught a glimpse of that tiny reflection in the distance. I’d been a little worried that it was a star showing up on the horizon, but it wasn’t moving. That made it a fixed point, which told me it was on the ground. There were only a few satellites above Mars, and neither of them were big enough to glint like that. They were tiny things for retransmitting signals.

I kept moving, one foot in front of the other, headed toward that spot on the horizon as quickly as I could. It was like a star guiding me home. All I had to do was keep walking.


Six


When my power failed, it did so without fanfare. There were no blaring alarms or warnings. I’d turned them all off, remember? In fact, the change was so subtle I missed it at first. The gentle hiss of air flowing through the suit vanished, and my LED lights dimmed a little bit. Those kept running. For all I knew, they were running off my body heat or my movement or something.

I took another three or four steps before I realized what that silence meant. Then I stopped walking. My breaths started coming closer and closer together, turning into little gasps.

It was an effort of will to slow my breathing down again. Panic was setting in, and that would get me dead faster than anything else. My air wouldn’t go bad right away. I had time. Not a lot of time, but some. I stepped off and continued marching, timing my breaths with my footfalls so I would remember not to hyperventilate.

My feet and fingers were getting cold, too. I wiggled my fingers and toes to force circulation back into them. It worked a little. I could still feel the limbs, but they were still chilly.

One step after another, I kept plodding in the same direction as before. My head was getting spacey, my mind distracted. That would be the carbon dioxide. All I had to do was think that and my mind went down the trail, recalling every symptom of CO2 poisoning and how quickly it should happen.

I stopped in place and looked up, not recognizing the rock in front of me. That wasn’t one of the waypoints I’d mapped out in my head, was it? I’d gone foggy in my thoughts. Had I wandered off the track while I wasn’t paying attention?

The horizon. The light. It had to be out there somewhere. I scanned, looking for it, and couldn’t see anything at first.

There! The smallest glint. Not far away now, from the looks of it. The sun was finally going down. I’d lose the reflection any second, so I carefully sighted in a few landmarks to take me in the right direction.

Sunset was complete. Darkness fell across Mars. Our sister planet doesn’t have as much atmosphere as Earth, so there isn’t as much to reflect and refract the sun’s light. That means when night falls, it happens pretty darned quick. No long, lingering, romantic sunsets on Mars.

I stumbled on, trying my best to stay on track. It was getting harder to walk. My whole body was cold, despite the walk. I shivered with each step. Sooner or later I’d stop shivering. That’s when I’d be in real trouble, when my muscles ran out of fuel to keep the shiver going.

The brain fog was getting worse, too. My mind kept wandering off on whatever thoughts it felt like. I had a harder time each digression hauling my brain back on task.

In short, this part of the trip sucked way worse than the earlier part. Including the bit where I was sitting in a busted vehicle suspended over a yawning chasm of doom.

I was so tired and groggy that I almost stumbled over the glint. I’d been expecting something big, you see. My base was large enough I’d see it from a good distance. I kept my eyes up, staring ahead and hoping for that first look to tell me I was home.

Instead I almost bumped into a chunk of half-buried metal. I froze just short of it, willing the thing to be a mirage. It wasn’t, but it was even worse. The light from my LEDs reflected off the metal just like the sunlight had earlier. This was the light I’d been following? Not my home at all, but some random piece of space junk?

I wanted to kick the thing. When had we started dumping our trash on Mars, anyway? It was clearly from Earth; the little NASA logo was a dead giveaway. I sank to my knees, exhausted, frozen, and gasping for air that just wasn’t there anymore.

My trip was over. I’d done what I could, gone as far as I could get. I figured I’d made it a lot further than some folks would’ve, so there was that. I leaned back, settling down against the sand next to the strange bit of human history half-buried on Mars. It wouldn’t take too long for me to drift off, I figured.

But it couldn’t have been more than a minute before my curiosity got the better of me. What can I say? I was an explorer for a reason. I wanted to find out stuff. Like, all the stuff, about everything. Even if I was dying, that trait was still part of who I was.

I rolled back to my knees and turned to the chunk of metal. It was from NASA. But what was it? I brushed some of the sand off, revealing some old solar panels. A camera rose from the thing, stalk-like, into the air above it. The whole body was pitted, scratched, and scarred. It had been there a long time!

I kept digging out sand and spotted wheels and a mission designation, mostly scoured away. There was still just enough of it left that I knew in a flash what I had in front of me.

This was Opportunity, one of the first automated rovers we sent to explore the planet Mars. The little robot traveled much further than anyone had ever expected and lasted way longer than it had any right to.

“Sort of like me, in that,” I gasped out, chuckling. “I shouldn’t have made it this far, either.”

I couldn’t help but feel a kinship to the drone and the men and women who’d sent it. Sure, we had a manned base on Mars now. We used human drivers in our rovers. But the same spirit that guided us was the one which had made people create this little bot and ship it zillions of miles from home.

Well, we were more alike than that. After all, just like Opportunity, I was going to die out here. Maybe someday a decade or two from now, someone else would see the glint of my suit and Oppy’s metal, and come find us. Maybe they’d run out of steam right in this spot, too, and we’d be a triad. The thought made me giggle, even as I had a flash thought that giggling was a bad sign.

“We’re two of a kind, you and I,” I said. I gave the rover a pair of hearty smacks on its side, like I was patting a buddy on the back.

A light on its side winked on.


Seven


Isat there staring at it for a few seconds. That light was important somehow, but my fogged brain wasn’t making the connection right away. Then it snapped into place. Light meant power. Power meant the little bot was more like me than I’d thought. Just like me, it wasn’t quite dead yet!

“Holy shit!” I said. I reached over and started fiddling with the rover, checking it out.

The batteries on this thing should have died years ago. If they were still working, they wouldn’t have a lot of charge. It might be just enough, though.

I opened the rover up, accessing the inner electronics. What I wanted most was the battery, the antenna, and the radio power. Oppy was designed to be able to send a message into space. The radio transmitter had to have some serious power.

Reprogramming the frequency took me a lot longer than it should have. My fingers kept slipping over the electronics. I had to be careful. This stuff was built to last, but if I broke something by accident there wasn’t a supply shop nearby to get replacement parts. Amazon didn’t deliver to Mars. Yet, anyway.

Then at long last I had everything wired up. I’d used bits of my broken emergency radio to mesh with the stuff on Opportunity. I looked down at the little bot.

“If you will do this for me, I promise to buy you a beer when we get back,” I said. I blinked, wondering if a rover liked beer. Probably not. “Or oil. Or whatever. Just work.”

I tapped the transmit button. A light came on, showing that the rover was sending. Better yet, it was sending on the correct frequency for home base!

No telling how long it would last. I couldn’t speak. There was no microphone on the rover. But I could send out short and long bursts.

“I billion dollars in tech, millions of miles from Earth, and I am stuck trying to reach the only people who can save me,” I muttered, “with Morse Code.”

Little short blips, long dashes. One after another I sent the message which had been used for centuries by -people in danger: three shorts, three longs, three shorts.

I repeated the message until the battery died. Soon after that, I collapsed against the rover. My breath was coming in shallow gasps, my vision swimming in front of my eyes. It was cold, so cold, and I was falling asleep...

A flash of light in my eyes was the first thing I remembered. Hot burning pain in my hands and feet was the next. I tried to cry out, but there was something in my mouth, in my throat. Voices said something I couldn’t understand. I saw flashes of movement over me, and then nothing again for a little while.

Three days later, I was sitting in the base commander’s office. Commodore Grant was not my favorite person in the world, nor was I his, but we’d always managed to get along all right. Today, though, he was shaking his head sadly at me. He tossed the tablet he was holding down on the desk between us.

“Nothing I can do, Stein. You stepped in it but good out there. For what it’s worth, I am sorry,” Grant said. “You’re a good man, good at your job. I wanted you to know that even though we’ve had our differences this isn’t personal. I’d rather see you stay.”

A quick glance at the tablet told me everything I needed to know. It was a recall order. I was being sent home on the next available boat. “It’s all right, sir. I knew I was going to get flack. I screwed up.”

“Damned straight you did!” Grant said. “I can’t believe a man with your experience went out there alone. You know better.”

I nodded. I did know better, after all. But it was all that experience that made me think I was capable of managing it. The thought that I was above the rules had almost gotten me killed. It was a lesson I intended to remember.

“That said, I think you deserve a commendation for your creative thinking out there,” Grant said. “I’m marking it such in your file. Not many men would have lived through that.”

“I almost didn’t,” I replied. In fact, I really hadn’t. The medics said I’d just stopped breathing when they got to me. I’d been without oxygen for a minute, maybe two. They hooked me up to everything they could and brought me back before my heart could stop. I owed those guys a lot.

“We need people like you up here, not down there,” Grant said.

I shrugged. “I screwed up. They’re pulling me. If they don’t, what lesson is that sending to the others out here? You know as well as I do that they have to.”

This wasn’t the conversation I was expecting to have with him, but it warmed my heart to see that Grant really didn’t want me gone. He’d have fought for me, if either of us thought it would do any good.

“I know,” Grant said. He went silent for a moment. When he spoke again, what he said surprised me. “By the way, you’re heading back with a special friend of yours.”

“Oh?” I asked, curious. Who could it be?

“Yeah. NASA want’s their little drone back. Opportunity is returning home at long last, for a hero’s welcome,” Grant said. “You’re the man who found and rescued the bot. Play your cards right and you might get the same sort of ticker-tape parade.”

I laughed. “Oppy saved me, not the other way around!”

But there I was, about to get a chance to return the favor. I was glad. Opportunity had served humanity long and well. It deserved to take a place of honor in our space heritage. Maybe it would end up at the National Air and Space Museum or somewhere else entirely. But wherever it was, it would help inspire future generations of curious minds to reach out and see what was out there.

“It’d be my honor to escort Oppy back,” I said.

“Good. Oh, you’ll have Dr. Harlow with you, too,” Grant said. “She’s being recalled as well.”

I winced. So much for keeping her out of trouble. Instead, I’d gone and gotten her kicked off the planet. Luckily, I already knew she wasn’t mad. Sandy felt guilty as hell over my near-death experience. If anything, we’d gotten even closer since I made it back.

Oh, and now I was going to get three months alone with her on a return craft. I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. Maybe I would ask for that date after all. Nothing like living dangerously, right? If the right...opportunity...presented itself, anyway. I groaned inwardly at my own play on words.

“All right, Stein. Best of luck out there, and safe home,” Grant said. “Dismissed.”

I stood and snapped him a salute. Then I was on my way. Back to my quarters to pack. From there, back to Earth. After that? Who knew?

Life was filled with opportunities, after all.


Author’s Notes


OK, so I’ve got a soft spot for little robot drones abandoned and alone on a planet far away. I think I’m not the only one who feels a little wistful at the thought of Opportunity sitting out there by itself.

As I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, this is an homage story for the little bot that was declared officially lost in the line of duty by NASA on the 13th of February, 2019. NASA had been trying to restore contact since the summer before without any success.

Opportunity was lost.

Right away, I felt like I wanted to pen a story about us finding the little rover and bringing it home again. But as I considered the potentials for that story more, I came up with another idea.

In a few short years, public memory of Opportunity will fade. It won’t be something we think about, by the time humans actually get out to Mars. Just one more bit of space junk sitting out there to rust.

What if a future astronaut stumbled across it? Better still, what if that chance encounter was able to save the astronaut? Then, he turns around and saves Oppy right back.

I love our little robotic explorers. They’re out in space doing what we can’t do and going to places that we can’t go — yet! Our remote explorers are a testimony to many of the best characteristics of humanity. They speak to our innovation and creativity. More than that, they are a shining example of what I feel is one of our best traits: curiosity.

We are a curious race.

That drive has taken us over one mountain after another, always questing, always wanting to know what else is out there.

Opportunity was a vessel of our curiosity for fifteen years. A stunning amount of time, far longer than anyone had expected the rover to survive.

It won’t be the last explorer we send out. Far from it; just over the past few months, China has been exploring the far side of the moon and Japan landed on an asteroid. An Israeli company has launched the first private enterprise mission to our moon. That’s just the tip of the iceberg. There’s tons more on the way over the next few years.

Humans are getting back into space again in a serious way. Frankly, it’s about time! And it’s going to make the next decades an exciting time to be alive.

I hope you enjoyed this little novelette… Long term readers will note the ‘Stein’ last name. I went back in time for this one, to before Nicholas Stein (from the Accord trilogy) was born. Jasper Stein is his father.

That’s more of an Easter Egg for old fans of my work than anything else, but if you’ve enjoyed this book, it might be worth checking out Accord of Honor, the novel that starts off the core Ragnarok Saga.

Thanks for reading! If you made it this far, I appreciate your dedication. Maybe someday, something like this story will actually happen, and Oppy will come home to us again. Until then?

Ad Astra!

Kevin McLaughlin
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