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 A VERY MERRY ZERO-GRAVITY CHRISTMAS

 

 

“I didn’t know what to get you,” Elfrida’s father said.

“Oh, Dad. You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“But I wanted to. You haven’t been home for Christmas since you joined the Space Corps. This is a special occasion for me and your mother, so permit us to indulge in the traditional festive gestures,” her father said.

“Stollen’s almost done,” Elfrida’s mother called out from the kitchen.

“Great!” Elfrida said with sincere anticipation. Her mother had been baking up a storm ever since Elfrida got home from 4 Vesta. Lebkuchen, Spekulatius, Platzchen, chocolate-covered Santas … Elfrida’s mother cherished her Austrian heritage.

Her father, on the other hand, was Japanese. He’d always tended to keep Christmas at arm’s length, as an alien tradition, to the point of deliberately getting things wrong.

“Dad,” she said, “it’s Christmas Eve. We’re not supposed to exchange presents until tomorrow.” She hadn’t got them anything.

“I know, but … Well, you’ll see. Here.”

The HUD area of Elfrida’s contacts flashed an alert: You have one new message from Tomoki Goto! Warning: attached file may take a little while to download!

“Dad, what is this?” She was glad it wasn’t anything physical. Luggage allowances for Space Corps field agents were strict.

“You’ll see,” her father repeated. He sat down on the sofa and twinkled at her.

File downloaded! Execute?

“Y,” Elfrida typed.

Seconds later, she staggered backwards, raising her hands defensively. A dog seemed to be hurtling across the living-room at her.

“Whoa! Whoa!”

Elfrida bumped into the Christmas tree, dislodging several of the ornaments she’d made in elementary school, and sat on her ass. The dog jumped up on her chest and licked her face. She felt nothing. It was not a real dog, of course. It was a virtual pet, projected on her contacts.

“Oh my God, Dad!”

“Did you give it to her?” Elfrida’s mother appeared in the kitchen doorway, holding a bowl of icing and a spatula.

“I did,” her father said. “I was going to wait until tomorrow, but to be honest, I couldn’t keep up with his demands any longer.”

“Is this one of yours?” Elfrida scrunched her face sideways as the dog tried to lick it.

“Of course. A very limited edition of exactly one. Copy-protected, of course. You can transfer him to any device, and give sharing privileges to whoever you like, but he can’t be mashed up, edited, or duplicated.”

Tomoki Goto was a software artist, employed at a virtual pet boutique. His creations tended to the fantastical. For instance, he’d had a big hit a few years ago with the “Cacasaurus,” a dinosaur that could be trained to poop on command—a toddler’s dream pet. In contrast, this seemed to be a perfectly ordinary dog.

It butted Elfrida in the chest, causing her to flinch, although of course, she felt nothing.

“Uh, what kind of dog is it?” It was medium-sized, reddish-brown, with a foxy face and a tail that curled over its back.

“It’s a he, and he’s a Shiba inu.”

The traditional Japanese breed, as much a symbol of Japan as the rising sun.

Fending the dog off with one hand, Elfrida forced a smile. She saw the hope and uncertainty in her father’s eyes. He must have put a lot of work into designing this dog, especially for her. It was a masterpiece of a guilt trip. “Thanks, Dad,” she said. “He’s really cute.”

The dog seemed to have her sweater in its teeth. As it capered towards the door, her sweater appeared to stretch like silly putty.

“I think he wants to be walked,” Elfrida said, grabbing her coat.

“Have some Stollen before you go!” her mother exclaimed. “It’s not iced yet, but—here, I’ll give you a slice to take with you.”



Out on the streets of central Rome, Elfrida felt as if she’d escaped. She loved her parents, of course she did, but …

Now she had to get them presents. She headed for the Colosseo metro station.

The dog galloped ahead of her, flickering through pedestrians, skaters, scooters, and cars.

“Hey, dog!” she typed on her contacts’ gaze-controlled keyboard. “Come back here!”

It paid no attention. She probably needed to call it by name.

Futzing with the dog’s control panel, she hardly noticed the Christmas decorations lining the streets. Romans traditionally went all out on holidays, and that was as true in 2287 as it had been before the birth of Christ. Holographic Santas, reindeer, and snowmen capered in mid-air, projected from upstairs windows. On the narrower streets, the holos overlapped, so that antlers projected from Santa’s stomach, and elves frolicked on top of the manger in a rare Nativity scene. Italians were competitive, and festivities in Rome were the ultimate competition, Elfrida thought, fighting her way through the crowds in the Christmas market that had taken over the Colosseum.

She desperation-bought a handcrafted glass mug for her mother, and a scarf for her father. The mug was OK—Mom could use it for Glühwein—but the scarf was pathetically uninspired.

Oh, frag Christmas, she thought. Hot and tired, she headed into the metro station.

The underground concourse sported a real Christmas tree decorated with UN-blue baubles that each bore the name and flag of a member state. Some Italian had hacked the diversity globe on the top of the tree so that, instead of a 3D gallery of happy UN citizens, it flashed a holiday suicide count. Elfrida smiled when she saw that.

She took the metro to Ippodromo Capanelle. The dog crouched beside her feet, as if intimidated by the crush. It had the ability to sense people, like a bike or car, drawing on satellite geolocation data. It was, of course, piggybacking on Elfrida’s contacts. Its gluttonous appetite for bandwidth kept knocking out her network connection, and so she didn’t get through to Jennifer Colden until she had almost reached her front door.

“Yeah, what?”

“Knock, knock,” Elfrida said, matching the action to the words.

Colden lived in one of Rome’s hillvilles, residential complexes strung out along the old Roman roads that were hill-shaped, covered with soil and authentic local greenery. Colden’s apartment was one of the inside ones, without a view. There were piles of unsorted recycling in her hall, and her front door bore a security company’s sticker in the form of a glowering face, which had jammed so that its eyes glared in two different directions.

Colden opened the door in her pyjamas with a telepresence headset pushed down around her neck. “Nice to stop by and say hi,” she greeted Elfrida. “You’ve only been Earthside for what, a month?”

That was just the way Colden was, so Elfrida said, “Three weeks,” and went past her into the apartment. “Ew,” she said, looking around. “Every time I come here, it reminds me more of a spaceship cabin. Except that’s unfair to spaceships. They’re tidier.”

The dog plunged through the mess, testing out the limits of the apartment, which was really just a room with a kitchenette.

“What’s that you’re running?” Colden said, seeing Elfrida’s eyes dart. “Some skin? I admit, this place could use a veil of virtual charm. But I didn’t know you were into that stuff.”

“I’m not. It was an early Christmas present from my dad. Wanna see?”

“Sure.”

Elfrida shared the dog with her.

Colden laughed. “Aw, he’s cute.”

“You think? Want him?”

“Dog, no. Ha ha. I can’t even keep a virtual cactus alive. Here, boy.” The dog came and licked Colden’s hand.

“So now I have to get my dad something, and all I could find at the Christmas market was this dumb scarf.” Elfrida flopped on Colden’s sofabed, the only place in the room not piled high with clothes, rubbish, or electronic equipment. She toed Colden’s telepresence console. The power indicators were on. “Am I interrupting you in the middle of something?”

“Oh, doesn’t matter. I’m waiting for my dumb-ass assistant to finish assembling a centrifuge.”

“Work? Colden, you are not working on Christmas Eve.”

But Elfrida wasn’t surprised. Ever since they were in Space Corps basic training together, Colden had been a workaholic. She had chosen the work-from-home option so that she could more easily ignore the legally mandated time limits on telepresence sessions. As for the legally mandated requirement that phavatar operators take exercise breaks every couple of hours … judging by her ashy complexion and blobby figure, Colden hadn’t taken an exercise break in months.

Not that Elfrida was in a position to be catty about anyone’s thighs. She unwrapped the slices of Stollen her mother had stuffed into her pockets, and they shared the rich fruitcake with the glee of women who should be watching their weight, but weren’t.

“Can I help?” Elfrida said, picking a last raisin out of the wrapping paper.

“Are you a trained therapist, a hot single guy looking to settle down, or my boss? Then no,” Colden said.

“With what you’re working on.”

“No … well, maybe you could, actually. My partner took the entire week off. It’s like some people have these things called lives.” Colden shook her head in mock wonder. “And he was the one with the interpersonal skills, so ...”

“You don’t say.”

“Frag off, Goto.”

“Got a spare headset?”

Colden, grumbling, found another headset for Elfrida. She didn’t have extra gloves, so Elfrida would not have tactile feedback beyond the illusory sensations that the headset could provide through neural stimulation. Nor did she have a mask. “But it doesn’t matter,” Colden said. “We’re using vinge-classes.”

Phavatars—physical avatars, used throughout the solar system for long-distance work—came in a spectrum of configurations, with appearances more … or less humanoid. The vinge-class standard was designed for industrial jobs. It did not have a face, so it wouldn’t matter that Elfrida could not transmit her expressions.

“So what’s the deal?” Elfrida asked, blinking up the familiar Space Corps log-in screen.

The dog capered across it.

“Ten point two minute signal delay,” was the first thing Colden told her about the mission. She went on to explain that 360228 Fong-Uyase was an S-type (stony) rubble-pile asteroid located in the inner belt, 2.2 AUs from the sun at present (it had an elliptical orbit). S-types could possess high concentrations of valuable metals. A dubious third-party survey alleging that 360228 Fong-Uyase possessed cobalt, gold, platinum, rhodium, and so on had drawn a company called Advanced Galactic Technologies, Inc. to the asteroid fifteen years ago. They had not found as much ore as they hoped for, but they were still there. And now, their headcount included six children born on 360228 Fong-Uyase, in zero-gravity. “Same old story. TBTM,” Colden sighed.

Elfrida was still trying to shunt the dog out of the way so she could log in. “TBTM?”

“You’ve never heard that? Oh, that’s right; you’ve been working on the Venus Project contract since---”

“Forever.”

The United Nations Venus Remediation Project was the Space Corps’s biggest client. Elfrida, like many agents, had spent her entire career so far doing the Project’s dirty work.

“Not going well?”

This was sensitivity, from Colden. But Elfrida didn’t want to talk about it. “Shrug,” she said. “You probably saw the news. I’m grounded for a while, anyway. Go on: TBTM?”

“Right. You may recall,” Colden said drily, “that the Space Corps is not merely a subcontractor for various UN agencies that don’t want to deal with human beings. It does have its own mission. Known as ‘helping people.’ So, we plebs in colony support come across the same situations repeatedly, and one of the commonest is TBTM: Too Broke to Move. Advanced Galactic Technologies, Inc. did make a profit on 360228 Fong-Uyase, but they failed to invest it appropriately, so now they’re stuck. They’ll have to get jobs or something. But, that’s not our problem. Our concern is the kids. Ready to go?”

“It’s this dog.”

Elfrida gave the dog a virtual kick. Her foot toppled a pile of unrecycled pizza boxes. The dog vanished from her log-in screen, but—

“Shit! He’s all up in my control panel.” Colden was laughing. “Let’s just take him.”

“Can we?”

“Sure, just transfer the .exe file to your phavatar.”

Elfrida had meant with respect to the regulations, not technically. It was nice to know that Colden was no longer such a stickler for the rules as she used to be. “OK, come on, boy,” she said, and they logged in.



180 million kilometers from Earth, the rubble-pile 360228 Fong-Uyase whizzed through space at a hundred thousand kilometers per hour. An irregular oblong 3 kilometers in length, it had been covered for eons with a layer of fine regolith that veiled its macroscopic porosity. Then Advanced Galactic Technologies, Inc. had come along. Their mining bots had dislodged all that dust into space, while smashing the larger pieces of rubble to extract valuable ores. The larger bits of the pulverized asteroid had been trapped by the company’s Wetblanket system (a smart microfiber net that could expand to tens of kilometers square).

Eventually, left alone, 360228 Fong-Uyase would recohere under its own gravity. But that gravity was so close to zero as to make no difference on the human timescale. At present, the asteroid existed as a swarm of rock fragments weighing a total of 200,000,000 metric tons, which had been guided and splarted into a hollow sphere.

The net remained in place, glittering in the light of the distant sun, so the sphere looked like it was covered with fish scales. According to Colden, this was a classic sign of Too Broke To Move.

The Space Corps transport Damned If You Do sailed alongside the asteroid, close enough to dwarf it.

“Wow,” Elfrida said. “We have our own ships? I had no idea.”

“A couple of them,” Colden said. “Not enough.”

“Damned If You Do? Nice.”

“It’s a beater.” They were standing on the surface of 360228 Fong-Uyase, looking at the Damned If You Do through their phavatars’ telescopic eyes. The ship was a Gravestransport almost a kilometer long, shaped like a Christmas tree—Elfrida suddenly thought—with waste heat radiators for the needles, and a cylindrical fuselage that rotated constantly, providing artificial gees for the crew and their gravity-sensitive cargoes, such as chickens. Referring to the latter, Colden said, “We give these people birds that have been hand-reared with loving care, and they just let ‘em flap around in zero-gee, and then they eat them because they won’t lay anymore.”

“What can you do?” Elfrida sympathized.

But the most important cargo that the Damned If You Do had brought to 360228 Fong-Uyase, arguably, was the two vinge-class phavatars that Efrida and Colden were now operating.

In general, phavatars had humanoid frames. There was a simple reason for that: human beings could not intuitively operate a body that didn’t have a head and four limbs, or limb-equivalents. (Some people could learn to do it, but at the cost of psychological blowback.) So, phavatars looked more or less like people. The vinge-classes were the exception that proved the rule. They resembled giant tarantulas with six legs, two of which were vestigial clamps, used only for carrying things. Their thoraxes were power packs. Their heads sported sockets for a nightmarish array of industrial attachments. Worst of all, some forgotten designer—delusionally hopeful, or despairing—had added big doe-eyes. The effect was of meeting Bambi with a mouth full of industrial hardware and too many knees.

Elfrida and Colden stood on their rear pairs of legs, reflexively adopting human poses, and exchanged high fives with their front legs, which ended in retractable grippers.

“What are we doing out here, anyway?” Colden said, and then, suddenly: “Oh.”

A missile the size of a cargo container hurtled out of the Damned If You Do’s shadow. Both vinge-classes leapt straight at it, their movements perfectly synchronized, and drove their grippers into its polyfoam wrapping. In the last milliseconds before the missile would have smashed into the asteroid, the mobility packs strapped to the phavatars’ thoraxes pulsed out precisely calibrated bursts of ionized xenon gas. This countered the missile’s momentum. It, and they, settled to the surface as lightly as dust. The whole operation had been coordinated by the phavatars’ onboard MIs (mechanical intelligences), without any input from Elfrida or Colden.

“OK, this is the pod assembly for the centrifuge,” Colden said. “Let’s take it in and get this crap finished.”

Feeling a bit dizzy, Elfrida helped Colden carry the pod assembly around the surface of the sphere. Of course, this had all happened ten minutes ago, so she and Colden were not really doing anything except monitoring what their phavatars had already done.

They passed a SUV (Space Utility Vehicle), clamped to the rocks.

“That’s all they’ve got now. They sold the ship they came in,” Colden said. “Definition of TBTM.”

The small spaceship was being used as a generator. Physical power lines snaked from its auxiliary engine along the ragged tunnel that led into the sphere.

“By the way, where’s the dog?” Colden said as they maneuvered the pod assembly through the tunnel.

“Um,” Elfrida said. “I uploaded him to my phavatar.” She flicked through her phavatar’s data feeds, trying to find out where it had put the dog. “He should be running around somewhere. I hope he hasn’t, like, achieved escape velocity and gone flying into space.”

“Could that happen?”

“I don’t know. My dad’s stuff is incredibly responsive.”

“You need to give the dog a name, so you can call him.”

“I know, I know. I’ve never had a virtual pet.”

“What, didn’t you ever have a unicorn when you were in grade school?”

“You had one too?” Elfrida laughed, suddenly feeling closer to Colden.

“Yeah, I called her Fluffy.”

“Mine was called Aspidistra. But all you had to do for those unicorns was complete your homework to earn points to feed them with. This is a dog. It’s too complex for me.”

They reached the inside of the sphere. It was a 500-meter-diameter hollow world, sunk in darkness, except where the phavatars had erected floodlights around the unfinished centrifuge. The light caught the ribbed sides of three Bigelows. These inflatable habs, shaped like chubby white barrels, were the double-wide trailers of the solar system. These ones were up on blocks, so to speak. They had been anchored to one interior wall with splart, an iridescent epoxy that could not be shattered by anything short of dynamite. Pressurized tubes connected them in a row.

The two phavatars turned their chest lamps on and flew across the sphere. There was nothing for them to avoid except a net full of garbage, bobbing dead center.

“Advanced Galactic Technologies,” drawled Colden. “Feel the hathos.”

“I knew it was going to be like this,” Elfrida said. “If a company has Advanced in its name, it’s certain to be using legacy tech. Galactic, they’re operating on a scale of one rock, two rocks. Advanced and Galactic, sell your shares yesterday.”

“They actually declared bankruptcy five years ago. That’s where the mining bots went.”

“Is it my fucking fault the price of molybdenum cratered?” said the president of Advanced Galactic Technologies, Inc.

He had come puttering across the habspace in an EVA suit to watch the phavatars work on the centrifuge.

“No, sir,” Elfrida’s phavatar said in its bland, high voice, drawing on its limited intelligence to respond in real time. “However, zero-gravity environments such as this are sub-optimal for infants and children. Therefore …”

“They’re fucking sub-optimal, period. I get the worst kidney stones. Losing my eyesight. Kids are as happy as clams.”

The phavatars started to install the pod assembly in the centrifuge, using spot welds to attach it to the tri-arm rotor.

“By the way,” the CEO said, “has anyone ever told you that you look like giant spiders?”

“They’re good at this,” Colden said. “Need a chunk of high-precision machinery assembled in zero-gravity? Leave it to a vinge-class. The human factor? They suck at it. I hate the signal delay.”

“Couldn’t someone on the Damned If You Do be doing this in real time?”

“They’re all assigned to missions in the outer Belt.”

The fireworks display from the phavatars’ welding attachments brought more EVA-suited people out of the habs to watch.

“I can’t see any of the kids,” Efrida said, swiveling her telescopic Bambi eyes.

“No, they’re shy. When I went in there to do my medical inspection, their parents had to hold them down. Then again, picture it from a kid’s point of view: a giant spider is trying to X-ray your hips.”

“Low bone density?”

“Skeletons of freaking meringue.”

The CEO floated down to where the phavatars were working, atop the rotor section of the centrifuge’s motor. “We don’t have the power to run this thing,” he said.

Colden’s phavatar answered, “Sir, it is driven by an electric motor whose supercapacitor can be charged by pedaling on a stationary bicycle (included). Users can charge the supercapacitor while watching television or catching up on their email. It is a fun way to get more exercise!”

The CEO drifted closer, staying clear of the welding sparks. “What’ll it take for you to resettle us on Ceres?” His voice, transmitted by his suit radio, was a hoarse whisper. “Doesn’t have to be Ceres. We’ll take Hygiea. Europa. Ganymede. Anyplace with spin. Someplace I can wipe the ol’ memory crystals clean and start again.”

Elfrida couldn’t help uttering a laugh (not for transmission). “This is amazing,” she said to Colden. “The colonists I work with, they generally fight resettlement. They love their rocks, turn up their noses at monetary compensation. And this guy wants to pay us to take them to Ceres.”

“The colonists you work with are illegals,” Colden said. “These guys played by the rules. They made an investment, and it went bad.”

“What do we gotta do?” The CEO was getting angry at the lack of response from the phavatars. “Turn pirate? Start murdering each other, before they come and take us away?”

“Sir,” Colden’s phavatar droned, “this asteroid has been assessed to be a satisfactory human habitat. Therefore, your colony is not eligible for resettlement assistance. At this time, to improve your sustainability quotient, you have been provided with twenty Rhode Island Reds, one kilogram of lettuce seeds and two kilograms of sweet potato slips …”

“That makes no kind of sense,” said the man inside the filthy old EVA suit floating above them.

“He’s right, it doesn’t,” Colden acknowledged to Elfrida. “But them’s the rules.”

“… and a large-radius centrifuge to be used as a habitat for the said chickens,” Colden’s phavatar continued. “The centrifuge is also equipped to support a therapeutic exercise regime tailored to age and fitness level. I will remain here for the next 180 sols to help you learn how to use it.”

“Six months?” Elfrida said to Colden.

“Yup, otherwise they’ll just sell the centrifuge, eat the chickens, and recycle the hydroponic solution for the lettuces.”

“You are one condescending lump of plastisteel,” said the CEO.

“They’re miners,” Colden sighed. “It’s not easy, learning to be farmers in outer space.”

“Tell you what,” Elfrida said. “Why don’t you go see if you can get the kids out here, while I finish this?”

“I already tried. You have a go.”

Elfrida pushed off from the centrifuge’s stator, into an unpowered glide that carried her across to the Bigelows. The airlock on the middle hab was just large enough for her phavatar. A woman in a much-patched EVA suit squeezed into the chamber alongside her. “Haven’t you scared them enough already?” she said.

The airlock took ages to cycle. Elfrida used the time to transmit a short speech. It reached the phavatar’s command queue as the robot clambered out of the other end of the airlock into Advanced Galactic Technologies, Inc.’s living-room.

The Bigelow’s internal partitions had been removed, together with any indication of ‘up’ and ‘down’, turning the hab into one of those disorienting zero-gee spaces where every wall was the floor. Elfrida’s phavatar drifted into the center of the room. It was about the size of her parents’ apartment in Rome. She could not help noting the contrast between Piazza Benedetto Cairoli 42 and this cheerless industrial space. A 3D printer, the space colonist’s smithy, hung upside-down above her head. Below her feet there was a kitchen area with a food-splattered microwave and Meal-Wizard nutriblock processor. She noted only one point of similarity: here, too, there was a Christmas tree. It had obviously been extruded from the fabber in one piece, so it resembled a spiky green traffic cone. It was about half a meter high, hung with baubles printed from free-to-download designs.

Six children floated with their backs to the Christmas tree, at right angles to Elfrida’s present orientation, watching an alien-invasion movie on a big screen .

Elfrida grabbed hold of the fabber (everything in the hab had grab bars splarted on), and reoriented herself so that her ‘up’ and ‘down’ matched theirs. “Hello,” her phavatar said in its bland voice. It knew no better than to introduce itself again. “I’m from the Space Corps, which is an agency of the United Nations, on Earth! I know I look kind of scary, but I’m as friendly as they come! Have your parents told you where Earth is? It’s a long way away.”

“Just shut up,” the woman said fiercely, striking Elfrida’s phavatar on the back. The blow pushed her in between the children and the screen.

The eldest child looked up. He was a boy of twelve, or maybe fourteen, or even older—Elfrida couldn’t tell. His physique painfully resembled her phavatar. He had the spidery limbs of a daddy-long-legs, with an oversized head and pigeon chest, all classical markers of spaceborn syndrome. His eyes were the saddest Elfrida had ever seen.

“Is today a special day, too?” he asked flatly.

The woman said, “We told them it was a special day when you first arrived, to get them to take your damn tests.”

“Yes, today is a special day!” Elfrida cried passionately. “It’s Christmas Eve, and we’ve got a really great present for you!”

Of course, this would not reach 360228 Fong-Uyase for another ten minutes. In the meantime, her phavatar saw fit to come out with the speech she had prepared earlier.

“Hey, kids! We’re pretty much done building your centrifuge. Who’s going to be first to try it out?”

This was an actual transmission of her voice, which didn’t sound like the phavatar’s. It tore the children’s attention from the screen. But her words dismayed them.

“No,” said the smallest girl. “The new thing? Scary.”

“Anyway,” said the boy who had spoken before, “Dad’s going to sell it, so we aren’t supposed to mess it up.”

“Melchior,” said the woman threateningly.

“What?”

Meanwhile, Elfrida continued: “Here’s the deal. There are going to be chickens in the centrifuge. Real, living chickens! So someone’s going to have to look after them.”

“Living chickens,” echoed a younger boy disdainfully. “Boring. What’s so great about being living? I’m living. I’d rather be a Gravesfighter pilot. D-d-d-d-da-daaah! Zzzzt-crssssh!” He arrowed across the room, making special-effects noises.

“Gravesfighter pilots are living people, too,” Elfrida muttered. The children didn’t realize that Star Force existed in reality, as well as in vids. They were innocent.

Her phavatar, meanwhile, concluded its transmission: “C’mon, put your suits on and let’s head out for a look-see! You can watch that vid later.” (She had anticipated that much.)

“Frag off, plastic-ass!”

The children fled in all directions, as agile as insects, bouncing off the walls and vanishing into the tubes that connected this Bigelow to the others.

“It’s Christmas, and we haven’t got anything for them except some shit I printed out,” the woman said. “I just feel like such crap. I could self-euthanize, if they didn’t need me.”

Elfrida wished she could reach out to the woman, touch her, give her a shoulder to cry on if nothing else. A shoulder, not a plastisteel thorax.

“Do you have any experience with chickens?” her phavatar saw fit to enquire.

“Oh God,” the woman said. “One more thing to look after.”

They went back out to the centrifuge. Colden’s phavatar had completed the assembly. It was now pedaling the stationary bike attached to the top of the motor’s housing. The three van-sized pods spun slowly. Then faster, and faster, as everyone watched. The phavatar’s legs blurred.

“Fine if you’ve got four legs with hydraulic joints,” said one of the colonists.

“That’s gonna shake the whole sphere apart,” said the CEO.

“The stresses resulting from operation of the centrifuge have been calculated, and the bonds around the base of the machine reinforced as necessary,” Colden’s phavatar droned. It got off the bike. “Please, try it out yourselves.”

One by one, grumbling and laughing, the colonists strapped themselves onto the bike. They found it easier than expected to operate the centrifuge. Its hyperfluid bearings reduced friction to nearly zero, and in the vacuum, inertia took over very quickly indeed.

Elfrida made her phavatar climb inside the exercise pod to check the artificial gravity generated by the centrifuge’s rotation. She felt a sideways lurch, and clutched at Colden’s sofa. It was dark inside the pod. She tripped over the dog.

“Oh my God!”

“What?” Colden said.

“The dog! It was hiding in here! Maybe it’s scared.” Elfrida’s phavatar squatted, patting the Shiba inu with one gripper. “It gave my phavatar a scare, too: it actually stumbled to avoid stepping on it. These dumb MIs can’t tell the difference between virtual things and real ones.”

Her phavatar continued to move its gripper through the air as if stroking the dog. Elfrida reminded herself that this had all happened ten minutes ago. Nevertheless, it gave her an idea. She transmitted a new set of instructions and comments to her phavatar’s command queue.

“That’s not going to work,” Colden said.

“It might.”

Having soothed the dog, her phavatar completed the task it had entered the pod for. It lay flat on the wall of the centrifuge, which was now the floor, tucking its ungainly frame in between the built-in resistance bands and exercise levers. Sensors measured its apparent weight and calculated the artificial gravity obtaining at floor level. “0.21 gees,” it boomed.

“Cheese,” gasped whoever was pedaling. “Is that all?”

“It’s more than they’ve got on Luna,” Elfrida and Colden chorused.

“This is an appropriate introductory level of gravity for spaceborn juveniles and adults accustomed to freefall,” Colden’s phavatar said. “It is greater than the gravity of Luna, which has been proved adequate to prevent acute physical deterioration.”

The centrifuge slowed. The phavatars transferred the chickens to their new home in the poultry pod. The birds, reared on board a spaceship, blinked phlegmatically. They were fortunately unaware that the dog was attempting to savage them.

“Vicious brute,” Elfrida said.

“It’s probably hungry. What does it eat?”

“I don’t know.”

Meanwhile, the adult colonists inspected the exercise equipment. The CEO’s comment, “Looks like a bunch of fucking torture instruments,” set the tone. It became clear that no one was going to so much as try the exercise pod out. They drifted back to the habs.

“This is depressing,” Elfrida said.

“What do they do all day?” Colden said. Her phavatar was pedaling the stationary bike at warp speed to top up the supercapacitor. There had been something unguarded about the comment, an edge of frustration sawing through her worldly-wise patina.

“Shrug,” Elfrida said, pretending Colden’s comment had been a real question. “Play games, watch vids, have arguments on the internet? Have arguments with each other. Have sex. Obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“And I guess some of them must have jobs, since they’ve got no visible means of support.”

“Yeah, a couple of the adults work as MI monitors for the big mining companies, ironically.”

MIs were required by law to have human supervisors, even if their jobs were simple enough to be all-but-automated. It was ironic, Elfrida thought. But not in the way Colden meant. The irony was that the colonists’ lives were a lot like Colden’s.

Her phavatar pulsed its mobility pack and set off towards the row of Bigelows.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m not sure,” Elfrida yelped, before she remembered the instructions she had given her phavatar twenty minutes ago. The dog swam ahead of her, paddling its paws in the vacuum. “Here, boy! Wait for me!”

She reached the airlock, and opened it for the dog. The dog’s responsive programming constrained it from walking through walls. When the other end of the airlock valved, it romped into the living-room.

“What the fuck do you want now?” said the CEO. Out of their spacesuits, he and his people looked even more unkempt, their faces grey with dirt.

Instead of answering, Elfrida’s phavatar carried out the rest of the instructions she had given it earlier.

It shared the dog with everyone in the room.

The children scattered, shrieking. But they did not go far. They peeked out of the connecting tubes as the dog snarled at the furry blue aliens on their big screen.

“What is it?” wailed a small child.

“Silly!” said the boy who wanted to be a Gravesfighter pilot. “It’s a dog!”

The children did not intuitively grasp the difference between real and not-real things. To them, this was a dog.

The oldest boy, Melchior, came off the workshop wall in a slow, graceful tumble. He trailed his hand past the dog’s nose. It followed him, sniffing his fingers.

He gripped on in the kitchen area. “Bet you’re hungry,” he said to the dog. “These stupid bots don’t know how to feed you, I bet. What does he eat?” he said, turning to Elfrida.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“What’s his name?” asked another child, a girl with severe scoliosis.

“I don’t know.”

“Cheese,” Melchior said. “Do you know anything? Hey, Caspian, check his properties.”

It took the younger boy all of five seconds. “No name assigned.”

“You can name him if you like,” Elfrida’s phavatar said, as she had instructed it to.

She had anticipated—correctly, as it turned out—that whereas the dog’s interface had defeated her, these spaceborn children would be able to figure it out in nothing flat.

The adult colonists stared in amazement as the children argued over what to name the dog. Accustomed to interacting with simulations, they caressed it deftly, without making the gaffe of seeming to put their hands through its body. It rewarded their proficiency by licking their hands, a display of friendliness that it had denied Elfrida.

The CEO turned to her. “So this is your plan, huh? Win them over with cheap toys?”

“I’ll have you know that this is a virtual pet handcrafted by the top designer at Studio Realtà of Rome, whose creations generally retail for five figures,” Elfrida’s phavatar said in her own voice, startling the man. “And that’s for the limited editions. This is a unique, one-of-a kind dog. There is no other like it in the solar system.”

“It’s a Shiba inu,” said someone who had checked the internet. “A Japanese breed.”

“Heh,” said the CEO. “I went to Japan once. Toured the Kanto region in a hovercraft. Had the opportunity to invest in a salvage venture. Turned it down to go into space.”

“Rover,” the children said. “We’re calling him Rover.”

The dog nipped playfully at their clothes, urging them towards the airlock.

“Guess what he eats, Mom?” Melchior said, his eyes alight. “You’ll never guess!”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“No, you have to guess. It’s hot in here, right? Like always. And he’s licking our skin?”

“Oh, crap,” Elfrida said (not for transmission), figuring it out. “So that’s it! Way to go, Dad. Very subtle.”

“Salt! He eats human sweat!”

An older man said, “He doesn’t eat sweat, kids. He likely pulls data from your telemetry implants to measure the mineral content of the moisture on your skin, and—”

“Oh, whatever! Come on, guys, let’s get sweaty!”

The children ping-ponged off the walls. The dog chased after them joyously. They pushed off from Elfrida’s phavatar, too, as if it were a piece of furniture. The adults cowered. “They get like this sometimes,” Melchior’s mother said. “Youthful energy.”

“I’m not sweating enough,” cried the hunchbacked girl.

“Well,” said Elfrida in her own voice. The revelation about the dog’s food preferences made her suggestion even more relevant than she had hoped. “There’s a brand new centrifuge out there, just waiting for someone to come and try out the exercise pod.”



“Incredible,” Colden said. “It worked.”

They floated in the dark center of the habspace, watching four EVA-suited children play tag as they waited for their turn in the exercise pod. Melchior was pedaling the bike. Rover alternately ran in circles around him and jumped into the exercise pod with the hunchbacked girl. She turned out to be the CEO’s daughter. He was in there with her, helping her master the resistance bands.

“They just might decide to keep the centrifuge, after all,” Colden speculated.

“Fingers crossed,” Elfrida said.

“Fingers crossed.”

Melchior’s mother drifted up to them, her mobility pack puffing out wisps of gas. “So, this is kind of sadistic, doncha think? Even for the UN.”

“Excuse me?” Elfrida’s phavatar said.

“They’re in love with that thing now. And you’re just gonna take it away when you leave. There’s no budget for luxuries, you said. Basic survival assistance only. You can’t pay for us to be resettled, you sure as hell can’t pay for a unique, one-of-a-kind pet by some snooty artist in Rome. Rome. I visited the Vatican when I was a kid. Saw all the art, the churches, everything. It’s hard to remember that shit like that even exists, out here.”

It was Elfrida’s turn to curse the signal delay. She had not made up her mind on this point before, but the woman’s bitter resignation decided her. She spoke as fast as she could.

Getting no immediate response, the woman said, “You plastic bastards,” and drifted back to the centrifuge.

Twenty minutes later, Elfrida’s voice cut into the jabber on the public channel. “This is just to let you know that in case there was any misunderstanding, the dog is yours. I mean, Rover. Rover is yours now.”

The children cheered in delight. Rover peed a rainbow on the centrifuge. Everyone laughed.

“This kind of thing isn’t covered by our budget, but … this is a special day. I mean, it’s Christmas Eve.”

“No, it isn’t,” Colden said. “Not anymore. It’s Christmas.”



“Oh, crap,” Elfrida said. “I’ve got to get home.”



The pearly light of dawn filled Colden’s apartment. It came from a screen on the wall that displayed a real-time feed from St. Peter’s Square, where people were already lining up for the Pope’s Christmas Mass. Elfrida took off her headset and slid off the sofa. She had been logged in for eleven hours. This was how telepresence sessions went. You got totally sucked under, and next thing you knew, it was morning. Her parents were going to freak out.

“Colden, I gotta go.”

Colden slid butt-first to the floor, peeling off her headset and mask and pulling out her rehydration IV. “Ow, my back.”

“You need to get a proper couch.”

“I know, I know. Five fifteen in the morning? Dog on high.”

“Dog on high,” Elfrida echoed. They both laughed. “So what’re you doing today?”

“Oh, you know. The usual. Order pizza, watch the Eurovision finals, cry into my wineglass ‘cause no one will ever love me. Then get back to work. I have another active mission in the inner Belt.”

“Where’s the toilet?”

Elfrida peed and drank handfuls of water from the faucet. When she came out of the toilet, drying her hands, she said, “Colden, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“Where’s your family?”

Colden had never mentioned her family when they were in training together.

A shutter descended over Colden’s broad, sub-Saharan face. “Dead.”

“Uh, can I ask what happened?”

“The PLAN got them in the Luna raids.”

The PLAN. The enigmatic Mars-based terrorist organization that harassed human civilization throughout the solar system. They invaded every story.

“Colden, I had no idea.”

“Yeah, well. It was years ago.”

A pizzeria menu popped up in the middle of St. Peter’s Square on the display screen. Elfrida thought: Colden, when was the last time you left this room?



The streets of central Rome were the quietest they would be all year. Seagulls competed with waste management bots for the litter. The morning sunlight dulled the tinsel and fake snow. Suddenly, “Oh Come All Ye Faithful” in Italian poured from the church in the Piazza della Consolazione, and people spilled out of the doors, gabbling, hugging, and air-kissing. Italians. Their very existence was an everyday miracle.

Elfrida climbed the stairs to her parents’ apartment. Her stomach, though empty, felt heavy with apprehension. The aroma of coffee and fresh bread rolls greeted her.

“I’m home.”

“Ellie! We were so worried! Why didn’t you call?”

When her mother had said her piece, Elfrida turned to her father. He stood in front of the Christmas tree, hair sticking out of his silver ponytail, as if he’d slept badly. Or hadn’t slept at all. “Dad, I’m sorry.”

“How are you getting along with your new pet?”

That was when Elfrida realized she’d left her presents for her parents at Colden’s place. Oh, well. They’d been crap presents, anyway.

“Dad, I—I gave him away. I’m sorry. He was really cool. That’s why I had to give him away. If you know what I mean.”

“To who?”

“Some kids in the asteroid belt.”

Her father and mother exchanged a long look. Then her father said, “That’s all right,” and her mother gave her a quick hug and kiss. “I’m very proud of you. Giving away your Christmas presents, Gott im Himmel! We must have done something right.”

“I just wanted you to have something that would remind you of us,” her father sighed, “next time you’re millions of kilometers away.”

Elfrida wagged a finger at him. “Dad, you’re very sneaky. I figured out that it eats sweat. Way to force me to exercise and lose weight.”

“Oh, Ellie, you don’t need to lose weight! You’re perfect! I’ll fix you a bread roll with Marmelade.” Her mother went into the kitchen.

Her father remained where he was. Elfrida noticed that an ornament had been added to the Christmas tree: an airclay sculpture of the infant Jesus watched over by Mary and Joseph.

“Is the front door open?” Elfrida’s mother called through from the kitchen.

“Oh,” Elfrida said, going into the hall. “Come on, come in, don’t just stand out there,” she hissed.

Colden sidled into the apartment, bundled in several layers of sweaters, since she didn’t own a coat. “Mmm,” she said, sniffing. “Something smells great. Um, hello, sir, ma’am. Sorry to intrude.”

“This is my friend Jennifer,” Elfrida said. “She lives right here in Rome. She works from home.”

“Did Elfrida tell you about giving the dog away?” Colden said. “I’m sorry. It was kind of my fault.”

Tomoki Goto shook his head. “That’s all right.” He grinned at Elfrida. “It’s software.”

“One-of-a-kind?” Elfrida said nervously. “Can’t be duplicated?”

“Yes, but I made it, after all. I have the master copy.”

 

THE END

 

The story continues in The Mercury Rebellion.

Click here to get it at Amazon!


Thank you for taking a chance on an indie-published novel and making it this far! Because I’m an indie author, I depend on readers to help get the word out. If you enjoyed this book, please post a  review, mention it on Facebook or your blog, and let your friends and family know! 

 

As a token of my appreciation, I’d like to offer you a FREE copy of the prequel to the Sol System Renegades series, Crapkiller. Readers call this novella “great military SF...” “hard sci-fi tempered with humor ...”  “a very appropriate beginning for what is quickly becoming my favorite sci-fi series!” 

 

Click here to download your FREE copy of Crapkiller

Or visit this URL: http://felixrsavage.com/signup

 

THANK YOU FOR READING!

 

Contact Info

Contact me anytime at felix@felixrsavage.com. I’d love to hear from you!

Website: http://felixrsavage.com/

Facebook:  https://www.facebook.com/felixrsavage/

 

 

cover.jpeg
‘A VEBY MERBY
ZBRO-GBAVITY

CHRISTMAS

A SPACE BURPS SINGLE *






