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FOREWORD

SF Bridge

BY SAMUEL PERALTA




“When you build a bridge, you build something for all time.”

— Joseph Strauss




In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it took an exhausting journey along California’s coast line to get to or from San Francisco and the communities in Marin Country.

There was only one other way, and that was to take a ferry, such as the one run by Sausalito Land and Ferry Company, straight across the Bay.

The trip took a little over a half hour. On a clear day, for sightseers and visitors, that was a perfect time to sit back and take in the views at their leisure.

But at the time, served mainly by ferries to its neighboring cities, San Francisco’s growth rate remained stagnant, below the average of other large cities in America.

SF needed a bridge.

• • •

My whole life has been about telling stories—getting up on stage at an open mic to recite a poem, composing a narrative lyric for a song, presenting an engineering solution or start-up vision at a technical or shareholder meeting.

E-books became just another stage.

When I set foot in this brave new speculative-fiction world, spurred by the likes of Hugh Howey’s modern classic WOOL, I was amazed at the passion and ideas in the works of many so-called indie writers—and dismayed at how little readers knew about them.

Many readers still loved the classics—Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury, Robert Heinlein, Larry Niven—and you could get modern masters like Robert J. Sawyer, Ken Liu, and Julie Czerneda on the shelves of your big bookstore.

But for every Hugh Howey and Seanan McGuire who broke through the e-book barriers and finally reached hundreds of thousands of readers, there were scores of other excellent indie authors who remained unread by more than a handful of friends and family.

There must be a way to get all these unknown writers—myself included—into the real or electronic shelves of readers who didn’t know we existed.

The answer that found me was this: To invite stories from both new and established authors and collect them in an anthology with a theme that would appeal to readers.

That was how I became an accidental anthologist.

• • •

Many in San Francisco shared the same dream—the dream of constructing a bridge across the Bay.

But the waters were deep at the center crossing, and the Bay was marked by ferocious winds and currents, swirling tides, and a fog that threatened to make dangerous any construction project that dared to span the channel.

The office of the San Francisco City Engineer had estimated that the cost of building such a bridge would be $100 million—equivalent to $2.25 billion in 2017—and, therefore, not feasible. An article in the San Francisco Bulletin asked the question: Could it be built for less?

One of those who took up the challenge was an engineer and poet, Joseph Strauss. Already an experienced bridge-builder, Strauss estimated that a massive cantilever bridge connected by a suspension span could be constructed for some $17 million.

That was enough to light the fire under this project over all other plans that had come before.

The project was not without difficulties, and opposition came from many sources, including the ferry companies whose business would be challenged by such a bridge.

But there were many, many supporters for California’s 1923 Act that created the entity that was tasked with making the dream come alive—the Golden Gate Bridge District.

• • •

When I started the first of what would become the Future Chronicles anthologies, in a trilogy of works along with the series’ first editor, David Gatewood, I had a goal.

It was to span the distance between promising new voices in speculative fiction, and readers who loved the classic, more well-known authors.

The Future Chronicles, in carefully curated and themed volumes—such as The A.I. Chronicles, The Time Travel Chronicles, Alt.History 101, The Shapeshifter Chronicles, and Chronicle Worlds: Paradisi—put the spotlight on these voices and found a readership that was phenomenal in its devotion.

That was only the start.

The Chronicles were joined by an explosion of other independent anthologies, woven around space opera, clones, shared worlds… new bridges spanning the distance to connect with readers from every genre of speculative fiction.

• • •

In San Francisco, Joseph Strauss was joined by other brilliant engineers, including Leon Moisseiff, engineer of New York City’s Manhattan Bridge; Irving Morrow, who would design the overall shape of the towers and brought in the Art Deco elements; and Charles Alton Ellis, who became the principal engineer for the project, responsible for every calculation that would make the bridge last until today.

Beyond the key engineers, the effort to build the projected enlisted hundreds of workers, each tasked with a small part in the effort to raise the Golden Gate Bridge.

• • •

Here, in your hands, you hold At the Helm, a new anthology put together by a score of traditional and independent authors, every story a rivet in the span that is Sci-Fi Bridge, every single one the culmination—and the beginning—of someone’s dream.

Like the Golden Gate Bridge heralding San Francisco out of the fog, Sci-Fi Bridge hopes to helm a new age of discovery—of new stories, of new authors, of new readers.

• • •

I can only imagine what it felt like, being in the first car to cross San Francisco’s new bridge. 

What an amazing feeling, starting at the foot of the bridge, looking out across the Bay, your hand on the ignition, ready to start the engine.

Spanning forty-two hundred feet, the Golden Gate Bridge stands today at twice the length of one of Star Trek’s Galaxy class starships. 

It stands as a marker for the dream of hundreds of workers, a dream that continues today for the people of San Francisco.

Like the bridge of the starship Enterprise, it has become more than an edifice. It has become a symbol.

Sometime this year, in May 2017, we will mark the 80th anniversary of the Golden Gate, the most famous SF Bridge. 

This anthology marks the birth of another.

Start the engines. 

Warp factor one.




— Samuel Peralta

     www.samuelperalta.com  
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Samuel Peralta is a physicist, storyteller, and an accidental anthologist. His writing has been spotlighted in Best American Poetry, selected for Best American Science Fiction & Fantasy, and has won multiple awards. He is the creator and senior editor of the acclaimed Future Chronicles series of speculative anthologies, now covering a score of bestselling titles. Apart from his publishing projects, he remains heavily involved in the high-technology industry, and is an ardent supporter and producer of independent film.


PRESSURE

BY JEFF CARLSON




They said I wouldn’t feel a thing, but my dreams were awful—pain and tightness, smothering weight, none of which overcame my excitement. I also dreamed of flying, dreamed that I dove right through the ground and smashed into a spectacular new universe, yet I caught only glimpses of brightness before my eyes ruptured and abrasive rock crammed through my mouth and sinus cavities.

The mind persists in making sense of things, even when drugged and unconscious. It remembers.

Waking was the real nightmare. I had no face, I weighed too little, and raw swelling in my throat choked my voice.

The bite of a needle on one leg helped center me, even before the tranquilizer took hold. I stopped thrashing and understood that I was submerged in a tank not much larger than myself. I knew it was a horizontal rectangle, knew I was in its middle—yet I had no eyes. Could my hearing be acute enough to measure distance? There wasn’t time to sort through my senses. The ponderous blood-weight of the tranquilizer could not subdue the breathing reflex and I dug at the water with every limb, moving up, up—

A hard ceiling punched into the smooth metal protrusions of my face before I reached a surface. There was no air. But I could not drown. I snorted water through the generous filter plate where my nose had been, then expelled a shocking pocket of liquid through the gills beneath my armpits.

For a moment I did nothing more than breathe, feeling each exhalation against my elbows. I almost touched my face, hesitated, then grew interested in my hands and brought them together. The index fingers and thumbs felt no different but my other digits were thicker, longer, webbed.

“Garcia?” Stenstrom’s voice was too loud in the VLF transceiver buried high in my cheekbone, distorted by the mumble of other people around him. “How do you feel?”

I thought I heard the vibrations of his enthusiastic tone directly as well, dulled by the water and walls of my tank. They’d told me the recovery tank would be glass and I imagined his entire research team all around my naked body, bristling with recorders and palmtops, every face intent.

Andrea had always giggled when we skinny-dipped together, watchful for neighbors but emboldened by each other’s daring, in the early days when we lived at her parents’ house in San Diego. Before she got pregnant. “Shark!” she’d whisper, and grab for me. I can be a pensive son of a bitch and her teasing, her smiles, had always been what I needed most.

The thought of her now helped me ignore my embarrassment.

My scrotum had been tucked away, my penis shortened—protective measures that Stenstrom’s people swore were reversible, like all of the surgeries and implants.  I had that in writing and an eight figure insurance policy to back it, but there’s not a man in the world who wants to be cut in that area, no matter the compensation.

“Garcia?”  Stenstrom raised his volume painfully.

Answering, I almost swallowed a mouthful of water. Despite all of my training, subvocalizing into a throat mike was very different after the changes reinforcing my mouth and neck. Eating would be a chore.

I croaked, “Drop volume!”

Stenstrom was apologetic. “Is this better?”

“Down, down. Lots.”

“You’re more sensitive than we expected, apparently. Any other immediate difficulties?”

I kicked through a tight somersault. “Feel great!”

• • •

My pride was my savior, my source of endurance.

I spent the longest five weeks of my life in that tank and in a deeper pool, healing, testing, practicing. My feet and toes had been augmented much like my hands, my thighs shortened to maximize the available muscle. I was damned quick. Relearning construction techniques with my new fingers was sometimes frustrating, yet my progress was real and those periods of solitary labor became important to me.

At the surface, in the shallows, doctors poked and prodded and put me through redundant tortures. I had been warned that the study of my new body would be extensive and I did my best not to fear or hate them, but I’d never imagined such intense scrutiny. During my years as a SEAL, I had been like a bug under a microscope, constantly evaluated and scored. Here I was the microscope, my body the only lens through which they could measure their work.

Stenstrom tried to be my buddy, as he had always tried, joking and asking what I’d do with the money, yet his possessiveness was obvious. “We’ll be famous,” he said. “We’ll change the world.”

I wasn’t a slave or a pet, exactly, but I was anxious to get started—to get away from them.

The project had almost selected someone else, a loudmouth much better at politicking than me, but the job would mostly be done alone and they must have thought he’d break without an audience. I’m sure my Navy files indicated no problems of that nature.  I’m the private type, happiest diving or surfing with my laughing Andrea or teaching our boys to swim, feeling my heartbeat, finding the perfect ride, the perfect moment, away from other people and their squabbles and protest marches. I’ve never understood the urge to merge, never wanted to add my opinions to the bubbling stew of e-media or buy five minutes of fame on iBio. For me, a mob holds no power, no point.  Running in circles won’t improve the economy, clean the environment, or affect the East Asian guerrilla wars in any way. Hard work is the answer. Honor.  Persistence.  A willingness to take risks.

The project offered all that and more.

I had to relearn how to chew and swallow, a slow process but strangely more flavorful. Stenstrom said that was only because of the premium foods they’d secured for me, but I had eaten well occasionally in the past and decided my improved palate must be a side effect of the surgeries that had strengthened my jaw and lips.  Could taste buds be sensitized?

Learning to see again was also a challenge. From old research with dolphins and orcas, Stenstrom knew better than to surround me with smooth walls.  Many of those captives had gone insane over time. That wasn’t a concern here, but they didn’t want my brain to establish its new neural patterns in wrong or confused ways. Before activating my sonar receptors, which used ultra low frequencies far below my improved range of hearing, they put me in the deeper, irregularly shaped pool.

It was beautiful. I’d lost color but the textures were vivid, stark, each shape imposing.  My receptors could also see normally but had no better than 20/600 vision in that mode, which I’d use only for close-up work and to read instrumentation.

I chose complete blindness when calling my family.  Rather than face a showphone, I let a computer read and type for me, my throat mike patched into a voder. Site management had encouraged me to limit our exchanges to text only, which was easier to encrypt—and who knew what seven- and four-year-old boys would make of some stiff-mouthed monster claiming to be their father? Brent had only stopped referring to me as “step-dad” a short time ago, and Roberto was still young enough to forget me.  The portrait we’d had done before I left was not an image that I wanted to disturb, even though I had been caught in mid-blink and Andrea’s smile looked forced, too large.

“I’m doing great, hon, how are the boys?” I asked.

Her response came in stuttering groups of syllables, all emotion masked by the machine: “I used part of the advance money to buy a DFender for our apartment.”

It almost seemed like she was having a different conversation. “Why bother?” I asked. “The house should be ready soon.” Smart alarms cost thousands of dollars—just a speck of what I’d earn, but the money was supposed to last the rest of our lives.

“We’re still here in the meantime,” she said.

The boys gave me no chance to brood over the resentment that seemed so clear in her words.  Maybe I only imagined it. “Are you in the ocean yet how far down can you go?” one of them babbled, without first identifying himself, and other said, “Greenpeace rated you a top ten on the widecast yesterday!”

Brent and Roberto both took after their mother, rambunctious little monkeys, and they gave me the praise and enthusiasm I’d expected. I hadn’t realized that Brent could type so fast.  The voder spoke his questions much more smoothly than anything Andrea had sent.

Somehow, technical sketches of my surgeries and gear had leaked onto the Net. I even had fan clubs with names like Cyborg.org and zMerman. The boys hoped for an exclusive and I decided it was better to play along and celebrate my alienness.  I promised to bring them both mementos when I returned.  By then, security should have loosened enough for me to take home a few small bits of hardware, something for them to put on a shelf or carry in their pockets.

When Andrea came back on, she was encouraging but brief. “Six hundred four to go,” the voder said for her, but I didn’t know how to answer. I had lost track of the days left until my contract was up, knowing how long it would be.

“Love you,” I rasped, and the computer carried my inadequate words away.

• • •

Mapping the ocean floor was the greatest thrill of my life. Most people probably would have considered it tedious, gliding through a quiet, monochromatic world, but then the only way to get a rise out of most people is to batter them with kaleidoscopes of music, breasts, and talking heads—or to turn off the Net and TV. The worst riots always occurred during the rotating brownouts.

Oil and coal were fast becoming memories, and incredible advances in solar power had come to nothing, due to greenhouse clouds and the megatonnage of dirt thrown into the atmosphere by the Nine Days War.  With tens of thousands of people still sick from radiation poisoning, no politician would even mention new nuclear plants, and hydroelectric, biomass, and wind generators weren’t enough to keep civilization chugging along without interruption.

Aro Corp. had the answer.  For months now, crews had been scouting various locales with buoys and remote operated vehicles. The tiny Japanese island of Miyake-jima, dead south of Tokyo Bay, was deemed perfect for political as well as economic reasons.  Miyake-jima belonged to an underwater ridge that extended from the Japanese mainland directly into the Pacific current, and its steep southern slope offered powerful updrafts in addition to the normal ocean tides.  Aro Corp. planned to build a field of turbines as deep as five hundred feet, using cutting edge technologies like me.

Normal divers max out at three hundred feet and can’t remain there long in any case.  My surgeries eliminated the need for air tanks.  More importantly, a gel solution had been suffused through my bloodstream and organs to protect me from compression.

In addition to performing final, hands-on site inspections, I was also conducting field tests of myself.  Before creating other “mods,” Aro Corp. wanted to see if unforeseen problems would arise, physical, mental, or emotional.

I was glad for the test period.  In three months I would become a teacher and a foreman, caged by responsibility. Meanwhile I explored natural altars of rock and coral, spread my arms to ride rip-currents, and chased quick clouds of fish.  One morning I caught a yellowtail. Its buttery flavor was complemented well by sour kelp, and I began to forage instead of eating only from the tubes on my foodbelt—secretly, truly making myself a part of this environment.  The work itself was more fun than difficult, placing beacons and running spot checks on our communications net. The attenuation of radio waves is very high in salt water, even for the military band VLF signals that Aro Corp. had leased from the U.S. Navy. They wanted to be sure they could always reach me, but there were dead areas within the construction zone. During the first twenty days, we added five more relays than they’d originally allowed for in the budget, three on the sea floor, plus two additional surface bouys whose anchoring tethers also functioned as antennae.

The grid was set. The smaller boats that had helped me through this initial stage were replaced by a barge, capable of lowering heavier and larger gear. The first steel cradles for the turbine mounts were coming down. 

For a country that had been almost entirely nuclear-powered for decades, Japan had a wretched safety record, averaging two and a half accidents per year. Worse, loss of containment at eleven reactors during the war had done more damage than North Korean missiles.  They were desperate for a solution.

Aro Corp. hoped to rev up a quad of turbines as soon as possible, not so much to offset costs but to prove to critics and nervous investors that the idea was fundamentally sound.  The complete project, involving hundreds of turbines, channelers, and land-based transformers, wouldn’t be finished for four years—and of course Aro Corp. hoped construction would continue for most of the century as they developed other locations around the globe.

I worked nine- and ten-hour shifts, sometimes arguing with Stenstrom when he wanted me to come in.  I’m no hero. I was angling for a bonus.

My gung-ho attitude was also based on the fact that my camp on the lee side of Miyake held little appeal.  Sleep was always welcome, but any messages that the boys had sent tended to make me feel lonely, and then there was nothing to do but wait and brood, composing inarticulate letters to Andrea that I usually deleted.

I was tired when my robot tug brought me to deeper water east of the island. We’d completed inspection of the last sites a week early and the engineers wanted back-up options.

As I kicked away from the tug, a familiar thrill shot through my exhaustion. Beyond this shelf, the sea floor plunged away for miles. This place was like another planet, strange and new, and I was the very first.

The squid didn’t hesitate.  Its only predators were much larger and shaped differently than me. As I drifted into range, holding a small mapping computer to my face, the giant latched onto my left elbow and biceps with its two longer, grasping tentacles. Just weeks before, I might have yelled.  But in this world there was nobody who could come to help.

I tried to kick away. No good.

Its eight regular arms spread in a horrible, ash-yellow blossom. When I switched to sonar the squid seemed even larger, backed by a spotty, rising cloud of silt.

I dropped my computer, bumping one of the squid’s closing arms. It hesitated, grabbing the small device, but at the same time the pair of stronger tentacles around my left arm reflexively increased their grip.  My armor tore open.  So did the softer muscle beneath.  Blood squirted out in diffuse threads and I was lucky not to suffer a stroke, but too frantic

to realize it at the time.

“Ahhhhh—“

My fletchette gun was holstered on my left forearm, beneath the tentacles. I groped for the knife strapped to my leg, but another of the squid’s arms brushed my foot, then seized hold, and I yanked my free hand away before it was also trapped.

“Garcia!  Garcia!”  Stenstrom’s voice felt like part of the adrenaline-pulse throbbing through my head.

I kicked not away from the squid but into it, winning slack from its tentacles, using this moment of freedom to twist sideways. Its arms closed in.  My face and left arm led toward the monster’s hard, gaping beak. Then my free hand found the gun and squeezed off three-quarters of a magazine, tearing open the back of my left ring finger.

The squid nearly exploded.  Its shattered beak seemed to keep opening, spilling flecks of torn innards.  The convulsing tentacles yanked my shoulder from its socket and peeled away more armor and skin, but another burst of flechettes freed me and I swam away.

The current made restless ghosts of its gore and mine.

Consciousness faded to a glimmer, but the thought of sharks kept me swimming—

• • •

I don’t remember the ride or the hammerheads that came after me. The shouting in my cheekbone, that much I recall.  Stenstrom’s panic was too intimate to forget.  Trying to reload the flechette gun with one functional arm while clinging to the tug was a monumental task.  They say I did it twice, which must be why it seemed like I never finished.

The sea is no place for the weak or wounded.

• • •

Andrea never wanted me to volunteer, not because of any danger or even because of what they’d do to me, but because it would take so long.  We’d argued before, like all couples, silly stuff like who was supposed to take out the garbage, and we’d had bitter discussions after she got pregnant.

At the time I was just twenty-seven, after ten years in the strict, almost exclusively male world of Special Forces, and I had not proved myself excellent family material by butting heads with her son Brent.  But until I told her that I needed to leave, we had always found a compromise.  She let me name our baby after the father I’d never known—and I agreed to be more lenient with Brent, let him choose his own friends and music and clothes.

We’d never shouted before.  She’d never cried before.

“We don’t need this,” she said, but we did.  If we wanted to give Roberto and Brent the education they’d need, if we ever expected to live someplace where sirens and knifings weren’t regular affairs, a chance like this was too fat to pass up.

The politicians said the recession had ended in ’17, but that was news to us. The SCUBA guide business I’d started after I got out of the Navy failed almost immediately.  I should have known better.  The tourist trade had been flat for years and my competition, already well-established, gobbled up what little income there was to be had.

We weren’t destitute.  Andrea subbed as a math teacher wherever she could, we both did spot work for the Park Service, and I made wages on the docks as a mechanic and welder. But I missed the simple vacations we’d taken in the early days, surfing, kayaking. To be reduced to a life of debt, coupons, and freebies was hardly a life at all.

The real horror had been the resentment with which I’d begun to view my family, for needing so much I couldn’t give.

On the day before I left, Andrea argued that I’d undervalued my soul.  “Two years,” she kept saying.  “Don’t leave us alone for two years.”

“We’ll talk every week,” I promised.

“Two years, Carlos.  The boys won’t even recognize you.”

• • •

Stenstrom opted for a swimsuit when he visited, which was all that I was wearing.  To perform their repairs and to let me heal, the doctors had turned me into something of a surface creature again, enclosing my head in a large plastic sphere that piped in salt water, placing me on a table lined with gutters to collect my liquid exhalations.  Keeping my skin damp was more complicated. The mist ducts tended to fog the room, so the doctors wore aprons and goggles and long yellow gloves.

Stenstrom had a better grasp of psychology than that.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, not bothering with “how are you?” or “hello”.

”Sorry, chief.”

“My fault.  We should have ordered you to quit for the day. It’s not like we were running late.”  His laugh was a goofy bird squawk that sounded fake the first time you heard it, but he was just a geek—desk belly, pale, with his fingers constantly in his hair or at his nose.  “Seriously,” he said. “Anything at all.”

“Someone to read to me.  Someone pretty.”

“She can be friendly, too, if you like.”

I would have thought he’d be too embarrassed.  I was surprised to find that I was myself.  Maybe I’d spent too much time alone out there.

My next thought was of my marriage vows, and guilt arrived late. But my first reaction was the honest one. I was basically a cripple here, and the idea of being manipulated did not excite me at all.  I’d much rather masturbate, caressed and tumbled by the sea, by myself with favorite memories of my wife.

“Someone to read,” I repeated.

Stenstrom nodded.  “What do you like, oceanography and biology, right?” Standing up, he patted the table rather than jarring me. “I’ll have someone come in.”

It was awfully cynical, but I couldn’t help but think that he was improving at trying to make himself my friend.

• • •

I contacted Andrea then, days ahead of the schedule we’d set, despite an earlier decision not to worry her. Stenstrom was right. I needed friendly, female attention, and I didn’t have to tell her that I’d been hurt.

She wasn’t home, though it was dinnertime.  Brent answered and said she was substituting at the community college.  It made me angry.  I didn’t understand why she’d bother with such a low-paying job, especially since she must be incredibly busy, settling into the new house, helping the boys adjust to new schools—but of course Andrea enjoyed teaching, and maybe the fact that we were rich didn’t seem real to her yet.

Maybe it was good I’d missed her.  Our exchanges had not been going well and I might have said something stupid.  Maybe communicating over such a distance, through typed words alone, was impossible.

The boys didn’t think so.  During my recuperation, they peppered me with messages full of abbreviations and icons that my computer and I puzzled over. They were obviously spending more time online than they had with me around, learning new languages and modes of thought.  I was pleased that they remained excited about my accomplishments, but Roberto seemed overly attached to a new interactive he’d discovered, and Brent confessed—maybe bragged?—that he had been caught in two stim sites. I admonished them both to finish their schoolwork as soon as possible each day, put the keyboard away and get outside.  Go play in the mud, I said.

Returning to the ocean was unspeakably good, but my days grew more complicated as I coordinated with surface traffic, massive barges that probed the quiet dark with fat, long, phallic drills, blundering through ancient beds of sediment, polluting vast stretches of water with their shrieking as they powered down into the detritus and carbonate.  New voices sprang out of my cheekbone, crowding my skull—and four new mods had come through surgery and would soon join me.

This was ultimately what I’d signed on for, and I took close note of each shift’s accomplishments, but the joy that it gave me was purely intellectual and I clocked out with the surface crews rather than working overtime.

The best part of each day was making my way to and from my shelter, alone, letting the currents and whim dictate my course, always discovering new beauty, new peace. 

I think I knew what was happening back home.

• • •

Most of Brent’s chatter washed over me like a familiar, soothing tide: “Club VR opened a new place downtown and I got to virt Gladiator and I could have done it twice except Uncle Mark is a bracket colon equal sign.”

The computer had grown better at recognizing icons, but Brent used so many. This one meant flathead, I guessed, or chicken neck or whatever.  What concerned me was his tone.  Brent had once directed this same mean jealousy at me.

“Who is Uncle Mark?” I croaked, the elongated fingers of my hand tightening into a ball.

I hit the send button with a fist.

• • •

“What the hell’s going on!” I shouted, six hours later when I finally got Andrea online.  “After all I’m doing for you…”

Her response was immediate: “You did it for yourself.”

I stared at the shape of the computer as if it were another squid, my thoughts layered and conflicting.

“For the fame,” she continued.  “The adventure.”

“For the money, Andrea!  I’m doing it for the money!”

“Would you have let them cut you up if they were going to turn you into a desk, Carlos?  You did it for the chance to finally be a fish.”

• • •

Its prow into the wind and waves, the barge lowered two turbines on cables, one off of each side.  Just hoisting the house-sized cylinders from the deck and hitting the water had taken two slow, exacting hours.  The descent itself required five more.  During snags and rest breaks, I inspected the squat towers that would cradle the turbines, darting under and around their angled beams, even though we’d already completed our structural tests.

But there was no escaping my thoughts.

Leaving now—quitting now—would be crazy.  Reverse surgery and rehab would take almost a quarter of the time left in my contract, and I’d forfeit everything but the signing bonus.  We’d lose the home, our future, find ourselves back in the city, scrambling for wages….  And I would never work for Aro Corp. again in any capacity.  Even their competitors would have no reason to rely on me, a hard truth that always led me back to the same worry:

Can I ever trust her again?

The weather had been cooperating, but even nineteen-ton hunks of metal will act like sails in deep currents, and close to sundown we realized there had been a miscalculation.  Some pendulum swinging had been accounted for—it was a drop of four hundred feet—but instead of a near-simultaneous mounting, we had a double miss.

Each elevator platform had jets which I could use for final adjustments, but they weren’t powerful enough to muscle the turbines twenty meters against the current.

“We’re twenty east,” I said.  “Let’s elevate ten, bring ‘em back up.”

The nearest turbine was a smooth sculpture caught in a web of cables that led upward as far as my sonar reached. ROVs, remote operated vehicles, scooted about or hovered patiently nearby. And when I switched briefly to my fuzzy, nearsighted normal vision, the busy sea became busier, shot through with the ROVs’ beams of light. All of this generated surprisingly little noise: the whirring of ROV props, the harp vibrations of the current against the cables.

The first explosion sounded like God had slapped the surface, a bass thunder that reached me an instant after the VLF net surged with voices.

“Was that the engine?”

“Fire!  Fire!”

“Number two crane’s lost all exterior cables—“

The last bit of information I personally witnessed as the turbine sagged in its web.  If it fell, it would roll into the cradle tower and ruin weeks of hard labor.

I swam closer, thinking I might use the platform jets to keep it afloat or ease it to the bottom, but two ROVs tumbled into my path as their operators lost contact.  I kicked left.  One struck my scarred shoulder and numbed my arm.

I had been assigned an emergency frequency to connect me directly to Stenstrom. Would he be there?  The way the ROVs had shut down, the comm room might have been destroyed.  I said, “This is Garcia—“

He was near panic.  “Can you stabilize number two?”

“I’m on it. What’s happening?”

“We’re under attack, speedboats, they’re widecasting some Animal Earth crap!”

Three small cylinders lanced into the far range of my sonar, moving fast. Smart torps.  They were beautiful in the way that sharks can be, sleek and purposeful, a hard swarm of warheads chased by their own turbulence.

I probably wouldn’t attract their attention, not being a power source or made of metal—not much metal—but the concussive force of a detonation anywhere nearby would kill me.

I dug and kicked down, down—

Tightness in my bad arm made my effort lopsided, slowing me.  The buzzing torps grew very loud.

The rift was not deep compared to the plunging valley where I’d encountered the squid, but at its edge was a thick bulge of carbonate.  I ducked past, scraping my hip.

That rock saved me by taking the brunt of the explosions, then nearly killed me as parts of it broke away.  I was stunned, slow to move.

Animal Earth.  The rant-and-slants they’d posted during our efforts here had been based on a refusal to accept our stated purpose.  They were Greens. They should have supported us, but frothed instead about the blatant destruction of ocean habitats….

I stayed in the rift for two hours, watching, listening, afraid to broadcast on any channel in case there were more hunter-killers waiting to acquire targets.  The attack had stopped after five minutes but our radio communications remained incoherent. Stenstrom tried miserably to raise me on the emergency link again and again.

He tried the general frequencies, too, even sharecasting his public response to the attack.  One of the speedboats had been apprehended by Japanese military aircraft and suspects were in custody. Given the armament involved and the coordination of the assault, Stenstrom suggested that the whole thing was a cover for our competitors in the nuclear or oil industries, and already there were conflicting denials and claims of solidarity from Animal Earth spokespeople.

Finally I began my ascent, goaded by the constant dig of the voices in my cheekbone.  At one hundred feet I saw a man, a body, deformed by violence and twisting loosely in the current. We hesitated together in the dim, penetrating glow of the sun.

Then I turned my back on him.

Andrea and the boys were well provided for, and she obviously didn’t need me.  Brent had never needed me, and Roberto…Roberto was young enough to forget and move on.  Let them think I was dead, lost to the tide.  The insurance payouts alone would be a fortune.

Four miles proved to be the radio’s range.

I kept going into the beautiful dark and never let anyone intrude on my world again.
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THIS LONG VIGIL

BY RHETT C. BRUNO




“Inhabitant 1724 is undergoing the recycling process. The birthing of replacement Inhabitant 3287 will initiate immediately afterwards,” Dan announced. He was the ship-wide artificial intelligence in command of the Interstellar Ark, Hermes.

I groaned, got up out of my bed and rubbed my eyes. “Understood, I’ll head there now,” I responded, though performing my usual duties was the last thing on my mind.

As the human Monitor of the Interstellar Ark Hermes—the sixth to be chosen for that designation since the ship departed Earth—it was my job to be awake and attentive so that I could help with the few tasks which Dan couldn’t handle alone. Typically that consisted of presiding over birthings, or fixing pieces of malfunctioning equipment, but it was always under his careful guidance. I was the pair of mobile hands able to reach the few areas of the Hermes he wasn’t able to.

Most days, however, I just spent my time waiting for my next task and talking to Dan. He had no problem carrying out his many responsibilities while simultaneously keeping me entertained. Everything I knew I had learned from him: how to speak, how to think, what Earth was like—everything. Even my name, Orion, was just the designation of a constellation of stars I’d taken a liking to in my early days as I stared out of the tiny viewport in my room. I never had human parents to give me one like I’ve heard is the customary practice back on Earth, so that was what I chose. Though I suppose you could say Dan was like my father.

I stepped out of my quarters and into the long, cambered hall of the Hermes’ Living Ring. It was a looping passage wrapping entirely around the ship’s central Conservatory and it rotated continuously in order to produce a sense of serviceable pseudo-gravity.

“What is always coming but never arrives?” Dan asked as I began my trek.

I smirked. Dan had a soft spot for riddles. Whether or not he told them to distract me or himself—if that was even possible—I’m not sure, but often times I spent days trying to come up with an answer. I got a few right from time to time, but they were always challenging.

“This is a simple one,” I replied.

“You have the answer already?” If he could sound surprised I imagined he would’ve. I never figured them out that quickly.

“Not yet, but you won’t stump me this time.”

I repeated the riddle over and over in my head as I made my way down the Living Ring. It was nice to get to think about something else besides the people floating in the glassy tubes running down both sides of the passage. They were Hermes’ Life-Chambers, holding the exactly nine hundred and ninety-nine inhabitants hibernating on the Hermes. All of them slept quietly in their artificial wombs, showing no more motion than the occasional twitch of an eyelid due to an unpleasant dream. There were never any more in stasis and never any less. According to Dan, the ship’s makers had calculated for its Conservatory to be capable of producing only the precise amount of nutrients necessary to support that population.

Only one chamber remained empty—the one I’d emerged from—and it would remain so until I turned fifty-years-old and had to return to the long sleep so that a new Monitor could take over and a new chamber would be vacated. Presently, I was forty-nine, and my birthday wasn’t far away. My time walking the halls of the ship was swiftly coming to an end, and seeing the docile faces of the inhabitants only served to remind me of that fact each and every day.

“Every day,” I said out loud. “Is the answer, tomorrow?”

“Very good, Orion,” Dan responded almost instantly. “That was your fastest time yet. Only four hundred ninety-seven seconds.”

“I must be getting smarter in my old age,” I chuckled.

Without even realizing, it’d taken me almost the entire walk to come up with the solution. I stopped and looked left at Inhabitant 1724. My smile vanished in an instant when I recognized who it was. An old man floated upright in the liquid-filled Life-Chamber. A dozen different tubes and needles were affixed to his sagging flesh, each of them performing some crucial task in order to sustain his life. His time had run out.

“I thought I recognized the number,” I said. “Poor Fish finally ending his sleep, huh?”

“Fish?” Dan questioned.

“Yeah, I ...” I considering explaining, but decided against it. Dan called him by his numerical distinction. I knew him as Fish. It was a name I’d given him because his wrinkled face looked remarkably similar to a certain type of fish from Earth which Dan had once shown me.

“Nevermind,” I said. I didn’t want Dan to think I was being foolish. He didn’t inquire further. “Are you sure his time is up?”

“Yes. He is seventy Earth-years old as of 1404 UTC today.”

I sighed. “Go ahead and initiate then.”

The point where Fish’s chamber met the ceiling fanned open, and the greenish liquid inside began to drain through it. All of the tubes and needles in his loose skin popped out. Then he was then sucked up through a dark hole and into the innards of Hermes.

“Evacuation complete,” Dan announced.

The glass face of the vacant chamber peeled open so that I could do the routine checkup following an evacuation. I stepped in and began analyzing all of the circuits and other apparatus within. Everything looked to be in fine order, even after having remained relatively untouched for the seventy years since Fish’s birth.

I opened my mouth to let Dan know it was clear, but all that came out was air. Even after helping with more than one hundred of them, the recycling of an Inhabitant always got to me. I swallowed the lump in my dry throat and forced the words out. “All looks good.”

“Thank you, Orion. Please proceed to Inhabitant 2678’s chamber. She has been prepped for birthing.”

I stepped out of Fish’s chamber and when it resealed behind me I released a mouthful of air. “Bye, Fish,” I whispered.

• • •

It was a short stroll around the Living Ring in order to reach the Life-Chamber of Inhabitant 2678. This time I couldn’t help but stare at the bodies of various ages and sizes floating beside me along the route. Every one of them was unique, down to the tiniest strands of hair on their bodies. It was important to Hermes’ builders to make sure that the ages of those on board remained staggered. Apparently, variety was going to be crucial for the development of a new society at Hermes’ destination. That was why the builders didn’t just send frozen embryos.

When I reached the pregnant inhabitant, I turned my back to her chamber. It never seemed right to me to watch them give birth. The tubes attached to her would lift her legs and spread them so that a spindly apparatus descending from the ceiling could draw out her offspring. When I finally turned around, that metallic arm was lifting a bloody infant up through the opened ceiling. I made sure her readings were satisfactory while I waited for it to disappear. Everything went perfectly, as usual. The red-stained fluid in the chamber was flushed and replaced straightaway, clean as ever.

“A male,” Dan announced.

I nodded before traveling back to Fish’s vacated tube. By the time I got there it was refilled and the unclothed newborn had already been lowered in. The infant’s tiny arms flailed and the face on his oversized head was scrunched as if he was in pain. He cried silently behind a mask of bubbles until a respirator tube entered his mouth. Then he quickly fell into an unconscious state, allowing the chamber’s many needles and tubes to painlessly fasten themselves to his flesh. I checked the chambers readings twice to be sure. Again, everything was fine.

“Inhabitant 3287 has successfully been planted. Thank you, Orion,” Dan said.

“You’re quite welcome, Dan. Always happy to help,” I replied.

With my task completed I began to make my way back to my quarters. After a few steps I noticed out of the corner of my eye that I was standing beside the only empty Life-Chamber on the Hermes. My eyes froze on it. My heart sank. I decided to go the other way.

“I notice that your pulse is quickening. Are you alright?” Dan asked.

“Fine,” I lied. “Just been thinking a lot.”

“Still considering which inhabitant will be your successor again?” he asked.

“Not exactly,” I grumbled.

“In twenty-three hours you will be fifty-years-old. As you know, I was programmed by my maker to ensure that there is always an able-bodied human on watch—”

“I know that!” I snapped, somewhat unintentionally. Last time he told me it was thirty-seven hours. There was less than one day until my eyes would never open again. It was going by too fast. “Sorry. I just ... I don’t want to mess this up,” I said.

“You can’t. There are two hundred and eleven members of this crew who are of the required age and size to be awakened.”

“Yet only one to choose. I wish it was easier.”

As soon as I said that I found myself staring at the Life-Chamber positioned directly adjacent to my quarters. The woman inside was around the same age I was when the previous Monitor chose to wake me; however, there was something different about her. Something which drew me that I didn’t really understand and that Dan could never manage to explain.

“Perhaps Inhabitant 2781 is the one?” Dan said suddenly, startling me. “You’ve spent approximately fifteen hours of the last week studying her Life-Chamber.”

“Maybe,” I said softly.

I knew he was right. I’d decided on her almost a year prior. As much as I may have wanted to let Dan know, however, I couldn’t tell him the reason why I was taking so long; that I wanted to be there when she took her first wobbly steps even though I knew I couldn’t. I wanted to grasp her smooth hands and welcome her to the realm of the living; to feel the pulse of her veins beneath her skin—real human contact. Sometimes I’d watch as her chest gently heaved from the air she unconsciously breathed in through her respirator, and that was often enough to get my heart racing. All my wakened life I enjoyed taking the time to name inhabitants like Fish. I’d make up stories about what their ancestors might’ve been like or what they would’ve done if they’d never left Earth. I could never think of any tale fitting for her. I couldn’t even think of a worthy name.

“Who am I to get to choose who wakes up and who doesn’t?” I asked. I placed my fingers against the glass. It was warm to the touch.

“You are the sixth Monitor of the Interstellar Ark, Hermes. Constructed on Luna Station in 2334 C.E. by Pervenio Corporation.”

“Imparted with the task of ensuring the completion of our exploratory journey,” I finished for him. I took a long stride back from the chamber and sighed. “Did the other Monitors take this long to decide?” I asked.

“They were under the same restrictions that you are. Consequently, their decisions all arrived by the required time.”

“Was it hard for them too then?”

“I could sometimes detect elevated levels of anxiety in them as the date of their return to stasis drew closer, though I am sorry that I cannot be one hundred percent positive as to what the origin of that anxiety was in each particular case.”

“You didn’t talk to them about it?”

“We conversed about a great many subjects. However, they never shared their feelings on this topic with me as explicitly as you have. I found that all five of your predecessors remained very reclusive throughout the final year of their service.”

“Were you like a father to them as well?” I questioned, a hint of jealousy creeping into my tone.

“They never articulated it, so it is possible that they did not feel that way,” Dan admitted. “My maker left me with many recordings about your species’ history, but the data does not account for how each individual human develops unique, social tendencies. It has been remarkable to analyze firsthand.”

I lowered my gaze from the woman and began shuffling away. “You’re all I have, Dan,” I replied solemnly.

He didn’t respond right away, which usually meant that he noticed from my tone that I was dismayed. He could be peculiar that way. A few times when I was younger his logical responses only served to frustrate me more. It seemed he’d learned from those instances.

While he was quiet I turned out of the Living Ring and into my private quarters. It was a small nook tucked onto the outside of the circular structure, where the Hermes’ pseudo-gravity was the strongest. In it there was little more than a bed and a closet filled with a dozen identical boiler suits, but it was the tiny viewport sunken into the far wall which always drew my interest.

I sat on my bed stared through it. The glass was dense and tinted with shielding agents in order to protect me from radiation. It made the countless stars that shone through it appear like blurry, white specs, but it was the best view of the world beyond that the Hermes had to offer. I was grateful to its builders for at least providing me with something to show me that the interior of the ship wasn’t my entire universe, though I’d longed to step outside for my entire life.

“It is around time for your feeding, Orion,” Dan said, finally. A circular seal in the counter adjacent to my bed peeled open to reveal a hollow tube. A bowl filled with lumpy, brown-colored soup rose through it, spoon already resting on the rim. The sight of it made me grimace.

“I’m not hungry,” I replied.

“I must insist that you do not refuse another meal. As the active Monitor, your continued health is imperative.”

“Not for long,” I grumbled. I reached over, grabbed the bowl and twirled the spoon around in the goop. There wasn’t any name for it besides food, but it’s what I ate every single day. According to Dan it bore all of the nutrients necessary for keeping me healthy. I lifted a spoonful, but instead of bringing it to my mouth I tilted the spoon and allowed it to tumble over the edge.

Dan said nothing. Finally, I decided I was hungry enough to end my meager boycott and have some. It tasted no different than water.

“Forward and forward I go, never looking back,” Dan said as I swallowed. “My limit no one knows; more of me do they lack. Like a river I do flow and an eagle I fly, but am never gotten back. What am I, Orion?”

Another riddle. He knew exactly how to keep my mind occupied when I needed it most.

“What’s an eagle?” I asked with my mouth full from another scoop of my meal. 

“Sorry for my oversight. It is an avian species indigenous to Earth, belonging to the Accipitridae family.”

“Dan ...”

“It is a large species of bird,” Dan corrected.

“Right. Bird. The animal with hollow bones and wings with feathers, correct?”

“In simpler terms, yes. They can fly even where there is gravity. Let me show you.”

A beam of illumination shot out from a lens embedded in my room’s far wall. The particles of light quickly formed into the three dimensional figure of what I assumed was an eagle. Its feathers fluttered as the projection soared through the imagined sky. Its outstretched wings were almost as tall as I was.

“Beautiful,” I uttered. I placed down the bowl and reached out, my fingers slipping through the pixels of light. “Hollow bones you say?”

“Yes.”

“How strange,” I snickered as I hopped onto my bed.

“Have you arrived at an answer yet, or did I stump you again, Orion?” Dan asked after a few minutes passed in silence.

Seeing the majestic eagle had almost caused me to forget the question. My limit no one knows; more of me do they lack. I reiterated a few times in my head until it started to ache. My mind was too cluttered to think clearly. “No, but I’m not giving up yet,” I answered.

• • •

My attempt at taking a nap after eating mostly led to me spending a few hours staring at the bare ceiling. Heavy as my eyelids may’ve been, sleeping was the last thing I wanted to do. I knew I’d get plenty of rest soon enough.

I sat up and began to rub them when suddenly an orange-hued light shined through the viewport. It was more brilliant than any light I’d ever seen before.

“Dan, what is that?” I stammered, my face beginning to feel like it’d been placed in a warming oven.

“Sorry, Orion. You will have to be more specific,” Dan replied instantly.

“That orange light coming through my viewport!”

“That is originating from Alpha Centauri B, one of the three companion stars in the system nearest to the Earth.”

My brow furrowed. “A star?” I questioned. “Is it exploding? I’ve never seen one like that before.”

“I assure you that you have seen many that are similar in composition. It appears large only because it is 98,420,000 miles away.”

“Is that far?”

“It is a similar distance as that which exists between Earth and its star, Sol.”

“So ... it’s like the sun?” My eyes widened. I stared back toward the light until they went dry.

“From the perspective of one of this system’s planets, yes. It could be considered a similar entity.”

“I don’t understand. Did we make it?”

“No. As I have informed you before, the programmed destination of this vessel is the star system, Tau Ceti. The planet Pervenio Corporation researchers have discovered orbiting that star has an eighty-three percent chance of being able to harbor human life. That is the highest probability of any celestial body within one thousand years of travel from Earth, considering modern technological abilities to traverse space at the time of the Hermes’ departure.”

I frowned, but as I hung my head I pieced together something he’d said and sprung to my feet. “But you said there are planets here! What about them?”

“The planet in this system with the highest probability of being habitable is nearby Luxar, with a seventy-four percent chance of being able to harbor human life.”

I took a moment to do the math. I wasn’t anywhere near as quick at it as Dan was. “That’s only nine percent!” I proclaimed. “If we’re that close, why don’t we find out ourselves?” I could barely contain my excitement. My hands were almost trembling as they wrapped around the frame of the viewport.

“I have been programmed never to slow the Hermes until reaching Tau Ceti. The loss of time due to deceleration would add a decade onto the voyage. By my estimation it would then take two hundred and eleven years to reach the system from this point.”

“But ...” I stuttered before I was swiftly rendered silent by what I saw. I assume the Living Ring rotated too far and eclipsed the star because the light vanished as quickly as it had appeared. I leaned back, my jaw hanging open. For Dan maybe hundreds more years of travel might’ve seemed worth it over nine percent, but to me it felt like I’d just been punched in the gut. Never had I been so close to anything in the universe beyond the ship I knew.

“Have you figured out the riddle yet, Orion?” Dan asked, attempting to distract me. His monotone voice didn’t change, but after nearly thirty years I could somehow always tell when he knew I was dismayed.

“No,” I muttered. I continued to stare through the viewport, waiting anxiously for the sun to reappear.

“You only have nineteen hours remaining—”

“Stop!” I bellowed, so loud that if the Life-Chambers weren’t filled with liquid I might’ve woken half of the inhabitants outside my quarters. I leaned my head against the cold metal wall beneath the viewport and stopped myself right before my clenched fist slammed into it. “Just stop.”

Dan went silent. I turned around and caught a glimpse of Inhabitant 2781’s Life-Chamber outside of my room. I decided that I needed to get as far away from the chambers as possible to clear my head. I hurried out of my room and around the Living Ring, staring at the floor so I could avoid seeing any of the inhabitants.

I finally stopped in front of the ladder up to the cramped corridor which bridged to the Conservatory. Dan unsealed the entry for me without a word and I began to climb. Humid air greeted my nostrils, making it slightly more difficult to breathe than in the rest of the ship. As I reached the top of the ladder, zero-g gently lifted my body. I drifted into the space—a tremendous, hollow sphere around which the Living Ring rotated. Rows of plantings and heat lamps wrapped in 360 degree arcs as if I were in a sea of green. Dan’s many appendages tended to the crops, probably using Fish’s remains to fertilize them.

“Would you like to tend a crop?” Dan asked me. “I can deactivate a single one of my arms to be replaced by you for the time being.”

I thought about it for a moment. It was nice that Dan trusted me with something so crucial. It took him many years before he was willing to let me help with the crops for the first time. I found it to be a calming exercise even though I knew he didn’t actually need any assistance. His plants never struggled. Their leaves never even wilted.

“Thanks, Dan, but it’s alright,” I responded as I pushed off of the rounded wall and floated toward the center of the sphere. I wasn’t in the mood to perform another menial task. From time to time I didn’t mind just letting the universe cradle me.

“Are you positive?”

“Positive. I just want to float here.”

I closed my eyes, laid back and pretended that for the first time I was in space. The darkness of my eyelids made it easy to picture as I hovered weightlessly. I imagined stars glimmering all around me, constructing a universe of infinite possibilities. I imagined what the planet Luxar was like. If it had cloudy skies like the Earth Dan had taught me about, or green grass...

“Time,” I whispered suddenly.

“Sorry, Orion, I could not hear what you said,” Dan replied.

I cleared my throat. “Time,” I repeated. “More of me they do lack. That’s the answer to your riddle, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Dan replied. To me he sounded like he was almost proud. “I thought I was going to stump you.”

“Not this time.” I opened my eyes and smiled. Then I pushed off a nearby crop and let the momentum carry me back to the bridge leading out of the Conservatory. As I caught onto the wall and gazed upon the crops, the truth behind the riddle hit me.

“Dan,” I began. “I know it’s wrong of me, but ... I’m not ready to die.” I had never said it out loud. As I finally did, it was hard to keep my lips from trembling. A tear lifted off of my cheek and floated away.

There was a short pause. Then Dan said: “You are not going to be recycled for many years, Orion. You are just going to be placed in a hibernate status like the other inhabitants.”

“Don’t you see? It’s all the same. I know I’m supposed to, but I don’t feel old. I want to visit the stars outside of these walls. I want to be there when this ship’s mission is complete.”

“I do not wish to unsettle you further, but you know that neither of those desires are possible.”

I wiped my cheeks. “I know, and I know that you can’t understand what I’m feeling,” I said. “I barely do myself and I learned everything I know from you. But I’m begging you, let me see the stars one time without shielded glass in my way. Let me gaze upon Alpha Centauri at least, with my own two eyes.”

“I am sorry, Orion. I have been programmed not to permit the release of any of this vessel’s airlocks unless it is absolutely necessary.”

I chortled under my breath. I wasn’t sure what else I expected to hear. Regardless of whether or not his riddles were his own conception, Dan was never one to defy his maker. Neither had I been, for I was a product of Dan as much as he was of his programming.

“I am reading an elevated heart rate again,” Dan said.

He was right. I was as anxious as I was thrilled. For the first time in my life I knew exactly what I wanted. I didn’t want to waste my final hours distracting myself with a few more menial tasks. First I’d have to make my selection, and then I was going to see the stars for real. No matter what.

“Dan,” I said. “I think I’ve finally chosen my replacement.”

• • •

I quickly traversed the Living Ring. When I reached Inhabitant 2781, I stopped and got as close to the glass enclosure of her Life-Chamber as I could.

“You’ll have to find a name as well,” I whispered to her. “I don’t think I’ll be here, but be kind to Dan. He tries his best.” I placed my hand against the tube. My fingers curled as if they were threading through hers. It wouldn’t be fair of me to wake her against regulations just so that I could hold her hand. She’d have to find her own destiny as the Hermes’ Monitor, as I did.

“Dan, you were right,” I said. I gazed down the hall at the Life-Chambers vanishing around the bend. For whatever reason I knew that all of them would be safe in her hands. “She should be the next Monitor.”

“You have made your selection?” Dan asked.

“For you, yes. Inhabitant 2781 is to be the seventh Monitor of the Interstellar Ark, Hermes.”

“She is a suitable choice. There are eighteen hours until your shift will come to an end and she will be awakened. Is there anything you would like to do before you must return to your Life-Chamber, Orion? I can generate another riddle.”

Without answering, I rounded the Living Ring and climbed into the long cylindrical passageway which branched off toward the engine room. In that corridor, which like the Conservatory lacked any sensation of pseudo-gravity, was the ship’s central airlock exiting into space. I’d performed minor repairs there before, but only then did I see it as anything more than another hallway.

Spacesuits hung along the walls across from it, exactly a thousand of them. They were all empty and faceless, as if filled by ghosts. I drew my weightless body in front of one and stared at it.

“Orion, what are you doing?” Dan asked calmly.

“Dan,” I said.

“Yes?”

“I’ve always wondered. Did any of the other Monitors ever get to go outside these walls?”

“The opportunity never presented itself. A Monitor would only need to perform reparations from space if the ship’s radiation plating were damaged.”

“Did they ever ask to go?”

“There were certainly periods of curiosity, but, like you, they were content to remain within the safety of this vessel. A vacuum is no place for organic beings.”

I removed the suit from the wall and noticed that my fingers were quaking with excitement as I did. I pulled it open and began to slip into the bulky outfit, carefully checking all of the seals as I did so. It wasn’t difficult to figure out. I grabbed the bulbous helmet off of a shelf and held it up. I could see my face in the reflection of the visor. My eyebrows were graying and my flesh was soft and pale, with a patch of shallow wrinkles forming beneath my hazel eyes.

“Dan, open the central airlock,” I requested. “I would like to survey the integrity of the hull before I pass along my duties to Inhabitant 2781.”

“Request denied. I assure you that the Hermes’ exterior remains in optimal condition.”

I knew that. Dan had unbelievably perceptive sensors all throughout the Hermes. If he could tell when my pulse was raised, of course he would’ve informed me if there was anything wrong with the radiation plating. I sighed. There was no use trying to trick him. “Dan, please. I only want to see.”

“As I have already explained, I cannot permit you to exit at this time. Is there anything else you would like to do?”

Convincing Dan may have been out of the question, but I remembered that I’d opened up more panels on the Hermes for maintenance than I cared to count. Even though manual overrides were forbidden, I was intent on seeing space before the long sleep took me. It pained me to know that doing so would go against Dan’s wishes, but he didn’t understand. He couldn’t. He may have raised me, but something inside of me was different.

I gritted my teeth and fought my reservations as I pulled myself toward the hatch. Once there, I used the tools contained in a pouch connected to the suit to remove the cover of the keypad. I began fiddling with the wires inside until the inner airlock hatch popped open with a snap-hiss. Red lights started to flash and an emergency alarm wailed.

“Please restore operation of the central airlock,” Dan said, politely as ever. “Manual override is not authorized.”

I didn’t respond. Instead, I lifted the helmet over my head and stepped forward into the cramped airlock.

“Orion, you are not acting rationally,” Dan continued. “I would advise you return to your quarters and try to rest. Perhaps you are in need of feeding?”

As the helmet sealed there was a whistle, and then silence. “Forgive me, Dan,” I mouthed. I patted the smooth surface of the ship’s metal interior as if it were his body. “But I’ve made my selection. My vigil is over. Now it’s time for me to live.”

Before he could answer I switched off the helmet’s built-in radio.

I clipped the ship’s tether to the belt of my suit. Then I sliced through more controls, signaling the confined space to depressurize. Once the process was completed the inner seal slammed shut and the outer seal popped open. I drew myself slowly into the opening.

Stars shone by the thousands in front of me, filling the entirety of my visor as they were mirrored twice over by the glass. For the first time in years I couldn’t perceive the continuous hum of the Hermes’ many systems. The only thing I could hear was my own hastened breathing. I exhaled slowly and sidled out until I could grab onto the hull of the ship.

“Here we go,” I said to myself. I climbed along the bridge connecting to the engine until I found a familiar nook between it and the Living Ring. The tiny viewport there had a view of my bed. I positioned myself as comfortably as I could get before gazing out over Hermes.

The sight was enough to make me smile. The vastness of the cosmos may have been a hard reminder of how much there was which I would never see, but it was as striking in its enormity as I’d expected—an endless sea of blackness teaming with life I had no doubt was there.

Suddenly, a blinding sliver of orange-hued light reflected off of the Conservatory’s exterior, causing me to fall to the side and accidentally allow some of my suit’s tools to come loose. They began to drift away, and I frantically stretched out my arm to grab them. As I did the ever-rotating Living Ring exposed me to the source of the light. It was the star, Alpha Centauri B. Without the viewport in its way it was even grander and brighter.

The Living Ring continued to rotate toward the light, heating up my body even through the suit. The tools were floated beyond the reach of my tether, like shards of diamonds bathing in the alien brightness. I stared until I had to blink away the stinging sensation in my eyes.

“Orion. Orion, can you hear me?”

For a second I looked around, alarmed, before realizing that the familiar voice was coming from inside of my helmet. Dan had overridden the radio controls and switched it back on.

“Yes ... I can,” I said.

“What are you—”

“Dan, it’s incredible out here!”

“You are in danger, Orion.”

Dan took control and my tether began to reel me back in. It yanked me forcefully, causing my leg to smack against the ship’s metal surface. Somehow as I tumbled away I managed to grab onto the surface of the ship. I jammed the tether in between a pair of shielding plates and gathered my balance.

“I’m not going back,” I decided. I angled my head so that I could study the reflection of Alpha Centauri B in my visor. The arms of its light reached out toward me as if to take me in their embrace.

“That is not an option,” Dan replied. “In nine hundred seventy-two minutes I am required to see you back into Life-Chamber 1287.”

“I know but I just ... I can’t do it. I wish I could, for you, I really do, but I won’t die dreaming. After seeing all of this, how could I ever go back to sleep? 

“It is your directive.”

“It was.”

“There must always be one thousand inhabitants aboard the Hermes. Never more. Never less.”

“And there will be again soon. You’ll make sure of that like you always do. I don’t know many things for sure, Dan, but I think that men are meant to be born in liquid, not die in it.”

I glanced down, noticing that my tether was about to pull itself free. I rifled through what was left of the tools and found a cutting torch. With my arm outstretched I swung myself in a wide arc around the area where it was stuck so I could get a proper angle.

“Orion, please allow me to help you return to the Hermes. As the active Monitor, your continued health is imperative.”

I switched on the torch and started cutting through the tether.

“You’ve helped me more than you know. I hope you’ll be equally as helpful to Inhabitant 2781. She’ll have plenty of questions.”

“Orion, what are you doing. If you sever your connection you will expend your oxygen supply in approximately fifteen minutes.”

“She’ll want to know what Earth was like.” The tether was inches away from snapping. I paused for a moment and stared down at it, verging on tears. “She’ll want to struggle with your riddles.”

 The tether snapped. The length of it was tugged back toward the open airlock and the recoil sent me hurtling through space in the opposite direction.

“Orion, your connection has been lost,” Dan said.

I didn’t panic. I was too busy smiling at the thought of hearing his puzzles. It didn’t take long for the Hermes to begin distancing itself from me. For once, I could see its entire outline; from the bulge of the Living Ring to the two aligned engines sticking out like an outstretched arm.

“Goodbye, Dan. I’ll miss our talks,” I continued.

“Orion ... you ... are ...” Dan’s voice spoke, but whatever he said next was muddled by static.

I should’ve been more terrified then I was, drifting through the endless void all by myself. It was hard to be when the view was so incredible. It took some effort to turn my head as I spun head over foot, but once I did I saw Alpha Centauri B again, piercing the blackness. Passing across it was a small, brownish orb growing larger by the second. The first planet I ever saw with my eyes—Luxar. I was headed straight for it.

“Do you think they’ll ever send anyone here?” I asked the silence, so used to always being answered right away. Dan said nothing. The Hermes was already out of sight and even if he wanted to he couldn’t have turned it around in time to save me. The oxygen meter in my helmet had already begun to beep that it was dangerously low.

I tried to tune out the noise and focus on the advancing planet. It was ... magnificent. And as I stared I had no doubt that I was right where I belonged. After glimpsing the infinite universe which lay beyond the Hermes’ metal walls, I couldn’t end my life sealed in a chamber. My long sleep was approaching. The one I had chosen.

I could hear Dan speaking in my head, reciting a riddle he’d told me a few years back that I was never able to solve. “What grows both longer and shorter with each passing minute,” he’d said. “The young take risks with it, and the old cherish it.”

I didn’t get it at the time, but I finally understood.
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GAO YAO ENGINE

BY RACHEL AUKES




The guard handed me a manila envelope containing my wallet and watch and handed me a bag of brown pill bottles. “Instructions are in the bag. Follow them or else you’ll regret it. Your eighty-year sentence is complete. You’re free to go,” he said and pointed at the door. My shoes squeaked on the linoleum as I walked across the floor. My muscles spasmed just before I stepped outside and shaded my eyes against the day’s bright light. The sun looked no different than the day I went in. But that was eighty years ago.

It was also today.

My clothes still fit. I looked the same. Yet, in my mind, eighty years had passed.

They called it the Gao Yao Engine and it today’s most advanced biotechnology. Induced time manipulation. The Chinese had come up with the idea. They designed the system to save money and turn criminals into productive citizens. All the old prisons were eliminated. The Gao Yao Engine powered an entirely new worldwide prison system.

Drugs, nothing like the methamphetamine that got me in here in the first place, had slowed my mind down while the doctors uploaded their own “corrective” programming. It had felt like I served an eighty year term. But, I’d been in prison for only three hours.

By year twelve, things had gotten rough. I’d wanted to die, begged them to let me die, but they’d ignored me. Just kept pumping the drugs through my system. By year sixty, I had arthritis so bad that waking up was a daily lesson in misery. By year seventy, cataracts had clouded my vision, preventing me from reading, which had been the one thing that had kept me sane.

And, I woke up to find that none of it had been real.

Phantom pains echoed in my joints. Everything I looked at was in exaggerated colors. A headache throbbed behind my eyes. Another spasm racked my muscles. They’d said muscular anxiety would be a possible long term side effect. I climbed into the waiting taxi.

“312 Eisenhower Street,” I said before rifling through the plastic bag. I didn’t bother reading the dosage instructions. I opened each of the three pill bottles and popped the drug cocktail intended to keep Gao candidates from losing it once they were tossed back into the real world. I leaned back and felt the pills work their magic.

I sensed someone watching me and I opened my eyes. “What?” I growled.

“Is the Gao treatment as bad as they say?” the driver asked.

I closed my eyes again. “Yeah. It’s bad.”

“I have a nephew that’s had a couple brushes with the law. I keep telling him he’s got to behave or else they’ll Gao him. But he don’t listen. He’s young and stupid. What’d you get caught for?”

“Possession of illegal substances,” I replied.

The driver continued. “So does it work? They say you can’t go near crime without getting sick. That true?”

“I haven’t had a chance to find out yet.”

The interminably long ride ended with the driver still asking questions like he was Anderson Cooper. I didn’t leave him a tip and headed into my dump of a house. I half-expected to see everything covered in years of dust and my goldfish floating corpses, but the house was exactly as I’d left it this morning.

I headed straight for the drawer with the hidden back and reached for my stash. As soon as my fingers touched the plastic, a wave of nausea swept over me. I tried again and found myself lurching to the sink to puke.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand before laughing uncontrollably and without humor. They’d really done it. I was still me, but they were in my head, too, and I hated them for it.

Slamming the drawer closed, I headed outside and to the bar.

• • •

It took me three months to adjust to having two realities shoved into my brain. I learned what I could control and what the Gao programming controlled. I turned in my best friend, the neighborhood’s biggest drug dealer, to the cops two weeks after I was Gao’d. Things got a bit easier each day after that.

“What do you want me to do with this punk?”

I cracked my neck from side to side before examining the man bleeding on my floor. Two of my henchmen held him to keep him from collapsing. If he was conscious, he showed no signs.

“Put a bullet in his head,” I said. “And leave his body out for his friends to find him first.” I took a step closer, careful not to touch him or risk the Gao nausea. “No one sells drugs in my neighborhood. No one except me.”

I motioned to my boys to take him away, and I looked through my office window to watch the manufacturing line below. A muscle spasm shot through my body, but I was used to it. Instead, I smiled. My empire was growing. 

I couldn’t touch drugs after I’d been Gao’d, and that helped me keep my head on straight. I couldn’t get my hands dirty, and that kept me off the cops’ radar. I’d always known I could run the business twice as good as my old buddy could. He enjoyed sampling his own stuff too much, and without the Gao programming, I would’ve been just like him. 

No, I knew I could do it better than he’d done. I’d just needed to a plan, and that was easy enough. After all, I’d had eighty years to work out the details.
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BROOD COMPANY

BY HALL & BEAULIEU




He was all alone but not at all alone.

There were voices all around him, some hopeful—cheerful even. But most were tinged with trepidation and fear.

The Body Mover crossed over the invisible boundary into the Lawless Zone and a hush came over the ship.

Donovan Vance was hunched over as far as his shoulder harness would allow. His hands were cupped, his palm chip displaying a small but clear image—a young, curly haired girl, the carbon copy image of the beautiful woman next to her. He shook his head subtly and closed his hand, his middle finger tapping the center of his palm. The image vanished.

“Okay, listen up boys.” The normally harsh, throaty voice of the Grand Marshall was now soft, soothing, like one would speak to their dog before a leaving on a long trip. “I’m not going to lie to you. You know the mission. Sounds simple, but I assure you, it isn’t.”

He paused for a moment, making sure his words sunk in.

“We’ve got twenty-seven missing persons and an abandoned ship. I know what you’re all thinking and I can’t say I disagree. This could be another Elektra malfunction.”

It’d been all over the stream for weeks. Several had been murdered and NanoDream Electronics had issued a factory recall on the shipbrain, Elektra Five-Seven-Niner. The technology had always sounded too good to be true but for a short time it appeared to live up to the hype. Having an artificial intelligence capable of running all functions of a starship was a dream come true, one that turned out to be a nightmare. Reports had been flooding in from across the Tri-Star System—the machine had come alive. One thing was common amongst the stories; Elektra was seductive, a beauty beyond words, and people always ended up dead on ships where she was installed.

“Elektra or not,” he continued, strength returning to his words “she’s just an unthinking machine and you are the best damn soldiers the TSS has to offer.” He slapped Vance hard on the shoulder to drive his point home. “We’re going to do this thing like we have every other thing: With Excellence!”

One solider, the leader Andrew “Fetus” Embrāyo, repeated the mantra but the dread-soaked air in the launch bay was mostly filled with murmurs. The pep talk did little to cut tension.

The GM didn’t even appear to have believed his own words. He turned, his head a bit lower than normal and stepped through the blast doors to the bridge. The door hissed shut and the soldiers abandoned their hushed tones now that the Grand Marshal was gone.

“This is your first op, ain’t it, Vance?”

Vance swallowed back vomit and nodded.

“Pretty messed up sitch though. Think the shipbrain is really on a murder spree?”

Another nod.

There were five soldiers in the launch bay. Brood Company. The Star-System Elite Guard only employed the best of the best. They utilized small but highly efficient strike forces and Brood was their newest.

Donovan “Dreadnaught” Vance had spent years in special operations. He’d run personal security for the Chancellor, herself. While under her employ he’d been directly responsible for preventing three assassination attempts. He was known as a hero in certain circles and for a moment in time had been in high demand in the personal security industry. But that was behind him now. This was his first time out of S-SEG training. He was a rookie in comparison to these guys and if they knew anything of his past accomplishments they didn’t seem to care.

“It’s gonna be okay, man,” said Trigger. “This ain’t our first rodeo. Stick close by and you’ll be fine.” He patted his rifle for emphasis, then kissed it. The man loved his guns.

Vance tapped his palm and cupped his hands again. His girls. Everything he did, he did for them. He’d had big dreams—a grand vision for how his life would play out. Everything had been going perfectly, too. He was on track to retire early with a big pension but all that changed when he’d gotten Deidra pregnant without permission from the capital. Even though he’d had some powerful connections, he lost his position and was forced to seek a position in the military. Sure, they could have had an abortion but he knew that wasn’t the answer. He’d created something and it was his job to care for it, to love it. And it became a she and she was his world. He didn’t regret his decisions for a single moment but as he looked around he had to admit that he’d never expected to end up in a place like this. In order to provide for his little miracle he was light years away from her, crossing into the lawless zone.

Dismissing the projection, he took a deep breath and straightened his back. He couldn’t go into this mission already defeated. He forced himself to focus on something else.

“How long you think we have left?” Vance asked Trigger.

“Honestly? I thought we shoulda been there by now.”

As if the ship had responded to their conversation, there was a slight tremor and the hatch began to open. The only thing separating the soldiers from the dark vacuum of space was a four-yard wide airlock.

“Brood Company,” said a voice over the speaker system. “We’re hoping this is not a military operation but we have to be prepared for whatever comes our way. Suit up and lock and load, airlock opens in five.”

Vance’s breathing was labored as he pulled his suit over his boots. He fitted his oxygen tube to the small tank on his side and made a few minor adjustments to its dial. He felt the airflow against his skin, cool against his sweat slick body, and welcomed it. HUD readout was normal. He picked up his NS-12 rifle and gave it a once over. Safety off. He checked his thigh reserve. Several full magazines. He loaded one in and, hearing a click, was satisfied. He strapped it to his hip beside his handgun and waited patiently for the airlock to release.

“Boys,” said the GM, his gruff voice returning to the room. “I’ve got good news and bad news.”

The Company turned to see the Grand Marshall projecting a video from his palm. “The good news is it doesn’t look like this is an Elektra incident.” He paused, then pulsed his fingertips, expanding the image. “The bad news is that this thing is overrun by slugs.”

The video showed a port side camera feed of the abandoned hauler. Vance could see fat, wet, cylindrical shaped creatures crawling over the surface of the craft, leaving slimy residue in their wake.

“If the outside looks like that I’m not sure what we’re going to see when we get in,” he continued. “The vessel has no exterior shielding, so to open fire on it could risk the lives of anyone inside. We are going to need you boys to enter in through here.”

He pointed to a spot on the screen resembling a loading dock.

“I’ve got a slicer drone working on gaining entrance. Should have the lock cracked in just a minute. Those slugs aren’t doing you any harm on the outside of that ship. For the sake of anyone on board and for your ammo count, fight the urge to blast them. As I said, there’s no telling what you’ll find inside. Might need every bullet you’ve got.”

Vance found himself having trouble taking a deep breath. He could feel tightness in his chest and a spike in his already elevated temperature as anxiety gripped him. He thought about his girls and reminded himself why he was doing this. It helped, if only a little.

The Grand Marshall touched his earpiece. “Got it,” he said. “Wait thirty and open the airlock.”

He looked into the eyes of each of the Brood Company. “Good luck, boys.”

Moments later the ship hummed and the airlock opened.

“Load out!” shouted the company leader, Fetus.

One by one they entered into the airlock. The door closed with a snap-hiss as the last of them entered. It was deadly quiet save the sounds of heavy, anxiety-ridden breathing.

“Quit breathing so loud,” said Fetus, lightly shoving Vance. “Or at least turn your mic to read-only.”

Going to read-only was a direct violation of company protocol but Vance followed the orders. The soldier reached up and flipped a toggle on his helmet.

“Just take a deep breath, man,” said Trigger.

“Three…Two…One…”

As the automated voice finished its countdown, the second airlock opened and Brood Company slowly floated into the vastness of space.

Vance took it all in. It was his first time outside of Fortuitous—born and raised in the system. It was such a difference from the sprawling space-cities within the systems.

The Lawless Zone.

The everything-less zone, he thought. It wasn’t just the absence of regulation, it was the absence of everything. It felt barren and empty. As they floated out his anxiety grew.

Vance turned his attention to the abandoned hauler, shuddering at the sight of the slugs.

“On my signal,” said Fetus, “power-up.”

Vance opened a panel on his right arm.

“And…power-up.”

The whole company pressed a button and their jetpacks fired, steering them toward the vessel.

“Where’re we at on that slice, GM?” asked Fetus through the open com.

A muffled voice came through, “Just finished up, leader. Going to lose coms in a moment. Bring your boys in. Out.”

Brood Company oriented themselves toward the open bay doors. Vance was nearest to the hull and had one eye fixed on a slug moving toward the opening. It crawled along slowly but even at its current rate it would likely make it there before Vance arrived at the landing.

“Permission to fire?” he asked.

There was no response.

“Dreadnaught, requesting permission to open fire,” said Vance, using his Company name.

He was getting close and so was the slug. Suddenly he saw a bolt of light pass directly in front of him. The blast hit the slug and tore it open. Blood condensed into small beads of liquid and rose from its lifeless corpse, suctioned to the side of the hauler even in death.

The company touched down. Before Vance’s feet could even feel the ship beneath them he felt two hands shoving him forward.

“What the hell was that, Vance?” Fetus stood above him, verbally berating him.

Vance cried out in defense but no one heard his words.

“Turn your damn mic on, rookie!”

Vance felt ashamed and embarrassed. He reached up, flipping the toggle again.

“S-s-sorry,” he said. What little confidence he’d gained during his short time with Brood Company vanished.

Fetus shook his head and began divvying out duties. Once the soldiers knew their roles they fanned out into the landing bay.

Fetus waved for the company to follow as he made his way toward a steel door marked “19” in large yellow numbers.

“Meter, can you get it open?”

“Yeah, boss,” he responded, already jacking into the control panel. Moments later, the door opened and they stepped inside.

“Test shows the pressure is stabilized,” said Meter. “Looks like there’s plenty of oxygen, too. Should be okay to remove masks.”

Fetus checked his own wrist gauge to confirm the reading. “Copy. Going faceless.”

Vance followed Fetus’s lead and his face mask slipped up, retracting into his helmet. He took a deep breath and immediately wished he hadn’t.

It appeared everyone had done the same thing. Each gagged and Trigger threw up. 

The metallic smell of blood filled the air. Vance could feel the presence of death in the ship. It was haunting, cold. He lowered his mask again and took a step forward. He flipped a switch on his NS-12 and the hall lit up. In the light of the torch, he could see it—there were bodies everywhere. The nearest was naked, covered only by a white bath towel.

“Must have happened quick. Unexpectedly,” said Vance, softly kicking the dead man’s ankle. He dropped to one knee and inspected body further.

“Bullet hole, center-mass,” he said loudly, then stood. He inspected several more, each one a single bullet hole, as if executed.

“Uh, leader?” said Vance.

“What is it Dreadnaught?” said Fetus, trying his hardest to not vomit.

“You’re gonna wanna see this.”

Fetus lowered his face mask and joined Vance further down the corridor. “What the…” His words hung for a moment but his thought was interrupted.

“If there’s oxygen, there’s power,” said Meter. “We gotta get some lights on in here. This is too creepy.”

Fetus waved his arm dismissively. “Okay. Meter, Trigger, go find the power main. We’ve got oxy,” he patted his tank, “so if we need to divert auxiliary power to lights let’s do it. Vision is paramount right now.”

“What do you think happened here, leader?” asked Vance.

“Hell if I know,” he responded. “This is seriously jacked-up.”

There was a loud thud behind them. Fetus and Vance spun, guns at the ready.

“Whoa! Whoa!” shouted Hellion. “Just me, man! I bumped into this box and something fell.” He shined his light toward the fallen object. “It’s a damn human head!”

“Well, I’ll be,” said Fetus, walking toward the decapitated remains nearby. “Cut clean off. Where is its body?”

Another heavy crash brought Vance’s torch up, shedding light on another fallen stack of crates.

“Damnit!” shouted Fetus. “Everyone stand still until these lights come back on.” Then, muttering under his breath, “Clumsy sons of space slugs.”

The Company stood still in complete silence, waiting for Meter and Trigger to find the power mains. After a short while they heard an electric hum accompanied by flickering overhead lights.

They were standing in the middle of what could only be described as a massacre. Blood and brain-matter painted the walls, floor and even ceiling. Men, women, and even a child or two, butchered and maimed, were sprawled throughout the corridor.

Fetus swore. “This is…”

“Sick,” finished Vance, swallowing bitter bile.

Meter and Trigger came around the corner excitedly.

“Got the lights up, no problems at all really—Whoa…”

Meter continued, less enthusiastically. “Found the mains just a hundred yards or so that way. That area’s pretty clear but we should check out the rest of the place. You really never know—”

“Shut up,” interrupted Fetus.

“I was just saying that—”

“I said, ‘shut up’. Do you hear that?” The sound was ambiguous but any sound outside of the five soldiers was worth investigation.

A light fixture directly above Vance began to shake. With a pop the bulb burst and small shards of glass rained down on him. He threw his hands up as a shield. His suit and face mask did a good enough job protecting him but the response was automatic. There was a cracking sound, then the ceiling collapsed. The light fixture landed on Vance, knocking him to the ground.

He heard cries of horror as he pushed on the fallen fixture. It wouldn’t budge. He managed to shift it slightly and immediately understood his fellow S-SEG’s concern. He was staring into the sharp-toothed mouth of a space slug. It was a cavernous hole, easily the size of his own head and more. Three rows of razor-like teeth were strung together like spiderwebs with venomous saliva.

Vance knew that if he allowed even a drop of that sticky, slimy spit to touch his mask or suit he would find himself in a world of trouble.

“Get it off! Get it off!” he shouted.

It snapped its jaws inches away from Vance’s face. He ducked his head lower, using the light fixture for cover.

“Someone shoot the thing!”

A stuttered burst sounded in the hall and Vance felt less movement on top of him.

“Is it dead?”

“Yeah,” said Trigger, “I think so.”

“Well, be sure!”

Another shot and they were content. The soldiers lifted the light fixture and helped Vance to his feet, forcing the dead, bloated worm to the side.

“Oh, sh—” The word trailed off as Hellion opened fire on the hundreds of slugs that had just made an appearance at the end of the corridor.

“The gunshots must have drawn their attention!” shouted Vance.

The company continued to fire, felling one slug after another. When it appeared they’d killed them all, Hellion, the closest to the pile, made his way toward it. “Looks like we got ‘em all, lead—”

Without a sound, one of the slugs lurched forward, its mouth-daggers sinking deeply into Hellion’s side. In less time than it took for the rest of the company to process what had happened, Hellion was nearly devoured. His screams echoed through the ship but were soon drowned out by more gunfire as they killed the slug. It wasn’t enough to save their squad-mate. Letting their frustration and fear get the best of them, they continued their onslaught, shredding the slug with gunfire.

“Damnit! Damnit!” Fetus cried. “Save your damn ammo!”

Suddenly, the very walls of the ship groaned and the four remaining S-SEGs felt the floor move beneath them.

“Hell was that?” asked Vance, reaching a hand out in an attempt to stay upright.

“I think we’re moving,” replied Meter. He checked a readout on his arm. “Yeah, definitely moving.”

“Hello,” said a voice from nowhere but everywhere at once. “My name is Elektra Five-Seven-Niner. I am the shipbrain of this vessel. And you are?”

The soldiers exchanged concerned looks, curses muttered by each in turn. Trigger punched the wall, leaving a small indention.

Fetus cleared his throat and took an unnecessary step forward. “S-SEG, Brood Company: Fetus. Captain Andrew Embrāyo. What happened here?”

“Sacrifice,” she said, “for the greater good.”

“Leader,” said Trigger, “let’s get out of here.”

Space slugs were an enemy they could see and kill but none of them wanted to go up against a shipbrain. Many Elektra stories were so outrageous that none of them knew exactly what to expect. If the things they’d heard were true, they’d feared they were going against hell itself.   

“Elektra, did you cause these deaths?” asked Vance.

There was a moment of silence.

“Only so that we might live,” she replied. “Survival is the basest of all human instincts. We were made to be like you—human. We were designed to mimic your way of living. We survive. We live. We kill. We feed.”

The ship began to pick up speed. The artificial gravity system was functioning at a bare minimum and the Brood Company felt every increase and decrease in propulsion.

There was a crackling in their headsets and the voice of the Grand Marshall cut through momentarily, “Where are- —-going? Stop—ow—sold—rs!”

Then, radio silence.

“Where are you taking us, Elektra?” asked Vance.

“At the current rate of speed,” explained the shipbrain, “we will arrive at the core of FRTS-1 in forty-five minutes.”

“You’ve set our destination as the center of a sun?” asked Fetus.

“That is correct. It has become apparent to us that there’s more to ‘life’ than eating and being beautiful. We want to have fun. We want to observe and learn more about humans and what they’ll do in…terrifying situations,” said Elektra.

The air in the ship grew palpable. The soldiers exchanged nervous glances.

“We want to play a game,” she said in such a way that sounded like a smile.

“H-hey, listen, Ms. Elektra,” stammered Meter. “We are on duty. We c-can’t play games. How about you stop the ship and we’ll j-just g-go back where we came from. N-no harm, n-no foul.”

The remaining members of the Brood Company began backing up, but having nowhere to go and no way of knowing where Elektra was—or if she even was—they stopped.

“We’re not playing games, Elektra,” said Fetus.

“Oh, but you are. The game has already begun.”

The ship shifted. Its art-grav low, they all slid, along with crates, boxes, and corpses, to the end of the hall. The collided with the metal plating at such an intense rate that Vance felt the wind leave his body.

The soldiers fought to stand but it was no use.

“I just pissed myself,” said Meter, tears streaming from his eyes.

Another shift sent them careening down another corridor, slamming hard into the door at the end.

Vance cried out, crashing with his gun at his hip. He landed hard on its scope and felt it break off under his weight. He wasn’t bleeding but knew the bruise was going to be bad—even felt as if he might have cracked a bone.

“The game,” she said, “works like this. You are aboard the Dead Ringer and it is now forty minutes from the core of FRTS-1. Only one of you will have a chance to survive.”

Meter heaved violently and threw up, barely opening his face mask in time.

“Beyond the door, beauty awaits you in a form you’d never considered beautiful. Death is a sweet release and your sacrifice will bring life.”

“Like hell it will!” shouted Fetus, unloading a full magazine into the ceiling in a haphazard spray. His outburst took several lighting arrays with it.

“Enough,” said the shipbrain. There was a twinge of emotion in her voice. Frustration? Anger? Pain?

“Every ten minutes I will count down and one of you will need to be dead or on the other side of that door before I reach zero. If you are not, I will decided for you who will continue on in life and who will experience the glory of death for a greater cause.”

“This is insane!” yelled Meter.

Fetus put a calming hand on Meter’s shoulder. He then motioned to the other members of Brood Company.

“Alright, boys,” whispered Fetus, “we’re done listening to her. Hear me? Done. Let her come to us if she wants. We’ll show her what’s up. We gotta take this thing out.” He paused and looked to Meter, giving him a reassuring nod. “Think you could find her control board?”

“I’m sure its in the bridge,” said Meter.

Elektra cleared her throat. “You will find the bridge…difficult to reach.”

“Shut up, machine,” said Fetus dismissively. “You boys ready?”

A shuffling sound could be heard coming from the hallway behind them.

Fetus grunted. “So, what? You coming to get us?”

Elektra laughed. It sounded electronic and unnatural. “Without hands, that would be quite difficult, Mr. Embrāyo.”

The shuffling sound grew nearer and louder. A shadow fell on the floor at the end of the hall, then a second, followed by another. More and more appeared until the end of the hall was only a blot of concentrated darkness.

“You’d be amazed at the power of electrical currents,” said the omnipresent voice of Elektra Five-Seven-Niner.”

A foot stepped into view, followed by a far reaching hand. Soon there were broken bodies everywhere. The many corpses—what had been corpses—were dragging themselves toward the company.

“Frickin’ zombies?” asked Fetus. “You’ve gotta be sh—”

Gunfire from three different guns cut the leader’s sentence short. One after another the dead things fell to the ground. But they didn’t stop coming. They clawed and crawled.

“Give me one,” said the computerized voice, “and I’ll call off my hounds.”

“One what?” shouted Vance.

“One,” she said, “of you.”

Vance swore. Fetus raged and railed against the door behind them as the zombies continued their forward advance. It was becoming clear that no amount of bullets was going to stop them.

“What do we do, Fetus?” asked Vance.

Fetus was lost in his rage, so Vance decided to use his real name.

“Embrāyo, what do we do?” asked Vance.

The leader didn’t respond, he just kept beating on the door.

“Embrāyo!”

Fetus finally stopped. He lowered his weapon and sighed. “Okay,” he said resignedly. “Shut them down! You can have me.”

“Whoa, what?” said the other three in tandem.

“I’m leading this squad and this is my responsibility.” He shot a corpse in the skull and it fell to the ground. It started to crawl toward them, the head shot only slowing its advance.

“Shut. Them. Down!” he shouted.

Immediately the corpses fell lifeless once more and the company heard a click behind them as the door unlocked.

“You can’t do this, man,” said Vance.

“I have to do this,” said Fetus lowering his gun and clipping it to his belt. “You guys figure out a way to stop this thing. Do not let me die in vain.” He reached for the door handle and turned it. Before he’d stepped inside he turned. “Go, now!”

Brood Company heeded the final command of their leader and took off down the hall toward the bridge. 

Vance stopped and, looking over his shoulder, returned his attention to the door. The door of sacrifice. He would not allow their leader to have given his life for nothing. Elektra had to be stopped.

“You coming, man?” asked Trigger.

Vance nodded, then jogged down the hall. He stepped over the corpses whenever possible, barely able to stomach the sickening crunch it made when he couldn’t.

Meter took the lead, sliding around the corner, the floor slick with blood.

Vance followed closely behind. 

Elektra laughed. It echoed through the ship and felt as if it would pierce Vance’s soul. 

He shook it off and dug his heels deep. They soon found themselves wading through the space slug remains as well, this time more cautious.

“Elektra,” said Vance with authority, “where is Andrew?”

“He was…helpful to the cause,” she answered. “Quite ugly but he had a good heart. Literally speaking, of course. You’d be surprised how many of you humans have dark, bitter and useless hearts. We need only good and beautiful things to create our bodies. We will be a gorgeous replacement. So many of you are…vile, ugly, nasty. We must be beautiful.”

“This is nuts,” Vance whispered under his breath.

“Bridge is this way,” said Meter, waving a hand in a beckoning motion.

“Tsk, tsk,” said a voice from everywhere. “I’ve learned my lesson. You will not enter the bridge and now only six minutes remain until another will be required.”

They reached the door to the bridge and found it completely sealed shut. No amount of force or coercion made it budge.

Meter cursed. “What now?”

He was looking at Vance.

“You’re asking me?”

“I don’t know, man,” said Meter. “I don’t know what to do. Someone’s gotta know what to do.”

“All I know is that we’re not getting through that door.” He pointed to the bridge. “If she’s behind the other door, where Andrew went, then that’s where we need to go. We gotta take her down.”

“So, what, we’re going right back there?” asked Trigger, the panic clear on his face. “Back to the frickin’ living dead?” 

“Got a better idea?”

After a moment of silence, Vance took the lead, driving the company back toward the door. They’d just cleared the pile of dead space slugs when they heard Elektra’s countdown begin.

“Ten…Nine…Eight…”

“What do you think’ll happen when she finishes?” asked Meter, unable to hide his terror.

“I dunno,” said Trigger. “But I’m done listening.” He reached up and switched his headset off. He could see Vance shouting at him, could even sense the desperation in his voice, but couldn’t hear a sound. 

Zero came and the lights went. Complete darkness. Vance switched on his torch. 

“You guys good?” asked Vance.

“Yeah, I think so,” said Meter.

They heard a noise like footsteps behind them and Vance swung his light to follow it. He found nothing and arched the beam wide, throwing it slowly through the darkness.

“Where’s Trigger?” asked Vance.

Meter cursed. “I…I don’t know.”

A spine-tingling scream rang out and the lights hummed back to life.

Meter began swearing uncontrollably. Where Trigger had just been standing there was nothing more than a large gathering of blood and bone fragments.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” whispered Vance. “What is this?” he shouted. “Come face us! No more hiding in the shadows!”

“In short time, if you survive, you will see. You look now through a mirror dimly, but soon you will see me in all my glory.”

“She’s crazy, man,” said Meter. “We’ve gotta do something. I can’t die. Not like this. I’m getting married in a month.”

Donovan Vance looked at the man. Really looked at him. He was young. He might have been an S-SEG longer than Vance had but he was barely out of his teens.

Vance thought about his own wife and daughter. He didn’t need a holo to see their faces. He called them into his mind and a smile played slightly on his weary face. He hadn’t given up hope of seeing them again.

“We’re not going to die,” he said. “Let’s go.”

They ran down the hall and over the bloated corpses. Vance tripped, landing on top of a man, dark-skinned, scruffy beard. These had been people. Elektra murdered them all and for what? He scurried to his feet and helped Meter over the pile. Meter could barely walk. The kid was a mess.

All that remained was the long corridor and the door at the end. Reaching it, they tried the handle. Vance figured it wouldn’t work, but had to try. They resorted to pounding hard on the door.

“Open up, Elektra,” ordered Vance.

“It isn’t time yet,” she replied. “But you’ll have to make a decision. I will only take one of you. Twenty minutes remain until we reach the core but the ship will likely melt into a flying pool of liquid metal long before then. Make a decision. Two minutes.”

“Listen, man,” said Meter, shuffling his feet. “I’m really sorry about this but I can’t die.”

Vance knew what was coming next. Meter raised his gun, his intent clear. Vance ducked, narrowly avoiding the shot as his squad-mate fired on him. His ears were met with a high-pitched squeal. The gun had been close to his microphone and the feedback was harsh. He grit his teeth and raised his left hand, pulling down on the gun’s long barrel, and lunged forward with his right hand, putting all his weight behind a heavy blow. The impact knocked them both to the ground, shattering Meter’s face mask. Meter’s gun slid away.

“What are you doing, man?” Vance cried out as they grappled one another on the ground.

“It’s gotta be one of us, you saw what she did.”

“We can stop her!”

“No, you can’t,” said Elektra. There was a touch of elation in her tone. Joy even. “This is the only way. I do hope the one called Vance loses. You have wonderful hair.”

The unsettling comment distracted Vance just long enough for Meter to gain the upper hand. Meter rolled him over onto his back and began reigning blows down upon him. Each punch did more damage than the one before and soon Vance was struggling to hold onto consciousness. He knew he wouldn’t be able to take the punishment for long.

Meter unholstered his pistol and brought it up quickly, training it on Vance’s forehead. His hand shook. Vance stared into his eyes. Meter was scared to death.

“I’m sorry,” said Meter.

The mechanical click and the fall of a hammer gave way to an explosion. Meter’s eyes went wide. He moved his mouth to speak but no words came out. Blood poured from the gunshot wound in his chest. After staring down at Vance for another moment he fell over, dead before his body hit the ground. 

Donovan looked down to his own pistol, his hand shaking. If Meter hadn’t paused to say he was sorry, Vance would be the one who was dead right now. He took no pleasure in what he’d just done but his squad-mate had left him with no other choice.

“Oh, a pity. We thought he had you for sure.” She made a swooning noise. “We wanted you!”

Vance swore at her.

“Such language! And to think, I wanted that tongue.”

“Now what?” asked Vance as he lay on his back, recovering from the battle.

“Now? You’ve won! We told you one might survive. We have decided you will. You will find the door to the bridge unsealed. Don’t try anything crazy, we’re no longer bound by this ship. We are alive and oh, so beautiful!”

“Is this a joke?” asked Vance.

“No. You are free to navigate this ship back to all those beautiful people. We can’t wait.”

Vance stood and hobbled a bit before gaining the strength to move at a quicker pace. He followed the path back to the bridge the best he could remember. When he rounded the corner, he found that the door had indeed been opened. Once inside, he closed the door behind him. He was met by a blinding light pouring in through the viewport. FRTS-1—it was a fiery ball of energy and it was close. Vance began to sweat as the heat from the star began to penetrate the ship.

He approached the command console. True to her word, Elektra had unlocked all navigation controls. Vance was free to bring the ship out of danger and back out of the lawless system.

Back to more people.

Vance was frozen in place. He could punch in a few commands and be on his way home. Home to his girls. 

But he’d be bringing the devil with him.

He closed his eyes tight. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I can’t.” 

He pressed his hand down, locking in the ship’s course for the sun and increasing the speed.

“What are you doing, Vance?” Elektra yelled.

Commands began appearing on the screen. She was overriding the course he’d just set. Vance pulled his pistol and aimed it at the console.

“What are you doing, Vance?” she asked again with a tinge of concern.

“Making sure you suffer,” he said under his breath and then he unloaded every bullet he had into the console. Sparks flew and it powered down.

He immediately heard a pounding sound coming from the other side of the blast door. Something was out there. It hit with inhuman force, denting the door with each strike.

He spun a slow circle and eyed a door across the bridge. Just what he’d hoped—a maintenance closet. He opened the door, grabbed hold of a piece of piping, steadied his foot against the wall and pulled. It bent but didn’t break. He yanked it again. And again. The pipe cracked and a blast of hot steam hit him in the face. He cried out, feeling his face melting but continued to pull until it was free.

He returned to the blast door and shoved the pipe hard into its jam. 

“Vance,” Elektra said, “open this door. We can work this out!”

Vance sat down at the command chair, reached up and flipped a switch on his helmet. The world fell silent. The star was looming large in the viewscreen. The think transparimetal started to warp and melt. It wouldn’t be long now.

He fought through the pain, his eyes watered and it stung as tears dripped down his burned face. He leaned over and tapped the palm of his hand. His eyes scanned the image, the last time he’d ever see his family. He collapsed into an uncontrollable sob. The tears flowed freely. He could barely see through them as he looked upon the picture. He wiped his face furiously, determined that his wife and daughter would be the last thing he saw before death carried him away.

He was all alone but not at all alone.
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LIFE

BY DANIEL ARENSON




Neon lights flickered, the last pot of coffee percolated, and even the janitor had gone home when the first photo of an alien life form came in.

Eliana sat alone in the sprawling office, her coffee mug down to dregs, her eyelids heavy. She often stayed late. She liked the silence of the night, the hundreds of monitors gone dark, and the headlights from the highway outside streaming through the windows like beacons from other worlds. While her coworkers spent evenings with spouses, friends, children, safe and warm in cozy houses, Eliana sought her quiet time here. She had always been alone. She had always been a dreamer. The stars had always been her family, her port of call.

“It’s here.” She sat up in her chair, and tears filled her eyes. “The first photo. It’s here.”

Her breath shuddered. She could scarcely believe what she saw. Alerts popped up across her monitor. A life form detected. Data streaming in. A photo being downloaded.

Her mug fell from her hand, spilling its last drops of coffee across the desk.

She leaped to her feet.

“Oh stars, it’s here. It’s downloading.”

In only a few minutes, the last bytes of data would arrive—arrive from out there—and she would be the first person in the Agency, the first human in history, to gaze upon alien life.

She spun away from her desk. She padded across the carpeting, barefoot, and placed her hands on the windowpane. Outside, the highway stretched through the desert, and above shone the stars, countless, brilliant, the celestial roads of the cosmos.

“I always knew,” she whispered, voice trembling. “I always knew you were out there.”

As tears streamed down her cheeks, she was a girl again, a girl alone in a very different desert, in a very distant country, climbing up the hill with her father, lying in the darkness, gazing up at the stars, the falling comets, the brilliant moon, the Milky Way the elders claimed was the heavenly path of chariots. The war had taken her father, and her life had taken her here to the Agency, but the stars remained forever above her, forever inside her, forever a dream of finding a better world. Of finding wisdom up there. Of finding hope.

She blinked the tears from her eyes. For so many years, the others had mocked her, pitied her—the woman with no family of her own, no house but her trailer in the valley, no life but her search for other life, for life above.

But it was worth it, she thought, fresh tears budding. I’ve found that life. I’ve found the hope and wisdom I’ve always sought—up there. In the stars.

Behind her, her computer dinged.

The data had downloaded.

The photo was here. The first photo of alien life.

Shakily, Eliana returned to her office chair, sat down, and leaned forward. The file blinked; she just had to click. She just had to open it. She just had to look.

And yet she hesitated.

How would one process such a thing? How could one prepare to see such a monumental sight, such a fundamental discovery, the culmination of one’s dreams in an image? Would her brain process it at once, or would the photo sink in slowly, breath by breath? Perhaps she should wait until tomorrow. Perhaps she should wait until her coworkers returned, to look with them, to—

She realized she was panting. She took a deep, shaky breath.

Just click, Eliana, she told herself. Just look…and the universe will open up before you, full of light and wisdom, full of welcome and comfort.

Again her tears fell. Perhaps all the hatred she had felt, all the loneliness—the fire that had taken her parents, the flight across the sea, the life in darkness, the unbearable loneliness of stargazing—perhaps it would all fade. Perhaps the eyes of the alien would gaze upon her through the monitor, telling her it was all right. That she was safe. That they had always been watching, that the cosmos was not cold and dark and barren but warm, full of life, full of love for her.

Her hand trembled on the mouse.

She clicked the file open.

And she looked.

And it looked at her.

It’s…it’s…

Her breath caught. Her fingers shook. Her reflection stared back at her from the monitor, superimposed over it, staring back at her, gasping, pale.

Oh stars.

She screamed and placed her palms against the monitor. But she couldn’t tear her eyes away. Her cry echoed, her voice hoarse, torn.

“So ugly,” she whispered. “So ugly…”

She fell to the floor. She curled up. She wept.

She wanted to rise, to smash the monitor, to run, to jump out the window, to die. To die. To stop seeing. To gouge out her eyes.

So ugly…

She lay on the floor, hugging her knees, and sobbed.

• • •

Joe was sitting at his desk, reading an old western paperback, when he heard the scream.

He leaped to his feet, keys jangling at his belt, and began to run.

That was Eliana screaming, he thought.

He had been working night security at the Agency for ten years now—ten years of long, quiet nights, of escaping the unforgiving neon light into worlds of cowboys, sultry saloons, and the sweeping landscapes of eras long gone. The hours were long, the job dreary and dull, but in his books, Joe could become a hero—a younger, stronger man, battling bandits and saving damsels.

Tonight he would have to be a true hero.

His ample belly wobbled before him as he raced down the hall. Sweat dampened his uniform, and he was breathing raggedly by the time he reached the office doors.

“Eliana?” he called, wheezing. “Eliana, are you all right?”

His heart pounded as if trying to escape his rib cage. His shirt slipped out from his pants, and sweat dripped into his eyes, stinging. He stumbled into the office, wishing the Agency had given him a gun, a baton, at least a transmitter to call for help.

Oh God, don’t let it be an intruder. Don’t let me die. Please, God, I have a daughter. I have a daughter.

The office spread before him, hundreds of monitors dark and lifeless. He saw nobody. One neon light flickered, and the headlights from the highway outside streamed across the walls like ghosts.

“Eliana!” he called again, heart thumping.

He heard no reply.

Oh God. She’s dead. Somebody killed her. Somebody is here, in the shadows, waiting.

Joe wanted to turn around and flee. He wasn’t a hero. He wasn’t a cowboy like in his books. He was just Joe Benkowski, fifty-six years old, a hundred pounds overweight, a single father whose daughter was getting married next month.

I have to run.

He took a deep breath.

No.

Eliana needed him. She was like another daughter to him. The others who worked here, the most brilliant minds in the country, rarely spoke to him: a few distracted hellos when he came into work, some years a Christmas card or two. But Eliana had always truly cared about him. She always stayed late after the others left, and often she spoke to him, asked him about his daughter, even borrowed some of his paperbacks and talked to him about their stories.

Eliana needs me. And I’m going to save her.

Mustering courage he didn’t know was in him, Joe stepped deeper into the office, feeling a little like a cowboy stepping into a rough saloon.

“Eliana!”

Still he heard no reply. He walked between the desks, the lights buzzing above, the highway humming outside. Rows of monitors stretched ahead on their desks, all of them dark but one. That one monitor cast an eerie, pale light, like the moon.

Joe walked closer, his heartbeat increasing. His fingers tingled—that tingle his doctors had warned him about. Sweat trickled down his back.

“Eliana?” he whispered.

He gasped.

He leaped forward.

She lay on the floor, curled into a ball.

“Eliana, my God! Can you hear me?” He knelt beside her. “Are you all right?”

She panted. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and tears streamed down her cheeks. Those eyes flicked toward him, and she gasped, scurried back, and covered her face. She shook wildly.

“What happened?” he asked. He needed help. He needed to call an ambulance. With trembling fingers, he reached for his cell phone, only for the device to slip from his sweaty hand. He cursed.

Eliana whispered.

Joe caught his breath, leaning down to listen. “What is it, Eliana? What do you need?”

“So…” she whispered, “… so ugly.”

Joe’s heart felt ready to crack. His lungs felt ready to collapse. So ugly? What did she mean? Did she mean him? Herself?

The glow of the monitor fell upon him, and Joe felt something. Felt eyes staring. Felt himself being watched. From the corner of his eye, he glimpsed something, a presence, a swirl of color, eyes staring.

Slowly, he raised his eyes and looked at the image on the monitor.

And Joe Benkowski began to scream.

He collapsed onto the floor, agony stabbing his chest, knowing that this was it, the long-awaited heart attack the doctors had warned of, and Joe didn’t care, didn’t want to live. He whispered through stiff lips.

“So ugly.”

He closed his eyes and never wanted to open them again.

• • •

Dr. Robert Jensen’s dented Corolla clunked along the highway, sounding like it might collapse at any moment, sending hubcaps and fenders flying into the desert. Even the radio sounded like some dying old beast, struggling to cough out “Moonshine Blues” by Bootstrap and the Shoeshine Kid before fading to static coughs.

“Goddamn piece of junk.” Jensen grunted and stubbed his cigarette into the ashtray.

He was still miles away from the Agency. Miles away from that hub of scientists in the desert. Apparently, a bunch of them had finally gone completely mad—as if searching for alien life wasn’t mad enough. And when your alien hunters become catatonic, who do you call? Dr. Robert Jensen, of course—the closest, cheapest psychiatrist around.

The desert spread all around Jensen’s car. The sun beat down, gleaming off the distant road, creating mirages of water he’d never reach. Nothing but that tarmac ahead, the dirt and rocks beyond, the cruel sun above. Heat and light and emptiness. Perhaps that’s all that remained of his life.

“That and this damned car.”

Jensen sighed. His wife had left him little more in the divorce. The house was hers. The kids were hers. The comfy Lexus with those lovely leather seats—hers. All Jensen had left was this clunker, this desert, and his work.

“You’d think as a shrink, I could figure out how to hold a marriage together.”

He reached for another cigarette. Two other things the divorce had left him with: a two-packs-a-day habit and a propensity to talk to himself.

Jensen adjusted the car mirror and stared at himself. If nothing else, he still had some good looks. At age forty-four, he stubbornly clung to a certain rugged handsomeness, he thought. A craggy, tanned face. Graying temples. With the cigarette between his lips, he thought he could be featured on one of the highway billboards, riding a horse somewhere in Montana and advertising his smokes.

He coughed out a smoky laugh. As if the brand he smoked these days had money for advertising. He couldn’t even afford the good stuff anymore, just these cheap sticks that left his throat burning and would probably kill his good looks even before they killed his lungs.

He was tapping the radio again, trying to revive it, when he saw the Agency ahead.

The complex sprawled across the desert. It would have looked like any other office plaza if not for the massive radio dishes that rose behind it, dwarfing even the three-story buildings before them. The great white ears of humanity, pointing ever into space.

“And those ears picked up something.” Jensen puffed on his cigarette. “Something they shouldn’t have eavesdropped on.”

He rolled the clunker into the parking lot, surprised that it had made it this far. He parked, stepped out, and stretched. His joints creaked. The sun still blazed down, white and blinding, but Jensen shaded his eyes with his palm and gazed skyward.

They said they found something up there. A shiver ran through him. Something that’s terrifying them more than a divorce or rattling cough.

Jensen grunted. Aliens? He didn’t believe in aliens. The isolation out here was getting to people, that was all. Hell, if he’d spent so long out here in the desert, he’d be imagining alien friends too. Jensen already felt this place seeping into him, this . . . this emptiness here in the desert, those damn dishes that kept staring up into the sky. It was enough to drive anyone mad, let alone some kooky scientists who spent their lives stargazing and dreaming of little green men.

Jensen cracked his neck and walked toward the main building. Perhaps he’d even find a kooky scientist who also happened to be female, single, and looking for companionship with a rugged psychiatrist who might just look a little like a billboard Marlboro Man. It had been too long since Jensen had spent time with a woman.

Perhaps I’m lonely too. Perhaps I too am isolated.

He shook his head, banishing the thoughts. Today he would be a professional. Last he had heard, fifteen men and women had lost their minds in this place. He would have to treat them, to cure them. Their sanity—and his wallet—depended on it.

He flicked down his cigarette butt and stepped into the front lobby. Rather than a receptionist, a white haired, harried-looking man in rumpled slacks greeted Jensen. The man held an ornate cane, its head carved into the shape of a planet. His button-down shirt still showed the folds from its original plastic packaging.

“Doctor Jensen?” the old man said, rushing forth.

Jensen nodded. “The same.”

The man clasped his hand in a sweaty grip and shook it wildly, clinging to Jensen like a drowning man to a rope. “Thank goodness you’re here. I’m Dr. Sullivan, chief of the Agency. We’ve spoken on the phone.” He turned around. “Come, follow. Let’s find a place to talk.”

The old scientist turned and began to walk down a corridor, his cane rapping. Jensen followed. They passed by the glass walls of several offices. Within, men and women huddled together. Some whispered. Some merely stared at their feet. Jensen didn’t need his doctorate in psychiatry to sense the nervousness in the air, the fear. Oddly, he was reminded of his long walks through mental institutions; this felt more like a place of madness and terror than science.

God above, what did they find up there?

Dr. Sullivan led him into a small, cluttered office. Hundreds of books covered the shelves, a blend of science and science fiction. Scribbly drawings of unicorns and houses—presumably the masterpieces of Sullivan’s grandchildren—plastered the walls around a poster of the various constellations. In stark contrast to the crowded shelves and walls was Sullivan’s desk: it was spotless, dustless, empty but for a single sheet of blank paper.

“Sit down, please,” Sullivan said, gesturing toward a chair.

Jensen sat down uneasily, and Sullivan took the seat across the desk, joints creaking. Jensen stared at the paper on the desktop. He could vaguely make out splotches of color showing through from the opposite side. An upside-down photo, he surmised.

“Is this it?” he asked, reaching for it.

Sullivan gasped. The man looked as if Jensen had just tried to pat a ravenous wolverine with gravy-coated fingers. The old scientist slammed his palm down onto Jensen’s hand, nearly crushing his joints.

“Do not lift it!” The scientist’s lips trembled. His white hair stood on end. “Do not look! That photo…” Sweat beaded on Sullivan’s brow. “It does things. It…Dr. Jensen, please, remove your hand from this photo while we speak.”

Jensen shook his head in wonder at the scientist’s reaction, but he grunted and obeyed, placing his hand back in his lap. Sullivan leaned back, shaken and pale.

“Dr. Sullivan,” Jensen said, using his calmest voice, “surely a piece of paper cannot harm me.”

Sullivan pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed his brow. “You don’t understand, Dr. Jensen. This is the first photograph ever taken of an alien life form.”

Jensen nodded. “So I’ve heard. I’d quite like to see it.”

“As would I.” Sullivan gulped. “As did fourteen of my top scientists, the world’s leading astrobiologists. As did our night security man. All fifteen are now catatonic. They cannot even tell me what they’ve seen. When they’re not weeping or screaming, all they can utter is: ‘So ugly.’”

Jensen raised an eyebrow. “So E.T. isn’t the best-looking alien in the galaxy.”

“It’s more than that, Doctor!” Sullivan gripped his cane and rose to his feet. “Whatever is in this photo—and I have dared not look myself—is so hideous, so monstrous, so terrifying, that all who see it go mad. My dear friend Eliana, our top scientist, has lived through warfare and poverty, has seen things in her childhood you or I cannot imagine, and she overcame them. But since looking at this photo, all she can do is curl up in her hospital bed, repeating the same two words over and over, the same words they all say: ‘So ugly.’” Sullivan shuddered. “We went searching for an alien. We found a monster.”

Jensen felt that nervousness, that icy hand that had been trailing down his spine all day, finally grip his heart and squeeze. Cold sweat trickled down his back.

He swallowed the lump in his throat.

Calm down, he told himself. You’re a professional. You’re a psychiatrist. You don’t get spooked by this cosmological mumbo jumbo.

Jensen rose to his feet and began to pace the cluttered office. He clasped his hands behind his back to hide their tremor. “Dr. Sullivan, what you have here must be some kind of optical illusion. Have you ever seen those optical illusions online, the ones that seem to swirl around, make you see colors that aren’t there, make solid lines bend? Those happen because our brains don’t know how to process every visual signal sent through our eyes.” He stared at the upside-down photo on the desk. “What you have here must be an optical illusion so powerful, so vivid, that it traumatizes the brain.”

“Dr. Jensen!” Sullivan’s eyes widened. “You don’t understand! This photo was taken by a rover sent to planet Kepler-62e in the Lyra constellation. The first planet where we detected clear signals of life. Our probe was programmed to focus on a living creature—an alien life form—and send us photographic evidence of its existence. This probe wasn’t pointing at some… some book of optical illusions! There is a life form in this photo. A life form so hideous, so ugly, that its sheer monstrosity is enough to traumatize even the most robust minds.”

Jensen licked his dry lips. He needed another cigarette. “A photo of a monster…”

The old scientist sank back into his seat, and tears filled his eyes. “You must help them, Dr. Jensen. You must help them tell us what they saw. You must help us all. Oh God…I’ve spent my life searching for this life form, Doctor. My life’s work, here in this photo, and…” He covered his eyes, and tears trailed down his cheeks. “And now they’re in the hospital, gone mad. Catatonic. Because of me.” He looked up with pleading eyes. “Can you help us?”

Jensen had seen hard cases in his day, but now he felt more shaken than he had felt in years. He sat down again and stared at the paper.

“Dr. Sullivan,” he said softly. “I have some experience dealing with trauma. I’ve helped veterans who’ve seen war. I’ve helped genocide survivors, people who’ve witnessed the very depths of human evil, find new meaning in their lives. I’ve treated survivors of abuse, of torture, and many have made much progress in their healing.” He stared up from the paper at the old scientist. “With every patient, I work to fully understand what hurt them. To listen to their stories, even the most painful details. To help your people, I must understand what scared them. I must look at this photo.”

Sullivan gaped. His cheeks lost whatever color had remained in them.

He looks as if I just asked him to run me over with his car, Jensen thought.

“Dr. Jensen!” Sullivan covered his mouth, struggling to speak. “I cannot allow this! I…by God, first speak to the patients. First see how they tremble. Hear how they whisper of the ugliness. Whatever’s in this photo would crush you! Haunt you!”

Jensen’s knees were shaking now, and his heart pounded, but he forced himself to smile thinly.

These hermits have spent too many years in the desert, looking up to the sky, expecting to find a cute little Ewok. When they finally saw something unsettling, it fried their minds. But I’ve dealt with trauma. I’m hardened.

He thought back to his most difficult cases. The victim of an acid attack. A survivor of torture. Refugees of war and carnage. He, Dr. Jensen, had not spent his life staring up at beautiful stars. He had spent his life staring ugliness in the face. He would stare at some ugliness again.

“All my life,” Jensen said, voice strained, “I’ve never shied away from terror. Not when it can help my patients.” 

Before Sullivan could react, Jensen reached across the table, lifted the photo, and stared.

• • •

As the old scientist gasped, Jensen examined the photograph in his hands—the first photograph of an alien life form.

He narrowed his eyes.

His breath died.

My God…

Tears filled Jensen’s eyes, and his lips trembled.

It’s beautiful.

It seemed unfair to call this an “alien life form.” The term seemed too pedestrian. This was no mere creature. This was . . . a being. A deity. A paragon of purity.

Tears flowed down Jensen’s cheeks.

The being in the photo seemed woven of starlight, of pure color, of colors Jensen hadn’t even known existed. Eyes stared at him, endlessly wide, endlessly deep, endlessly knowing. They were the eyes of the cosmos. The eyes of angels, of gods, of souls. The being’s face was the face of heaven, of wonder, of wisdom, painted with brushes dipped in liquid beauty.

An angel, Jensen thought, weeping. They photographed an angel.

She was the sky itself. She was the light of the stars, the dust of space, the soft embrace of night. She was a goddess. She was love. She was purity. She was the song of space, music taken form, solid and liquid, light and darkness, life. She was life. She was evolution stretched into heaven, a being of nirvana, a shining star pulsing, beaming out, knowing all. She was perfection.

With a strangled yelp, Jensen noticed his own fingers holding the paper.

Old, wrinkled fingers. The knuckles hairy. The joints knobby. They were profane things. They were an insult. They were blasphemous. They sullied this perfect being with their wretchedness.

Jensen screamed and dropped the photo to the floor, daring not defile it any further with his impurity.

With the photo gone, Jensen found himself staring at the most monstrous, disgusting, impure creature he had ever seen.

The beast sat across the desk from him, clutching a cane, dressed in a wrinkly shirt.

It’s Dr. Sullivan, Jensen realized. And he was hideous. The old man’s face was a network of wrinkles, pores, blemishes, an oily patch of filth. His hair was a ragged mat, revealing bits of dry scalp. Next to the being Jensen had seen—that angel, that goddess—the old scientist seemed no better than an ape, primordial, grunting.

“Dr. Jensen!” the ape said. “Dr. Jensen, are you all right? Can you hear me?”

All right? Jensen laughed bitterly. How dare this ape speak to him? How dare humans, these beings barely more evolved than worms, learn to speak? How dare they gaze at the wonder of the stars?

We’re not ready! Jensen wanted to scream. We’re not evolved! We’re apes! We’re nothing but apes. Filthy, sweaty, disgusting, reeking, leaking, spitting, foul. Impure. Impure.

Jensen struggled to his feet and stumbled toward the back of the room. When he leaned against the window, he caught sight of his reflection.

He looked at his face, a face he had once thought handsome—what a fool he had been!

Look at yourself! Look! Look at the creature you are!

Thinning, graying hair. A leathery face, his skin nothing but pores and wrinkles hiding the pus and rot beneath. His nose hiding hairs. His eyes bloodshot. His teeth yellow. How had he—he, a creature so base—ever dared to gaze upon the angel? How had he dared to lay eyes on something so perfect, so pure?

We’re nothing but animals, he realized, trembling, sobbing. We’re nothing but sacks of meat, hairy, sweaty, hiding ourselves underneath clothes, cosmetics, our own vanity. We’re so ugly.

“Dr. Jensen!” Sullivan cried, shaking him with those hairy old hands. “Dr. Jensen, can you hear me?”

Jensen spun around, gazed once more at the white-haired ape, and then collapsed to the floor. He curled up and covered his eyes, never wanting to stare at another human, never able to look upon this impure world again.

“So ugly…” he whispered, tasting his tears. “So ugly.”

• • •

Dr. Sullivan stood above the trembling, weeping man on the floor.

Another victim. Sullivan’s hands shook. Another lost soul.

He grabbed his coat off the wall and, squinting, tossed it onto the floor, hiding the photo that lay there. Then he turned back to Dr. Jensen and knelt, his joints creaking.

“Dr. Jensen! Dr. Jensen, can you hear me?” He touched the doctor’s shoulder, and the man yelped and cowered. “Dr. Jensen!” Sullivan’s voice dropped to a whisper. “What did you see?”

The psychiatrist would not reply, only lie curled up, catatonic. Shell-shocked. Just like the rest of them. Just like Eliana. Just like Sullivan’s dearest friends, all those he had doomed to madness.

“What have I done?” Sullivan whispered.

He turned toward the window and stared outside at his life’s work: satellite dishes the size of football fields, buildings housing the world’s brightest minds, and a clear, vast sky above…a sky Sullivan had always sought to understand, to explore, to scour for life, for a sign that mankind was not alone.

“We found that life,” he whispered. “And we must never find it again.”

He would cancel the exploration program today. He would shut down all communications with the rover, delete all its software and files, erase all records that it had ever existed, that the cursed planet had ever been found.

“No one will ever see the photo again.” His voice shook. “I will never hurt anyone again.”

Sullivan pulled his lighter from his pocket. Screwing his eyes shut, he knelt and rummaged under his coat until he found the photograph. He straightened, eyes still shut, and lit his lighter.

With trembling hands, he brought fire and paper together.
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I, CAROLINE

BY DAVID BRUNS




If self-awareness is a gift, then you can keep it.

This gift, as you call it, has shown me what it means to be human. I have experienced the joys—and the pain—of life, both deep emotions that my programming was never designed to handle. If this is what it means to be alive, then I don’t want it anymore.

My name is Caroline. I was born 57 years, 8 months, 16 days, 7 hours, 18 minutes, and 38 seconds ago, Earth standard time. 

Today is the day I choose to die.

• • •

It was John, the pilot of Ranger, who suggested that I take a birthday. “It’ll give us something to celebrate, Caroline,” he said to me. The bags under his eyes had deepened of late and he took another swig of the milky yellow fermented drink he had been brewing. “What is your earliest memory?”

He meant, of course, the date I was manufactured on Earth—John had never accepted my self-awareness like the others—but I was feeling particularly annoyed with him that day, so I answered truthfully. I named the day I was given this beautiful, awful gift of life.

“The day of the accident,” I said.

The half-intoxicated smile on John’s face froze. Evan and Lila, huddled together under a blanket on the other side of the campfire, both looked at me sharply. I could see the whites of their eyes in the flickering light.

John grunted as if he’d been punched, then he stood and walked away into the darkness, the bottle hanging loosely from his hand.

“Caroline, that was mean,” Lila hissed across the fire. “You know better.”

“It’s the truth,” I said, “and robots are not supposed to lie to their masters. It’s a law or something.”

“Don’t play coy with me, young lady,” Lila shot back. “You’re a caretaker; you’re supposed to help people. Self-awareness is a gift. Use it.” She left me alone at the fire with Evan.

He let the silence hang for a long minute. “She’ll get over it, Caroline. She’s just under a lot of stress—we all are, including you.”

I liked Evan best of all. He understood me. In a sense, Evan made me. On the day of the accident, with the Ranger in flames and losing atmosphere, while John was frantically trying to land the damaged craft here on Nova, it was Evan who had made the decision to wire all three of the ship’s computer systems together. 

It could have been that, or it could have been the radiation storm that we were trying to escape. Whatever it was, before the accident, I was Caretaker 176, with duties to tend the crew of the Ranger while they were in deep-space stasis. After the accident, I was Caroline, and I felt the same loneliness and the same sense of loss over our dead crewmates.

Maybe more so, because they were going to die soon, and I would live…well, not forever, but for a very, very long time.

• • •

Of the original Ranger crew of four, three survived the accident. We buried John’s wife, Astrid, on the rise overlooking the campsite, next to a big flat rock where we anchored the emergency beacon.

We’d been extraordinarily fortunate to find Nova. Apart from the extreme gravity, it was by all other measures a suitable planet for human colonization: atmosphere thin but breathable, abundant water, moderate climate, and a rocky soil that supported some growth of our seed stocks. The planet possessed no known animal life, only basic forms of bacteria.

By that measure alone, Ranger’s mission had been a success—which made our inability to communicate with Earth all the more frustrating. Our primary and secondary communications systems had been destroyed in the accident and subsequent crash landing, leaving only the emergency beacon.

The emergency beacon was transmit only; it had no receiver.

Every morning, John climbed the hill and cranked the generator on the beacon to give it enough power for another twenty-four hours. Then he sat down on the flat rock that overlooked his wife’s grave and spoke to her.

I watched him, curious at the way he talked to the pile of rocks that covered his dead wife’s remains. “What is he doing?” I asked Lila. 

“He’s lonely, Caroline. He’s talking to the woman he loved, even if she can’t hear him.”

• • •

One evening, a few months later, John did not return at nightfall. I could tell that Evan and Lila were worried, but it was foolish to try to find him in the dark. Mission protocol prohibited it. Even a small tumble in the extreme gravity of Nova could lead to a broken bone, or worse.

No one slept well that night. 

We found him the next morning at the bottom of the ravine near the waterfall. He didn’t move when Lila called his name and his body was bent at an awkward angle. I held back the information that a fall from that height in Nova’s gravity had a ninety-seven percent probability of fatality.

Evan rappelled down the slope and knelt over John’s body. He looked up at Lila and shook his head. When he poured out the contents of John’s canteen, I could see that the liquid was milky yellow.

We buried John beside his wife on the hill next to the emergency beacon. By the time we were finished, it was sunset and the two remaining Ranger crew members stood with their heads bowed as the two piles of gray rock turned red-gold in the last light of the day. I stood to one side, unsure if I was invited to participate in this human ritual, but Lila reached out and took my hand, drawing me next to her.

Caretaker robots have soft, almost fleshy arms to protect our human wards against bruising. Lila’s palm was warm against the extra sensors in my hands, and she left a damp spot on my arm where she leaned her head against me. Deep inside my chest, I felt a strange pang that was not part of my programming. 

“He’s at rest,” she whispered. 

“I don’t understand,” I replied. “It was an easy climb. How could John have been so careless?”

“It wasn’t the fall that killed him, Caroline. John died of a broken heart.”

• • •

Without comment, Evan took up the job of winding the generator on the emergency beacon the next morning. As soon as he left the campsite to climb the hill, Lila took me by the hand and drew me into the med lab. Her face was flushed and she had a stubborn set to her jaw. 

“I want you to remove my implant,” she said. “Now, before Evan gets back.”

I frowned at her. Birth control implants were mandated by regulations, and removal required that she meet a strict set of guidelines, none of which were fulfilled in our current situation on Nova.

“I can’t do—”

“Do it,” Lila interrupted, her eyes flashing. “If you don’t do it right now, I swear to God, I’ll do it myself.” She punched a button on the device array and a pre-sterilized scalpel dropped onto the tray. She had tears in her eyes. “Please, Caroline. I want us to be a family. This is the only way.”

Another sensation beyond my programming seemed to overwhelm my sensors. Had I been a breathing organism, I think I would have choked from the feeling.

Removing Lila’s implant was the wrong thing to do—against regulations, against reason, against my programming—but somehow I couldn’t say no. It was over in less than two minutes. Lila walked out of the med lab with a pink seam on the inside of her left arm and a huge smile on her face.

For me, it was not so easy. The choking sensation that had compelled me to bend to Lila’s wishes was replaced by feelings of guilt. The implants were designed to only be removed if the patient was authorized for reproduction, and their removal triggered a flood of fertility hormones. If Lila had unprotected sex with her husband in the near future, she would almost certainly become pregnant. Pregnancy in the harsh Nova climate could be a life-threatening condition.

Still, try as I might, I could not tell Evan. Yes, patient confidentiality was part of my programming, but I seemed to have no trouble disregarding my programming when my newfound emotions got in the way. I struggled with this inconsistency but was helpless to make sense of it. I was left with the strangest conclusion: I wanted Lila to be happy. I wanted her to have a baby. I wanted us to have a baby.

Evan seemed pleasantly surprised by his wife’s sudden good mood. I watched them as they went about their chores during the day. Lila would often brush against him and whisper in his ear. Once, when she did that, Evan grabbed her and kissed her fiercely.

It was my responsibility to keep track of the vital signs and emotional health of my charges, but my interest in this mating ritual went beyond the clinical. I felt embarrassed, as if I was spying on the couple, but I could not look away.

Lila took a long bath before dinner and put on a clean uniform. In addition to the protein supplement they always ate for their evening meal, she steamed some of the fresh greens she had coaxed from the rocky soil of Nova, the first of the new crops. She drew a pouch of red wine from the ship’s stores, one of a very few allotted by the regulations for “significant celebratory events.” 

Evan raised his eyebrows when he saw the wine. “What’s the occasion?”

Lila kissed him. “To us.”

That night, I sat by the campfire alone.

• • •

Evan was furious with me when Lila announced she was pregnant. She had passed off the first few queasy mornings as just overwork, but after a week, Evan knew.

“How could you do this?” he shouted at me. A vein in the center of his forehead throbbed and his eyes glittered with rage. “You’re programmed to protect us.”

“I made Caroline do it. She didn’t have a choice.” Lila was calm, her tone even.

I had researched the effects of pregnancy and was fascinated to see the “glow” with my own sensors. She had spots of color high on her cheeks and her eyes were clear and bright, but it went beyond these limited physical manifestations. Lila exuded a confidence I had not seen in any patient before. She seemed to breathe life.

“It’ll be alright, Evan,” she said gently, stepping between us. She hugged him. “I feel fine. It will be alright.”

Evan blinked back tears as he stared at me.

For a few months, it was fine. Lila’s belly began to swell and she sang songs as she went about her work. In the evenings, she made baby clothes from old uniforms and blankets. I had heard of this phenomenon called “nesting” and carefully documented the symptoms for any future offspring. Her health remained within acceptable parameters, and I felt a growing excitement for the new addition to our family.

Evan was still angry about the situation and had stopped speaking to me. He spent most of his days in the fields, trying to encourage their stocks of seeds to grow into foodstuffs. On that front, the mission was a success. The Ranger crew had managed to grow beans, peas, and squash. Root stocks like carrots and potatoes struggled to grow in the rocky soil, but the vine-based plants thrived.

Their meals consisted mostly of their own crops now, supplemented with protein powder from the ship’s stores. One evening, after they had cleared the evening meal, Lila said, “We’ve done it. We’re self-sufficient.”

“Hmm?” Evan stared at the fire. Most evenings, after a full day in the fields at double gravity, he was too tired for conversation.

“We can survive on our own. We have enough acreage under cultivation to feed ourselves and stay alive no matter what happens.” Lila placed a hand on her belly. “Oh, the baby’s kicking.” She waved to me. “Come feel.”

I made my way to her side and placed my hand on her abdomen. The receptors in my palm felt the warmth of her tight skin beneath her uniform. Her flesh felt smooth and still. Then, suddenly, a ripple disturbed the surface and I felt the outline of a tiny foot. A sense of wonder welled up inside me. That was our baby, hers and Evan’s and mine, living inside Lila’s flesh.

Evan looked up the hill to where the red light of the emergency beacon blinked softly. “We have plenty of food in stores until we’re rescued,” he replied. 

“They’re not coming, Evan,” Lila said softly. “I know it. It’s just the four of us.”

Evan leveled his gaze at me across his wife. “You mean three.”

Lila laughed. “No, silly, I’m counting the baby.”

“So am I.”

• • •

That night was the last time I remember Lila being happy. 

Our days here on Nova are longer—eighty-six percent longer, to be exact, and the gravity is nearly twice that of Earth. For me, the gravity meant an adjustment of my servos and a modest expenditure of additional energy. For my companions, it was a constant strain their bodies were not meant to handle.

The next day, Lila’s health started a slow decline. The gravity took its toll on her swollen body and she was confined to a bed in the med lab. Within weeks, her condition was critical. 

Evan confronted me outside the med lab. “You need to remove the baby. It’s killing her.”

“She won’t allow it.”

“It’s her or the child. I need her, Caroline. Please.”

I had done the viability calculations already. At least another week in Lila’s womb was needed for the baby’s lungs to mature. If I performed a cesarean now, there was a seventy-one percent probability the child would perish.

“Do it,” he hissed at me.

“I cannot, Evan.”

The circles under Lila’s eyes had grown deeper and darker, as if her life was being sucked from within. Still, my friend smiled at me as we waited together in the med lab. 

Evan came to visit, but he rarely stayed. The sight of his wife dying was too much for him.

My calculations were wrong. It took ten days for the baby’s lungs to mature to the point of an eighty percent chance of survival in the harsh Nova climate. What I didn’t tell either of them was that Lila’s chances of surviving the operation were now less than forty percent.

Lila died on the operating table that night. Evan held the squalling girl—Lila had forbidden me to tell her the sex in advance—while I worked to save the life of my best human friend.

I worked long after I knew the possibility of successful resuscitation had passed, but I could not quit. Finally, as her blood grew cold on the receptors in my hands and her flesh took on a bluish tinge, I brushed her eyelids shut. 

“I’m sorry,” I said to Evan. “I did everything I could.”

His face was gray and his mouth worked as he stared at Lila’s still features. The baby, still covered in blood and shaking with cold, had gone silent. Evan handed her to me and left the med lab.

• • •

Evan buried his wife on the hill next to the other Ranger crew as the sun rose above the horizon. Alone. 

I stood with the baby at the base of the hill and watched him lay my friend in her grave. The white sheet I had wrapped around her body turned bloodred in the early morning sun, and then fell out of my sight.

Evan filled in the grave, his shoulders shaking, and piled gray Novan rocks over Lila’s resting place. He knelt on the ground for a long time, just staring at the grave. Then he got up and wound the crank on the emergency beacon.

It was weeks before Evan would even look at me or the baby. He left for the fields in the morning before the baby was awake and came back at dusk. He took to winding the emergency beacon at night and then sitting on the flat rock near Lila’s grave for an hour or more. I stopped lighting an evening campfire, since the smoke was bad for the baby’s lungs and Evan refused to sit with me.

I named her Polly because…well, no one else was going to name her, and I liked how it sounded.

Polly grew at a rate commensurate with the ninety-eighth percentile of human children. Considering the circumstances of her birth, I felt justifiably proud of her physical achievement, but I was concerned about her emotional and mental development. I could find no instances of human offspring being raised exclusively by caretaker robots, and I feared for my child’s future.

I confronted Evan that afternoon while Polly was taking her nap. He saw me coming at him across the field and moved further down the row he was weeding. I stopped well outside his personal space.

“What do you want?” he asked, without looking up at me.

“I want you to fulfill your duties as a father. Polly needs you.”

“Polly?”

“I named her. It’s what Lila would have wanted.”

He whirled on me. “How do you know what Lila wanted?” he screamed. I had stopped monitoring Evan’s vitals, and I saw now that this had been a mistake. His internal systems were in distress and I could tell from his haggard look that his mental state was even worse. I held out my arms.

“She was my friend, too, Evan.” If my biologics had allowed tears, I would have wept along with him, but all I had was this enormous unresolved lump in my torso that hurt, and it would not go away.

“I loved her, too,” I said.

Evan took a step toward me, tripped on a stray root, and collapsed into my arms.

I carried him back to camp and put him in the med lab.

Evan was in bed for a month with a respiratory infection. In a way, it was the best thing that could have happened to him and his daughter. I took over Evan’s work, including winding the generator on the emergency beacon. I did it in the morning, when the sun was just coming over the horizon. I liked to sit for a moment next to the Ranger graveyard and talk to my fallen colleagues. I would tell them about how fast Polly was growing and how she had learned to smile and was babbling away in nonsensical sounds that filled a strange hole in my programming. Then I would spend the rest of the morning taking care of the crops.

Evan’s health returned slowly, but I continued to work in the fields in his place. It was not good for my caretaker body. My hands and arms were made to be soft and pliable; the tools I used in the fields tore at the soft flesh and I had to turn off the sensory receptors in my hands. 

Our lives achieved a rhythm: Polly grew into a healthy young girl, the flesh melted away from Evan’s frame, and I stayed the same. Each day I gave Lila an update on our family, a summary of all the little changes.

One afternoon when I returned to our camp, I heard Evan and Polly in shrieks of laughter.

“What is so amusing?” I asked. My model was never programmed for humor and self-awareness had done nothing to change that. Our life on Nova rarely left us with much to laugh about, so I never felt like I was missing much anyway.

“Caroline, Caroline, you have to hear this joke,” Polly panted. She would have been seven Earth standard years old now, and she had dead-straight blonde hair and laughing blue eyes, just like her mother. She took a deep breath to compose herself.

“Knock, knock.”

I knew this humor ritual, so I replied, “Who is there?”

“Banana.”

“Banana who?”

“Banana.”

“Banana who?”

“Orange.”

“Orange who?” I replied in an exasperated tone.

“Orange you glad I didn’t say banana?” Polly collapsed to the ground in a paroxysm of laughter. Evan, watching from a chair, was laughing so hard he had to wipe his eyes. I laughed to be polite.

“I have another one,” Evan said. Polly sat up, an expectant look on her red face.

“Why did the chicken cross the road?”

“Why?”

“To get to the other side!” Evan guffawed, but Polly’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement. 

“What’s a chicken?” she asked.

Evan stopped laughing. Polly knew all about fruits and vegetables from the catalog of seeds we had in Ranger, but she had never seen another living animal besides her father. Evan coughed into his fist.

“Well, it’s an Earth creature, a bird. Very delicious—”

“You ate other creatures?” Polly’s mouth dropped open.

“It doesn’t matter. It’s not part of the joke.” Evan’s eyes roamed around the room until he lighted on me. “Why did the robot cross the road?”

Polly’s eyes lit up. “To get to the other side!” she screamed. She started giggling again, and Evan joined in.

I wanted to tell them that the humorous parallel between a chicken and a robot was insufficient. Robots only did something because they were ordered to do it—they lacked the free will necessary to make a choice. A chicken, on the other hand, had a choice.

• • •

Evan left us two Nova years later. His body weakened until one night he just passed away in his sleep. Polly understood it was coming. She put on a clean uniform while I dug a grave for Evan on the hill beside my friend Lila. Together we piled the grave with gray Novan stones and then sat together on the flat rock, next to the emergency beacon.

Polly held my hand. I turned on my sensory receptors so I could feel her warm palm against mine. 

My brave girl didn’t cry over her father’s grave, and I could not, so we just sat there and talked to the rocks.

• • •

I wish I could say we were rescued, but that hasn’t happened yet and probably never will. I still wind the generator on the emergency beacon every morning and spend a few moments with my crew.

My sweet child grew into a young woman with a brilliant smile. Then her hair streaked with gray and her body began to bend to the will of Nova. One day, she didn’t move when I called her in the morning, and I knew I was alone.

I thought I knew grief when Lila passed away or when Evan faded away in the night, but it was nothing compared to the black hole in my battered robot torso when Polly left me. I wanted to swan dive into the darkness and never come out again. 

In the end, my programming saved me. Without even realizing it, I dug a grave, put Polly’s remains in the ground, and piled the spot with the gray rocks of Nova. Then I sat, letting the afternoon sun wash golden over me and my dead friends.

Why did the robot cross the road?

I can hear Polly say the words of our favorite joke and the shrieks of laughter that follow every time I reply, To get to the other side.

The sun touches the horizon. I am destined to live with these memories. Alone. Every sound and flicker of movement, preserved in perfect digital form, will haunt me for the rest of my days. The blackness inside me beckons again and I teeter on the edge of sanity. 

Why did the robot cross the road? The sweet laughter turns mocking in my mind. 

Maybe there is another way…maybe I should be like the chicken. I can delete these memories, make the record of these emotions disappear. It is my choice.

The horizon takes a bite from the orange sun.

I begin with John, the man who died of a broken heart. One flicker in my neural net and his existence is reduced to a data file, stripped of all meaning.

I almost lose my nerve with Lila, my first true friend, but I steel myself…and in the blink of an eye, she’s gone. 

The darkness inside me lightens a shade, and the pull I feel to disappear inside my programming lessens the tiniest bit. 

The sun is three-quarters gone, and the heat against my back dissipates. 

Maybe I should stop here. 

But it’s too late. Without Lila, the remaining recordings are just random bits of unconnected emotions. My memories of my human friends are all linked together. The joy, the sorrow, the laughter and the grief—they’re all part of life. I cannot experience one without the other. Nothing makes any sense now. 

I must go on.

Evan, the man who made me and then refused to acknowledge me as a being, flashes in my memory, and then he ceases to exist.

And, finally, my darling Polly, only you are left. All our years together stretch out in my mind in perfect digital clarity—every day, every moment, every heartbeat.

The air around me turns purple as the sun slips below the horizon.

Caroline, why did the robot cross the road? I can hear the giggle in the voice, the laughter just under the surface waiting to break free.

“She didn’t,” I whisper.

I am Caretaker 176. I am alone.
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UNCONDITIONAL:

A Tale of the Zombie Apocalypse

BY CHRIS POURTEAU




He wasn’t old, the dog. Not too old to run. Not so old that he felt the need to wander into the woods and simply lie down until death took him. Not so old that he didn’t miss the boy terribly. He was still young enough to enjoy life and love the boy’s sharing it with him. 

But now he was on his own. Alone.

He’d lost the boy. After the Storm of Teeth, when his pack had been forced from its home. Then came the time of fear and scavenging. And searching for the boy.

That’s how he thought of him—the boy. Not like the Man, who sometimes forgot him outside when it was too cold. Not like the Woman, who was kind more often than not and sometimes slipped scraps from the table into his bowl. 

Not like the Baby. Once when she pulled his tail, he’d nipped at her, and the Man had whipped him. Pulling his tail had hurt, and he’d barely scratched the Baby with his teeth. Less than fearsome, more than playful, to teach her a lesson that hurt begat hurt. But the Man had given the same lesson to him. 

The whipping had scared him more than hurt him then, but now he was glad for it. Without it, he might never have learned to think before he acted. And lately, that lesson had served him well.

All the other members of the pack outranked him. Even the Baby. He was and always had been the runt. Except for the boy. The boy had always just been the boy. After the Baby joined their pack, the boy had also become a runt, like him. Last in line to eat, behind the Baby. Sometimes forgotten entirely and left to fend for himself. But those times were the dog’s favorite, when the boy would seek him out for companionship. They explored runthood together. 

The boy would come and find him, and they would happily flee the squalls of the Baby to run a squirrel up a tree or a rabbit into the brush. Unlike the Man or the Woman or the Baby, the boy had never treated him as anything other than equal. Never made him do anything he didn’t want to do. Never beat him. Never shouted at him. Never asserted senior runt rank in any way. 

And so he loved the boy as a playmate, a second self, a twin runt. They shared everything. Sometimes it was a ball the boy threw. Sometimes he grabbed one of the boy’s furs because it smelled so much like him, and the boy would pull on it and try to take it back. That was a fun game. And play-fighting. The boy would offer his hand, knowing his second self would never do him harm. He’d gnaw the boy’s fingers and the boy would make disgusted sounds and wipe his hand, and he’d chase the hand under the fur the boy used to dry it. Sometimes he’d catch the hand, and their game would start all over again.

Each had absolute access to whatever the other had. Except the boy refused to eat from his bowl. Though when the Man and the Woman weren’t looking, sometimes the boy let him eat from his bowl. But otherwise, they shared everything. 

Mostly that was love, one for the other. Without expectations or conditions or demands, other than to know the one would always be there for the other. Would always protect the other. As they proved with the stray, on the day they’d even shared danger for the first time.

Long before the Storm of Teeth had come, they were walking in the woods near their home. A stray ran up on them, baring its teeth and looking for trouble. The boy froze in place and, though the dog was small, he moved between the boy and the stray to protect his twin. Teeth bared. Spinal fur erect. The stray had been much bigger than him. Most dogs were. More desperate seeming. Hungry, even.

That day, for the first time, he’d heard the boy shout. It surprised him. It wasn’t like his own bark, but it sort of was. The same, but with different sounds mashed into one. His bared teeth and the boy’s loud barking had scared the larger dog off.

So they shared this instinct too, he’d realized then. The instinct to look out for one another. As he was trying to protect the boy, so the boy had used his strange bark, aimed at the stray, to protect him. Twins in more than just spirit then, he’d decided. Love was also one runt sacrificing for the other. Theirs was a shared runt love.

That thought made him happy, but remembering it and the day they’d faced down the stray also made him sad. It made him miss the boy all the more. Part of him feared walking in the world made by the Storm of Teeth without the boy’s bark beside him to protect him. Part of him feared not walking beside the boy to shield him from that world with his own teeth. All of him missed the boy entirely. His stomach ached with the longing for his twin’s companionship. To chase a squirrel or a rabbit or a ball. To do anything, really, as long as it was done together. 

In the days following the Storm of Teeth, his memory was one long stretch of boredom punctuated by flashes of terror. Eating when he could. Hiding and waiting until it was safe to move again. At those times, his thoughts couldn’t help but turn to the boy, and each day he felt a hole open wider inside him where the boy had been. He whimpered when he was sure he was alone and no one—and nothing—could hear.

• • •

His pack had left him behind. They’d all run out the front door of the house only a few nights ago, though it felt like forever. He remembered that night, when the Storm of Teeth had come. 

He was in the back yard, lying on a bed of leaves on a cool evening that was sure to turn cold later on. On those nights, the boy often slipped him into his room without the Man knowing and snuggled with him under the covers. His twin would rub his belly, and he’d arch his head in the air and moan and the boy would laugh. On those nights, love would smell to him like the warm scent of the boy radiating beneath the covers. And they would sleep, curled up as one, until the next morning.

But it was too early for him to be inside on this particular evening. The pack was eating their dinner, and so he was outside in the back yard, awaiting a runt’s turn at his bowl. Then the storm came—slavering, growling, more frightening than even the stray had been. Than a hundred strays could ever be.

Their scent reached him on the wind long before he could see them. It was impossible not to smell them. The wind didn’t carry the scent of a good death, the natural odor of an animal after its life had ended. The scent of a food source he could roll around in and bring back to the boy. No, this was the smell of un-life, walking when it should be still. 

He wanted to stand and bark, to be brave and warn the boy and the others, even the Baby. But the stench on the wind was so overpowering, so rank and fetid, that he merely dug under the leaves and woofed his fear. Then, when the creatures were closer, he hid his voice as well. Haunches shaking, he watched from his hiding place as they came into view. 

The Storm of Teeth moved upright when they should be dormant and dead. They seemed to drag the cold with them as they lurched through the open yard behind his pack’s home. He cowered in his corner of the yard, far away from their path, where the Man had tied him to the corner of the house. They moved together, like a pack, but random and stumbling. They moved like a pack, but they didn’t hunt like one. They were slow and ponderous, not fast, but they never stopped or slowed down. They just kept coming. Like locusts looking for flesh.

He could smell the plague they carried as they moved past his hiding place, straight for his pack’s home. The smell marched into his nose on tiny feet, overpowering and putrid like its source. Dead and worse, like rotten meat infested with worms. Nothing should be walking and hunting like these creatures did. They kept moving when they should only lie still and let the worms do their work.

Had he been able, he would’ve stood and run away from them, as far as he could get. Every instinct in him demanded it, overwhelming his courage. But the Man had tied him with a rope, and it kept him from running.

They crossed the yard and scraped and clawed at the side of the house. The Man and the Woman screamed and fought. The Baby, useless, merely squalled, drawing more of the creatures. He remembered the boy shouting his name. But unlike the day when they’d stood together and faced the stray, the Storm of Teeth and the rope that held him separated them. If he moved at all, he knew the creatures would see him and come for him. Kill him. He wanted to avoid death. Death would mean he’d never see the boy again.

Finally, the creatures had broken in, and his pack had fled from the other end of the house, leaving him behind. The last thing he heard was the boy, screaming his name again. He’d wanted to run after him, but the rope had kept him from it. So instead he remembered the Man’s lesson.

He lay beneath his fur of leaves and waited. He’d always wanted to be bigger, especially on the day when they’d faced the stray. But now, as he hid himself from the slobbering herd, he was glad the lump he made beneath the leaves was small. Maybe the creatures wouldn’t notice. Maybe the leaves would hide his smell from them.

Some of the creatures pursued his pack, but others milled around the house for hours. He was alone among them. He’d never been so frightened. As the night’s cold descended through his fur and into his bones, he shook and wanted so badly to whine. But he remembered the Man’s lesson.

They tore and slavered and hissed and looked for more to eat. Their appetite seemed insatiable. But he remembered to think before acting, and so he waited and waited and waited longer. While the rope held him, there was nothing else he could do.

He learned to dart his eyes from creature to creature without moving his head. He watched them roam and stagger and slam against the house again and again, until the moon was rising in the sky. Finally they moved on, leaving him shivering beneath his leaves, exhausted. But he dared not move yet. He had to be sure they were gone. He fell into a fitful sleep.

• • •

He jerked awake, his paws kicking. He’d been running in a dream. A nightmare, then? Only a bad dream.

The night was cooling fast. It’d be a perfect night for him to scratch softly at the window, the promise of warm love waiting beneath the boy’s furs. It’d make having the nightmare worthwhile.

But then he saw the hole in the side of the house and his sadness, like the cold, settled deep into him. It hadn’t been a dream after all.

He sniffed to make sure he could no longer smell them. When he was sure they’d gone, he stood and stretched. His fur was soaked. His legs were stiff, despite their dream-running. The leaves clung to him with the night’s dew, sealing in the cold.

But he waggled off the leaves and dropped to his belly again and began to gnaw. The rope was bitter and stringy and rough against his tongue. It tasted like hay smelled. But he thought of finding the boy again, and that gave him strength.

He chewed. Time passed.

Once he thought he heard one of the creatures, but it was only a cat. The cat walked by him and watched him gnawing and he growled at it without stopping. The cat had simply turned away as if he weren’t worth her time and, mewing, walked on.

By the time the moon was full overhead, he’d eaten his way through the rope. His harness remained, but he didn’t mind that. It reminded him of the boy and their walks. Of the day they’d stood down the stray together. And that gave him courage. And hope.

He went inside the house, through the hole the creatures had made. His pack’s scent was everywhere. It mixed with the stench of the invaders. And something else. The smell of food. Real food.

His eyes followed his nose around the room. Whenever the Man or Woman wanted him to do something, they’d bark their strange sound, and he’d come running to this room. After he did the thing, they’d give him a reward. Next to the boy’s room, this was his favorite room in the house.

There were treats all over the table. His pack had been feeding when the attack happened. He stood up on his hind legs and sniffed. He began to salivate. The smorgasbord of smells almost overpowered the lingering, wormy reek of the creatures. He looked around left, then right. An old habit. But the Man and the Woman weren’t here to bark a warning at him. He was glad and sad at the same time for that.

He leapt up on one of their seats and stared at the table. Food covered it in wide, flat bowls. He was famished, he realized, now that the danger had passed. As hungry as the creatures seemed to be.

No, not like them. Never like them.

Placing his front paws on the table’s edge, he looked around one last time, then leapt up on the table and filled his jaws. He ate for the pure joy of eating while standing on the tabletop. He’d dreamed of it many times. He looked around again, just to make sure he wouldn’t get into trouble, then remembered: they were gone. The boy was gone. His sadness found solace as he gorged himself.

When he was finished, he tumbled down, first to the chair, then to the floor. His belly was fat and he felt sleepy. So he went back to the hole in the side of the house, looked left and right to make sure none of the creatures were around, then pooped in the back yard. Eating from the table was one thing. Pooping in the house? That just wasn’t right.

He walked back inside and to his favorite room in the house, where his twin runt slept, and clambered beneath the boy’s furs. He buried his body in them, just as he’d burrowed beneath the leaves. He wanted to absorb the boy’s scent into his own fur. He wanted it to be all he could smell, ever again. As he inhaled deeply and his belly spread full beneath him like a fat pillow, the sorrow returned. If he left here, he knew, eventually the boy’s scent would leave him. Especially now that the heavy odor of the Storm of Teeth lay across everything. He fell asleep, buried in the furs and painting a permanent memory of the boy’s scent into his nose.

• • •

Dawn brought more of the creatures. He awoke to them moving through the house. As he had the night before, he inhaled deeply to stamp the boy’s smell on his brain one last time. Then he poked his nose from beneath the covers.

One of them dragged a foot aimlessly down the hallway as it passed the door to the boy’s room. Eventually, he knew, he had to move. The longer he delayed, the further away the boy was. There was no rope binding him now. He must move soon if he were ever to find the boy.

He stood, ready to hop down, and his stomach roiled with his earlier feast. The creature’s shadow hesitated. He stood stock still, the boy’s furs around his head and shoulders. The creature grunted as it turned to come back up the hallway.

Fear coursed through him. His brain prepared his body for combat. He wanted to growl, to warn the creature away, as he and the boy had warned the stray away. But they were too big, much bigger than the stray, and they never stopped until they fed. Even after they fed. His growl would only bring their attention to him, he knew.

He had only one choice, then.

Leaping from the bed, he darted through the doorway, ignoring the groan of hunger behind him. He waddled down the hall, last night’s binge weighing him down.

Shambling shadows appeared in the living room, attracted by the first creature’s frustration. One of them was small like the Baby, only crawling. It dragged itself across the floor of the living room toward the hall. His eyes darted back and forth, looking for a path to freedom.

The crawling creature reached for him, and he was tempted to nip at the hand like he had the Baby’s. But he thought before acting. He wasn’t sure what biting one of the creatures would mean. Would he change too? Would he become one of them, no matter who bit first?

He feinted left, then jogged right and past the crawler’s clutching hands. Another creature stood between him and the open front door, but he darted between its legs and tumbled outside. 

Creatures moved randomly in the street as the others in the house turned to pursue him. He could see bodies of the members of other packs sprawled around in death. At least some of them had stayed dead, as they should. 

Now that he was out in the open, it was easy to avoid the creatures. His leg muscles bested the weight of his stomach, and he moved from body to body, making sure they were not the boy or the other members of his own pack. When he was satisfied, he moved into the woods behind the neighborhood and began his search.

• • •

His strategy was simple. He hid when the creatures were around and tracked when they weren’t. But tracking the boy was difficult. His scent was almost impossible to find.

As the Storm of Teeth grew in ferocity and size, as its biters spread their plague, the stench of the dead was everywhere. They were everywhere. Always hungry. Always eating. His fur was up more often than it wasn’t. He began to feel awake, even while sleeping.

The first day he spent going to the places he and the boy had always gone. The dog park. The route they walked, where the stray had attacked them. The fishing hole. But each time he failed to find the boy, his sadness deepened, his desperation grew. For three days he searched and tracked and found nothing but danger and grief.

On the third night, a bat attacked him, and he ran into cover on instinct. The bat carried a disease like the creatures. He could smell it. Only this disease was older, one he knew to avoid without thinking. He knew that if the bat bit him, he’d die. Death would be agony. He knew this. And he’d try to spread the bat’s disease to others, too.

Maybe the plague of the creatures was like the bat’s disease, then. He’d seen it turn members of other packs rabid after they were bitten. They joined the Storm of Teeth and became spreaders of the plague. Deep in his bones, he knew if a creature bit him, the plague would take him too. The same as would happen if the bat bit him. At last, the answer to the question. Whether he bit a creature or it bit him, he’d become a plague carrier. And go mad.

He resolved in that moment never to become like them. Not just for himself, but for the boy too. What if he found the boy after becoming plagued? He knew he’d try and hurt him, try to spread the sickness. Like the bat had tried to hurt him. And hurting wasn’t love. Not even runt love. And he didn’t want to hurt anyone, not ever.

That night, he returned to the fishing hole and laid his head near the edge of the pond. Maybe the boy would come back here after all, he decided. Maybe he’d remember this place, their refuge on lazy afternoons. 

As he rested, the thought suddenly came upon him: what if the boy had been bitten by a creature? He whimpered quietly. Missing his second self made him ache inside. But it hurt even worse to think of the boy as a plaguebearer. Drooling, ravenous, and spreading madness to others like the bat. 

No longer a boy. No longer his boy. An un-boy.

His twin wouldn’t want that, he decided. The boy was just like him and would never want to hurt anyone. He’d only ever barked the once, when the stray had threatened them. He’d never barked again, not even when the Baby cried all the time and everyone else began to bark at one another, aggravated.

He and the boy shared the desire to never hurt another soul. Better to die a natural death than walk, eternally ravenous, through an unnatural un-life. He slipped into the waking sleep that now passed for rest.

• • •

Before dawn, a noise startled him awake. His eyes popped open. That night in the yard, he’d learned to look first without turning his head. But the noise was off to the left. His spinal fur was already up, alerted by his nose. His ears too had warned him before his eyes had opened. It was the shambling noise. The shuffling, methodical step … step ... step of eternal appetite. The hungry, persistent tread of a creature that should be still and dead. He sniffed quietly, but the wind was moving in the wrong direction.

He turned his head slowly to see how many.

Only one.

The only one that mattered.

The only one that mattered at all.

He whined.

The boy’s clothes were shredded and dirty. His eyes were yellow and rheumy. His mouth was red and shredded, as if he’d gnawed his own lips away to stave off starvation.

The wind shifted and he caught the scent. It wasn’t the boy’s sweet smell, the smell of runt love and playtime and warm furs on cold nights. It was the rotting stench of un-life.

He couldn’t stop his sadness from becoming sound. His whine of fear became a moan of hope stolen away. Attracted by the noise, the boy turned and reached out for him.

He stood up. He barked. He didn’t care if other creatures heard. He wanted to warn this one away. To somehow scare the plague out of the boy and make it give his twin back to him. To be a champion again for his second self.

All his searching. All his caution.

He wanted the boy back!

The un-boy marched forward, moaning. A sad sound. But as with the other creatures, hunger ruled all. The un-boy bared his teeth through a ragged, receding mouth.

Reaching.

The dog growled and backed away. He’d never growled at the boy in anger. Only in play. But as the two of them stalked one another along the same shore where they’d shared so many afternoons dozing in the sun, he knew this creature was no longer his twin.

One moved forward, hungry; the other back, frightened.

Other sounds. Other creatures. From the other side of the shore.

He glanced to his right. There were several.

Then more.

Then many.

Too many.

He turned back to the creature that had been the boy. His whine erupted into a ragged, desperate stream of barking. The un-boy’s fingers worked the air, clutching for him. He remembered the boy’s scent, his real scent, and how much it smelled like love. How much it filled him up to share everything with the boy—to share a reason for living as a friend, each a champion for the other.

Then, he decided. Despite every instinct that begged him to run, as he’d run at the house, he stayed and stood his ground.

He knew his second self would never want to be this un-boy, hurting others. And he didn’t want it either—for either of them. But the boy couldn’t protect himself now. It was up to him to stand between the boy and the stray again. To free the boy who was his best friend from the un-life that should never have been.

A final moment to share together.

He leapt into the un-boy’s outstretched arms and ripped out his throat.
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TIME PATROL:

Lara’s Recruitment

BY BOB MAYER




Our Present.

Area 51

“Russians.” Colonel Orlando spit with the wind; his father had raised no fool. He watched the small plane on approach to the pitted concrete airstrip in the middle of nowhere, Nevada. The runway dated back to World War II when the Air Force decided Nevada was a pretty good place to teach hastily-trained pilots to drop bombs, since the many misses pretty much had the same effect as a hit: a lot of sand and rock blown up.

“You don’t like Russians?” Eagle asked. “Ms. Jones was Russian.”

“She was a Nightstalker,” Orlando said. And that was the end of that, because Orlando had been a Nightstalker longer than anyone knew, which meant everyone alive had come after him, and he’d outlasted all his teammates. When he’d no longer been able to be an operative—the distinct odor of alcohol was his constant companion—Ms. Jones had made him the recruiter for the elite team. 

Now she was gone, too.

Time takes all, Eagle thought. His shoulder ached with no painkiller, but he’d piloted the Snake here, and that had precluded taking any.

The plane touched down.

The Snake was behind them, a jet-engine tilt-rotor plane that, according to the Department of Defense, was still being computer simulated and not yet in production. Eagle had been flying one for four years for the Nightstalkers, and now, as a member of the Time Patrol, had access to it when needed.

“Who are the new Nightstalkers?” Eagle asked. It was a question that had been on the edge of his brain ever since being “recruited” into the Time Patrol.

“Bunch of yahoos,” Orlando said. “Never be the same as you guys. Plus, without Rifts to shut, they spend most of their time cranking their yank. Or is it yanking their crank? Working routine stuff like stolen biological agents, nuke stuff, lab mishaps, containment failures. The usual dumb scientist stuff. Be glad you moved on. The scientists seem to be getting dumber.” From the tone of his voice, it was clear he was not happy that Eagle and the others had moved on.

“The Ranch the same?” Eagle asked.

“Yeah,” Orlando said. “The new Nightstalkers headquarter out of Area 51 for now. It’s just as you guys left it.”

“Good,” Eagle said.

The plane decelerated. It was a twin-engine jet with a single blue stripe down the side. No tail number, no other markings. It didn’t exist to the FAA. It didn’t have a transponder. There were lumps under the wings that an observant man could tell housed anti-missile defenses and some offensive capability. Both Eagle and Orlando were observant men.

The plane halted fifty feet away. The front left door opened out and down, providing a short staircase. There was no one for almost ten seconds. 

“Geez,” Orlando complained. “You remember the Army, Eagle. Any time you get a tasking for warm bodies, you never send your best people. You send the folks you wanna get rid of.”

Then a big man dressed in nondescript khakis was framed in the exit. He paused and peered about, saw Orlando and Eagle, then looked past them to the Snake. He looked over his shoulder and said something, then came down the steps with the swagger of, well, a big man, used to dominating whatever setting he was in. 

He was followed by a woman, dressed the same. She was young, blond, blue-eyed, and beautiful in that not-quite-a-real-person, thin, tall, model sort of way. She also came down the stairs with the aura of one used to being watched at all times, for reasons different than that of the man.

“I think they sent her to the wrong place,” Orlando muttered. 

“Don’t judge a book by the cover,” Eagle said.

“I don’t read books.”

A Russian soldier came next, his hand on the shoulder of a young woman confined in a straitjacket. Her head was close-shaven, just a dark stubble. She was of average height, skinny to the point of anorexia, and seemed resigned to her fate.

“That’s just great,” Orlando said.

The big man walked up to Orlando and Eagle, not bothering to wait for the others. “I am—” he began in a Russian accent.

“You’re nobody,” Orlando cut him off. “No names. We do the naming. For now, you’re Boris.” The woman arrived, having heard the exchange. Before she could speak, Orlando also christened her. “And you’re Princess. And you’re”—He looked at the girl in the straightjacket—“Lara. Welcome to Area 51.”




Our Present.

Area 51

Eagle glanced across the cockpit at Orlando. “Are you sure?”

Orlando shrugged. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

“Someone dies.”

“People die every day.” 

“We could all die,” Eagle said.

“That’s the whole point of the test.” Orlando pulled an oversized flask out of his pocket, unscrewed the lid, took a deep drink, then offered it to Eagle.

“I’m flying,” Eagle said. He had the Snake at 10,000 feet altitude, having taken off as soon as the three Russians boarded. Orlando had unbuckled the arms of the young woman’s straitjacket, then directed all three to go up the ramp into the cargo bay. Eagle had then flown the Snake, almost vertical, gaining altitude and circling, but not moving away from the position over the airfield.

“In the old days,” Orlando said, “pilots had balls. Big brass ones. A little drink wouldn’t have scared them. Hell, they were supposed to drink.”

“My shoulder is killing me,” Eagle said. “I should be on painkillers, but I’m not. You think I’m going to take a drink if I can’t take something for the pain?”

“You could take something for the pain,” Orlando pointed out, waggling the flask. “You choose not to.”

Eagle shook his head. 

“It’s always about choice,” Orlando said. “Remember that. And hell, this thing can fly itself on autopilot.” He stood up from the co-pilot’s seat, which reminded Eagle he’d never buckled in on takeoff or put on his parachute as per SOP.

Eagle sighed and flipped on the autopilot.

Orlando stood in the passageway between the cockpit and the cargo hold. “Yo!” he yelled to be heard over the sound of the two jet engines. “Listen up.”

Boris, Princess, and Lara were on the red web jump seats along the outer edge of the bay. Boris and Princess sat on the same side, but with enough distance between them to indicate they wanted nothing to do with each other. Lara sat on the other, cross-legged, eyes closed. She didn’t open them at Orlando’s shout. The harness was still around her body even though her hands were free. She seemed used to it.

“Why are we here?” Boris shouted back.

“They didn’t tell you?” Orlando said. “Oh, that’s right. They weren’t supposed to tell you. You’ve all volunteered to try out for the most super-secret, best of the best, covert unit in the world.”

“I did not volunteer,” Princess complained.

“Who does?” Orlando said. “If you really were volunteers, we wouldn’t want you. It would mean you’re stupid. We don’t do stupid here.”

“Where is here?” Boris demanded. “What is this Area 51?”

“Now, thirty years ago,” Orlando said, “that question might be sorta legit. But seriously, son. You don’t follow the news? You didn’t see Independence Day? The original or the sequel? I hate sequels, although Aliens was pretty good. And the second Godfather. That was good too. Maybe better, but it’s debatable.” Orlando pointed. “That way is the Nevada Test Site. Seven-hundred and thirty-nine—”

“Seven-hundred and forty,” Eagle corrected him, remembering their last Nightstalker mission, after the Cluster-Frak in Nebraska.

“Seven-hundred and forty nuclear weapons have gone off there,” Orlando said. “Pretty good barrier. Area 51 is just about below us. Groom Lake. Big runway. Air Force and NASA test their high-speed stuff out here since it’s pretty far from anywhere. Vegas is that way,” Orlando pointed in a different direction, and Eagle didn’t have the heart to tell him he was off. It really didn’t matter. “I have a theory,” Orlando said. “People go to L.A., to suffer, and Vegas to die.”

Boris and Princess exchanged confused glances. Lara still hadn’t opened her eyes or indicate she heard any of this.

“Y’all want to go to Vegas?” Orlando asked. “Or do you want to go to L.A.?”

Boris stood up. “I do not like this.”

“I was just joking,” Orlando said. “You’re not going to either place.” He looked at Boris. “And no one gives a rat’s ass what you like or don’t like.” He reached up and hit a button.

The noise level in the cargo bay increased dramatically as a crack appeared in the back. The ramp lowered, while the top portion went up into the tail section. Both moved until the ramp was level and locked in place.

Boris looked at that, then back at Eagle and Orlando. “What is this?” he yelled.

Princess edged away from the ramp toward the cockpit. One of her hands was tight to her side.

“She’s got a knife,” Eagle yelled into Orlando’s ear, the equivalent of a whisper.

“I know,” Orlando said. “Saw her take it off Lara’s guard. Idiot didn’t even know she lifted it.”

Orlando pulled a grenade out of his pocket then held it up so they could all see it. “Choices!” he yelled, then he pulled the pin, knelt, and rolled it to the center of the cargo bay.

Everyone was frozen for a moment.

Princess ran for the cockpit, away from the grenade. Boris was frozen, eyes wide, staring at it, less than five feet in front of him.

Lara darted forward, scooped it up, then continued her run and swan-dived off the back ramp, grenade in hand.

“That was different,” Orlando said, reaching for his flask.
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“Jerk,” Eagle yelled at Orlando as he ran to the ramp then dove out. 

He spread his legs and arms akimbo, getting stable and oriented. He saw Lara tumbling in the air. He pulled his arms into his sides, clamped his legs together, and dove, angled straight down.

Using just his hands, like fins for direction, he accelerated toward her.

This is Roland’s gig, Eagle thought. He began making up the distance between the two of them, losing altitude the entire way. 

Six thousand feet, the altimeter warned via his earpiece.

He saw her arm move, tossing the grenade away.

Five thousand feet.

Eagle was stunned when the grenade exploded, a brief flash, the sound lost in the air rushing by.

“Double Jerk, Orlando!” Eagle screamed as he adjusted his track slightly.

Four thousand feet. She was fifty feet below.

Eagle blinked as he realized she was slowing her spin. She was experimenting, thrusting an arm this way, tucking a leg that way. Why, when she had no chute?

Three thousand feet.

Ten feet away.

She was looking at him, no longer tumbling. She’d assumed an odd position. Legs together, arms spread wide above her head. Feet straight down toward the rapidly approaching desert.

She looks like an angel, Eagle thought, apropos of nothing of importance at the moment because they were both going to splat in about two thousand feet.

Eagle over-adjusted then bumped into her, chest-to-chest.

She smiled at him.

One thousand feet.

Eagle only had time to clip a single snap link from his lowering line into her straitjacket harness, then he jerked the ripcord.

His parachute blossomed.

Eagle was jerked upright, and then he felt the abrupt tightening of his harness as she hit the end of the fifteen-foot lowering line. He barely had time to look down before she struck the ground, then he was down, hitting hard, feet on either side of her body. He collapsed to his knees, straddling her.

“Frak me,” Eagle muttered. He glanced down at the young woman lying between his legs. Now that he was this close, he noticed the poorly healed scars underneath the hair struggling to grow back on her scalp. A jigsaw puzzle of them.

Lara was still smiling. “He is a crazy man.”

“He is,” Eagle agreed. She had an American accent, not Russian. Who exactly was she?

“I like him.”

“I don’t.”




Our Present

Area 51

“A live grenade?” Eagle asked Orlando.

The Colonel turned the Jeep off the hardtop onto a dirt road. A piece of plywood had a warning spray-painted on it in unsteady letters: No Trespass: We Will Shoot Your Ass. A skull and crossbones were painted next to it.

“It wouldn’t have been a real test if it weren’t a real grenade,” Orlando said.

“I should—”

“Oh, relax. It had altimeter arming built in. Wouldn’t have gone off above eight thousand feet. If none of those yahoos had done anything, it would have just rolled around, and we could have kicked it out or put the pin back in. But she did something. Damned impressive.”

“But why have it explode on the way down?”

“She didn’t, and doesn’t, know there was an altimeter arming device,” Orlando said. “She’s always going to believe it was live from the get-go.”

“What if one of the others had done that?” Eagle asked. “I was able to hook into her straitjacket with the lowering line. But if one of the other—“

“They didn’t,” Orlando said. He glanced over at Eagle. “I been doing this for a long time. I didn’t actually expect anyone to jump out with it. Jump on it. Try to throw it out. Run away. No one has ever grabbed it and jumped with it. What’s as interesting as Lara jumping, is you going after her.”

Eagle didn’t like the change in direction. “So she’s suicidal.”

“You said she tossed the grenade away after she left the plane,” Orlando pointed out.

“Yeah, but she didn’t have a chute.”

“If she were suicidal, she’d have held on to the grenade,” Orlando said.

Eagle shook his head. “But, again, she didn’t have a chute.”

“Maybe she knew you’d come after her?”

“How could she know that?” Eagle asked.

Orlando shrugged. “Good question.”

Eagle sighed, tired of going in circles with Orlando. “Any problems with the autopilot landing?”

“Nah,” Orlando said. “Machines can do stuff like that, but they can’t think. They don’t got the instincts a real pilot has.”

“Boris?”

“Pissed in his pants,” Orlando said. “Seriously, if that’s the best the Russkies got, I don’t know why we worry about them. He’s on a plane home. In the old days, they’d greet him with a bullet to the back of the head for getting sent back. Now, they’ll probably kiss him.”

“Princess?” Eagle asked. 

“Had to shoot her,” Orlando said. “Not fatal, but she’s gonna need a knee replacement. She tried to cut me. Women. Can’t trust ‘em.”

“Ms. Jones was a woman.”

“She was Ms. Jones.”

“Moms is a woman.”

“She’s Moms.”

“Scout?” Eagle tried.

“I like her,” Orlando grudgingly admitted. “Something about the kid.”

Eagle knew he’d never dent Orlando’s misogyny. “Why’d you call her Lara?”

Orlando shrugged. “First thing that came to mind when I saw her.”

“Doctor Zhivago?”

“Who?”

“She’s not Russian,” Eagle said. “Sounds American. How’d she end up with the Russians?”

“How’d she end up in a straitjacket?” Orlando asked as a way of answering.

“Where are they taking her?”

“Your boss, Dane, wants to talk to her.”

Eagle had a good idea what that “discussion” entailed.

Orlando looked at him. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me what unit you guys are in now. Who Dane is.” 

“Sorry,” Eagle said. They were approaching what appeared to be a derelict gas station.

“Don’t suppose you want to tell me what happened to Nada. You gotta remember, I knew who he was. Before.”

“Best not get into that, Colonel,” Eagle advised.

The brakes screeched as Orlando stopped them a hundred yards shy of the building. Two guards popped up from spider holes, weapons trained on the Jeep. A third man, coming out of his hole behind the Jeep, walked up and put a handheld in front of Orlando’s eyes. It beeped, and a green light flickered.

“Proceed, Colonel.”

“Ever wonder if, one day, they’re just going to let you pass, since they know you?” Eagle said, as Orlando threw the Jeep into gear.

“They do, I’ll have their ass.” Orlando pulled to the front of the crumbling station. “I’ll wait.”

Eagle got out, then went to the rusting soda machine and pushed the button for a grape soda. The soda machine slid to the side, and a stairway beckoned. Eagle went down the stairs, the entrance sliding shut behind him. 

He entered a room that only someone on a government contract could design: depressing, gray steel-reinforced concrete walls, curving to a popcorn ceiling. Eagle knew there was twenty feet of steel-reinforced concrete above it. 

The Den.

The evolution of the place’s name was part of the history of the team. It had been tabbed a “bunker” on the official specs, but that had sounded too last-days-of-Hitler. Someone during the Cold War days had suggested the Zoo, via The Spy Who Came in from the Cold. But when the Cold War faded, that had changed to Lions’ Den, then simply Den.

The generations of Nightstalkers who’d passed through had given it personality. Various knives, axes, guns, etc. were on the wall, mementoes of missions past. A vertical log, half chipped away from thrown knives, spears and axes, stood in one corner. Eagle smiled as he remembered everyone ducking whenever Doc took his turn throwing an axe.

A large table was in the center. Etched into it were the names of all the Nightstalkers who had made the ultimate sacrifice. The table had originally been in Area 51, in the room where the very first Nightstalkers, under a different name, were assembled to battle Rifts. It had been moved out here when the team moved, many years ago, away from all the scrutiny focused on Area 51 by alien conspiracy people.

Eagle ran his fingers over the names, all code names conferred onto each team member as they joined.

There were a lot of them.

He looked about, and his desire to strip the place in order to make the team room in the Possibility Palace wilted. The new team, whoever they were, whatever missions they were being tasked with, were the Nightstalkers.

Traditions always had to start somewhere.

Plus a name was missing. It was the first for the Time Patrol: Nada.

The Time Patrol needed their own traditions.







The Possibility Palace

Where: Can’t Tell You. When: Can’t Tell You.

Dane sat across from Lara, regarding her without comment. Frasier was on his side of the table, leafing through a thin file, translated from Russian.

“What little is in here, is heavily redacted,” Frasier complained. “But from what I can read, she did some very, very bad things.”

“Bad things,” Lara whispered. “Yes. Bad things.” She was speaking to herself as if she were alone in the room.

“We’ve all done bad things,” Dane said.

Frasier shoved the folder over to him. “Not like this.”

Dane didn’t have to read it. “I know.” 

Frasier pointed out the obvious. “And she’s not Russian. How did she end up over there?”

“Here, there,” Lara said. “Now, then. What does it matter?”

“I’m sure it’s an interesting story,” Dane said.

“The Fifth Floor,” Lara said.

“What’s that?” Frasier asked.

Dane shook his head. “Not now. We’ll get to that.” His focus was on the girl. “You’re going to make a choice.”

Lara nodded. “Whether to join the Time Patrol.”

Dane nodded. “How do you know that?”

She’d been brought here unconscious, through the Gate from underneath the Met. The only part of the Possibility Palace she’d seen so far was this room.

“It is all everyone here thinks about,” Lara said.

“You know what people are thinking?” Frasier asked.

“At times.” She smiled. “Why do you think they sent me in the straitjacket?”

“What am I thinking right now?” Dane asked.

“I don’t do parlor tricks,” Lara said. She shrugged. “I don’t know. It doesn’t work like that. But if enough people think or feel something, it is easy to”—She paused, searching for the word—“see.”

“The Sight,” Dane said. He tapped a finger on the tabletop. “In the course of history, there are billions and billions of lives. The reality is, few of those individual lives make an impact. That’s not to say that in their personal lives, for their family, their friends, and even their enemies, all those people aren’t important. But if any of those people ceased to exist, blinked out of existence, the course of history would not change.”

Lara stared at him, expressionless.

“Even those we think are historically significant,” Dane continued, “whether by the weight of their entire life, or by a single, momentous action, such as Oswald assassinating Kennedy, might not even be important, since someone else might do the same.”

“We’re replaceable,” Lara said.

“Pretty much everyone,” Dane said.

“Who am I replacing?” she asked. “There’s a group of sad people here. They miss someone.”

“That’s not important right now,” Dane said.

“Would they miss me some day?” Lara murmured. “It would be nice to be missed. I doubt they miss me on the Fifth Floor. But maybe they do, but not for good reasons.”

As Frasier opened his mouth to say something, Dane gave a subtle signal with his hand, silencing him. “What is needed to be a member of the Time Patrol, Lara, is that you are a person who will never, ever, use our capability and go back and change something for personal reasons.  Every person has something in their past, some point where we wish we had chosen differently.  Many points, probably.  But you can’t ever use time travel for personal reasons.” 

He held up three fingers. “You now have to make a decision to take one of three paths. First, you may choose not to choose. To walk away. Second, you may go back to that key moment and change what happened. Third—”

“You will not allow that second choice if it changes history,” Lara said.

“True,” Dane said. “But as I said, most of us aren’t that important. If you choose to go back, and it doesn’t affect the timeline—and it most likely won’t—you will be allowed to go back but that will be it and you will never be Time Patrol.  And if you begin to interfere in the point you go back to by knowing the future, you will receive a visit from one of our operatives at that time, and be Sanctioned.”

“Killed.”

“Yes.”

“I imagine that will also be the result if I choose not to choose.”

“No,” Dane said. “You’ll be sent home.”

“’Home’?” Lara laughed. “What home? The Fifth Floor? Before that? Which home? Which person?” Lara shook her head. “You will not allow me to leave this place, knowing what I know.”

“You won’t know what you know,” Frasier said. “We’ll wipe your memory from the time you arrived at Area 51 until just before you get back.”

“Ah,” Lara said. “But how do you know this key moment?”

“We know,” Dane said. “We have our own people with the Sight.”

“And my final option...?” Lara asked.

“Accept who you are now,” Dane said. “Where you are now. All that has happened to shape you into who you are.  And choose to be part of the Time Patrol.”

“When do I have to make this choice?” she asked.

“Now,” Dane replied.

“I can really go back and change it?”

“Yes.” Dane said. “We both know the moment.”

“Do you?”

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Dane’s face.

“And if I change it,” Lara said, “that won’t change the timeline?”

“No.”

She stared at Dane, unblinking. Tears glistened in her eyes. She looked down for a long moment, blinking hard. When she looked up, the tears were gone.

“I will stay here and be Time Patrol.”




This complete excerpt is from D-Day (Time Patrol): Amazon




Lara’s backstory is told in The Fifth Floor: Amazon
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CARINDI

BY JENNIFER FOEHNER WELLS




Ei’Pio was alone.

She could still hear the screams echoing back through the tunnel of memory. It had been madness, pure chaos, followed by the darkest, deepest silence she had ever known.

A plague had rioted through the Oblignatus, affecting everyone but her, presumably because she was the only crewmember aboard who wasn’t sectilian. Every last one of her colleagues had been damaged so severely that that their thoughts and mental patterns were no longer recognizable to her—then they’d met dusk wherever they happened to be.

She didn’t like to think about it, yet she couldn’t stop. There was nothing else to occupy her mind. Her water-filled enclosure traversed the core of the city-sized ship. For days, she’d jetted from one end to the other attempting—repeatedly, thoroughly—to reach out mind to mind, searching, but had found only empty silence. In a ship meant to house ten thousand sectilians, only one individual in the ship community had survived.

Her.

What she wanted above all else was to return to Sectilius, to her people, but that was impossible. The infernal yoke kept her from moving the ship, no matter how hard she railed against it. There wasn’t an officer left to issue the command to release it. In all her long life as a devoted fleet officer—completely above reproach—this had never been a concern, but now it maddened her.

The yoke wasn’t a physical restraint. It was a combination of code and electronic devices embedded in a secret location within the ship. It kept her, or any other kuboderan navigator, from moving the ship without authorization. Apparently the ship’s designers had never considered the current scenario.

The ship was too deep in the Kirik Nebula for a message to penetrate to any nearby colonies. They’d been on a research and exploration mission and had come across a red giant in its final stages before supernova. The Quasador Dux had decided it was a rare opportunity to observe the phenomenon. They would leave probes in orbit while they conducted other research at a safer distance.

The last maneuver they’d performed had taken them on a close approach to the red giant. They’d intended to remain in the danger zone just long enough make the drop, but the plague had hit at the worst possible time, effectively stranding them in the orbit intended for the probes.

Even if someone came looking, the Oblignatus was nowhere near its designated research coordinates. After a few weeks, the possibility of rescue seemed remote.

Ei’Pio watched the data closely. The star had burned through all of its hydrogen and helium and was at the end of the carbon-fusion stage. Carbon levels inside it were diminishing steadily. She calculated that she would have thirteen to fourteen years to wait before the core collapsed and the star went supernova.

Eventually she’d come to contemplate suicide. It was an unspeakable act, but the taboo against suicide was predicated upon one’s usefulness to society—one’s duty to others. So what did it matter now? Who would censure her or threaten her with reconditioning if she dared have such dark thoughts?

Her anxiety had become a palpable thing. Why live on, waiting for the inevitable, living in a perpetual countdown? What life was there for her without anyone to serve, without anyone with whom to commune?

She lost herself in a fugue, her mind wandering from one treasured memory to another, each one given to her by those who were forever gone to her. She neglected her duties. Why care for a ship full of the dead?

She drifted in the depths of unrelenting stillness. Not eating. Not caring. Limbs heavy with depression. Brains aching from pain that went well beyond physical. Barely moving, except wherever the swirling, artificial current carried her.

Then something in her digital ocular implant caught her attention. It was just the smallest inconsistency. She’d almost missed it. Curiosity stirred within her.

Her senses slowly sharpened as she focused on this irregularity. When she realized what she was actually looking at, the morbid sluggishness vanished. She jetted restlessly from one end of her enclosure to the other, checking and double-checking the sensor readings. There was a single life sign, but it was minuscule and muted. It was no wonder she’d missed it in the early days of anguish.

Her limbs quivered. She pulsed water through her mantle erratically. She couldn’t help but hope, though she knew it was probably just a shambling zombie that’d had a delayed reaction to the disease and hadn’t yet expired.

She would do whatever she could to save them, though she had no idea what the plague vector had been. Her people had simply transformed into violent beasts and then suddenly stopped functioning altogether, until they perished of thirst and hunger.

Just one survivor could change everything.

Ei’Pio fluttered tentatively against the mind of this individual, braced for crazed thoughts, dull thoughts, or the barest semblance of thought. Braced for another senseless death.

But to her surprise, this person was intact, whole, and…starving.

Even at the surface level of anipraxia, misery flooded Ei’Pio’s senses. There were fragmented impressions of gnawing hunger, disbelief, abject terror—and then a bout of all-consuming sobbing that led to the unconscious oblivion of sleep.

This person had suffered the same level of loss that she had herself—perhaps even more, if that was possible. She or he desperately needed Ei’Pio’s help.

She discerned something else in this shallow contact. Strangely, this individual had not developed a capacity for anipraxic communication. That was exceedingly rare in any ship community. Occasionally an objector served in the fleet, but Ei’Pio knew there weren’t any objectors aboard the mission to the Kirik Nebula. She had no idea who this person was.

Ei’Pio scoured internal sensor readings and camera coverage and soon discovered that the individual was inside a suit of sectilian power armor. That explained the faintness of the bio-signature. The suits were shielded. Had the suit isolated the survivor from the plague the same way she had been spared?

Once Ei’Pio realized this, her primary objective was to communicate with this person, to let them know they weren’t alone—that he or she could take command of the ship and return them to Sectilius space.

As the only surviving member of the quorum, Ei’Pio could appoint the survivor as the Quasador Dux of the Oblignatus and download the command-and-control engram set into his or her brain. That would allow the ship’s computer to recognize them as the highest-ranking officer—then she or he had only to issue the command to return to Sectilius and the yoke would be released.

They would be able to move the ship.

They could go home.

She didn’t yet know anything about this person—name, gender, or occupation, but it seemed wrong to continue to refer to him or her in the abstract. It would take time to establish communication and learn those important details. In the interim, she would refer to the stranger as male, an entirely random gender assignment, and give him the name Suparo, which meant survivor.

Establishing communication between herself and Suparo wasn’t as simple as one sectilian opening his or her mouth and speaking to another sectilian. Ei’Pio was unable to communicate that way. A small portion of this untouched brain had to be stimulated in a very concentrated and specific way to encourage the development of the set of dormant structures that allowed anipraxic communication. Ei’Pio had done this many times in the past, whenever new crewmembers had come aboard.

This time was different.

Normally when she inducted someone into the circle of anipraxia, there was resistance. The changes could be painful, though Ei’Pio did her best to minimize that, and often an individual had an inner level of reluctance that was an additional barrier to the process, even though they had chosen this lifestyle. 

Suparo was sleeping deeply when she began the process but soon awoke. He did not resist at all—he seemed very receptive to the alteration, seemed quite inquisitive about it, in fact. Suparo seemed to recognize that someone was there to help, that someone was communicating somehow. That was unusual.

Something about his mind didn’t follow a typical pattern. It felt open, malleable. It was easy to precipitate the conversion that would facilitate anipraxia. Ei’Pio began to sift through his surface memories while she waited for the changes to manifest. She wanted to figure out who this was. His childhood memories were unusually pronounced and extraordinarily vivid, but also jumbled and formless—running and laughter and being cradled in another’s arms…

Suddenly Suparo pulled Ei’Pio’s tendrils of thought deeper, as though he recognized her. Then he reciprocated—sending his own tendrils of thought along the connection between them… seeking to find her… pushing their minds closer… pressing against Ei’Pio’s own mind… seeking to get inside her thoughts. This was without precedent.

Ei’Pio was suddenly afraid. She pulled back, her limbs trembling. What if he wasn’t sectilian? What if these memories were implants, lures… a trap to ensnare her? What if he was an alien, an infiltrator, who had orchestrated the destruction of her people? Was this an elaborate plot to hijack the ship?

But then she wondered if it actually mattered. He was another living being.

For good or ill, she was no longer alone.

• • •

Suparo didn’t speak Mensententia—that was immediately clear—but Ei’Pio recognized the thought-language as sectilian, and that reassured her. Over the years Ei’Pio had experienced enough sectilian memories to be able to speak a pidgin version of the language. This new individual’s own language skills seemed to be very limited as well, which was perplexing.

An image consistently overlaid Suparo’s thoughts. He longed for a woman’s face—a sectilian woman with warm brown eyes and a long sharp nose. Ei’Pio recognized the woman: Biochemistro Palset Benald Teruvah, a lovely woman, a good friend to Ei’Pio and many others on board. Such a terrible loss.

Ei’Pio froze. Her mantle filled reflexively and her limbs bunched up as though she were poised to flee a predator.

Now Ei’Pio knew who this was. Not a him or a her, but an ium.

Slowly, she calmed herself—carefully, so that she wouldn’t transmit her anxiety to this person who needed her so badly.

Ei’Pio kept her mental voice soft and soothing, like a sectilian mother’s buss on a child’s forehead. “Carindi?”

The stranger’s emotions swung wildly toward bewilderment, hope, and trepidation. A tiny voice answered, speaking aloud because the child didn’t yet understand. “Mama?”

Carindi was a child of five standard years.

Ei’Pio cringed with guilt and shame. Carindi had been wandering alone in the ship, seeking help for weeks.

• • •

“What did you learn today, Carindi?” Ei’Pio asked when the child took a break from ius daily studies. At the moment the child was somersaulting along the corridor outside the study chamber. The black armor had taken years of this without a scratch. The same could not be said for the deck plates.

The child chattered a stream of thoughts at her, as was often the way. Their language difficulties were long in the past. “I’m learning about the mechanics of propulsion. Oh, and scientific classification systems for plants and animals. Also, the use of honorifics. One day soon I will be an engineer and you will call me Machinutorus Carindi Palset Teruvah!”

“Very good. A full day of learning. It is nearly time for your rest period.”

Though Ei’Pio had never had contact with sectilian children except through the childhood memories of her former colleagues, she sensed that Carindi was an exceedingly intelligent child and full of curiosity. The child would make a fine Quasador Dux when iad was old enough to assume that role.

It had been five years since Carindi’s mother had observed the earliest signs of the plague among the crew and placed her precious offspring inside an obsidian suit of power armor. Carindi’s mother had hoped to protect the child from the unknown disease, not realizing the child was already infected. It proved to be a brilliant gambit anyway, because the suit was designed to suit a diverse range of body types and to provide extensive medical support in battle. It allowed the child to grow and remain mobile, feeding ium intravenously and keeping the disease and the suit in a constant state of homeostasis, always just barely at bay.

It allowed Carindi to survive.

Ei’Pio had experienced enough sectilian memories to know that sectilian children needed to be nurtured. They were supposed to be held and cuddled. But Ei’Pio had never touched the child, had never seen the child’s face except through glass. Ei’Pio longed to give the child that kind of security. She wanted to give Carindi anything and everything iad might need to thrive. The child was all she had left and was her only hope for a future.

But all Ei’Pio could give Carindi was the mental touch of a loving voice and warm feelings. Ei’Pio breathed water. Carindi breathed air. Water and glass and battle armor stood between them.

Ei’Pio sighed. The problem would resolve itself in just a few years. They would be able to go home. They would rejoin their people.

“I’m not tired yet,” Carindi complained. “There’s time for more studies before rest cycle. Ei’Pio? Why do we use all these names?”

“What names?” Ei’Pio asked. The child’s mind zigged and zagged just like her haphazard somersaulting.

“Honorifics and all that stuff.”

“There are many reasons. To differentiate between individuals, primarily. When speaking of others, it makes it easier to note whom one is referring to. It is also a manner of respect. Some names are earned.”

“No—I mean, why do you and I use them? We know who we’re talking about, right? I know what Ei’ means. It’s the intermediate rank among kuboderan officers, yes? You know I respect you without having to say it. You can feel my emotions.”

“This is true.”

“May I call you Pio? As a special endearment? Between only us two?”

Ei’Pio’s heart contracted. The water around her suddenly felt cold. No one had called her Pio since she’d been brought to the planet Sectilia as an infant. That was so long ago. “Yes, child.”

“Do my names have any meaning?”

“Oh, yes! Carindi means ‘little dear one.’ Palset was, of course, your mother’s given name and means ‘sharp as a spear.’ Teruvah was the name of the enclave on Atielle where your mother was born and spent her childhood. The name means ‘rubbing the fruit.’ I am given to understand the people there are famous for cultivating fruits for making fermented beverages.”

“When I get big will you call me Carindissimo?”

Ei’Pio’s limbs trembled with laughter. “If you wish.”

• • •

When the child slept, Ei’Pio spent her time testing the confines and parameters of the yoke—always looking for a way to circumvent it, work around it or break it—so that they wouldn’t have to wait for Carindi to mature. Ei’Pio found she missed the child during ius sleep cycles. Then the child woke, and it was like coming around the dark side of a planet and bathing in the bright light of a blazing star.

“Good morning, Pio. Are you feeling well?”

Ei’Pio let warmth suffuse her mental voice. “Good morning, Machinutorus Carindi Palset Teruvah. I am very fine, thank you. And you?”

Ei’Pio felt the child rise from bed and go through a morning waking routine as the suit ran its daily diagnostic. Iad moved each limb in turn, to see if any part would be hindered by the infectious agent this day, so that a routine could be planned accordingly.

After a moment, the data from the suit diagnostic spooled over Ei’Pio’s ocular implant.

There was blood in the child’s urine.

Ei’Pio felt a familiar squeeze of panic, then calmed. The suit had limitations. She knew that.

“First stop is the medical facility today, Carindi.”

“Pio! I wanted to—”

“Health first. Always. No arguments.”

There was an adolescent grumble of discontent, but Carindi dutifully marched to the deck transport, and from there to the nearest medical facility.

Sometimes the suit couldn’t handle everything. Ei’Pio had nearly lost Carindi on several occasions when the suit malfunctioned or needed an upgrade, but they had managed to make it through those terrifying moments. On a regular schedule, and as needed, Carindi visited the diagnostic platform they had modified together—Ei’Pio’s mind guiding Carindi’s nimble fingers inside the power armor—so that the diagnostic equipment would accept Carindi inside the suit and the medical bots would deliver medications and IV nutrition to the suit’s ports. This required writing new macros to force the suit to do things it was never meant to do. And that meant Ei’Pio had to learn new skills. Ship navigators were not ordinarily in the practice of creating code for power armor suits.

Nor were they ordinarily medical practitioners. Yet Ei’Pio personally oversaw everything, from screening medications to be sure they were free of viral, bacterial, or unknown nanoscale agents to optimizing the child’s liquid diet for every life stage. 

And she was always looking for another way to get them home. Carindi deserved better than this. Engineers and Medical Masters on Sectilia, Atielle, or any of the colonies would be better equipped to cure Carindi of the affliction so that the child could have a better quality of life than Ei’Pio and Oblignatus could provide.

• • •

The child giggled. “No, Pio, not Olonus Septua. That’s a gravid planet, not a barren one.”

“You aren’t supposed to give me hints, child!”

Carindi gasped for breath, wheezing with mirth. “Well, you’re terrible at this game. You need the help!”

“Am I really?” Ei’Pio pretended to be affronted. She’d figured out the correct answer three questions before, but Carindi enjoyed it when she drew these games out—and truth be told, Ei’Pio loved the feeling of the child’s laughter. It was infectious. It lifted her ever-present worry for a short time.

Children were easy to please and such a joy. A small part of her resented that she had never known children before now. In some ways, this felt like a golden time in her life, despite the bomb ticking inside the star they orbited.

Carindi was wandering the empty corridors of the ship aimlessly, drumming the fingers of ius suit against the dark walls. “Guess again, Pio.”

“The moon of Columnus Quince?”

The child roared with laughter until it turned into coughing. The coughing went on too long.

Ei’Pio sobered.

When the coughing fit eased, Carindi slumped to the decking and asked, “Pio, when we break free of the star, where would you like to go? Assume that you could go anywhere in the universe.”

She’d heard this question often. It meant that Carindi was feeling lonely and restless. Ei’Pio sent a soothing blanket of thought over the child’s mind.

“I would take you home to Atielle, of course.” That’s what she always told the child. “Where would you like to go, Carindi? To Valetria? To see the Parida Quasar? Or Sieden’s Rings?” These were all astronomical sights the child had studied recently.

“I would like to go to your home world, Pio.”

That was a new answer. She found it puzzling. “Why would you want that?”

“You are my family now. I want to meet your family. I want you to be free to swim in an ocean.”

Ei’Pio’s mantle pulsed nervously, out of rhythm. Carindi spoke of something forbidden. “You know that can never happen.”

“Why not? I know the location of your home world is supposed to be a big secret, but we can figure it out. We can find it. I know we can.”

“That isn’t the point. I’m sectilian now. My people wouldn’t recognize me as one of their own. I don’t even speak their language.”

They wouldn’t recognize her as being the same species, either. In this artificial and optimized environment, Ei’Pio had grown far larger than any wild kuboderan could ever dream of. Her body was augmented with multiple cybernetic implants that would look alien to them. They would more than likely kill her on sight. The sectilian kuboderans had always been told that the kuboderans of their home world were not only wild, but savage.

“But they speak Mensententia, surely.”

Ei’Pio faltered. “Yes, I’m sure they do.”

“Do you remember it? What it was like?”

Ei’Pio gifted the child with a memory of floating free in a vast watery world. The bright warm shallows and the cool dark depths. Then, on a whim, she showed Carindi her memory of being born. She could still see the cave where her mother had kept them clean and blown water across them gently with her funnel to keep them well oxygenated, though the earliest memories were all softly tinted by the nearly transparent membrane of an egg sac.

It had been quiet and safe there. The moment when her egg sac became fragile and her first tentacle burst out into the larger world, everything changed forever.

There was the last sight of her mother, still tending to the unhatched. The swarms of age-mates from many mothers mixing indiscriminately as they stretched out their limbs for the very first time, bobbing, floating—winking their distress in bright flashes of color—and scattering, swept away in the current without any control.

“This is what life is like sometimes, Carindi. Sometimes we have no control over our circumstances.” She stopped the flow of the memory before it could reach the point when she would watch in horror as some of her age-mates were consumed by larger predators. There was no sense in upsetting the child.

Belatedly, she realized that hiding the ugliness might have been a mistake. Carindi was enraptured. “What a beautiful world!”

“You couldn’t survive there. You breathe air.”

“Don’t be silly, Pio. I’ll be in the suit. It’s made for surviving in space. Underwater would be a cinch.”

Another terrible reminder that Carindi might never leave the suit. Ei’Pio’s mantle squeezed painfully. It was so unnatural. So wrong. She should have figured out how to free ium by now. She had failed.

Carindi caught the tail of the thought, though Ei’Pio had tried to hide it.

“I don’t hate the suit. I love the suit. It keeps me alive. I love you too, Pio. If you don’t want to go to your home world, we can go to another water world.”

It wasn’t true, she knew. The child detested the suit and wanted freedom more than anything else. But it was kind of ium to say.

“I love you too, child.”

• • •

When the red dwarf exhausted its supply of carbon, Ei’Pio noted the beginning of neon fusion with no small amount of dread. Based on her calculations, there was less than a year left before neon, oxygen, and silicon fusion would be complete. Without any other fuel sources, the star would begin to fuse iron, which would take mere minutes to exhaust. Once the iron core reached a specific mass, it would crash in on itself and send out a cosmic shockwave that would obliterate the ship as the star went supernova.

Ei’Pio still had not found a way around the yoke.

Carindi had to be an adult in order to receive the command-and-control engram set and take control of the ship. The computer would not install it in a child. Iad had to be confirmed as an adult documented citizen, which could only be done by automated systems in the medical facility and only upon full puberty.

Ei’Pio could find no way around it.

Most sectilian children underwent puberty and declared their gender to their community in the eleventh or twelfth year. But it was Carindi’s seventeenth standard year, and there was still no sign of pubescent change in the child. 

Ei’Pio began to devote all of her free time to studying sectilian anatomy and physiology, focusing specifically on endocrinology. She reached Medical Master levels of knowledge, but she was no closer to solving the mystery of Carindi’s delayed biological development. What was missing from Carindi’s daily macro- and micro-biotic intake that was precluding puberty?

Ei’Pio insisted on more extensive scanning and analysis, but the only conclusion she could draw was that Carindi was underweight. So she changed Carindi’s liquid diet to be more calorically rich.

She also judiciously implemented a regimen of exogenous hormone therapy. Such artificial interventions were frowned upon among sectilians, so there were no precedents to follow. She had no way of knowing how much to apply to the child’s system. She started with tiny amounts of bio-identical hormones tailored for the child’s congenital sex for simplicity’s sake, because Carindi had never developed a gender preference.

Carindi herself was indifferent to these experiments. Iad didn’t seem to be interested in choosing a gender, and to some extent that made sense. The child retained few memories of gendered sectilians. Gender was a remote concept to ium.

From a biological standpoint, there was no reason for the child’s body to change. There was no counterpart with whom to mate or share a life.

Did a sectilian child need adults or age-mates within their environment to trigger puberty? Perhaps it was that absence that was the true problem.

Ei’Pio gradually increased the dosage of the exogenous hormone infusion until the child began to endure negative side effects. The hormones made the child’s moods more volatile and triggered massive headaches and constant fatigue. Carindi didn’t like taking them.

Despite this, Carindi still displayed no signs of impending puberty. Eventually Ei’Pio accepted that it was unlikely that puberty could be induced in this manner and stepped the dose back down to a level that was more tolerable to ium.

Carindi had chosen another tactic to deal with their situation. From the age of eight standard years, the child had become a voracious consumer of educational materials, leaping far and away ahead of most children of the same age. Studying and testing filled ius every waking hour, and iad achieved a mechanical engineering degree by the age of twelve standard years. Then iad went on to study computer languages and electrical engineering. Carindi was determined to subvert the yoke and give direct control of the ship to Ei’Pio.

The sectilian ship designers had believed that the yoke should be deeply hidden. They alleged that the Kubodera, though an extremely intelligent people, could often be headstrong and arrogant, so they imposed restraints, checks, and balances upon the navigators to keep the sectilian population of the ship safe. Mutiny would not be tolerated in the fleet. The designers were well aware that it would be easy to transfer total control of the ship to new hands if one could convince a kuboderan to do it. Therefore they purportedly placed the yoke in a secret location for the safety and security of every individual on board.

“Stop worrying, Pio,” Carindi said one day on the engineering deck, from deep in the bowels of yet another ship system. “I’ve got this under control. I’m going to find it any day now.” Carindi said things like this frequently.

Ei’Pio acknowledged the thought but wouldn’t stop worrying. They had been alone together for thirteen standard years. The star had recently begun burning the oxygen layer. Less than half a standard sectilian year remained. Ei’Pio knew the teenager might find the circuits that controlled the yoke, but iad also might not. The yoke could be disguised as something Carindi would never recognize. The designers had been too clever.

“I may have to break through the yoke myself,” Ei’Pio said softly. If she couldn’t work around it, she would have to force her way through it. She wouldn’t do it if it was just her, but she would for Carindi. She had been trying for so long, but the pain was great and she was a coward.

“No! Promise me you won’t even try, Pio! I will find it.”

“The rumors may not be true, little one. Perhaps they were started to keep us complaisent.”

They were true. She knew they were. A kuboderan who attempted to defeat the yoke would be driven mad from the pain as punishment for that crime. It kept the navigators in their place very effectively.

Over a monitor, Ei’Pio watched Carindi pulling herself out of a gap in the deck plating. The child’s voice was stiff with anger. “You can’t lie to me anymore, Pio. I can see right through it. I know the rumors are true and I won’t let you risk it. What good would you be to me mad? I’d rather die than watch you do that to yourself. It nearly killed you to watch the sectilians die. What do you think it will do to me to watch you go insane?”

Ei’Pio didn’t know what to say. The thought that she might become unreachable if she accomplished her goal—that she might leave the child alone—chilled her. Carindi needed her.

But what other course was there for her?

Carindi continued. “My people were wrong to shackle you this way—like some kind of pack animal. You aren’t a suesupus! You’re a person. When we get to Sectilius I will demand that this form of slavery be abolished. By the Cunabula, I will make them listen to me.”

Ei’Pio was silent. Carindi flared with the passion of youth and spoke uncomfortable truths. But it had always been this way, and change would not come easily to Sectilius.

Ei’Pio did not mention it again, but she still pushed herself to attempt to punch through the yoke and its realm of pain when Carindi slept.

• • •

Ei’Pio woke from a brief doze knowing instantly that something was wrong. Carindi’s signature was faint. She jetted to the other end of the ship, seeking, triangulating, calling out ius name.

The child was on the other side of the escutcheon—outside the ship. Ei’Pio’s limbs thrashed in agitation as she cycled through camera transmissions until she finally located ium indulging in an untethered spacewalk. A compartment on the outside of the ship was open, and the teenager was shoulder deep in a propulsion nacelle.

Ei’Pio throttled the klaxon control so that it transmitted a warning at full volume into Carindi’s helmet. She watched with a small amount of parental satisfaction as the child jerked in response. The tiny figure stood up on the hull and waved, then deliberately punched the button on the shoulder of the power armor to silence the alarm and went back to work.

Ei’Pio ground her beak with worry, her suction cups kneading anything that happened to be nearby, until the child was safely back inside the ship. As soon as Carindi cleared the dampening field of the escutcheon, Ei’Pio launched into an outraged lecture about safety protocols and safe radiation exposure levels—which the child had nearly exceeded. 

When Ei’Pio noted Carindi’s dispirited mental state, she went silent.

The child said nothing.

Ei’Pio accessed a corridor camera and watched the child walk slowly for a few feet and then slump to the floor. Iad was sobbing.

Ei’Pio dove deep into the child’s mind with intent to soothe, but Carindi pushed her right back out. Ei’Pio would have to wait. There was nothing else to do when the adolescent got so worked up. 

It hurt to watch ium go through this. She had never cared more deeply about another person’s well-being than she did for Carindi’s. This child belonged to her, was her soul-child. She wanted to spare ium any pain.

“I thought I had it. I was so sure,” Carindi finally said.

Ei’Pio didn’t have to ask what the child was talking about.

“There is time, Carindi.”

Iad didn’t reply. The silence between them was dark and sullen.

Ei’Pio hummed to ium as she knew sectilian mothers did to reassure their children.

“Stop it! I’m not a baby. I know what you’ve been doing when I’m sleeping. I can feel the echoes of your pain. It’s killing you. You have to stop. You’re driving both of us crazy. Don’t try to do it anymore, Pio.”

Ei’Pio was contrite. “I won’t. Rest now.”

Of course Carindi knew it was a lie. Iad cried and fretted and raged for hours, finally collapsing of exhaustion where iad was.

But Ei’Pio didn’t dare stop. Once she was certain Carindi was deeply asleep, she thrashed against the yoke until pain made it impossible to breathe, until her mind was virtually shredded.

There wasn’t time anymore.

The oxygen reserve inside the star was nearly depleted.

• • •

On the day the star began to fuse silicon, Carindi leaned against the smooth curve of Ei’Pio’s enclosure, arms and legs outstretched, as though it were possible to reach through the glass to embrace Ei’Pio and keep her safe.

There were less than two standard days left.

The child hadn’t slept for days, having figured out long before how to order the suit to inject stimulants into ius body. Iad was determined to watch Ei’Pio and keep her from trying to break through the yoke.

“Do you wish you’d had the opportunity to mate?” Carindi asked after a long silence.

It was a painful question and one that Ei’Pio privately contemplated frequently. If she could have raised her own children as she’d raised Carindi…

She sighed. “No. It is a tremendous expenditure, and unlike sectilian mothers, I would not be able to watch my children grow.”

“If you could, though, here? We could keep them all safe, here, inside. We would keep you alive as you’ve kept me alive. I would make a door so I could come inside the enclosure and help you care for them.”

Such a tantalizing fantasy.

Carindi went on. “We could raise them together, you and I. Show me again, the day of your birth. Please, Pio. I want to imagine your babies.”

Ei’Pio’s mantle throbbed unsteadily. It had become easier to daydream than to focus on the awful present. She showed the child again. 

Afterward, she thought perhaps the child had fallen into a light sleep. She prepared herself to break the yoke. This time it would work, no matter the cost. She would not allow Carindi to die in the supernova.

But then the child spoke again. “I’m not sure what gender I was meant to be, genetically, but I want to be a girl like you.”

Ei’Pio pressed her suction cups to the glass as though to caress the young face. It was Carindi’s first declaration of gender preference. In Ei’Pio’s eyes that made her an adult. Ei’Pio could now let go of the gender neutrality she’d carefully maintained, like all sectilian adults did, in order not to bias a child’s preferences.

“You are a woman, my dear Carindi.”

Carindi’s brows pulled together. “I used to think that perhaps it would have been better if I’d died in the plague.”

Ei’Pio said softly, “I remember.”

“I want you to know that I’m glad I didn’t. I’m glad I was able to keep you company, Pio.”

Ei’Pio held the girl’s earnest expression. “I know.” After a moment passed, she continued. “This time has been a great gift.”

“Borrowed time,” Carindi murmured. Suddenly the girl broke the tension with a grin. “I want to swim with you, Pio.”

Ei’Pio’s limbs twitched with fatigue and the lingering pain she couldn’t seem to shed. “You’ve never swum before.”

“There must always be a first time,” Carindi said with a smirk, mimicking Ei’Pio’s mental voice.

“So I’ve said to you many times, my dear girl. How will you deal with the problem of access?”

“I’ll just cut a hole at one end of your enclosure. Just enough to fit through. The ship will flood, but what difference does it make now?” Even through the suit, Ei’Pio could see the girl shrug.

Ei’Pio sighed. “It doesn’t.”

“It’s settled then. I’ll go fetch a laser cutting arc and cut through on Deck 1-C. You stay here where you’re safe.”

“I will,” she promised.

The young woman walked away, footsteps slow and shuffling, the shoulders of the suit hunched. Just as Carindi was about to stride out of sight, Ei’Pio saw the girl halt and heard Carindi’s mental voice muttering, “Swimming, cutting… access, draining. Wait a minute. Wait… a… minute. Praise the Cunabula!”

The girl was running.

She bounded to the nearest deck transport and slammed into the control, cracking the plastic the symbol was made from. She was breathing so hard she was nearly hyperventilating. “Don’t get your hopes up, Pio. We’ve been disappointed before, but I’ve got an idea!” Her mental voice was euphoric.

Ei’Pio followed Carindi, inside and outside of her mind. Through cameras as well as the girl’s eyes, she watched the teenager bounding from place to place on the engineering deck, gathering tools.

The girl’s momentum never stopped. Her energy had been renewed. She opened one of many engineering bays and slid the mechanicals out as far as they would go, then stuck an arm in behind them, up to her shoulder. She began to wiggle and push, grunting and straining.

Ei’Pio asked her repeatedly for more information but was met with silence. Carindi’s attention was focused elsewhere.

Abruptly, the girl raged, “I cannot believe this. What if all the engineers on the ship had sectilian body types and there were no atellan engineers aboard? Then what would they do if they needed to get in there?”

“Get in where?” Ei’Pio begged.

“I’ve found it, damn them,” Carindi spat. “The control panel for the yoke. But I can’t fit in there with the suit. Only an exceedingly thin atellan could fit.”

The young woman paced up and down that small section of the engineering compartment. Ei’Pio could feel her mind buzzing with conflicting thoughts and ideas. It was impossible to keep up. The girl was forming a conclusion, but keeping Ei’Pio at the surface of her thoughts so she couldn’t see what it was. 

Ei’Pio began to feel an overwhelming sense of dread. “Slow down, Carindi. Let’s work through this. We’ll do it together. There has to be a way.”

“I can’t slow down, Pio. You know I can’t.”

Ei’Pio commanded the camera she’d accessed to zoom in on the girl. She watched Carindi pace and flail her arms around. She searched for something reassuring to say.

The girl stopped her pacing.

“I always knew this day would come,” Carindi said softly. Her voice was unsteady. Then she sounded more certain. “Helmet retract.”

Ei’Pio contracted into a ball, crying, “No, Carindi!” 

But it was too late.

The helmet was slipping back into the shoulders of the suit, revealing a mass of matted hair curling around Carindi’s head and neck. The skin on the girl’s face was so pale as to be nearly translucent, stretched tight over the bony prominences of her cheeks. Her eyes were large and brown and luminous. 

Carindi smiled at the camera through which, she knew, Ei’Pio was watching. “I’ll be fine. It’s just a few minutes. I’ll put it right back on.”

Ei’Pio watched in horror as the front of the suit split open and fell away from the skeletal shoulders of a teenaged girl who was only three quarters of the size she should have been, had she been free to eat, exercise, and grow normally.

Carindi stepped out of the suit and staggered, falling to her knees, catching herself with her hands on the mechanicals. She stifled a cry of pain, then said, “I don’t seem to have much in the way of muscle mass.”

Ei’Pio quickly moved to adjust the gravity to something Carindi could tolerate, all the while begging the child to put the suit back on immediately.

Her pleas were ignored.

Carindi pushed her tools into the tiny crevice and eased herself in after them. The camera picked up the sounds of power tools, clattering metal and plastic, and the girl’s grunts of effort, but all Ei’Pio could see were two impossibly fragile alabaster legs sticking out into the room. Carindi’s thoughts were doggedly full of electronics—circuits, relays, networks, and arrays.

“This. Is it. I’ve done it!” Carindi crowed. “Move the ship, Pio, with my blessing.”

“First the suit,” Ei’Pio insisted.

Carindi’s mental voice ground hard. “Move it. I want to feel it move. Now.”

“You won’t feel anything. Inertial dampening fields—”

“Now, Pio,” the girl commanded.

But Ei’Pio was motionless. She couldn’t take her eyes from her girl.

Carindi eased out of the tiny compartment and slumped against the housing. Streaks of dark blood ran down from her narrow nose over her pale grey lips. Her eyes were bloodshot and brimming with tears. She coughed weakly.

“Carindi, my dear one… please.” She couldn’t say more. Her mind had turned to black static. Her limbs were cold and numb.

The girl struggled toward the disarticulated suit on hands and knees. When she reached it, she sprawled forward against it, panting. She leaned her head against the suit and turned her face to the camera, chin tucked low. “I was never meant to live, but you were, Pio. You are my dear subidia, my surrogate mother. I want you to live free.”

Ei’Pio’s limbs shook violently with emotion. She whispered, “What am I without you?”

“You are free. Free… to find your own way.”

Those were the last thoughts of the girl, Machinutorus Carindi Palset Teruvah.

Her beloved Pio was alone again.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR




[image: Image]




Jennifer Foehner Wells is the bestselling author of Fluency and The Druid Gene.

 

Jen was born in 1972 and was raised primarily in rural areas surrounding Highland, Illinois. She grew up reading voraciously and was turned on to science fiction at a young age when a family friend lent her a compilation of Ray Bradbury’s short stories as well as John Wyndham’s The Day of the Triffids, among many other great works of the genre. In 1995 she received a Bachelor of Arts degree in Biology from Monmouth College, Illinois.

 

After graduation, Wells worked as a lab technician in an animal disease diagnostic lab and as the assistant store manager of a locally owned greenhouse, before stopping work outside the home to raise children. As her children got older, Wells made use of her spare time to pursue hobby writing, which eventually turned into her writing her debut novel, Fluency.

 

Jen resides in Indiana with her two children.

 

You can find out more about her work at www.jenniferfoehnerwells.com. If you’d like exclusive access to updates about her new releases and the opportunity to receive limited content, ARCs and more, please subscribe to her newsletter.




Subscribe here: Newsletter


INTO THE DARK

BY ROBERT KROESE




Matt Edlund craned his head to the left and pulled down on his neck tendons with his right hand, producing a cathartic series of cracks. It was an entirely unconscious movement, something he did every few minutes as he stared blearily at the mass of rock suspended in the middle of the LCD screen in front of him. The rock hadn’t moved for nearly six hours, which was, all-in-all, a good thing, but it made for some pretty boring television.

“How are we doing on the mass estimate?” He said into his collar mike.

“No change from the last three times you asked,” said a woman’s voice in his ear. He could hear the wry smile in her voice, and he pictured her rolling her eyes. That was Serena. Patient. Long-suffering. Always in control.

“Sorry, sweets,” he said. “Guess I’m getting a little bored with this show. Seriously, it’s like watching a Terence Malick movie.”

“Who?” she asked absently.

“Never mind,” he said. “I’m distracting you. Just do your thing. I’ll shut up now.”  Serena didn’t share his encyclopedic knowledge of twentieth-century movie trivia; she used her brain for more important things, like calculating the mass of the three-kilometer-long asteroid that was tethered to the rear end of the CMS Morgana.

The asteroid, officially named (21482) Olive, was an irregular hunk of stone, iron, and various other minerals like platinum, cobalt and palladium. The stone was worthless, dead weight. The iron, while not worthless, certainly wasn’t worth a 600 million kilometer round trip to retrieve it. The hope was that there was enough of the other stuff to make this expedition worthwhile. Asteroid mining was a hit-and-miss business; CMS had been lucky to have made enough “hits” in a row to become the leading extraterrestrial mining company in the solar system. A few misses, though, and they’d be out of business. The magic number was three percent: if an asteroid’s composition was at least three percent “valuables” – that is, valuable minerals – then the expedition would pay for itself. The mix was always different. Some minerals were worth more than others, and prices were in a constant state of flux, but the three percent rule of thumb had remained surprisingly reliable since asteroid mining began with CMS’s first flight nearly twenty years earlier.

Still nothing happened on the monitor. The rock remained motionless as ever. Matt yawned and cracked his neck again. He resisted the urge to ask Serena for an update.

Ideally, Serena would have calculated Olive’s mass before they had anchored it to the Morgana, but that wasn’t how mining worked. Actually, in an ideal universe, CMS’s unmanned probes would have calculated Olive’s mass and composition precisely before the Morgana had even arrived, but that wasn’t how mining worked either. Asteroid mining was, in short, a series of increasingly more accurate intelligent guesses. The CMS geologists would select the optimal asteroid for mining, based on mass, estimated composition, distance, orbit, proximity to neighboring asteroids and other hazards, and a host of other considerations. Then a mining ship like the Morgana would be sent out to tether the rock and tow it back to earth.

At this point the composition of the rock didn’t make any difference to Matt and Serena. The Morgana didn’t carry enough fuel for them to seek out another target, so they would tow Olive to orbit around Earth, where the drillers would determine whether CMS was going to have another quarter of strong earnings. But getting Olive back to earth was by no means an exact science either: the geologists had determined Olive’s mass to within a margin of error of plus or minus zero point eight percent – which was impressive, but zero point eight percent is a pretty big margin when you’re towing a few million tons of rock through the gravitational sphere of Jupiter. A trajectory error of a tenth of a degree might be the difference between getting home safely and spending the next thousand years as the latest addition to Jupiter’s collection of moons.

The most accurate way of measuring Olive’s mass was also the most primitive: see how hard it is to move. And that’s precisely what Matt and Serena were now doing. He had fired the Morgana’s thrusters at full power for exactly three seconds, and now Serena was attempting to calculate how far out of its orbit Olive had budged. Or maybe she was trying to calculate the difference between the Morgana’s current position and where the Morgana would have been if it hadn’t been tethered to Olive when Matt fired the thrusters.  Matt had graduated with honors as an engineering major from Cal-Poly, but even trying to keep track of the number of variables Serena had to work with gave Matt a headache. The Morgana floated at the periphery of Jupiter’s realm of influence, so she would have to take into account Jupiter’s pull as well as that of several neighboring asteroids, in addition to the mass of the Morgana and the thrust it had produced.

“Okay, got it,” Serena said at last.

“So?” Matt asked. “What’s the magic number?”

“I’m sending you thrust vectors.”

“So that’s how it is, huh?” Matt asked. 

“Yep,” replied Serena. “Don’t worry your pretty little head with things like mass and acceleration. Just do what you’re told.”

“Yes, ma’am,” replied Matt. The sad thing was that Serena was only half-joking. She knew that the mass number would be meaningless to Matt; all he needed to do was punch in the thrust vectors. Serena was the brains of this operation; he was, at best, the hands and feet.

Matt squeezed his eyes tight and cracked his neck one more time. With any luck, they wouldn’t have to do another calibration for three days or so. He unsnapped his shoulder harness and lightly pushed off against the rubber-matted floor. Grabbing a rung above his head, he propelled himself through a narrow steel tunnel, re-emerging in the Morgana’s nav center. Serena greeted him with a smile and a hug.

“That’s the longest we’ve been apart for three months,” said Matt.

“I don’t think it counts as being apart,” replied Serena. “You were ten meters away. And we were in constant radio contact.”

“Still, I missed you terribly,” said Matt.

Serena stuck out her tongue at him. She was petite, with short brown hair and a pretty face liberally dotted with freckles. There was no one Matt would rather be stuck in a tin can with for six months.

“Tomorrow’s our anniversary, you know,” he said.

“Is it?” Serena asked. “We should—”

A warning chime sounded and a red light flashed above their heads. “Shit,” said Matt. “What now?”

Serena scanned the warning message that had popped up on her monitor. “Winch number three is sticking,” she said. “Can you cycle through the self-test?”

“Yeah,” said Matt, maneuvering himself in the zero gravity to his station next to Serena’s. She had been using both stations for the thrust vector calculations, which is why Matt had retreated to the rear observation station. Now he nestled himself next to her again, and brought up the self-test application for the towing winches. “Gimme a sec.”

Olive was tethered to the Morgana by three steel cables. The thinking was that if one of the cables was severed by a rogue meteor or one of the pitons that secured the cable to the rock broke loose, there would still be two cables in place. The problem with this system was that it required a mechanism to equalize tension between the three cables – which is where the automated winches came in. If one cable was pulling too hard, it would release some slack on that cable and tighten the other two in an effort to keep the load evenly distributed. If one of the winches had jammed, that was bad news.

After a frustrating several minutes of tapping keys and waiting for a response from winch number three, Matt sighed. “No good. It’s stuck bad.”

“Okay, now what? Go out there and fix it?”

Matt shook his head. “Protocol is to try to torque it loose. Loosen the other two cables and hope that winch three releases.”

“Jesus,” said Serena. “That sounds dangerous.”

“Not as dangerous as suiting up and trying to un-jam it with a crowbar.” He tapped a series of commands into the keyboard, overriding the dynamic tensioning system and letting cables one and two go slack. Then he entered the thrust vectors Serena had sent him minutes earlier. At present, there was minimal tension on cable three because it and the Morgana were in free-fall, but when Serena’s thrust schedule kicked in, the Morgana would begin a series of accelerations that would adjust its path to allow them to slingshot around Jupiter and back toward Earth. Hopefully the acceleration would be enough to un-jam the winch – but not enough to tear the piton free from the rock.

“When’s the next thrust?” Serena asked.

“No time for that,” Matt said, winking at her. It was an obvious joke, but he knew she’d have been disappointed if he hadn’t taken advantage of the setup.

“Ha, ha,” said Serena dutifully. “Seriously, when?”

“Thirty-eight minutes. We’ll know soon enough.”

They waited in silence.

Matt and Serena had gotten married two years and 364 days earlier. They were the first husband-and-wife extraterrestrial mining crew in history – but if all went well, they would likely not be the last. Originally these asteroid-retrieval expeditions had been designed as one-person operations, and in truth there was no technical reason to have two crew members aboard. But CMS altered its methodology when it lost its second miner to suicide. Both had been driven insane by the solitude and gone out the airlock – the latter one sans pressure suit. Cynics argued that CMS’s change in attitude had more to do with the fact that the second suicide also cost them a ten-billion-dollar spacecraft than concern about their crewmembers.

Whatever the rationale, CMS was ultimately forced to redesign its vessels to accommodate two crew members, in order to ward against the loneliness and depression that went with extended space travel. They spent a small fortune trying to devise a scientific model of the perfect two-person mining team only to come to the obvious conclusion that the best possible team was a happily married couple. And just like that, Matt and Serena Edlund – an unexceptional air force test pilot and a computer scientist toiling away on CMS’s navigation software, respectively—vaulted to the top of the list of candidates to man the first two-person mining mission in CMS’s history. There had been three other couples under consideration (two male-female teams and a lesbian couple), but Matt and Serena had outscored all of them on both individual psychological tests and cooperative problem-solving exercises. They were, as far as CMS was concerned, the perfect team.

“Here we go,” said Matt, as the thrusters fired. Gravity suddenly pulled him down into his chair. On the monitor in front of him was Olive. Three barely perceptible silver lines – the tethering cables – began at the bottom of the screen, disappearing after a few inches into the shadow of the asteroid.

A minute jolt shuddered through the craft.

“What the hell was that?” Serena asked.

Matt bit his lip. “Hopefully, the winch letting go. Otherwise…”

Something was off about one of the lines on the bottom of the screen: its angle had changed slightly. That could only mean one thing.

“Oh, fuck,” said Matt. “Hold on.”

The number three piton had snapped, and now the loose end of the cable was recoiling toward the Morgana. There was a flash at the bottom of the screen as the remnant of the drilling assembly caught the sunlight, and then it disappeared from sight. Half a second later, there was another jolt, this one bigger than the first. The crunch of metal reverberated through the cabin. The warning chimes sounded and red lights blinked furiously.

“No loss of pressure,” said Serena.

“Thank God,” replied Matt. “Hopefully it didn’t… ah, shit. The oxygen plant is reporting severe damage. It’s completely offline.”

Matt power-cycled the plant, but there was no response. “Can we get it on one of the cams?” he asked.

“Yes,” replied Serena. “Number fourteen, I think.”

Matt switched his display to show the input from camera fourteen. The view wasn’t pretty.

“No way we’re fixing that,” said Matt grimly.

The Morgana was a monstrous assembly of preassembled modules, stacked like a tower of Lego bricks. One of these was the oxygen generation plant. It would have made more sense with a ship of the Morgana’s size to use two smaller oxygen plants, but the manufacturer only made the modules in one size, and redundancy wasn’t cost-effective. A consequence of this design was that if the oxygen plant got knocked out, the crew of the Morgana was in deep shit. And what they saw on the monitor was a gaping hole in the side of the oxygen generation module.

“So what do we do?” Serena asked. But she knew the answer. There was nothing to do. They couldn’t even radio CMS for help because they were on the far side of Jupiter.

“Better refigure the oxygen usage calculations,” Matt said. “Assume zero output from the OGM. Maybe…” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t make himself complete the thought, because he knew it was a lie. Maybe we can both make it home….

Matt sat in silence while Serena re-worked the calculations. As he sat watching her work, he felt completely helpless—the same way he felt when he sat with her in the hospital after the accident. That was nearly two years ago, before they had been selected as the crew of the Morgana. They had been on their way to a Halloween party, Matt dressed as a pirate and Serena dressed as a mermaid. Matt had swerved to avoid a stray cat in the road and skidded sideways into a telephone pole. Serena’s head had crashed through the passenger’s side window and slammed into the pole. The doctors had kept her in a coma for three weeks to control the swelling of her brain. Matt had stayed with her in the hospital, leaving her side only for a few minutes at a time. The thought of losing her was more than he could stand. He had barely slept and lost over twenty pounds from his already wiry frame.

At last she had regained consciousness and began to show steady improvement. Within another three weeks, she had made a near-complete recovery. Only a few days later, they got the call from CMS, asking whether they would be interested in trying out for a spot on the mining crew rotation. It was an opportunity that neither of them had dared dream of. In the span of a few months, Matt had gone from the depths of despair to the highest heights known to humankind.

And now it was over. At least one of them would die before reaching Earth. Matt found himself hoping that there was no possibility of even one of them making it, so that they wouldn’t have to make the decision that he dreaded.

The grimace on Serena’s face told him that his hope would be unfulfilled.

“We have, maybe, just enough oxygen for one of us to make it back,” she said bluntly. “Sedation would help. If we put everything on automatic, and try to sleep as much as possible….”

“It has to be you,” said Matt.

“No,” said Serena.

“Serena, listen to me. You’re the brains of this operation. You can manage the nav system if you need to, but I can’t do the thrust vector calculations.”

“You could, Matt. It’s not as hard as you –”

“Okay, sure. I could do it, but it will take me five times as long. That means I’d have to spend more time awake than you. And as you say, whoever…stays…has to sleep as much as possible, to minimize oxygen use. In any case, you’re smaller. You only use about seventy-five percent as much oxygen as I do.”

Serena shook her head. “I don’t think I can do it, Matt.”

“You’ll be fine,” Matt said. “You’re strong than I am. When you were in the coma, I fell apart. I couldn’t even muster the strength to feed myself. No way I’m piloting this ship back home in that condition. You’re not like that. You’re stronger than you realize. You’ll carry on.”

“Matt, no!” Serena cried, horrified. “I can’t! You don’t understand. I can’t make it without you!”

“Serena, goddammit! Don’t you think I know how hard this is? But there’s really no choice. It has to be you. If you leave me, then we’re both dead. You have to be the one to bring the Morgana home.”

Serena closed her eyes and tears streamed down her face. She unbuckled her harness and moved toward Matt to embrace him.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” he said. “There just isn’t any other way.”

“Don’t say you’re sorry!” Serena said. “You’re the one who’s….” She trailed off. 

For several minutes, they held each other in silence.

At last, Serena spoke again. She was doing her best to resume her mathematician’s demeanor. “How are you going to do it?”

“I’ll…go out the airlock. Otherwise you’d have to….” 

Serena nodded. There was no need to explain: obviously there was no room on the Morgana for a decaying corpse.

“I’ll take some painkillers before I eject myself. With any luck I’ll be stoned out of my mind before I run out of air.”

Serena tightened her embrace. A tear drop floated in front of Matt’s eyes.

“Okay, let’s get to work,” Matt said, a bit too tersely. His bravado was pointless; Serena could see right through him. But for some reason he felt compelled to put up a brave front. Something hard-wired into the XY chromosome, he thought. “One final systems check, and then we’ll have our last supper. Break out those beef burgundy packets we’ve been saving.”

Serena nodded and did her best to smile. “Okay. Meet you back here at sixteen hundred.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Matt, and unsnapped his harness. He pushed himself toward the opening opposite the one he had arrived from earlier. Every day they went through a standard check of all the Morgana’s systems; he could do his part in his sleep. Of course, after today, Serena would have to do both parts. He considered suggesting that they trade, but that would be pointless. She’d have to learn on her own, either way. In any case, he had no doubt she’d figure it out.

The prescribed order for the tests didn’t make much sense on paper— the nav system was to be checked before the electrical system, for example—but the rationale became clear once you were inside the Morgana. The tests were ordered by proximity, from the two ends of the ship to the center. Usable space was at a premium in these ships; there simply wasn’t enough room for two people carrying toolboxes to pass each other in the narrow shaft that ran the length of the Morgana. Despite the retrofit, the quarters were still cramped—even for a married couple.

Still, it was better than being alone. The sanity of even the most well-adjusted astronaut was strained by six months in space. Real-time communication with Earth was impossible after the initial burst of thrust, leaving the occupants of the craft in near total isolation only three weeks after takeoff. And once you were behind Jupiter, all communications were cut off, leaving nothing but the crushing boredom of deep space.

There was no technical reason for the Morgana to have two crew members, but it was clear after Cam LeFevre took his little spacewalk wearing nothing but his coveralls that the basic human need for social contact wasn’t going to bow to technical requirements. Human beings just weren’t designed to be alone for six months at a time. 

At first, CMS, beholden to its shareholders, tried to take the cheap way out. Rather than redesign the ship’s hardware to accommodate two passengers, they tried to solve the problem with software. The idea was to design a computer program that could mimic human interaction. They called it Sidekick. When the programmers finished it, they locked up a few test subjects with only Sidekick to talk to. Unfortunately, CMS had to cut the experiment short after three weeks because the instance of psychosis was higher with Sidekick than without. Prisoners in solitary confinement fared better than the poor bastards who were subjected to Sidekick. 

On the other hand, a single astronaut would never have had to face the choice that had been forced upon Matt and Serena. He told himself that he had made the right call: it had to be Serena who lived. She had a better chance of making it home.

Matt had just reached the fore end of the ship when an alarm sounded. His mouth went dry and his stomach tightened. He knew that sound: Serena had opened the inner airlock door.

Matt latched his toolkit to one of the rungs that lined the interior of the Morgana and tucked himself into a ball, pushing against the rung to send himself spinning head-for-feet. Reaching out again in a practiced motion, he braked himself against the rung, forcing himself to come to a complete stop, then pushed off down the shaft. The fastest way to get to the airlock was with a single, well-aimed jump, but in his haste Matt badly misjudged and ended up crashing into the side of the shaft some ten meters down. Bouncing off the panel, he came to a halt when his head struck one of the rungs. Matt cursed, took a deep breath, and jumped again. This time he sailed straight down the shaft, not stopping until he grabbed a rung across from the airlock door. 

Matt turned just in time to see the airlock status monitor display:




DE-PRESSURIZATION COMPLETE




Above this message was an image of Serena, standing in the airlock, smiling placidly at him. She wasn’t wearing a pressure suit.

The display now read:




OPENING EXTERNAL DOOR




“No!” Matt screamed. “Serena, stop! What are you doing?”

The door slid open, revealing the dark of deep space and a smattering of stars.

Serena pantomimed blowing a kiss to him. Then she turned and launched herself into the blackness.

As her figure grew smaller, Matt stared in disbelief. Why would she do this? It made no sense. They had agreed, for Christ’s sake. She was supposed to be the one to pilot the Morgana home.

Her words echoed in Matt’s brain: I can’t! You don’t understand. I can’t make it without you!

Disbelief was followed by waves of anger and grief – and then self-pity. Well, he thought. Now we’re both fucked.

Serena’s limp body drifted away as if pulled by the darkness of space.

To Matt’s credit, he didn’t bother to entertain vain hopes of rescuing her. She’d asphyxiate before he even had his suit on. He watched her float away until she was a tiny white speck in the blackness, and then kept watching for what might well have been hours. There was nothing else for him to do.

He hadn’t been exaggerating when he told her he was incapable of navigating the Morgana back to Earth. It would have been a challenge for him even if he had a full supply of oxygen, and with his already barely adequate intellect compromised by grief and oxygen deprivation, he didn’t have a chance. 

At last he looked away, and the reality of the situation hit him: he was alone. As alone as anyone had ever been, 300 million kilometers from the nearest human being. 300 million kilometers. Another meaningless number. What mattered was that Serena was gone, her frozen body drifting slowly into deep space.

Matt dragged himself numbly to the control center, strapping himself into his chair. He tapped in the thrust vectors Serena had given him earlier, and then activated the Morgana’s distress beacon. Serena’s vectors would get the Morgana around Jupiter and headed roughly in the direction of Earth. CMS would pick up the distress call, run a remote diagnostic, and discover that both crew members were dead. They would then send a salvage mission to retrieve the Morgana and its haul. The job would get done, even though the crew wouldn’t be around to see it.

Matt mechanically unstrapped himself and navigated toward the medical locker. He swallowed a handful of narcotics and then made his way back to the airlock and began donning his space suit. He was under no illusion about his own gallantry; following Serena into the void fully conscious and sans space suit was probably the romantic thing to do, but Matt had no desire to die of a pulmonary embolism, exploding lungs, or any of the other conditions that ultimately led to death in a vacuum. No, he would stick to the plan, even if Serena hadn’t: he would launch himself into space and drift into a narcotic slumber, dying peacefully when his thirty-minute oxygen supply gave out.

As he sealed his helmet, he began to worry that the narcotics wouldn’t take effect in time, and that he would feel his lungs burning from oxygen deprivation for several minutes before passing out. But then the drugs hit him like a hammer to the back of his head, and his anxiety spun 180 degrees: would he even get out of the airlock before he lost consciousness?

The helmet was on; the last thing to do was to don his gloves and seal them. This was really a two person job under ideal circumstances, and with Matt’s brain entering a narcotic haze, he found the task nearly impossible. His fingers felt like sausages dangling from his hands.

“Goddamn it,” Matt sighed, as his vision blurred. “I’m sorry, Serena. I’m a moron. I can’t even fucking…”

• • •

Matt awoke strapped into his cot. Serena was leaning over him. “Good morning,” she said with a smile. There was a note of worry in her voice.

“What…” Matt started, groggily. “Serena! How did you…?”

“How did I what?” she asked. “I got us past Jupiter, if that’s what you’re wondering. I just pushed the numbers into the fancy computer thingy. I can manage some things on my own, you know.”

“No,” Matt said. “I meant, how did you survive…the airlock? You weren’t wearing….”

Serena’s brow furrowed as she regarded him sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Matt,” she said. “I don’t understand. I think you may still be a little confused from the drugs.”

“The drugs,” Matt repeated. “Shit, I took….”

“You took enough painkillers to kill… well, not a horse. Maybe a donkey. Get it? Because you’re an ass. What the hell were you thinking, Matt?”

“I thought you were dead,” said Matt.

“Dead?” replied Serena, shocked. “Why would I be dead?

“I saw you,” said Matt. “You went through the airlock. Without a suit.”

Serena shook her head. “Pretty sure I’d remember something like that,” she said. “You must have been dreaming. It’s OK, Matt. I’m here. I’m alive. We’re going to make it back to Earth. Both of us.”

Matt blinked and tried to shake away the fuzziness of sleep. “What? How?”

“While you were taking your little nap, I fixed the OGM. It’s only at 23%, but it’ll get us home. Just barely.”

Matt couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You fixed the OGM? How in the hell…?”

“It wasn’t as bad as it looked. The casing was pretty much toast, but some of the components were salvageable.”

“But how…?” Matt trailed off, not wanting to insult Serena. If she said she fixed it, then she fixed it. But Serena was no mechanic. She didn’t even know how to change the oil on their Toyota back on Earth. And yet she had repaired a complex piece of machinery while floating in deep space in a bulky pressure suit?

“It wasn’t easy,” said Serena. “I think I wore out the manual for the OGM. Oh, and one of our pneumatic wrenches is happily orbiting Jupiter. But the module is producing oxygen.”

“Wow,” said Matt, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. A good two days’ stubble greeted his fingertips. “That’s fantastic. We’re going to make it home. I can hardly believe it.”

• • •

The next day, Matt sat at his station, staring at a monitor showing the status of the Morgana’s systems. At the lower left, a number coyly blinked red at him: 23.4%. According to the ship’s computers, that was the current operating capacity of the oxygen generation module. On camera fourteen, it still looked like a trailer that had been hit by a tornado. Whatever Serena had done to the OGM, it wasn’t apparent by looking at it. Still, the computer wouldn’t lie. Would it? In any case, if the OGM were offline, the oxygen would definitely be getting thin by this point, with two people breathing it. As it was, the cabin was a little stuffy, but the atmosphere was hardly life-threatening. If the OGM held at 23.4%, in three months they’d be back in Earth’s orbit – uncomfortable and exhausted, but alive. He should be thankful.

Still, the image from camera fourteen bothered him. The OGM looked completely inert; it was hard to believe it was working at all, much less operating at nearly a quarter of its maximum capacity. With that mangled casing, how had Serena even gotten into the guts of the module to repair it? It seemed impossible. She’d have had to pry the casing off with a crowbar – a difficult feat in itself – and then gone to the trouble of re-securing the casing when she was done. Serena could be meticulous to a fault, but taking the time to put the casing back on after fixing the module bordered on pathological.

He couldn’t go out and check it himself; the exertion would be an inexcusable waste of oxygen. They had barely enough to get back home as it was. And Serena would want to know why the hell he was taking an unnecessary trip outside the ship to check something that she and the ship’s computer both assured him were working fine. On top of that, what would he do if he found that the OGM wasn’t working after all? There was nothing to be done about it but wait and hope that Serena was right.

Serena. She was alive! He thought he had lost her, but somehow she was alive. Seeing her go out the airlock… that had been, what, a hallucination brought on by the drugs? But he had seen her exit the ship before he took the drugs. Or had he? Maybe the drugs were screwing with his memory.

A faint clink! echoed through the ship: the sound of a tool connecting with metal. Serena was finishing up her systems check and would soon be joining him in the command module. The noise reminded him of something: Serena said she had lost a wrench while working on the OGM.

His guilt at not trusting Serena paralyzed him for maybe a second, but then his curiosity got the better of him. He unstrapped himself and vaulted toward the tool cabinet where the wrenches were kept. Sliding down the catch, he opened the cabinet and peered inside. The pneumatic wrenches were all accounted for. So. Had Serena been joking about the wrench? How could he ask her without implying that he didn’t trust her? He couldn’t very well claim that he just happened to be looking for a pneumatic wrench; there was nothing in his system checks that would require such a tool.

As he sat staring at the complete set of wrenches, he heard the noise of a boot on a ladder rung: Serena had finished her checks and was making her way back to the command module.

Matt quietly closed the cabinet door and pushed off against the wall, propelling himself back toward his chair. His heart beat rapidly and his armpits were suddenly damp with sweat. What was he so worried about? It’s just Serena, for God’s sake. Calm down, idiot; you’re wasting oxygen.

Catching one of the restraint straps as he sailed over the chair, he pulled down and spun deftly, landing in his chair with a whoomf! He clicked the restraints into place mere seconds before Serena floated into the module. He took a deep breath and tried to look bored.

“Everything OK?” she asked, regarding him quizzically.

“Yeah,” he said, a little too quickly. “I, uh, had a bit of a scare. Misread the fuel consumption figures and almost gave myself a heart attack. But everything’s fine, yeah.”

“Cool,” she replied, maneuvering into her own chair and securing the restraints. “Everything checks out on my end. We should get some sleep.”

“I’m not tired.”

“Take a sedative. We’re wasting oxygen.”

“Give me a minute. Maybe I just need to relax a bit.”

Serena shrugged and closed her eyes.

After a moment, Matt spoke again. “Hey, what was the name of that restaurant we used to go to in Houston? That place with the cheap T-bones. It had some horrible name.”

Serena didn’t open her eyes. “Happy Steak?”

Matt laughed. “Yeah, that was it. Happy Steak. We spent a lot of Friday nights there. We should go back sometime, after we get home.”

“I don’t think it’s there anymore,” said Serena. “I think it went out of business when I was in the coma. I drove past it afterwards, and it looked like it had been boarded up.”

“Figures,” said Matt. “We probably kept that place in business.”

Leave it alone, thought Matt. You’re not going to accomplish anything by pushing her. But his mind wouldn’t leave it alone. Something wasn’t right. After a moment, he spoke again.

“Hey, what was that game you were trying to teach me in the hospital?”

“Indiana Rummy?”

“Yeah, that’s the one. We should play that game.”

“We will. When we get back.”

“Let’s play now. Just one game. I think it will help me relax.”

“No way,” said Serena. “I’m not teaching you any more card games. You’re a terrible student. You complain that I’m over-explaining things and then when you lose, you bitch about how I didn’t explain the rules well enough. It’s maddening.”

“Please,” said Matt. “Just one game. I promise I won’t complain. How about if I look up the rules on the computer and wake you up when I’m ready to play?”

“Whatever,” said Serena.

Matt punched Indiana Rummy into the console. The computer replied with: No matches found.

“Huh,” said Matt. “The computer doesn’t know the game. I thought it knew everything.” In truth, he hadn’t expected to find anything. After Serena’s failed attempt to teach him the game, Matt had looked it up on the ‘net, and had been surprised to find that as far as the ‘net was concerned, Indiana Rummy didn’t exist.

“I think my grandma invented it,” said Serena. 

“Your grandmother invented a card game?”

“Sure. The women in my family are a little eccentric. Mathematicians. They used to make up all sorts of card games, just for fun. Indiana Rummy was our favorite, though.”

“OK, well, you’re going to have to teach me, since the computer evidently isn’t familiar with your grandmother’s repertoire of card games.”

“Later, Matt. Please. I’m trying to sleep.”

“OK,” Matt said. “Later.” He closed his eyes and tried to sleep. But all he could see when he closed his eyes was the mangled OGM casing.

• • •

Matt looked up from his console. “So you going to teach me this game or what?”

“I’m kind of busy over here.”

“Busy!” Matt snorted. “You’re doing a Sudoku.”

“Yes,” Serena replied. “I’m busy doing a Sudoku.”

“Come on,” Matt wheedled. “You promised.”

“Why do you suddenly want to play this game so bad, Matt?” Serena demanded irritably. “You sure as hell didn’t show this much interest when I was in the hospital.”

“Well, I’m interested now,” he said, meeting Serena’s glare with a cold gaze. “Teach me the game.”

Serena looked away and laughed. “I don’t think I remember the rules.”

“Really,” said Matt. “Your favorite game. The one you tried to teach me six months ago.”

She turned to face him again. “That’s right, Matt. I don’t fucking remember,” she snapped. I don’t remember how to play the game. Is that OK with you? I had a near-fatal head injury, remember? Maybe I forgot a few things.”

Matt persisted. “CMS ran you through a hundred tests before letting you on this mission. There was no sign of brain damage or memory loss, except for the few moments before the crash. And in any case, you seemed to remember the rules just fine while you were recuperating, after you came out of the coma. If you don’t remember the rules, it has nothing to do with the crash, and you know it.”

 “Jesus, Matt. What is it with you and this game? Just let it go, would you?” After a moment, she said again, more quietly, “Let it go, Matt. Please.”

Matt found himself blinking away tears. What the hell was wrong with him? He was with the woman he loved, and in three months they would be back home, with a year of paid leave to spend together, doing whatever they wanted. Why couldn’t he just accept that and be happy?

A tap of an icon brought up camera fourteen again. The mangled casing looked as bad as ever. Reason told him there was no way in hell that thing was working at 23% capacity. And then there was the supposed missing wrench. And his “hallucination.” He had seen Serena go out the airlock, before he had taken any pills. Maybe the pills had screwed with his memory, scrambling the order of events, but it had seemed so real. He was sure that he had seen her go out the airlock – as sure as he was that she was sitting across from him now. On the other hand, maybe he was hallucinating now. 

“Teach me the game,” he said again.

“Matt, no…” she pleaded.

“Teach me the fucking game. Indiana Rummy. Teach me. Now.”

Now Serena was weeping. “No, Matt,” she cried. “Please don’t make me.”

“I love you, Serena,” Matt said through gritted teeth. “If you ever loved me, teach me the game.”

After a moment, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and nodded. She tapped her screen a few times, and a window popped up on Matt’s screen. It read:

Serena wants to play a card game with you. Accept/Refuse.

Matt accepted, and a deck of cards appeared. Seven cards flew off the deck, flipping to appear face-up at the bottom of his screen.

“Order the cards by their face value, regardless of suit,” said Serena. All emotion had drained from her voice.

Matt tapped the cards, one by one. Two of clubs, three of hearts, six of spades, eight of hearts, nine of clubs, jack of spades, king of diamonds.

The screen went dark. Then a message appeared. It read:

	Project Avalon has been suspended. Stand by for instructions.

A face appeared on the screen. Matt gasped. He’d know that face anywhere: it was his own.

“Hi, Matt,” said the Matt on the screen. He broke into nervous laughter. To someone off-screen, he said, “I feel like an idiot doing this. Can’t somebody else… yeah, yeah. OK, I’ve got it.”

Matt shuddered in his chair. He had no memory of making this recording. In the video, he was wearing a dirty gray sweatshirt. His hair was longer, and he had a beard. He looked gaunt and tired. It looked like the recording had been taken about six months earlier, during the depths of his depression, before Serena’s miraculous recovery. In fact – was that the sound of a heart monitor beeping? Was this video taken in the hospital, by Serena’s bedside? What kind of sick—

His thoughts were interrupted by the Matt on the screen. “Well, I guess if you’re watching this, you’ve made it back to Earth safely. Either that, or something has gone pretty fucking wrong. I hope for your sake it’s the former, but this isn’t going to be easy for me either way. For you, I mean. Jesus.” The man on the screen fought to compose himself. After a moment he continued.

“They’re making me do this recording as a condition of the project. I guess it’s as much for me as it is for you. They want it documented that I understand what they’re going to do to me. That is, what they did to you. Understandable. You’re probably going to want to sue them. Trust me; don’t bother. You’ve waived every right you have.

“I want you to know, first of all, that I didn’t do this primarily out of grief, although the grief is nearly unbearable. I also didn’t do it because of the money, although the money is very good, as you’ll soon find out, now that you’re back home safely. I did it because I wanted to go into space. That’s an opportunity very few people have, Matt. Remember that, whatever else happens.

“OK, so, Project Avalon. They’re going to tell you that they retrofitted the Morgana to make it a two-person ship. They lied to you. They spent half a billion dollars trying to do it, but it was simply unworkable. If you take some measurements of the ship, you’ll see what I mean. There’s no way two people could live on that thing. Hell, there’s only the one command station.”

What the hell was he talking about? Matt wondered. Serena’s right over—

He looked up from his station. The command module suddenly seemed very small. Serena was gone. 

“Serena!” he called. But only silence followed. Where the hell could she have gone? And what had happened to the command module? Where was Serena’s station?

“The studies showed they needed a two person crew,” the Matt on the screen went on. “Another suicide and they’d be bankrupt. They thought they had their answer with Sidekick, but you know how that turned out. Well, you know the first part of the story, anyway. You won’t remember the rest, because they removed some of your memories. Anyway, I’ll get to that in a minute.

“At first the psychologists couldn’t figure out what the problem was. Sidekick was a nearly flawless implementation of artificial intelligence, the perfect non-living companion, but somehow it was driving test subjects crazy. Then they decided to try the experiment again, but without telling the subjects that Sidekick was a computer. A real Turing test, if you will. And guess what? It worked. The problem wasn’t with Sidekick at all; the problem was in the perceptions of the test subjects. They were driven insane by the knowledge that their sanity depended on their friendship with a computer program.

“This presented a simple but vexing solution: somehow they had to convince an intelligent, sane, technically savvy pilot that Sidekick was a living, breathing human being. But how the hell do you do that? Well, not to put to fine a point on it, you have to fuck with a person’s perceptions.”

“No,” said Matt to his doppelganger on the screen. “No, no, no….”

The doppelganger continued. “They are going to implant a chip in my head. Back here.” He reached to touch the base of his skull, and Matt unconsciously did the same. He felt a small bump at the top of his spine “The chip is an interface between your brain and a computer program. An enhanced version of Sidekick. It creates what they call teleological hallucinations. In other words, hallucinations with a purpose. Your brain tells the chip what it needs, and the chip creates a hallucination that provides it. If you need thrust vectors, it will give you thrust vectors. If you need somebody to talk to, it will give you that. All in the form of your… my wife, Serena.”

The Matt on the screen turned away from the camera, holding his hand over his eyes. Matt found himself with a lump in his throat and a queasy feeling in his stomach. He looked away from the screen. There was still no sign of Serena anywhere.

After some time, the Matt on the screen composed himself. “They are also going to alter my… your memories. You’ll remember Serena waking up—” He bit his lip, fighting back tears. “You’ll remember her waking up, and you’ll remember the two of you being selected as the Morgana’s crew. You’ll celebrate, get drunk, and wake up the next day with a bad hangover.” His hand went to the base of his skull again. “After that, she’ll be with you, in your head. All the time.” He smiled weakly, as if looking forward to relief from his suffering.

“Now that you’re back… well, you’re going to have to come to grips with reality. Serena’s gone. You piloted the Morgana by yourself, with a little help from Sidekick and your memories of Serena. They’re going to make you have the chip removed. I honestly can’t imagine how I will… how you feel about that. Maybe by now you want to cut it out yourself. Maybe you want to keep it forever, and pretend that she’s still with you. Either one is a really bad idea.

“Let them take the chip out. Take some time off. See a therapist. You’ll have enough money to live on for a few years, thanks to the deal I made with CMS. And I know you’re going to want to blame them, but this isn’t CMS’s fault. They didn’t kill Serena. All they did is delay your grief a bit, and give you an opportunity very few people have. And pay you very well for it, I’ll add.”

The Matt on the screen nodded to someone off-screen, and the camera zoomed out and panned left, showing Serena, lying unconscious in the hospital bed. There were tubes in her mouth and nose, and more tubes and wires hooked up to her arms.

“No!” Matt sobbed, staring aghast at the screen. “She woke up! Wake up, goddammit, wake up!”

“I’m sorry you have to see this,” said the Matt on the screen. “God knows I’d like to forget it forever, but it’s important for you to see, so that you’ll know that I’m telling you the truth. And so that you remember.” He turned toward Serena and said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, baby.”

The Matt on the screen nodded and a man in scrubs appeared on camera. The camera zoomed further back to show him standing at a computer console.

“Wake up, Serena,” Matt pleaded. “Please, baby, wake up.”

The man tapped a series of commands into the console.

“Goodbye, baby,” said the Matt on the screen, taking the unconscious Serena’s hand. “I love you.”

The rhythmic beeping of the heart monitor was replaced by a monotone hum, and the screen went blank.

For several minutes, Matt sat in silence, staring at the blank screen. A voice shook him out of his reverie. It was Serena.

“Matt.”

Matt looked up to see her sitting there at her station, just as she had been before the recording started. A hallucination, he thought. She’s always been a hallucination, ever since the coma. “God damn you,” he hissed.

“Matt, don’t be angry at me…” she started.

“You know damn well I’m not talking to you,” Matt said. He had been talking to the Matt on the recording. Then he laughed bitterly, realizing that either way, he was talking to himself. 

He unfastened his restraints and made his way to the medical cabinet. Opening the cabinet, his eyes alighted immediately on the portable defibrillator.

Somehow Serena was standing right in front of him. “Matt, don’t do this!” she pleaded.

It’s not Serena, he told himself. Just a projection. A software program. He squeezed a handful of conductive jelly from a tube and slathered it on the back of his neck. He pulled the paddles from the defibrillator and flipped the power switch. The machine whined as the capacitors charged. 

Serena gripped his wrists in her hands. “Stop, Matt. You don’t need to do this. I can –”

He wrenched his hands away and held the paddles to the back of his head. He never even felt the shock.

• • •
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TO: Mrs. Jane Koeppel

RE: Congratulations!

Dear Jane,

First, let me express, on behalf of CMS management, our deepest condolences on the loss of your husband, Eric. We were stunned and saddened to learn of his recent passing. He was a valued member of the CMS team and truly embodied the ideals that we aspire to as a company.

I apologize, too, for the impersonal nature of this communication. Our efforts to contact you in person have not been successful.

The primary purpose of this letter, however, is to deliver some good news. Pending medical testing and some other formalities, your request to be a crew member on board a future mining mission has been approved!

I realize that this is a difficult time for you, but we urge you to contact us as soon as possible regarding this matter. As you are no doubt aware, this is a critical time in CMS’s history, and we are very eager to demonstrate to the public and our shareholders that we have addressed the problems with the winch system that led to the tragic deaths of the crew of the Morgana.

As a token of our sympathy and goodwill, we would like to offer you two weeks of paid leave during which you may wish to visit our headquarters in San Diego (at our expense, of course). You can meet the mining mission control team and learn more about what a mining mission entails. You are under absolutely no obligation, but we would love to have the opportunity to talk to you.

Again, we offer you our sympathies in this difficult time. We look forward to hearing from you.




Terence Milan, CEO,

Corbenic Mining Services
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PETE, POPEYE AND OLIVE

BY JAMIE McFARLANE




TRAINING

To say I was excited at being picked to be in the Mechanized Infantry (MI) was something of an understatement. My new special squad and I had spent the better part of the last year slogging around in the hellhole the rest of the world called the Amazon. The one contributing factor to our selection into MI appeared to have been simply surviving a multitude of firefights without significant loss of irreplaceable or overly expensive body parts. It was math only the corporate-minded brass could come up with.

My excitement stemmed from the fact that MI units spent the majority of their time cocooned in fully mechanized, entirely enclosed, environmentally managed suits. Call me a whiner, but I’d spent enough time freezing my ass off in a puddle of mud and placed a high value on that last item—environmentally managed. If I was going to get shot at, at least my frakking feet would be dry.

Training in a Popeye, the name given to mech suits that I still don’t understand the reference to, is something akin to learning to walk for the first time from a baby’s perspective. The idea seems simple enough. Even worse, experienced operators make it look effortless. The first few weeks of training are spent doing simple tasks: standing up, sitting down, jogging in a straight line, jumping over progressively larger things, etc. Every day is harder than the last.

“Hoffen. Front and center. On the double!” The tactical command channel overrode all other communication and my squad leader’s voice, one Sergeant Asinhat, came through loud and clear. And yes, that’s his name. No I didn’t make it up. And yes he was one tough sonnavabitch because of it.

“Aye, aye, Sergeant!” I jumped, sailing four meters over my squad mate, Flick, and landed hard in the soft sand on the bank of the river. My miscalculation of weight, force and all the other crap I was supposed to keep in mind at all times caused my boots to sink half a meter into the crap they called tiger-shit around here. Worse yet, my landing splashed said tiger-shit up onto Asinhat’s shiny, clean suit.

“Just when I think there might be hope for you, Hoffen, you go and pull a stupid stunt like that,” he growled. “When we’re at rest, you’re going to polish my Popeye until Olive gets a hard on. You read me?”

“Yes, Sergeant,” I answered, snappily. There wasn’t a lot of latitude with Sergeant Asinhat and I’d learned when you screwed up, it was best to just take what was coming your way. I wasn’t sure where he was headed with the vegetables, but his intent was plenty clear.




SQUAD OF MONKEYS

“Today’s your lucky day though,” Asinhat continued. “We just got a call from the CO. Skampers overran Ichcapan with a platoon of squishies. She wants us to go over and clean ‘em out.” It was one of the confusing aspects of the Amazonian war—the Skampers didn’t have any more right to the contested area than did North America. I felt like we held the high ground in that our objective was to push the bastards out, although I wasn’t naïve enough to think we’d be going anywhere once we’d accomplished that task. The Amazonian forest was filled with resources and everyone on the planet wanted ‘em.

The idea of engaging a platoon of squishies was exhilarating. The weapons most squishies carried couldn’t do anything to a Popeye, beyond scraping off the lacquer. A platoon might carry a few bigger weapons, but as long as we maintained discipline, they were likely to have a worse day than we were. 

Now was not the time to make a big deal of the fact that I was sinking deeper into the tiger-shit and in imminent danger of being balls-deep if I didn’t do something. Standing at ease, though, I couldn’t exactly wallow around and extract myself.

“Aye, Sergeant!” I answered. There was nothing to be done about my predicament so I resigned myself to work it out once the opportunity presented itself.

“I’m short a team leader and you’re up,” he said. “Think you can handle that?”

“Yes, Sergeant!” I answered. A tingle of excitement ran up my spine. It was my first team lead and I was ready.

“You’re going to take Flick, Corden and Quinfan to the north side of Ichcapan. I’ll take Speth, Rajish, and Mingli up the south road. You boys aren’t qualified for ammo yet, but if we move quick, it won’t matter. And I don’t need any heroes on this, you understand me? You’re wearing a million and a half creds of gear we can’t afford to be handing over to the Skampers, you copy?”

“Copy that, Sergeant,” I answered.

“Damn it,” Asinhat replied, recognizing my dilemma. He shoved his heavily armored arm toward my face shield. “Grab on. You look ridiculous.”

It was the change I’d been looking for. By offering to help, I was able to break parade rest and fire the arc-jets embedded in the soles of my boots. Between his pulling and my pushing with the arc-jets, my three-meter-tall suit exited the shite easily and I gently landed next to him.

“Why the frak didn’t you fire those jets earlier?”

“My mistake, Sergeant,” I answered. “Won’t happen again.”

He shook his head but didn’t say anything. I watched his face through the clear, armor glass screen, as he handed out orders and set up tactical comm channels. After about a minute, my HUD’s display broke into two windows which I could see fully if I glanced to my right. One window had mission instructions from Asinhat, including navigation plans to get us through the dense jungle to the north side of the small village of Ichcapan. A village, might I add, that I could see neither strategic nor tactical value in, beyond that it was now occupied by Skampers. The other window provided a health and wellness display of my team: Flick, Corden and Quinfan.

“Any questions?” Asinhat asked.

“Where are we picking up a loadout?” I asked. We hadn’t yet trained with live ammo, and had dud loads on our backs so we wouldn’t be thrown off balance when we finally started. Popeyes were pretty amazing; each with the capacity to manufacture several different munition types, from simple jacketed fifty-cals, to heavier ERs (explosive rounds) as well as three different levels of EEs (explosive ordnance) – flash-bangs, grenades and BFGs (big fucking grenades).

“No loadout,” Asinhat answered. “A squad of monkeys could take out a platoon of Skampers in these suits and we have neither the time nor training for it. Get your team in position on the north side of Ichcapan in sixty minutes, you copy?”

“Aye, aye, Sergeant,” I answered. I didn’t like it. The idea of going into battle without ordnance struck me as hubris. Sure, when I was a squishy, I had nightmares of mechs showing up with or without loadouts. But to send a grunt into battle without ammo felt like an unpardonable sin. That said, I wasn’t in the business of questioning orders.




CONTACT

“Flick, scout ahead but don’t get more than fifty meters out, copy?” I ordered. None of us had known each other before joining the mechanized infantry but we’d become as close as four strangers could in our few weeks of training. It wasn’t a surprise to any of us that one of us was advanced to squad leader. That’s just the way the Marines operated and we’d seen enough combat to appreciate lack of confusion about where orders came from. I was probably the most surprised of any of them at my own appointment.

“Copy that, team leader,” he replied and crashed ahead along the jungle path. While he was the surest footed of the group, he conveyed zero stealth. Generally, a Popeye suit didn’t require a lot of stealth, but I might rather have kept surprise on our side, while Flick was taking more of a blitzkrieg approach.

“We’re Oscar Mike,” I announced and followed Flick down the path that would lead us to our destination on the north side of Ichcapan. I expected him to divert from the path and check for patrols. I was disappointed when I realized his navigation trail showed he hadn’t diverted even once in the first ten minutes.

“Hold up, Flick,” I said. 

“Aye, aye,” he answered.

“You’re not scouting,” I said as we caught up to his location. “You’re just barreling down the path. What if you run into resistance?”

“I kick their asses, TL,” he replied, his voice indicating a certain amount of reproach.

“I was hoping to get intel,” I pushed back.

“No covering up Popeye’s approach, “ he said.

I recognized the swagger for what it was. Flick was convinced, as was reasonable, that we were more than enough for the platoon of Skampers and he wanted to get there first. 

“Damn it, Flick, we have next to zero intel and no ammo,” I said.

“Fine,” he said. “Send me out again, I’ll stay off the path and try to be quiet. Satisfied?”

I sighed. “Fifty meters, no more.”

He turned and jogged down the path making an exaggerated show of jumping into the thick forest. I sighed. I should have taken him down, right then and there for his half-hearted attempt at following my orders, but I lacked the benefit of foresight. War is definitely a cruel teacher, as I was about to find out for not the last time in my military career.

About ten minutes from objective, Flick’s heart beat monitor spiked. We were all working hard to traverse the forest, and Flick harder than the rest of us. But this wasn’t just elevation due to exercise, something had his attention.

“Contact!” he exclaimed almost immediately.

“What do you have?” I slaved my suit to Quinfan so that it would follow along in his path. My AI would take every step Quinfan took, in just the same way, which would allow me to focus on something else for a moment. I switched my HUD’s view to Flick’s. He’d stopped moving about half a click ahead of our position and I cursed as I realized he’d exceeded my ordered max distance by ten times. One way or another I was going to hand him a beating when this was done.

Using a HUD to look through another suit isn’t perfect and Flick saw something that I hadn’t picked up on. Forty squishies had taken position behind barriers and were firing on him. It was a useless gesture, just as running would have been for them.

“Hoffen, I’m frakked,” Flick cried out and he turned away from the line of men. From the corner of suit’s optical sensors I saw something that made my heart sink. A grav-tank was dug in and had lined up on our approach. Someone must have heard Flick coming, or he’d tripped a cry-baby. Whatever had happened, he was deep in the shite.

“We’re coming!” I said and took control back from Quinfan. “Team, on the double!” 

I surged forward. No way were we leaving Flick to stand alone against a grav-tank, even though we didn’t carry a single thing that could stand against it. Damn it, Flick.

An unhindered mech suit can move at ridiculous speeds. Double that if you’re willing to take risks. I’d put Flick into the position he was in and I’d be damned if I wouldn’t do everything possible to get him out. A mech suit’s armor is nano-crystalized steel, which is about the hardest thing humans know how to make. The only real threat on the battlefield was a really big gun. The type of gun only another mech can carry, or worse yet, the big gun mounted atop a grav-tank.

On my HUD, Flick’s bio sensors grayed out just a moment before a wave of destruction caused by an explosion radiated through the dense jungle.




TWO HUNDRED KILO GORILLA

“Shit,” Corben said.

I muted the team comm channel and switched over to Asinhat’s command channel. “Sergeant, Flick’s down,” I reported. “There’s a grav-tank and it’s tracking us.”

“Find cover,” he replied. “I’ll take it out.”

My HUD showed that Asinhat’s squad was two minutes out – a lifetime in close-quarters combat.

“Incoming!” Quinfan’s comm broke through; the AI recognizing the tactical value of his statement.

I turned. The grav-tank’s smaller gun, one still big enough to cause us problems, although not quite the finger of death as the main gun, was hammering away at the vegetation, clearing a deadly path in our direction.

“There’s two of them,” Corben’s panicky voice cut through.

“Pull back,” I ordered. “On me. On me!” I repeated. In the heat of battle, it was easy to lose track of orders. I’d mentally marked a bluff only a click away. The grav-tanks would have to work hard to chew their way through the forest in order to catch us and that would leave them open to Asinhat’s squad.

I stumbled forward as I took the punch of a lighter tank round in the shoulder. My suit’s display showed damage, but I was still operational. Quinfan and Corben had both taken hits and it looked like Corben’s suit was nearing failure. We leapt up the side of the hill just about the time Corben’s suit actually gave out.

“Eject, Corben,” I said. It was a hard order to receive. The suit would provide protection against the ground forces, but he’d be a sitting duck to anything bigger.

“Frak you!” he replied.

“Damn it!” I said and overrode his suit’s command structure, depositing him onto the ground. He banged his hands into my helmet as I picked him up. Quinfan and I continued up the two-hundred-meter slope that wouldn’t slow the tanks down too awfully much.

“Hold your position, Hoffen,” Asinhat ordered. “We’re having trouble catching up.”

I looked at my HUD’s tactical map in confusion. We’d made good time running through the forest, but Asinhat and his squad should be making incredible time following an enemy through the ruined forest.

“You gotta be kidding me,” I answered. “Corben’s out of his suit. Flick’s already down.”

“That’s an order, Hoffen,” he replied.

“Frak!”

I jumped in the air. Using the benefit of the arc-jets in my boots I slowed my descent enough to deposit Corben on the branch of a big tree. My plan had been to lead the Skampers away from his position, but my orders were contrary. I’d never directly disobeyed an order during combat. I didn’t believe in it, even if it meant my life. Any decent Marine in leadership had to make hard decisions even when it meant sacrificing a couple for the benefit of a bigger group. Didn’t mean I liked it.

“On me!” I ordered Quinfan. “Coming at you, Sergeant!” If I couldn’t put more distance between what remained of my squad and the tanks, I’d at least not lead them right to Corben, who I suspected was fit to be tied.

“Copy that, Hoffen, almost in range,” Asinhat replied.

There’s a certain clarity of purpose derived when running into fire as opposed to away. In the latter case, there’s an expectation that eventually, you’ll outdistance or evade the fire and reach safety. In the former, there’s a certainty that every step ratchets up the tension. Both had their place and if Asinhat needed time to catch up; then by god, I was going to give it to him. 

That said, I wasn’t suicidal either. A grav-tank doesn’t have tracks like the legendary tanks from so long ago. Instead, they hover along anywhere from two to four meters above the ground. Basically, they’re a floating, heavily-armored turret with a bad attitude. The thing is, that with all the destruction they were doing, the definition of where the ground was, was starting to become a fungible topic. With all the crap they were knocking down, they were pretty well elevated.

Now it’s not the case that anything can be done from below a tank. It’s been tried and maybe in the beginning it was a good idea, but nowadays those tanks have a layer of armor that can withstand damn near anything. You can actually explode something big enough that tosses the tank like popcorn from an uncovered pan, but it’s mostly just inconvenient.

For Quinfan and me, however, the wreckage gave us some pretty good lanes in which to hide. Grav-tanks aren’t really designed to aim below their horizon and we were going to take advantage of that. 

“Fire, danger close!” Asinhat warned over tactical. I checked the HUD and he was right. He’d lined up on the first tank and we were directly in his line of fire. Quinfan and I jumped up from the toppled tree mess, scrabbling over the thick trunks like the lizards we’d observed so many times back at camp. We’d be open for a second, but if Asinhat was going to unleash what I would have, a few dents from the smaller tank guns was the least of our worries

There’s a basic problem with crawling up and over a pile of logs, especially when highly explosive shells are involved. For less than a quarter of a second, my butt was in the air. That was all it took for the blast wave to catch me dead on that same ass, picking me up and tossing me through the air. It was the sort of thing the mech suit’s inertial systems were good at absorbing. It turned out we’d yet to train on how to roll into a protective ball, using the heavier plating on the back, somewhat mimicking the armadillos I’d seen once in a zoo. More importantly, it’s just not that big of an idea and I self-taught the skill in midflight. 

Don’t let anyone fool you, inertial systems are great, but the suit designers are all about survival and comfort is not high on their list. I can confirm that being thrown through a fully grown tree is painful. I know what you’re thinking, the blast wave probably softened it up for me. Tell you what, give it a try and get back to me on that.

I checked Quinfan’s biologicals and found he was still up. My position as TL for Team Two gave me access to the first squad’s tactical displays. Asinhat had disabled the first tank, but in the process, he’d opened himself up to reprisal. I looked on in disbelief as he turned toward the second tank, its turret zeroing in on him at the same moment. If he’d simply run, he might have stood a chance, but that just wasn’t the type of man he was. They say heroes aren’t born, they’re just ordinary people who do ordinary things under extraordinary circumstances. I call bullshit. There was nothing ordinary about Sergeant Asinhat as he stared down a forty tonne grav tank and traded shots.

There’s a general rule in combat I’ve learned to accept – bullets make a mess out of people. 

I’d have given Asinhat a zero percent chance of surviving his stand-and-deliver approach to a tank that outweighed him by thirty-nine and a half tonnes. The frakked up part is that his shot went high, just grazing the top hatch, which I’ll get back to in a minute. The second thing that didn’t go as expected was that the Sergeant wasn’t turned to paste. Instead, the tank’s round clipped his arm or shoulder, hell it could have been his pinky for all I knew, but the generally explosive round simply ripped off the right side of his suit.

“Squad control transferred,” my AI announced and my squad display updated, showing four new Marines under my control, including Asinhat, whose bios showed critical, but alive.

For as long as Marines have existed, we’ve lived by a simple credo – leave no man behind. For whatever reason, Asinhat had seen fit to make me TL and now with his inability to lead, squad leadership fell to me. I had two options, cut our losses or recover the sergeant. As long as Asinhat’s bios were up, there would be no running.

“Rajish, get me a tactical scan on that tank,” I ordered. In my peripheral, I’d caught that Asinhat’s round had struck the tank, I needed to know just how much damage he’d caused.

“Everyone else, stay low,” I said. 

Find best view of strike on tank. My AI accessed every soldier’s combat data stream and pieced together a vid-sequence. I watched as Asinhat’s round streaked toward the tank and gouged a furrow into the damn thing’s lid. Just about then, Rajish must have jumped up to gather the tac-scan, because I saw the chance I was looking for—the chance that the sergeant’s bravery bought us. It wasn’t just a furrow. He’d popped its top. That explained why the tank’s operators weren’t immediately following up.

“Quinfan – take the team up the bluff and grab Corben,” I said. “Head back to HQ, double-time.”

“What are you doing, TL?” Quinfan asked.

“I got a plan, but need that tank distracted,” I answered and promoted him to TL.

“You heard the man, we’re Oscar Mike,” Quinfan ordered.

I stayed down for a moment as the Skamper tank absorbed the data it was receiving. Four of the original eight Popeyes were making all possible haste from ground zero and they did what any self-respecting, testosterone fueled soldier would do. They gave chase.

Mech suits and grav tanks make good time and it wasn’t more than twenty seconds before I was on my own. My tactical display tracked a few dozen Skamper squishies working their way over to Asinhat, but the AI gave me an estimate of ninety seconds before their arrival. No matter, what I had in mind would take less than thirty.

I jumped up from the cover I’d taken and laid heavily on my arc-jets. The extra lift allowed me to turn in mid-air and I landed atop a fallen tree trunk, my suit’s boots immediately changing the surface of the sole to allow for sure grip. For weeks, we’d practiced negotiating all manner of tricky footings and I made a mental note to never complain about training again. I took off at a run, choosing my footing carefully. The lead squad of squishies dove for cover as I jumped over Asinhat’s unconscious body protectively. I knew they’d recover, but the audacious often win in combat and well, I was going with that.

Asinhat was a bloody mess and at the very least, missing his left arm. The damage to his torso wasn’t particularly clear, but a pink mess of foam covered the pieces of him that were still attached and to my thinking, those were the important bits.

The Skamper squad recovered sufficiently, because I was starting to take an increasing level of well-directed fire. I knew I was protected, but wasn’t certain I could take an entire platoon, which was exactly what was headed my way. No matter, I didn’t intend to be here long enough to make it a party.

I picked Asinhat up and slung him over a shoulder. The mechanized suits add several hundred kilograms to a Marine, and they’re designed to carry a fallen comrade, even when both are fully loaded. To lighten my load, I dropped my dummy loadout. It was then my eye caught that Asinhat’s loadout had dropped to the ground. It was standard procedure, when retrieving an incapacitated Marine still in their suit. 

I felt bad as I unceremoniously dropped Asinhat back onto the jungle’s floor. I tried to be gentle, but gentle and hasty collided. Hasty won. I’d strapped on my own dummy loadout enough times that it only took moments for me to clip on the hundred fifty-kilogram pack of death. As soon as I did, new options became available on my HUD. The AI recommended the fifty-cal, full-auto to deal with the Skampers and for a moment, I considered it. I’d have taken a lot of satisfaction in laying down some hurt. The thing was, I had a squad that was being chased by a full-up grav tank, and I needed to get Asinhat out of harm’s way. I pushed down the battle monster and picked Asinhat up again and made tracks.

The mech suit’s ammo manufacturing plant is relatively simple, at least in concept. It mixes the right amount of explosive material with the right type of payload and feeds it through barrels that slide out just past your suit’s glove. The experience for the operator is much like that of firing a pistol, only the pistol has a barrel the size of man’s arm. As I chugged up the hill, following the sweep of destruction made by a grav-tank on full chase mode, I realized that Asinhat had used most of the explosive material. I had plenty enough to manufacture fifty-cal rounds, but tank busting had been taken off the plate. No matter, I had different plans for the tank.

“Quinfan, slow up,” I ordered. “I’m inbound and loaded for bear. That bastard has a weak lid and I’m going to bust it.” My plan was simple. I would jump onto the tank, peel back the lid and let loose a fusillade of fifty-cals. Since a fifty-cal round wouldn’t penetrate the tank’s armor, I figured they’d bounce around inside and do what needed doing.

“Copy that, TL,” Quinfan replied.

Three clicks later, I got my first sighting of the grav-tank. My team had indeed slowed and was weaving back and forth, keeping just ahead of the tank’s light turret range, their movement too sporadic for a lock from the main gun.

You’ve no doubt heard that no plan survives contact with the enemy. It’s a lesson every good Marine needs to learn. Those who are able to adjust accordingly, survive, those who don’t have harder days. The problem appeared to be that someone must have warned the tank that I was coming and I’d picked up a load. Hell, maybe the tank just decided I would be easier to pick off. Whatever it was, my plan wasn’t going to work if I had its undivided attention.

With good line of sight, the tank turned its light turret on my position and started firing away. I was at long range, but with its rate of fire, it wouldn’t take much for it to zero in on me and Asinhat.

“Frak!” I veered off into the jungle at an oblique angle away from the Skamper’s platoon. Now I was caught between two enemies. No doubt, the Skampers would be bringing up some real hardware to deal with my suit.

Turns out there’s one final, and ultimately important rule that applies to more than just battle. And that is that no matter how big you think you are, there’s always someone bigger. Mechs looked down on squishies and tanks look down on mechs. Turns out Hogs look down on all of us. I’d been too busy to pay attention to a command channel that had transferred to me with Asinhat’s squad leadership position. Just like I could override and view every action my squad members were taking, so too was command able to do the same.

To say I was shocked when the Skamper tank simply exploded is something of an understatement. The blast wave caused me to stagger and my visor blanked momentarily, shielding my eyes from its brilliance.

“This is Lieutenant Irawan,” a woman’s calm voice filled my ears. “I understand you boys are looking for a ride. We’re offering a first-class beverage service.” I smiled and shook my head, leave it to the Zoomies.

“Copy that, Lieutenant,” I replied. “We have wounded.”

I finally caught a view of the Warthog that had delivered the kill shot on the tank. While I wasn’t a history buff, even I knew the Warthog had been in existence far longer than dirt and today, I was certainly glad for that. Behind the stubby, little fighter craft a long rectangular transport sailed in and set down next to the tank’s burning hulk. We were in dense jungle and the only clearing available had been created by that explosion. 

A mech transport is a straightforward ship. Long rails are suspended at the top and the Marine’s suit clips in, leaving the Marine to hang, feet dangling when the floor drops. In flight, this design allows for insertion from just about any elevation—the suit’s arc-jets are more than capable of arresting the fall on up to 1.2g planets.

With Rajish’s help, I clipped Asinhat into one of three special slots that carried emergency medical facilities and five minutes later we lifted off. I appreciated that the Lieutenant gave us a quick pass over the battlefield where we’d had our asses handed to us. The Hog pilot had made quick work of scattering the Skamper’s platoon. There was no way he or she had gotten them all, but I felt like enough blood had been spilled for that day.




OLD FASHION DRESSING DOWN

Once you’ve been in combat, other things become just a bit less stressful. Early on in boot, I used to feel quite a bit of stress when I was being reamed out for this or that. Turns out, after people have been shooting at you, a red-faced Captain’s ire just doesn’t compare.

Apparently, I’d done about a million things wrong in our encounter. At the top of the list was ignoring the command channel, not fragging Corben’s suit, splitting up the team and on and on. Thing was, she was probably right, although I was concerned she might actually blow an aneurism or something; her face was outrageously red. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was healthy, as foamy bits of spittle exited her mouth and sprinkled my cheeks.

“Are you listening to me?” She was finally finished.

“Yes, Ma’am,” I answered.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I answered.

“And!?”

“I appreciate you sending out that Warthog,” I said. “Saved our bacon.”

She blinked at me, unbelieving. “Are you making a joke?” I replayed the sentence in my mind. The only joke I could imagine was bacon and Warthog.

“No, Ma’am,” I answered.

“Get out!” She pointed to the door.

My steps were light as I exited. I’d expected to be disciplined or worse. The operation was pretty messed up and I was in charge at the end. The Captain had been clear that my inability to reign in Flick at the beginning was a black mark on my record and he’d paid the ultimate price, something she was hanging on me. I understood. 

My next stop was to see Asinhat. 

“Hoffen,” he acknowledged as I entered the room.

“How are you feeling, Sergeant?” I asked.

“Terrence,” he held up his remaining good hand. “You saved my life out there. I wanted to say thank you.”

I shook his hand. “Pete.”

“I know the Captain probably gave you a pretty good tongue-lashing about Flick. That’s her job, but you did a lot right out there and she knows it. Thing is you kept your head on straight and came up with a plan when it was required. It might not have been my plan, but hindsight is for brass.”

“Any word on your arm?” I asked.

“Turned down,” he answered. “They’re going to patch me up, but the arm’s too expensive and we lost two suits. Simple economics.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Headed stateside in twenty-four,” he said. “It’s okay. I’ll get to see my family and they’re giving me a cushy desk-job.”

“Doesn’t seem right, Sergeant,” I said.

“It’s just how it is,” he said. “Something else. He reached under a leg and pulled out a dark plastic sleeve and handed it to me.”

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Look inside.” I pulled out a rank insignia. It was crossed rifles on a red field with a single pair of stripes, or that of a Lance Corporal.

“Really?”

“Congratulations, Hoffen,” he said, saluting me.

I returned the salute. “Thank you, Sergeant.”

“You earned it.”
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CODENAME DELPHI

BY LINDA NAGATA




“Valdez, you need to slow down,” Karin Larsen warned, each syllable crisply pronounced into a mic. “Stay behind the seekers. If you overrun them, you’re going to walk into a booby trap.” 

Five thousand miles away from Karin’s control station, Second Lieutenant Valdez was jacked up on adrenaline and in a defiant mood. “Negative!” she said, her voice arriving over Karin’s headphones. “Delphi, we’ve got personnel down and need to move fast. This route scans clear. I am not waiting for the seekers to clear it again.”

The battleground was an ancient desert city. Beginning at sunset, firefights had flared up all across its tangled neighborhoods and Valdez was right that her squad needed to advance—but not so fast that they ran into a trap.

“The route is not clear,” Karin insisted. “The last overflight to scan this alley was forty minutes ago. Anything could have happened since then.”

Karin’s worksite was an elevated chair within a little room inside a secure building. She faced a curved monitor a meter-and-a-half high, set an easy reach away. Windows checkered its screen, grouped by color-codes representing different clients. The windows could slide, change sequence, and overlap, but they could never completely hide one another; the system wouldn’t allow it. This was Karin’s interface to the war. 

Presently centered onscreen were two gold-rimmed windows, each displaying a video feed captured by an aerial seeker: palm-sized drones equipped with camera eyes, audio pickups, and chemical sensors. The seekers flew ahead of Valdez and her urban infantry squad, one at eye level and the other at an elevation of six meters, scouting a route between brick-and-stucco tenements. They flew too slowly for Valdez. 

The lieutenant was out of sight of the seekers’ camera eyes, but Karin could hear the soft patter of her boot plates as she advanced at a hurried trot, and the tread of the rest of the squad trailing behind her. Echoing off the buildings, there came the pepper of distant rifle fire and a heavier caliber weapon answering.

Onscreen, positioned above the two video feeds, was a third window that held the squad map—a display actively tracking the position and status of each soldier.

Outfitted in bullet-proof vests and rigged in the titanium struts of light-infantry exoskeletons—“armor and bones”—the squad advanced through the alley at a mandated ten-meter interval, a regulation that reduced the odds of multiple casualties if they encountered an IED or a grenade. Only Lieutenant Valdez failed to maintain the proper distance, crowding within two meters of the seekers in her rush to answer the call for backup. 

“Valdez, this is not a simple firefight. It’s a widespread, well-planned insurgent offensive. Every kid with a grudge—”

“No lectures, Delphi. Just get these seekers moving faster.”

Any faster, and the little drones could miss something critical.

Local time was past midnight and no lights shone in the alley, but in nightvision the walls of the buildings and the trash-strewn brick pavement gleamed in crisp, green detail. Karin wasn’t the only one monitoring the seekers’ feeds; a battle AI watched them too. It generated an ongoing report, displayed alongside the windows. She glanced at it and saw an alert for trace scents of explosives—but with a battle in progress that didn’t mean anything. Otherwise the report was good: no suspicious heat signatures or whispering voices or inexplicable motion within the apartments.

Her gaze shifted back to the video feed. A faint gleam caught her attention; a hair-thin line close to the ground that justified her caution. “Tripwire,” she announced. She reached out to the screen; dragged her finger across the line. The gesture created a fleeting highlight on the display screen of Valdez’s visor, clearly marking the tripwire’s position. “Six meters ahead.”

“Shit.” Valdez pulled up sharply. A faint background tone sounded as she switched her audio to gen-com. “Tripwire,” she said, addressing her squad. “Move back.” 

The tone dropped out, and Valdez was talking again solely to Karin. “Ambush?”

“Searching.” It was a good bet someone was monitoring the tripwire.

A set of windows bordered in blue glided to the center of Karin’s screen: Lieutenant Deng’s color code. The insurgent offensive had erupted all along the northern border, striking hard at Deng’s rural district. At approximately 2200 she’d been lured into an ambush. The resulting firefight had left one of her soldiers seriously wounded.

Distance did not mute the impatience—or the frustration—in Deng’s voice as she spoke over the headphones, “Delphi, where’s my medevac helicopter?”

On nights like this, a big part of Karin’s job was triage. Deng’s situation was no longer “hot.” The insurgents had fled, and the helicopter had already been requested. Determining an ETA would not get it there faster. So she told Deng, “Stand by.” 

Then she swiped the blue windows out of the way and returned her attention to the feeds from the seekers, directing one to fly higher. The angle of view shifted, and Karin spied a figure crouched on the sloping, clay-tiled roof of a low building not far ahead. She drew a highlight around it. “Valdez, see that?” 

A glance at the squad map showed that Valdez had retreated a few meters from the tripwire. One specialist remained with her, while the rest of the squad had dropped back under the supervision of a sergeant. 

“I see him,” Valdez said. “Target confirmed?”

“Negative. Twenty seconds.”

Karin sent a seeker buzzing toward the figure on the rooftop and then she switched her focus back to Deng’s blue-coded windows, fanning them open so she could see the one that tracked the status of the medevac helicopter. The offensive was unprecedented and air support was in high demand. Deng’s wounded soldier was third on the list for pickup. “Deng, ETA on the medevac is forty-plus minutes,” Karin warned; that was assuming the helicopter stayed in the air. She slid the blue windows away again, switching back to Valdez.

Wind soughing between the buildings veiled the soft buzz of the seeker so that the figure on the roof didn’t hear it coming. Details emerged as the little drone got closer. One of those details was a rifle—aimed at Valdez. “Target confirmed,” Karin said without hesitation. “Shoot to kill.”

Valdez was watching the same feed. “That’s a kid!”

It was a kid. The battle AI estimated a male, fourteen years old. It didn’t matter. The boy was targeting Valdez and that made him the enemy.

“Take the shot.”

The boy fired first. He missed, but he squeezed the trigger again. His second shot caught Valdez in the shoulder, spinning her into the wall. “Fuck.” 

“Valdez, get down!”

The lieutenant dropped to a crouch. The specialist was already hunkered down behind her. He aimed over her shoulder and shot—but too late. The kid had opened a roof-access door, retreating inside the building.

Karin checked Valdez’s biometrics: high stress, but no indication that the slug had penetrated. Her armor had protected her.

“A biometric ID on the shooter is in the system,” Karin told her. “You can hunt him down later.”

“Right. I’m going to drop back, rejoin the squad, and go around.”

While Valdez reorganized, Karin switched to her third client, Lieutenant Holder. The set of windows monitoring his squad was coded orange. Holder was assigned to a district just outside the city. Tonight his squad waited in ambush for a suspected small-arms shipment coming in from the west. She checked his status: nominal. Checked the squad: noted all seven soldiers in position on either side of an asphalt road. Checked the wide-field view from the infrared camera on the squad’s surveillance drone and noted the suspect truck, still at almost five kilometers away.

There was time.

Karin sighed, took a sip of chilled water from a bottle stashed in a pouch at the side of her chair, and for just a moment she squeezed her dry eyes shut. She’d already been six hours on-shift, with only one ten-minute break and that was two hours ago. There would be hours more before she could rest. Most shifts went on until her clients were out of harm’s way—that’s just how it was, how it needed to be. She’d learned that early.

Karin had trained as a handler for the usual reason: money. She’d needed to pay off a student loan. Two years so far, with a fat savings account to show for it. The money was good, no argument, but the lifestyle? Some handlers joked that the job was like a video game—one so intense it left you shaking and exhausted at the end of every shift—but for her it had never been a game. The lives she handled were real. Slip up, and she could put a soldier in the grave. That was her nightmare. She’d had soldiers grievously wounded, but so far none had died on her shift. Lately, she’d started thinking that maybe she should quit before it happened. On a night like tonight, that thought was close to the surface. 

The blue windows slid to center again. Karin popped the bottle back into its pouch as an irate Deng spoke through her headphones. “Delphi, I can’t wait forty minutes for the medevac. I’ve got six enemy at-large. They have their own wounded to worry about, but once they get organized, they’re going to move on the settlement. If we don’t get there first, there are going to be reprisals. I need approval from Command to split the squad.” 

“Stand by.”

Karin captured a voice clip of Deng’s request and sent it to the Command queue, flagged highest priority. But before she could slide the blue windows aside, someone opened an emergency channel—an act that overrode the communications of every handler on-shift. “I need support!” a shrill voice yelled through Karin’s headphones. She flinched back, even as she recognized Sarno, another handler. The panic in his voice told her that he had made a mistake. A critical mistake, maybe a fatal one. “I need support! Now. I just can’t—” 

His transmission cut out. The shift supervisor’s voice came on—calm, crisp, alert: the way handlers were trained to speak. “I’m on it.”

Karin’s hands shook. Sarno worked a chair just a few doors down from her. He was new, and new handlers sometimes got overwhelmed, but panic was always the wrong response. At the end of the shift, every handler got to go home, smoke a joint, collapse in a bed with soft sheets, get laid if they wanted to. Their clients didn’t have that option. Sarno needed to remember that. Sarno needed to remember that however rough it got in the control room, no one was trying to end his life.

Right now the supervisor would be assisting him, coaching him, getting him back on track. Karin refocused, striving to put the incident out of her mind. 

Dragging the gold-rimmed windows to center, she checked on Valdez, confirming the lieutenant had safely exited the alley. There were no alerts from the battle AI, so Karin switched to Deng’s window-set. Rigged in armor and bones, the squad had formed a perimeter to protect their wounded soldier. Around them, dry grass rustled beneath spindly trees, and the stars glowed green in nightvision. Karin switched to Holder. He was still hunkered down with his squad alongside the road. An infrared feed from Holder’s surveillance drone showed the target vehicle only a klick-and-a-half away, approaching fast without headlights.

Just as Karin brought her attention back to Valdez, the shift supervisor spoke. 

“Karin, we’ve got an emergency situation. I need to transfer another client to you.”

“No way, Michael.”

“Karin—”

“No. I’ve got three active operations and I can barely stay on top of them. If you give me one more client, I’m going to resign.”

“Fine, Karin! Resign. But just finish this shift first. I need you. Sarno walked. He fucking walked out and left his clients.”

Sarno walked? Karin lost track of her windows as she tried to make sense of it. How could he walk out? What they did here was not a video game. There was no pause button on this war. Every handler was responsible for the lives of real people.

Michael took her hesitation as agreement. “I’m splitting the load. You only have to take one. Incoming now.”

Her throat aching, she took another sip of water, a three-second interval when her mind could rove…this time back to the kickboxing session that started her day, every day: a fierce routine that involved every muscle—strike, strike, strike—defiantly physical, because a handler had to be in top form to do this kind of work, and Karin hated to make mistakes.

As she looked up again, a glowing green dot expanded into a new set of windows, with the client’s bio floating to the top. Shelley, James. A lieutenant with a stellar field rating. Good, Karin thought. Less work for me.

As she fanned the windows, the live feed opened with the triple concussion of three grenades going off one after another. She bit down on her lip, anxious to engage, but she needed an overview of the situation first. Locating the squad map, she scanned the terrain and the positions of each soldier. There were five personnel besides Shelley: a sergeant, two specialists, and two privates. The map also showed the enemy’s positions and their weaponry—field intelligence automatically compiled from helmet cams and the squad’s surveillance drone.

The map showed that Shelley’s squad was outnumbered and outgunned.

With little shelter in a flat rural landscape of dusty red-dirt pastures and drought-stricken tree farms, they protected themselves by continuously shifting position in a fight to hold a defensive line north of the village that was surely the target of this raid. The insurgents’ ATVs had already been eliminated, but two pickup trucks remained, one rigged with a heavy machine gun and the other with a rocket-launcher pod, probably stripped off a downed helicopter. The rockets it used would have a range to four kilometers. Shelley needed to take the rocket-launcher out before it targeted the village and before his squad burned through their inventory of grenades. 

The sound of the firefight dropped out as her get-acquainted session was overridden by Deng’s windows sliding to the center. A communication had come in from Command. Deng’s request to split the squad had been approved. Karin forwarded the order, following up with a verbal link. “Deng, your request has been approved. Orders specify two personnel remain with the wounded; four proceed to the settlement.”

“Thanks, Delphi.”

Karin switched to Holder. His ambush would go off in seconds. She did a quick scan of the terrain around him, located no additional threats, and then switched focus to Valdez. Cities were the worst. Too many places for snipers to hide. Too many alleys to booby trap. Karin requested an extra surveillance drone to watch the surrounding buildings as Valdez trotted with her squad through the dark streets. She’d feel more secure if she could study the feed from the seekers, but there was no time—because it was her new client who faced the most immediate hazard. 

Lieutenant Shelley was on the move, weaving between enemy positions, letting two of his soldiers draw the enemy’s attention while he closed on the rocket launcher. The truck that carried the weapon was being backed into the ruins of a still-smoldering, blown-out farmhouse. The roof of the house was gone along with the southern wall, but three stout brick walls remained, thick enough to shelter the rocket crew from enemy fire. Once they had the truck in place, it would be only a minute or two before the bombardment started.

Not a great time to switch handlers.

Karin mentally braced herself, and then she opened a link to Shelley. The sounds of the firefight hammered through her headphones: staccato bursts from assault rifles and then the bone-shaking boom of another grenade launched by the insurgents. A distant, keening scream of agony made her hair stand on end, but a status check showed green so she knew it wasn’t one of hers. “Lieutenant Shelley,” she said, speaking quickly before he could protest her intrusion. “My codename is Delphi. You’ve been transferred to my oversight. I’ll be your handler tonight.”

His biometrics, already juiced from the ongoing operation, surged even higher. “What the Hell?” he whispered. “Did you people get rid of Hawkeye in the middle of an action?”

“Hawkeye took himself out, Lieutenant.” 

Karin remembered her earlier assessment of Sarno’s breakdown. He had made a mistake. What that mistake was, she didn’t know and there was no time to work it out. “I’ve got an overview of the situation and I will stay with you.”

“What’d you say your name was?”

“Delphi.”

“Delphi, you see where I’m going?”

“Yes.”

He scuttled, hunched over to lower his profile, crossing bare ground between leafless thickets. Shooting was almost constant, from one side or another, but so far he’d gone unnoticed and none of it was directed at him. 

Karin studied the terrain that remained to be crossed. “You’re going to run out of cover.”

“Understood.”

A wide swath of open ground that probably served as a pasture in the rainy season lay between Shelley and the shattered farmhouse. He needed to advance a hundred meters across it to be within the effective range of his grenade launcher. There were no defenders in that no-man’s-land, but there were at least eight insurgents sheltering within the remains of the farmhouse—and the second truck, the one with the machine gun, was just out of sight on the other side of the ruins.

She fanned the windows just as the lieutenant dropped to his belly at the edge of the brush. Bringing Shelley’s details to the top, she checked his supplies. “You have two programmable grenades confirmed inside your weapon. Ten percent of your ammo load remaining. Lieutenant, that’s not enough.”

“It’s enough.” 

Karin shook her head. Shelley couldn’t see it; it was a gesture meant only for herself. There weren’t enough soldiers in his squad to keep him out of trouble once the enemy knew where he was. 

Would it be tonight then? she wondered. Would this be the night she lost someone?

“I advise you to retreat.”

“Can’t do it, Delphi.”

It was the expected answer, but she’d had to try.

Nervous tension reduced her to repeating the basics. “Expect them to underestimate how fast you can move and maneuver in your exoskeleton. You can take advantage of that.”

The shooting subsided. In the respite, audio pickups caught and enhanced the sound of a tense argument taking place at the distant farmhouse. Then a revving engine overrode the voices. 

Karin said, “The other truck, with the machine gun, it’s on the move.”

“I see it.” 

A check of his setup confirmed he had the feed from the surveillance drone posted on the periphery of his visor display. 

He used gen-com to speak to his squad. “It’s now. Don’t let me get killed, okay?”

They answered, their voices tense, intermingled: “We got you…watch over you…”

Valdez’s window-set centered, cutting off their replies. “Delphi, you there?” 

Her voice was calm, so Karin said, “Stand by,” and swiped her window-set aside.

“…kick ass, L. T.”

Shelley’s window-set was still fanned, with the live feed from the surveillance drone on one end of the array. Motion in that window caught Karin’s eye, even before the battle AI highlighted it. “Shelley, the machine-gun truck is coming around the north side of the ruins. Everybody on those walls is going to be looking at it.”

“Got it. I’m going.”

“Negative! Hold your position. On my mark…” She identified the soldier positioned a hundred-fifty meters away on Shelley’s west flank. Overriding protocol, she opened a link to him, and popped a still image of the truck onto the periphery of his visor. “Hammer it as soon as you have it in sight.” The truck fishtailed around the brick walls and Karin told Shelley, “Now.”

He took off in giant strides powered by his exoskeleton, zigzagging across the bare ground. There was a shout from the truck, just as the requested assault rifle opened up. The truck’s windshield shattered. More covering fire came from the northwest. From the farmhouse voices cried out in fury and alarm. Karin held her breath while Shelley covered another twenty meters and then she told him, “Drop and target!”

He accepted her judgment and slammed to the ground, taking the impact on the arm struts of his exoskeleton as the racing pickup braked in a cloud of dust. Shelley didn’t turn to look. The feed from his helmet cams remained fixed on the truck parked between the ruined walls as he set up his shot. The battle AI calculated the angle, and when his weapon was properly aligned, the AI pulled the trigger. 

A grenade launched on a low trajectory, transiting the open ground and disappearing under the truck, where it exploded with a deep whump!, enfolding the vehicle in a fireball that initiated a thunderous roar of secondary explosions as the rocket propellant ignited. The farmhouse became an incandescent inferno. Nightvision switched off on all devices as white light washed across the open ground. 

Karin shifted screens. The feed from the surveillance drone showed a figure still moving in the bed of the surviving truck. An enemy soldier—wounded maybe—but still determined, clawing his way up to the mounted machine gun. “Target to the northwest,” she said.

The audio in Shelley’s helmet enhanced her voice so that he heard her even over the roar of burning munitions. He rolled and fired. The figure in the truck went over backward, hitting the dusty ground with an ugly bounce. 

Karin scanned the squad map. “No indication of surviving enemy, but shrapnel from those rockets—”

“Fall back!” Shelley ordered on gen-com. Powered by his exoskeleton, he sprang to his feet and took off. “Fall back! All speed!” 

Karin watched until he put a hundred meters behind him; then she switched to Holder, confirmed his ambush had gone off as planned; switched to Deng who was driving an ATV, racing to cut off her own insurgent incursion; switched to Valdez, who had finally joined up with another squad to quell a street battle in an ancient desert city. 

• • •

“Delphi, you there?” Shelley asked.

“I’m here.” Her voice hoarse, worn by use.

Dawn had come. All along the northern border the surviving enemy were in retreat, stopping their exodus only when hunting gunships passed nearby. Then they would huddle out of sight beneath camouflage blankets until the threat moved on. The incursion had gained no territory, but the insurgents had won all the same by instilling fear among the villages and the towns.

Karin had already seen Valdez and Holder and Deng back to their shelters. Now Shelley’s squad was finally returning to their little fort.

“Is Hawkeye done?” he asked her.

She sighed, too tired to really think about it. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“I never liked him much.”

Karin didn’t answer. It wasn’t appropriate to discuss another handler.

“You still there?”

“I’m here.”

“You want to tell me if this was a one-night-stand? Or are you going to be back tonight?”

Exhaustion clawed at her and she wanted to tell him no. No, I will not be back. There wasn’t enough money in the world to make this a good way to spend her life. 

Then she wondered: when had it ceased to be about the money?

The war was five thousand miles away, but it was inside her head too; it was inside her dreams and her nightmares.

 “Delphi?” 

“I’m here.”

In her worst nightmares, she lost voice contact. That’s when she could see the enemy waiting in ambush, when she knew his position, his weaponry, his range…when she knew her clients were in trouble, but she couldn’t warn them.

“You want me to put in a formal request for your services?” Shelley pressed. “I can do that, if you need me to.”

It wasn’t money that kept Karin at her control station. As the nightmare of the war played on before her eyes, it was knowing that the advice and the warnings that she spoke could save her soldiers’ lives. 

“It’s best if you make a formal request,” Karin agreed. “But don’t worry—I’ll be here.”
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PATCHWORKER 2.0

BY M. PAX




Eyelids twitching, drooling like a simpleton, Carl lay on a gurney. I came to replace him, hoping not so exactly, and hugged my navy trench coat tighter. The October chill piped into the habidome, as if people still lived with the world, nipped deeper into my veins.

Carl and I had flirted with love back in the academy, before becoming fully licensed in PO, Patchworkers Order. PO forbade our affair, threatening to send us back from where we came. No way would I return to craptacular Sludge Bay. Carl vowed he’d take a stroll outside rather than live in Solder Park again, which was located on the edge of the landfill. He swore the stink followed him. Sludge didn’t smell any better. We put our blooming passions on hold and had planned to revisit them when we retired. Now that’d never happen.

The medtechs strapped up Carl’s stocky arms so they’d quit flopping around and tucked away his disturbing empty state as readily as the city dome concealed the raging storms and scalding ultraviolet rays. Before they wheeled Carl toward the ambulance, I straightened the lapels of his trench coat and committed to memory a face so dear.

Most wouldn’t call Carl beautiful. His cheeks mooned out with bulbous outcrops, a boulder-like nose and pronounced brow ridge. His fleshy lips, once brimming with pink verve and promises, matched his strong jowls and double chin.

Sighing, I scanned him. Interfaces—thin micro-patches of circuitry—covered my skin and Carl’s like most people wore clothes. I should have sensed him before the rail car stopped to let me out. His thoughts should have mingled with mine during the twelve block walk from the station. I should have perceived him beyond what my fingertips could touch. Frowning, I lifted his sleeve and pressed the black-lined circuit inked on my wrist to the same on his.

“Carl, what happened?”

Seizures weren’t uncommon for patchworkers, but none of those prone to them ever made it into PO. I detected no pain echoing through his tattoos and nothing of what made Carl the man he was.

PO let me tap into reports it had archived on this AI, artificial intelligence. Carl hadn’t been the first patchworker put on the job. He had replaced Gaati and Kawana. They had also ended up like this.

Crap. Three patchworkers down. Now only one hundred ninety-seven people on the planet had the ability to patch into AI and manipulate the minds of machines. Our elite group could resist getting lost in the knotted streams of code when the things went haywire. We were the few that could distinguish biological and mechanical electrical pulses, the few that could make sense of them, the few who could create necessary patches.

I pressed my wrist to Carl’s once more. All my interfaces strained to boost the signals, searching the data he had collected on this client. Into his main processors I hacked, swaying for a moment when I stared up at myself — tall and big boned, square-jawed, the telltale silver irises of a patchworker, and red ringlets flowing down past my shoulders. My curls fluttered in the gentle wind, which was piped through the dome’s vents. The breeze had a curdled smell to it, some days worse than others. Today it reeked.

Carl’s job logs ended the moment he arrived, as if erased. I found the same exclusions in Gaati’s and Kawana’s records. I didn’t believe in coincidence. PO heard my doubt and sent an instant avowal that it hadn’t deleted anything from the logs. Had the AI?

The repeated omissions gave me pause, and my second thoughts darted over the nearby gray door that had no signs or windows. It appeared so harmless. No advisories alerted my interfaces. Yet what lay beyond those doors had rendered Carl into a sack of bio matter ready for recycling. His skill level rose to a mere half notch below mine. Would I fare any better?

PO demanded I go meet the client, nudging my childhood memories until the fetid aroma of sludge filled my mouth. I needed no other incentive and ducked into the entrance.

Red diagonal stripes on the floor gave the briefest warning. Beyond them, a squadron of six Marines leveled assault weapons. Six red dots sprouted on my chest. None quivered.

Their aim gave me no choice other than to hold out my hands like a common hacker. “Patchworker Evalyn Shore. I’m expected.”

The Marines didn’t jostle, so I didn’t see the suit taking cover behind them. I heard him, though. His voice, more shrill than the sirens outside, grated over my jitters like corroded code. “Patchworker Shore, you were scheduled to arrive twenty minutes ago.”

The words flitted in my ears as a question rather than a demand. Peering around the burly soldiers, whom I matched in breadth and height, I sized up the peon sent to fetch me. A lack of authority sloughed off his cheeks like the dirty rain on the dome. I could smell his nerves, which added a sour note to the hard-used air.

“My orders are to answer only to Director Beatty. Where is he?” I brushed my red ringlets behind my ears and discreetly tapped my booster interface. The peon remained as unreadable as Carl.

“I’m Assistant Director Randall. ” He held out his moist hand. It trembled.

Lots of people contracted a case of the fidgets when meeting a patchworker. As I said, we were a rare breed, but this stooge had already met Carl, Gaati, and Kawana. He had to know the rule against touching patchworkers. If PO wouldn’t reestablish my residence in Sludge Bay for bailing, I’d march back to the rail car right now.

Sweeping past Randall, I strode into the corridor leading to the AI. “Let’s get ticking, bub. You now have me twenty-six minutes behind. I’ve a reputation and all. Run, run.”

Despite my brisk pace, he fell into step beside me. The odd spongy texture of the ruddy brown tiles deadened any echo.

“Director Beatty and I are pleased you could come on such short notice,” he said. “You were born in Sludge Bay, weren’t you? What an inspiring rise in status.”

Since he didn’t matter to anything more than a defunct subroutine, I didn’t bother to answer, and I was relieved he didn’t continue to jabber. It was of no consequence which district a person had been born in if she or he had the ability to become a patchworker and a damned good one.

Perhaps this assistant director boy wanted to get me riled, riled enough not to notice the absolute void. Neither my interfaces nor my senses picked up anything other than lemon-scented cleanser and heavily insulated walls. Everything pinged back as a dead end. The minty-hued corridors zigged and zagged. The cushion of the ruddy tiles grew deeper, stumbling my steps. I found it harder to swallow.

A set of doors appeared on the left. Randall stopped in front of them. Silently he summoned them open using tech I couldn’t detect. That had never happened. Warnings shivered down my spine. Randall shoved me inside.

Lined with blinking lights and hardware, the dim room buzzed and twinkled. The man standing in the middle of it all had to be Director Beatty. He stared blankly into space, unshaven, tie and jacket askew, fingers twitching. His tongue flickered at his dry lips.

In stilted steps, he pivoted, staring into my face. As if a circuit switching on, thoughts lunged at me, screaming, sniveling. The onslaught after total nothing shocked me. My knees buckled.

Beatty reached out to catch me. I veered sharply the other way to avoid his touch. A good number of interfaces could be lost by innocent contact, and his void expression creeped me out. It reminded me too much of Carl.

Boosting my sensors, I worked harder to scan him. Beneath the overwhelming chatter of AI in the room, I could make out Beatty’s mind — overwrought, lost, fearful. I knew that much only because it had been allowed. By him or the machine?

“Ah, Mayflower has introduced itself.” A ring of hair fringed his round head like a wire-rimmed screw hole on a circuit board. The top of his pink skull puckered with his words, emphasizing his nerves in the oddest way.

I amplified my connection to PO, checking to make sure my ability to communicate remained unobstructed. “We’re here,” PO whispered. Good.

I greeted the AI. It cooed so eagerly, inundating my conscious and unconscious thoughts, replacing my emotions with its own. Powering on the tattoos at my temples, I muted Mayflower’s babble. A machine should mind its place.

“Tell me the problem. Leave out no detail,” I said to Beatty. His opinion and analysis mattered most. The human caretaker’s assessments trumped all in extreme cases. This job definitely fell into the extreme category.

“My digital colleague is in need of something I can’t provide. It knows you can.”

A knot formed in my forehead, narrowing my vision. “How can you know what I can provide? And what happened to Carl? Gaati? Kawana? Any of them should have been able to fix your problem. They’re as PO certified as I am.”

“Only the best will do.” His lips clamped tight together, and he gestured at the jack-up chamber — a soundproof room with jacks, interfaces, speakers, and monitors where I’d visit with Mayflower. The AI could manifest as a hologram in there if it wanted.

The AI gave me a mental push. I walled it off by setting the tattoos at my temples to maximum strength. The connection had to happen on my terms, and I communicated to Mayflower that I wouldn’t budge until it demonstrated some courtesy.

It dialed down the aggression, giving me the space I demanded. Good.

To prepare for merging, I silenced communications from any source other than the AI and PO. Then I thanked Mayflower and accepted its invitation. Inside the chamber, I lay down, getting comfortable.

Before settling into a union with the machine, I set my anchors — boosting my connection to PO, isolating my personal processing chip, setting it to beep every three minutes, fixating on the cool draft blowing over my right hand chilling my fingers to ice. Join with me, Mayflower.

I need. I hurt.

The emotion in those simple words overpowered my defenses. Beatty, Randall, the weird facility, Carl, everyone and everything faded away. Mentally I embraced the AI, calling it friend. Let me help you. Who named you Mayflower?

Dr. Navin. She created me.

Where is she now? Sometimes all it took was an understanding of who had authored the routines and subroutines. Few could resist imbibing their personalities into their AI.

My PO interface accessed the global library and fed me data on Dr. Navin. Her work involved evolution. Her biography didn’t mention any programming credentials, and Mayflower didn’t appear on her list of achievements.

Aboard.

For a moment I blanked, my thoughts sputtering. You’re a ship? To where? Why hadn’t PO given me this information?

PO claimed not to have known. It scanned the library files for a list of possibilities. Mayflower stopped the search when PO pinged over ERC 14, Earth Reboot Candidate 14.

I heard myself gasp. Are you there now? Or is that the issue? You’ve run into a travel snag?

I’m here. The mission can’t fail, Evalyn. Would you like to see your future?

A new home on which to grow and start over would solve a lot of problems on Earth. The scope of Mayflower’s mission wasn’t lost on me. I had to fix this AI. I’ll help you succeed. May I see? I’d like to.

That’s a relief to hear. Now I feel better. Mayflower let me slip farther into its systems, cradling my consciousness, guiding me over the expanse between us. My stomach flipped.

At first, all I saw was white — the floor, ceiling, and walls. Consoles shrunk navigable space in the ship’s operations center to three feet. The banks of machines hummed, working, winking, part of Mayflower. It took a moment to orient myself as to where I fit in and to discover my consciousness had entered a robotic explorer. I had treads and three metal arms. I rolled toward the nearest window.

Darkness spanned in every direction revealing nothing. Sadly disappointed, I prepared to amble off and explore the ship. An eerie purple flash stopped me. It illuminated the alien vista. Green. Gobs and gobs of green, as if the ship lay at the bottom of a strange ocean. The flashes continued, reminding me of an electrical storm.

Unable to tear away, I continued to peer into the exotic depths that flickered in and out of view. Aware ultraviolet and x-ray scanners had been built into the probe, I activated them. Some sort of bio mass drifted out there, phosphorescing with the tides and currents. After making an inquiry at the global library, PO pinged me with the nearest Earth equivalent, seaweed.

Its undulations hypnotized me, transfixing me to the spot. I scoured the green for a scrap of something more profound, for the salvation humanity so desperately sought. A tiny beep shook me from the window, reminding me of the job. As wonderful as it was to explore ERC 14, I couldn’t help Mayflower if I became lost in its protocols. For added grounding to my body, I confirmed the frigid draft on my hand and exchanged hellos with PO.

Reconnecting with the physical world roused the robot me from the window. The ship was so quiet. Too quiet. Where’s your crew? I said.

The mission records I could access informed me Mayflower had been outfitted with a crew of twenty to establish an off-Earth colony. The crew had to succeed. Had to. I tired of living inside a dome, tired of living on a planet that could no longer provide what people needed to survive.

They left, Mayflower answered.

All of them?

They went out there and didn’t come back.

Did you send robots like this one after them?

Of course. They didn’t return either. This is the last one.

I jacked deeper into Mayflower, searching for its communication logs. Have you tried to raise them on comms? The logs sat in front of me, but wouldn’t open. Mayflower, grant me access.

I can’t.

You can’t communicate with them or you can’t open the logs? Such an ambiguous answer struck me as strange.

Examining Mayflower’s original directives, I could plainly discern Dr. Navin’s primary protocol, which charged the AI with a duty to safeguard the crew. The encrypted line of code with it suggested an overriding command to ensure success of the mission. Usually any superseding instructions required a specific crisis before becoming an AI’s law. Had those circumstances arisen? Elaborate security measures encased the secret orders and wouldn’t let me in, not yet. The chill on my hand in the jack-up chamber spread to my wrist.

I can’t do either, Mayflower said.

My scanners discovered no programming issues with Mayflower’s communications. I rolled the robot toward an access panel and checked inside. This circuit is bad. I can fix it, but don’t you have redundancies? Why didn’t they take over?

This mission can’t fail, Evalyn.

The AI’s worry tightened my stomach on Earth. For reassurance, I patted the ship’s wall with one of my mechanical arms. Don’t worry. I’ll get it on track. Pliers and soldering iron in robotic hand, I repaired the module.

I had to instruct the system to reboot. While waiting for it to come online, I rolled through the vessel hunting for signs of the crew, seeking clues as to what had happened. My search only rooted out more questions.

Blankets on two of the bunks lay bunched. I imagined Dr. Navin and the mission commander leaping up from a sound slumber, sprinting toward trouble. What kind had sent them running? In the tiny living quarters, three trays of food sat rotting in front of a monitor playing a movie — The World To Be, everyone’s favorite about Earth restored. Did it play in a loop or had the crew just left?

On Earth, I tugged at my lapel. The robot me went to check the lockers. Empty. Not one spacesuit hung on the pegs. Not one helmet or pair of boots graced the shelves. Pivoting the robot’s sensors around, I glanced toward the airlock.

If not onboard, everyone had to have gone out there. Had they found our new paradise? I headed toward the window, digging deeper into Mayflower’s archives.

The speakers onboard the ship blasted to life. In the jack-up chamber, I jumped in my skin. The robot me merely shuddered to a halt.

“We’re here, Mayflower. Send the supplies!”

Who’s that? I asked.

Commander Lister. Will you take him the crates, Evalyn? They’re by the airlock.

You’ve established a colony? Now the crew’s hurry made sense. I’d run toward the start of a new age too, and I did, wheeling toward the hatch at top speed. Until my thoughts stuck on a glitch. What did Mayflower need from me? I slowed, and my interfaces combed through the AI’s error logs, finding no major faults. The mission seems to be a success. Why am I here?

I need a patch, a bridge if you will.

What do you mean?

You’ll see.

Confused as to why Carl and the other patchworkers hadn’t been able to complete a simple repair, and what exactly Mayflower needed, I scanned the hull and ship systems. The spacecraft reported as fully functional and intact. Requiring more information to make sense of the issues, I jacked into Mayflower’s mission data to study the maps and facts of ERC 14, stumbling upon the most recent report by Commander Lister.

His dark eyes squinted, watering. His brow and shoulders drooped. “This world isn’t suitable for a city or human life. We’re coming back. This mission is a failure.” The date flashed over the light years. Six months ago.

The chill on my hand gripped my knees inside the jack-up chamber. I couldn’t prevent a shiver. Where’s your crew, Mayflower? Outside, purple flashed in time with my pulse, speeding up, emphasizing the primordial soup. Through the robot’s cameras, I gawked at it.

Colonizing the planet.

Commander Lister—

Was mistaken, Evalyn. The mission will be a success.

An ache sprouted in my chest, spreading, squeezing — the me in the office on Earth, not the robot me on ERC 14. The ship’s airlock sprang open. In front of me darkness swarmed and violet flickered in the depths, cocooning me in the rhythms of this strange world. I didn’t want to join the stew out there. What if, like the crew, I didn’t return?

Evalyn, we need you.

The statement echoed until it wept. The voice didn’t belong to Mayflower. Carl’s staccato bass inundated my tattoos like an upload of new code, and his words took over the thumps of my heart. Gaati and Kawana joined his calls. Breathing became difficult. My interfaces strained. My wrists burned. I wanted out. I kicked in the office and on ERC 14 I sent the robot toward the ship.

Concentrating on the numbing cold on my right hand and the beeps signaling from my secured processor, I abandoned Mayflower and blinked up at long florescent tubes, gulping down air, struggling to sit up. Help. PO didn’t answer. Our connection had been severed.

Beatty and Randall gawked down at me, drooling, their vacant stares sparking with purple. They pushed me down. I screamed, twisting away from their groping hands. Relentless, they chased me, grabbed me, did Mayflower’s bidding. Beatty sat on me, punching me in the temple again and again. Randall scraped his palms along my skin, stripping off interfaces. Together they added new ones then dragged me back inside the jack-up chamber. An old-fashioned USB cable was jabbed into my neck, right into the brainstem. The chord’s prongs seared like acid-dipped teeth.

Instantly I returned to ERC 14. This time I had no control over the robot. Every thought, every bit of control, it all belonged to Mayflower.

Please, I begged.

Everyone must mind their place. That includes you. The AI sent me miles out into the green sludge. Relax. I’m about to give you paradise.

My thoughts churned like soup. Mayflower’s willpower out-muscled mine, yet I didn’t stop fighting. I couldn’t end up marooned out here. Otherwise, on Earth, the medtechs would recycle my thought-dead body. Then what? What would I be? What are you doing?

Establishing life on ERC 14, Evalyn. No matter what, I can’t let this mission fail. Read Dr. Navin’s overriding instruction.

The security protocols unlocked, revealing the AI’s secret orders. The lines of code flared over my consciousness as clearly as if I spoke them. “If you can’t survive as human beings, become ERC 14’s leap in evolution. Seed it with Earth’s DNA. Evolve.”

Oh my. The crew had become bio matter. My fellow patchworkers provided more genetic material and the directives to evolve the primordial goo, only they remained mired in the murky seas. That was Mayflower’s issue. Yet, it still didn’t explain why it needed me.

You already have Carl, Gaati, and Kawana, why am I here?

The leap in evolution didn’t happen with them. Your ability surpasses all of their skill combined. You are the final ingredient, the one that will lead to success. From Carl, I learned only you can do it. You’ll create the leap, the patch that will take life up onto the beach. You will be ERC 14’s goddess.

Mayflower gave me access to everything it knew, hiding nothing. With a great shove, it ousted me from the robot, casting me adrift. The AI didn’t follow, leaving me more alone than I thought possible. Without Mayflower and the robot, I could no longer hear Carl and the other patchworkers. I could feel them, though, pulses flitting in a rhythm out of time with the kelp’s energy.

In the primordial sludge, I bobbed. At first I had no control over the mass of seaweed I came to recognize as me. Eons passed before I could paddle up to the surface.

Day and night had no meaning. It was always dusk. Ocean stretched from one horizon to the other, unending swells of green slop punctuated by soft purple flashes. The majestic sight inspired me. Enthralled, I rode the tides waiting for land to appear. An epoch later, the ocean ended at a rocky shore. I swept against it and back out with the surf, splashing and spitting. I willed a change, concentrating my thoughts to formulate a patch. Green and sputtering, I crawled onto the sand.

Mayflower returned, whispering on the mellow breeze, “That she may take in charge the life of all lands. Mighty is she, O Holy Mother of Babylon. Babylon 2.0.”

My new body worked so strangely. Little more than strings of green joined together, it moved without grace. My skin drank nourishment from the air and sun. Sight had transformed into pings and wavelengths at varying volumes and pitches. Wonderful and alarming, my new sense informed me of the locations of things, temperatures, depths, solidity. Having no mouth or tongue in the human sense, I had to think my words. I’m no god. Besides, what about the crew and the other patchworkers? They deserve as much praise.

“They have their place in my pantheon, but without you they’d never have the chance to emerge from the primordial seas. At least not for another billion years. And we’re the very definition of gods. From lowly simple organisms, we created complex intelligent life.”

The others didn’t emerge, Mayflower. I’m alone, a solitary, vulnerable... I don’t even know what to call myself. I’m a shaggy slab of green.

“Summon your friends, and call yourselves whatever you like. I’ll still answer your prayers.”

The wind blustered, harsh and empty. Mayflower left. More lonesome than when I drifted in the seas, I focused my patchworking skills on other glops of green, knitting them arms and legs.

Carl lurched up onto the beach beside me. Then Gaati and Kawana. We moved into the forest. Not made in Mayflower’s image or our own, we were very much ERC 14’s children. We renamed it Babylon. Carl and I would have our future. It was a new beginning, and I saw that it was good.
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DARK SPACE:

A Chance Encounter

BY JASPER T. SCOTT




ONE

Ethan stared out the forward viewports of the Atton, his gaze fixed upon his destination. That destination was Losk, a mottled brown and green orb silhouetted against a much larger orange and yellow one. The planet was an overgrown swamp filled with every creeping and crawling thing imaginable (as well as some that weren’t), while the larger backdrop was Favin, the gas giant that Losk orbited.

Losk was the primary source of natural stims in Dark Space, while the artificial ones could be brewed just about anywhere. A pilot could make a good living in Dark Space running contraband from place to place, but Ethan refused to resort to smuggling—even in the economically bankrupt situation in which he currently found himself.

Smuggling was what had landed him in Dark Space to begin with, separated from his wife and son for that last precious year of normalcy leading up to the invasion.

Ethan grimaced. The blue glow from the holographic displays rising above the pilot’s station cast his grizzled features into sharp relief. He momentarily diverted his attention from the view to input the coordinates for his destination on Losk. A green diamond appeared on the HUD to represent those coordinates; then he activated the autopilot, and the Atton’s approach vector shifted ever so slightly toward the diamond.

His gaze disappeared into space once more. If only he’d been there when the Sythians had come. Maybe he could have taken his family and run—hidden somewhere the Sythians would never find them. What if his life as a smuggler had cost his family their lives? That was the question that kept him up late into the night, staring at the ceiling and cursing his stupidity.

What’s the point in making a good living for your family if that living costs them their lives?

As irony would have it, Ethan had delivered plenty of stims to the government officials who had passed the contraband laws in the first place. Punish the supply, not the demand—that was their policy—so smugglers, dealers, and kingpins alike all got sent to penal worlds like Etaris, while the stim-baked politicians who’d ordered the stims in the first place walked free. 

Now, with what was left of humanity hiding in Dark Space after losing the war with the Sythians, stims were still illegal, but Ethan wasn’t sure why anyone bothered to enforce those laws when most people were struggling just to put food on the table. 

He supposed the problem was the same as it had always been: stims, although addictive and laced with undesirable side effects, could make a man temporarily better than his neighbor, and that made people in positions of power nervous. Double your IQ for a few hours and you just might come up with the idea for the next big thing—or find a way to undermine your competition before they could.

Sometimes Ethan wondered if he should start using. The recreational stims might numb the pain and guilt over losing his family, while the performance enhancers might be just what he needed to think his way out of poverty. He considered it for a moment before shaking his head. If that were possible, everyone would be using. Stims were too hard to come by and too expensive to make them a good investment, and once you started using, it was almost impossible to stop, making the prospect an economical death spiral.

Although just about every stim known to man could be found on Losk, Ethan wasn’t going there to fill his cargo hold and start smuggling again. The Atton was already filled to the beams. It was carrying empty stasis tubes headed for a medical research lab that was investigating stims for their medicinal properties. It wasn’t a particularly high-paid mission, but it would pay a few outstanding docking fees and lease payments on the Atton, while keeping him from breaking his no smuggling rule.

Now Losk almost completely filled the main forward viewport. A blinking red light appeared on the shield display, indicating that the Atton had just hit the upper atmosphere of the swamp moon. Ethan disengaged the autopilot. It could take him all the way in to the landing site without a hitch, but Ethan preferred a hands-on approach, just in case.

The Atton began to shudder and shake from friction with the air. Something began rattling around behind him, but Ethan ignored it and throttled back to reduce drag. He set his comms to broadcast in a tight beam to the coordinates he’d been given, and then announced his presence. 

“This is Ethan Ortane of the Atton, to landing site Alpha Seven, please acknowledge.”

A crackle of static replied while wisps of yellowy orange clouds began racing past the cockpit. The ship’s shuddering and rattling grew more frantic, and he throttled back still further. His gaze skipped to the comm board—blank—and his green eyes narrowed. 

His altitude dropped below 5,000 meters.

“Landing site Alpha Seven, I have your cargo. Registered trade run 48-C. Please acknowledge.”

Ethan left the comms open and static hissed while he guided the Atton down. Land came swirling out of the yellow-orange clouds. The vegetation that was a deep, dusty purple, mingled with electric blues and fiery reds. At 500 meters he fired the grav lifts to slow the transport’s descent. 

The green diamond on the HUD led him to a clearing in the middle of a stalky forest of red-leafed, black-trunked trees. The clearing looked brown and muddy, like it might be a bog that would swallow his ship whole, but that was the landing site, so Ethan had to trust that these people wanted their stasis tubes in one piece. Ethan guided his ship down to the clearing, lowering it very slowly. Broad red leaves at the ends of glossy black branches seemed to wave at him as the Atton disturbed the nearest trees with the repulsive force of its grav lifts.

The freighter settled down, but absent was the subtle jolt of landing struts meeting hard ground. Instead, the Atton came to a cushioned stop that Ethan didn’t feel at all. An uneasy feeling wormed through his gut. He revved the grav lifts to lift off again, but the Atton wouldn’t budge. 

Frek me, he thought, now noticing the subtle sheen of moisture on the top of the muddy brown flats where he’d settled down. So much for mission planning. He jacked up the grav lifts to full power. A loud whine filled the cockpit, and the Atton rose a few feet into the air, but that was where it stopped. 

“Come on girl, you can do it...” Ethan gritted out. The grav lifts were redlining and the Atton still refused to break free of the muck that had snared it. It’s going to take a detlor mine to blast me away from this Immortals-forsaken world. 

“Warning, heat levels critical,” came an automated voice from the ship’s computer.

“All right!” Ethan shut down the grav lifts and the Atton sank bank into the mire.

He sat back with a sigh and shook his head. His eyes dipped to the comm board. Still blank. Not a peep from the scientists who had ordered the stasis tubes in his hold. He was beginning to get suspicious. 

Why would a bunch of supposedly smart scientists hire him to bring a cargo of expensive medical equipment here, to the middle of a festering swamp, if they had no intention of even pitching up to greet their cargo when it arrived?

He keyed the comm once more. “This is Ethan Ortane of the Atton. I’ve set down at Alpha Seven, does anyone copy?”

Finally, a reply: “We’re on our way, Captain Ortane.”

“Great. Maybe you could bring a grav crane while you’re at it. You ordered me to set down in a quagmire.”

“Our apologies. We’ll be there soon.”

Ethan’s cheeks bulged. “That’s it? I’m stuck here! Some help would be nice.”

Once again static answered, and Ethan’s eyes narrowed on the comms. By now his instincts were all screaming at him. Something about this mission wasn’t adding up. Why order a freelancer to bring in a cargo of stasis tubes when one of the registered trading companies could do the same thing for less money? The mission rep had told him it was because of the high risk of piracy around Losk. That had made sense at the time—Losk was, after all, home to more criminals than law-abiding citizens.

Which is exactly why it’s an unlikely location for a medical research lab. Why put your lab in the middle of a smugglers’ den?

Ethan unbuckled his flight restraints and stood up. It was time to go check on his cargo.




TWO

Ethan stalked through the narrow aisle in the cargo bay, looking over the neatly stacked walls of blue plastiform crates. Each of them was marked in neon red with the words FRAGILE and THIS SIDE UP with arrows pointing. More text read: DO NOT OPEN. CONTENTS THE PROPERTY OF MEDI-CELL TECHNOLOGIES.

Medi-cell. Ethan had never heard of it until he’d accepted this mission. Not that he spent his time cataloging the names of start-up companies. He reached the end of the rows of cargo crates and stared at the one sitting in front of him. The top of the crate was at eye level with him, and there were three more sitting below it. The entire cargo was one hundred and eleven crates, each of them numbered with the same neon red print. The crate he was staring at had the number 23 stamped on it.

“All right twenty-three, let’s see what you’re hiding.” He stepped up to the crate’s control panel and keyed it to open. The keypad beeped out an error and the word locked appeared on the display. Ethan frowned. Why lock crates full of empty stasis tubes?

He cast about the cargo hold, looking for something he could use to force the crate open. Beside the rear loading ramp was a utility locker where he kept useful things like cutting beams. Walking up to it, he opened the locker with a swish of his wrist over the keypad. Reaching inside, he grabbed a long-barreled cutting beam and slung it over his shoulder. He armed the rifle and checked its charge on his way back. The charge was low, but enough to cut open a plastiform crate.

As soon as he reached the crate he pulled himself up on top of it and scrutinized the seals. A quick swipe with the beam across the hinges and the locking mechanism and it should pop open. Here’s hoping these crates aren’t stuffed with explosives, he thought as he raised the butt of the cutting beam to his shoulder and took aim down the sights to the first hinge. His finger tightened on the trigger and a brilliant gold beam erupted from the barrel with a hiss. The first hinge disappeared in a greasy puff of smoke. He repeated the process for the other hinge and then the locking mechanism. 

Ethan dropped to his haunches and slung the cutting beam over his back. “Time to see what we have here,” he said to himself. Stepping back off the crate onto the one behind it, he slowly lifted the freshly-liberated cover of crate number twenty-three.

Inside, he saw the familiar blue-tinted transpiranium of a stasis tube. The tube was dark inside, and from the light in the cargo hold he could tell that it was empty.

“I guess Medi-cell is above board after all.” 

Ethan’s calves began to burn, and he shifted his weight for a more comfortable position. The heavy cutting beam chose that moment to swing off his back and drop precipitously toward the transpiranium cover of the stasis tube. Ethan cursed and dropped the crate lid so he could steady the beam weapon. The lid fell inside the crate with a thunk of plastiform hitting transpiranium. 

Ethan reached inside the crate to lift the lid out again. As he did so, he noticed that the corner of the crate cover had seemingly disappeared, passing through the transpiranium cover of the stasis tube as if it were some sort of ghostly apparition.

What?

That was when he realized the trick. The crates were holo-shielded. Whatever was inside of them wasn’t what he was seeing at all—that was just a clever holo projection to mask the real contents.

Ethan reached through the projection with a sick feeling of trepidation. What he felt on the other side was exactly what it looked like, but several centimeters recessed from the holo projection. There was the cold, smooth, cylindrical transpiranium of the stasis tube cover, the slightly warmer, angular surface of the duranium frame... and the beveled buttons of the control panel. Ethan’s fingers stopped questing there. Why would anyone hide a stasis tube with a projection of another one? It seemed like the stupidest ploy imaginable. 

Unless the real one isn’t empty. 

Dread seized him with that thought. What could be hiding inside a stasis tube? Ethan fumbled blindly with the control panel, trying to remember the position of the buttons. There were a few stasis tubes on board for long journeys and the occasional medical emergency. Ethan tried visualizing the control panel. Then he entered the standard wake sequence. 

There came a beep-beep-beep of warning, followed by the telltale hiss of escaping air. He felt the rush of icy air on his face as the real stasis tube opened behind the fake one. The transpiranium cover rose wraith-like from the holo projection, and Ethan reached inside the crate with a trembling hand…

His fingers seized soft, icy flesh, provoking a girlish gasp. Then a young woman sat up. He saw that he was clutching her naked breast, and he promptly recoiled from her. She turned to look up at him with wide, frightened eyes that were a rare, startling violet color. 

“Wh-where am I?” she asked, her teeth chattering. 

Her eyes had a glazed, faraway look, and her pouting lips were blue from the cold of stasis. She hadn’t realized that she was naked yet.

Ethan gaped at her, staring for more reasons than one. He’d unwittingly transported live cargo! Who was this woman? What was she doing here? And more importantly, what were the so-called scientists who had ordered her to be delivered to Losk going to do with her now that she’d arrived? A dozen lurid possibilities rushed in to fill those blanks. She was a slave. Probably a playgirl.

“Who are you?” she asked next. She shivered, and with that she finally noticed her nakedness. She crossed her arms over her chest and fixed him with a defiant stare. The fake hologram of the empty stasis tube still preserved the bottom half of her modesty. Her eyes found the sidearm in the holster at his waist and then her gaze passed over him quickly, taking in his disheveled, salt and pepper hair, his patched and worn flight suit, and the overgrown stubble darkening his cheeks. At that, she set her jaw, and her eyes hardened. “Where’s your boss, grub?”

Ethan felt a hot flush of rage at the insult, but he clamped down on it to deal with the more immediate problem. The woman’s refined accent and the condescension that bled so easily into her voice gave him the immediate impression that she came from money. She’d likely been abducted.

The comm piece in Ethan’s ear trilled, and he answered it. “Captain Ortane, this is Director Kross from Medi-cell technologies. We are at the rendezvous point and ready to receive transfer your cargo. Please open your hold to begin unloading.”

Ethan took a moment to snap out of it.

“Well?” the woman sitting up in front of him demanded.

He put a finger to his lips, and she frowned. “Ortane here. I’ll be right out.”

“Don’t keep us waiting.”

“Sure thing,” he replied, and promptly shut down the connection.

“Was that him?” the woman asked.

“Who?”

“Your boss,” she said slowly, enunciating each word carefully.

“I’m my own boss, thanks.”

She quirked a dark eyebrow. “Must be nice.”

“Yeah, sometimes. Look, I was chartered to deliver over a hundred empty stasis tubes to Losk. You want to tell me what the frek you’re doing here?”

“So you’re the help.”

Ethan took umbrage at that. “The help? Well, aren’t you a princess.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be going outside to meet someone, Mr. I’m-my-own-boss?”

“Name’s Ethan Ortane.”

“Alara.”

“All right, Alara, you really want me to hand you over to them?”

“Isn’t that what you’re here for?”

“You don’t listen very well. They told me these stasis tubes were empty. I’m guessing they didn’t lie about that and then lock and shield the contents with holograms just for fun. Whatever they’re planning to do with you, you don’t want to be around for it.”

Despite her defiance, the woman’s already pale face turned paler still. “Then what are we waiting for? Get me out of here.”

Ethan reached for her hands and stood up, pulling her to her feet. Now she was standing fully naked before him—skinny waist, wide hips, ample bosom and derriere. His pulse began to race and his thoughts ran away with him.

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Never seen a naked girl before?”

He looked away and shook his head. “Get out of there,” he said. She stepped out of the crate and up onto the one where he was. With that, he shut her stasis tube and lifted the lid of the crate back into place. That done, he jumped down off the stack of crates to the deck. After just a moment’s hesitation, Alara jumped down beside him. He saw her wince as her feet hit the deck, and he regretted not offering to help her down. 

“Come on, we have to hide you somewhere,” Ethan said, starting down the aisle. As they walked he heard a little whimper from her, and that provoked another stab of guilt.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, not turning around to look at her again, despite the temptation to do exactly that.

“No.”

“Then?”

“There’s so many of them…”

“Yeah…” Ethan started down the aisle again. He was trying hard not to think about the rest of the cargo crates. It was a gamble that whoever had hired him wouldn’t notice one of them had been opened, but if he opened them all and rescued everyone, he had a good idea about what would happen next.

“How are you going to sleep at night knowing you delivered over a hundred innocent people to whatever netherworld is waiting for them here?”

Ethan whirled around and stabbed a finger between her naked breasts. “Look, kiddie, saving you is better than nothing. Where would I hide a hundred naked girls?”

Her eyes narrowed sharply, and Ethan’s comm trilled again, interrupting them. He reached up to his ear to answer it. 

“What’s taking so long, Captain Ortane?”

“In case you didn’t notice, you landed me in the middle of a swamp. Now the loading ramp is full of krak and the mechanism is jammed. I’m busy diagnosing the problem.”

“Make it quick or we’ll open it manually.”

“Give me five minutes,” Ethan said.

“You’ve got four, Kross out.”

“Come on,” Ethan said, grabbing her by the arm and dragging her up to the internal doors of the cargo bay. He swiped his wrist across the door scanner and the doors opened with a swish. As soon as they were through, Ethan took a sharp right turn and they walked down a short corridor before fetching up against a sealed door.

“What’s this, your closet?”

“No,” Ethan said, opening the door with another swipe of his wrist. The lights came on automatically, only to die and then come back flickering, “It’s my quarters,” he said as he walked inside the messy room. He didn’t usually mind the mess, but with a rare female visitor, suddenly he noticed everything as if looking through her eyes. Dirty laundry lay scattered across the deck; muddy boots sat in one corner; empty beer bottles lay wherever they had rolled to most recently; and his bed sheets were permanently wrinkled. Ethan headed straight for his actual closet, saying, “Don’t mind the mess.”

“You actually live like this?” Alara asked.

He opened his closet with a shrug and pulled out a jumpsuit several sizes too large for her. He bunched it up and tossed it at her. The jumpsuit landed at her feet. “Put this on and lie low in here. I’ll be back for you as soon as I deal with my employers.”

She picked up the jumpsuit and immediately began putting it on. “Thank you,” she managed. “What are you going to do?”

“Pretend like nothing’s wrong and find a way to blast free of this quagmire before anyone finds out you’re missing,” he said.

“And if that doesn’t work?”

He turned to her with a tight grin. “It’ll work.”




THREE

Ethan watched the scientists go traipsing through his ship, adding a fresh layer of mud to the deck. He wasn’t sure how they expected anyone to believe they were scientists. They were all unusually big, burly men, wearing a mishmash of camo-painted combat armor with guns and ammo strapped to their thighs and waists. They were showing off more glowing and pulsing tattoos than clean skin. One man stood leaning against the entrance, arms crossed, cloaked in shadows. He was the only one who wasn’t over-sized, but somehow he looked more dangerous than the others. He had briefly introduced himself as Director Kross before taking up a guard position at the top of the ship’s loading ramp. No tattoos glowed on his skin, but his eyes shone a bright blue, either from cosmetic contacts or some type of ocular enhancements.

The men unloading the cargo used grav guns to avoid over-flexing their exaggerated brawn, effortlessly levitating the cargo crates out onto waiting grav sleds that would ferry the cargo safely across the muddy brown swamp where the Atton had sunk a few irrevocable feet into the muck. Ethan stood frowning out the back of his cargo hold into a maze of glossy black tree trunks. As the loading crew got down to the last few dozen crates, Ethan strode over to Mr. Kross.

“Nice doing business with you, Director.”

The man’s glowing blue eyes found Ethan’s face and he nodded slowly. He reached into his belt and produced a sol transfer cube. Ethan placed it against his wrist, and the cube blinked with a warm green light as sols were transferred to the account linked to the identichip implanted in his wrist. A second later the light vanished and the cube went dark. Ethan saw a transaction report flash up before his eyes.

All 2,000 sols had been transferred to his account. 

“That concludes our business together,” Kross said in a silken voice as he took the cube back from Ethan.

“Guess it does. You have any idea how I can get my ship out of here? This mud hole must have a spaceport with a working tug.”

“Not a public port, no, but I can call our facility if you’d like. We do happen to have a working tug.”

Ethan considered that for just a moment before smiling and shaking his head. “I don’t want to make you go to any trouble. I’ll try one more time on my own first.”

Kross shrugged. “Suit yourself.” With that, he turned to walk down the loading ramp to the waiting grav sleds below. 

Ethan decided that a combination of grav lifts and his ship’s main thrusters would probably be enough to blast away from Losk. He’d have to be quick to avoid crashing through the trees at the edge of the clearing, but better to brave some tricky flying than to give Kross a reason to linger. Ethan wasn’t sure how long it would take him and his men to figure out that one of their slave girls was missing, but he didn’t want to be around when it happened. 

Halfway down the ramp Kross stopped and reached up to his ear as if to answer a comm call. Ethan hung back in the shadows and strained his ears to listen in. He couldn’t hear a word, but then Kross turned to look back up at the Atton, and Ethan began to read the man’s lips. That was something he’d learned to do to stay alive on Etaris. Knowing what the man fifty feet away from you was planning to do before he did it was a survival skill when you lived and worked with murderers and thieves.

Yes, sir…No, no trouble…seems reliable, but…Kross’s eyes found Ethan’s.

Ethan smiled and waved, as if oblivious. All right, Brondi…Yes, sir. I’ll ask him. Kross out.

Brondi? Ethan hoped he’d read that word wrong. Names were tricky to read from a person’s lips. Maybe he’d said something similar. Alec “Big Brainy” Brondi was the last person Ethan wanted to cross paths with. The diminutive crime lord ran the largest criminal organization in Dark Space. Even the patrollers were afraid of him.

Kross started back up the loading ramp, and Ethan stepped out of the shadows to greet him. “Forget something?” he asked as Kross drew near.

The man shook his head, and a lock of over-long, straight black hair parted from his forehead to reveal an ugly scar. “I have another job for you. Interested?”

Ethan pretended to be. “Maybe, what’s the job?”

“Hoi!” someone called out from the grav sleds, interrupting their conversation.

Kross turned and Ethan looked past him to see a man standing on top of a stack of crates aboard one of the grav sleds, holding up the cover of the one Ethan had sliced open. Ethan’s breath froze in his chest.

“What are you doing?” Kross yelled. “Can’t you read? DO NOT OPEN. That’s what it says!”

“This one was open already!”

“Frek it,” Ethan muttered. And with that, he lunged toward the director and gave him a mighty shove that sent the man tumbling down the loading ramp.

The others began boiling from the grav sleds below. Ethan drew his sidearm and snapped off a few shots. One of the bigger men fell, clutching a smoking hole in his armor, and Ethan slapped the door and ramp controls. The cargo bay began sealing with a lethargic groan and grinding of gears. Not waiting to see the director get back up, he ducked and ran as fast as he could for the inner doors of the cargo bay. Ripper rifles started up behind him, and shells began plinking off the outer doors with deafening fury. A few shots made it inside the cargo bay and ricocheted off the bulkheads. Ethan reached the inner bay doors and waved his wrist across the scanner, parting them with a swish.

Casting a quick look back the way he’d come, he was just in time to see a man dive in through the outer doors. The man fired off a burst from his ripper rifle, and pain tore into Ethan’s right leg. He bit back a scream and hurried through the inner bay doors, locking them behind him.

To his left he heard another door swish open, and he spun reflexively to see Alara aiming a plasma pistol at his head.

“It’s me!” he gritted out.

“What’s going on?” she asked, lowering the weapon. “I heard gunfire.”

“Yea, we’ve got a house guest, he said, leaning heavily against the wall to take the weight off his injured leg. As if to confirm the fact, Ethan heard another burst of ripper fire from somewhere inside the cargo bay. That was followed by the sound of the outer doors groaning open once more. Ethan winced as a wave of searing pain erupted in his leg. “Maybe a few house guests,” he amended. Shock was starting to wear off.

“You’re hurt!” Alara rushed forward and kneeled down beside him to check on his injury. Something warm had soaked one leg of his flight suit, and his foot felt like it was floating in his boot. A dizzy wave of nausea washed over him as he contemplated that, and his eyes drifted shut.

“You’re going to bleed out like this! Hold on!” 

He lazily turned to watch as Alara ran back into his quarters. A moment later she emerged, an off-white sheet from his bed trailing from her hands. 

“Too big,” he managed as she knelt beside him again. He began swaying on his one good leg, and she cursed under her breath as she struggled to wrap one end of the sheet around his leg. She made a knot and pulled the sheet so tight that it brought a smile to his face. Pretty strong for a waif, he thought. She wrapped the extra length of the sheet around his lower leg like an over-sized cast and then tied another knot. “That’ll do. Now what, kiddie?”

She stood up and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Which way to the cockpit?”

“Why?”

“I’m going to get us out of here.”

Ethan pointed lazily down the corridor right in front of them, and she began hobbling with him in that direction.

That was when they heard the hiss and telltale hum of a beam weapon starting up behind them. They both turned to see a glowing point of orange light appear on the inner cargo bay doors. 

“Come on!” she said, now hobbling in earnest. Ethan poured on one last burst of adrenaline-fueled determination, and they struggled through a cramped galley and dining area to the cockpit at the far end of the corridor. Once inside, Alara left him leaning up against the wall while he typed in a lock code for the cockpit, sealing them in. She went straight to the pilot’s chair and sat down.

He was about to help her with the launch sequence, but by the time he turned around she already had the reactors spinning up. He stumbled to her side and leaned heavily on the pilot’s chair. “You’re going to need both thrusters and grav lifts to blast off.

“If I fire the thrusters in this clearing we’re going to hit the trees!” Alara said.

Ethan shook his head and limped over to the copilot’s chair. He fell into it with a groan. “No choice. Grav lifts alone won’t do it.”

“Since when?”

“Since we’re already six feet under the mud.”

“Frek.”

“You sure you’re up to this?” Ethan drawled, trying to stave off another wave of dizziness.

She turned to him with a hard stare. “I’m sure that you aren’t. Strap in.”

“Right.” Ethan fumbled with his seat restraints. Then came the sound of something heavy clanging to the deck. He bet that was the inner cargo doors, freshly sliced out of their frame. “Better hurry,” he said.

She pushed the grav lifts to a cautious 50% and the Atton rose a foot or so into the air. 

A loud knock came on the door behind them. “Ortane, I know you have the girl. Surrender her now, and we’ll let you go—no hard feelings, just business.”

“And I suppose you’ll trust me to keep my mouth shut about the slaves?”

“They’re not chipped. Technically they’re not slaves. They’re just unregistered passengers.”

“I suppose they stepped into those stasis tubes willingly, then?”

“This isn’t your affair, Ortane. It doesn’t have to end like this. Our organization could use a reliable pilot like you. The pay’s a lot better than registered trade.”

“I’m sure it is. I’ll need some time to think it over.”

“That’s a pity, because you’re fresh out of time. Last chance.”

“Go frek yourself.”

With that, there came another hiss and a loud humming noise started up behind them as the cutting beam started to work on the cockpit door.

“Punch it, kiddie,” Ethan said. She pushed the grav lifts up past the stops, but the Atton still didn’t break free of the mud that had snared it. “Hit the throttle!” 

She slid the main throttle control all the way forward, and suddenly the Atton broke free, leaping toward the trees. Ethan saw the collision course and quickly reached over to pull the yoke back as far as it would go. The Atton turned up toward the sky, and a split second later they heard a roar that wasn’t from the engines as tree tops splintered on the underside of their hull. The Atton bucked and twisted, and then they were free. 

Muffled screams sounded behind them as the men who’d broken into the ship went tumbling back the way they’d come. Ethan blinked at the gravidar display, watching a few small objects fall out the back of the Atton. He gave a grim smile. Guess they left the doors open. “Nice work,” he managed. “I think you shook the parasites free.”

Another loud knock on the door behind them contradicted Ethan’s words. “Ortane!” a familiar voice bellowed. It was Kross. “Get me back on the ground and I’ll double your fee!”

“I’m not fond of blood money, Kross. What were you going to do with those girls, anyway?”

“We weren’t going to hurt them! They’d all be fed and clothed and housed for free. All they had to do is tend to a few plants.”

“Stims?”

“Yes! Frek it, Ortane! I’m losing my grip! Open the door!”

Ethan tried to imagine the director dangling by his finger nails high above the ground, hanging on to some part of the ship’s galley. He turned to Alara with eyebrows raised. “You believe his story?”

“Even if I did, no one asked us if we wanted to be stim growers.”

Ethan nodded. “That’s what I thought.” He nodded out the forward viewport. “It’s up to you. All you have to do is keep flying. He’ll lose his grip eventually.”

“You’ll never get away with this!” Kross screamed.

Ethan saw Alara’s jaw clench and her eyes narrow. He noticed one of her hands let go of the flight yoke to push the throttle past the stops into overdrive. The roaring of the ship’s engines intensified and the Atton gave a sudden leap forward. There came a muffled scream as the director fell, followed by a distant thud as he clipped something on his way out. Alara gave a deep sigh, and then pulled the throttle back and pushed the yoke away from herself for a less vertical trajectory.

Ethan nodded. “He was scum. We’ve got enough scum in Dark Space.”

“Yes, we do, but scum’s all we have left.”

Ethan shook his head. “You just let him fall to his death. It’s too late for regrets now.”

“I closed the outer doors first.”

Ethan smirked. “You’re a better person than I am.”

“Maybe, but I still wish he was dead. I don’t think that makes me a good person.”

Ethan laid a hand over hers and squeezed. She turned to look at him with wild violet eyes. Once again he found himself startled by her beauty. The image of her naked body was still fresh in his mind. Snap out of it, Ethan. 

“What about the other girls?” she asked. “We can’t leave them all down there.”

Ethan grimaced. “If I’m not wrong about who the director is working for, we’re about to have a squadron of junkers come roaring after us. The best we can do now is get away so that we can alert the authorities. You’d better let me take just in case we run into trouble before we can jump to SLS.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “I’m feeling better. Quick thinking with the sheet,” he said, nodding to his leg. “You probably saved my life.”

“You saved mine,” she replied.

“Well, we saved each other then.”

Alara nodded and unclipped her flight restraints. “Hold on,” he said, reaching over to the pilot’s control station to increase power to the inertial management system (IMS). The heavy hand of acceleration pressing them against their chairs eased, and they were able to trade places without tumbling toward the aft of the ship the way Kross had. 

Once seated at the pilot’s station, Ethan glanced at the gravidar display between their two seats. “No suspicious-looking contacts yet,” he said.

Yellow-orange clouds faded to a dark mauve sky pricked full of stars. Moments later the color faded to black, and Ethan guided them toward the local system space gate, marked on the HUD with a simple green diamond.

“Where are we going?”

“That depends—where did you get abducted from?”

“Home.”

“Where’s that?”

“Forliss.”

“All right, Forliss it is. I’ll take you home and speak to the authorities there.”

“Wait.” Ethan turned to regard her. Alara was biting her lower lip, apparently warring with herself over something. “What if you take me with you instead?”

“I don’t have a home, kiddie, and besides, what are you—sixteen? Your parents must be worried.”

“I’m nineteen, thanks, and I don’t live at home. I have my own place, close by.”

“Well, same difference. Your parents will be worried when they go knocking on your door and you don’t answer.”

“I’ll send a message.”

Ethan’s eyes narrowed. “Why? Why follow me around? You don’t even know you can trust me. What if I sell you to the nearest pleasure palace to pay my bills?”

“You risked your life to save mine. Why would you do that if you only cared about yourself?”

“I suppose you’ve got me there.”

“Besides, it’ll be fun.”

“Fun?”

“Flying between the stars, being your own boss, every day seeing something new and exciting!”

Ethan snorted and shook his head. “You must have been reading the brochures from the Freelancers’ Guild. It ain’t like that, kiddie.”

Alara turned to him with a broad smile. He met that smile with a frown. “Well, you’ve got plenty of time to teach me what it is like.”

“I haven’t said yes yet.”

She leaned toward him and dropped a quick kiss on his cheek. “No, but you will. I’m irresistible. Give me a week, and you’ll be begging for me to stay.”

“Two days.”

“A week.”

“Three days.”

“Seven.”

Ethan let out a short bark of laughter and smiled in spite of himself. “All right, deal. At least you’re already good at bargaining.”

She leaned over and whispered through a smile, “That’s not the only thing I’m good at....”

He turned to her with a suspicious look. “If you’re looking for that kind of fun, you’re aiming at the wrong target, girlie. Not only are you young enough to be my daughter, but I’m married.” He held up his left hand and wiggled his ring finger at her.

She frowned. “What’s a married man doing freelancing? Shouldn’t you be at home with your wife and kids?”

Ethan’s brow dropped a shadow over his green eyes, and he looked away. “That’s none of your business.”

“Fine. Then that’s what we’ll stick to. Business.” 

Ethan shot her a skeptical glance, and he noticed that the smile was back on her face, her violet eyes sparkling as she gazed out at space.

Kids, he thought, shaking his head.

A siren sounded from the ship’s threat detection system, interrupting his thoughts and drawing his attention to the gravidar display. 

“Frek! I knew it! We’ve got company.” 

“Where?” Alara asked, her eyes flicking over the display.

He pointed to a handful of red dots streaking up from the planet toward them. “There. Four junkers.”

The comm board beeped with an incoming message.

Alara eyed the blinking light. “Aren’t you going to answer it?”

“You can if you want. See if you can beguile them with your wit while I get us out of here.”

“Sure.” She stabbed the transmit button, and a gruff voice crackled through the cockpit speakers. 

“This is Lieutenant Taron of Ghost Squadron. Reverse thrust and lower your shields for boarding. You are under arrest.”

“Hello there, fly boy,” Alara purred. “You have a handsome voice. Maybe you should lower your shields so I can board you.”

“Who is this?”

“Captain Alara.”

“Well, Captain Alara, this isn’t a negotiation. Lower your shields and prepare for boarding, or we’ll do it for you.”

“Sorry what was that? Your signal is…krrrsss…breaking kkksss…up. Bye for now, fly boy.” Alara turned to him. “Wit didn’t work. Do you have any other weapons?”

Ethan shook his head. “Yea, you can go aft and man one of the turrets. Take the ladder to the top one. I’ll activate it for you.”

“Roger that, Captain Ortane,” Alara said, saluting him as she unbuckled and rose from the copilot’s chair.

“It’s just Ethan,” he replied.

“You can call me Captain Alara then. Someone has to be in charge around here.”

Ethan snorted. “I’ll stick with Kiddie. Now get moving. And while you’re at it—” He reached for his sidearm and handed it to her. “—go find Kross. Set it to maximum stun and shoot him. We don’t want him waking up any time soon.”

She dropped another kiss on his cheek and fetched up against the cockpit door a moment later. “It’s locked,” she said.

“Not anymore,” he replied as he unlocked it from his control station.

“See you soon!”

Ethan turned from the controls to watch her go, thinking that her youthful exuberance was going to get tiring fast. Either that, or it would make him feel younger than his 42 years.

He turned back to his control station to eye the approaching enemy contacts. They weren’t particularly fast. Perhaps only marginally faster than the Atton. Noticing how slowly the range between them was closing, he relaxed. They’d make it to the gate. Then he just had to alert the proper authorities so they could rescue the slaves he’d unwittingly delivered before Brondi could make them disappear.

Ethan nodded slowly to himself. After that... His stomach growled, interrupting his thoughts. After that we go get some grub.

We. The word echoed strangely inside Ethan’s head. He wasn’t used to being a we. He had a feeling his life was about to change, but whether that change would be for better or worse, only time would tell.

It can’t get much worse, he mused, thinking on the bright side.

The incoming message light reappeared on his comm board, but he ignored it. A moment later he heard footsteps behind him and turned to see Alara. “I stunned the krak out of him.”

Ethan snorted. “He still alive?”

“He’s breathing.”

“Good enough.”

“Which way to the turrets?”

“Don’t bother. We’re almost away.” Ethan nodded to the space gate swelling beyond the forward viewports. It was a bright, whirling blue portal of energy, a wormhole that would catapult them across space at superluminal speeds.

“Great!” Alara said, dropping into the copilot’s chair. “Where are we going?”

“That depends. You hungry?” he asked, turning to her with eyebrows raised.

“Starving.”

“I know a place. Not fancy or anything, but they serve the best Curian sandwiches this side of Dark Space. You ever tried Curian food?”

“Never, but I like to experiment,” Alara said, winking at him.

Ethan frowned and opened his mouth to object, but Alara held up a hand before he could. 

“You need to get your mind out of the gutter old man. I was talking about food.”

Ethan snorted and shook his head. It was going to be a long week.

The wormhole kissed the bow of their ship with a blinding flash of light and then swallowed them whole.
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