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Erosion
Let me tell you about my last week on Earth....
Before those final days, I'd already said my farewells. My family gave me their blessing: my grandfather, who came to England from Jamaica as a young man, understood why I signed up for the colony programme. He warned me that a new world, however enticing, would have its own frustrations. We both knew I didn't need the warning, but he wanted to pass on what he'd learned in life, and I wanted to hear it. I still remember the clasp of his fingers on my new skin; I can replay the exo-skin's sensory log whenever I wish.
My girlfriend was less forgiving. She accused me of cowardice, of running away. I replied that when your house is on fire, running away is the sensible thing to do. The Earth is burning up, and so we set forth to find a new home elsewhere. She said she shouted that when our house is on fire, we should stay and fight the flames. She wanted to help the fire-fighters. I respected her for that, and I didn't try to persuade her to come with me. That only made her all the more angry.
The sea will douse the land, in time, but it rises slowly. Most of the coastline still resembled the old maps. I'd decided that I would spend my last few days walking along the coast, partly to say goodbye to Earth, and partly to settle into my fresh skin and hone my augments. I'd tested it all in the post-op suite, of course, and in the colony simulator, but I wanted to practise in a natural setting. Reality throws up challenges that a simulator would never devise.
And so I travelled north. People stared at me on the train. I'm accustomed to that when they see a freakishly tall black man, even the British overcome their famed (and largely mythical) reserve, and stare like scientists at a new specimen. The stares had become more hostile in recent years, as waves of African refugees fled their burning lands. I was born in Newcastle, like my parents, but that isn't written on my face. When I spoke, people smiled to hear a black guy with a Geordie accent, and their hostility melted.
Now I was no longer black, but people still stared. My grey exo-skin, formed of myriad tiny nodules, was iridescent as a butterfly's wings. I'd been told I could create patterns on it, like a cuttlefish, but I hadn't yet learned the fine control required. There'd be plenty of shipboard time after departure for such sedentary trifles. I wanted to be active, to run and jump and swim, and test all the augments in the wild outdoors, under the winter sky.
Scarborough is, or was, a town on two levels. The old North Bay and South Bay beaches had long since drowned, but up on the cliffs the shops and quaint houses and the ruined castle stood firm. I hurried out of town and soon reached the coastal path or rather, the latest incarnation of the coastal path, each a little further inland than the last. The Yorkshire coast had always been nibbled by erosion, even in more tranquil times. Now the process was accelerating. The rising sea level gouged its own scars from higher tides, and the warmer globe stirred up fiercer storms that lashed the cliffs and tore them down. Unstable slopes of clay alternated with fresh rock, exposed for the first time in millennia. Piles of jagged rubble shifted restlessly, the new stones not yet worn down into rounded pebbles.
After leaving the last house behind, I stopped to take off my shirt, jeans and shoes. I'd only worn them until now as a concession to blending in with the naturals (as we called the unaugmented). I hid the clothes under some gorse, for collection on my return. When naked, I stretched my arms wide, embracing the world and its weather and everything the future could throw at me.
The air was calm yet oppressive, in a brooding sulk between stormy tantrums. Grey clouds lay heavy on the sky, like celestial loft insulation. My augmented eyes detected polarised light from the sun behind the clouds, beyond the castle standing starkly on its promontory. I tried to remember why I could see polarised light, and failed. Perhaps there was no reason, and the designers had simply installed the ability because they could. Like software, I suffered feature bloat. But when we arrived at our new planet, who could guess what hazards lay in store? One day, seeing polarised light might save my life.
I smelled the mud of the path, the salt of the waves, and a slight whiff of raw sewage. Experimentally, I filtered out the sewage, leaving a smell more like my memories from childhood walks. Then I returned to defaults. I didn't want to make a habit of ignoring reality and receiving only the sense impressions I found aesthetic.
Picking up speed, I marched beside the barbed wire fences that enclosed the farmers' shrinking fields. At this season the fields contained only stubble and weeds, the wheat long since harvested. Crows pecked desultorily at the sodden ground. I barged through patches of gorse; the sharp spines tickled my exo-skin, but didn't harm it. With my botanist's eye, I noted all the inhabitants of the little cliff-edge habitat. Bracken and clover and thistles and horsetail the names rattled through my head, an incantation of farewell. The starship's seedbanks included many species, on the precautionary principle. But initially we'd concentrate on growing food crops, aiming to breed strains that would flourish on the colony world. The other plants... this might be the last time I'd ever see them.
It was once said that the prospect of being hanged in the morning concentrated a man's mind wonderfully. Leaving Earth might be almost as drastic, and it had the same effect of making me feel euphorically alive. I registered every detail of the environment: the glistening spiders' webs in the dead bracken, the harsh calls of squabbling crows, the distant roar of the ever-present sea below. When I reached a gully with a storm-fed river at the bottom, I didn't bother following the path inland to a bridge; I charged down the slope, sliding on mud but keeping my balance, then splashed through the water and up the other side.
I found myself on a headland, crunching along a gravelled path. An ancient notice-board asked me to clean up after my dog. Ahead lay a row of benches, on the seaward side of the path, much closer to the cliff edge than perhaps they once had been. They all bore commemorative plaques, with lettering mostly faded or rubbed away. I came upon a legible one that read:
In memory of Katriona Grady
2021 - 2098
She Loved This Coast
Grass had grown up through the slats of the bench, and the wood had weathered to a mottled beige. I brushed aside the detritus of twigs and hawthorn berries, then smiled at myself for the outdated gesture. I wore no clothes to be dirtied, and my exo-skin could hardly be harmed by a few spiky twigs. In time I would abandon the foibles of a fragile human body, and stride confidently into any environment.
I sat, and looked out to sea. The wind whipped the waves into white froth, urging them to the coast. Gulls scudded on the breeze, their cries as jagged as the rocks they nested on. A childhood memory shot through me eating chips on the seafront, a gull swooping to snatch a morsel. Within me swelled an emotion I couldn't name.
After a moment I became aware of someone sitting next to me. Yet the bench hadn't creaked under any additional weight. A hologram, then. When I turned to look, I saw the characteristic bright edges of a cheap hologram from the previous century.
"Hello, I'm Katriona. Would you like to talk?" The question had a rote quality, and I guessed that all visitors were greeted the same way; a negative answer would dismiss the hologram so that people could sit in peace. But I had several days of solitude ahead of me, and I didn't mind pausing for a while. It seemed appropriate that my last conversation on a dying world would be with a dead person.
"Pleased to meet you," I said. "I'm Winston."
The hologram showed a middle-aged white woman, her hair as grey as river-bed stones, her clothes a tasteful expanse of soft-toned lavender skirt and low-heeled expensive shoes. I wondered if she'd chosen this conventional self-effacing look, or if some memorial designer had imposed a template projecting the dead as aged and faded, not upstaging the living. Perhaps she'd have preferred to be depicted as young and wild and beautiful, as she'd no doubt once been or would like to have been.
"It's a cold day to be wandering around starkers," she said, smiling.
I explained that I no longer needed clothes. "I'm going to the stars!" I said, the excitement of it suddenly bursting out.
"What, all of them? Do they make copies of you, and send you all across the sky?"
"No, it's not like that." However, the suggestion caused me a moment of disorientation. I had walked into the hospital on my old human feet, been anaesthetised, then quite some time later had walked out in shiny new augmented form. Did only one of me leave, or had others emerged elsewhere, discarded for defects or optimised for different missions? Don't be silly, I told myself. It's only an exo-skin. The same heart still beats underneath. That heart, along with the rest of me, had yesterday passed the final pre-departure medical checks.
"We go to one planet first," I said, "which will be challenge enough. But later who knows?" No-one had any idea what the lifespan of an augmented human might prove to be; since all the mechanical components could be upgraded, the limit would be reached by any biological parts that couldn't be replaced. "It does depend on discovering other planets worth visiting. There are many worlds out there, but only a few even barely habitable."
I described our destination world, hugging a red-dwarf sun, its elliptical orbit creating temperature swings, fierce weather, and huge tides. "The colonists are a mixed bunch: naturals who'll mostly have to stay back at base; then the augmented, people like me who should be able to survive outside; and the gene-modders they reckon they'll be best off in the long run, but it'll take them generations to get the gene-tweaks right." There'd already been tension between the groups, as we squabbled over the starship's finite cargo capacity, but I refrained from mentioning it. "I'm sorry I've gone on long enough. Tell me about yourself. Did you live around here? Was this your favourite place?"
"Yorkshire lass born and bred, that's me," said Katriona's hologram. "Born in Whitby, spent a few years on a farm in Dentdale, but came back suck my flabby tits to the coast when I married my husband. He was a fisherman, God rest his soul. Arsewipe! When he was away, I used to walk along the coast and watch the North Sea, imagining him out there on the waves."
My face must have showed my surprise.
"Is it happening again?" asked Katriona. "I was hacked a long time ago, I think. I don't remember very much since I died I'm more of a recording than a simulation. I only have a little memory, enough for short-term interaction." She spoke in a bitter tone, as though resenting her limitations. "What more does a memorial bench need? Ah, I loved this coast, but that doesn't mean I wanted to sit here forever.... Nose-picking tournament, prize for the biggest bogey!"
"Would you like me to take you away?" I asked. It would be easy enough to pry loose the chip. The encoded personality could perhaps be installed on the starship's computer with the other uploaded colonists, yet I sensed that Katriona wouldn't pass the entrance tests. She was obsolete, and the dead were awfully snobbish about the company they kept. I'd worked with them in the simulator, and I could envisage what they'd say. "Why, Winston, I know you mean well, but she's not the right sort for a mission like this. She has no relevant expertise. Her encoding is coarse, her algorithms are outdated, and she's absolutely riddled with parasitic memes."
Just imagining this response made me all the more determined to fight it. But Katriona saved me the necessity. "That's all right, dear. I'm too old and set in my ways to go to the stars. I just want to rejoin my husband, and one day I will." She stared out to sea again, and I had a sudden intuition of what had happened to her husband.
"I'm sorry for your loss," I said. "I take it he was never" I groped for an appropriate word "memorialised."
"There's a marker in the fuckflaps graveyard," she said, "but he was never recorded like me. Drowning's a quick death, but it's not something you plan for. And we never recovered the body, so it couldn't be done afterward. He's still down there somewhere...."
It struck me that if Katriona's husband had been augmented, he need not have drowned. My limbs could tirelessly swim, and my exo-skin could filter oxygen from the water. As it would be tactless to proclaim my hardiness, I cast about for a neutral reply. "The North Sea was all land, once. Your ancestors hunted mammoths there, before the sea rose."
"And now the sea is rising again." She spoke with such finality that I knew our conversation was over.
"God speed you to your rest," I said. When I stood up, the hologram vanished.
I walked onward, and the rain began.
* * *
I relished the storm. It blew down from the northeast, with ice in its teeth. They call it the lazy wind, because it doesn't bother to go round you it just goes straight through you.
The afternoon darkened, with winter twilight soon expiring. The rain thickened into hail, bouncing off me with an audible rattle. Cracks of thunder rang out, an ominous rumbling as though the raging sea had washed away the pillars of the sky, pulling the heavens down. Lightning flashed somewhere behind me.
I turned and looked along the coastal path, back to the necropolis of benches I had passed earlier. The holograms were all lit up. I wondered who would sit on the benches in this weather, until I realised that the lightning must have short-circuited the activation protocols.
The holograms were the only bright colours in a washed-out world of slate-grey cloud and gun-dark sea. Images of men and women flickered on the benches, an audience for Nature's show. I saw Katriona standing at the top of the cliff, raising her arms as if calling down the storm. Other figures sat frozen like reproachful ghosts, tethered to their wooden anchors, waiting for the storm to fade. Did they relish the brief moment of pseudo-life? Did they talk among themselves? Or did they resent their evanescent existence, at the mercy of any hikers and hackers wandering by?
I felt I should not intrude. I returned to my trek, slogging on as the day eroded into night. My augmented eyes harvested stray photons from lights in distant houses and the occasional car gliding along inland roads. To my right, the sea throbbed with the pale glitter of bioluminescent pollution. The waves sounded loud in the darkness, their crashes like a secret heartbeat of the world.
The pounding rain churned the path into mud. My mouth curved into a fierce grin. Of course, conditions were nowhere near as intense as the extremes of the simulator. But this was real. The sight of all the dead people behind me, chained to their memorials, made me feel sharply alive. Each raindrop on my face was another instant to be cherished. I wanted the night never to end. I wanted to be both here and gone, to stand on the colony world under its red, red sun.
I hurried, as if I could stride across the stars and get there sooner. I trod on an old tree branch that proved to be soggy and rotten. My foot slid off the path. I lurched violently, skidding a few yards sideways and down, until I arrested my fall by grabbing onto a nearby rock. The muscles in my left arm sent pangs of protest at the sharp wrench. Carefully I swung myself round, my feet groping for toe-holds. Soon I steadied myself. Hanging fifty feet above the sea, I must have only imagined that I felt spray whipping up from the waves. It must have been the rain, caught by the wind and sheeting from all angles.
The slip exhilarated me. I know that makes little sense, but I can only tell you how I felt.
Yet I couldn't cling there all night. I scrambled my way across the exposed crags, at first shuffling sideways by inches, then gaining confidence and swinging along, trusting my augmented muscles to keep me aloft.
My muscles gripped. My exo-skin held. The rock did not.
In mid-swing, I heard a crack. My anchoring left hand felt the rock shudder. Instinctively I scrabbled for another hold with my right hand. I grasped one, but nevertheless found myself falling. For a moment I didn't understand what was happening. Then, as the cliff-face crumbled with a noise like the tearing of a sky-sized newspaper, I realised that when the bottom gives way, the top must follow.
As I fell, still clinging to the falling rock, I was drenched by the splashback from the lower boulders hitting the sea below me. Time passed slowly, frame by frame, the scene changing gradually like an exhibition of cels from an animated movie. The hefty rock that I grasped was rotating as it fell. Soon I'd be underneath it. If I still clung on, I would be crushed when it landed.
I leapt free, aiming out to sea. If the cliff had been higher, I'd have had enough time to get clear. But very soon I hit the water, and so did the boulder behind me, and so too it seemed did half of the Yorkshire coast.
It sounded like a duel between a volcano and an earthquake. I flailed frantically, trying to swim away, not understanding why I made no progress. Only when I stopped thrashing around did I realise the problem.
My right foot was trapped underwater, somewhere within the pile of rocks that came down from the cliff. At the time, I'd felt nothing. Now, belatedly, a dull pounding pain crept up my leg. I breathed deeply, gulping air between the waves crashing around my head. Then I began attempting to wriggle free, with no success.
I tried to lift up the heavy boulders, but it was impossible. My imprisoned foot kept me in place, constricting my position and preventing me from finding any leverage. After many useless heaves, and much splashing and cursing, I had to give up.
All this time, panic had been building within me. As soon as I stopped struggling, terror flooded my brain with the fear of drowning, the fear of freezing in the cold sea, the fear of more rocks falling on top of me. My thoughts were overwhelmed by the prospect of imminent death.
It took long minutes to regain any coherence. Gradually I asserted some self-command, telling myself that the panic was a relic of my old body, which wouldn't long have survived floating in the North Sea in winter. My new form was far more robust. I wouldn't drown, or freeze to death. If I could compose myself, I'd get through this.
I concentrated on my exo-skin. Normally its texture approximated natural skin's slight roughness and imperfections. Now my leg became utterly smooth, in the hope that a friction-free surface might allow me to slip free. I felt a tiny amount of give, which sent a surge of hope through me, but then I could pull my foot no further. The bulge of my ankle prevented any further progress. Even friction-free, you can't tug a knot through a needle's eye.
Impatient and frustrated, I let the exo-skin revert to default. I needed to get free, and I couldn't simply wait for the next storm to rattle the rocks around. My starship would soon leave Earth. If I missed it, I would have no other chance.
At this point I began wondering whether I subconsciously wanted to miss the boat. Had I courted disaster, just to prevent myself from going?
I couldn't deny that I'd in some sense brought this on myself. I'd been deliberately reckless, pushing myself until the inevitable accident occurred. Why?
Thinking about it, as the cold waves frothed around me, I realised that I'd wanted to push beyond the bounds of my old body, in order to prove to myself that I was worthy of going. We'd heard so much of the harsh rigours of the destination world, and so much had been said about the naturals' inability to survive there unaided, that I'd felt compelled to test the augments to their limit.
Unconsciously, I'd wanted to put myself in a situation that a natural body couldn't survive. Then if I did survive, that would prove I'd been truly transformed, and I'd be confident of thriving on the colony world, among the tides and hurricanes.
Well, I'd accomplished the first stage of this plan. I'd got myself into trouble. Now I just had to get out of it.
But how?
I had an emergency radio-beacon in my skull. I could activate it, and no doubt someone would come along to scoop me out of the water. Yet that would be embarrassing. It would show that I couldn't handle my new body, even in the benign conditions of Earth. If I asked for rescue, then some excuse would be found to remove me from the starship roster. Colonists needed to be self-reliant and solve their own problems. There were plenty of reserves on the waiting list plenty of people who hadn't fallen off a cliff and got themselves stuck under a pile of rocks.
The same applied if I waited until dawn and shouted up to the next person to walk along the coastal path. No, I couldn't ask for rescue. I had to save myself.
Yet asserting the need for a solution did not reveal its nature. At least, not at first. As the wind died down, and the rain softened into drizzle, I found myself thinking coldly and logically, squashing trepidation with the hard facts of the situation.
I needed to extract my leg from the rock. I couldn't move the rock. Therefore I had to move my leg.
I needed to move my leg, but the foot was stuck. Therefore I had to leave my foot behind.
Once I realised this, a calmness descended upon me. It was very simple. That was the price I must pay, if I wanted to free myself. I thought back to the option of calling for help. I could keep my foot, and stay on Earth. Or I could lose my foot, and go to the stars.
Did I long to go so badly?
I'd already decided to leave my family behind and leave my girlfriend. If I jibbed at leaving a mere foot, a minor bodily extremity, then what did that say about my values? Surely there wasn't even a choice to make; I merely had to accept the consequences of the decision I'd already made.
And yet I delayed and delayed, hoping that some other option would present itself, hoping that I could evade the results of my choices.
I'm almost ashamed to admit what finally prompted me to action. It wasn't logic or strong-willed decisiveness. It was the pain from my squashed foot, a throbbing that had steadily intensified while I mulled the possibilities. And it was no fun floating in the cold sea, either. The sooner I acted, the sooner I could get away.
I concentrated upon my exo-skin, that marvel of programmable integument, and commanded it to flow up from my foot. Then I pinched it into my leg, just above my right ankle.
Ouch! Ouch, ouch, ouch, owwww!
Trying to ignore the pain, I steered the exo-skin further in. I wished I could perform the whole operation in an instant, slicing off my foot as if chopping a cucumber. But the exo-skin had limits, and it wasn't designed to do this. I was stretching the spec already.
Soon sooner than I would have hoped I had to halt. I needed to access my pain overrides. It had been constantly drilled into us that this was a last resort, that pain existed for a reason and we shouldn't casually turn it off. But if amputating one's own foot wasn't an emergency, I didn't ever want to encounter a true last resort. I turned off the pain signals.
The numbness intoxicated me. What a blessing, to be free from the hurts of the flesh! In the absence of pain, the remaining tasks seemed to proceed more swiftly. Soon the exo-skin had completely cut through the bone, severing my lower leg and sealing off the wound. Freed from the rock-fall, I swam away and dragged myself ashore. There I collapsed into sleep.
When I woke, the tide had receded, leaving behind a beach clogged with fallen clumps of grass, soggy dead bracken, and the ever-present plastic trash that was humanity's legacy to the world. The pain signals had returned they could only be temporarily suspended, not permanently switched off. For about a minute I tried to live with my lower calf's agonised protestations; then I succumbed to temptation and suppressed them.
As I tried to stand up, I discovered that I was now lop-sided. At the bottom of my right leg I had some spare exo-skin, since it no longer covered a foot. I instructed the surplus material to extend a few inches into a peg-leg, so that I could balance. I shaped the peg to avoid pressing on my stump, with the force of my steps being borne by the exo-skin higher up my leg.
I tottered across the trash-strewn pebbles. I could walk! I shouted in triumph, and disturbed a magpie busy pecking at the new shoreline's freshly revealed soil. It chittered reprovingly as it flew away.
Then I must have blacked out for a while. Later, I woke with a weak sun shining in my face. My first thought was to return to the landslip and move the rocks to retrieve my missing foot.
My second thought was where is it?
The whole coast was a jumble of fallen boulders. The cliff had been eroding for years, and last night's storm was only the most recent attrition. I couldn't tell where I'd fallen, or where I'd been trapped. Somewhere in there lay a chunk of flesh, of great sentimental value. But I had no idea where it might be.
I'd lost my foot.
Only at that moment did the loss hit home. I raged at myself for getting into such a stupid situation, and for going through with the amputation rather than summoning help, like a young boy too proud to call for his mother when he hurts himself.
And I felt a deep regret that I'd lost a piece of myself I'd never get back. Sure, the exo-skin could replace it. Sure, I could augment myself beyond what I ever was before.
But the line between man and machine seemed like the coastline around me: constantly being nibbled away. I'd lost a foot, just like the coast had lost a few more rocks. Yet no matter what it swallowed, the sea kept rising.
What would I lose next?
* * *
I turned south, back toward town, and walked along the shoreline, looking for a spot where I could easily climb from the beach to the path above the cliff. Perhaps I could have employed my augments and simply clawed my way up the sheer cliff-face, but I had become less keen on using them.
The irony did not escape me. I'd embarked on this expedition with the intent of pushing the augments to the full. Now I found myself shunning them. Yet the augments themselves hadn't failed.
Only I had failed. I'd exercised bad judgement, and ended up trapped and truncated. That was my entirely human brain, thinking stupidly.
Perhaps if my brain had been augmented, I would have acted more rationally.
My steps crunched on banks of pebbles, the peg-leg making a different sound than my remaining foot, so that my gait created an alternating rhythm like the bass-snare drumbeat of old-fashioned pop music. The beach smelled of sea-salt, and of the decaying vegetation that had fallen with the landslip. Chunks of driftwood lay everywhere.
The day was quiet; the wind had dropped and the tide was out, so the only sounds came from my own steps and the occasional cry of the gulls far out to sea. Otherwise I would never have heard the voice, barely more than a scratchy whisper.
"Soon, my darling. Soon we'll be together. Ah, how long has it been?"
I looked around and saw no-one. Then I realised that the voice came from low down, from somewhere among the pebbles and the ever-present trash. I sifted through the debris and found a small square of plastic. When I lifted it to my ear, it swore at me.
"Arsewipe! Fuckflaps!"
The voice was so tinny and distorted that I couldn't be sure I recognised it. "Katriona?" I asked.
"How long, how long? Oh, the sea, the dear blessed sea. Speed the waves...."
I asked again, but the voice wouldn't respond to me. Maybe the broken chip, which no longer projected a hologram, had also lost its aural input. Or maybe it had stopped bothering to speak to passers by.
Now I saw that some of the driftwood planks were slats of benches. The memorial benches, which over the years had inched closer to the eroding cliff-edge, had finally succumbed to the waves.
Yet perhaps they hadn't succumbed, but rather had finally attained their goal or would do soon enough, when the next high tide carried the detritus away. I remembered the holograms lighting up last night, how they'd seemed to summon the storm. I remembered Katriona telling me about her husband who'd drowned. For all the years of her death, she must have longed to join him in the watery deeps.
I strode out toward the distant waves. My steps grew squelchy as I neared the waterline, and I had to pick my way between clumps of seaweed. As I walked, I crunched the plastic chip to shreds in my palm, my exo-skin easily strong enough to break it. When I reached the spume, I flung the fragments into the sea.
"Goodbye," I said, "and God rest you."
I shivered as I returned to the upper beach. I felt an irrational need to clamber up the rocks to the cliff-top path, further from the hungry sea.
I'd seen my own future. The exo-skin and the other augments would become more and more of me, and the flesh less and less. One day only the augments would be left, an electronic ghost of the person I used to be.
As I retrieved my clothes from where I'd cached them, I experienced a surge of relief at donning them to rejoin society. Putting on my shoes proved difficult, since I lacked a right foot. I had to reshape my exo-skin into a hollow shell, in order to fill the shoes of a human being.
Tomorrow I would return to the launch base. I'd seek medical attention after we lifted off, when they couldn't remove me from the colony roster for my foolishness. I smiled as I wondered what similar indiscretions my comrades might reveal, when it was too late for meaningful punishment. What would we all have left behind?
What flaws would we take with us? And what would remain of us, at the last?
Now we approach the end of my story, and there is little left. As I once helped a shadow fade, long ago and far away, I hope that someday you will do the same for me.
*********
The Golden Record
With a grimace of distaste, Andrew unwrapped another granola bar. Back on Earth, it had seemed a good idea to stock his ship with extremely dull food. Otherwise, spending months in space with nothing to do but write up his thesis would just make him balloon in weight. Yet now he had the opposite problem. The ship kept telling him he needed to eat, but the "no added sugar" cereal bars looked as appetising as beige polystyrene. Andrew gazed longingly at the single red packet behind the healthy rations, but he was saving that until
A chime rang through the tiny cabin. "Object detected," said the ship. The wallscreen displayed a starscape, highlighting one infinitesimal speck.
Andrew reached for the chocolate, but then drew his hand back. It might simply be a comet infalling from the Oort cloud.
"Spectroscopic analysis suspended," the computer's baritone voice said. "Object displays powered trajectory."
Another ship. Andrew threw his granola bar against the wallscreen in annoyance. But just in case they were legitimate, he had to hail them.
"This is the salvage ship Yesteryear, with World Polity registration 36971C. I'm Andrew Pitt of the Houston Spaceflight Museum. Please identify yourself."
No response came. Andrew hadn't expected one from a scavenger. Throughout the ages, archaeologists had always had to compete with looters, collectors, and self-styled rightful owners.
"Where are they going?" he asked.
"No obvious target," replied the computer. "Thrust is low: five per cent gee."
Like Andrew, they were still sweeping the sky. "Can you backtrack their course?"
A dotted line appeared on the starscape, widening into a cone of uncertainty.
"Assume they've already searched along their path," Andrew said. "Then redefine our sweep to exclude that sector."
He felt a gentle pressure as the Yesteryear veered to a new trajectory. The thrust slowly pulled the floating granola bar to the floor.
Andrew stared at the screen, willing the Yesteryear's scopes to find a blip. The hunt reminded him of boyhood days spent metal-detecting, finding nickels and dimes as obsolete as the nation that minted them. Somewhere out there lay Voyager 2, one of the earliest space probes. If the scavenger reached it first, months of eating dried apricots would have gone for nothing and another piece of history would be lost to the public. The Spaceflight Museum had very few twentieth century artefacts, most of which had never gone beyond Earth orbit. All the Moon buggies and Mars landers had long since been snapped up by private collectors, hoarded away from the public's gaze.
Since Voyager 2 had been funded by taxpayers' money, Andrew believed it should be in a public museum where the taxpayers could see it. The scavengers were nothing more than thieves.
Salvaging the probe would also look good in his thesis. Indeed, if he didn't succeed in capturing Voyager, there was very little else he could include. The end of exploration meant that space history was a finite resource, over which collectors and museums squabbled like outmoded oil barons scrambling for the dregs.
Archives containing Voyager 2's post-Neptune trajectory had recently been rediscovered, after being lost in the environmental disasters that led to the birth of the World Polity. However, two centuries of gravitation from planets and comets along with any propellant leakage or meteor impacts could have pulled Voyager off-course. Not that it was going anywhere in particular, with its mission long since complete. The solar system had now been fully explored, and half of it colonised.
Yet beyond the Kuiper belt, civilisation faded like the pale pinprick Sun. Here, billions of kilometres from home, Andrew and his rival played another boyhood game: finders keepers.
* * *
Waves lapped at Andrew's chair, as the hiss of distant rain echoed across the cabin. The illusory ocean helped mitigate claustrophobia. A crack of thunder woke Andrew from his doze. "Possible match for Voyager 2 detected," the computer said. "Object is drifting within predicted parameters."
With a speeding heart, Andrew checked the spectroscope. Its analysis showed iron, titanium, and all the other telltale elements of an artefact.
"Let's get over there! Optimum trajectory for pickup and return to Earth."
The ship's acceleration felt all too feeble. "Time to pickup?" he asked.
"Twenty-nine hours," said the computer. "The other ship is changing course," it added.
The scavenger must have spotted the Yesteryear abandoning its search pattern, and drawn the obvious conclusion. Gnawing his nails they tasted better than the granola bars Andrew asked, "Time for other ship to reach Voyager 2?"
"Twenty-seven hours."
Andrew nearly bit his fingertips off as he ground his teeth in frustration. "Recalculate," he said. "Optimise for shortest time to pickup, even if getting to Earth takes longer."
He could use more fuel in accelerating to Voyager, and get there sooner, but he'd also require more fuel to decelerate so he could salvage the probe. That would leave him less for getting back to Earth. Ultimately, food and oxygen would be the constraints on the final leg.
"Delay course change," he said.
When Andrew speeded up, the scavenger might simply do the same. Right now, the other guy thought he had the upper hand. If he kept on thinking that, maybe he'd grow complacent. Maybe he'd fall asleep. Maybe a flotilla of pigs would fly past the Yesteryear's scopes.
Andrew played a history-sim for a while, taking the role of Wernher von Braun, but he couldn't concentrate: he ended up getting shot by the Nazis as he tried to defect to the Allies.
Hours and a nap later, Andrew made his move, then waited anxiously to see how the scavenger would respond. It all depended on how much fuel each spaceship had. At least no-one had shot at him yet. The Yesteryear was unarmed, like most small spacecraft. Andrew could only hope the collector had a similar vessel.
"The other ship is accelerating," said the computer. "Projections suggest it will reach the target before us."
"Ah hell," said Andrew. "What if I get out and push?"
"You would be burned by our exhaust," the computer chided.
If the other ship had more fuel than Yesteryear, there was very little Andrew could do. His course was already optimal. He had to be able to pick up Voyager 2, then get back to Earth. Or
"Where's the nearest friendly habitat?" he asked.
"The World Polity has a scientific outpost on Triton," said the computer.
"Set new course: shortest time to pickup, then to Triton afterward."
Again Andrew endured an anxious wait for the scavenger's response. And again the other ship accelerated. It was still going to beat him to Voyager. Only by fifteen minutes, but that was enough.
Andrew pounded his fists on the body-moulded chair. "What's that guy driving? A ship made entirely from fuel?"
"Spectroscopic data indicates the other ship is not made entirely from fuel," said the computer.
Andrew had run out of options. Well, instead of getting home he could use all his fuel reaching Voyager 2 first. But then it would take weeks for anyone to rescue him, and the museum would receive a huge bill, which the directors would probably take out of his salary in monthly instalments till he died.
He wasn't going to give up. Maybe the scavenger ship was faking, setting a thrust that it couldn't maintain. Andrew vowed to chase all the way, waiting for any slip.
Hours passed. The other ship began decelerating, on a course optimised to match Voyager 2's slow crawl to the stars. The scavenger had to stop to collect his booty, of course. Andrew's trajectory had been calculated to do the same, but he would get there too late.
And then Andrew thought, What if I don't stop? He could get to Voyager first. Sure, he wouldn't be able to pick it up. But maybe he could do something.
"Recalculate course to arrive one minute before the other ship, at lowest possible speed relative to Voyager."
Now he had to pray that the scavenger thought he was just bluffing. Partly it was a bluff Andrew had no idea whether his plan would work. But it was the only chance he had.
The other ship continued decelerating toward Voyager 2. The Yesteryear, maintaining velocity, approached faster. On the wallscreen, the target blip swelled into a metallic hulk. Andrew tensed with excitement as he saw the ancient craft, its antenna still faithfully pointing back to the distant Sun. Then he shivered as he saw the scavenger closing in.
Andrew opened the salvage bay doors and extended the magnetic grapples. "Stand by for maximum power," he said. "Intercept as close as possible without impact."
The cabin lights dimmed as high-grade magnets attempted to pluck Voyager from the sky.
"Lock failed," said the computer.
Andrew shouted curses into the void.
"Target has acquired momentum," the computer went on. "The other ship is changing course."
"Slow down! We must be able to get there first." The screen showed Voyager 2 tumbling along in a new trajectory. The scavenger ship pursued close behind.
"Warning remaining fuel margin will be negligible. Confirm course change?"
"Confirmed!"
Yesteryear braked, then turned to angle the salvage bay for pickup. Andrew nudged power into the grapples, coaxing Voyager nearer. He couldn't pull too hard, or the probe would slam into the back of the hold. Voyager 2 glided slowly inside. The scavenger ship approached so closely that Andrew could imagine the occupant waving his fists. No markings showed who owned the ship or where it came from.
A clang reverberated through Yesteryear as the salvage bay doors slammed shut. "We've got it! Set course to Triton, best speed."
Andrew fell back into his seat under the acceleration. He checked the grapples to make sure they still secured Voyager. Reassured, he reached into the galley for the single red packet at the back of the cupboard. Weeks of granola bars and dried fruit lay ahead, but now he savoured his celebratory chocolate.
After licking his lips, his fingers, and the inside of the packet, Andrew sent a message to Earth confirming that he'd salvaged Voyager 2. Then he donned a pressure suit to inspect his prize. The hold was still in vacuum, and Houston's conservation experts would carefully examine the craft before reintroducing it to atmosphere.
The silver gleam that shone out from old pictures had been dulled by centuries of micrometeorite impacts. As often happened with objects designed for the weightlessness of space, Voyager looked ungainly in the acceleration-defined up and down of the Yesteryear's interior. Thinking like the curator he hoped one day to be, Andrew wondered which could be called the bottom of the craft, and which the top. Standard displays usually showed a probe standing on its propulsion system, but a dynamic angle sometimes looked more impressive, albeit requiring discreet supports for the nose and antenna.
Andrew descended for a closer look. On the craft's torso he noticed the Stars and Stripes logo, familiar from the museum's oldest exhibits. Captions in the twentieth-century wing explained the badge of the former United States of America.
A glint drew his eye to the antique disc, the Golden Record, that described Voyager and humanity to any aliens who might happen along. Andrew knew what the disc contained though conspiracy theorists disagreed but he still goose-pimpled at the sight of the primitive artefact, whose analogue grooves predated the digital age.
As he gently clasped the probe's dull grey metal, Andrew felt the triumph of possession, a satisfied acquisitive lust. Of course, Voyager belonged to the museum, and would go on public display. But right now it was his. Even through the suit's glove, he could easily imagine that he reached across the centuries, touching the past. It was inspiring to think how successful the original mission had been, and how the early pioneers had led to today's spaceships, capable of salvaging the ancient efforts and bringing them home.
Andrew returned to the cabin, where he diluted his emotions to the dry academic level required for another two thousand words of his thesis.
* * *
Three weeks later, a message arrived from Earth. The relict United States of America in Exile, from its base in Hawaii, was suing for the return of Voyager 2. They'd obtained an injunction to hold the craft in escrow pending a full hearing.
Andrew laughed. The former USA, a souvenir shop masquerading as a nation-state, had no political status, having long been superseded by the World Polity. They couldn't be Voyager's rightful owners... surely?
Yet if they won, he had just spent months salvaging for the scavengers.
* * *
Andrew tried to fake some warmth as he greeted his visitor, a tall middle-aged woman dressed in a style of business suit he recognised from twentieth-century archive footage.
"Thanks for coming," he said. "I'm Andrew Pitt." Having just earned his PhD thanks to his thesis on Voyager he barely refrained from saying "Dr" before his name, although he'd included it on his business cards.
"Belinda Johnson," she said, giving him a firm handshake. "Attorney General of the United States of America."
Andrew suppressed a smile. "That appears to be the first problem. The United States doesn't actually exist, does it?"
"It exists in our hearts," she said, pouring cream into her coffee, "and in the monuments it created. It endures as an ideal of freedom, progress and discovery."
Andrew sprinkled a light dusting of chocolate on his own drink. "Practising your rhetoric for the jury? We invited you here to ask whether you'll settle out of court. Frankly, we have a limited budget and we could do without the hassle. But we'll fight if we have to."
"You had enough budget to go out and steal Voyager 2."
"It wasn't theft. I had a salvage licence under the Artefacts and Monuments Act."
"The US government has passed no such act. Voyager 2 is our property. We don't recognise the jurisdiction of the so-called World Polity."
This time Andrew didn't bother suppressing his smile. "I think the boot is on the other foot. The World Polity doesn't recognise the United States, any more than it recognises the Roman Empire." He turned to the wallscreen of his office, where the museum's legal AI supervised the conversation. "Isn't that right?"
The AI said, "Current legal consensus is that the World Polity only recognises the United States as a registered trademark and advertising slogan of the United States of America in Exile LLC, which is incorporated in Hawaii with the declared aims of educating the public, and campaigning for a restoration of the United Nations and the sovereign powers of its constituent nation-states." Being a computer, it said all that without pausing for breath.
Never ask a lawyer for a short answer, Andrew reflected, not even an AI lawyer. The AI, monitoring on behalf of the museum directors, would intervene anyway if he fouled up.
"I've been to Hawaii," Andrew said to his guest. "Your toy nation is an excellent exhibit. I've nothing against the United States as a historical entity I bought a Stars and Stripes at the Congress souvenir shop. By putting Voyager 2 on display, we're celebrating America's great heritage. Why are you giving us so much grief over this?"
"Lots of reasons." Ms Johnson spoke forcefully with great speed, as if there were so many reasons she might not get them all out. "Quite apart from the political angle, we object to the way you describe this as 'heritage' and put it in a museum. The Voyagers represent an age of discovery and hope. When the United States was at the height of its power, it had a golden record of exploring new frontiers in space. What has the World Polity done? Stopped exploration, and put all the space probes in museums. What does that say about the modern age?"
"It says that the solar system is fully explored, so the job's finished."
"The job is not finished it has barely begun! The World Polity should be sending out ships to explore the stars. Instead it wastes money on the likes of you."
Andrew wanted to say that the World Polity mostly wasted money on things like food and medicine for the world's population. When the United States was at the height of its power, spending its money on space exploration, most of the world had endured poverty, disease and starvation. But he didn't want to antagonise his guest any further. He had to persuade her to settle, not start a political argument with her.
"It's not in my power to force the World Polity to send out starships. And no judge would order such an outcome, even if you won." Andrew didn't ask for AI confirmation, not fancying another lecture on the current legal consensus. "What do you actually want?" he asked. "What would it take for you to settle?"
"What we want " Ms Johnson paused, and Andrew had the impression that she didn't want to settle at all, but was determined to go to court for the sake of the publicity. "As you say," she went on, "not everything we want is within your power. This whole museum is built on our sovereign territory, which we're demanding back. Houston used to be the centre of the United States' space effort, you know."
Andrew did know. He had a doctorate in the history of space exploration to prove it.
Ms Johnson said, "First and foremost, we want the return of Voyager 2. We're sick of you stealing our space probes from the sky and putting them in museums. You're like the old anthropology museums who used to put native bones on display, regardless of how the natives' descendants felt about it."
Andrew sighed. "We're a spaceflight museum. Our whole purpose is to display this stuff. I really don't think the directors will agree to pack it all in, stop educating the public, and go home." Particularly if it means we all lose our jobs, he thought. What other job could he get with a PhD in space history? "You're only picking on us as a soft target," he said. "What about all the collectors?"
"I'm not very happy with them either," Ms Johnson admitted. "But some of our Congressmen approve of them as free market entrepreneurs. Your museum, on the other hand, is funded by the World Polity."
"And that makes us the bad guys, in your quaint world-view," said Andrew. "The whole space program was founded on your hatred of the bad guys, wasn't it?"
"If we hadn't defeated the Russians and the Muslims, there wouldn't be much of a world to have a World Polity on," she said. "If you want to talk history, that's history. But space exploration isn't history at least, it shouldn't be. Your captions and catalogues, your interactive timelines: they all say that exploration stopped decades ago. Why can't it be a pause, a temporary lapse? Why can't your displays be open-ended and look to the future, the future we need to build?" She spoke passionately, almost spilling her coffee as she gestured to the stars on his ceiling-scape.
"You really care about this," Andrew said with surprise. He had expected her to spout legal jargon and political propaganda, not enthuse about space.
"I'm surprised you don't," said Ms Johnson. "Doesn't it worry you that exploration has finished? What will you do when you run out of history, when all the space probes have been collected and displayed like fossils?"
"It's a fair point," Andrew conceded, remembering how he'd had to find one of the last few uncollected probes for his doctorate. "But I can't magic up a faster-than-light drive to satisfy your dreams of manifest destiny. And if you really care, why aren't you doing something more constructive than just harassing museums?"
"We are. We aim to re-establish the United States: ideally on Earth, but in space if necessary. I've just come back from the outer system, scouting locations. But one airless rock is much like another. In the longer term, we need a proper world with wind and rain and wild rolling hills. It's not called the Stars and Stripes for nothing we want the stars."
"Just returned from the outer system, eh?" said Andrew. "I met a scavenger ship out there."
"Did it have a US flag?" said Ms Johnson.
"No, of course not," he said. Who'd fly a flag while looting?
"Then that ship wasn't ours. But Voyager 2 carries the flag, because Voyager is ours."
"Not according to my salvage licence, it isn't. We can't give you the stars, and we can't give you Voyager 2. Not permanently it's museum property."
Andrew paused and leaned forward, to emphasise the concession that he hoped would persuade her to settle. "But there's always the possibility of a long-term loan. Once we've had it on display here for a few months, we could ship it to Hawaii. You could put Voyager in the US exhibition, along with your Constitution and other knick-knacks...."
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