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~~~~~
To my grandmother, who taught me to be a mensch.
~~~~~

“The Spring Wind does not distinguish between high and low, it reaches everywhere. And the flowers and branches of plants and trees, themselves grow longer and shorter.”
The Scroll of Perfect Enlightenment, 2d Millennium prior to the Age of Aquarius
~~~~~
Why does everything have to be so complicated? Ian thought while going through his classmates’ chat logs. He was finally old enough to be introduced into the Wire, among the first in his circle, stirring the latest buzz that he quickly grew tired of.
He put down his communicator, not understanding why his peers were so worked up about the installation. His parents, his grandparents, his neighbors, and heck, every adult he knew had the microscopic cord inserted into their heads, connecting them with the Hub.
About a thousand years before, Central Command issued the Wire as a precaution to keep human military agents inside the system. With the devastating wars throughout the galaxy at the time, a link with the Hub ensured safety. Somewhat paranoid, Central Command kept the protocol for centuries after the conflicts subsided.
The Guard eventually discovered that installation of the Wire provided the recipient invaluable protection from the mental instabilities that humans had become prone to—post-war radiation poisoning was anything but merciful. If only the find hadn’t been a century late—by the time the Guard was finally ready to apply the Wire to non-military personnel, untreated people had formed groups and settled in unpopulated corners of human space. Dragged into an interstellar dispute at the time, Central Command neglected the issue at home but continued sending patrollers to keep an eye on the semi-violent dwellers.
Resisting the installation indefinitely meant becoming one of those outcasts, a Meltdowner. Society had no place for them. Not the kind of life a young man dreams of at sixteen. Postponing installation was silly, as far as Ian was concerned. The Wire meant a ticket to the future, and no one in their right mind would give that a rain check.
The Guard did not accept recruits who hadn’t been on the Wire for at least three steady years. Generally, short breaks during which the link was muted were allowed—the human brain had its limits and neurological processes needed to develop naturally. Everybody’s adjustment cycle was different. But to get in the Guard, a candidate could not disconnect. They always looked for people who could handle pressure, and Ian was determined to make it into the Guard by nineteen.
“A big day today,” Ian’s father walked in with a basket of fresh strawberries. “Look—Mia grew these in her ionic garden. What do you think?”
“Impressive. How is she?” Ian was less concerned about strawberries than about his little sister. She hadn’t been doing so well since Mother’s funeral.
“You can ask her yourself. She finished her botany class and is joining us for dinner tonight in Lunar Plaza, after your procedure,” Aaron Vanderbilt smiled.
“Dad… I don’t know…” Ian always felt awkward in public places, even when his own family accompanied him.
“Do it for me, son. We all need a change of scenery. Now, get ready, we are going to the clinic in an hour.” Aaron walked out of the room, leaving the strawberries on the desk.
Ian couldn’t help thinking about Mother. He missed her voice, her hair, her gentle touch. She was like a fairy, a Fata Morgana. Surrounded in a veil of mystery, she had always understood him, knew how to talk to him.
Mia looked just like Mom.
***
The doctor exchanged a few words with Ian’s father before welcoming the young man into the lab.
“Ian Vanderbilt? Doctor Anton Teig, neuropsychologist. I will be installing your Wire. Have you watched the instructions?” The doctor shook Ian’s hand.
“I have. It’s not supposed to hurt, right?” Ian remained as calm as he could.
“The procedure is indeed painless; we use a nerve block. Have you been sick with anything lately? Anything unusual?” asked Dr. Teig, looking for contraindications to the installation.
“The nurse just scanned me. Isn’t that enough?” Ian avoided the uncomfortable eye contact.
“I’d like to hear it from you. Scanners are efficient, but not always reliable,” the doctor insisted.
“Well, I’ve been having headaches. They come and go,” Ian shared reluctantly.
“Your father tells me you have been under a lot of emotional stress. Tension headaches are not unheard of, but are of no consequence to the installation.”
The doctor sounded reassuring, but Ian found another something to worry about. “How will I know if it’s working?”
“The activation will be done from a remote controller inside the Central Command’s headquarters. There’s a separate station for newcomers. You won’t feel a thing though. That’s how subtly they operate.” Dr. Teig opened Ian’s sensorgraphic chart, “Let’s take a look at your brain,” he said, locating the area where the cord would cause the least discomfort.
“Will I be hearing voices in my head?”
“Oh no, that is a ridiculous misconception. Nobody hears voices in the Wire. You will be linked to the Central Command’s processor that registers your bio signs. If something happens to you, the feedback will alert the Guard and they’ll send help,” the doctor explained.
Teig’s simplicity made Ian suspicious. “But I thought… My mother told me people can communicate in the Wire.”
“They can after the third module, but not with voice. As soon as you have mastered the beginner’s skills, you will see for yourself. Now, we need to proceed; I have another patient scheduled in twenty minutes.”
***
Ian awoke with a heavy head. He had trouble focusing his vision on anything particular. His eyes wandered from one object to another, trying to recognize anything.
He was presumably still in Sydney, in a clinic, but was not sure he knew why. Ian pushed himself to sit up. His father stood not far from his unit, talking to a doctor who seemed familiar. Ian could tell nothing from their facial expressions and decided just to wait for them.
“The procedure went as planned, but I discovered something you need to hear. There is an anomaly in his brain. The frontal lobe is understimulated and there are signs of myelin overgrowth. From the way it looks, I’d say it’s inborn.” The doctor pointed to an area on a sensorgraphic image of Ian’s brain. Dr. Teig’s last day in the clinic turned up an interesting surprise indeed.
“Is it dangerous?” Ian’s father did not know how to take the news.
“I don’t think so, but it’s important that he knows. I haven’t found evidence of myelin sheath destruction, which is good news and leaves me with only one possibility, given his other symptoms. He has Asperger’s Syndrome.”
Dr. Teig was as stunned at the discovery as his patient’s father was at the diagnosis. Since every known form of autism had been eliminated a thousand years before and there had been no new cases, Anton wondered what caused the condition to surface now and whether he should expect more such patients in future.
“It does not sound like a disease,” Ian’s father protested.
“Indeed, it’s not. More like a different design. I talked to him before the installation. I can tell you he is not suffering physically. He might need social reintegration at some point, but that depends on what field of work he’ll choose. For now I think he’ll be fine.” The doctor patted Ian’s father on the shoulder. “His temporary amnesia and disorientation is a side effect related to the syndrome, but I expect it to wear off in less than an hour; then you can take him home. The Wire will monitor his development. I’m beginning a prolonged mission tomorrow, but I’ll be able to follow up on Ian’s progress while I’m still in the solar system.”
***
Lunar Plaza was filled with light and music — activities for every mood, food and drink for every taste. Ian was visibly uncomfortable, but did his best to not break down so his family could have a good time. Like his father said, they needed a distraction.
Their flight to the Moon fell in the middle of a meteor shower, which was always such a spectacular sight. Most passengers on the shuttle were either jumpers returning for the next round, a few alien tourists visiting for the first time, or Guard officers on shore leave.
The Plaza had been a family favorite, where synthesizers were able to create nearly every dish available on Earth. Last time, they came with Mother. Coming again so soon somehow seemed disrespectful. Ian glanced at Mia innocently sipping her chocolate shake while their father got up to get their order. Robowaiters customarily delivered meals to the tables, but Aaron preferred to do it himself.
“Ian… Do you sometimes think that life is unfair?” Mia asked with melancholy.
“Why do you ask?” Ian hadn’t seen the question coming and didn’t understand what it meant.
“Well…I’ve been having these scary thoughts lately…” she continued.
“What thoughts?”
“Do you remember Frankenstein’s story, the one Mom used to read to us?” Mia hid her face in a vase of Venusian spirals. “I don’t know, maybe it’s nothing… These are rare, did you know?” she said, changing the subject and avoiding eye contact with Ian. “Very tender, fragile, they require special treatment.”
“Have you talked to Dad?” Ian saw that Mia had this building for a while.
“I couldn’t tell him. I don’t want him to worry,” Mia continued sipping her shake. “But I feel so lonely...”
“Two years from now you will be eligible for the Wire. You will not be alone when that happens.” Ian’s brain was burning. He understood what Mia was saying, but was at a loss as to how to console her.
“What does it feel like? Has anything changed?” Mia asked.
“Not much,” Ian couldn’t lie. “But I feel more grounded, more confident. It’s a good feeling.”
“I miss Mom. Dad doesn’t know how much. He’s been working a lot… I tried so hard to get rid of this sadness, Ian, but it won’t go away,” Mia teared up.
“I miss her too. Remember that slider she took us to last year? That was unforgettable,” Ian thought fondly.
“Why did she have to die? Why?” She wiped the tears from her cheek.
“I wish I had the answers, Mia. But I know it’ll pass. Don’t let emotions overtake you.” Ian tried to be useful to Mia, but didn’t know how else to handle the situation. If only their father would hurry back.
“Keep this for me,” Mia instructed, giving Ian a small bronze disk on a finely detailed chain. “Mom’s medallion.” With that, she stopped weeping and dried her eyes, stood up and made a few dance passes.
When a catchy pop tune started, Mia leaned over their balcony and spotted their father coming upstairs. Ian was busy with his communicator. She took hers and stepped out of their lounge.
“Where’s Mia?” Aaron asked, stapling boxes of freshly synthesized food to the table.
“I don’t know. She was just here.” Ian suddenly realized he had been sitting alone for several minutes.
“Well, let’s find her!” Ian’s father ran out of the lounge in the direction of the Star Dust Attraction Park, Mia’s best loved in Lunar Plaza.
***
Mia was moving towards Crystal Hall on the far side of the assemblage when Ian caught her on a short range wave.
“Where are you?” the words screamed across her sensor transmitter as she followed the corridor.
“I can’t wait two years.” Mia cut her brother off and disappeared into the crowd.
A minute later, the Plaza was alerted of an integrity breach and an oxygen leak in one of the air refill compartments. Apparently, its security seal had been overwritten to break and enter. Visitors were instructed not to panic while evacuation of the isolated sector was underway, to be followed by immediate repairs.
Ian clung to the transparent wall separating him from the vacuum. He stared into the Moon’s dark airless sky, at the stars and the blue ball they called home. His legs felt weak and his head was on fire. He didn’t know how to explain to himself what he knew in his heart had just happened, didn’t know what to do with the pain and guilt that began eating him from inside.
He stood like that, his thoughts on hold, when a rescue jet closed in on a young girl’s body that was drifting in space after being catapulted out of the air lock. Do you sometimes think that life is unfair? rang in Ian’s mind.
~~~~~
Nobody knew exactly when or why the convent came to be there and why monks, dressed in loose shimmering robes, habitually made an appearance outside its walls once a month to do what no one else would. As years went by, rumors about the disturbing nature of their business spread from one star system to another. But as is the case with all such stories, the truth was stranger than fiction.
A lean dashing traveler in his late thirties walked into the tower on one of those deceitfully serene mornings while the monks prepared for the Gathering.
“We have been expecting you,” the Overseer smiled while serving Ian a hot meal.
“If you say so… but I don’t recall sending a memo.” Ian was no ordinary bounty hunter, not with the Guard’s legacy in his pocket. He had tried, though, to keep this venture on the down low and to appear disinterested in the monk’s doting.
“Ah! I see you don’t know yet. Not to worry, a little mishap like that is easily fixed,” the Overseer responded in good spirit, if vaguely, trying to hide his concern. His guest had barely touched the plate and only drank a few sips of tea. “Life was not always so bad here, you know. Tal was once a beautiful, beautiful place.”
“Tell me, when was the last time you saw a patroller?” Ian wondered if the Overseer’s narrow eyes were truthful. He came here on the trail of an urban legend, and was not yet ready to expose himself. He hadn’t realized that the true meaning of his being there had been revealed to the Overseer centuries before.
“A long time ago, a very long time… A patroller has not been spotted here for over a thousand years.” The Overseer was now looking upset. He wanted his guest to enjoy his breakfast. Instead he found himself answering questions about unimportant things.
“You do have a library of some sort, don’t you?” Ian winced at his own blatancy, but the Overseer seemed preoccupied with something else and didn’t notice. He submissively showed Ian the way to the library and closed the door behind him. As soon as the Overseer’s shuffling steps disappeared into the corridor, Ian threw his backpack to the floor and began with the nearest shelf.
The Overseer returned to his chamber where he was restoring an ancient codex, a collection of log entries from the time Tal was a popular resort, and only discreet security patrollers from time to time descended from the sky.
It wasn’t clear why patrollers stopped coming. Some blamed it on the supernova in the neighboring system, others on pollution and radiation. There were rumors of distant wars and other mysterious things, but in the end those things didn’t matter that much.
For generations, Tal was quiet and there was no work, but activity eventually resumed. While locals lost interest in taking care of their home world, monks gladly took on the task and never complained. Although the technology was not as sophisticated as in ancient days, and the scale of the event was now much smaller, at least the monks again had meaningful work to do.
The library was overwhelming. A zillion items were accurately catalogued and neatly stored. That device should be here somewhere, Ian was certain. Tal was the last on his map and everywhere else he’d been invariably led to this place.
According to the tale, the last rewritten android was spotted here about ten centuries before, although nobody knew exactly why on this planetoid. Details of the design had been long lost. Now big corporations were looking to improve their sales. Reintroducing androids was thought to be the next step towards the order of things, with promises of unimaginable benefits for mankind.
They offered good money for information on the android’s matrix, so Ian went on the hunt. He was looking for a millennium old scanner that was used in this vicinity during one of the patroller’s last visits. The scanner was believed to be among the excavated items that the monks recovered while building their monastery. The scanner’s data chip would be a gold mine.
In another room, the Overseer shut down his workspace and took away his tools. It was time for the Gathering and he hurried out of his chamber. Other monks had already begun chanting. The Overseer swiftly passed by the library and his narrow eyes caught a soft beam of light streaming from under the door. Ian was still inside.
Somewhere after midnight, the monks returned to their cells and the Overseer embraced a moment of solitude. He wondered if Ian needed to know about the codex. The scrolls were clear about one thing-the legends that had never left Tal were meant for the Seeker. Ian needed to be taught.
Ah, Tal was once so beautiful. Humans didn’t have anything like it on their blue planet. Tomorrow, the monks would show Ian what Tal looked like when things were cared for properly.
***
For Jade, life as she knew it ended with her transfer to the private security patroller that was now going on another round. The Guard had been hiring and Jade was available.
Their next stop was Tal, a small quiet planetoid, covered in bumpy rocks and looking like a huge wart, with odd sporadic forestation and sparsely dispersed arsenic lakes. The place inspired disgust, but Jade bit her lip. Her current unfortunate condition didn’t leave her much choice. She was well paid on the job and needed every penny.
Cleanup crews were dispatched on a regular basis these days and since most capable workers were enlisting in military service, personnel for other duties were on demand. The Wire was failing, and so was intergalactic diplomacy. War seemed unavoidable and Central Command focused on survival; domestic troubles were the last of their concerns.
After a few tours to Tal, Jade stopped throwing up.
This time when they arrived, the event had already passed. Bloody pools covered the surface. An evenly spread mix of human debris, decomposing flesh and organic fluids emitted an intolerably sweet, sticky and sickening odor that persistently filled the air. Pieces of decapitated bodies with bones still attached to shredded starship uniforms and remnants of torn apart weaponry lay scattered across the entire perimeter. Heavy smoke arose from numerous cracks in the crust, which instantly dissipated with each abrupt blow of wind in the so unpleasantly moist local atmosphere. Jade wiped the sweat off her forehead and turned to Li Chen.
“As if someone methodically butchered them and then laid out a carpet of their remains! I’ve been coming here for months and still don’t understand it!”
“Simple really… Tal is very attractive, everybody comes here to unwind themselves, to do things they can’t back home,” Li Chen’s casual answer seemed awfully unfitting the situation.
“Doesn’t look like a humanoid work to me, but my scanner must be dead. This here seems fresh, yet there is no trace of any DNA... not even alien,” Jade smote the device a couple of times in frustration.
“Androids! Old news, really. Must be a growing trend though, seeing it often here.” Li Chen’s cheerful confidence seemed misplaced too.
“Aren’t they programmed au contraire, not to kill but to assist humans? I always thought their matrix couldn’t be overwritten.” What she just heard didn’t sound so good, and Jade suddenly felt nauseous. Everything here made her very uncomfortable. She wanted to do the job and be gone.
“Don’t be so naive. A few modifications here and there, and voilá you have a walking talking murder weapon. It doesn’t surprise me. Everybody comes here to have fun. Apparently chopping each other up is one of the ways... decades of tradition! Now hurry, our clients could still be out there. We need to finish up before they detect us.” Li Chen served on the patroller for slightly less than five years, having inherited the job from his late father, an accidental victim of his clients’ murderous zeal. Li Chen wasn’t particularly fond of the job, but the family had insisted.
With their scans finally complete, he opened the hatch and released an enormous machine with multiple valves and hoses, and in one continuous vacuum breath, everything non-native to the planetoid’s crust was sucked in, leaving the surface innocently and becomingly clean.
Another season on the patroller and Jade will learn that things aren’t always what they seem. She doesn’t know yet that her patroller is making its last visit to the sector, and there will be no more such rounds for centuries to come. In fact, there will be no more patrollers at all, and no more killer androids, and their last visit will become the Legend of Tal, known only to the locals, and only vaguely.
Today, though, Jade is thinking in pink.
***
Ian woke up to a monotonous chanting right outside his window. The Overseer was already waiting with a cup of freshly brewed tea.
“You arrived at a fortunate season. We are going outside right after the Gathering, an event that you do not have on your blue planet.” Narrow eyes pierced through Ian.
“I would rather take another look at the library. It is important—for me,” Ian added with slight irritation in his voice.
“No, no, the library can wait. You need to see Tal. Tal is beautiful this time of year,” the Overseer spoke gently. He knew how to be persuasive but did not want to push his luck. In return, Ian did not want to wear out his welcome and leave empty-handed, and therefore agreed to join in.
Led by the Overseer, Ian and the group of monks in their shimmering loose robes tiptoed down the hill from where their convent stood, surrounded by a thick wall and misty clouds. The monks had a funny disposition with a tall human among them. Hardly seeing anything in the mist, they walked another mile and suddenly stopped. Nauseating odor tickled Ian’s nostrils. A hot breeze blew away the mist and, aghast, Ian looked down at his feet and then at his surroundings.
It was impossible to make one single step without walking into a pool of decomposing flesh and organic fluids. Blood was everywhere. He tried to move ahead, but his feet kept stumbling on bones, some appearing freshly cut, with bits of flesh and bloodstained uniform rags still attached to them. He spotted a piece of metal that looked like a pusher spring of some kind, fused with the gun’s barrel, probably resulting from a violent fire outburst. Using it to shove human debris aside to free the pathway, Ian managed to find a clear spot not far from a large crack in the soil. On an uncharacteristic whim, he looked inside the crack. A beheaded human body, disfigured and badly burned in places, lay there on top of smudged weaponry and a pile of dirty stinking rags.
Ian threw up.
Meanwhile, the monks took out portable cleaners and vacuumizers, and began zealously scrubbing the ground surface, gradually bringing it back to its previous arsenic beauty.
When they were done, the Overseer joyously glanced at Ian.
“Now you see?”
“See what? This is madness!” Ian felt renewed disgust at the Overseer’s and the monks’ calm acceptance of this carnage.
“There’s no other way to treat Meltdowners. This is their outlet; it’s very effective. They find freedom here on Tal,” the monk spoke calmly.
“Meltdowners? Freedom to slaughter themselves? You can’t be serious!” Ian could not control his outburst.
“Tal is in the outer leg of the galaxy, out of the Wire’s reach. Your Central Command and the Guard have no jurisdiction here. For some, this is coming home.” The Overseer narrowed his eyes again.
“Meltdowners are disconnected from the Wire, have no respect for Central Command and absolutely no fear of the Guard,” Ian stated, not knowing what to expect next; his stay on Tal got weirder by the minute.
“And that is precisely the point. Humans consider linking everyone in one hub with that Wire of yours a solution to all your problems, a universal cure for unwanted behavior. Society failed Meltdowners exactly because of this wrong human thinking.” The Overseer paused. “Those who come here cannot be stopped, and there is nothing to do but wait. The habit of this event is slowly dying out again. Maybe another century or two and it will be over for good.” He dismissed the subject with a wave of his hand.
***
Exhausted and drained, Ian was leaving Tal with more questions than answers. The Overseer spoke in riddles, deliberately avoided clarity, yet managed to pique Ian’s curiosity. He wanted to spend more time with the old monk and his followers, and regretted that he’d already made plans that could not be broken.
Prior to departure, the monk silently hurried his guest into the library and handed him a tiny tube, no bigger than his palm, with a chip attached to it and a nearly transparent scroll wired around its axis. “This is what you came here for, didn’t you?”
***
An hour later while Ian was preparing to jump into hyperspace and head back to Earth, his shuttle’s sensors picked up an alien vessel closing in on his position at full speed. The starship did not respond to hails.
Ian’s sensors detected an energy build up. What the heck, he thought while initiating the evasive maneuver Alpha1, the only one he knew. He was not much of a pilot.
The starship was persistent. Ian needed to quickly come up with a better plan than spiraling around random asteroids.
Avoiding being fired upon would be out of Ian’s capabilities once the vessel established a clear lock, and a preemptive strike without a definite provocation went against Ian’s principles.
Rushing through the shuttle’s database of the quadrant’s stellar maps, Ian located a small diffused nebula several parsecs away from his coordinates. Having plotted the course, he sent a scrambled transmission to the only person he knew could save him from being instantly fried by this unknown adversary. Given his last known whereabouts, Ian estimated his friend would get there in about a day. He switched to the autopilot and headed to the escape pod.
The moment the shuttle entered the nebula, Ian’s pod was ejected into a purple gas cloud. A portable cloak he had borrowed from his old friend could be extended to no more than the size of the pod, but that was large enough. There was, however, one minor complication-the pod’s life support system had been damaged during the maneuver and he now only had enough air for twelve hours. Holding his breath for a little miracle, Ian navigated the pod deeper into the nebula.
“Someone call for a taxi?” Ian would recognize his friend’s cheerful voice, now coming through his brain fog, out of millions. “Seems you dozed off there for a while. Lucky you I had a few errands to run in the vicinity…So, you hungry or what?”
Famished, Ian thought. Wait a minute…what’s a taxi?
~~~~~
A youthful sturdy Kenyan in a midnight blue diving suit eased down on his knees at the far left corner of the temple. He reached inside a deep hollow under one of the building rocks where the temple floor met the bottom of an old mural.
When his hand touched a cool slick object, he whispered in Swahili: “Pongezi, Mbwana!” He pulled the object out, inspected it under his flash lamp to make sure its metal casing was intact, and stashed it into a small waterproof backpack. Now he needed to get going, and fast. Water would rise in a few moments and the temple entrance would again submerge into the depths of the Indian Ocean. Mbwana made his way towards the exit. As he was about to step outside, a tall dark figure came out of the shadows and moved forward to block his way. A brisk beam of light brushed over Mbwana’s face, accentuating his dark chocolate skin, and disappeared into the darkness.
“Leaving so soon?” Ian stood there with a stealthy smile on his suntanned face.
“I see you shaved.” Startled at first, Mbwana instantly collected his wits. He was glad to bump into his old pal, but puzzled as to what might have brought Ian to this neck of the woods. “Aren’t you supposed to be working on that thing you picked up on the asteroid?”
“It’s a planetoid.” Ian shivered at the reminder. Ian had not told Mbwana the reason he went to Tal upon his rescue in the nebula, and he wanted to keep it that way, at least for the time being.
“Rumor on the Wire had it you were looking for a more detailed map of that sector. I figured the only interesting spot was that dusty rock. I heard the story of the last android too, just didn’t know you had the guts for it. So you got the chip or what?”
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