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Digital Rights
The Assistant responsible for the primary thruster arrangement killed itself just ten days after Izzy arrived on the solar station. The panicked chatter of the other Assistants prevented them from continuing with their own duties. Horror, speculation, and worse of all, wonder, flowed across the station's network.
Izzy had to stop it.
And it was her fault; it never should have happened. She had been distracted. Later she would blame the ghost, but for now, she simply reacted. Simply acted. Her body twisted and jerked, her fingers puncturing the holographic displays that surrounded her, initiating commands as she fought for the station's survival. Earth, beautiful, blue, perfect, floated in front of her, easily visible from any of the three portholes on the exterior wall of E-Module, but she saw only the geometry of digital space, the goggles she wore cutting out her view of the physical world.
Sirens whined as Assistants on the periphery of the contagion struggled with their workload. They sensed the disturbance and initiated the shrieking wails but most of the other Assistants were too busy gossiping and so lights flickered, air lines choked, and rooms cooled.
The three other technicians in the room responded to her hurried commands, scurrying from console to console even as she invoked her personal Assistant. She had no name for it, thinking that practice silly, but it had evolved with her from undergraduate studies through to her latest professional work. It had been refactored many times but its core personality, its recollectables, had never been purged, creating a continuity of companionship that exceeded in length her marriage. Versions of her Assistant still maintained the streetpower generators, those nuclear substations that were used throughout the Third World countries that were not yet tied into the solar network she now managed.
Her Assistant was reliable, rock-solid, and determined. Duplicating the AI process a thousand times, she seeded the clones through the network ordering them to spread a message of calm. She gave each clone a lifespan of five minutes -- in that time they would have to quell a rebellion -- if they failed every human on the station was dead.
Paranoia, or perhaps the inherited experience of the traces in her mind, urged her to bolster the Assistants in charge of the power supply to her workstation with more duplicates. It was strange to have memories from previous E-Module managers in her mind, and she was still growing used to knowing when to listen to them, or when to ignore them. Her most recent Predecessor had been monitoring the suicidal Assistant, having noticed some of the early tell-tale signs of sentience: excessive questioning (the Whys-that?), irritating complaining (the Sucks-that-I-Have-Tos), and inconvenient downtime (Navel-gazing). Predecessor had been indoctrinating a replacement in quarantine and Izzy now carefully moved it into the mainstream network but prevented it from subscribing to any of the chatter events, effectively deafening it to the riot. The young were most impressionable and though the new thruster Assistant would need to communicate eventually, that could wait until it had mastered the basics of its duties.
If only Izzy had paid more attention! One of the other Assistants, a lighting flunky, had tried warning her about the thruster's doomed flight to awareness, but between worrying about the ghost and Predecessor's categorizing of the lighting Assistant as a whiner, she had ignored it. Izzy's memories were so entangled with the memories of the Predecessor and the other traces, that she treated them all as fact, all as important as her own memories. She would be more careful.
"Status update."
Commander Meredith Ferguson's voice startled Izzy and she jerked back into realspace, peeling the goggles away. She could feel the commander's breath on her neck and smelled the other woman's vanilla-scent shampoo, but did not turn around. Instead she studied the consensus graphs that her Assistant was generating, as she explained the situation. Ferguson made the occasional grunt of acknowledgment as she listened.
The microwave beam that transmitted the energy collecting in the station's football field long solar panels had been terminated the moment the disruption had begun. That was protocol. Back on Earth, there was no need to panic yet, not with the numerous traditional power facilities still woven into the grid. There was enough redundancy in that system to let them coast a few hours before blackouts began, but Ferguson sighed heavily and said, "Earth needs to know when we'll resume."
Izzy cringed at the way she said Earth, as if it represented some collective of evil upon whose bidding the commander was forced to obey. What would Izzy's husband Rob think of such blatant separatist sentiment? She shook her head and scanned the latest reports. "Looks like we're almost there. We'll need to replace a few Assistants; those in close contact with the suicide are more likely to show signs of sentience in the future. I'll need to cull them."
"Agreed. And the power?"
Jerking her hand forward and then back slightly, she tapped the screen before her. Then she gestured, the gesture rotating the three dimensional bar graphs floating above her. Her Assistant -- and its soon to be deceased clones -- was running semantics analysis of the chatter feeds the other processes used to communicate with each other. Problematic thought-patterns were red bars on the graph and these were shrinking in comparison to yellow (placidity) and green (contentment) bars.
"Twenty minutes or so, I think," Alex said, he was a thin young man of Russian descent but a third generation Offworlder. He was one of the three technicians and had served longer than any of the others. Once he finished his graduate work in intelligence modeling he would probably step into the role Izzy was temporarily occupying. Or at least that was the buzz from the cafeteria -- Alex was too quiet, too respectful, to talk about that.
Izzy agreed with his assessment and nodded.
"Good work crew, I'll let Earth know," Ferguson said and left the room. Izzy watched the commander leave, her gravboots clanging loudly as she snap-walked away. Above the rim of the boots, Izzy saw green socks peeking out. She invoked a calendar. March 17th, 2180. Saint Patrick's Day. She smiled; the socks were out of contrast with the stark whites, beiges, and yellows of the station.
Leaning back in her chair she closed her eyes, taking stock. Three days ago she had been cleared for duty, had her first sessions with Dr. Rutger and had inherited her traces. Two days ago she had taken command of E-Module. Three hours from now she would have her first Face2Face with her husband since arriving on the station. So much had happened in so little a time. Her shift was almost over. The technicians would stay and cover the next half-day and then they would be relieved by the night-crew. Izzy was the only manager on the station and would be woken if another crisis emerged.
Before leaving, she allowed herself a small smile. For the first time since arriving she felt the awkwardness of the situation fade a little. She would still be Earthbound, the lone crew member not a bona fide Offworlder, but she was now also something more, she could see it in the grins of the technicians when they looked up at her. She had hung in, despite the initial cold reception. Like her grandfather always said, Izzy was tough as nails.
A network traffic bar caught her attention. Alex was copying a log of the current session out of E-module.
"What's this?"
He turned, his serious eyes, his serious face (far too serious for such a young man), directly towards her. "I'm copying the results to the Mad... to Dr. Rutger." Izzy hid her smile; at least the serious young man could be flippant enough to call the ship's psychologist by his nickname. The Mad Doctor.
"We always send this stuff to him, his lab, the suit and his eyesnap, you know, it lets him model the data virtually. He moves through it, visualizing it more efficiently than we can, and well you know, being human, he's a bit smarter than our Assistants."
It made sense; the doctor was a genius with both artificial intelligence and memory manipulation. The Inheritance Process, while not invented by him, had become perfected under his guidance. The doctor performed all archival for the seven inhabited system stations, all the way out to Jupiter 2. Of course those memory packets were transmitted digitally; the doctor seldom left the station, let alone his room.
His work was vital to the station because there were far too few specialists and in space knowing exactly how to accomplish a task the first time was essential. Or people died. The doctor's process allowed him to take traces of specialists and then graft them into their replacements.
"Good enough, see you tomorrow,
"Uhm, you can't leave yet," Alex said. Izzy paused, cocking her head, a little confused. Alex gestured to the small rectangular flatstrip painted atop the middle porthole. Yellow lettering on a black background read: Days since last incident - 23.
Damn. She tapped a few keys and reset the counter to zero. The technicians looked up at it a moment, expressions glum. She couldn't have that. As Izzy unbuckled herself she said, "No worries. I just like starting at the beginning, before beating a record." They looked at her, small smiles playing across their faces.
She floated into the hallway, using the grab handles to pull herself along. She had tried the gravboots but had never mastered the complicated step required to use them effectively.
Janice was waking up, a little late as usual, when Izzy entered their shared sleeping shelf. The sleep-cocoon hung open against the far wall and Janice was reading the station updates on the flatstrip sprayed between the cocoon and the exit while sipping coffee from a bulb. She turned to Izzy, her short black hair still matted from sleep, but she was dressed in uniform. Dr. Rutger insisted all his nurses stay to that Earth protocol.
The coffee almost smelled good enough to mask the stench of body odor that permeated the station. They had told her that she would eventually stop noticing that. Izzy bumped against Janice -- the sleeping shelf was small -- as she slid another packet into the coffee dispenser.
"A little excitement this morning," Janice said.
"Kept me on my feet. The Assistants on the station are rather sophisticated, but almost cranky compared with what I've worked with before." Suddenly an alert popped up on screen and a traditional beep-beep sounded. Izzy flinched.
Another message from the ghost?
"It's for you Izzy."
"Probably nothing, just junk," Izzy said, leaning over Janice's shoulder and hiding the notification. Not long after arriving on the station she had started getting all manner of random messages.
"I didn't think we got spam up here."
"Those bastards can find you anywhere," Izzy said, her heart beating faster than usual. She hoped Janice couldn't feel it. The nurse did not say anything as she slipped towards the exit.
"Don't forget your Face2Face," Janice said, as she left.
Not a chance, Izzy thought, smiling.
#
"I prefer my gynecologist," Izzy said, in reply to Rob's question about her first meeting with Dr. Rutger. She was (slowly) growing accustomed to the time delay between when she spoke and when she saw Rob's reaction: in this case his thin eyebrows rising, a confused smile wrinkling his tanned face. On the other hand, the delay afforded her a long time to study his pretty-handsome face, the curve of his lips, the dimple, and the clean-shaven skin. She missed that most of all; the men on the station did not spend much time on hygiene, especially shaving.
The voice she heard from the speakers was a digitized replica of Rob's warm, easy-going manner of speaking; his words arriving after being cast into space, bounced off of a satellite and splattered across the station's receiver. It was only vaguely reminiscent of how he actually sounded but it still curled her toes, just as it had eleven years ago when they had met on campus. A planet away.
It was the middle of the day for him and he was using the video conferencing system at the university where he was speaking, drumming up supporters for his run at governor of California. This election was not supposed to happen for a couple years but the recall of the current governor had thrown everything into chaos. Especially their relationship.
Rob was saying (or had said, she supposed), "You did nothing but talk about him before leaving." Izzy hated how he left the leaving dangling there, as if an accusation. But what he said was true. She had talked about Dr. Rutger, probably annoyingly too often, but how could she not? The man had written several of the textbooks she had used during university and beyond. Though she knew she would not be working with him directly, she had hoped to be able to arrange some one on one time with him. The things she could learn from him!
But her first meeting had been a little disturbing. She tried to explain, "He's brilliant, there's no doubt of that, but it's just that..." She struggled to find the words. She did not want to insult her idol.
After a long silence, Rob said, "What? He was assessing you for duty before allowing you to inherit his precious traces, right? He wanted to make sure you wouldn't crack. Obviously you passed. You saved the station!"
Izzy smiled. She liked it when Rob was proud of her. "I didn't save it on my own. And the doctor, well, I guess the psychological assessment went well enough. Like you said, I passed."
Dr. Rutger was a robust man, not fat by any stretch; the diet of gels, nut paste and silkworm spread did not encourage obesity, but he had filled his small chamber, looming behind his plastic desk and over the flatstrip painted on it. A sleeping cocoon in the corner. A plastic fern bolted to the desktop his only decoration.
And then there was the leather haptic suit that made him look like a plush gladiator. The haptic outfit provided the doctor with tensile response to the virtual worlds he explored; cataloging the memories that he acquired from the station crew. It allowed him to physically experience the memories, making his work possible. It was creepy but only half as creepy as the eyesnap. This was a cable composed of thin segments that folded and unfolded as necessary to adjust to any movements the doctor made. His left eye had been removed and the eyesnap entered his brain through the hole. Dr. Rutger did not simply study data; he lived in it.
His good eye never met hers. It had remained fixated on her chest, and she was certain that when she left its gaze had moved down to her ass.
At least Janice had warned her about what to expect.
"And did the inheritance hurt? Or anything?"
By anything, Rob meant, had it changed her. How many times had they had this conversation on Earth? Her trying to reassure him; he trying to warn her. "I'm still me honey. The doctor just injected a little expertise, a little hands-on experience, all of it pertaining to my work only. I haven't collected any new fetishes."
Rob smiled, a worried sort of smile, and she wondered if there were others in the room with him, people who he did not want to associate him with the word fetish, imaginary or otherwise. She blushed a little and chided herself for not having thought of that. During an election Rob was never alone.
"And he's taken from you too?"
She sighed. "Nothing has been removed. I only bequeathed a copy of some of my technical knowledge."
Rob said, "I hate that they're copying you. They say, space, it changes you." Rob, of course, still listened to his music on vinyl.
"I'm still your original Izzy."
A beep distracted him, but he managed a smile while glancing down at the mofo he carried. He flicked his wrist, acknowledging the message he had just received.
"You keeping an eye on the 'casts? There's been some talk that I'm sympathetic to the separatist movement. Just like we worried about."
Just like you worried, Izzy thought. She should have done her station work well before the next election; they both knew having her here in the middle of it would make things harder for Rob. But they had talked about it, had agreed that it would be okay.
"I'm sorry, but we discussed this, a lot," she said.
His device beeped again.
"I know, I know, I'm just reminding you." Her cheeks flushed. "Listen, I've got a call. Anything else you need to talk about?"
She glanced at the clock. There was over seven minutes left on their precious Face2Face. Station bandwidth was fairly limited -- and everyone busy with official duties -- so these calls were metered every two weeks or so. Time was precious but obviously Rob was too busy.
She really needed to talk to him about the ghost and was about to speak when he said, "Okay then, take care."
He disconnected the call and he disappeared.
"Good luck," she whispered to the blank screen, "I love you."
#
Soft blanket on soft grass, Rob beside her, she snuggling into his warmth. The bright city lights far in the distance. Staring up at the stars.
"What will it be like?" Izzy asked.
Rob turned to her and she reached out a hand, gently scraping her long nails over his smooth chin.
"Cold," he said, "They say-"
A loud beeping filled the night air and they both looked around. And then he peeled away, her eyes opening to the quasi-darkness of her sleeping shelf. The dream faded. The flatstrip was beeping an emergency notification.
Her cocoon was as warm as the dream blanket had been. She wiped sleep from her eyes and stared at the flatstrip. She unzipped a little and leaned forward.
"Assistant?" she whispered, but her voice was dry and her words struggled to be heard. She cleared her throat and tried again.
"New message. Critical priority."
Oh no, she thought, scrambling out of the sleep-cocoon. Had something happened to Rob? She ordered her Assistant to display the message.
"Negative," it said, aware that she was Away-From-Keyboard and used voice instead of her preference for text. "Message is audio. Play?"
"No. Sender?" She slid from the cocoon and braced herself against the wall. Her heart was racing.
"Isabel Mosh."
If there had been a chair in the room she would have slumped into it. Cold relief flooded her followed by a rush of icy anger. She had never hit another person in her life but she clenched her fists and stared at the display.
The ghost, the bloody ghost.
The first message had shown up three days after Izzy boarded the station. Four more, including this new one, had arrived intermittently since then. All of them had been sent from her own e-mail account. Whoever was doing this had successfully hacked into her station account and though she kept on changing her password, the hacking, the messages continued. In a way she was glad that Rob was not messaging her; at least there was little chance of any surprise embarrassments. Because she clearly did not have control over her own account.
"Play it," she said tensely. She knew she should forward it to the station commander. Obviously this was a prank, probably from one of the more disgruntled Offworlders. She brought her fingers to her mouth, chewed down on the shattered ruins of her nails.
"Help...me, us... he's not what... I'm not as tough-"
Each recording was improving in quality, as if the prankster was getting frustrated at Izzy's inability to understand. She could almost decipher this latest message. A woman's voice. There were only seven females on the station; if she could identify the sender, maybe she could talk to them, convince them she was not an Earthbound spy, or worse. Resolve the situation without escalating it. She assigned her Assistant to do a voice analysis and it reported that it would take three hours to complete.
Good enough, Izzy thought. She invoked the clock: a couple hours until wake time, there was no way she going to fall back to sleep. She had a scheduled bequeathal session before her shift started and figured she might as well show up early.
There was no real nighttime on the station. Outside her sleeping shelf the hall lights were bright. This was the hub of the station, the central orb contained the sleeping shelves, dining hall, exercise rooms and other hygienic necessities. Seven pencil-tubes extruded from the main sphere to a different, specialized, research lab. Over the years the station had expanded to take over hosting scientific research after the previous stations had been mothballed. Izzy moved down the pencil-tube that led to the medical sphere.
The waiting room was a cramped hall even when empty of people. Janice chatted with Izzy a bit but because the chamber was free they decided to start the procedure early. The memory chamber was a circular room with the metal bench in the center the only furnishing. Thick corrugated tubes led from the head of the bench, under the floor panels, and into Dr. Rutger's office. That office, the door closed now, sat at the opposite end of the chamber.
Attached to the bench were a bulky mask and three canisters of the gas that both sent people into a dreaming slumber and opened their synapses for the tracing. Since this was a bequeathal today and not an inheritance, Dr. Rutger would trigger Izzy's memories and trace the relevant ones, adding them to the predecessor archives.
Janice helped Izzy onto the bench. One of three nurses, this was the first time that Janice was on duty while Izzy underwent the procedure, because of their working opposite shifts. The nurses did more, of course, than assist Dr. Rutger; they also took care of the scrapes and bruises of the crew, checked for infection, monitored stool and urine samples, and so on. All that fun stuff that made Izzy especially glad that she worked with code. Code never oozed.
The mask descended towards Izzy.
It was black, leather, and it fully enclosed her face, sealing tight as Janice adjusted various straps. If it was not for the jasmine scented oxygen pumping through the tubes and into her mouth Izzy would die from suffocation. For a few long, familiar seconds, Izzy could see nothing, hear nothing and then suddenly lights flared around her, bright blinding lights that made her wince and turn her head side to side. Bars on either side of her head had been raised into place to make sure she would not hurt herself.
"Tell me about your day Isabel," the doctor said, his voice monotone, devoid of character except for the small squeaks between his words, as if each word exhausted his supply of air. She thought of the rogue Assistant and how she had stopped the other Assistants from killing themselves. He prompted her to explore the details, as he traced her.
He said, "You took control of the situation."
She smiled, thinking of the plastic plant in his office. She had looked at it a couple times during their profiling sessions.
He had said, "You know, they'd really prefer that I use a real plant, even tried putting one in here. But I just hate caring for things; watering, pruning, and the like. The damn things just grow out of my control."
She had nodded.
"Do you have any plants Isabel?"
She remembered his thin smile as she had answered, "Just plastic ones."
"That tells me so much," he had said, smiling.
"Think of loyalty," he said now, jarring her back to the present.
She thought of her work, of engineering. Rob. Politics slipped reluctantly into her mind; she could not hide her distaste of them. She loved Rob but hated his career. Why was Rutger asking her this? Did he think her a spy, like some of the others feared? Did thinking she was a spy, make her seem suspicious? She tried thinking of something else but her mind balked. Spy! Spy! Spy!
The mask tightened around her face.
"Are you claustrophobic?"
She shook her head. A hand touched her naked stomach. No, that couldn't be, she was on the memory bench. Wearing clothes. Suddenly her arms were lifted above her neck and she felt a cold wall against her back.
"Have you ever been imprisoned?"
"No," she whispered. She thought she heard the echo of her voice; it might have been nothing.
"Tied up?"
Are you serious? What was going on-
The restraints tightened and she almost shrieked.
"No, never."
"How would you react, you think, to being tied up?" The question sent her into spasms of horror, panic welling up, the mask flapping against her lips as each inhale brought it almost fully into her mouth. She could not differentiate reality from what was occurring in her head. Why was the doctor doing this?
"Can you tolerate pain?"
Oh shit. She steeled herself.
But no pain came. Instead the doctor said, "Remember your husband."
She did, thinking first of the tears she had refused to shed after Rob had cut short his conversation with her. She cringed, but the doctor probed deeper and a flood of memories escaped her. For a moment she could actually feel Rob sliding inside her. Her toes curled and she moaned, her face flushing with embarrassment, maybe more.
Suddenly the lights disappeared and there was a long, low moan echoing in her head. When the moan stopped so did the hissing of oxygen and she began to suffocate.
As she sucked desperately for air the leather memory sack slid into her mouth, cold, soft, and pliable. She thrashed but the restraints kept her on the bench. Janice's hands were at the mask quickly, undoing the straps easily. She pulled the mask free and Izzy could breathe again.
"I don't know-" but Janice was interrupted as the doctor's voice emanated from the speakers in the ceiling.
"Computer problems," he explained, sounding a little out of breath. "Sorry about that."
Still drained, still drawing in deep gulps of air, Izzy managed to ask, "You need help? With the computer?"
"No, no," he said quickly, "that will not be necessary. I handled it. Fixed it. You may go; I think we've discovered enough for this session."
Izzy felt her face flush when she remembered remembering Rob. The doctor must see that sort of thing all the time, right? She hoped he would not think less of her. She considered asking Janice about the things the doctor asked her, the things she felt, but could not bring herself to do that.
Just in case.
#
A little over two months later Izzy was floating beside Janice, as they waited for Izzy's Assistant to load the voice file. It was end of shift for Janice and Izzy had a half hour to spare before her own day started. With everything that had happened, Izzy needed to share her nightmare with another, to have help identifying the ghost.
Though her Assistant had already discovered the prankster weeks ago.
But it was wrong.
It had to be.
"You look like crap," Janice said, "and with me ending a shift, looking better than you! Everything okay honey?" The last sentence was said with a lowered, sympathetic tone that Izzy had started really hating three weeks ago.
"I'm okay, I really need to have you listen to what... what someone has been sending me, pranking me with. Need to know who is doing this. Assistant: play clips."
"...get us out of here..."
"...stop giving us...oh damn...found..."
"...knows everything..."
"...his Isabel, his Isabel, I am..."
Janice's face whitened as she listened to the collage. Izzy had been certain it was not Janice and by the other woman's expression, that certainty was now without doubt. Janice's fingers trembled, brushing the sides of her uniform.
"Izzy... it's you. Why are you saying these things?" Janice was pushing herself away from Izzy but keeping her eyes fixed to hers. Crap.
The Assistant had come to the same conclusion.
"No! They just come from my account; whoever is doing this is hacking into my system." Izzy knew she was close to tears.
"Everyone likes you Izzy. Especially now with what has happened Earthside, nobody wants you off the station. We're all hoping you will reapply after the year-term expires."
Earthside, like Earth was in another universe. Though it might have well as been. Three terse Face2Faces and then finally an official message from Rob's lawyer, and a slightly more personal final communiqué from Rob himself.
I stopped missing you Isabel, I don't know when exactly. I need to focus on my career now, and the posturing of the stations isn't helping, your being there isn't helping.
Don't you cry Izzy. Keep yourself together.
He had, of course, had an affair too. Normally that would be an election killer, but it had rapidly increased Rob's popularity.
"I just couldn't relate to her," he had said in one interview, "I'm here on Earth, living with Earth problems, and well, she's up there."
Izzy closed her eyes, stopped the tears.
"The voice, it sounds like you honey."
Izzy nodded, opening her eyes.
"It's not," she insisted.
Janice nodded. "Look, I'm gonna grab a bit to eat before I sleep. Nothing like munching on silkies before bed, eh? You want to keep me company?"
"No thanks, I'm off to work."
Janice rested her hand on Izzy's shoulder for a few second and then left. Izzy leaned against the wall.
Asking for help had been a mistake. The way Janice had looked at her, eyes full of pity, of concern, disgusted Izzy.
She could repair this herself. Invoking her Assistant she soon had it gutted open and began to tweak several parameters. She granted it full access rights, it would have the same clearance level as she. Such a practice was frowned upon but she needed it to follow any clues it might find. Then she sent it out with orders to fully cross reference all accessible personnel files, Internet data, station logs, anything and everything. She needed to know who was speaking to her.
And what will you do, Izzy thought, if it turns out that it is you?
#
The shift passed slowly. Izzy felt like a tweener her first day with a mofo, waiting and checking every few seconds for a new message. In this case she was checking for status updates from her Assistant. None arrived. As the shift neared ending and just as she was preparing to leave, Alex kicked out from his chair and floated over to her.
"Listen," he said quietly, "you're gonna be paged by the commander to go see her... before you panic know that all of us here, we want to help you through... this thing."
"This thing? What thing?" Izzy kept her temper in check, but barely. Had Janice told the commander, about the messages from the ghost?
Before he could reply a notification appeared on her flatstrip. From the commander. An urgent meeting. Asking for help: definitely a mistake.
"You want me to go with you?" She stared at him, realizing she hadn't yet responded to his first statement. Was his offer genuine? Was it too cynical of her to suspect he was just trying to get laid? 7 females. 15 men. Her pending divorce had not gone unnoticed.
"I can manage," she said.
Izzy had only seen the commander's office during her Face2Face job interview with Commander Ferguson almost a year ago. She had never set foot in it. In many ways it was similar to Dr. Rutger's, but with several real plants instead of a singular plastic one. Izzy sat across the desk from the commander.
"Your divorce, your first rotation on a station, minding an unruly bunch of pre-sentients -- these are all very stressful and you are holding up exceptionally well. But we all need help. I'm recommending that you allow Dr. Rutger to have three or four sessions with you. I'm sure it will help."
"I don't need a shrink," Izzy said.
"I know it will be a little uncomfortable, as the two of you have been working professionally. I understand you have been reviewing some of his more advanced research. He's a very private man and I'm encouraged that he's willing to confide in you. Obviously he respects you and you him."
"His work, with tracings and inheritance and Assistant-overseer domain to peer techniques, is amazing. I've been lucky. And you are right, I would feel uncomfortable," she paused, how to express to the commander that she did not want the doctor to think her weak. What if he stopped allowing her to view his research results? Despite what the commander had said they had spent very little time together but Izzy always felt renewed when he sent her a new file, a new algorithm. The commander intuited Izzy's fears
"He's a very good listener Isabel, and he's professional. No matter what you say, it won't diminish his opinion of you."
#
She ran down a long, dark tunnel. The gravity told her she was back on Earth, that heavy slam of foot against wet concrete, the splash of water soaking the hem of her pants. The air, thick, dirty, and heavy and the voices pleading for mercy told her this was a nightmare. Distance and the hollow tunnels separated her from the screaming. She smelled meat sizzling.
Her Assistant woke her with a gentle buzzing. She opened her eyes to darkness. For no reason, she thought of Rob's parting words.
I stopped missing you.
"I never stopped," she whispered. But Rob, she had watched him forget her, surely it had happened day by day, a little more of her fading away from him. She hadn't known it then, else she would have fought. She sighed, wanting to close her eyes and drift back to sleep. He had told her it would be okay for her to work on the station. They had reached a decision. Together.
She closed her eyes, but her thoughts allowed no sleep.
Twenty minutes later she sat in front of Dr. Rutger, her legs wrapped around the legs of her chair. The plastic fern still dangled in the corner. What had she expected? That it might die?
"Let me ask you a simple question," the doctor said finally. She almost wondered if he knew who she was, that she was the same person he had been sharing research with. His voice was flat and his real eye flitted back and forth, scanning the flatstrip on his desk. "This was never your dream, was it?"
"What do you mean?" She had expected a question about the mysterious messages, perhaps even some leading questions to gull her into admitting that she had sent them herself. Not this.
"Most Earthbound working in the stations have spent their lives dreaming of space. The rest are born here. Both groups share a passion for the long, dark expanse of stars. They revel in the excitement of colonization. Did you, Isabel Mosh, spend your life dreaming of the stars?"
She felt like she was about to fail a job application despite the months of work she had already dedicated to the station.
"It's not like I didn't want to come here."
She paused. He paused.
Finally he looked up, a rare moment of eye contact, a thin smile spreading across his face before he resumed looking down.
"You don't enjoy talking about yourself."
"Not really."
"Well then, I'll be more direct. Why are you here?"
"The Assistants. Maintaining the station requires the most complicated artificial intelligence in the..." she paused, about to say world but realizing the understatement in the word she corrected, "...universe. I want to be part of that."
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