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The Custodian of Oporto’s Island stood in the darkness of his house, listening to the growing murmur of voices in the Grove of Malamalama outside. It was not a feast day, when a large attendance might be expected at Nightfall, but the woods were full of people. He knew they had not come just to watch him perform the evening ritual. How he wished his father still lived; his father had loved the ceremonial aspect of the office of Custodian, while he himself dreaded it.
He donned his green robe and the tall feathered headdress that weighed heavily on him. A tight knot of fear grew in his stomach, for he alone was ultimately responsible for the sacred rite of Maintenance, and that responsibility was about to be challenged. He went to the door of his house, and as he stepped through the curtain that covered it, the drumming began.
Malamalama, the island’s axis, glowed bright with captured sunlight, its near end terminating in a shielded pole in the center of the ceremonial clearing outside the Custodian’s home. Dancers—men and women in the traditional garb of the hula kahiko, their hair and arms decked in the leaves and flowers of the island—waited around the pole, ready for Nightfall to begin. Among the ti trees at the Grove’s edge and back into the woods beyond were the island’s people, dozens upon dozens of them, more than he had seen at any ritual in months. The Custodian glimpsed his counterpart, the Governor, among the growing throng, and his belly tightened at the sight of her.
How often had he silently wished for her presence at Nightfall—his favorite hour—the beginning of the time when lovers could tryst in shadowed groves and not be observed by curious eyes from across the island’s sphere. How often had he dreamed of dancing for her alone, then taking her hand and leading her among the waterbelt’s gardens with the gentle night to cloak them. It was not to be. She did not come as Hoku, the sweet, laughing playmate of his childhood, but as Governor of the island, in the people’s name, to put an end to Night.
The Custodian took his place at the foot of the dais that held the Focus, and the rolling drums burst into rhythm. He chanted an ancient prayer to Pele, his hands echoing the words while the dancers swayed in the clearing surrounded by tall palms and bushes heavy with fragrant blossoms. When Pele had been duly honored, the ipu players began a faster rhythm and the Nightfall dance began. It was centuries old, one of many dances that kept alive the sacred heritage of Maintenance on Oporto’s Island, or Moku Wina as the island was called in the chants.
Through graceful gestures the dancers told the story of Moku Wina’s creation, how Oporto enticed Pele to come away from Earth and hollow out an asteroid, filling it with all the best things from Earth for the pleasure of his guests. Dancing hands told how the great mirrors outside caught light from the distant sun and fed it into the island through Malamalama, source of all blessings, and how Oporto had decreed the order of days and nights. As his hands led the story, the Custodian’s eyes watched the Governor standing at the clearing’s edge, waiting.
The chant ended and a hiss of gourd rattles began; the dancers knelt while the Custodian came forward to perform the ritual of Calibration. He kept his eyes on Hoku as he danced up to the pole and turned the key that sent beams of light shimmering toward the four sacred shrines around the clearing. His green robe flowing around him in graceful folds, he danced to each one in turn—Hi’iaka, Poliahu, Laka—passing his hands through the light and verifying its centering in the target on each shrine. As he came to Pele’s shrine he looked up, thinking a silent, hopeless prayer to the goddess whose rituals he had faithfully performed, and in whom he had never believed. She did not answer him. Shadows flickered over her image as his hands danced through the light, then he turned away, returning to the pole and shutting off the Calibration light before approaching the Focus.
The music intensified as he climbed the steps. Before him was the Focus that brought light into the island and sent it glowing along Malamalama; a large, ornate lever, completely unnecessary in a mechanical sense, but vital as a symbol of Maintenance. As the Custodian stepped toward it the drums suddenly stopped, and he heard what he had been fearing since the ritual began.
“Wait, Manuel.”
He turned to face Hoku, the Governor, his life-long friend, who had come up behind him. She did not smile, but stepped between him and the Focus, her red robe brushing the grass-covered dais. “The Council has made a decision,” she said, turning to face the people crowding the Grove. Her formal tones carried easily through the clearing and beyond. “Oporto’s Island has been dominated for centuries by the rituals of Nightfall and Dayrise. We treasure our heritage, but we are not savages, or children. We do not need lies to control us, or darkness to inspire us with fear. We are an enlightened people.
“Nightfall is a wasteful practice. Every time the Focus is shifted away from Malamalama, precious light is spilled into empty space. We can use that light to better our lives.”
The Governor turned to the Custodian, and he saw that her eyes were hard. “The Council has voted to eliminate the process of Nightfall, effective immediately.”
The crowd roared approval, and the Custodian felt a sinking in his chest. “That would violate Maintenance procedures,” he said over the din. “The Manuals clearly state—”
“The Council consider the Manuals open to interpretation,” said the Governor. “We have the right to reevaluate procedures when the good of the people is in question.”
“The Manuals were given to us by Oporto,” said the Custodian. “To deviate from their instructions will place the island and its people in peril!”
“The Council has debated this,” said Hoku, her face a careful mask. “We have concluded that to take the Manuals literally can place us in danger of misunderstanding their metaphorical intent.”
“Maintenance must be performed,” said Manuel, hoping he sounded firm despite his growing desperation.
“Manny,” said Hoku, her voice dropping to a whisper, “don’t make it hard on yourself. You haven’t got a choice.” For a moment her eyes poured warm sympathy into his, then she raised her arms, the folds of her crimson caftan sliding down to her golden shoulders as she turned to the people now crowding into the clearing and called out, “Henceforth, we live in light, not in darkness!”
A cheer went up among the people, and the Custodian’s courage crumbled. He gazed out over the crowd in worry. Here and there a mournful face stared back at him, mostly dancers or his acolytes, the Maintenance technicians. He was their spiritual leader, and they looked to him for guidance in this crisis, but his heart was empty. He had said all he could think to say. The Council ruled the island, and he must bow to their authority. He turned his eyes away from his followers and watched in numb despair as Hoku placed a hand on the great lever of the Focus. She borrowed two gestures from the dance; “light” and “forever.” The cheers grew louder.
Hoku beckoned to a Watcher—one of the guards serving the Council—and posted her on the dais to prevent any attempt to shift the focus. Then the Governor stepped down from the dais and passed into the crowd, touching the hands they reached out to her, moving away under the continuing daylight. The people followed, all but a few faithful who watched the Custodian expectantly as he slowly descended the steps. He stopped in the middle of the clearing and gazed at them, sensing and sharing their fear.
“What will happen, Manuel?” a young dancer asked, her worried face framed in the leaves and fresh flowers of her headdress. “Will Pele punish us?” Her eyes pleaded for reassurance.
Others gathered around with soft and frightened voices. The Custodian raised his hands to ward off their questions. “I will appeal to the Council,” he said. It was inadequate, he knew, but it was all he could offer. His followers exchanged doubting glances. He spread his arms in the wavelike gesture of blessing, which seemed to comfort them a little. “Go home,” he told them. “Close the curtains on your windows and doors. Bring night into your homes, and Pele will know you are faithful.”
“Thank you, Manuel,” they answered, the words rippling in a whispering wave through the small group as they drifted out of the clearing toward their homes.
He watched them go, their hands flashing in the spaces between leaves, speaking in silent, worried gestures. When they had passed out of sight Manuel went into his house and changed his ceremonial garb for light cotton, then went out—barefoot so he could feel the island with each step—through the Grove and down the path that led to the waterbelt. It was his custom to walk along the belt every evening after Nightfall, enjoying shadows and the soft sounds of water as it traveled endlessly around the island’s center; here a trickling stream, there a clever waterfall, lakes like jewels, some with stars flashing underfoot through viewbays lapped by their blue-black depths. The stars were barely visible now, obscured by the continuing daylight. Manuel stopped and glanced up at a viewbay overhead just as the sharp glint of a mirror’s edge passed it. Malamalama glowed steadily bright with the light which should have been diverted for night, some to replenish the great storage cells, the rest to pour off into space. Music began somewhere nearby, and wild shouting; the people celebrating their freedom from darkness. Suddenly Manuel needed to sit down.
He went to the nearest bench and lowered himself onto it with the weariness of a man many times his twenty-four years. A jasmine bush caressed him with its heavy scent. How had it come to this? he wondered. He was Manuel, descended from a long line of Manuels, the Custodians of the island since the time of the Separation, when Pele had returned her attention to Earth where Hi’iaka was making war on her. It was then that Oporto’s children had lost contact with the children of Earth. It was then that Oporto had created the Council, and set into law the Days and Nights of Moku Wina. It was then that the first Manuel had accepted the lifetime post of Custodian, and pledged to train his successor so that the island would always be cared for. And so it had been, until now.
Manuel searched his heart for the source of his failure. He had studied and preserved the Manuals in whose honor he was named, faithfully performed all of the Maintenance rituals—of which Nightfall and Dayrise were the most important—listened to his people and striven to answer their needs. He had tried to hide his own doubts, yet despite his best efforts, the people had begun to question the old ways. Some said the gods were not real, that Pele would never return to the island to reclaim her lost children. A growing number said the only true power was the people’s own, and that no ancient system should dictate to them. Such ideas weren’t new—Oporto himself had faced opposition, as had Custodians through the centuries—but never before had a Custodian failed to perform Nightfall. Manuel knew the vital importance of the ritual, of Maintenance, for the island’s continued well-being, but he did not know how to impress it on those who saw Maintenance merely as superstition.
“Manny?” came a soft voice behind him, and his muscles tensed. He didn’t answer, but listened to the sound of sandals on the path, the swish of crimson cloth. A hand touched his shoulder and he flinched, then looked up at Hoku, unable to keep a stab of resentment from his eyes.
“I thought I’d find you here,” she said. “May I join you?”
“Shouldn’t you be at the celebration?” he said bitterly, hating himself as the words left him, for of all the people on the island, Hoku was the one he least wished to hurt.
She gave him the fleeting smile that always made his pulse a beat little faster; Hoku, heart’s friend and gentle leader, daughter of Governors, descendent of Guests as shown by the reddish sheen of her hair. Though most everyone on the island was of mixed blood, the Governor’s line still bore the distinctive features of Oporto’s heritage. The Council were children of Guests also, while Manuel’s night-black hair proclaimed his descent from Staff. The two groups—Guests and Staff—had shared the governance of the island since the time of Separation; their children ruled after them and kept their names alive, each following his or her parent’s path. Dancers and technicians fulfilled their birthrights, Hoku performed her function, and Manuel, until today, had performed his.
Hoku sat beside him on the bench, her hand still touching him, gently making circles on his shoulder. A tiny shudder went through him, despair mingled with release of the tension knotting his back.
“It isn’t you, Manny,” she said, bringing both hands to his shoulders. “I swear it isn’t. You’ve done everything you should. We have simply outgrown the need for night. Like you always said, these rituals are just symbolic—”
“Night is not just a symbol!” said Manuel, turning to face her. “Night is the time of rest, of replenishment—”
“On Earth, yes. In primitive societies, yes,” said Hoku, “but we’re beyond that. For centuries people have worked through the night—on Luna, on the stations, even on Earth—and still lived happy lives. There’s no need for us to huddle in darkness half the day when the sun’s light is available to us all the time.”
“If there hadn’t been a need for Night, Oporto wouldn’t have built the Focus,” said Manuel. “He wouldn’t have created Nightfall.”
“He made Nightfall for the Guests from Earth, so they would feel at home,” said Hoku. “And as for the Focus, we control the flow of light, it doesn’t control us!”
Her eyes were beautiful, full of righteousness and something else—something dangerously like pity—that stung him and made him turn away.
“I don’t want to argue with you,” he said.
“No,” she agreed softly. They sat in silence for a moment, Manuel acutely aware of the warmth of her hands on his back. He had loved her from childhood, wanted her from youth, but the Custodian and the Governor were counterparts, working together from a distance, living at opposite ends of the island, close and at the same time standing apart. Never since the island’s creation had a Custodian and a Governor joined. It was thought that such an alliance would threaten the balance of power.
Manuel glanced at Hoku. Perhaps she was right. Oporto’s people were enlightened; perhaps endless day would enrich their lives, and it was only his selfish love of starlight that made him long for the night. If so, then the skeptics who denounced Maintenance as superstitious nonsense were justified, and the Custodian’s function was meaningless.
Except it wasn’t meaningless. It was necessary. Beneath the rituals were the foundations of the island’s vitality.
Rising abruptly, Manuel paced a few steps away. “I wish to address the Council,” he said.
“They won’t change their minds,” said Hoku.
“It is not for the Council to interpret the Manuals,” said the Custodian formally. “Their meaning requires study—years of study—for which I have been trained and the Council has not. It is my duty to advise them.” He turned to face the Governor and saw a sadness in her eyes; his words had built a wall between them.
Hoku sighed and stood. “Very well. I will inform the Council of your wish. You may address the next meeting.”
He nodded silent agreement, gazing at her with an inner ache that was all too familiar. She raised a hand to her heart in the gesture of family-love, gave him a sad little smile and turned away, her sandals whispering on the path, red robe flashing through the leaves as she left him in the sharp light of day.
oOo
Lehua came for Dayrise, and Manuel was both glad and sorry. He had not spoken to her since before the last Night. Hoping to resolve the conflict, hoping he could make the Council see his viewpoint, he had gone to their meetings and reminded them of Oporto’s word, which threatened dire consequences if the people failed to perform proper maintenance. His words had disappeared like raindrops into a lake; the Council would not be convinced. His failure to reach them weighed on his spirits, and though it pleased him to see Lehua among the sparse group gathered in the Grove of Malamalama for Dayrise, he did not look forward to speaking with her.
There were only a handful of dancers this morning, and the flowers they wore were a bit brown at the edges. One musician beat out the Dayrise dance on the ipu, and Manuel chanted words of joy without much enthusiasm. It was hard praising the return of light when Malamalama was already shining brightly. He finished the song, moved to the Focus where the Council’s Watcher stood silent guard and pantomimed shifting the great lever upward, then turned to watch the worshippers drift away. Lehua waited for him by his house, the whiteness of her hair as it brushed her shoulders making her cotton Maintenance garb seem dim.
Lehua, Chief Technician of Moku Wina, mother of Lehua and Manuel, was a grand old dame, stout as a nut and just as tough. No one cared to cross her. Manuel wished he had inherited some of her tenacity; no doubt he would have dealt better with the Council if he had. He remembered her strong hands around his waist, lifting him up to a Maintenance shaft for the first glimpse of the systems that were his heritage. The hands were gnarled now but still strong, and she held them out to him with a smile.
“You look tired, Manny,” she said.
“It’s hard to sleep. Come inside, share my breakfast.”
Manuel held the curtain aside for his mother and followed her into his house. It was dark; he had formed the habit of keeping the windows covered. He pushed aside a curtain to let some light in, and brought cushions and fruit to Lehua.
“We haven’t seen you in Operations lately,” she said as she settled herself.
“I’ve been busy,” said Manuel, cutting slices from a ripe mango. He handed her a piece and ate one himself, let its musky sweetness fade on his tongue. “You would send for me if there was any problem.”
Lehua bit into a date and chewed slowly. “Have you been down to the Hotel?”
“Not since the last Council meeting.”
“What has kept you so busy, then?”
Manuel laid down the knife and wiped the stickiness from his hands with a napkin. “I’ve been—searching.”
“For?”
“A way to make the Council hear me. A way to...”
“To believe in what you are doing?”
Lehua’s voice was gentle, but the words cut. Manuel had never been able to hide his true feelings from her, but she had not said a word about it ever before. Always loving, always accepting, Lehua. Now even she saw the danger that lay in his failure. He could not look into her eyes.
“What would my father have done?” he muttered.
“Your father never faced this kind of challenge.”
“You mean the Council.”
“I mean the doubt.”
He straightened and looked at her, and the pity in her eyes was worse than all the rest. Manuel hid his face in his hands, but the smell of mango clung to them, inescapable as the daylight. He got up and went to the window. Outside children were playing tag in the ceremonial clearing, something that would never have happened when he was young. The place had lost its holiness, or the people had lost their sense of it. Or perhaps it had never been holy.
“Why did Manuel III make Maintenance into ritual?” he asked angrily.
“You know why,” said Lehua. “The people were losing interest, and he feared the procedures would be forgotten. He set them to music and dance in order to preserve them.”
“He made them a religion, and now we may lose them altogether!”
“Merely because you lack faith? No, Manny. The island is more important than your personal crises.”
The words sobered him like a slap in the face. He turned to his mother, who sat quietly watching him.
“It seems hopeless, I know,” she said. “But you will find a solution.”
“You believe that?”
“I know it. These are good dates.” She leaned forward, helping herself to another. “Do you remember Hoku’s woman-day?”
Caught off guard, Manuel blinked. “Yes—”
“She gave you her ti lei. All the boys on the island were courting her, and she gave it to you. I see you still have it,” she said, gesturing to where the dried loop of twisted ti leaves hung from the wall above his bed.
“I don’t think—”
“She loves you, Manny. Why don’t you marry her?”
“The Governor and the Custodian can’t marry,” said Manuel, more sharply than he’d meant to.
“Can’t? I never heard that. You young people place too much importance on your functions.”
“You were just telling me my function is more important than my beliefs!”
“Well, that’s true,” she said placidly, reaching for another date.
Frustrated, Manuel began to pace, the woven mats beneath his feet creaking softly. “How can I go on lying to the people I’m supposed to serve?” he demanded. “It’s hypocrisy!”
“Maintenance is not a lie, Manuel. You know that.”
“But it’s all tangled up in mythology! How can I expect the people to believe what I don’t believe myself?”
“They don’t need to believe. They need to have faith.” Lehua got up and walked to the window, where she stood watching the children outside with a soft smile. “They need to know in their hearts that they aren’t alone, that there’s a whole universe beyond the island,” she said.
“What if we are alone?” asked Manuel.
“Why do you still do the Communications ritual, Manuel?” asked Lehua. “We haven’t had a signal from Earth in four hundred years.”
“That doesn’t mean we’ll never get one.”
Lehua’s smile widened. “Exactly. You know we might get a signal someday. You know we are not alone. You don’t believe it, you know it.” She turned from the window and reached out a hand to comfort him, a gesture that sent him back to boyhood. Manuel came to her and sighed as her strong arms enfolded him.
“That’s what faith is, Manny,” she said into his ear. “It’s knowing. Believing is worrying that something might not be true; faith is knowing it’s true even if you can’t see it. You’ve got faith, my son. You just have to decide in what.”
Manuel gave an exasperated laugh. “Any suggestions?”
“Yourself?” Lehua leaned back to smile at him, then patted his shoulder and started toward the door. “I’d better get over to Operations. Akamu and Keoni keep arguing about when to reschedule rainfall.”
“Lehua—”
She stopped, and Manuel caught her hands in his, squeezing tight. “Thank you,” he said. “I hope your faith in me isn’t misplaced.”
“Of course it isn’t,” she said, kissing his cheek. “You’re Manuel.”
“It’s just a name, Mother.”
“Is it?” Lehua’s hand pulled back the curtain over the door. Light spilled in, framing her so he couldn’t see her face, setting her hair aglow. “You know, they say a Manuel once saved the Earth,” she said.
He could hear the smile in her voice, and smiled back as he watched her walk down the path to the clearing. She patted a child’s head, gestured her respect to the four shrines, and disappeared into the trees.
Manuel turned back to his empty house. The uneaten fruit lay on its plate among the cushions. He walked past it to his bed and took down the ti lei from the wall, imagining its making years before, Hoku’s pretty hands folding and twisting the long ti leaves into a supple, glistening rope on the morning of her womanhood. He remembered the glow in her face as she had proudly danced alone that day, the ti lei gleaming between her small breasts, and the voices of dozens of boys begging for the gift. And he remembered his feeling of silent triumph as she had tossed it into his hands.
The lei was dry and brittle now, lifeless, faded with age. He wondered if the same thing had happened to their love. It was not a trivial question. They both needed successors. Adoption was a last resort for those who truly could not have their own children; it was everyone’s duty to pass on genetic heritage as well as function. Perhaps Lehua was right, and it didn’t matter that a Governor and a Custodian had never married.
He raised the lei to slip it over his head, but it had dried too narrow, hanging on its peg, and he didn’t want to break it. Such a fragile thing now, though it had once been strong enough to bind a man’s hands. He hated what had happened to it, just as he hated the change the Council had imposed. Sometimes he even felt he hated Malamalama, source of all blessings.
Bad thoughts. Manuel shook his head to get rid of them, but he knew they would not go away. He was angry, he realized, not just at the Council but at Hoku personally, for standing against him. She had chosen to oppose him, and none of his arguments or entreaties seemed to move her.
He reached up to hang the lei back on its peg. Its faded green was only a little darker than the grasses of the wall. In time, it would blend in completely. Manuel wondered if he would someday forget it was there.
oOo
“You must check the systems again,” said Councilor Haveland, fanning himself vigorously in the heat of the Council Chamber. “There is clearly a malfunction.”
“There is no malfunction,” said Manuel. “All environmental systems are operating at peak capacity—”
“Nonsense!” said Councilor Gary, wiping moisture from his brow with a fine kerchief edged in Councilor’s yellow. “If the systems were functioning properly the island wouldn’t be three degrees hotter than normal!”
Manuel’s fist tightened around a handful of his robe and forced himself to reply calmly. “It is the increased demand that is causing problems. Continual day is placing a strain on our cooling systems—”
“Then increase their power,” said Councilor Petra. “We have the light, let’s use it!”
“It’s not quite that simple...” Manuel began.
“Manuel, we understand your wish to make a point,” said Councilor Haveland testily, “but you’ve made it. The island needs its Custodian to keep the systems in order. You and your descendants will continue to have a place of honor. Now fulfill your function—get the island back to normal!”
“The island can’t be normal without Night!” said Manuel, his hands emphasizing his statement with the gesture meaning “night.”
“Do the Manuals say night is necessary?” asked Gary.
Manuel clenched his teeth. He’d been expecting that question; he’d spent hours searching the Manuals for just such a reference, hoping to use it in support of his arguments, but he’d found none. The Manuals were written by the Oporto and the Investors, children of Earth, who took night for granted.
“Not in so many words,” he said, “but references to nighttime functions make it clear—”
“I know of no functions that cannot be as easily performed in day,” said Gary, stifling a yawn.
“The advantages of daylight outweigh the difficulties,” said Petra. “We are increasing our quality of life. With continual work shifts we have more space for our workers, we can produce more food and allow people to have more children—”
“All of which will increase the demand on our physical systems,” said Manuel, “and they’re already overburdened!”
“Manuel,” said Hoku, who had been silently observing the discussion, “is it possible to increase power to the physical systems?”
Manuel turned to her, frustrated by her neutral mask. “Yes, but—”
“There!” said Gary in triumph. “He admits it! I move the Council require the Custodian to increase power!”
“We can’t maintain an increase indefinitely!” said Manuel, but his protest was lost in a chorus of agreement from the Councilors.
“So ruled,” said Hoku, her voice putting an end to the clamor. “Manuel, you have the Council’s instructions.” Her eyes were hard, and Manuel swallowed angrily, then turned and left the chamber without another word.
Outside the Hotel the air was oppressive; hot and damp, as if the island had been doused in the steam from a battle between Pele and her sister Hi’iaka. A slight stink of rotting vegetation made Manuel frown. He stripped off his robe, under which he wore Maintenance garb—light, close-fitting cotton for the sacred work of Holding Up The World—but even this thin clothing seemed too much in the heat of the endless day. Manuel glanced at the nearby pole of Malamalama, terminating in the Civic Plaza, exactly opposite to the Grove of Malamalama. Across the plaza was the Governor’s house, flanked by ti trees and stately palms. Oporto himself had once lived there. Now it was Hoku’s.
Feeling a sudden tightness in his throat, Manuel turned away and started back toward Operations, on his side of the island. He jogged most of the way back, passing fields of flourishing new crops and others that seemed pale and withered. Workers looked up at him, some with weary eyes; he was not the only one having trouble sleeping in the constant light. Feeling helpless against their misery, he jogged on past the fields and between flowering shrubs that had dropped their blooms, strewing the path underfoot with flashes of faded color.
Arriving at Operations with a sheen of dampness on his skin, Manuel slowed to a walk and wiped at his face with his robe. He would need a fresh one for Nightfall, and wondered how much time he had before the ceremony. It annoyed him, having to check. Ordinarily he would have known by instinct how many hours of light were left, but he couldn’t count them now, no matter how closely he shuttered his rooms against the incessant daylight.
He strode into Operations with the robe slung over one shoulder and headed for the control room, where he found a cluster of technicians gathered. “What’s the status, Lehua?” he said, joining them.
Lehua glanced up from her console, grimacing as she wiped perspiration from her face with a brown hand. On the screens around her, frantic images conveyed stress on the island’s systems.
“We’re at maximum on environmental control,” said Lehua. “Power use is up thirty percent, ambient humidity up eighteen percent, water use up seven percent. And the temperature’s still rising,” she added unnecessarily.
Manuel leaned toward the screen, knowing what he would see. Though the Council blamed the island’s woes on system failure he knew there were no malfunctions. He and his technicians had been searching the complex environmental systems for days—even for nights, though he disliked putting his staff on the continual shifts that the Council promoted—trying to find a problem to correct, but there were none.
The Custodian rubbed his sweating chin, thinking of Oporto’s warning to his children of the consequences of failing to perform Maintenance: crops withering, lakes drying, fighting among the people. He had not thought such plagues would actually occur, yet without doubt they were beginning, and only weeks after the Council had first denied his pleas to reinstate night.
“What shall we do, Manuel?” asked Kaleo, a young tech whose dark eyes were tense with worry.
Manuel glanced at Lehua. “I’ve been given orders by the Council,” he said. “We must make a change.”
He gathered the technicians into a circle and led the chants of purification that preceded all major Maintenance functions. Feeling Lehua’s eyes on him, he hurried through the song, his hands weaving the air in the gestures of blessing. Then he looked up at Lehua. “Increase power to environmental systems by ten percent,” he said.
One of the techs took a sharp breath. Lehua moved toward her console, pausing to look back. “We’ll be drawing on reserves,” she said.
Manuel nodded. “I’ll inform the Governor,” he said, glancing at the screen. “After Nightfall.”
He stepped back, breaking the circle, and as he glanced at them the techs avoided his gaze. Their silence followed him away down the hall. Few people paid any attention to the Nightfall and Dayrise rituals any more; even his own technicians had lost faith. Often as not he performed the ceremonies alone, but he did so without fail. He was Manuel. If he stopped performing the rituals, he would cease to be Manuel.
As he strode down the corridor he heard the surge of new power into the environmental control system, sensed the change of air pressure as fans picked up speed, felt a breath of coolness as he passed beneath a vent. Welcome as it was to his body, the change only increased his anxiety, for now the physical plant was supplementing the fire of Malamalama with stored light from the great power cells. When their reserves ran out, the island would have no other source to meet its demands.
He went to his house and permitted himself the luxury of a shower. The water was lukewarm, slightly stale. Donning a fresh green robe and his ceremonial headdress, he went out to the Grove of Malamalama and found the clearing empty. No dancers, no singers, no drummers. The only person in sight was the Council’s Watcher, standing on the dais between him and the Focus. With a sigh Manuel walked to his place at the foot of the steps, and stood alone in the silence.
Closing his eyes, he listened to his own breathing and the distant sounds of activity muffled by the woods. He could almost imagine a miracle, a crowd of followers waiting breathlessly for him to lead the ceremony. He laughed at himself; easy with eyes closed. Easy to mumble incantations and trust in omnipotent gods to take care of you, but he believed—no, he knew—that Moku Wina’s people were their own caretakers, and he was responsible for seeing it was done.
Manuel opened his eyes and stared at the shielded pole that marked Malamalama’s terminus. Above where the shielding stopped, at a level distant enough not to damage the eyes, the axis gleamed with brilliant daylight. Malamalama, source of all blessings, was after all just a machine.
Sometimes he thought of going through the Manuals and removing all reference to ritual and worship, but when he tried to picture himself performing the functions of Maintenance without the gestures of blessing and reverence, it felt wrong. He was his father’s son. He had spent his life training to perform the rituals of Moku Wina’s heritage. His feelings, even the Council’s decision, didn’t matter. Maintenance must be performed.
In a voice barely above a whisper he began the chant to Pele. He did not believe she was creator of Moku Wina, or protector of Oporto’s people. He remembered arguing with his father over the dedication to Pele. His father had told him it didn’t matter what he thought; Pele must be honored because that was part of the ritual, part of Maintenance.
He danced alone, chanting softly, hands flowing through the air and his bare feet gripping the soft earth of the island. He danced not for Pele, but for his father. He followed the dedication with the Nightfall dance, then in silence he performed Calibration, his hands cutting knife-like through beams of light. One of the mirrors was slightly off-focus, and he sent a command signal to its driver to adjust. Every bit of light was needed now.
Finally he shut off the Calibration light, and ascended the dais to stand before the Focus. He stared at the lever, carved with symbols no one believed in any more.
“Manuel,” said the Watcher, startling him. It was Puna, the woman who had first been posted on guard over the Focus.
“Yes?”
To his surprise she stepped aside. “I think you were right,” she said, her eyes bright with worried tears. “The Council shouldn’t have stopped Nightfall. Please complete the ceremony.”
Manuel caught his breath, and reached out his hand shivering with an instant’s joy at the thought of shifting the lever and plunging the island into Night. Instead he grasped the Watcher’s shoulder. “Thank you, Puna,” he said, “but the Council would see it as an act of war. There must be a better way to bring back the night.”
“How?” asked Puna.
It was a question that had filled him with despair for many days. “Pray,” he said helplessly. “Pray for guidance.” It was the best answer he had, and it was not enough. Feeling defeated, he turned away to descend the steps.
“May I pray with you, Manuel?” Puna asked.
Surprised, Manuel stopped halfway down the steps and looked back at the Watcher. Her eyes pleaded, and Manuel returned and took her hands, then began the chant he thought she was most likely to know; a chant to Pele, a simple song, one of the first learned by every child on the island. Puna sang with him, stumbling over some of the words, but when the chant was finished she smiled.
“Thank you, Manuel,” she said, looking up at him shyly. “I would like to sing with you again.”
Touched, Manuel nodded. “Tomorrow, we’ll sing again.”
“Thank you,” she said as he stepped away. “Thank you, Manuel!” Puna’s voice followed him through the clearing and into his home. As the curtain fell closed behind him he suddenly realized he’d been doing everything wrong. He had been working alone—shutting himself away in solitary darkness, shielding his technicians from responsibility, trying to fight the Council singlehandedly—when what he needed was to add the people’s voices to his. It was not his faith that mattered, but theirs.
Even if Pele was just a symbol, she stood for Maintenance, and he knew beyond doubting that Maintenance was necessary. Night was necessary too, and there were others who wanted its return. If he could win back the people’s support, the Council would not be able to ignore him. How many days in the unending day he had wasted! Tossing his headdress onto the bed, he caught his long robe in one hand, went back outside, and began to run.
The first people he encountered were field workers, tending new crops. “Nightfall has passed,” he told them. One or two sneered, but he ignored them. “I know your work shift kept you from attending the ceremony. I came to offer a prayer for those who wish to join me.”
They stared silently at him, and Manuel could feel the heat rising to his face. “Maybe some of you miss the Night, as I do,” he said. “Maybe you would like to have it back.”
“You won’t get it back,” said a worker, turning away.
“Maybe not,” said Manuel, “but I will pray anyway.”
The workers looked at each other, then one put aside her shovel and came to him. Others followed, and Manuel led them in the same children’s chant he had sung with Puna. “We’ll sing again at Nightfall tomorrow,” he said. “Everyone is welcome.”
Moving on, he made the same offer to everyone he found awake, Staff and Guests, at work or at play. Some ignored him but many did not, and each time he joined hands with a new circle and began to chant, he felt the strength of the people flowing through him. He walked all through the hours of night, returning to the clearing for Dayrise. When he reached it he found a small crowd of people waiting for him, many of those he’d sung with in the last few hours. Among them were a dozen or more dancers, decked in wreaths of fern and flower woven by their own hands, and musicians enough to perform the Dayrise chants. Manuel led the ceremony, then sang the children’s chant again with the people and sent them into the day with blessings while he continued his mission.
He lost track of time as he walked all the paths of the island, seeking to sing with as many of its two thousand people as he could persuade to join him. He surprised his technicians by leading them in a chant of celebration he had not sung since the beginning of endless daylight, and laughed inside at their astonishment. They must think he had gone mad, and perhaps he had, but at least he was doing something.
His legs and feet were aching with weariness by the time his wanderings brought him to the Council Chamber. It was empty; the Councilors were busy elsewhere, and he stood in the Chamber’s center and chanted a song praising Night while the Watchers at the doorway stared. Then he went outside and crossed the plaza to the Governor’s house.
“Hoku,” he called, standing outside her window, swaying a little with weariness. “Hoku, come sing with me.” He received no answer, and with a laugh he sat beneath her window. He plucked a leaf from a ti tree nearby and tore it into strips, fingers clumsy as he twisted them together, one end held between his toes and the pungent juice making his hands sticky. He began to sing, not a chant this time, but a song of love, a courting song. He had sung it softly to himself a thousand times, alone in the darkness of his room, with Hoku’s face shining in his imagination. Now he sang it out loud, heedless of who might hear, his hands caressing the air now and then before returning to the rope-weaving. Manuel had gone mad, the people would say. It might be true, but if so it had happened long ago.
As he sang of starlight on the island’s waters he became aware he was not alone. He kept his eyes on the twist of leaves in his hands and tied its ends together as he finished the song, then turned to see Hoku herself, in Governor’s red, with the Council behind her.
“Manuel,” she said in a voice that matched the sadness of her frown, “what are you doing?”
Rising to his feet, Manuel held out the bracelet he had made. “This is for you,” he said.
Hoku’s hand came up to take the circle of dark, glossy green. As she looked up at him a flash of regret replaced the frown, and all his anger melted.
“Come sing with me, Hoku,” he said softly, taking her hand. “We haven’t sung together since we were children. Analani e—remember?”
“Manuel, you are not yourself. You need some rest—”
“We all need some rest,” said Manuel, laughing. “That’s what I’ve been telling you! Never mind, come and sing! All of you, come sing!” He beckoned to the Council as he led Hoku by the hand down the path toward the far pole and the Grove of Malamalama. They followed, probably with the idea of preventing him from doing anything they disapproved. It didn’t matter to Manuel. He squeezed Hoku’s hand as she walked beside him on the path.
“I love you, Hoku. I don’t think I’ve told you that in years,” he said softly. “It’s more true now than ever.”
Hoku didn’t answer, but neither did she pull her hand away. She walked on beside him, gazing at the path beneath their feet, the bracelet in her free hand. They crossed the waterbelt on Manuel’s favorite bridge, and long before they reached the Grove they began passing through a great crowd, hundreds of people, more than Manuel remembered seeing all together in many years. The people reached out their hands to him as he passed, and he touched their fingers with his own. When he reached the ceremonial clearing he led Hoku up to the steps before the Focus, with the Councilors close behind. The voices of the people filled the clearing, some questioning, some cheering Manuel.
He smiled, then held his hands up for silence. “People of Moku Wina,” he said aloud, smiling, “many of you have sung with me today, and my heart is filled with gladness. Sing again with me now.”
He led the same song—the children’s chant to Pele—a song with no significance toward day or night. It was the voices chanting together, the hundreds of hands moving in unison, that mattered. He heard Hoku’s voice join the others, and saw her lovely hands rise in gestures of happiness and love, the bracelet of ti leaves circling one slender wrist. At the end of the chant the people cheered, and the ipus began to play the rhythms of the Nightfall dance. Voices from the woods joined Manuel’s in the chanting; he saw the hands of the people echoing the dance. Those who didn’t know the song chanted “Po, Po”—calling for Night—and kept up the chant while he performed the dance of Calibration. The voices rose higher as he approached the Focus. The Council clustered on the dais, and he faced them, smiling, with open arms.
“Councilors,” he said, “you honor your people with your presence at the Nightfall ritual.” He saw Councilor Haveland ready to speak, and continued. “I thank you for what you have taught us in the time since the last Night. You have shown us what we can accomplish by using all of Malamalama’s blessings. That is a good thing, but now we are using more light than Malamalama can give us. Now we are using the reserve power from our storage cells. The island needs to sleep, just as we need to sleep.”
A roar of agreement went up from the crowd, so strong it surprised Manuel. He glanced at the people, then at the Councilors, who looked uncomfortable. Manuel went on. “You have given us the freedom to work through the hours of Night. Now I ask you to give us the freedom to rest. Can we not offer our people both choices?”
Hoku was frowning slightly. “What do you propose, Manuel?” she asked.
“Change is a good thing, as you have taught me,” said Manuel. “On Earth the days change in length. I propose a new system that will allow us to have longer days some of the time and longer Nights some of the time, as on Earth. Then we can still achieve more without exhausting our light completely.”
The Councilors exchanged glances. “We must discuss this,” said Councilor Gary.
Manuel nodded. “I will bring a plan to you tomorrow,” he said. “My staff and I will determine the most efficient use of the energy at our disposal.”
“Agreed,” said Hoku, glancing at the Councilors. “In the meantime—”
“In the meantime,” said Manuel, lowering his voice so that only the Councilors would hear, “we’re depleting our reserves to run the environmental control systems. Let us have a Night to allow them to recover. You can call it a holiday if you like.”
He watched their faces anxiously. The Councilors did not look pleased. “Shall I ask the people what they wish?” he asked softly.
Hoku glanced at him with sharp amusement. “I don’t think that will be necessary,” she said. “Councilors, the Custodian’s words make sense. Any opposed to declaring a holiday?” When none spoke, she turned to the waiting people and raised her arms. “People of Moku Wina, your Custodian has made a wise suggestion. The Council will meet tomorrow to review a new plan for the use of Malamalama’s blessings. In celebration of this, we declare a holiday from now until Dayrise. Let torches be lit to honor Pele, and let Night fill the island so that the torches can be seen by all!”
A cheer broke from the crowd, and accompanied by the roaring of drums, Manuel stepped up to the Focus, placed his hands on the ornate lever, and shifted it downward.
Darkness surrounded him, a black so deep he felt an instant’s primal fear of blindness. Then the light of stars penetrated the viewbays, and the cheering rose higher as torches were kindled and began to dance through the woods, scattering away from the clearing. Manuel stood gazing at the stars for a moment, then turned away from the Focus.
His eyes were still adjusting, but he knew the shadowed figure standing still before him was Hoku. He smiled at her through the Night. “Well said, Governor. You are very good at your function.”
“And you are good at yours,” said Hoku. “This will be a good change, I think.”
Manuel could see Hoku’s hand, pale against the shadows of her robe. He reached out to take it, and led her slowly away from the others, down the steps to the clearing. “I have another change to propose,” he said. “Won’t you walk with me by the water?”
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The last message he’d received from GGL was tagged “urgent,” so he hadn’t taken time to clean up, but as Sonja glanced up from her desk he wondered if it was a mistake to report fresh out of the cockpit. She looked so righteous in her pristine white business uni with turquoise accents, he felt downright slimy.
Her eyes were glassy until she shifted focus to him; then her gaze flicked down and up, taking in the full length of him. He pulled back the hood of his flexsuit and ran a hand over the short, unwashed stubble on his scalp.
“Tasha said ASAP,” he said, trying hard not to stare. Long-boned, with just enough curves, and a Scandinavian complexion made more pale by living in a shielded environment, Sonja woke the hunger in his long-isolated body.
“She had to take a call. Finish your report?”
He handed her a data chip, and she fed it to her desk. Her eyes went distant again.
He glanced around the compartment, which was amazingly stark given its size. Though only Sonja was here at the moment, she shared the workspace with her two partners—both equally hot—and he knew it served them not only as a business office but as a research lab. He wondered if they had a daily service come in to keep it this clean.
Sonja nodded a couple of times as she scanned his report, then ran her hands over a virtual keypad. “There you go. Thanks for a job well done.”
“My pleasure.” He verified the transfer of credit to his account, and sent back a receipt.
“Ready for the next assignment?”
He stifled a sigh. He was tired and sore from chasing down the pirates that had been siphoning bandwidth from GGL’s client. The fight had been quick but exhausting. It wasn’t just his ship that needed a recharge.
“What is it?” he said.
Sonja worked her keypad again, then took the fresh chip her desk spat out and handed it to him. “You’re to track down a lost colony. Here are the specs.”
“Last known location?”
“All in there, along with projections of the most likely trajectories. It won’t be easy; last contact was over a century ago.”
He whistled. “Talk about cold.”
Sonja shrugged. “It’s an inheritance claim, and the courts are demanding proof of demise. Give it your best shot. You’ll be paid for your time, with a nice bonus if you find them.”
He slid the chip into his cuffband. “Okay if I start tomorrow?”
Sonja raised an eyebrow, as if surprised he would need any down-time. “Fine with me. Maeve is off with the client, discussing strategies for bringing the colony in once you find them.”
“Assuming they want to come in.”
“That’s outside our scope.”
“If they’re not in default, they’re not obligated.”
She shrugged. “We’ll deal with that when we get there.”
He nodded, watching the gentle ancillary waves the gesture had raised in her flesh. He had to swallow a sudden mouthful of saliva.
Sonja had turned her attention back to her work, but when he didn’t move to go she glanced up at him after a moment. “Something else?”
Took him a couple of seconds to work up the nerve. “Yeah. How about dinner? My treat.”
That pale eyebrow rose just a fraction. How could a woman be hotter than Sol and colder than a comet’s tail all at once?
“Thanks, but I never mix business with pleasure.”
“What if I turn down the lost colony? Then it’s not business.”
A tiny frown creased her brow. “But that would hardly put me in a mood for pleasure.”
He sighed. “Right. Seeya,” he said, turning to go.
“Joe.”
He stopped. Turned. “It’s Joseph.”
She nodded. “Sorry. Joseph.”
She didn’t say anything more. Her gaze traveled his body, with more curiosity now. A slow smile widened her pink-frosted lips.
“Maybe after you’re done with this contract, and before the next.”
Oh, mama. He grinned, tossing off a salute as he turned and headed out.
“You’re on.”
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I’ve almost become Lia Bukanan, so I don’t get too nervous at customs anymore. Still, while waiting for the agent, I did a visualization exercise to slow my pulse. It’s a relaxation trick I learned back on Paneris when I got my DNA tweaked to match my docs. I didn’t do it very long—when you’re hooked up to the stress analyzer, too calm will ding the buzzer as fast as too nervous.
The android handling customs had a genderless proto-human face. “Welcome to Galatea Station,” it said, politely, taking my docs and attaching me to the monitor. It slipped my ID in the slot to see if the physical data matched the readout. I watched the readout: female, one point five four meters tall, a string of DNA equations, an approved sign. Then the agent ran a search on both the ID and my physical parameters to see if any planet wanted me.
It gave me an android smile. “Your identity matches, Spacer Bukanan, and your record is clear,” it said.
I smiled back. I like dealing with androids at customs. No station spends the kind of money it would take to program them with first rate AI, so they do everything strictly by the book. High quality surgery and forged docs pass through unquestioned. And, unlike humans, they never ask for bribes.
The agent ran my work history and hiring hall cards through the scanner. “You were temp crew on your last ship, and do not have a new position,” it said.
“I just got paid,” I answered, handing over my credit chit.
The agent ran the chit, punched a couple of buttons to produce a visa, and told me, “Two Confederation-standard weeks.”
“Thank you.” Two weeks would be plenty. Long haul carriers stop regularly at Galatea’s station and they always need temps.
Outside the port complex squatted the usual collection of bars, pawn shops, cheap sleepovers, and crummy little restaurants. The kind of neighborhood respectable people abhor, the local spacerville. Home.
Like Galatea itself, the station used a biodome to impose the Confederation-standard climate and twenty-four hour day. A natural Galatean day would be a Confederation week. No one objected, though; Galatea’s so far from its primestar that its natural climate is far too cold for the humans and other warm-blooded species that currently inhabit it.
Local time made it the middle of the night. Most businesses had shut down; most, but not all. Always something open in spacerville.
I needed food and drink, and maybe a little chaos, something to wash away the hyper feeling I always get when I first hit stationside. The first open place I saw had a liquid light display that read “Bar” in about twenty languages. I pushed the heavy steel door open. A mass of humanity packed the place. I couldn’t see them at first—the lights were turned too low—but I could hear them and smell them and just feel their mass choking the room.
A large presence hovered to my right. As my eyes became accustomed to the light, a man, of sorts, came into focus. He had the blown-up pecs of the geneto-builder, and looked to be well over two meters tall. Bouncer. He gave me a little nod.
I moved through the crowd with appropriate “excuse mes,” a conscious effort to avoid stepping on toes, and a struggle to keep my small backpack of possessions from hitting anyone. The general atmosphere in the place made me uneasy.
By the time I reached the serving bar and put in an order for a sandwich and beer, I’d figured out why the place felt like an accident waiting to happen. Almost half the people in the room wore union insignia on their overalls—they were the ones making all the noise, muttering into their drinks. Another quarter or so had captain’s bars on theirs: independent haulers, mostly. Officers off the large ships don’t do their drinking in seedy bars.
Most of the rest were folks like me, temps who worked wherever they could get hired. Natural antagonists, all three: each blamed one of the other groups when they couldn’t get work.
Usually I get along okay with the union folks, but I’d forgotten about the big strike at Galatea Station six planetside months earlier. Some of these people had probably been blacklisted—the union lost big time. I grabbed my beer and a sandwich that leaked around the edges, and aimed for what looked like an empty corner in the back near the kitchen so I could avoid the inevitable fight.
I almost made it. Someone slammed into my right arm, the one holding the sandwich. It went straight up in the air as someone—a guy in spacer overalls—slid down my leg. The gloppy stuff landed in his hair.
The pot had boiled over. Chaos reigned. Cries of “fucking scabs” and “union bastards” mixed in with painful screams and enthusiastic hollers.
I chugged the rest of my beer as I plowed through the crowd of people trying to kill their neighbors. But the guy with my dinner in his hair had no intention of letting me go. He grabbed the collar of my overalls and pulled me toward him.
There’s no time to apologize for accidents in bar fights. The rules are simple: there aren’t any. You just do whatever you can to make sure you walk out the door.
I went with the pull, feinted toward his face with the mug I still held in my left fist and put my right elbow in his ribs. He gasped, and I grabbed his hand and tried to duck under his arm. I would have made it without the added size from the backpack.
He grabbed my neck and threw me backward. I went down, but I still had a good grip on his hand. When I dropped I jerked his arm and sent him flying over me into a group scuffling nearby.
Scrambling to my feet, vaguely conscious that I’d clipped a chair with my ribs on the way down, I tried again to find an exit. My mind seemed unnaturally clear as I surveyed the struggling masses that surrounded me. It showed me a possible path to the emergency exit—an obstacle course of people, but a path nonetheless. I ducked under flailing arms, put elbows in strategic locations, did an occasional foot sweep.
I was focused on the flashing “exit” sign, and had almost reached it when someone grabbed me around the neck from behind. I ducked my chin just in time to prevent a solid chokehold and spun around with an elbow cocked.
The elbow grazed my attacker’s solar plexus, and as he jumped back, I followed up with a kick. He moved just in time for it to miss. It was my earlier opponent. Tenacious bastard.
I could have made the exit, but the last attack changed my mind. If the asshole really wanted a fight, we’d fight.
I looked at him, a tall skinny guy with the remains of my food still dripping down his face. He came at me with a hard fast kick. I came inside at the last moment, punching toward his face. He ducked, came up with his own fist. I danced out of range. We’d ended up in an open pocket, with plenty of room to fight. The unnatural clarity had taken over my mind again, but this time it showed me possible attacks, mine and his, instead of escape routes.
The wail of a siren in the distance brought me to my senses. My opponent was coming at me with a fist. I moved just enough to avoid getting hit, and grabbed his wrist. “Patrol’s coming,” I said, pulling him enough off balance to avoid a second punch. “Let’s get out of here.”
He stared at me a second or two, decided it wasn’t a trick, and said, “Go.” We ran for the exit.
Luck had taken our side, for the moment. The patrol hadn’t arrived yet. We raced through the alley, then slowed down at the corner. Looking back we could see that the fight had spilled over into the street. We walked briskly, and had covered a couple of blocks before the first patrol vehicles landed.
“Thanks,” said my former enemy. “You didn’t have to get me out of there.”
I shrugged. “Way you kept coming after me, I figured I might as well.”
He laughed. “Hey, you dumped that shit on my head.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose.”
He looked a little sheepish. “I got carried away when things started happening. Anyway, thanks for dragging me along. Station ships you planetside if you get arrested here, and Galatean jails make spacerville sleepovers look luxurious.”
“You been in one?”
“I used to be young and stupid,” he said. “You making for anywhere in particular?”
“No. Well, sort of. I just got in, and I need to find a bed.”
“What I need is another drink.”
I grinned. “Me, too. But I’ve had enough bars.”
We were standing under a streetlamp. He looked at me. “I’ve got some wine on my ship. For that matter, I’ve got an extra bunk.”
That felt like a pass. I looked back at him, and hoped I was right. Not that he looked like a great catch. His hairline was receding and he had the pasty complexion common to spacers. But in spite of—or maybe because of—a haunted look in his eyes, I thought a few hours together could be fun.
“Your captain won’t mind?” I asked.
“I am my captain,” he said. Pride crept into his voice. He fished a pair of captain’s bars out of his pocket. Smart man. He must have stashed them before going into the bar.
I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t usually move in such high circles.”
He blushed. “Well, at the moment I’m also my entire crew. Rhea’s just a little ship, short-hauler. Jump-capable, though. I usually hire one or two temps, depending on what I’m hauling. But Rhea’s mine.”
“Well, let’s go drink up your wine, Captain...” I hesitated.
“Demaine. Jace Demaine.”
“Lia Bukanan.” We shook hands.
We slid our visas through the reader at customs. The system’s designed to let spacers with legit docs go back and forth.
Like he’d said, the starship Rhea was small. She was also old, battered, and held together more by faith than good welds. The cargo hold took most of the interior.
She could carry a maximum of four crew, and even spacers would have found the quarters over-close: four bunk slots, each two meters long and one wide; galley to one side, head to the other; and the bridge after that.
The builders had put time into designing the bridge, though. They’d set up four work stations, but they adapted easily to a two-person crew. And one person could run it in a pinch.
“It’s a dumb name, Rhea,” Jace explained. “An extinct bird, one that couldn’t fly. But this Rhea flies.”
Jace beamed with pride as he showed me around. He couldn’t help it. Every thing he said, every move he made told me he loved that ship, with all her dents and bruises, her minimal power, her limited capacity.
And I knew why. The first time I went up in a ship, I fell in love with it. I’ve loved every ship I’ve ever been on, even the clunkers, even the ones where I had to work some shit job because that’s all they had.
I sat in the galley, drinking some of Jace’s cheap wine, fantasizing about how nice it would be to have your own ship, be your own boss. And studiously ignoring the ripped seat covers, the storage cabinets held shut with tape, the chips out of the table top—all the things that never get repaired when you don’t have money, because the money goes for engines, for comp repair, for bribes.
Jace stood in the head, trying to get my dinner out of his hair. “What did they put in this shit?” he said.
“Damned if I know. I didn’t make it. I was just trying to eat it when you careened into me.”
“Careened? Somebody knocked me into you.” He came out, toweling his hair dry. “I didn’t start the damn fight either.”
“Yeah? Well, you sure got into it. I figured I’d have to knock you cold to stop you.”
He tossed the towel back in the head, poured himself a little wine. “You mean you’d have tried to knock me cold. I was winning when we got so rudely interrupted.”
I shook my head. “Terrible thing to see delusions in a man. Anybody could see that I was going to kick your ass.”
He gave me a nasty grin. “I wouldn’t put money on that.”
“Why not?” I said. “It’d be more fun with money on it.”
He laughed, and then he reached out, took my hand. I felt a little jolt. Lust, yes, but something more. Maybe connection.
Funny, but we sat there talking the rest of the night. And not about anything in particular, really. We kept teasing each other about who could beat up whom, told stories from our respective pasts with a lot of the details left fuzzy on purpose, every once in awhile said something kind of serious.
And every time we touched, the charge ran through me again. Lust, and something more. I wanted him; he wanted me. And neither of us wanted to hurry.
Felt weird. Spacers, we meet somebody stationside, we know we won’t have lots of time. So usually we just go for it. On ship it’s worse. You got to do it quick, because there’s so damn little privacy. Plus it’s sort of ship’s rule never to get really involved with another crew member. Jealousy can destroy the crew’s ability to function, and people can die if the crew doesn’t function. A quick fuck is fine; love, that’s for planetsiders.
Jace and I kept touching each other while we talked, though, and finally we just couldn’t keep our hands off each other. Then everything speeded up and we couldn’t do it fast enough.
Afterwards, we found ourselves lying in the square meter of open space. The legs from the galley table were digging into my sore ribs, and Jace’s feet were actually on the bridge.
“Can’t sleep like this,” Jace said. He got up, folded the galley table into the wall to make some space, and pulled a couple of pallets out of the crew bunks. We built something that resembled a bed on the floor, and started over, taking time, a long, long stretch of time.
We’d have probably slept all day, if a com buzzer hadn’t gone off. Jace shot up like a man possessed, spent a few seconds shaking his head like he was trying to figure out where and who he was, and then dove for the bridge.
I listened.
“Demaine here...Yes...Absolutely....No problem...Half an hour.” He punched out. “All right! I’ve got a load.” He looked at me. “I could use some crew. You want a job?”
He must have seen the hesitation in my face—even temp spacers don’t work short hauls on small ships if they have any chance of something better—because he added. “It’s just a quick trip, a one-jumper to Melpomene. If you can’t find a good post there, I’ll bring you back to Galatea.”
What the hell. I’d made good money my last trip. I could afford to work cheap for a month or so. And we could keep having fun. “Sure. Why not.”
We scrambled around to get ready to ship out. He cleaned up fast so he could go meet with the shipper. “Let me have your docs, and I’ll register you as crew.”
I handed him what he needed.
He started out, hesitated, and looked back at me. “These okay?”
“Yeah,” I said. “You won’t have any problem with them.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. I knew my docs would go through registration without glitches.
He looked closely at me, nodded, and said “See you.”
We spent the rest of the day loading the cargo—fancy foodstuffs for the Melpomenean gourmets. Watching Jace work, I discovered that his skinny arms concealed wiry muscles. He approved of my strength, too. “Damn, woman, I didn’t think anybody your size could lift fifty kilos like that.”
“Practice,” I said. “Lots of practice.”
We shipped out as soon as we finished loading, even though we both could have used some sleep. The port gave Jace the choice of twenty-two hundred hours that night, or whenever they could work us in the next day. He took the first slot. Short-haulers can’t be picky.
I worked com and comp, while Jace piloted us out of dock. Rhea’s engines kicked in, and we broke free of gravity with more ease than I’d expected. Jace patted the console. “Good girl,” he said. A planetsider might have laughed. I didn’t.
We took it easy pulling away from Galatea. I familiarized myself with the comp functions, so I could do fast calcs for jump. Jace ran through some maintenance routines, the kind best done while moving. Once we’d traveled far enough from the station, Jace called up the automatic pilot and waved me back toward the bunks. “Get some sleep,” he said, reclining the captain’s chair. “We got a long time before the jump point.”
Exhausted as I was, I lay awake awhile, wondering what I was doing, working on an independent. Jace probably saw me as a bonus: crew he could fuck. Well, hell, I was getting paid to play around. I’d get a real job when we got back to Galatea, I told myself firmly as I drifted off to sleep.
The next watch, as we came up on jump point, Jace took a look at my numbers. “Dead on for Melpomene,” he said with approval.
“You know the coordinates by heart?”
“I’m from there. But don’t worry. I’m not taking you home to meet my mother.”
Jump. It’s hard to explain to someone who’s never been through it, and most planetsiders haven’t. Passenger liners give travelers drugs, but spacers take pride in their ability to deal with the time shift. No real spacer takes drugs for jump.
We don’t talk about what happens there much, even with each other. It smells of religion, of dreams, of the occult, of a hundred things a cynical spacer would prefer not to believe in. But we do believe in it.
Jace pushed the buttons that sent us into hyperdrive, reached over, touched my hand, and time...changed. I was aware of Jace beside me, but I also saw another Jace, another me.
They floated in a pool of water, these others. Jace’s eyes held innocence; they had not yet seen the evils of the world. Mine were bright with anticipation of things I might yet do someday. Laughing in the water, we explored each others bodies. And minds. I saw Jace before he lost his parents and had to finish raising himself; he saw me before I joined the Corps and made the last stand for Atropos. “I think I love you, Ane,” he said, and then we came back to normal time.
And started pushing buttons to figure out if we had indeed ended up on the edge of Melpomene space. Not to mention figuring out whether all of Rhea’s systems had survived jump. One thing about an old ship: FTL flight tends to stress all the working parts. But we’d made it in clean, this trip.
Jace put the system on automatic, and we grabbed packets of revitalizer out of the cabinets in the galley. He gave me a funny look as we both gulped them down, trying to replace a couple of weeks’ lost energy reserves.
“What’s your name, really?” he asked. “Lia or Ane?”
I flinched. As much as I’d enjoyed the jump visions, I’d kind of hoped he’d had different ones. Clearly he hadn’t.
Lying wouldn’t work. He knew. “Ane,” I said. “Ane n’Mara.”
“Thought you told me your docs were okay.”
“They are okay. They’re fucking better than okay. But...” I shrugged. “I’m from Atropos, Jace. I fought in the resistance.”
“I figured it had to be something like that. So the Confederation has your name on a list.”
I just nodded.
“Fucking stupid, the Atropos resistance. Anybody with any sense could see you didn’t have a prayer against the Confederation.”
“Yeah.”
“You ever wish you hadn’t done it?”
I kind of grinned. “I often wish I hadn’t had to do it,” I said.
“That’s not the same thing.”
“Oh, hell. I was nineteen, and the bastards wanted my home. A little planet, orbiting a minor star—not really important to anyone except for all its damned tserinium. Now it’s just another satellite, a little piece of the Helian Confederation. And I don’t have a home.”
“Oh, come on Lia...Ane. The Confederation’s not all that bad. They just want to run the commerce and stuff. Otherwise, they don’t interfere much with the way the planet’s run. It’s not that big a deal.”
I didn’t get mad. I’m long past getting mad. “Maybe it’s not. Maybe they even run the place better. But we didn’t want them there, don’t you get it? It was our planet, and we wanted to be left alone. Why couldn’t they have just left us alone?”
Jace didn’t have an answer for that. He looked at me for a long time, then said, “Your docs—are they really that good? I’m not going to run into some kind of customs fuck-up?”
“I’ve worked spacer jobs for the past seven years, Jace, and never had a problem. Individual planet customs never give me any trouble. Long as I don’t come up against heavy Confederation security, somebody who can get past the mind barriers, I’ll be okay. I didn’t just buy phony papers.”
He nodded.
“And if I get caught, I’ll tell them I lied to you. No reason they wouldn’t believe it. It’s my problem, Jace. It doesn’t have to be yours.”
He just nodded again. Then he reached out, took my hand, and ignited all that hunger one more time. We barely got back to the bridge in time to begin docking when we got close to the station.
On Melpomene, Jace got a quick consignment bound for Bellona. He didn’t kick me off; I didn’t look for a better job. We got to Bellona, and another order fell in our lap. Another one came along shortly after. After a few months, neither of us questioned that I was staying on.
We had lots of time to tell each other stories. Rhea had originally belonged to Jace’s uncle. A couple of years after his parents had died—killed in a robbery at the store they had run stationside—his uncle had shown up on a run to Melpomene, and taken Jace on as crew.
It was hard work: margin running, short hauls. His uncle had bent all the rules just trying to survive. Jace had already learned a few tricks living on the streets, and he learned more from his uncle.
“I came of age in spacerville bars,” he said. “Learned all my fighting there and on the docks. Learned how to drink there, too, the hard way.”
“Saw the inside of a few jails?” I asked.
“Like I told you once, I used to be young and stupid.”
Rhea became his after his uncle died. Rhea, and a bunch of debt. He’d gotten desperate enough to consider selling her once or twice, but he never could bring himself to do it.
“I’d rather die,” he said. “I ever get in so deep they try to take her for my debts, they’ll have to kill me to get her.”
Sounds melodramatic, I guess, but I understood it. I watched him when we were in port, saw how he glowed when they addressed him as Captain Demaine. He loved Rhea and he loved being his own boss.
In jump we saw other things about each other, things we couldn’t always put into words, things we might not have been willing to admit to ourselves. We always seemed to have a shared vision, even if we weren’t touching. He saw me blast a man as I found a way off Atropos after the resistance crumbled. I saw him stab a man to death on a deserted dock. Two people capable of killing for their own ends, two people who didn’t forget their enemies.
We connected so strongly in jump that I began to think we’d become that strangest of all contradictions, two spacers in love. We were happier than either of us had a right to be.
We were doing okay, for folks on the margins, getting regular work. Rhea’d only needed a couple of minor repairs, and Jace had paid me twenty-five percent of the net—good money for a temp on a short-hauler.
We sat in a spacerville bar early one evening, before the chaos took over. Jace said, “You know, I like having you around. I’d be willing to make you permanent crew, give you a stake, if you want one.”
I didn’t answer right away.
He said, “Course, I’ll understand if you want to get a real job here. Risky, hanging out with me. Economy’s pretty good right now everywhere, so there’s lots of business. Come a downturn, I’ll be sitting in dock, piling up fees, wondering where a job’s going to come from.”
“It’s not that,” I said. “We’re better off if I stay temp crew, stay way in the margins. Easier to convince security you didn’t know about my past if I get caught.”
“Yeah, well, fuck it. Life’s risky.”
I shook my head. “Safer for me, too. Security’s less likely to look close at me so long as I’m a temp.”
He nodded, finally, and we left it like that.
Nothing crashed down on us right away, but trouble started chipping away at us. Rhea’s com system broke down, and we depleted savings to replace it. Work started drying up. The economy took a downturn on Cybele, the lead Confederation planet, and markets throughout the five solar systems followed.
We sat in the dock in Bellona Station, running up fees, next to nothing on our chits, nothing even close to a job in sight.
Jace fussed around the ship while I looked for work. Obviously he couldn’t sign on to another ship. And by port rules if he’d taken a job stationside, we’d have had to move off Rhea and pay rent in addition to dock fees. You can’t live on ship and work stationside. Just another way the system sticks it to the small independent. It didn’t matter about me; the rules don’t apply to temps.
I tried to sign on with a long-hauler, figuring to make some money for both of us, but even the big ships hurt for business. No one was hiring. After I gave up on spacer jobs, I spent a week on the stationside docks, looking for any kind of work. No jobs there either: if the ships aren’t going out, there’s not much call for port crew.
Jace was going over the books when I came back after the last frustrating day. He took one look at me, and knew my news was bad. “Fuck it,” he said, and left abruptly. If you could slam a door on a starship, he would have done it.
He came back ten hours later. I pretended I hadn’t been worried. He didn’t look happy. “Ane, I’ve cut us a deal, something to haul.”
“But?”
“But I don’t want to tell you what it is. That way you can play dumb. You’re temp crew, you don’t know what we’re hauling, you can’t get in any trouble. It won’t be your responsibility, on your conscience.”
“Fuck it. Whatever you’re in, I’m in.”
He shook his head adamantly. “No. Hell, no. This one is all on me. We get caught, something comes up, you had nothing to do with it. Nothing.”
“Jace, we can’t have this between us. You have to tell me.”
“Listen, damn it. I’m doing this to keep Rhea, okay? I’m doing it for me, for my own selfish reasons. Let me carry the weight. Please.”
He wore me down, eventually. Maybe because I was scared to find out just how far he’d go. Or even worse, just how far I might go.
So I got lost while he dealt with the cargo. It didn’t take long. Had I already guessed the cargo was human? Honesty compels me. Even in a bankrupt economy, some of the rich can still afford the luxury of buying other beings. I figured we’d sunk into slave-trading. I tried not to think about it.
Jace didn’t tell me our final destination. We didn’t talk much on the couple of days it took to get from Bellona Station to the nearest jump point. I guess we both feared what might get said if we spoke. The silence didn’t affect our communication; we ran the boards as smoothly as ever.
When we reached the point, I plugged in coordinates for Melpomene, and slipped...into...jump. For a time, we sat and stared at boiling clouds, chaotic in their movement. And then they faded away, and we saw ourselves.
Both of us were dressed in what seemed to be the formal attire of some sort of warriors, but of no soldiers we’d ever known. We looked like something out of forgotten ancient history, in tight-fitting black pants, blousy white shirts. Each of us carried a metal sword, and the blades gleamed brightly, reflecting light from every possible source.
We took positions opposite each other, just far enough out of range that each of us would have to take a step to strike the other. And then we bowed, moved into a formal stance, and began to fight.
I could not follow the moves. The fighters flowed like they were dancing, thrust and parry, parry and thrust. The blades struck each other with a musical ring. One of us—I could not tell us apart—cut the other, and blood flowed across the white shirt. Indeed the swords were lethal.
Thrust and parry, parry and thrust. And then we came out of jump, fell to the work routine, grabbed the revitalizers. “I wonder what that sword fight was about,” I said.
Jace shrugged. “I’ve heard some people practice that kind of stuff as a religion. Maybe we’re going to take it up.” He laughed. I didn’t. “Anyway, it sure was beautiful, graceful. We moved together like we do on the bridge.” He reached out a hand, touched me gently. “Like we do in bed.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But we were trying to kill each other.”
But the touch electrified me, as Jace’s touch always did. I wanted him, perhaps more than I ever had. It turned out much like the first time we’d made love. We contorted ourselves in the gap between bridge and galley, trying to make two bodies fit in a space not large enough for one.
I sobbed as I came, big gasping sobs as if my heart had broken. He tried to comfort me, stroked my hair, my face, and told me he loved me. I pulled him close, wanted never to let him go, never to know what happened next in our lives.
But next had to happen. The warning signal beeped on the bridge. Time for a live pilot. We took our positions, set things in motion. Jace closed his eyes briefly, and said, “Punch in coordinates for Atropos.”
I looked at him, said nothing, just looked.
“I need those coordinates, Ane.”
Again I said nothing, scared of anything I could possibly say.
“Damn it, Ane, that’s an order.”
That broke the spell. “Who are we carrying back there, Jace?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The cargo. It’s a person. Or persons. Isn’t it?”
His turn not to respond.
“Who am I betraying, damn you?” I stood up.
He grabbed my wrist. “Ane, please. We don’t have any fucking choices left. Let it be. Just let it be.”
I pulled my hand free, moved toward the hatch for the cargo hold. This time Jace grabbed for me, but I was moving already. I slammed an elbow into his throat. He stopped, gasping, and I back kicked him square in the solar plexus. It knocked him to the ground. I heard him wheezing.
I ran to the hold. My hand trembled as I fumbled with the keypad. I could hear Jace behind me as I got the door open, hit the lights.
A man sat there, shackled to the wall, blinking in the unexpected brightness. It had been more than eight years, but I recognized him. Maratin n’Veron.
He wasn’t anybody special to me. Not a former lover, not somebody in my squad. Not a commander I’d looked up to, or a subordinate I’d been responsible for.
No, just another Atroposian like me, someone who’d fought in the war, given up his whole damn life for a losing cause. Nobody special. Just someone like me.
Maratin gave me a puzzled look, like he thought he recognized me, but couldn’t believe it. I heard Jace behind me. Turning around, I backed deeper into the hold.
Jace stood in the doorway, some kind of weapon hanging loosely in his hand. He looked so sad.
“Bounty hunter.” I couldn’t keep myself from snarling those ugly words at him.
“Not by choice, Ane. You know that. By necessity.”
“Necessity! You’d justify selling a man to the Confederation, so they can kill him, or lock him away forever, on necessity. Nothing’s that necessary.”
“Survival, Ane. Survival’s that necessary.”
“Some things are worse than dying.”
“Is he somebody important to you, Ane? A lover, a friend?”
“No, damn you. Just another person like me, another person who threw away his whole fucking life to do the right thing. Like me. You going to throw me to the Confederation next time, Jace?”
That shocked him. “I love you, Ane.”
“Yeah, I know.” I did know. “But you love this fucking ship, too. Loved her longer. What happens the next time, Jace? What happens when there’s no outsider to sell?”
“I love you, Ane.” He wasn’t going to answer the question. Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he couldn’t face the answer.
“Jace, we can’t do this, can’t turn this man over to the Confederation. Especially not on Atropos. Those bastards running the place now, they’ll crucify him. They want to prove to the Confederation that they’re really loyal. Hell, they torture folks whose resistance work consisted of turning a blind eye now and then. He fought, Jace. Just like me, damn it. Just like me.”
He closed his eyes briefly, and sighed. “People like you and me, Ane. Nobody’s going to give us a fucking thing. We got to do terrible things to survive. Terrible things.”
I knew then that this wasn’t the first time he’d sold people. And it wouldn’t be the last. Wouldn’t be my last time, either, if I went along. I knew something else, something very ugly.
“I know, Jace.” My voice cracked. “And I’ll do them, most of them. I’d already guessed we were hauling human cargo, and I did nothing. Do you understand? I’m no better than you. But I can’t do this, Jace. If I betray this man, I’m betraying everything I fought for back then.”
“Don’t you think I’d have tried something else, if there’d been a choice, Ane? I knew you would hate this. I did my best to keep you out of it. But now we got no choice.”
“We can head for Paneris. We could...” I couldn’t say it. Even then, I couldn’t say it.
Jace finished the sentence. “Sell the ship. I won’t, Ane. You know that. We got no choice.”
“Maybe you don’t, Jace. I do. I won’t let you do this.”
He raised the gun toward me. A cheap thing, the kind you see in bar fights and back alleys.
“You really willing to shoot me, Jace? Better make sure you kill me, then.”
He threw the gun away, threw it so hard it bounced off the wall. For a moment, a brief moment, I thought he’d given in. Then he said, casually, “We never have figured out who could outfight who.”
Hand to hand, then. Like the ancients. Before anybody invented guns. It seemed appropriate.
I moved deeper into the hold, where there was room, trying to draw him to move. Jace had size on me. Better to let him commit. He feinted once, out of range. I didn’t move. He tried it again, then followed with a kick. I moved in time for it to go past me, got right behind him so he couldn’t kick with the other foot, and grabbed his shoulder as he shifted his balance, pulling him backwards.
He half fell, twisted around, and I brought a hand down on the back of his neck. He leaped into a forward roll before I could hit him. I moved with him, tried to kick him in the head as he came up, but he moved too fast for me.
Jace did the feints again, came with the kick, and I repeated my earlier move. But this time he’d held something back on the kick. He backfisted me as I entered. I turned aside enough to catch it on the side of my head, instead of dead in the nose, but my head rang.
As he came around with the other backfist, I grabbed his arm and the side of his head from behind and pivoted fast. He moved with it, equally fast, and then dropped almost to his knees, scrambled around, and came up behind me in the same move.
Now he spun me around, one hand tight on my neck, holding my head firmly against his body, the other loosely resting on my arm. I grabbed hold of the loose arm with both hands, and went with the backwards fall when he half picked me up with his hip and threw me.
And, just as in our first fight, I jerked his arm as I went, and he flew through the air. But there wasn’t a pile of people to fall on, or even some open space. I was half a meter from the steel wall of the hold when I threw him. He tucked and tried to roll, and his neck hit the wall first.
I heard it crack. The noise echoed throughout the hold. He slid down the wall, landed in a sideways heap, and didn’t move.
“Jace,” I screamed. “Jace. Are you all right? Answer me, damn you.”
“He’s dead, Ane.” Maratin spoke for the first time. “Or very close to it. You broke his neck.” He sounded satisfied, grateful.
“No!” I felt the tears start to take over. “No. Don’t be dead, Jace. Oh, please, don’t be dead.” I crawled over to him, tried to straighten his body out. His head flopped at an angle. There was nothing in his eyes.
“He’s dead, Ane,” Maratin said again. “The bastard is dead.”
“Shut up,” I screamed. “Shut up, or I’ll break your neck, too.” I lay beside Jace’s body, stroking it, and felt my pain come out my throat in a mournful sound.
“Ane,” Maratin said again. “He was a bounty hunter, like you said.”
“Shut up. I don’t care what he was. I loved him. Don’t you get it? I just saved your fucking miserable life, and I loved him and I don’t give a damn about you. So please shut up.”
I don’t know if he heard my words, my rage, or my fear, but he didn’t say anything else. I lay by Jace’s body. I cried all my pain out, poured it over his body, until there was nothing left inside me, nothing at all. And then I pulled myself shakily to my feet, and did the things that had to be done.
I found the keys, released Maratin. Moving to the bridge, I set the coordinates for a different destination: Paneris, where everything can be bought and sold. It would take two jumps to get there, but they have a small Atroposian exile community. They’d take Maratin in, at least for awhile.
I wrapped Jace’s body in some sheets from the bunks, and spaced it before we left the Melpomenean region. Gave him a spacer’s funeral, near his home. The best I could do. I’d have said a few words, but I didn’t have any except “I loved you.”
Maratin kept his mouth shut, ran comps for me. He’d been badly treated. I didn’t care.
The first jump felt horrible. Everything turned black, and stayed that way the entire time. Nothingness. Jump can seem long or short; this one had the feeling of eternity.
When we finally came out of it, my heart was racing. All spacers fear that black nothing, fear being stuck in nowhere for eternity. I’d rather be disemboweled. Slowly.
It made the idea of jumping again terrifying. Maybe I’d never see anything else in jump, but the blackness where Jace was now. But I forced myself to jump again, to finish the job in front of me.
Everything turned black again as we jumped, and I began crying. Slowly, excruciatingly slowly, a white light showed at the corners, and gradually it took over, blinding me for a time. As my eyes became accustomed to it, I could see Jace and myself, standing there. He smiled his little grin, and handed me something. I looked at it; it was a little figure of a flightless bird, the rhea of the ancients.
“Keep her for me, Ane. Keep the ship.” And he faded away as we pulled out of jump on the edge of Paneris Station.
I’m going to do it, going to keep Rhea for him. I know it’s crazy, know any sane person would sell her on Paneris. The people that Jace got Maratin from back on Bellona, they’ll be wondering what happened. Confederation security’s likely to get wind of this one. I don’t sell her, get new docs, tweak my DNA again, they’re sure to find me. No way I can keep the ship, and live.
I know all that. I don’t care. Maybe Jace will be there in jump again. Maybe we’ll have a few times together there, before they catch me.
And when they do, if they don’t just blow me up, maybe I’ll get off one last jump, without coordinates, and end up sitting out in space throughout all eternity.
Maybe Jace will be there with me.
Or maybe nothing will.
oOo
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This was supposed to be a different story. The war, the soldier, the boy she left behind her—the usual. In the way stories have, it mutated. The old story is still embedded in the new one, but there turned out to be a whole lot more that needed to be said about Sarge and her war.
oOo
Early late darknight on Sheol Four: Kosinski and Mwalunga and Sarge and I close down the bar. There’s just us and the sweepermech and the bartender rolled up in his coffin, with a sound like a snore to tell us he’s on standby till closing time. Kosinski does something to the console that pings us another hour, Mwalunga stands us round number we-all-forget, and Sarge props her chin on her fist and says, “Old stories. Old, old stories. Same old stories.”
Mwalunga’s a Radical Semioticist, so maybe that would get him spinning off on a litany to Saint Derrida, but he’s busy deconstructing the formula for the perfect tequila fusion reaction. Kosinski is figuring out how to fit the bar through a transdimensional warp without including the bartender. That leaves me, and I don’t argue. The last augment got rid of my vocal apparatus. Temporarily, the techs said. Just till the shunts finish rooting. Then they’ll install a new and improved set. After that I’ll be the finest peacekeeping machine in six systems. Except for Sarge, of course. And Kosinski and Mwalunga. And a classified number of other advanced-model peacekeepers under construction in Peaceforce’s labs on Sheol Four.
Doesn’t mean I can’t think. Doesn’t mean I can’t listen, either. I’m the best listener in the system. Enhanced hearing and all. Increased processing capacity. Eidetic memory.
“There are no new stories,” says Sarge. She’s not drunk, high, or blissed. Her augments take care of that. What she is, is augmented into a roaring blue funk.
“No new stories,” she says. “No new ones at all.”
Sarge is adapting to new dotware. Ethical module, the net says when I ask. We’re peacekeepers. Not soldiers. We don’t make war. We wage peace. We have ethics built in.
Ethics, if you ask me, are a pain in the ass. But nobody’s asking, and I couldn’t answer if they did. Sarge is rocking on the stool, back and forth, back and forth, glaring at something the augment’s showing her.
“Remember,” she says suddenly. It bursts out of her—the augment talking, putting roots in new portions of the wetware. “The day we took Babylon: old whore of cities opens her legs and we ram right in. Nobody screams. Nobody dies. Right, so we rape a few. Pay your coin, tell ‘em it’s for the goddess, take ‘em right in the street and what can they say? We’ve got the big spears.”
I shiver, somewhere in back of my thermal-control module. She’s got the big one, the bad one, the one we’re all whispering about. She’s got the module that’s so secret it’s not even classified. Nobody can tell you exactly what it’s supposed to do, except make better peacekeepers. Lots better. Real kick-ass piece-of-the-action boysngirls. Go right in there, smile the place to slag, beat swords into agribusiness, and on to the next little breach of the peace.
“Blood,” says Sarge, “is the most beautiful, beautiful color. We poured it out in rivers, there in the Wilderness. Remember how the creek ran red? I drank from it. It tasted cold, like iron. Then that Yankee fell in it and it tasted like shit.”
She’s remembering, is what she’s doing. Programmed memory. Might as well be past-life regression, which they tried, but either it didn’t work at all or it worked too well, depending on who’s telling it. Subject crawls up his own asshole and goes to sleep with his thumb in his mouth.
Might be regression, I think, watching Sarge. But if it’s that, they found a way to focus it, and she’s been through history’s greatest hits.
“Shadows on the wall,” she says. “Ash. Inferno. You don’t feel the rads, they swear you don’t, but even in the suit, my skin feels weird. Like it’s crawling. Everything’s burned. Everything. Blasted—blown to hell and away.”
Kosinski’s dimensional warp is a little swirl of not-quite-there in the middle of the table. Mwalunga is finishing off something poisonously green. I shoot them a look and reach for Sarge. Got to be careful not to break her the way I broke the first glass tonight, picking it up in fingers that don’t look any different but, by Waldo, are.
She’s just a little thing, always was. She doesn’t fight, and good thing, too. She could throw me through the wall if she wanted to. I ease her up and point her toward the door.
She’s still talking, still swaying, on her feet now, never quite falling down. “Great king,” she says. “King of kings. King of Hatti. Come—I have need—your son—” Then shifts. “So kill the little bastard. So kill him dead. Put a bullet right through his brain.” And shifts. “And we took Acre, we held it, we drove out the Saracen—for God and Holy Sepulcher.”
I put Sarge to bed, pull off her boots, and think about the rest, but I’m not so sure of my hands yet. I’d rip something. She hasn’t stopped talking. It’s quieter now, a mutter that gets faster, then slows down, then speeds up again.
If something was wrong, the techs would be there, making fixes. There isn’t even a yellow alert in her file on the net. This is normal, then—within the parameters.
Some parameters.
I start to head back to my own quarters, but one way and another I end up sitting by Sarge’s bed. I don’t need sleep; I’ve got a module that takes care of that. Fifty hours to go before I have to access the dream files, process and purge them. So I sit, and I watch Sarge.
Sarge and I go back a long way. Sarge bailed me and half a platoon of peacekeepers out of a major breach of the peace on No-Name. I got Sarge out of trouble on Seljuk, when that pretty boy announced he was having their baby and she was going to marry him or be flayed by a committee of mullahs. No-Name’s slag now. The boy on Seljuk decanted the baby and robbed the mosque and headed for the Rim, where he’s seducing Rimmers and running a handy little blackmail business on the side.
And Sarge and I are on Sheol Four, getting an upgrade. They’ll ship us out, who knows where, wherever there’s peace to keep.
Time was when I’d be wild to get back out there, walk on thin edges, negotiate or fight. That’s long time since. I’m an old hand, been everywhere, seen everything, died often enough to know there’s no guts or glory in it.
Sarge is in deep dreamstate. Her muttering’s gone subvocal. I don’t bother to listen to it. I’ve got an eye on her, an eye on the net where she’s a tight small node, security-tagged till there’s no Sarge left to find. That doesn’t upset me. She’d find the same thing if she tried to access me. I’ve got codes that could get me straight in. I don’t try them.
I do an end run instead. I wiggle past a couple of nodes, slide under a nexus, and come in the back way.
It’s a battle. Don’t ask me where. When is easier. They’re at the AK-and-napalm stage, and they’re killing one another with brisk efficiency. Everybody’s in desert camouflage. No telling who’s who. It’s blistering hot. It’s bloody. Something next to my foot turns out to be a fragment of skull and a wide, surprised brown eye.
This is your standard taped-memory sequence, subspecies Horrors of War.
Except there’s an emphasis that I haven’t seen before. It’s the small things that come into focus. The skull fragment, the eye. The flies on a corpse. The corpse’s hand, stretching toward a low stone cylinder that might be a well.
I can smell the blood-and-shit-and-sweet stench of death. Dust, sweat, something sharp that goes with ancient projectile weapons. I can’t tell you how I know that. Taped in, then.
Still, that’s fairly standard. We’re supposed to know why we keep the peace. War has no glory. Death by violence has no honor. The best death is death in old age, in bed: a peaceful letting go.
What’s different about this tape is how it feels.
It feels like hell.
Hell’s a superstition. Hell’s also a place—anyplace that’s been a killing ground. Hell’s the killing, and the quiet after the killing.
Sarge is in hell. Hell that doesn’t stop. Doesn’t let up. Killing ground after killing ground. Men in furs killing one another with clubs. Men in iron killing one another with spears. Men in camo killing one another with guns. Men in ecosuits killing one another with beamers.
I rip myself out by the roots. It’s that bad—that deep. I almost trigger the alarms, but some reflex keeps me going along the right pathways, back and out and into the safety of my own aching head.
I have to sit and breathe for a long time. Just to feel the air blasting in and out of my lung implants, the creak of reinforced ribs, the twitch of servoed hands into fists.
Sarge hasn’t moved. She’s deep in her private hell. Her augment that nobody knows about. Her experimental ethical module.
I get up. She twitches, but not at anything I’m doing. I get out of there.
oOo
I find Kosinski in bed with Mwalunga. Mwalunga’s on top. I wait for a pause in the proceedings. Mwalunga says something uncomplimentary in Derridan. Kosinski says calmly, “Next time you come in, watch out for the timeloop by the door.”
I hadn’t even noticed it. Not that I’d have noticed if I had, if you know what I mean. Timeloops are infinite, unless someone shuts them off.
I check the chrono in my head. No, no loop delay. Luck’s a bitch, but sometimes she’s a lazy bitch. She hasn’t given me the back of her hand. This time. Took Peaceforce to do that, abducting my vocal apparatus and not putting it back when I need it.
I do what I can with what I’ve got. I pull them both to their feet. They’re class 10 augments to my class 40: featherweights.
Kosinski blinks. Mwalunga’s still pissed, but he asks me, “What’s wrong? You’ve got the subtext from hell.”
I nod so hard my head near pops off.
Kosinski says, “Don’t do that. You’ll blow a module.”
And Mwalunga says, “You’ve been hacking again. They’ve upped the ante for that. Third offense, termination.”
I passed offense number three a long time ago.
The net’s there. The whole planet’s a network, with nodes wherever there’s wetware. I can’t use it, even using hacker’s tricks. What I’m thinking about can’t go anywhere there’s a chance I’ll get caught.
Mwalunga and Kosinski exchange glances. Kosinski’s hand moves in front of his prick. He could be scratching his balls, or he could be telling me in quicksign, Sarge. We know.
My hands are still present and accounted for, even if my larynx isn’t. What’s going on?
Mwalunga goes to the cleaner to wash his hands. They’re answering me while he scrubs the sex-sweat off. Experiment. New peace initiative. Teaching module. War’s hell, right? Nobody believes it, everybody wants it. This shows them what they’re really wanting.
Mwalunga doesn’t hack the net. He doesn’t spy, either. Mwalunga reads subtext. He reads subtext like nobody else but another adept-class Radical Semioticist. Peaceforce knows that, it’s what they use him for, but I don’t think it quite processes the datum that Mwalunga doesn’t stop reading subtext when he’s told to. He keeps right on doing it till he gets to the bottom of it. If there is a bottom. Which is a religious argument on Derrida, and not something I need to worry about right now.
My head’s aching worse than ever. I scrape my hands through the stubble on my scalp. Why Sarge?
Teacher, Kosinski signs, flopping back on the bed. You’d never know he’s got plasteel bones, or much of any bones at all, the way he moves.
But she’s trapped. I’m so agitated I forget to be sneaky, come right out in quicksign. She’s in a loop. She can’t get out. It’s hell in there!
War is hell, Mwalunga signs, with the qualifier that says cliché, squatting on the floor to comb his mane of hair and put it up in a braid.
I snarl and squat to face him. I’m bigger. Was to begin with, even before the augments. I know I look mean. Mwalunga doesn’t pay any attention. My subtext has all the menace of a kitten’s, Mwalunga told me once. That’s why, he also told me, I can be as big and ugly as I am, and still make it as a negotiator. Intimidation goes just so far; some people don’t care if you kill them, as long as they stick to their brain-dead principles. But a big, ugly, killer-augmented, sweet-talking peacekeeper can work them around.
I can’t even talk at the moment, except in sign. They’ll break her, I tell Mwalunga.
They don’t think so, his fingers say, working his hair into its plait.
They don’t think so! I sign, so ferociously I almost knock myself down.
Mwalunga shrugs.
I swivel till I’m head-on with Kosinski. He’s playing with himself, kind of absent, kind of meditative. Saying in quicksign around his big ruddy cock, If we interfere, we’re in shit, pure grade.
I’m too disgusted to say anything. I lever myself up and head for the door—veering around the timeloop and barely evading the nexus that Kosinski didn’t bother to warn me about.
oOo
It’s almost firstlight. A couple of moons are up. Sun One’s on its way. Sun Two will take a while yet. I can see the sky from Sarge’s quarters. She has an outer berth, with windows that she keeps turned on all the time. She likes to see out, she says. She’s a claustrophobe. Blanked walls make her nervous.
Sarge hasn’t changed much since I ran out on her. Maybe she’s a little grayer in the face. There’s no alert on her net-signature, no more than there was before.
It’s not disconnected. I check that first thing. She’s logged on. No error codes. No loose connections. As far as the net knows, Sarge is in perfectly normal and acceptable condition.
I suppose she is, for a peacebreaker sentenced to a term in hell. She’s not in any physical pain. Her indicators are all in the safe range.
None of them measures psychological or psychic damage. The net doesn’t monitor for that. Freedom of will, you know. Thought control is a crime under Peaceforce regulations.
And what, I’d like to know, do they call this?
oOo
She’s talking again. Same words as before. “Old stories. Old, old stories. Never a new one. Always old. Old.”
I take her hand. She doesn’t rip my arm off; doesn’t respond at all.
“Burning,” she says. “The burning ground. Shiva dances in ash and embers. Dances sitting. Sitting shiva. A god mourns the dead, and mourning, laughs.”
Teaching module, Mwalunga said. I laugh, a hiss in my empty throat. Ethical module, the net told me. Teaching ethics. Teaching hell. They’ll put whole worldsful of savages through this, make them into keepers of the peace. Or punish the peacebreakers, educate them with a perfectly nonviolent and profoundly convincing distillation of human history.
Who was it who said that the essence of humanity is hate? Never mind.
“Hell,” says Sarge. Her voice is clear. She sounds like herself. I start, and grab at hands I’m already holding so tight the bones would break if they weren’t plasteel. She’s still in the dreamstate, still trapped in her loop. Her voice got loose, that’s all. “Hell is perfect boredom,” she says. “Hell is red horror repeated until it grays into ennui. I’m bored, Hamid. I’m bored out of my skull.”
Hamid is the name of the boy on Seljuk, the boy with the beautiful face and the blackmailer’s heart. So she remembers him. I didn’t know.
He’d be a perfect candidate for this new module.
She’s running a fever. Her indicators show it, mark it, but don’t tag it for treatment. She’s quiet for a while, her breathing short and sharp.
She was all right last night. Twitchy, I remember. Pale, a bit. Short-spoken, but Sarge isn’t your sweet-talker, not like me when I’ve got the equipment to do it with. We’re all rough around the edges when we’re post-op, anyway. She got strange near closing time in the bar, when she started talking about stories. Stories are Mwalunga’s game. Sarge doesn’t tell them, or talk about them. She lives them.
That’s what she’s doing now, if you want to think of it that way. Living somebody else’s stories. Old ones. Old wars, old battles. Old hells.
I don’t read subtext, like Mwalunga, or twist the fabric of the universe, like Kosinski. I fight when I have to, negotiate when I can. And I watch, and I see what the net won’t register. Sarge isn’t going to make it out of this loop.
I fire the datum through the net. The net doesn’t send anything back.
I don’t expect it to. The message is a formality. Going by the rules. Following procedure. Grasping at straws.
I can’t do a thing. I can’t do a damned fucking thing. Blow up Peaceforce Central? Crash the net? Sabotage the C-in-C’s vat?
Sure, and see what good it does Sarge. That’s another thing they did to me. Installed a failsafe commonsense module. A good peacekeeper not only knows when to fight and when to negotiate, she knows when there’s nothing she can do—nothing that will make the least difference in the worlds.
I can’t scream. I can pound my head against the wall, but that gets tiring after a while. I file protests with every office I can get an access code for. I charge Peaceforce with injustice, ineptitude, incompetence, the sheer incomprehensible randomness of an experiment gone to hell and dragging a good soldier with it.
All it gets me is another headache.
“Enkidu,” Sarge says. “Enkidu, my brother, my heart.”
She’s gone deep, deeper than it would ever be safe to follow. I tell myself she’s not talking to me. She doesn’t even know there’s a world outside of her module.
“We’ll live forever,” she says. “We two. Do you remember, Hephaistion? The tomb, the sacrifice: Achilles and Patroklos in the same grave. They never died, not in memory. No more shall we.”
Her voice is getting thready. The net registers something, finally: dip in power in the pulmonary system.
Every alarm in the net should be going off. System failure—I know what it looks like. We all do. But not here on Sheol, in the quiet, with no enemy but the net, and no weapon but the module.
I’m doing things. I don’t remember them any longer than it takes to do them. Desperate things. Futile things. Things that never work, not for complete systemic shutdown.
oOo
Peaceforce is shocked. Peaceforce is apologetic. It had no idea its experimental module would run a shunt around the safeguards in the hardware and the wetware—cancel the alarms in the net, lock the subject into a permanent downward spiral.
I’m cynical, I suppose. I don’t believe much of what they tell me. Except that Sarge is dead, and won’t be brought back. Can’t, they say. The module took too much out of her template. They suspect a sequence of code somewhere in a subroutine. Instead of protecting the personality matrix, it ate holes in it, wrote itself over them, and then imploded.
The experiment failed, Peaceforce tells me. They regret, it’s a shame, how unfortunate, they recommend a catharsis module. I still don’t have my larynx back, but I show them where they can stuff their fucking module, and net-hack myself a berth on a ship going out, I don’t care where.
oOo
Kosinski and Mwalunga and I close down the bar the night before my ship heads out. Peaceforce gave me my larynx back, with modifications. I’m supposed to go easy on it. I haven’t, in fact, said a word. I’ve gotten used to not talking.
Kosinski and Mwalunga have gotten used to me not talking. They sit across from me at the table we always sit at, over by the bartender’s coffin. Kosinski has figured out a potable version of nullspace, a kind of anti-anti-matter. Mwalunga is reciting the Angalta Kigalshe in Sumerian. He told me the refrain in Standard before he started chanting:
From heaven above to hell below,
To the Netherworld she descended.
I drink Kosinski’s creation, which tastes like nothing and everything, with a touch of primordial soup, and listen to words as old as human memory. Inanna went down to hell to rescue her lover, and gave up everything she had, and died horribly. But she bribed her way free, and her lover too, and they came back to the land of the living. Like us—most of us—when we’re killed in the line of duty. They ship our templates back to Sheol Four, and they reconstruct us, augments and all, and we go out again, and die again, keeping the peace.
When Inanna was a goddess in Sumer, when Nineveh was new, when Tyre was a raw young town on a rock in a sea that boiled off in a firefight a thousand years ago, that’s not what they called it. They called it waging war.
I drain my cup of nothing and everything, and prop my chin on my fist. Mwalunga’s eyes are shut; he’s chanting like a monk, for the pure sound of the words. Kosinski has got into the bartender’s innards, over the bartender’s feeble protests, and started tinkering.
There’s no space where Sarge should be. Just memories. And stories. Old stories. Stories so old they’re new again.
I get up. Mwalunga doesn’t notice. He’s chanting the refrain; I’ve gotten so I can recognize the words as they repeat. Kosinski shoots me a glance, but he’s too busy to talk. I quicksign him the Peacekeeper’s good-bye. Him, and Mwalunga. Sarge, too. Sarge more than either of them.
Die well, my fingers say. Live forever.
oOo
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Margot Rusch pulled open the hatch that led to the Forty-Niner’s sick bay. “Paul?” she asked around the tightness building in her throat. She pulled herself into the sterile, white module, focusing slowly on the center of the bay, not wanting to believe what she saw.
Paul’s body, wide-eyed, pale-skinned, limp and lifeless, floated in mid-air. A syringe hovered near his hand, pointing its needle toward the corpse as if making an accusation.
“Oh, Christ.” Margot fumbled for a handhold.
The ventilation fans whirred to life. Their faint draft pushed against the corpse, sending it in a slow arc toward the far wall of the module. Margot caught the acrid scent of death’s final indignities. Hard-won control shredded inside her, but there was nowhere to turn, no one to blame. There was only herself, the corpse and the flat, blank screen of the artificial intelligence interface.
“Damn it, Reggie, why didn’t you do something!” she demanded, fully aware it was irrational to holler at the AI, but unable to help it.
“I did not know what to do,” said Reggie softly from its terminal. “There are no case scenarios for this.”
“No, there aren’t,” agreed Margot, wearily. “No, there sure as hell aren’t.”
The crew of the Forty-Niner had known for three months they were going to die. The seven of them were NASA’s pride, returning from the first crewed expedition to the asteroid belt. They had opened a new frontier for humanity, on schedule and under budget. Two and a half years of their four year mission were a raving success, and now they were headed home.
There had been a few problems, a few red lights. Grit from the asteroid belt had wormed its way into the works on the comm antenna and the radio telescope. No problem. Ed MacEvoy and Jean Kramer replaced the damaged parts in no time. This was a NASA project. They had back ups to spare. Even if the reaction control module, which was traditional methane/oxygen rockets used for course corrections, somehow failed completely, all that would mean was cutting the project a little short. A magnetic sail handled the long-distance flight; a gigantic loop of high-temperature superconducting ceramic cable with a continuous stream of charged particles running through it. No matter what else happened, that would get them home.
“Margot?” Jean’s voice came down the connector tube. “You okay?”
Margot tightened her grip on the handle and looked at the corpse as it turned lazily in the center of the bay. No, I am not okay.
The mag sail, however, had found a new way to fail. Particle discontinuities caused by a combination of radiation and thermal insulation degradation raised the temperature too high and robbed hundreds of kilometers of ceramic cable of its superconductivity.
Once the mag sail had gone, the ship kept moving. Of course it kept moving with no atmospheric friction to slow it down. But it moved in a slow elliptical orbit going nowhere near its scheduled rendezvous with Earth. They could burn every atom of propellant they carried for the RCM and for the explorer boats, and they’d still be too far away for any of the Mars shuttles to reach by a factor of five. Frantic comm bursts to Houston brought no solutions. The Forty-Niner was stranded.
“Margot?” Jean again, calling down the connector.
“I’ll be right up,” Margot hoped Jean wouldn’t hear how Paul’s suicide strangled her voice.
Margot looked at the empty syringe suspended in mid-air. ‘Drunk all and left no friendly drop to help me after.’ The ancient quote made her swallow hard. Stop it, Margot. Do not even start going there.
“Is there another request?” asked Reggie.
Margot bit her lip. “No. No more requests.”
Margot pushed herself into the connector and dragged the hatch shut. She had the vague notion she should have done something for the body—closed its eyes or wrapped a sheet around it, or something, but she couldn’t make herself turn around.
Margot’s eyes burned. She’d flown four other missions with Paul. She’d sat up all-night with him drinking espresso and swapping stories while the bigwigs debated the final crew roster for the Forty-Niner. They’d spent long hours on the flight out arguing politics and playing old jazz recordings. She’d thought she knew him, thought he would hang on with the rest of them.
Then again, she’d thought the same of Ed and Tracy.
Tracy Costa, their chief mineralogist, had been the first to go. They hadn’t known a thing about it, until Nick had caught a glimpse of the frozen corpse outside one of the port windows. Then, Ed had suffocated himself, even after he’d sworn to Jean he’d never leave her alone in this mess.
Now, Paul.
Margot pulled herself from hand-hold to hand-hold up the tubular connector, past its cabinets and access panels. One small, triangular window looked out onto vacuum, the infinitely patient darkness that waited for the rest of them to give up.
Stop it, Margot. She tore her gaze away from the window and concentrated on pulling herself forward.
The Forty-Niner’s command module was a combination of ship’s bridge, comm center, and central observatory. Right now, it held all of the remaining crew members. Their mission commander, Nicholas Deale, sandy haired, dusky-skinned and dark-eyed, sat at one of Reggie’s compact terminals, brooding over what he saw on the flat screen. Tom Merritt, who had gone from a florid, pink man to a paper white ghost during the last couple of weeks, tapped at the controls for the radio telescope. He was an astronomer and the mission communications specialist. He was the one who made sure they all got their messages from home. The last living crew member was Jean. A few wisps of hair had come loose from her tight brown braid and they floated around her head, making her look even more worried and vulnerable. She stood at another terminal, typing in a perfunctory and distracted cadence.
Margot paused in the threshold, trying to marshal her thoughts and nerves. Nick glanced up at her. Margot opened her mouth, but her throat clamped tight around her words. Tom and Jean both turned to look at her. The remaining blood drained out of Tom’s face.
“Paul?” he whispered.
Margot coughed. “Looks like he overdosed himself.”
Jean turned her head away, but not before Margot saw the struggle against tears fill her face. Both Nick’s hands clenched into fists. Tom just looked at Nick with tired eyes and said, “Well, now what?”
Nick sighed. “Okay, okay.” He ran both hands through his hair. “I’ll go take care of...the body. Tom, can you put a burst through to mission control? They’ll want to notify his family quietly. I’ll come up with the letter....”
This was pure Nick. Give everybody something to do, but oversee it all. When they’d reeled in the sail, he hadn’t slept for two days helping Ed and Jean go over the cable an inch at a time, trying to find out if any sections were salvageable from which they could jury-rig a kind of storm sail. When that had proven hopeless, he’d still kept everybody as busy as possible. He milked every drop of encouraging news he could out of mission control. Plans were in the works. The whole world was praying for them. Comm bursts came in regularly from friends and family. A rescue attempt would be made. A way home would be found. All they had to do was hang on.
“In the meantime...” Nick went on
“In the meantime we wait for the radiation to eat our insides out,” said Tom bitterly. “It’s hopeless, Nick. We’re all dead.”
Nick shifted uneasily, crunching Velcro underfoot. “I’m still breathing and I don’t plan to stop anytime soon.”
A spasm of pure anger crossed Tom’s features. “And what are you going to breathe when the scrubbers give out? Huh? What are you going to do when the water’s gone? How about when the tumors start up?”
Tom, don’t do this, thought Margot, but the words died in her throat, inadequate against the sudden red rage she saw in him. He was afraid of illness, of weakness. Well, weren’t they all?
Paul’s chief duty was keeping them all from getting cancer. One of the main hazards of lengthy space flight had always been long term exposure to hard radiation. The mag sail, when it was functional, had created a shield from charged particles, which slowed the process down. Medical advancements had arisen to cover the damage that could be done by fast neutrons and gamma rays. Paul Luck maintained cultures of regenerative stem cells taken from each member of the crew. Every week, he measured pre-cancer indicators, inky areas of the body. If the indicators were too high, he tracked down the “hot spots” and administered doses of the healthy cultured cells to remind bone, organ and skin how they were supposed to act and viola! Healthy, cancer-free individual.
The Luck system was now, however, permanently down, and the only back-up for that was the AI’s medical expert system and the remaining crew’s emergency training. Right now, that didn’t seem like anything close to enough.
“We have time,” Nick said evenly. “We do not have to give up. Come on, Tom. What would Carol say if she heard this?” Nick, Margot remembered, had been at Tom’s wedding. They were friends, or at least, they had been friends.
“She’d say whatever the NASA shrinks told her to,” snapped Tom. “And in the meantime,” he drawled the word, “I get to watch her aging ten years for every day we’re hanging up here. How much longer do I have to do this to her? How much longer are you going to make your family suffer?”
For the first time, Nick’s composure cracked. His face tightened into a mask of pent-up rage and frustration, but his voice stayed level. “My family is going to know I died trying.”
Tom looked smug. “At least you admit we’re going to die.”
“No...” began Jean.
“Help,” said a strange, soft voice.
The crew all turned. The voice came from the AI terminal. It was Reggie.
“Incoming signal. No origination. Can’t filter. Incoherent system flaw. Error 365...”
A grind and clank reverberated through the hull. Reggie’s voice cut off.
“Systems check!” barked Nick.
Margot kicked off the wall and flew to her station at navigation control.
“I got garbage,” said Tom from beside her. “Machine language, error babble. Reggie’s gone nuts.”
Margot shoved her Velcro-bottomed boots into place and typed madly at her keyboard, bringing up the diagnostics. “All good here,” she reported. She turned her head and looked out the main window, searching for the stars and the slightly steadier dots that were the planets. “Confirmed. Positioning systems up and running.”
“Engineering looks okay,” said Jean. “I’ll go check the generators and report back.” Nick gave her a sharp nod. She pulled herself free of her station and launched herself down the connector.
“You getting anything coherent?” Nick pushed himself over to hover behind Tom’s shoulder.
“Nothing.” Margot could just make out the streams of random symbols flashing past on Tom’s terminal.
“Reggie, what’s happening?” she whispered.
“I don’t know,” said the voice from her terminal. Margot jerked. “Unable to access exterior communications system. Multiple errors on internal nodes. Code corruption. Error. 34....” the computer voice cut out again in a pulse of static, then another, then silence, followed by another quick static burst.
“Margot, can you see the comm antenna?” asked Tom, his hands still flashing across the keyboard.
Margot pressed her cheek against the cool window, craned her neck, and squinted, trying to see along the Forty-Niner’s hull. “Barely, yeah.”
“Can you make out its orientation?”
Margot squinted again. “Looks about ten degrees off-axis.”
“It’s moved,” said Tom between static bursts. “That was the noise.”
“All okay down in the power plant,” Jean pulled herself back through the hatch and attached herself to her station. “Well, at least there’s nothing new wrong...” she let the sentence trail off. “What is that?”
Margot and the others automatically paused to listen. Margot heard nothing but the steady hum of the ship and the bursts of static from Reggie. Quick pulses, one, one, two, one, two, one, one, one, two.
“A pattern?” said Nick.
“Mechanical failure,” said Tom. “Has to be. Reggie just crashed.”
One, one, two, one.
“You ever hear about anything crashing like this?” asked Margot.
One, two, one.
“Reggie? Level one diagnostic, report,” said Nick.
One, one, two.
“Maybe we can get a coherent diagnostic out of one of the other expert systems,” Margot suggested. Reggie wasn’t a single processor. It was a web-work of six interconnected expert systems, each with their own area of concentration, just like the members of the crew. Terminals in different modules of the ship gave default access to differing expert systems.
“Maybe,” said Nick. “Tom can try to track down the fault from here. You and Jean see if you can get an answer out of si...the power plant.” Margot was quietly grateful he remembered what else was in sick bay before she had to remind him.
One, one, one.
Jean and Margot pulled themselves down the connector to the engineering compartment. As Jean had reported, all the indicators that had remained functional after they’d lost the sail reported green and go.
“At least it’s a different crisis,” Jean muttered as she brought up Reggie’s terminal, the one she and Ed had spent hours behind when the mag sail went out.
“Remind me to tell you about my grandmother’s stint on the old Mir sometime,” said Margot. “Now there was an adventure.”
Jean actually smiled and Margot felt a wash of gratitude. Someone in here was still who she thought they were.
Jean spoke to the terminal. “Reggie, we’ve got a massive fault in the exterior communications system. Can you analyze from this system?” As she spoke, Margot hit the intercom button on the wall to carry the answer to the command center.
“Massive disruption and multiple error processing,” said Reggie, sounding even more mechanical than usual. “I will attempt to establish interface.”
“You hear that?” Margot said to the intercom grill. She could just hear the static pulses coming from the command center as whispering echoes against the walls of the connector.
“Roger,” came back Nick’s voice.
“I am...getting reports of an external signal,” said Reggie. “It is...there is...internal fault, internal fault, internal fault.”
Jean shut the terminal’s voice down. “What the hell?” she demanded of Margot. Margot just shook her head.
“External signal? How is that possible? This can’t be a comm burst from Houston.”
Margot’s gaze drifted to the black triangle of the window. The echoes whispered in ones and twos.
“What’s a language with only two components?” Margot asked.
Jean stared at her. “Binary.”
“What do we, in essence transmit from here when we do our comm bursts? What might somebody who didn’t know any better try to send back to us?”
Jean’s face went nearly as white as Tom’s. “Margot, you’re crazy.”
Margot didn’t bother to reply. She just pushed herself back up the connector to the bridge.
“Tom? Did you hear that?”
Tom didn’t look up. He had a clip board and pen in his hands. As the static bursts rang out, he scribbled down a 1 for each single burst and a 0 for each pair. He hung the board in mid-air, as if not caring where it went and his hands flew across the keyboard. “Oh yeah, I heard it.”
Nick was back at his station, typing at his own keyboard. “The engineering ex-systems seem to be intact. Maybe we can get an analysis....” He hit a new series of keys. Around them, the static bursts continued. Margot’s temples started to throb in time with the insistent pulses.
“There’s something,” Tom murmured to the terminal. His voice was tight, and there was an undercurrent in it Margot couldn’t identify. “It’ll take awhile to find out exactly what’s happened. I’ve got Reggie recording,” he looked straight at Nick. “As long as it doesn’t crash all the way....”
Margot and Jean also turned to Nick. Margot thought she saw relief shining behind his eyes. At least now he won’t have to find us make-work to do.
“All right,” said Nick. “Tom, you keep working on the analysis of this...whatever it is. Jean, we need you to do a break down on Reggie. What’s clean and what’s contaminated.” He turned his dark, relieved eyes to Margot. “I’ll take care of Paul. Margot...”
“I’ll make sure all the peripherals are at the ready,” said Margot. “We don’t know what’s happening next.”
Nick nodded. Margot extracted herself from her station and followed Nick down the connector. She tried not to look as he worked the wheel on the sick bay hatch. She just let herself float past and made her way down to the cargo bay.
The cargo bay was actually a combination cargo hold and staging area. Here they stored the carefully locked down canisters holding the ore samples. Here too was where they suited up for all their extra-vehicular activities. Just outside the airlock, the explorer boats waited, clamped tightly to the hull. They were small, light ships that looked like ungainly box kites stripped of their fabric. The explorers were barely more than frames with straps to hang sample containers or sample gatherers or astronauts from. They’d been designed for asteroid rendezvous and landing. Margot remembered the sensation of childlike glee when she got to take them in. She loved her work, her mission, her life, but that had been sheer fun.
For a brief moment they thought they might be able to use the explorers to tow the Forty-Niner into an orbit that would allow one of the Martian stations to mount a rescue, but Reggie’s models had shown it to be impossible. The delta-vee just wasn’t there. So the explorers sat out there, and she sat in here, along with the core samplers, the drillers, the explosive charges, doing nothing much but waiting to find out what happened next.
Hang on, Margot. Stay alive one minute longer, and one minute after that. That’s the game now isn’t it? Forget how to play and you’ll be following Paul, Ed, and Tracy.
She touched the intercom button so she could hear the static bursts and Tom’s soft murmuring. It reminded her that something really was happening. A little warmth crept into her heart. A little light stirred in her mind. It was something, Tom had said so. It might just be help. Any kind of help.
Small tasks had kept her busy during the two weeks since they lost the sails, and small tasks kept her busy now. She made sure the seals on the ore carriers maintained their integrity. She ran computer checks on the explorers and made sure the fuel cells on the rovers were all at full capacity, that their tanks were charged and the seals were tight. Given the state Reggie was in, she was tempted to put on one of the bright yellow hard-suits and go out to do a manual check. She squashed the idea. She might be needed for something in here.
She counted all the air bottles for the suits and checked their pressure. You never knew. With Reggie acting up, they might have to do an EVA to point the antenna back toward Earth. If this last, strange hope proved to be false, she still hadn’t said good-bye to her fiancé Jordan, and she wanted to. She didn’t want to just leave him in silence.
Reggie’s voice, coming from the intercom, startled her out of her thoughts.
“Help,” said Reggie. “Me. Help. Me. We. Thee. Help.”
Margot flew up the connector. She was the last to reach the command module. She hung in the threshold, listening to Reggie blurt out words one at a time.
“There. Is. Help.” said Reggie, clipped and harsh. The words picked up pace. “There is help. Comet. Pull. Tow. Yourself. There is a comet approaching within reach. You can tow yourself toward your worlds using this comet. It is possible. There is help.”
Margot felt her jaw drop open.
Tom looked down at his clipboard. “What Reggie says we’ve got here is a binary transmission from an unknown source. Taking the single pulses as ones and the double pulses as zeroes gave us gibberish, but taking the single pulses as zero and the double pulses as one gave us some version of machine language. The engineering expert sub-system was able to decode it.”
Margot felt her mouth go dry. “My God,” she whispered. “The seventh cavalry really is made up of little green men.”
Tom gripped his pen tightly, obviously resisting the urge to throw it in frustration. “This is impossible, this can’t be happening.”
Margot shrugged. “Well, it is.”
“It can’t be,” growled Tom. “Aliens who can create a machine language Reggie can read inside of four hours? It couldn’t happen.”
“Unless they’ve been listening in on us for awhile,” Jean pointed out.
Tom tapped the pen against the clipboard. One, two, one. “But how...”
Margot cut him off. She didn’t want to hear it anymore. This was help, this was the possibility of life. Why was he trying to screw it up? “We’ve been beaming all kinds of junk out into space for over a hundred years. Maybe they’ve been listening that long.” She felt his doubt dribbling into the corners of her mind. She shut it out by sheer force of will.
Jean folded her arms tightly across her torso. “At this point, I wouldn’t care if it was made up of demons from the seventh circle of Hell, just so long as it’s out here.”
“Jesus,” breathed Nick softly. Then, in a more normal voice he said, “Okay, Margot, you and Jean are going to have to do an EVA to turn the antenna around so we can send a burst to Houston.”
“We can’t tell Houston about this,” said Jean sharply.
“What?” demanded Tom.
Jean hugged herself even tighter. “They’d think we’d all gone crazy up here.”
“What’s it matter what they think?” Nick spread his hands. “It’s not like they can do anything about it.”
“They can tell our families we’ve all taken the mental crash,” said Jean flatly. “I, for one, do not want to make this any worse on my parents.”
Nick nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “We keep this our little secret. But if we do make it back, mission control is going to have a cow.”
Tom looked from Nick to Jean and Margot saw something hard and strange behind his eyes. He faced Margot. “This thing with the comet, could we really do something like this?”
Margot’s mouth opened and closed. A short-period comet, swinging around the sun. If they caught it on its way back in...if they could attach a line (hundreds of kilometers of unused cable coiled on its drum against the hull of the ship)... theoretically, theoretically, it could pull them into a tighter orbit. The stresses would be incredible. Several gees worth. Would they be too much? How to make the attachment? Couldn’t land on a comet, even if the explorers had the delta-vee. Comets were surrounded by dust and debris, they ejected gas jets, ice, and rock. Asteroids were one thing. Asteroids were driftwood bobbing along through the void. Comets were alive and kicking.
But maybe...maybe...
“We’d need to find the thing,” she said finally. “We’d need course, distance, speed. We’d need to know if we can use the RCM to push us near enough to take a shot at it. We’d probably need the explorers to do the actual work of attaching the Forty-Niner to the comet...”
“We could use the mag sail,” said Jean. She gnawed slowly on her thumbnail. “All that cable, we could use it as a tow rope. But we’d need a harpoon, or something....”
“A harpoon?” said Tom incredulously.
Jean just nodded. “To attach the tether to the comet. Maybe we could use some of the explosives...”
Nick smiled, just a little. For the first time in days, Margot saw the muscles of his face relax. “Jean, let’s get down to engineering and see what we can work up. Tom, you and Margot find our comet.” His smile broadened. “And keep an ear out in case the neighbors have more to say.”
“No problem,” said Margot. She raised her arm and whistled. “Taxi!”
Jean, an old New Yorker, actually laughed at that, and Margot grinned at her. Nick and Jean pulled themselves down the connector. Margot planted her feet on the Velcro patch next to Tom.
“Let’s see if we can still get to the database,” she said, as she reached over his shoulder for the keys. “We should be able to narrow down...”
Tom did not lift his gaze from the screen. “It’s a fake, Margot,” he whispered.
Margot’s hand froze halfway to the keyboard. “What?”
“Little green men my ass,” he spat toward the console. “It’s a fake. It’s Nick. He’s doing this to try to keep us going.”
Margot felt the blood drain from her cheeks, and the hope from her heart. “How do you know?”
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