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Murmer

Calie Voorhis

Margaret sits in the
meadow, the pine-cone needle in her left hand. The sun is warm on
her face except where the breeze, swaying the yellow tufts of
grass, brushes past the tracks of slow tears.

 


It was all unknown
then, this new world, Morning.

In Morning there were
no streets—not as she knew them, lined up in straight grids—no
houses and shops. The city of Viridian was green, not steel and
stone, filled with immense trees soaring up to the grey sky.
Walkways on large branches made bridges, and blue leaves drifted
down. Viridian was full of the tree denizens; crowded in the
dim trails with quiet beings who nodded as they passed her. Bright
purple birds crooned and flitted in the upper branches. Margaret
took a deep breath and tasted the solace of rich loam, welcoming
after the recycled tang of the spaceship.

They’d come to the
planet Morning from Alba. Before Alba, there was Manto IV. Margaret
lost track of the other worlds. Barry’s job as envoy took them
places, took them into time dilation and away from her friends,
always roaming, never taking root. Once she’d thought the life
exciting, glamorous; now the adventure had paled into a constant
move.

After they’d arrived at
their house, one of a cluster of alien cubes stuck like mushrooms
among the forest, Barry had thrown the carisacks on the bare bed.
‘Here,’ he’d said. ‘Go ahead and unpack, will you?’ He was out the
door without even a kiss.

She waited for him to
come home that night, in the clean house with the sleeproom and
their few possessions carefully placed—the wedding picture of the
two of them on the same wall in the living room, where it always
hung. As she stared at the kitchen, she knew nothing changed.

‘Where’s dinner?’ he
asked when he came in, long after dark. He kissed her, a quick peck
on the lips, followed by a brief hug.

Margaret nodded towards
the reheater. He ate without a word and went to bed, his back
against hers.

 


The great city of
Viridian is an island bounded by rivers on either side, one a deep
slow beast with a broad silver back and slow rafts crossing it, the
other swift and rocky, tearing torrents and arching bridges. The
trees themselves, the denizens of Morning, tower up to the sky,
some as big as a stardrive.

The meadow in the
middle of the city is free from the rustling of business, free from
the shade of leaves, free from the denizens and base personnel. It
is reserved for those who seek the change, who are deciding, like
Margaret. Like many before, she is just the latest alien to make a
choice.

 


Margaret wandered into
the centre one day, a net of groceries from the base commissary
slung over her shoulder. The light of the open area attracted her
and she found herself taking a winding path of grey and white
flecked pebbles to the edge.

The broad meadow was
full of pink spring flowers. Margaret stepped out of the shadows
and into the lea and resisted an urge to do cartwheels. She picked
some flowers and held them to her nose. The bouquet smelled like
lavender, roses, and the bitter resin of a cut Yule tree.

‘Are you wishing to
change?’ he asked her.

Margaret was startled
and dropped the flowers.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.
‘I didn’t know anyone was here.’ His tall form swayed in the
sunlight, shaped like a human, if a human were a weeping willow.
His eyes peered blue out of a face embedded in gossamer leaves.
Where he should have had skin he had pale green pliable bark, and
twigs for hair.

‘Do you wish to
change?’ he asked again. ‘If not, you should leave, Margaret.’

‘You know my name.’ She
shifted the net of food higher on her shoulder and smoothed down
the front of her faded blue dress.

‘How could I not, when
so many of my leaves see you about the city, see you lost in
Morning, regretting what you’ve left? I am Murmer,’ he said. He
held out his left hand.

The hand was gnarled
like an old branch, covered in grey bark.

‘I believe it is the
custom of your people to shake hands?’ His voice wavered. A gust of
wind swept back Margaret’s hair.

‘You’ve got the wrong
hand,’ she said. She set her grocery net down and held out her
right hand.

He laughed and switched
hands. Up and down he swung her arm.

She’d expected his hand
to be rough, insubstantial, for she’d seen the denizens drifting
through the dappled city. But he was smooth, warm, solid, and the
wooden touch of his thumb on her wrist set her pulse racing.

 


The wind shifts to the
east now, blowing the scent of winter from the city—the dry mould
of leaf rot, the sweet of dried grass. Soon it will be winter and
the rains again.

Margaret wonders if
Murmer is already gone with the rest of the leaves, faded into the
loam.

If she plunges the
needle into her arm, if she takes the challenge, she’ll be the
fifth from the base this year. Two made the metamorphosis from
human to tree, are now seeds in the city, waiting spring and the
planting. Two failed and are nothing more than dry husks, pith
rotted out from within. She will change the odds to one side or
another if she commits.

Or she can lay the
needle down. Leave Morning with Barry, who even now waits for her,
back at the cookie-cutter house, bags packed and in his pressed
uniform. She can continue to follow him through the vastness of
space, trailing along, belonging nowhere. The feel of the starched
collar as she laid his shirt out on their bed this morning is still
in her hands.

 


The second time they
met, she thought she knew what she was doing. What did it hurt for
her to have a friend on this planet, she thought, wheeling a
hovercart full of fresh clothing from the cleaners.

Something of her own,
this friend, Murmer. Not like the tidy base house, which wasn’t
hers, or the clothing, which Barry bought for her, or his friends,
who were jolly and bright, full of uniformed pomp and talk of wars
in far-off systems.

The second time they
met, Margaret and Murmer sat in the meadow and talked of their
lives. He told her of the wonders he’d seen through the eyes of his
fellow forest, the knowledge contained in the dense pith of his
tree, and the way the deep roots tasted the planet’s core.

Margaret told him of
the travel, exciting at first, each new place an adventure, now
paled and stale, how she missed the Barry she’d married—the way his
eyes used to light up when he saw her, how she’d grown to miss a
place of her own, a voice of her own.

The third time Margaret
and Murmer met, they kissed. It wasn’t anything Margaret had
planned, she was just looking for a friend, but something in his
blue eyes, the way the crinoline leaves lined his face, the way his
hand trembled against her back, turned the half-attempt of a hug,
foreign to them both, into something else. The kiss tasted like
winter on the planet she’d been born on, full of the piney taste of
fir and crisp nights.

‘Tell me about the
change,’ she said one day weeks later. Murmer sat down beside her
on the slight hill with the sun warming the fresh grass.

‘Once upon a time,’
Murmer said. ‘That is how you begin stories of long
ago?’

‘Or stories that were
never quite real.’ Margaret rotated his hand in hers and let his
fingers wrap around her wrist.

He dropped a kiss on
the top of her head and pulled her closer, wrapping his legs around
to create a nest of sorts. Murmer smelled like the tree he
resembled, sweet and spicy, and underneath, a damp rising of
earth.

‘Once upon a time,’
Murmer said, ‘everything talked and walked and danced at midnight,
in forest glades under the full moon. The light flowed from inside
to light up the moon, not the other way around. The moon’s glow was
reflected joy, not dim shadows of sunlight over the earth’s umbra.
Eclipses vanished the day and allowed the aspens’ quaking to shed
through the wastes. This was before, when the trees were still
young, before the first aliens came and learned to choose, to
decide to stop roaming, the way we did an aeon ago.’

Murmer shifted.
Margaret could feel him hard against her back. Barry had told her
this morning about an administrative assistant leaving the base for
a ‘native’. The rosy cheeks on Barry’s broad face had dimpled in
disgust and Margaret had turned away to make the bed, hoping to
hide the rising flush.

Murmer continued. His
soft voice lilted as the wind rustled over the grass, as the breeze
blew through the city. He told her of the awakening of the great
trees, the first visitors from the other worlds, the creation of
the denizens, each part of the whole tree.

She stopped him then.
‘Do you mean you’re not really you?’

His grip on her
shoulder tightened then relaxed. ‘I am Murmer, yes. I am an
individual, also part of the tree, just a leaf among others. Each
is different but part of the whole. I am the forest. I am a
dream.’

Margaret fell silent,
reminded with a shock to her stomach that this person was not
human. His hands rubbed her shoulder. She shook them off. ‘I think
I should go home,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I should see you any
more.’

Margaret waited for him
to call after her. When she glanced back, he just stood there and
swayed.

 


When had Barry changed?
Or had it been her?

Margaret couldn’t
pinpoint the day when love had died. He didn’t kiss her when he
came home any more. She didn’t miss him during the long days. They
ate their meals in silence and rolled away from each other in bed.
She wanted him back—the one who used to smile—almost as much as she
wanted something to call her own. Perhaps Barry was the only thing
she could have, could possess in this roaming life.

She turns the needle
over and over in her hand, testing the sharp point on one thumb,
then the other.

Her heart is a
betrayer, she thinks. Black and barren. Will the needle, will the
becoming, ease the pain? Will belonging to a place quench the urge
for another person?

 


Margaret didn’t see
Murmer for the rest of the spring and most of the lazy days of
summer. She kept herself occupied with her errands, dusting, and
cleaning. The pit in her heart grew and overtook her body, till she
moved around by memory alone, numb. She indulged in her vices, more
glasses of wine with dinner than she should, more cocktails at the
endless parties. She spent a whole day in bed.

She tried to woo her
husband back. In the night, she reached for him. His familiar
fingers woke response in her. When he left for work the next
morning, the smile was back, and he whistled on the way out.

‘Can we stay here?’ she
asked him one day when he came home from the embassy.

‘And give up space?’ He
kissed her on her forehead. ‘Become a grounder? You know you don’t
want that.’

‘Perhaps not,’ she
said, returning his hug, knowing he would never settle down.

Through the summer, she
learned to love him again, or to at least pretend to the
possibility.

One day the urge rose
within, a restless itch in her legs, and she set the dust cloth
down and headed for the meadow. Just to get some sun, she told
herself. Murmer would have moved on by now anyway.

He was there, waiting.
His leaves, like bright green hair, rustled in the noon sun.

She stopped on the edge
of the meadow, in the border of the shadow of the city. Her heart
thumped. A few moments passed. Murmer stood still, rooted. She
forced her feet to walk towards him, not run.

‘I never finished
telling you,’ he said. ‘About the change.’ He raised a hand towards
her, like he would brush the hair from her eyes, then dropped
it.

Margaret forced a
smile, feeling her lips tighten. ‘Tell me,’ she said as she sat
down.

Murmer sat a few feet
away from her. His leaves were fading, she noted. Yellowing around
the edges.

She kept her hands
tight together in her lap as he talked.

‘Wait,’ she said,
stopping him as her mind caught up to his words. ‘If I change, will
I still be me?’

Murmer shrugged and
held out his hands to the sun. ‘What are you?’

‘Will I still be me?’
she repeated.

‘You will be more,’ he
said. This time when he reached for her hand, she let him take it.
‘You will not be the same. Parts of you will walk in the forest
while you remain planted. You’ll remember this life like a dance, a
dream, a moment.’

 


Margaret wonders if she
wants change or wants death. She knows what she wants she can’t
have, never could have. Not now, not ever—Murmer. All she can have
is the planet, a home, a place to rest, to stay.

She pounds the ground
with a fist.

 


Margaret resolved to be
good. She kept the house clean, programmed dinner for the other
officers and their wives. Smiled when she knew she should, refilled
glasses and made small talk. And then the letter came, in the
autumn.

‘Darling,’ Barry said
to her one night. ‘It’s finally happened.’

‘Yes,’ she said, as she
loaded the dishes. Her mind was on Barry and Murmer, running in the
useless circles it always ran in.

‘We’re out of here. Our
transfer came through. We’re going to New Melbourne. Isn’t it
great?’

‘How long?’ she
asked.

‘Two weeks. Better get
packing.’ Barry chuckled.

‘I’m not going,’ she
said, the words sticking in her throat. ‘I want to stay.’

Barry turned to her,
disbelief reddening his cheeks. ‘Here?’

‘Yes. I like this
planet. I want to settle down, I want to stop moving.’

‘Oh, honey,’ he said,
gathering her in his arms. ‘I know this is hard on you. I promise,
one day, we’ll stop. When my next enlistment is up, I won’t
renew.’

He would. She’d heard
this before.

‘Come on, say you’ll
follow me, just a little further.’

She nodded, to please
him, to stop the argument from the familiar circle it turned in
every time they left for another world. He left for the sleeproom,
and the glass in her hand shattered on the floor.

Margaret hurried out to
the meadow the next morning.

Murmer waited there, a
thing she’d grown used to. He was aflame in colour, this Murmer,
full of orange edges with red leaf centres. His hair was golden
yellow, and the smaller leaves of his beard bright umber.

‘We’re leaving,’ she
said. She ran towards him.

‘I need to say
goodbye,’ Murmer said at the same time. He reached for her hands
and she let him take them. The throb of her pulse quickened.

‘Where are you going?’
they said together.

Margaret tightened her
grasp on his hands. ‘You look beautiful.’

‘As do you.’ He let go
of her right hand and traced the contours of her chin.

‘Barry’s been
transferred. To New Melbourne. He expects me to go with him.’

‘And will you?’

‘It depends on you.’
She stepped forward and tilted her head up to meet his blue
eyes.

Murmer let go of her
and stepped back. ‘I won’t be here much longer. It’s my time to
turn, to rejoin the dream.’

Margaret’s hands fell
to her sides. ‘What?’ Her heart stuttered.

‘It’s autumn. Soon it
will be winter.’

‘So you’re going to
hibernate?’ She knew, even as she asked it, it wasn’t what he
meant.

‘Trees change in the
autumn,’ he said. His head tilted to the side to regard her.

Margaret sat on the
ground with a thud that travelled all the way up her spine. She
looked at her hands, at the sunlight bright on them, noticed they
trembled. With a gasp, she remembered to breathe.

‘You’re going to leave
me,’ she said.

‘I was always going to
leave you,’ Murmer replied. ‘I thought you knew.’

‘No.’ Margaret pushed
the fingertips of her hands together. A drop of salt water fell on
her thumb, a tear.

Murmer sat down beside
her and she could hear the creak of old wood. ‘How could you not
know?’ He sounded confused.

Margaret shrugged and
watched the tears drip down to stain her blue skirt. ‘We’ve been so
many places, Barry and I. And they’re all the same once we get
there. The same base layout, the same houses. You never even have
to leave if you don’t want to. So I stopped paying attention. It
was enough to pack, to unpack, every time. To lose my friends every
time. I stopped caring about where we were. Once, I thought Barry
would be enough . . . ’ Her voice cracked and she
clenched her teeth. Far away, she could hear the rustle of the
city. Beyond that the roar of a spaceship took flight from the
base.

‘I wanted to stay here,
with you,’ Margaret said when she thought her voice was under
control. ‘It was silly of me, I see that now.’ The trembling had
taken over her entire body. Her shoulders shook and her chest was
tight with muzzled sobs. Margaret felt a touch on her shoulder.
Sunlight swam in her vision.

‘Not silly,’ he said.
‘If I could wish such a thing, I would. I can’t. I can’t even wish
it.’

Margaret took a deep
breath. The air burned in her lungs. ‘Of course not,’ she said.
‘Please forgive me for being an idiot.’

Murmer brushed his
shoulder against hers. The comfort he offered let the sobs escape
and she cried until her face was covered with tears.

A thought occurred to
her, a wave of hope spread out from the pit in her stomach. ‘Will
you be back in the spring? Because I could wait for you.’

He pulled Margaret to
her feet and wrapped her in his arms then. ‘No,’ he said into her
hair. ‘I won’t be back. Others will, for their season, but not this
me. I’ll be a different tree.’

Margaret felt her body
become ice and stone. The shaking stopped. Stupidly, she’d thought
she could have it all—the relationship and the world too. A home,
not dependant on a person, but with someone, a place she wouldn’t
move on from, with this being, this Murmer, who was as rooted as
she wanted to be.

‘All I can offer you is
the change,’ he said. He reached into his side and pulled out a
device, shaped like a pine-cone with a sharp needle at the end.

‘What good does that do
me? Does it bring me you?’ Her voice rose.

‘No. All it offers is
the chance for permanence. The chance to live, rooted in a spot, to
grow under the shade until you reach the sun, to be part of the
whispering city. To, in time, have leaves of your own, all the
parts of yourself free to change, to wander.’

‘To die,’ she finished
and angrily wiped a tear away.

Murmer shrugged and his
body swayed for a moment as a fierce gust blew past, rattling the
grass like a wave on the ocean. The crest swept towards them, then
past, down the hill. ‘Death is only change,’ he said.

Margaret watched the
grass return upright. ‘Would you stay if you could?’

He didn’t answer and it
was answer enough for her. Margaret took the needle from his hand,
not meeting his eyes. She marched away, back stiff. She didn’t turn
back.

Barry was there when
Margaret got home.

‘Where have you been?’
he asked, leaning over an open beige carisack. ‘I started packing.’
He grabbed her and spun her around.

She broke free of his
embrace, walked into the bathroom, and splashed water on her face.
‘Out,’ she said from behind the closed doors. ‘Went for a walk. Why
the rush? Aren’t you supposed to be at work?’

‘They moved my schedule
up. We leave tomorrow.’

Margaret gripped the
edge of the bathroom counter with her hands. Of course. Probably
better this way. She pulled the needle from her pocket and sat down
on the edge of the tub. Baring an arm, she took the needle and
started to press it against her skin.

‘Are you going to come
help me pack?’ Barry yelled from the sleeproom. ‘You know I never
do it the way you like.’ The teasing edge to his tone tore her
heart open.

She didn’t answer and
stared at her bare white arm, at the needle. After a few moments,
she put the needle back in her pocket, washed her face again and
went to help Barry. He had folded all the shirts wrong and she had
to take them out and start over. Margaret snapped each fold into
place, stamped down each item of clothing in the suitcase to
compact it.

‘Are you mad at me?’
Barry asked. His red face watched her.

The temples on her
forehead throbbed. ‘No, I’m not mad at you,’ she said. She forced a
smile. ‘So, where are we going next again?’

In the evening, he took
her out for a last meal at the base commissary.

‘Do you mind if we walk
through the city for a bit?’ she asked.

Barry shrugged. ‘I
thought you didn’t like the city.’

‘I just want to look at
it one last time before we leave.’ She angled away so he couldn’t
see her face.

‘Sure.’ He took her
hand in his. ‘We haven’t been on a walk together for a while.
Remember the glorious beach on Alba?’

Margaret nodded.

‘Well, New Melbourne
has an ocean to compare. Perhaps we can recreate a few moments?’ He
nudged her with an elbow. For a moment, Margaret clung to his hand,
happy for the warmth and familiar feeling of his fingers.

Viridian was dark with
little lamps like fireflies floating high in the trees. Glow globes
made dim circles on the lower trails. Margaret and Barry stepped
from one halo to the dark, then back into the light.

Denizens passed them
quiet on the loam path and Margaret’s heart pounded each time. None
of them was Murmer.

The night was silent
except for the faint trill of insects sounding like tiny violin
players. When Barry suggested they return home so he could get some
sleep, she agreed.

She tossed and turned
all night. Every time she moved, Barry snuggled back up to her. In
the quiet hours of the morning, she fell asleep with her legs
twined with his, his breath soft on her shoulder.

 


Margaret sits and the
shadows lengthen around her as the sun moves above. In the
distance, she hears the roar of an engine and watches the silver
spike force its way up into the sky in a column of cloud and
fire.

With a sigh, she takes
the needle in a steady hand, presses it into the bend of her left
arm, and squeezes the trigger. With a tiny pinprick she has made
her choice. It doesn’t feel like anything at all. She looks at her
hands—they still look the same. After a few moments, she realises
they’re turning green. The code of her cells is changing, morphing,
turning from animal to plant. Already she can feel her toes’ urge
to embed in the dirt, her hairs’ need to feel the winter rain.

The wind blows her hair
back and she waits for the change to complete. She will root on
this planet, Morning, and will be a part of the city, blooming in
the spring.
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Beautiful

Cat Sparks

The invitation to
Rukash House had come as a great surprise. Nin accepted, blushing,
even though she supposed her inclusion merely served to address the
colour balance. The Remembrance of Oris required ochre
swirls. Nin didn’t mind at all. It was exciting to be asked, a
treat rarely afforded members of her caste. Rukash House’s murals
were famed across the continent, each panel depicting a well-known
sequence from The Book of Suhab.

She took a deep breath
and climbed the marble staircase. A prim doorman waited to take her
cloak and scarf. Beyond the gilded double gates, such splendour!
More finely attired people than she had ever seen gathered in one
place before. How dull she felt in her flimsy patterned silk, flat
clogs and sand-plain hair.

No-one else from her
sector had been invited. She craned her neck, hoping to catch a
familiar face, even if it belonged to someone she didn’t actually
know. Such intricate beadwork on the gowns, star sapphires sewn
with silver thread. Jewels so rare she couldn’t even name them.
Part of her wanted to turn on her heels and flee. Another part was
so excited she could barely breathe. Wait till Nok heard all about
it. And Asha—she’d plain die of jealousy!

The ballroom’s
centrepiece was a constellation chandelier. She knew of such
things, of course, but had never seen one. A nebular web set in
brilliant filigree, it peppered the room with pulses of
contentment.

As she stood below it,
wondering if she’d have the nerve to see the evening through, Nin
sensed five beautiful scattered throughout the crowd. How
ever had the hostess enticed so many? She must have paid an
exorbitant sum, though she’d never admit to the truth of it. The
kind of question you weren’t supposed to ask.

The five spaced
themselves evenly. Glowing admirers took pains to keep a respectful
distance. A beautiful moved to stand beside the sculpted nude just
a few feet away from Nin. She longed to edge in closer for a look
but it was impolite to draw attention by pushing.

There were ways to
engage with the beautiful. Stern decorum and polite conceits. You
weren’t supposed to crowd or box them in. A pose of casual
indifference was best; looking without appearing to gawp. Never
touch unless one of them touched you first.

The hostess’s name was
Mija—almost as famous as Rukash House itself. Silver-blonde with
skin of russet hue. Her dances were the stuff of legend, gossiped
about for months on end. Some whispered she was descended from the
Great House of Ezatyra. Others hinted at less salubrious
origins.

Nin knew better than to
court her attention. She fixed her eyes on all the lovely gowns,
then rested them upon the beautiful, impossible as they were to
ignore for long. The one nearest Nin sported a fabulous
silver-blonde mane. Hair like that took decades to grow, which
meant it must have been older than it looked. Completely at ease
amidst the ballroom’s golden splendour, it radiated smug
superiority, shifting through a sequence of poses choreographed to
display its perfection to best advantage.

There’d been two
silver-blondes in Nin’s dorm at Shoushan, way back in childhood
when they were identical in all ways but hair. The silver-blondes,
Ang and Gita, had been excited even then, enchanted with
comprehension of their rarity. Both were utterly certain they would
bloom to beauty, as certain as Nin had been that she herself would
not. Nin had thought the Shoushan brood mothers cruel, encouraging
the silver-blondes so heartily. There was no sure-fire predictor of
beauty. No traits that could be encouraged or shaped. When the time
was right, you either blemished or you didn’t. That was all there
was to it.

Some mothers believed
they could tell ahead of time. Occasional lucky guesses made them
cocky with false knowing. Which was all very well if you kept it to
yourself. Another thing to get a hatchling’s hopes up. Both those
silver-blondes had blemished. In the end, their precious hair meant
nothing. The one called Ang had been shamed into exile. The other,
Gita, nobody liked to speak of what happened to her. Those Shoushan
mothers were never punished for their failings. Nin didn’t think
that was right.

Not that anything could
have quelled the pent-up energies of the hatchlings themselves. The
raw excitement during manifestation months. Nin vividly recalled
the thrill of it—and the blinding terror. Every night you went to
sleep thinking, would tomorrow be the day? Would you awake still
safely cocooned in the mottled beige of childhood? Or would the
unsubtle taint of failure stain its trail across your flesh? When,
at long last, ridges pushed up through your skin, would they be
hard and coarse like bristle, or small and delicate as dew-kissed
summer buds?

How many mornings had
Nin been wrenched from slumber by a chorus of hysterical sobs and
shrieks as, one by one, each hatchling was forced to face the
truth. They weren’t beautiful and never would be. Purple swirls
would creep across their skin, overpowering the innocence of
childhood. Skin that would harden and ridge over time, as would
their stoic little hearts, but for now the mothers would have their
hands full mopping up tears and offering consolation to those whose
dreams had shattered.

‘It’s not so bad is it,
now, m’dear—ending up like the rest of us?’ The most pathetic
consolation the old could offer the young. Nin remembered how
ancient those mothers had seemed—and how ugly. Now she was as old
as they’d been then and she saw the world through very different
eyes.

Nin had not applied for
motherhood. The Shoushan hatchery echoed with harsh memories.
Mothering seemed a vast and thankless profession; tut-tutting and
tsk-tsking over hundreds during the difficult hatchling phase. Nin
had sought herself a future in hydroaltics, settling comfortably
into the patterns of laboratory life when she matured. She’d never
held high future expectations, even before her beauty failed to
manifest. Nin elected to prepare herself for the inevitable rather
than stooping to the flooding tears and theatrical histrionics of
her ugly sisters.

Nin’s day of reckoning
had arrived unannounced. A quiet thing, like snowflakes settling
upon soil. She’d been undressing before the mirror, her mind on
other things. Lifting her shirt, she saw the ugly purple stain—a
full week before her ridges began to push. A little part of her
died in that instant. She’d never dared to hope, nor dream, yet
hopes and dreams are the purest flames of youth. She angled her
back for a better look, then let the shirt fall down to hide her
shame. She stared at her own pale reflection for a minute or
two—the light never was very strong in that room—and then in one
swift motion, hoisted the shirt and was done with it: the
bitterness, the disappointment, the pain. She tossed it all aside
with the laundry, chose a different garment and got on with it.
There were other pleasures to be had in life. Other meanings, other
adventures. Beauty was merely one thing out of many.

The following weeks had
passed in a blur. She could recall so little detail now, but
perhaps there wasn’t much to remember once the truth was finally
out and everybody knew it. The beautiful were already setting
themselves apart at Shoushan. Dissolving former friendships and
alliances, touching each other excitedly as they cemented to form a
group. Hardest for everyone to bear were the ones who manifested
late. Too smug too soon, so utterly sure their lack of purpling as
the weeks rolled on meant purple was never going to come.

Nin recalled Gita
actually claiming a place at their table, nestling amongst the
beautiful, beaming and cooing her good fortune, only it wasn’t
right. She was never right. The beautiful eventually tired of her
noise, hunting the purple flush across her skin. They turned on her
like a pack of wild beasts. The helpless mothers could do nothing
to prevent it. Everyone knew the way things were. Risks were
understood. Hatchlings were drilled endlessly in deportment and
etiquette. It was Gita’s fault entirely, but Nin still blamed the
brood mothers, the way they’d teased and fussed and fed false
hopes. Mores were not so lax the year that followed. The mothers
were a sterner crop and nobody was savaged or torn apart.

Nin didn’t announce her
own purple. Her friends were much like she was; shy and quiet.
There hadn’t seemed any reason to make a scene, so she’d just
gotten on with her chores. She’d been hoeing a line of cabbages in
the lazy afternoon sun when Shae moved up to work beside her. Nin
looked up and wiped her sweaty forehead with her wrist. Shae smiled
and in that instant, Nin knew that she had purpled too and accepted
her simple destiny, as had Nin.

 


The Remembrance of
Oris required many castes and colours. Cradling a drink, Nin
found herself a vantage point between two potted sargassi palms.
Which story would be danced tonight? There were more than enough
performers for The Battle of Ashwah-Nemh. Or Narahshanti
Hunts the Wild Dogs. Or even Oris and the Nameless
Maiden, her favourite tale from Shoushan days, despite its
miserable ending.

All three tales were
painted on the walls along with others, she was ashamed to realise,
she’d all but forgotten. The murder of the princess—what had been
her name? Or those winged triplets who’d bested the mighty
dragon?

She hid beneath the
drooping fronds to watch the dance floor patterns swirl and form,
unseen. Mythology had once been her favourite subject. Problem was,
she’d had so little use for it since Shoushan. Her mind was always
filled with practical matters. She was good at her job but not so
good with people. Gatherings like this one made her feel so
small.

The beautiful knew how
to work the crowd, how to tease the love from it with hints of
sexual promise. When one moved, the pattern adjusted itself to flow
and follow, resettling to form new eddies and curls.

And Mija—what was she
up to? As hostess, she should have feigned indifference; stood well
back and let the evening run its course. But, Nin noted, she could
barely conceal her glee. She glowered with pride at every little
detail, canapés shaped like hearts and tears, not to mention the
ornate fireplace with a row of antique weapons mounted above the
mantle—five-pronged daggers, scimitars and spears.

Mija wanted her guests
to believe the beautiful were her friends. Attracted by mere fact
of her own exotic colouring, perhaps. Such things, although
extremely rare, were not unheard of.

But the ballroom was
too crowded. More guests had turned up than could comfortably be
accommodated. Mija flitted about the room, disrupting the designs
with every movement, somehow knowing she could get away with it.
The beautiful were good at what they did, and Mija acted with
vulgarity in that knowledge, ingratiating herself, pushing
boundaries, almost taunting them, thought Nin, tightening the grip
on her glass. What could the crazy woman be up to?

When the dance began it
was languorous, claiming participants one by one, pheromones
pulsing from the centre, enveloping them into the fold. Nin felt
the gentle tug of rhythm, abandoned her drink on the nearest tray.
A component of the ochre quotient, she sniffed out her tone sisters
easily. The ribbon was soon threaded between them, small steps
synchronised, to and fro. Guided by the beautiful, each slice of
sunset merged to form a flame. Russet embers licked the crowd’s
bejewelled edges.

It was the hostess’s
privilege not to join the dance. But Mija watched it closely. Every
step. Every nuance. Sideways glances hinted at clandestine plots
and plans.

The Remembrance of
Oris was customarily danced outdoors, but not tonight. Not on
Mija’s watch. As she wove and blended, Nin gradually glimpsed the
truth behind the masque. The real reason they’d been gathered here.
Something dangerous was going to happen. Something provocative and
new. Something the guests would remember forever. Something that
made her uneasy.

Tonight would be
whispered about in the highest circles: the night we evoked Oris
beneath a constellation chandelier! Five beautiful lead the dance,
no less. Can you believe there were five?

One beautiful separated
from the others, took its stance below the jewelled stars. Nin knew
in an instant which tale the dance would bloom to. Oris and the
Nameless Maiden. She smiled.

And when she looked to
Mija, she saw how she was smiling too. In that instant, Nin
understood. Mija was not content with life as part of a sycophantic
entourage: followers with filed ridges, purple concealed beneath
layers of artfully powdered creme. Before the elliptic pause was at
its zenith, Mija pushed through the crowd like a prow parting water
and indeed it did seem as though the beautiful would let her spoil
their moment.

And what a masterful
dance it was: mesmeric, enthralling, like ripples shivering a
pond’s still surface, only deeper. Much, much deeper. Dark and cool
and green. Colours swirling to drown the whole damn lot of them in
luxurious, forbidden depths.

Suddenly,
uncharacteristically, with no thought for what she was doing, Nin
dropped the ribbon and stepped as close to the beautiful who was
dancing Oris as she dared. Hugging her own arms, she appraised its
wonder, simultaneously hot and cold, its dorsal spikes shimmering
beneath the stellar chandelier’s fine light. Nin felt the heat
steam from its flesh, sensed the ridges along her own lines begin
to tingle. Her sweat mingled with its scent and the heady pheromone
backwash almost knocked her off her feet.

She had become the
Nameless Maiden! Fighting to suppress her nervousness, she looked
away, fearing she might die of embarrassment. She breathed in
deeply, drinking in its flavours through her pores. A breeze
brushed lightly across her skin, just enough to break enchantment’s
hold. She looked up as twin footmen swung the balcony’s double
doors wide open.

The beautiful broke
formation, leaving ripples of anxious chatter in its wake. Nin
watched the tip of its crown, besotted by the grace of its passage.
She followed, ribbon abandoned on the floor, nudging gently with
her shoulders as the crowd readjusted itself to fill the
beautiful’s void.

Nin ached to touch it.
To claim its mythology as her own. No, more than that. She needed
to embrace it, hold it tight against her skin. To press her lips
against its mouth and smother it with passion. Trap the heat of it
inside her, helpless between her thighs. She wanted to squeeze the
life from it, leave it quivering, begging for mercy. She wanted to
own this beautiful and share it with no other.

A cold blast of evening
air hit her in the face. She realised she was sweating, her heart
racing, drowning out all other sounds. The beautiful stood mere
feet away, its back to her, moonlight shivering its glossy mane.
What was she supposed to say to it, out here, alone and
unprotected? Why was it standing here at all, away from the
patterns and structures of its own kind?

She’d die if she
touched it. Either it would kill her outright, or one of the others
would. But Nin didn’t care. She was drunk and giddy from the
moonlight. Maybe its touch would be worth dying for? There was only
one way to find out.

As she stepped forward,
it sensed her closeness and turned to face her. Nin didn’t pause.
She moved swiftly, cupping silver cheeks between her palms, drawing
herself up on tiptoes to match its height.

‘I love you, my
prince,’ she whispered, just as Oris’s maiden had once done,
pressing her lips fiercely against its own. The soft, sweet taste
of it filled her mouth, like rosewater blended with wine and honey.
Up so close, its scent was overpowering. She kissed it harder and,
to her astonishment, it kissed her back, drawing her near with its
powerful arms, clutching her tightly to its breast. Nin tasted
blood. Her own? It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the moment.
She prayed it would never end.

‘No!’

The sound struck them
both as surely as a blow. The beautiful relaxed its grip and Nin
staggered free of its embrace.

She turned, heart
thumping, her body quivering with ache. Mija stood behind her,
ridges sharp, her fury barely suppressed. Suddenly aware of the
evening chill, a cloud moving across to cover the moon and a
thousand other ordinary little things, Nin dipped her head in
shame. What had she done? What had she been thinking? Had she
really become the Nameless Maiden in plain view of five hundred
people, let alone that she’d done the deed at all?

She looked back to the
beautiful just in time to see it lift its head. It stared right
past her to Mija and its eyes flared for an instant. Mija bowed and
Nin stepped out of the way as the beautiful strode back into the
ballroom.

Nin held her breath,
waiting to feel the brunt of Mija’s wrath, flinching with
anticipation, but the blow never came. Mija stared at her with
unashamed curiosity, as though seeing Nin for the very first time.
Almost as if Nin wasn’t plain old Nin at all, but some faint
ghosting of beautiful herself.

The corner of Mija’s
lip curled into a smirk. It was supposed to be a put down, but Nin
saw it for what it was. She suppressed a wicked smile of her own
until the hostess spun on her heel and retreated. Nin had made her
jealous! Plain old Nin. Mija had been planning to step into the
Dance. She was intending to become the Nameless Maiden. Nin had
stolen her kiss.

As Nin rejoined the
party, she sensed something had changed. Her lips still tingled,
her heartbeat quivered. Glancing in search of a waiter, she felt
like she was being watched. And she was. Each beautiful had stopped
what it was doing to stare her down with an icy glare. Guests were
beginning to murmur their discomfort, their mutterings like the
droning of a hive.

Nin knew she should
have been afraid but she wasn’t. She didn’t fully comprehend the
why of it, but why didn’t matter. The flush of
triumph would stay with her for always.

She took a drink from
the nearest tray and sipped it, holding her ground. Hostess Mija
was nowhere to be seen.

A minute passed,
perhaps two. By the third, the tension began to dissipate. The
beautiful turned their attention to other things, patterns
realigning to how they were supposed to be.

The tingling sensation
in Nin’s lips faded gently, like the memory of a luxurious dream.
It was time to go. To stay another moment would dilute the
afterglow irreversibly, and she wanted to retain the taste as long
as possible. But when she glanced towards the door, Nin saw she was
surrounded. Guests had formed a ring to block her from the exit.
Her stolen kiss was not to go unpunished.

Nin glanced nervously
from face to face, desperate for someone familiar. Anyone. But all
were strangers, staring her down, their faces blank.
Expressionless.

She swallowed dryly,
her throat constricted. What would these people do to her? Could
she make it to the door? What then?

Nin gathered her
courage, steadied her breath and stepped forward. Nothing happened
so she took another timid step. This time, when she moved, others
moved too, stepping aside so she didn’t have to push.

The look in their eyes
was not menace after all. It was adoration! Pure respect. No wonder
she didn’t recognise it. No-one had ever looked at Nin that way
before.

A footman waited by the
gate, offering her cloak and scarf. He escorted her down the marble
staircase and when she went to thank him, bowed, almost as deeply
as if she’d been a beautiful herself.

Oblivious to the cold
night air, Nin walked down the path towards the road, smiling at
her unexpected fortune. She would chance the weather and walk back
into town, enjoying the companionship of moonlight till it
faded.

She’d barely covered
any ground when a shadow moved across her path. She paused,
hesitant, until the shadow showed its face. Mija, her dark
expression rivalling the night itself.

‘You don’t remember me,
do you?’ she said grimly.

Nin raised her hand to
her lips in involuntary surprise. She opened her mouth to speak but
Mija spoke first.

‘Shoushan. Many years
ago. I had a different name back then, of course.’

Mija stepped closer
into the light. Nin observed small details she had overlooked
before. Missed because she had not suspected and had taken Mija at
face value. In childhood, Mija had once been known as Ang, one of
those poor, hopeful silver-blondes. The one who had not been
savagely torn apart.

‘I didn’t
recognise—’

‘No, of course you
didn’t. They gave me higher cheekbones along with my new name.
Knocked a couple of ridges off. I suppose I should be grateful for
that.’

‘But I had no
idea—’

‘Do you have any
concept of how hard it’s been for me? Living with a blemished
record as well as blemished skin?’

She stared at Nin as
though she were a bug. ‘I didn’t fight my way through life to have
a common ochre steal my glory. What did you think you were
playing at back there?’ Her eyes narrowed as she peered out through
the darkness. ‘Who by all the ancient gods do you think you
are?’

‘Nobody!’ exclaimed
Nin, stepping back. A glint of light refracted off the object
clutched in Mija’s hand.

She raised it high so
Nin could see. The five-pronged dagger from above the ballroom’s
fireplace, a ritual weapon from a bygone age. Wielded, it would
slash through skin like claws.

‘Everybody saw what you
did,’ said Mija, stepping forward. ‘Everybody will presume
. . . ’

‘But I don’t want
anything! I’m not trying to—’

‘Who do you think you
are—the Nameless Maiden? You stole a kiss that wasn’t yours to
steal.’

‘I didn’t mean to
. . . It just happened! The dance. It was the dance.’

‘It’s far too late to
search for meaning, girl. What was done cannot be undone.’ She took
another small step forward. ‘That kiss was supposed to be
mine.’

Nin inched backwards.
She was about to run when footsteps sounded on the marble
staircase. One of the beautiful descended, its mane glazed silver
with moonlight.

Nin froze. She sucked
in her breath, but it ignored her. Mija stepped up, smiling from
ear to ear, but the beautiful ignored her too.

‘Wait!’ she said, but
it kept on walking. She stood sullenly, transfixed by its lavish,
cascading mane, knuckles whitening as her grip on the five-pronged
dagger tightened.

‘I said wait!’ she
shrieked.

When it didn’t respond,
Mija let out a terrifying scream. She raised the weapon high and
ran at the beautiful, a stream of obscenities blurting from her
lips.

She didn’t get far. It
turned and slashed her throat wide open with one swift, perfect
stroke. Blood spurted from the fatal wound, some of it spraying
across the front of Nin’s silk dress.

Nin tasted still-warm
blood on her own trembling lips. Shaking uncontrollably, she
turned, intending to run but the hem of her cloak snagged on her
clogs. She tripped, sprawling head first onto the gravel
pathway.

The beautiful stood
motionless, stone cold as alabaster. Nin scrambled to her feet,
hands and shins scraped raw, the taint of Mija’s blood still in her
mouth. She raced for the road as fast as she could, glancing back
once—just once—when she reached the fence. The sound of boots on
gravel drove her onwards, running faster, choking down panic,
terrified by what she’d seen behind.

Eyes gleaming in the
darkness.

Five pairs.

Beautiful, every
one.
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Hatchway

Simon Petrie

‘Touch me again, and
you’ll need a proctologist.’

Kalpana’s quiet menace
is sufficient to persuade Marisol and Django to back away towards
the clean ceramic sides of the Hanel West 2 airlock; Stieg,
stationed by the lock’s inner hatch, sneers ‘as if’ in response.
Only Boris, holding the small tub of baby-blue gel, has the decency
to colour up.

‘Look, K,’ says Django,
‘the gel’s every bit as vital as the mask, the boots, the gloves.
You’re, huh, going to get cold out there—’

‘You think I haven’t
worked that?’ Kalpana replies, her fragile calm slipping,
shattering. ‘They musta got your plumbing wrong, the shit
that comes out sometimes.’ As soon as the words are out, she
realises they’ve taken her too far, like they’ve a tendency to. Too
far in, or too far away. Too late now. But she’s feeling like a
piece of readymeat, underdressed, self-conscious of her plumpness
and of the all-important two-three years the group has on her. Of
the need to prove she’s not just a kid, to do something the dults
wouldn’t ever dare.

And to show she’s
worthy. Because that’s what she’s here for, after
all. (It’s like Boris had said, the first time he’d let slip about
the initiation, the test: ‘It’s all about showing Titan who’s
boss.’)

‘I don’t think she
wants this,’ Stieg drawls, leaning for effect against the polished
crud-resistant frame that lintels the airlock’s inner hatch.
Stieg’s skinny, a little short, and with skin pale enough that it
makes his spiked hair seem blacker than it is. He fixes his eyes on
her, then sweeps across the rest of the group. He’s playing for an
audience. If Boris is the leader, Django the expert, and Marisol
the conscience (or perhaps, Kalpana muses, the mascot), then Stieg
is the enforcer. Or fancies himself thus, at least. ‘You think she
wants this? Any of you think she deserves this?’

Bastard. There’s no way
she’s going to plead, not in front of a creep like Stieg. But she
needs to do something, to convince them she’s not motivated
just by fear. She stares past him, feigning boredom with his jibes,
affecting a sudden casual interest in the hyperextended saguaro
that, foyered inward of the airlock, stands improbably green within
its deep bed of grey-orange sand. (Not frozen-hydrocarbon sand,
either, but real asteroid-origin faux-Earth silica sand. A
statement of comparison, or solidarity, or something.)

‘It’s not just
about the cold,’ Django says, and she’s grateful enough for the
interjection, for the imperturbability of Boris’s younger brother,
particularly after her slur. Django handcombs his scruffy crest of
orange-brown hair: camo hair, she’d thought it, when first she saw
it. ‘It’s the overpressure. Titan’s going to be trying to, huh,
push its way in, any way it can. The breathmask covers your
face—eyes, ears, mouth, nose. But there’s—’

‘Grossleaks. Okay, you
don’t have to paint the picture.’ She rubs at her bare forearm,
goosefleshed. Unlike the rest of the building, the airlock’s not
designed for warmth; that’s what T-suits are for. None of the group
is T-suited. But she’s the only one in just a single layer, or in
shortsleeves. ‘Makes sense. But then, why the ti— Uh, the
nubs?’

‘Sensitivity,’ says
Boris. ‘Ask Marsy.’ He makes sufficient of a hand gesture, splaying
across his chest, that the tub in his other hand sloshes. Calling
it ‘gel’ is a misnomer, Kalpana decides—some of the drinks
she’s experimented with have been gluggier.

Marisol, for her part,
turns awkwardly away. Maybe she’s not willing to be used as an
example, or maybe she’s still pissed with Boris, from last
week.

‘It’s too runny,’ says
Kalpana, trying not to whine. ‘It’s just going to run straight
off—’

‘Told you she
doesn’t want this,’ says Stieg, staring her down.

‘Shut up, tool,’
Boris says, glaring at Stieg. The latter shrugs, indifferent to the
other’s height and bulk.

‘So you need to add it
last,’ Django explains. ‘That’s one of the reasons for the loose
shirt and shorts—it makes it easier to, huh, slap on the goop
quickly. As well as for movement once you get outside. But it
has to be runny at three hundred K, if it’s to have any
elasticity at one hundred.’

‘We can delay this if
you’d rather,’ suggests Marisol—and something’s up, something’s
bugging her, because Marisol is not looking at Kalpana’s face, not
at all, while she speaks. It’s as if instead she’s conversing with
Boris’s tub of gel. ‘We don’t have to do this today.’ There’s
almost a plea in her voice, Kalpana reckons.

And Kalpana would
readily enough defer. Now that she’s arrived at the moment, it’s as
though there’s a premonition, a foretaste of the overpressure. It’s
strong enough, this feeling, to cause her breath to catch, to send
her heart on such a rush of activity beneath her breast that it’s
sure to catch the boys’ attention. She’s not even sure, right at
this instant, that this is a group she wants to be accepted by: up
close, they’ve lost some of the initial rebellious gloss, the
dult-defying omnipotence that she’d first glimpsed, or thought
she’d glimpsed. Up close, there’s more than a hint of the dult in
how they’re treating her, right now. But there’s Stieg: and she
will not give Stieg the slightest hint of satisfaction. This
is the bravest, stupidest, most illegal thing she’s ever attempted,
and she will not give him reason to taunt her.

Hanel West 2 airlock is
cold. It smells of burnt bleach, baked dust, and cryogrease, and
it’s cold.

‘No,’ says Kalpana,
trying, and signally failing, to catch Marisol’s eye. ‘No, we don’t
have to. But today makes sense, with all the dults either at the
loftball game, or the concert.’

‘She’s right,’ agrees
Boris, as though this settles it. And maybe it does.

‘Right. Then I’m ready.
Five-three-one-four-six, right?’


‘Five-three-four-one-six,’ Django corrects her.

Whoops.

 


She’d been seven,
almost eight, when it happened. When her mother pushed her father
through the hatchway.

Kalpana had mental
images from that day. They’d never leave her. She’d made, from the
images, a loosely-arranged sequence; but it was a knotted thing,
and as difficult to follow as it was painful. It wasn’t until a
full year later that her aunt had been able to assemble for Kalpana
a narrative, a sufficiently-detailed framework through which to
comprehend the day’s events.

To comprehend; but not
to understand.

They’d been living in
Clemence, a small single-arcology community of never more than a
hundred souls, on the southern edge of the Senkyo dunefields. It
wasn’t Kalpana’s first home, nor even the third—miners were
itinerant, almost by definition, and the Brauns certainly fitted
that pattern—but it was the earliest place of which she retained
solid memories.

Ultimately, all of
those memories led back to the airlock.

She wasn’t sure how
long the pharmhands had been living in the community: several
months, certainly, maybe even a year. But families in Clemence came
and went all the time, as processing and extraction fluctuated at
the various mining operations among the coffee-dark dunes to the
north and the sepia-stained knobbled highlands to the south and
east. Among adults, friendships weren’t sought out overmuch,
because why bother establishing ties with a group of people who
might well have moved on within twelve months? Among children of
Kalpana’s age, friendships were understood to be temporary, and
subject to mysterious external influence—a best friend might be
taken, with but few days’ notice, to a mining community several
hundred klicks away. You tended, after awhile, to learn not to
elevate anyone to ‘best-friend’ status, but merely to maintain a
circle of near-equidistant acquaintances. (Or you could communicate
by feed, with friends who really meant something, but Kalpana had
never found that satisfying—what was the point of talking to
someone if you weren’t actually in the same place?)

So the pharmhands had
been in the arcology for months, posing as miners. Until they were
outed, by someone. She’d assumed, after the fact, that it must have
been her father who’d notified the Pol, but Kalpana’s aunt thought
it more likely he’d just been scapegoated. ‘Made an example of,’
she’d explained. ‘Over some pack of sick fucks’ desire—pardon my
Esperanto, but—to maximise their profit. And to keep the
punters intimidated.’

It had unfolded slowly
to start with.

The pharmhands gave no
show of awareness that the Pol would be at the arcology within a
few short hours (though they must have known, if everyone else
did). But the pharmhands had weapons, and they gathered up all of
Clemence’s population and assembled them in the foyer in front of
one of the arcology’s inner airlocks. The sparse crowd of perhaps
sixty people—miners, merchants, retirees, children—were made to
stand in front of the foyer’s synth-stone fountain showpiece. The
constant splashing of water across the scales of the fountain’s
giant sculpted carp was a distraction: Kalpana hoped they wouldn’t
be kept standing here for too long.

Two of the pharmhand
women sported thick red goggles and held HD mining lasers, very
probably the same lasers that had been used to blind and
incapacitate Clemence’s own modest security cadre. The
laser-wielders stood and stared threateningly at anyone in the
crowd (including, from time to time, Kalpana herself) who might
look to move too close, or to escape. Another woman held up a small
shiny phial, which might contain phloo, or perhaps something worse.
Three pharmhand men, also goggled, searched the crowd for someone,
and stopped in front of Horst and Rashmi Braun, Kalpana’s parents,
whom they took out the front of the group. Kalpana moved to
accompany them, but was booted forcefully back by one of the
laser-carriers.

She was scared, and
winded, and humiliated at the kick, and puzzled at what the
pharmhands could want with her parents—were they to be given the
psychoactive virus? Her gaze twisted to the woman who held the
phial aloft, but the woman’s pose did not shift.

On the other side of
the armed guards, two of the men manoeuvred Kalpana’s father into
place, his back to the crowd, in the corridor just in front of the
inner airlock hatch. A third held her mother, who struggled in the
rough embrace until a phrase muttered in her ear persuaded her to
relent, while another man—Mikhail Tulleyrand—permaglued her
father’s elbows, at shoulder height, to either side of the hatch
frameway. This, in Kalpana’s eyes, underscored both the pharmhands’
cruelty and their obtuseness. She now guessed that their intention
was to make her father stand, for hours or days, as punishment.
She’d read about this sort of thing in her history sims just a few
days ago, the petty barbarism of war, mistreatment of prisoners.
Her fear subsided somewhat. The Pol would be here in much less than
a day, and then the pharmhands would be caught, her parents freed.
And although it would probably hurt immensely, her father wouldn’t
necessarily need to be unglued: he could just get these arms, these
‘titanium-cored full-sensation prosthetics’, replaced, same as he’d
had to replace his proper arms after the accident at the
Mezzoramia brinemine, when his T-suit had been pinned in an
iceslip.

The pharmhands were
evil and stupid men and women who deserved to be captured. They
didn’t recognise that her father had artificial arms, and they
clearly didn’t understand that the Pol would be at the arcology
within a few short hours.

Then they permaglued
Horst Braun’s hands to the sides of his balding head, just above
the ears, and it began to be more problematic.

 


She’s pulling on the
mask, a standard home-closet emergency rig of some thick clear
plastic, rimmed with a flabby polymer seal, wishing they’d all give
her a bit more space. She’s not claustrophobic, of course, but
she’s nonetheless feeling crowded, set-upon. And the mask has a
whiff of that tholin stink to it, somewhere between nicotine and
putrefaction, which certainly doesn’t help.

If she’s going to do
this, she’d rather just get on. But Kalpana knows that any
under-prep, any mistake, could be fatal. Belatedly, she wonders if
she’s fit enough. It’d be ironic, or worse than, if she were to
break a limb or something, after all her aunt’s daily exercise
reminders, her weekly ‘Titan may be slow, but it’s not soft’
cautions, her monthly osteo horror stories. (As if Kalpana, of all
people, needs any more of those. After what happened to her
father.)

Then Boris taps her on
the shoulder, almost apologetic. ‘You’ll need this,’ he explains,
and hands her a shaped papery filter, evidently designed to fit
across nose and mouth.

‘Why?’ she asks. ‘Isn’t
the mask gas-tight?’

‘It’s not for gas,’
begins Marisol, who’s still not looking directly at Kalpana. In the
dry blue light of the airlock, Marisol’s face, framed in a
synth-fur hoodover, looks as cold as Kalpana’s feels. The Hanel
West 2 airlock is freezing. But, of course, as cold goes
. . .

‘Plus you can’t expect
the seal to be as effective at one hundred K—it’ll be more brittle,
inflexible. Along with everything else,’ says Django. ‘Atmosphere
isn’t an issue, huh, long as you don’t blow a total leak. You won’t
be out long enough. But the tholin’s a killer, if you breathe it
in.’

‘Bad enough on your
skin,’ says Boris.

‘Getting scared now?’
Stieg taunts.

‘Lid it, tool,’
Boris replies.

‘Scared? No,’ she says,
too loud. She undoes the mask, slips the filter in place, suffers
Marisol to refasten the mask with spindly fingers.

Boris is still holding
the tub of goop. Expectantly. Like Kalpana’s a wankbot or
something. She meets his stare, waits for him to turn aside. But
though he colours up again, to the point that his cheeks
approximate the russet of his moptop, Boris is in charge,
and doesn’t concede authority readily. (Obviously. Else Stieg would
be running things.)

‘I’m not putting that
on while you lot are in the room,’ she announces, eventually.
‘Can’t you just come back for it, once I’m out of the airlock?’

‘It’s worth credits,’
says Django. ‘Not cheap.’

‘So?’

‘So, you leave it in
the airlock, it gets contammed. No,’ says Boris.

Kalpana rolls her eyes.
‘Right. But you can still shut me in here. No way I’m putting it on
with you lot gawping.’

‘As if you’ve got
anything we haven’t seen better elsewhere,’ says Stieg, attracting
a glare from Marisol.

‘I mean it,’
Kalpana continues. ‘I can knock on the hatch when I’m done, before
I step out. Best deal you’re going to get.’

Boris weighs it. ‘Make
sure you do round the mask,’ he says, handing her the tub. ‘As
well.’ He motions the others towards the inner hatch.

Alone at last, she’s
newly conscious of the loudness of her breathing, the sticky sweat
at her armpits, the airlock’s oppressive silent chill. The weight
of the tank against her back. Her heart’s racing, and
something—besides just the mask’s rebreather—feels stuck in her
mouth. She moves to the inner wall, to the corner she judges best
to be out of sight from the hatch’s viewscreen, and does the
daubing. Squatting down for the private bits.

‘Don’t thump so loud,’
Boris complains, stepping back into the lock when she’s finished.
‘You want the dults to hear?’

She holds the tub of
gel out to him. ‘All plugged,’ she says, smirking.

He takes the tub from
her gloved hand, throws a distasteful glance at his now-sticky
fingers.

‘See you on the other
side,’ she says, distinctly more upbeat than she feels.
‘Five-three-four-one-six, right?’

‘Uh . . .
yeah. Right.’ He’s coloured up again, whatever that’s about.
He gives her a look she can’t interpret, and closes the hatch
behind him.

Right. She
swallows, presses the sequence of commands. If Django’s correct—and
she’s not sure what she hopes, right now—this is the only airlock
in Hanel she can leave from, the only one that’ll open out for a
non-T-suited occupant.

There’s perhaps five
seconds during which nothing happens. Then there’s a thrum, from
somewhere beneath the ridged-steel decking, and the airlock floods
with a gush of cylinder-cold nitrogen, chill as frozen cotton
against every stretch of exposed skin. The mask’s seal presses in,
instantly, all around the perimeter of her face, and she opens her
mouth in startled reaction. The faceplate fogs with escaped
moisture.

She hadn’t, she
realises, been freezing before this. Now she can’t stop shivering.
The gel sticking the seam of her shorts to herself is starting to
feel unpleasantly spiky as it chills. She braces her bared arms
against her chest, then peels them awkwardly away. The airlock’s
blue lights fade until all within is navy and black, save for a rim
of dim light around the outer hatchway. The way out.

Two minutes, she
tells herself. Just two minutes. Might as well get it over
with.

She pushes on the outer
hatch. There’s some resistance, but the pressure differential is
now slight enough that the exertion is mild. The outer hatch opens,
onto Titan’s drear twilight.

The airlock, it turns
out, has in fact been warm. To human skin, Titan is colder than
space itself. She’d swear her neck, her arms, her legs were clad in
ice-chilled armour.

She steps out. Into a
landscape cold enough, given time, to liquefy the oxygen in her
lungs.

 


The pharmhands didn’t
hurry. They’d now glued her father’s boots to the corridor decking,
the toes of his boots a handspan behind the hatchway opening. One
of the pharmhands still held him up, though she didn’t see why they
needed to. He’d stopped struggling, and he was fastened by feet and
elbows.

Kalpana was worried—it
was scary to see your mother and father so upset, and not to know
exactly why all of this was happening—but she was fairly sure that
whatever the pharmhands were trying, it wasn’t going to work. The
Pol would be here long before her father got too tired to stand,
and they’d get him free, and capture the criminals. And even if the
pharmhands were thinking of something worse, like shooting him—and
they had weapons beyond just the lasers, the first guns Kalpana had
ever seen, in real life—why would they have glued her father in the
frame like that?

Or they might’ve been
planning to open the outer lock—which would kill everybody,
including the pharmhands because none of them were wearing
T-suits—but she didn’t think even pharmhands were stupid enough to
do that. And they might be using her father as a lock-shield, to
stop the Pol entering through this airlock, but there were three
other entrances into Clemence, and the pharmhands weren’t moving to
block those ones off. They were standing around, in this one,
waiting.

Waiting for what?

The man with the
glue-tube, Tulleyrand, tossed it to a subordinate, and turned to
face the crowd held captive by the threat of laser-fire.

‘You can save him,’ he
said, his voice loud, brassy, and surprisingly polite. His hair
looked too dark for his skin, and he wasn’t tall like Kalpana’s
father, nor broad, but he held himself exactly like someone big
enough to beat up anyone he liked. He gestured with the palm of his
hand. ‘Just tell us who squirted the Pol, and we’ll cut Braun
free.’

There was some
shuffling within the crowd, but it amounted to nothing.

‘I’m not a patient
man,’ the pharmhands’ leader warned. ‘Two minutes. Then it
happens.’

What happens?
Kalpana wondered. She genuinely was frightened by now, with the
deadline’s precision, the still-mysterious threat. Because this man
didn’t sound stupid, like he should do. He sounded
dangerous.

Her mother, still
herself pinioned, turned to look over the crowd, as though she was
hoping to see someone, or something. Kalpana waved, but her mother,
shaking, face striped with damp, did not acknowledge the
gesture.

Whatever her mother was
looking for, she didn’t see it. Then, turning back to face the
tableau that was her husband, she said something.

‘Beg pardon?’Tulleyrand
asked, leaning as if to hear.

‘I said I did
it,’ announced her mother, voice roughened in a way Kalpana had
never before heard.

‘You?’

‘Yes. Now let him
down.’ She coughed. Swallowed. ‘Please.’

‘No. No, I don’t think
so, Ms Braun,’ replied Tulleyrand, addressing the crowd. ‘Though
high marks for the delaying tactic, I think. One minute.’
And he leaned forward again, exaggerated, theatrical, and whispered
something to her.

Whatever he’d said—and
Kalpana wasn’t close enough to hear—it caused Rashmi Braun to
struggle against her confines, with sufficient violence that her
captor (who outmassed her by at least her own bodyweight) had
considerable difficulty in retaining his footing. Another pharmhand
moved to assist; the women with the lasers tightened their grips,
and made mock-strafing gestures across the face of the crowd;
Tulleyrand, his face a study in amusement, announced ‘We won’t keep
you,’ and started counting down the seconds from thirty.

When he got to five, it
all went to shit.

 


The skin burns. It is
so cold that each movement she makes—and it’s now move, or
die—is accompanied by a pain so sharp, so solid, that the body
suspects it to be heat, for ‘cold’ could never be this extreme.

She is out on
Titan.

She is out on Titan,
sans T-suit. Directly in front of her is a man-made anomaly,
a statement of solidified irony, an object misplaced upon this wide
brown land. A saguaro cactus, carved from water-ice, stands guard
upon the apron of cleared ground that leads away from the airlock.
Erstwhile twin to the still-growing cactus within the arcology’s
foyer, the ice cactus has been turned, in the two years since its
erection, to a translucent tea-brown by windblown tholins and sand
grains. It is stained most deeply upon its western flanks.

Behind the ice saguaro,
the sky is choked by a vague, impenetrable ceiling of fuscous haze.
The ground slopes gently down, bouldered in a palette that spans
from tangerine, through the darkest possible orange, through brown,
to black. To her north, beyond the tea-smeared, muck-spattered
apron in which the cactus is embedded, the horizon is flanked by
the haze-murked black ridge of the nearest of Belet’s long parallel
dunes. Leading past the cactus—towards the near-endless foothills
that are the dunefields—the paths made by boot, ski, or tread are
indistinct, only marginally less cluttered by ice pebbles and
sticky sand drifts than the rest of the intervening terrain.

She takes in the
late-afternoon view within a couple of instants, conscious that
time is short. Hanel West Cargo 4 is five paces to the right of the
Hanel West 2 airlock outer hatch, ninety degree right turn, twenty
paces further. She’s walked it dozens of times, in the sims, she’s
got it down to sixteen seconds. But the sims aren’t rigged for
skin-sense. And with the goop solidifying at her seams, the
rubbed-raw chill scraping at the skin of her arms, legs, and neck,
the frozen-cotton armour of shirt and shorts, the walk to the
corner is many more than just five paces.

Breathe through your
mouth, she urges. Yet even that is difficult.

If she slips, falls,
she is almost assuredly dead, since she will be instantly
cold-welded to the orange-brown icy skin of Titan. (And at this, a
phrase of her father’s comes back, one of the few she can genuinely
remember, though she’s not sure it’s his true voice: ‘You make a
mistake, on Titan, you’ll be instantly dead. Even if you’re not
dead instantly.’) Thick air, lazy grav, surfaces that cannot be
trusted: it’s measured, or dead. So she plants each boot
with sleepwalk-slow caution, checks the rightness of the step
before shifting weight forward to the front foot, while flakes of
breeze-borne tholin adhere, malevolent brown-black snow, against
her bare arms.

The first few flakes
melt; but after this, they do not. They stick, solid on solid.

Her limbs are duller.
The atmosphere seems to grow ever thicker (though this must be
illusion), the ground so close to the arcology wall is
treacherously slick in patches, with the memory of waste-heat
leakage. The mask presses against her face, pinches against her
cranium. Each breath of tanked air comes cold, rasping, rattling
its way to her lungs, which ache with indrawn chill. Her joints
complain, and every crusted glob of goop pinches, scrapes, snags
with each protesting movement. The shorts sure don’t help, merely
provide a strip of frigid inter-thigh sandpaper; she wonders why
none of them has instead suggested a skirt. Marisol, you would have
thought, at least . . . But nothing about this is
as it was in the sims, not even the visuals.

A horrible thought
occurs: she’s only the others’ word that they’ve already managed
this, that they’ve proved it possible to survive this. She might,
in truth, be first, a guinea-pig.

But why would they
lie?

She rounds the corner,
not wanting to think of how long it has taken. Each step a risk,
each second’s exposure an increment of damage. If her skin freezes
too much, it will crack at the joins, and then the first flake of
tholin to reach her freezing bloodstream will likely kill
. . . eventually. There’s no place that does carcinogens
quite like Titan.


Five-three-four-one-six. It was ‘four-one’, wasn’t
it?

Django had reckoned two
minutes would be safe, probably. But at this shuffle, two minutes,
or whatever fraction of that remains since she left the ’lock, may
not get her to the cargo entryway.

And she slips. Her left
foot skids back, her right knee bends painfully, and she falls
forward, in sudden languid dread. She stretches her arms out in
front, braces against the jolt that hits when her gloves press into
the icy brown gravel. Her knees—left back, right forward—both come
within centimetres of the chilled flypaper that, to bared human
skin, is Titan’s surface. Heart rattling within its freezing cage,
she stands and cannot stop from shaking at the nearness of the
death from which she has just escaped. She has either bitten her
tongue, or caught it, somehow, on the rebreather. She is too
intimidated to take another step, yet she must. So she does. Her
ankle lances with a pain straight and sharp enough to thread
needles.

And then she hears the
voice.

 


It was a bump, a push.
It could well have been accidental, though as time passes, Kalpana
becomes more convinced that it was a deliberate shove, an
execution. One of the pharmhands, struggling to help keep Kalpana’s
mother Rashmi contained, knocked into the neighbouring guard’s
back, with the result that Rashmi, with a despairing and
disbelieving cry, was propelled forward against her husband. Horst
Braun was thus pushed forward through the open inner hatch of the
airlock. The shaped titanium rods that comprised the ‘bones’ within
Braun’s prosthetic arms butted against, and pivoted around, the
unyielding metal of the hatchway frame; the titanium-boned hands of
his prostheses were pushed inwards. The right side of his skull
caved in with a sickening wet crack, audible over (and cutting
short) his shocked scream. And Kalpana’s father, still glued by the
elbows, hung limp as a rag doll, blood pouring from the
broken-eggshell mess of the side of his head, beneath his
still-glued hand.

The crowd’s forward
surge was arrested as the guards flashed off a sequence of
blue-white warning shots which left almost everyone temporarily
blinded by the reflections from the fountain. There followed a
disorganised press of bodies, the chaotic disquiet punctuated by a
couple of loud, sharp noises, and when Kalpana’s sight returned,
Mikhail Tulleyrand lay dead, his head apparently rammed hard
against the hatch’s unforgiving frame. Near Tulleyrand’s feet,
Kalpana’s mother too was dead, from a single clean gunshot wound to
her chest.

There was the smell of
shit in the air, and vomit, and something else.

The half-dozen
surviving pharmhands fled, in several vehicles, to one or more of
the neighbouring small mining settlements.

The Pol arrived by
plane from Sagan four hours later, and having established that
Kalpana had no surviving kin within the arcology, took her back
with them: she had an aunt and, she thought, a cousin in Sagan.
She’d met them once, or perhaps twice.

The days that followed
were hollow and long.

Two of the pharmhands,
a contracted couple, were eventually caught. But the population of
the small mining communities was itinerant by nature, and it was
easy to pass unnoticed provided you had the skills to pretend to be
someone you were not.

It was easy, too,
provided one was patient, and discreet, to find a few buyers for
your lucrative stockpile of psychoactive viruses. The pharmhands
would not have existed without demand for their products.

 


‘What do you
mean, the wrong numbers?’ Django’s voice, or Boris’s. She’s
not sure which.

‘Django?’ she calls, in
response.

‘I mean they’ve changed
them since yesterday, huh, I’ve no idea why.’ This one’s
Django. Which means the other was Boris.

‘Django?’ she repeats.
‘Guys? Anybody?’

A woman’s voice,
Marisol’s, cuts in across her. It’s obvious they haven’t heard
Kalpana. ‘So she can’t get back in through Cargo 4? What about
backtracking to H West 2?’

Django answers. ‘It’s
only a minute into purge. I don’t see how it’d let us open it for
another fifteen minutes or so, huh. She’ll be cryopork by
then.’

‘I don’t believe
this! We can’t just let this all turn to shit—can we get
today’s numbers for her?’

‘It’ll take time,’
replies Django. The sound in her earbud is tinny, ineffectual, she
needs to hold still to hear it. Except that holding still is
exactly what she doesn’t need to do. Every part of her
stings now, with cold and maybe also with abrasion.

She has scarcely
rounded the corner.

The makeshift path that
leads along the arcology wall, to Hanel West Cargo 4 entryway still
fifteen impossible metres distant, is slick and somehow waxy.
Parked in front of the cargo entryway, the clutch of
randomly-parked vehicles—a couple of quad-skis, a rover, and a few
ancient and mistreated skid-bikes—stand like a murk-enshrouded,
misplaced flotilla, their indifference to the environment a private
insult. We belong out here, they seem to say. But
you—

The terrain itself is
not so ready with rejection: the dun wasteland all around is
waiting to embrace her, to never let her go. She’s finding it
difficult to remember why she’s been resisting.

It’s all about
showing Titan who’s boss.

No group, no gang,
however enticing, could possibly be worth this. She’s been a fool
to think otherwise.

The earbud buzzes back
into activity. ‘It’ll take too long,’ Django repeats. ‘And we
couldn’t get the numbers to her, anyhow. Her rig’s on
transmit-only, huh, it’s not set up for reception.’

Idiots. Total
fucking incompetents. She unleashes a compact string of further
obscenities, confident they’ll never reach their target.

She manages another
step, does her best to ignore the pain scything along her legs. The
tank on her back, her precious air supply, feels to be growing
progressively heavier with each passing second. The visor is now so
fogged that she must guess, and work from memory, to interpret the
dimming, fuzz-enveloped shapes that are the arcology wall, the
stand of work vehicles, the terrain in front of her. Her hands have
become an encumbrance, a-tingle within the thoroughly inadequate
protection of the gloves, her arms at once so numb and so afire
with cold agony that she cannot hold them in front of her, and yet
she surely needs the protection should she stumble again. Even if
it shatters her fingers in the process.

‘If it’s transmit-only,
then how come we haven’t heard from her?’ Boris’s voice asks.

‘Who cares?’ asks
another voice. Stieg’s. ‘I mean, who fucking cares? She
wouldn’t have—’

‘Shut up!’ says
Boris, and even through the earbud’s crappy acoustics, she can hear
the edge in his voice, the knife of desperation. (It’s his head
stands to roll for this, if hers gets frozen
through.)‘Honest-to-fuck, tool, what’ve you got in for her?’

And at that, somehow,
she realises. She’s been hearing it wrong. It’s not ‘tool’. Not
quite.

Boris doesn’t know,
obviously. Kalpana never did, from the start. But now she does.

She’d never thought to
bother with their surnames. Surnames were a dult thing, an
irrelevance . . . until it turns out that they tell you
everything you think you need to know.

And Kalpana Braun,
gagging in her shock on the rebreather, still has no idea how she’s
going to fight her way through into the safety of Hanel West Cargo
4; but she knows damn well she’s going to find it, somehow. As soon
as she’s shuffled, half-blind, along the next fifteen metres.
Because there’s no way on this big orange-brown world that
she’s going to provide Stieg Tulleyrand with such a convenient cure
for his hatred, his emptiness, and his pain.
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At The End There Was a Man

Lee Battersby

What little world there
was, belonged to the sand. It spilled over every horizon, and the
only life that survived lay silent during the searing day, waiting
for the night hours, when life could emerge to scuttle through
brief hours of safety.

The beach upon which
the man squatted had never been a place of note. No city had looked
down upon it; nobody had surfed upon its waves or fished its
waters; no boats had cut across the bay on the way to other, more
important, destinations. It was simply a space like all spaces:
sand, sky and emptiness. He crouched at the beach’s edge and
watched the water scud in and out in low, tired ebbs. Where it
receded, tiny transparent creatures skittered and died in the
sudden shock of air. Hunkered down, he resembled a particularly
still hillock, or a rock yet to be ground down to nothingness by
the wind and the water. He made no movement. There was nowhere to
move to: where he had been lay behind him, and there was
nothing else in front. He had reached an end, before he was ready.
All he could do was wait for death to catch him up. After that, he
would feed the tiny crustaceans that owned the world. The man sat,
and stared across the water, and waited.

Time no longer
mattered. This late in the life of the world, the sun kept its own
time, setting or simply skimming the horizon as suited its mood.
The man had no need to mark the days. Only the approach of death
mattered, and that came closer by moments. The sun wobbled across
the sky, nodded once, then plunged for the edge of the sea. The
blackness that followed was sudden, and complete, broken only by a
meagre scattering of stars, perhaps three dozen blinking eyes
peeking down upon the planet. As the heat lessened, all around the
man came to life. Holes opened. Heads emerged, then claws and legs,
tiny organisms scurrying from boltholes to sniff the air. The man
ignored them. They, in turn, treated him as part of the landscape,
crawling across his skin in ignorance of its true nature. The sun
rose, and they disappeared. It retired, and they returned. The
man’s eyes closed. His arms slipped from their perch upon the hard
bone of his knees. He slumped and, empty of consciousness, crumpled
to the ground.

One by one, minuscule
creatures came to investigate his fallen form. They milled about in
the moist sand, transparent feelers brushing against his skin until
their vibrations attracted the attention of a greater predator.

The crab burst from its
lair like an explosion, scattering smaller animals before it on a
gout of sand. Its claws scythed left and right, harvesting prey and
pushing them into its maw in a ceaseless frenzy. By the time it
stopped, satiated, several seconds had passed, and it stood alone
by the man’s side, triumphant, turning its hand-sized shell this
way and that as it searched the nearby ground for more food. But
the moment had passed. All who could reach safety had done so, and
those who could not had been consumed. The crab took a slow step
backwards, and another, preparing to wriggle back underneath the
surface of the world, to wait for the next unwary meal.

Intelligent thought had
long since left the man. It was instinct alone, the inbuilt need to
survive, that guided his movement. His wrist stiffened. His hand
shot outwards from his body. Fingers wrapped around the crab’s
shell and lifted it from the sand. The crab fought back, slicing at
the surrounding flesh with its claws. Blood slid between shell and
skin as they bit deep. The man did not wince, did not twitch in
pain. He rolled onto his back, raised the crab above him. Eyes
closed, he drew his other hand across and grabbed a claw. He
twisted. The claw stuck, ground against the rim of the crab’s
shell, and came free. The crab shuddered, and loosened its grip
upon the man’s hand. As it died, he was already bringing the
severed limb to his lips, sucking the flesh and ichor out of its
shell, reaching again to twist, remove, and eat. The shell cracked
open between sun-hardened fingers. Crab meat, sweet and laden with
juice, slid between split lips. The empty shell dropped first to
his chest, and then—as he curled into the foetal position—onto the
sand.

He stayed that way for
as long as it took the tide to sneak up and spirit away the empty
shell. Then, slowly at first, but with increasing frequency, he
began to shudder. The movement jerked him to his knees. He arched
his back, curled back on himself, arched again. His shoulders
tensed. He shot his head forward, mouth agape, and vomited.
Undigested crab meat splashed into the milling surf. He spasmed,
and threw up until only bile emerged, then only the cramping
movement remained and a last few, precious drops of liquid.
Eventually, his weakened body gave way, and he fell forward into
the edge of the water. He lay that way for several minutes, until
the splashing tide caused him to cough and find his knees once
more.

Slowly, with infinite
weariness, he focussed upon his surroundings. The final, meagre
reflections of sunlight upon water showed him a beach: featureless
and flat, bounded by the lazy dunes through which he had passed. He
turned his gaze in both directions. To his left it stretched out
without impediment, an unbroken grey streak that gently curved away
out of sight. To his right, almost at the edge of his vision, a
lump of black provided the only thing upon which he might focus. He
stared at it as the light began to fail. Then, with no thought in
his mind, he found his feet and began to trudge towards it.

By the time he got
there the day had gone, and he only found the object by tripping
over it. He knelt and examined it by touch: a tube, of sorts, made
from some soft material that crinkled and crackled under his hands.
It was open at one end, and his fingers found an even softer form
poking out, a thin, grassy covering hanging loose over much of its
surface. He twined some in his fingers and pulled. It resisted for
a moment, then came loose. He sniffed it, tasted it experimentally,
then spat it out. It was brittle upon his tongue, tasteless, the
threadlike fibres causing him to gag in distaste. With no other
means of identification available to him in the dark he shrugged,
and lay down next to the object. Within moments he was asleep.

The warmth of the sun
woke him. He lay for long moments with his eyes closed, letting the
sunlight draw the aching cold from his joints, letting it bring
life to the starched tundra of his face. A light breeze spat sand
into his eyes. He blinked, and opened them, then turned his head
towards last night’s object.

A face stared back at
him.

The man screamed, a
short canine yelp that echoed across the empty landscape. He
scrabbled backwards until he sat a dozen paces away, hands over his
head, peeking at the corpse through protectively-raised knees.
There was no telling how long the stranger had been dead. The sun
had dried the skin until it lay like leather across the skull
beneath. Countless sand creatures had removed those soft portions
that made for the easiest meal: the scarred and blasted face lacked
eyes, lips or nose, so that even if the man held any memory of
others he could not have identified the features before him. What
little hair remained was stiff with salt and heat, a sparse
covering with a conspicuous space where he had pulled out his
handful the night before. With that memory he began to rock and
whimper, sucking upon a finger as if drawing upon his own juices
might erase the memory of the hair upon his tongue. The corpse
continued its dead stare, and soon enough, without any other action
presenting itself, the man found his gaze wandering away from the
featureless face, down along the rest of the half-buried body.

Only the top half was
visible. The legs had disappeared as wind rolled a small dune
slowly over them. The body was covered with a single piece of
clothing—thick grey material that hid any notion of gender from the
eye. The man scuttled sideways, away from the empty face, around
the arm splayed out from the body, to kneel in the gap between
forearm and waist. From here he could look down at the corpse’s
back, and see the burnt edges of a hole in the material between the
shoulder blades. He frowned, and picked at the fabric with a
finger, cooing like a confused infant. Something stirred, deep in
the recesses of his mind, and he slapped at the corpse’s back in an
effort to drive it away. He tilted his head to take in as much as
he could without looking directly at the head. A splash of faded
colour caught his attention, high on the arm, almost at the
shoulder. He shifted position, brought his face down to peer at it.
A circle of light blue, and what might have been letters, if the
man could recognise any such thing and if the design was not so
faded by long exposure. He poked at it, then without knowing why he
did so, looked at his own shoulder, seeing only his own skin, burnt
dark and tough. He rested his fingers there for a moment, then
looked back at the discoloured roundel.

Suddenly he was up and
running along the beach, away from the corpse, away from the
direction in which he had come. He keened, a long ululation torn
directly from some forgotten grief, bringing forth tears that
muddied the world around him. He tripped, fell to his knees, and
rose once more, flight fuelled by an inexplicable terror. He knew
only that he had to run, to scream, to get away as fast and as far
as he could before whatever thoughts circled the corpse could
descend upon him. He ran until his legs gave way and he fell at the
edge of the high-water mark, knees digging scars into the wet
ground, hands splayed outwards in unconscious imitation of the dead
body now a hundred metres behind him. He lay like that for hours,
as the sun seared his back, moaning softly. At last he wound down.
His sobs became whimpers, then fell into heavy, agonised breaths.
His fists clenched and released, kneading handfuls of sand. He drew
his legs under him, stiffened his arms, and rose to a dog-like
stance. Slowly, slowly, his breathing normalised. He raised his
head, opened his eyes, and focussed once more upon the world around
him.

And saw the ship.

It lay in the surf like
an abandoned wreck: burst open and broken-backed, exposed to the
wind and the sand that piled about its edges and threatened to
swallow it whole. A million ticks and groans filled the air around
it as the sea breeze whispered through the hull’s gaps. Dangling
panels kept counterpoint by slapping softly against the rusting
body. Writing and insignia dotted the outer skin, scoured by the
wind and rusted out by the ocean salt. Even if the man could speak
the language, he could not have made out more than the occasional
angle or subtle change in the stain spreading out across the ship’s
body.

High up the side,
towards the pointed end of the body, a bubble of metal and glass
looked out over the rolling waves, and perhaps a dozen feet behind
it a gash ran along the skin to disappear into the sand. The man
stared at it, slowly climbing to his feet and shuffling forward as
if reluctantly returning to a long-evacuated home. Something in the
air changed as he approached, some quality of light and heat
blocked out by the sheer bulk of the ship, so that he curled arms
around his chest and shivered. Even so, it was no more than fifteen
minutes after catching sight of it that he stood at the base of the
gash, and stretched out a trembling hand to brush fingers against
the hull. The gap was wider than it had appeared at first sight:
wide enough that three men could have walked through without
touching the sides. Inside he could see a jumble of steel beams,
gantries, boxes, and unrecognisable detritus, rolled and folded
over each other in a catastrophic mess. Wires hung like gossamer so
that he could see no more than a dozen feet, even though the light
that filtered through the scene made it apparent that the breach
ran all the way round the ship’s hull and down the other side. The
man took a hesitant step onto the nearest flat surface, then
another. A third, and he was wholly encased in the metal space. He
looked about, and saw himself contained. Something broke within
him, then, and he slowly sunk to his knees, then further, to lay
insensate on the cold metal floor.

 


He spent a week inside
the vessel, exploring the countless rooms and corridors like an
animal invading an abandoned burrow—sniffing the air and fingering
the surroundings as if half-expecting to fight the previous owner
for possession. He found food in a storage room near the rear of
the vessel, ripping silver bags open with his teeth and cramming
the dried contents down until he was ill. Dripping pipes provided
water, salty and tannic, that he sucked until they ran dry and he
was forced to move onwards in the search for more. Slowly, through
staterooms where he stared blankly at lockers full of silver
clothes and papers, past rooms full of arcane machines rusted into
immobility, along corridors where lights fizzed and popped at his
approach, he completed a circuit of the ruined ship, until the
floors tilted upwards, and the journey became a long climb towards
a single hatch at the end of a corridor, that hissed half-open
before grinding to a halt. He gripped the edge of the door with one
hand, hauled himself over, and finally entered the control room
beneath the bubble.

The first things he saw
were the windows. A dozen feet high, arching overheard to form a
giant sphere of glass with spiderweb-thin framework, they dominated
the room, providing a backdrop of sky to the control panels that
ran around their bottom. Five seats sat equidistant about the
cabin’s circumference, each one little more than a metal framework
supporting a nest of leather rags and mouldy stuffing. Cracks ran
through the glass—a surface tough enough to withstand collisions
with high-speed particles shattered by the impact with the planet’s
surface. In the middle of the room, set on a raised metal plinth,
stood a taller, deeper chair, its seat turned with the angle of the
deck. A single panel leaned drunkenly before it on a warped and
bent frame. The man set his feet on the floor and half-stepped,
half-slid, towards it. He grabbed its back, and peered around the
edge of the chair, staring down at the thin line of sand and water
that meandered at a crazy angle outside. Without being entirely
aware of his actions he shimmied around until he stood in front of
the chair, then climbed up and sat in it, eyes transfixed upon the
sand.

His weight settled into
the fractured webbing. Something below his buttock clicked. Slowly,
with a sub-audible grinding of gears, the chair rotated towards the
panel. The man whimpered, and brought his legs defensively upwards
to his chest. A bank of lights on the panel flickered and died.
Something in the air hissed. The man recoiled deeper as a burst of
static sounded, then slowly resolved into a voice that filled the
air around him.

‘ . . . come,
Michael. Please place your hands on the . . . m of the
chair. Repeat. Welcome . . . ael. Please pla
. . . our hands on the arm of the chair. Rep
. . . come, Michael . . . ’

The man panicked. He
tried to haul himself out of the chair, his only instinct now to
get out, to flee the room and the terrifying sounds and run across
the sand as far and as fast as he could. He gripped the end of the
arms. Something stung his right hand. He had just enough time to
pull it free, and stare at the bright red drop of blood on his
palm, before sleep reared up and turned the world black.

He woke from a dream of
soft whisperings and warm waves of comfort. Above him, stars
glittered through the broken glass. He coughed, and reached up to
wipe gunk from the corners of his eyes. A gentle, empty, voice,
spoke.

‘Welcome back,
Michael.’

He looked about
himself, blinking back the lethargy of long sleep.

‘Where am I?’ He
flinched at the sound of his voice.

‘You are
. . . eated at the bridge, Michael.’

‘Michael?’

‘That is
. . . ame. You are . . . chael Muller.’

‘I don’t
. . . my name?’

‘Michael Muller. Date
of bi . . . of Ju . . . thirty-four. Age
twenty-two years ni . . . en days. DNA profile mat
. . . dred . . . er cent.’

‘I . . . I
can talk. I . . . can . . . remember, almost
. . . ’ He frowned, trying to catch thoughts that
dipped and flew away from him.

‘Deep learning. I have
bee . . . eaking while you sleep. You have been asl
. . . p for approximately thr . . . days,
Terran.’

‘But
. . . ’ He stared about himself in sudden,
unnameable panic. ‘I . . . I don’t
. . . ’

‘Things will
. . . r as the drugs exit your syste . . .
Please make your way to the Captain’s stater . . . m.
Things will become . . . ear.’

‘The
. . . ’

‘Follow the lights,
Mich . . . ’ Above him, and to the side, a row of
lights flickered into half-life, leading down the askew floor
towards the door through which he had entered. Michael slowly
slipped out of the chair, and slid down the floor after them. He
caught himself by the open door and peered down into the corridor.
The lights continued another fifteen feet or so down the incline,
before turning and stopping directly in front of the wall. Michael
gauged the fall, inspecting each wall as best he could for
handholds and protrusions. When he was satisfied that he could make
it, he eased himself over the edge, and made his way down like a
child descending a tree. After twenty minutes of tentative travel,
he wedged himself between two buttresses, and viewed the wall into
which the lights disappeared. Two faded lines of paint outlined a
door. Michael had missed it on the climb upwards. There was no
handle, no control pad, nothing beyond the two lines to suggest
possible entry.

‘What now?’ he asked
the corridor. The computer’s voice crackled back at him from a
nearby speaker.

‘Place your hand in the
. . . ntre, chest high.’

‘Right.’ He shifted,
careful not to lose his balance, until he stood at roughly the same
angle as the doorway. He braced himself, and slowly reached out to
touch the surface of the door.

‘Nothing’s
happening.’

‘Contact upon door
. . . face is two hundred . . . limetres too
high.’

Michael looked down.
The buttresses placed him a foot above the floor. He nodded, and
lowered his hand. There was an almost-silent click, and the door
before him slid open, silently and smoothly. Michael stared at the
room beyond.

It was a stateroom, but
a stateroom transformed into something that might well have served
as a jungle gym. The original floor was still visible, inclined at
the same angle as the rest of the ship’s upper half, but nothing
matched it. Bumps and protrusions jutted from every visible
surface, a pimpling of foot and handholds that spoke of a concerted
effort over many months to make the space habitable. At Michael’s
entrance, lights flickered into life, including several hanging on
lines above his head.

‘Oh, my God.’
Everywhere he looked, repairs and adjustments met his gaze. A
hammock hung to his left, the mattress and blankets from the
useless bed beyond nestled within. Across from him, welded in place
below the crazily-angled window, a bench from the galley cut across
the angle of floor and wall to form a work-table, scattered with
papers, wires and unidentifiable gewgaws that Michael suddenly
itched to explore. A bar stool swung out from one leg, thick seams
of weld visible where someone had attached it. Boiler suits in a
variety of colours hung from a horizontal bar near the hammock, and
beyond that, a door-less hatchway promised a glimpse of the
bathroom beyond. Michael suddenly felt every inch of dirt and grime
on his skin; the weariness that dragged at his joints; the thick,
twisted matting of his hair and beard. He stared around him, a
savage confronted with the first signs of civilisation, and tears
drew lines through the grey dust of his face. ‘What . . .
what is this place?’

The computer answered
him, voice clear and strong through speakers cleaned and repaired
and waiting.

‘This is your cabin,
Michael,’ it said. ‘Welcome home.’

 


It took him a week to
ask the first serious question. He spent the intervening time
exploring the space, learning to navigate the paths of handholds
and blocks that made up the floor. Slowly he adjusted, until
clambering monkey-like amongst the protrusions was as natural as
walking, and he could swing his way from hammock to bathroom to
corridor and back as easily as think. A bookshelf set high in the
corner contained a dozen thick manuals, arrayed neatly by subject
and date, that detailed the working of the ship and the necessary
repairs needed to maintain the climate control, lights, and
communications systems. Some were incomplete, with gaps where pages
had been torn in some other, madder day. He scoured the wreck’s
innards for pencils and paper, spent long hours slowly stumbling
through the thick books, making notes and filling in the missing
knowledge with his best attempts at logic and guesswork. Slowly,
inch by mental inch, he began to understand, so that when a speaker
fizzed and popped into silence he was able to remove it from its
hole in the wall, trace the wiring back to a ruined transformer,
and source a replacement from a darkened galley lower down.

Even so, parts of the
ship showed evidence of human occupation before him, and he found
himself using those places with little sense of comfort. The door
to the bathroom had been removed. Someone had beaten an abandoned
locker into the shape of a bath. It filled the tiny space, and he
had to stand in it to use the hand basin. Amazingly, the taps still
worked, and he was able to attach the hose he found in the metal
vanity and fill the makeshift tub with hot water, sobbing with
pleasure as he lay with eyes closed and let the water soak into his
knotted muscles. A spigot on the side emptied the water into a hole
in the floor: he listened to it surge down hidden pipes to hit a
metal surface some way below his perch. An even greater wonder was
the shaving kit next to the hose: he spent an hour shaving,
meticulously cleaning the scissors and razor then replacing them in
their leather holder and wiping the top of the tube of cream when
he had finished, before carefully placing them back where he had
found them. So much work had been done, and he was aware that he
was the architect of none of it. After a week he still felt like an
intruder, and every new discovery was of someone else’s
possessions, a loan of someone else’s life. He wiped his hand
across the fogged mirror, and stared at his white, clean-shaven
stranger’s face.

‘Computer?’

‘Yes, Michael?’

‘This is my cabin.’

‘Yes, Michael.’

He stared into the
mirror, eyes sliding from his own face to the jury-rigged
environment behind him. He took in the bedding, the books on their
shelves, and the piles of accumulated items that spoke of months of
determined collection.

‘Everything in here
belongs to me.’

‘Yes, Michael.’

He considered his
question for long seconds.

‘Who put it all
together, computer?’

There was a short
pause, so that he almost fancied the computer was considering its
reply. Then: ‘You did, Michael.’

He nodded, then, and
closed his eyes, not wishing to see his reaction to the computer’s
next response.

‘When?’ he asked the
blackness. ‘When did I do this?’

‘You began after the
last remaining survivor died,’ the computer said. ‘Eleven years,
four months, thirteen days ago.’

Everything had a name
attached to it, a previous owner from whom he had scavenged the
homeliness of his bolt hole. Michael set out in search of them: the
ghosts he imagined haunting the corridors, the dead and silent
passengers of the ship. He found nothing. The computer knew. Of
that much he was certain. Their names were in a database, their
biographies recorded, their actions and voices hiding away deep
inside its electronic memory. He spurned those. He needed to hold
them in his hands, to feel their existence as a living, tangible
thing. He found only echoes. The ship had long ago been cleaned
out. Anything that might have given him some clue as to the lives
of the missing crew members was already in his possession. Time
after time he returned to his room to turn some tiny piece of
falderal over and over in his hands, as if constant contact might
bring him knowledge through osmosis: a lighter he had found in the
stateroom’s tiny kitchenette, the leg from a pair of glasses, his
razor. He could not bring himself to ask the computer, did not want
to hear their lives dispassionately recounted by that empty,
artificial voice. In the end he set his mind against it, and turned
to other matters.

‘Computer,’ he said one
night, lying in his hammock with hands behind his head. ‘Where are
we?’

‘In the stateroom,
Michael.’

‘No.’ He sat up, swung
his legs over the edge, and stared out of the window into the dark.
‘The ship. Where is it?’

‘Location
unidentified.’

‘What does that
mean?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

Michael sighed. He had
become used to that answer in the months he had spent in the ship.
The computer could only recount what was recorded within its
systems. It could not offer opinions, or deal in anything other
than absolutes. Bit by bit Michael had become more precise in his
questioning. Still, frustrations remained.

‘Is this island
inhabited?’

‘No intelligent life
forms have been recorded.’

‘How extensive are your
records?’

‘Pre-impact recordings
show no intelligent life forms recorded.’

Michael frowned in
thought.

‘Where is the nearest
life form?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

‘Where . . .
um, what is the location of the last recorded interaction with a
life form? Outside of this ship,’ he added quickly. The computer
hummed for a moment.

‘Last recorded
interaction with a life form recorded at co-ordinates axial 37.5,
ecliptic 18.27, one hundred and nineteen thousand AU from galactic
point zero.’

Michael stared at the
speaker. ‘What does that mean?’

‘I cannot answer that
question?’

‘How far away is
it?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

‘Well . . .
then . . . what are our co-ordinates?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

Michael broke his gaze
from the speaker, and caught sight of the stars outside his window.
He stared at them for hours, whilst the night deepened and the only
sound came from the ticking monologue of the cooling hull.

 


He left his room the
next morning, and spent days travelling through the bowels of the
ship. Without light to guide his days he slept whenever he was
tired, in whatever corner of the corridors he found himself, eating
only when hunger overcame him. Once he was back, he spent a day
hunched over his table, refusing to speak or even acknowledge the
presence of the computer, making a series of pencil marks on a plan
of the ship that he shielded with his arm as if preventing a
classmate from copying his work. The computer remained silent. When
he had finished he stuck the diagram to one wall and left it there
for another week, absorbing it as he worked around it, waiting for
a subconscious clue to warn him of something he may have
overlooked, any mistake he may have made. When nothing presented
itself, he spent an afternoon making a list on a piece of paper
with the pencil stub. Finally, after nearly ten days of silence, he
spoke.

‘Computer?’

‘Yes, Michael?’ The
answer was swift, the voice steady, as if the computer had been
waiting for the opportunity to talk.

‘I want to feed a list
into your databases and check them against your stores records.
Where can I do that?’

‘The engineer’s
position in the control cabin has a working terminal. You can
access it—’

‘Yes, I know.’

The computer fell
silent. Michael swung over to the door, and entered the corridor.
He was at the control cabin within a minute. He had grown quicker
in his wanderings, and now moved around the inner workings of the
ship with practiced ease. He had not visited the cabin since his
arrival. Now that he did, he could see how the engineer’s terminal
was cleaner than the others, how it was in better condition: the
seat patched and repaired, the workstation empty of the worst
excesses of dust and neglect, the keyboard and monitor neither
chipped nor missing any elements. Michael paused, his fingers over
the keyboard.

‘How many times have I
used this keyboard?’ he asked aloud.

‘Seventeen, Michael.’
The computer’s voice came from within the monitor: whisper quiet,
with perfect clarity. The larger, broken speakers that dotted the
walls remained silent. Michael frowned.

‘I . . . have
I been through all this before?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

Michael sighed. He laid
his list down next to him and began typing. When he was finished he
hit the ‘enter’ key and leaned back, eyes closed.

‘Locate these items and
advise.’

A second later the
monitor emitted a small noise. Michael opened his eyes, and saw his
list displayed, a location next to each item.

‘All together.’

‘Yes, Michael.’

Michael nodded.
‘Provide a map, please.’

A schematic of the ship
appeared on the monitor. Michael gazed at it for several
seconds.

‘Two back, one up,’ he
muttered. ‘Top of the dorsal hump. Right where
. . . ’ he broke off the thought. ‘Right. Thank you,
computer.’ He rose from the chair, and swung back to the corridor.
The path through the maze of passageways was well lit, and he had
no problem finding his way up to the relevant room. He paused
inside the entrance, and laid his hand over the light switch. The
lights flickered on automatically, and he sank to his haunches at
the sight before him.

A long workbench
dominated the room, which was empty of any other furniture. Atop it
stood a conglomeration of wiring and computer parts that would have
made no sense to an untrained eye. But Michael had been living with
the design for over a week. It was a transmitter, powerful enough
to breach the atmosphere of a planet and send a subspace signal
deep into the surrounding regions of space. A thin patina of dust
overlaid its surface, like everything else in the ship, but there
was no mistaking the signs of upkeep. The lights in the ceiling
held a steady glow, highlighting the machine with merciless
clarity. Michael slumped backwards and sat against the wall.

‘How long?’ he asked
the air. ‘How long has this been here?’

‘The machine was
constructed thirty-four days after impact,’ the computer’s voice
came clearly.

‘Thirty-four days
. . . ’ Michael raised his head, stared at the
speaker. ‘Has it . . . has it been used?’

‘The machine has been
used a total of eleven times.’

‘Eleven . . .
me? By me?’

There was an almost
imperceptible pause, as the computer searched its memory banks.
‘You have used the machine ten times.’

‘Ten times.’ Michael
stared at the machine, hands gripping the fabric of his trousers so
that his knuckles whitened. ‘Who else?’

‘Captain Andreas
Muller.’

‘When?’ Michael clawed
his way to a standing position. ‘When, damn it?’

‘Eleven years, four
months, thirteen days ago,’ the computer responded immediately.
‘Thirty-five days after impact.’

‘So long.’ He stared at
the speaker until his eyes began to water, then blinked, and
inhaled deeply. ‘Was there . . . ’ he coughed, and
tried again, his voice less shaky. ‘Responses?’ he asked. ‘Have
there ever been any responses?’

‘One response
received.’

‘When?’ He found
himself leaning over the speaker, shouting into its impassive
grill. ‘When?’

‘Eleven years, four
months, thirteen days ago.’

The wall was cool. He
leaned his forehead against it, and closed his eyes. After the
longest time, he trusted himself to whisper, ‘Was it recorded?’

‘Yes, Michael.’

‘Play it.’

‘Yes, Michael.’

A moment’s silence, and
then a new voice filled the room—strong, deep, with an accent that
Michael found both slightly odd and comforting at the same
time.

‘Mayday. Mayday. This
is the pilgrim ship Sarcalogos Immortalis requesting
immediate rescue. Mayday. Can anyone hear me?’

‘Who is that?’ Michael
asked.

‘That is Captain
Andreas Muller.’

The voice repeated his
call a dozen times, each enunciation measured, precise, lacking any
note of panic or desperation, any emotion at all. And then,
finally, a reply: faint, distorted by millions of miles and
unknowable atmospheric effects, but a reply nonetheless. And the
voice named Muller talked: detailing his ship’s crash on an unknown
planet, the destruction of the vessel’s engines and lifting
surfaces, the injured, the dead. There was a pause, and Michael
waited with held breath while Muller and the unknown voice lapsed
into silence. Then the voice returned, and Michael found himself
muttering no, no, no over and over again as it spoke.

‘Request denied,’ it
said. Too far from established ecliptic lanes. Too expensive to
mount any sort of mission. Little chance of success. And, finally,
‘You made your choice, Captain.’ Even through the distortion,
Michael could hear the contempt in his voice.

‘What does he mean?’ he
asked the empty room. ‘Computer, what does he mean?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

‘But what choice? What
choice is he talking about?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

‘God damn it—’ But
Muller was speaking again, and the forlornness in his voice stopped
Michael cold.

‘Please,’ the long-dead
Captain said. ‘My son. He’s only eleven . . . ’

There was no answer.
The air hung silent and empty.

‘Recording ends.’

Michael sagged, and
slid back down the wall to a sitting position.

‘What happened to
them?’

‘I cannot answer that
question.’

‘Well, what can
you answer?’ He kicked out at the bench, buried his head in his
hands. ‘Manifests, logs, something, please!’ He closed his eyes,
took long moments to settle his breathing. ‘Check all logs and
computer accesses, computer. Read them to me. Go backwards from the
most recent.’

Ten empty seconds
passed.

‘Interior access panel
operated, storage locker three, eleven years, four months, thirteen
days ago. Exterior access panel operated, storage locker three,
eleven years, four months, thirteen days ago—’

‘What was in storage
locker three?’

‘Storage locker three.
Firearms.’

‘Right.’

Michael closed his
eyes. A memory flashed across his inner sight—a body in the sand,
the cloth between its shoulder blades black and ragged from some
unknown cause. He tilted his head back, and banged it against the
wall until the image broke up and disappeared. Slowly, as if
lifting an enormous weight up the wall, Michael raised himself to a
standing position. He stared at the transmitter for several
minutes, then turned abruptly and left the room. When he returned
ten minutes later, he was carrying an iron bar.

 


Michael stood in the
ship’s hold and looked through the broken hull at the dunes that
spread out to the horizon. Behind him, the bath from his stateroom
sat on the tiny hill of sand that had invaded the space. It had
taken days of effort to remove it from the stateroom and drag it
down to the exit. Now it crouched next to him, bottom smoothed out
and welded to a pair of skis made from the railings that had
supported his hammock. Inside, food packages and canteens of water
lay piled up to the bath’s upper edge, tamped down by the hammock
and two thick, polyurethane blankets. Michael leaned on a button
set into the hull’s interior wall.

‘Computer?’

A burst of static
issued from a nearby speaker. ‘ . . . s, Mich
. . . ’

‘How many times have I
done this?’

‘I . . . not
answer . . . t ques . . . ’

Michael nodded, and
released the button. He bent down and picked up two ropes he had
fashioned from all the safety webbing he could scrounge. He
shouldered them, and pulled the makeshift sled down the little dune
and away from the bulk of the ship. When he was sure he was far
enough away, he left it, and returned one final time to the
hold.

For three days he had
collected every scrap of flammable material he could find, and
piled them up in drifts that spilled out through the open door of
the hold and twenty feet up the corridor, packed tight into every
access panel along the way, every speaker he could reach, every
conduit and hole that might carry flames higher up the structure.
Michael stepped up to the paper mountain, and reached into his
pocket, removing the lighter he had carried with him for so many
weeks. Without a word he flicked it on, and held it to the edge of
the nearest book until flames licked up around his fingers. Then he
straightened, and threw the lighter into the middle of the
pile.

He was already on the
sand, and taking up his ropes, before the flames reached the
corridor. By the time he hauled the sled a dozen feet, smoke was
billowing from the massive hole in the hull, and the sound of the
fire was already the loudest thing in the world. Michael walked up
the beach without a backwards glance, away from the burning ship
and the bodies under the sand.

The column of smoke
stayed in the air for days.
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Unexpected Launch

Alan Baxter

Gareth stared, open
mouthed, at flames blooming massive and silent against a backdrop
of stars. Bright, molten debris spun out from orange and black
clouds, folding in on themselves without more oxygen to fuel them.
Then the deep black of space, an ocean of dark, twisted debris and
the sound of Dean vomiting.

The rag and bottle of
polish were forgotten in his hands. He became aware of Dean moving
beside him, vomit bag held closed. Dean watched the debris moving
past, balletic in its motion, occasionally clanging off their
escape pod in random ricochets.

‘What happened?’ Dean
asked, hoarse from his nausea.

‘The ship’s
. . . gone.’ Gareth looked away from the window. ‘You
wanna throw that away?’

‘Oh yeah. Sorry. That
launch was intense.’ Dean pushed the bag into a waste disposal. A
whoosh of air escaping into a vacuum and his vomit joined the
debris drifting by.

Gareth looked out
again. ‘You see any other lifepods?’

‘No.’

They moved around the
small craft, checking each window. Eventually they sat in the two
front seats. Gareth looked at the controls and readouts before him.
He had cleaned them, and others like them, a thousand times but
they meant nothing to him. ‘What are we going to do?’

‘Dunno.’ Dean put down
the handvac he was carrying, shrugged off the large tank. ‘I don’t
know anything about this stuff.’

Gareth eventually chose
a button, pressed it. A holographic display leapt up from the
console, causing both men to sit back in alarm. The golden cube of
light hung there, impassive. ‘I’ve seen the crew using these,
moving them about . . . ’ Gareth’s voice was almost
a whisper as he slid his hand into the light.

‘Can’t you just
ask?’

‘Ask?’

‘The computer.’

Gareth made a wry face,
gesturing back over his shoulder. ‘The ship’s gone.’

Dean shrugged. ‘Maybe
the computer backs up everywhere? Just because Cortain the
ship is gone, maybe Cortain the computer isn’t.’

Gareth raised an
eyebrow. He reached for the comm panel in the arm of his chair.
‘Cortain?’

‘Yes?’

The two men exchanged a
look of surprise and delight. ‘Are you the same Cortain as the
computer on the ship?’

‘Yes.’

‘With the same
data?’

‘Yes, my data is
preserved.’

Gareth nodded his head.
‘Cortain, can you control this lifepod?’

‘Yes.’

Both men slumped with
sighs of relief. ‘Cortain, what happened?’

‘Please define your
request.’

‘What happened to the
ship?’

‘The vessel
Cortain was destroyed in an unavoidable collision.’

‘Did anyone else
survive?’

‘No.’

They exchanged a
frightened look. ‘So how come we survived?’

‘You survived due to
your presence within a lifepod. At the point of catastrophic impact
to a vessel, all occupied lifepods autolaunch. If no lifepods are
occupied, one lifepod will autolaunch to preserve onboard
data.’

‘To preserve you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And there’s nothing
else left of the Cortain.’

‘According to onboard
sensors, nothing salvageable remains.’

Gareth combed his
fingertips back through greying hair. ‘Shit.’

Dean, much younger than
his co-worker, stared at the console. ‘So what happened?’ he
whispered. ‘Catastrophic impact?’

Gareth rubbed at his
eyes. ‘Cortain, what happened to the ship?’

‘Something hit us.’

‘Like an asteroid?’

‘No, organic.’

‘Organic?’

‘Yes.’

‘And it totalled the
ship?’

‘Yes.’

‘What the hell
. . .?’

Both men leaned
forward, scanning the wide black outside. ‘Where is it?’ Gareth
asked.

‘Unknown.’

‘What is it?’

‘Unknown.’

The two men stood and
moved nervously from window to window, trying to see all around the
small pod. Gareth swallowed hard as he moved, feeling incredibly
vulnerable. If something had been able to wipe out a massive vessel
like the Cortain in a single blow, the lifepod would seem
like a bug to a giant. Perhaps that would work to their advantage,
they might not be noticed.

What could destroy a
vessel the size of the Cortain? Gareth swallowed again,
thinking of all the lives snuffed out in an instant. No warning, no
chance to do anything. One minute the Cortain was cruising
along, the next it was space gravel. Gone, taking thirty-five
hundred lives with it. Well, thirty-four hundred and ninety-eight.
And now what? His heart racing, Gareth realised that he needed to
start acting less like a cleaner and more like a crew member. He
had Dean to look after.

‘Cortain?’

‘Yes?’

‘What systems on board
are currently . . . er . . . on?’

‘Lifepod is silent
running, unpowered, on launch trajectory. Basic life support and
close range sensors operating.’

Gareth nodded. ‘Good.
Please keep it that way and . . . can you turn down the
lights?’

The pod dimmed to near
darkness, a gentle concealed glow and the holocube on the console
the only light sources.

Dean looked pale. ‘What
are you doing?’

‘Just trying to make us
as inconspicuous as possible.’

‘Can’t we just power up
and leave? It can’t be far to the nearest system or outpost.’

‘Maybe. I have no idea
where we are. We were a long way out, I know that much. But if we
fire up the engines we might attract whatever it was that smashed
the Cortain.’

Dean shuddered, sat
heavily into his seat again. ‘So what do we do?’

Gareth took a long
breath. ‘I’m not really sure. Cortain?’

‘Yes?’

‘Do you have any
visuals of what happened?’

The holocube on the
console grew up and out into a wide rectangular screen. Gold light
morphed into a view of open space. From the bottom of the screen
stars appeared to be going out, a semi-circular line travelling
upwards, extinguishing stars as it moved. The semi-circle partly
resolved into something solid, blacker than the space around it,
slightly reflective in places. Lightning fast a whip of darkness,
wider than the Cortain was long, flicked out of the massive
presence, filling the screen in an instant. The display returned to
the soft gold hologram.

The men sat stunned.
‘What in all the deep black was that?’ Dean whispered
eventually.

Gareth could feel
himself trembling. Whatever it was it put him on the verge of open
panic. What could exist that was that big and that fast and that
black . . .? It wasn’t long ago that first contact had
been made, the bizarre Pietre Gans story that had been all over the
news for several months. But this was something else entirely.

Gareth tried to process
everything into some coherent course of action. ‘Cortain?’

‘Yes?’

‘Where are we?’

‘Sector 14, quadrant
8XB.’

He blinked. ‘I don’t
know what that means. What are we near?’

‘Please define your
request.’

‘Are we near any
outposts or settlements?’

‘No. The Cortain
was a deep space exploration vessel. We are in uncharted
territory.’

Gareth could hear
Dean’s breathing increase rapidly. ‘How far are we from any kind of
rescue?’

‘Using fuel
conservation, maintaining life support, this lifepod could reach
Outpost 4X-11 in forty-three days.’

Dean made a noise like
a sob and gulp combined.

‘How much food and
water are on board?’ Gareth asked.

‘Recycling and food
prep could be stretched, at bare minimum for human survival for two
occupants, to twenty six days.’

Gareth scrunched up his
face at the mental arithmetic. ‘So that’s seventeen days without
food or water?’

‘Correct.’

‘What about
oxygen?’

‘Sixty days.’

‘So we have enough air.
Can we survive for the last seventeen days without food or
water?’

‘Unlikely.’

‘Unlikely?’

‘You will have already
been subsisting on the absolute bare minimum in terms of nutrition
and hydration.’

Dean looked stricken.
‘There has to be an alternative.’

‘One person could
survive for considerably longer than two in these conditions.’

Gareth’s eyes widened.
‘What?’

Dean’s eyes were
narrowed, looking sidelong at Gareth, as if weighing him up. Gareth
shook his head. ‘Remember that day, Dean, when you and Trell
thought you’d play a trick on me?’

Dean deflated in his
chair. ‘You hospitalised us both.’

Gareth nodded. ‘You
shouldn’t play tricks on me. I act first and think later. Bear that
in mind if your hunger causes you to imagine a nice steak sauce
running over me.’

Dean looked contrite,
casting his eyes at the floor. ‘Sorry, mate. I’m just a bit
panicky.’

‘I know. Cortain, are
there any alternatives to eating each other?’

‘I meant that one of
you could survive for longer on existing rations if the other chose
to eject. If one of you ate the other, that person could last
considerably longer still, though that person would be in breach of
several articles of the Democratic Alliance of Planets Space
Exploration Code, as well as a number of other laws.’

Gareth waved both
hands. ‘Forget it, we are not eating each other and no-one is
taking a space walk. Are there alternatives that include us both
staying on board and alive?’

‘Already a distress
signal has been activated. Depending on when that signal is
intercepted and where the nearest vessel is, a rescue could be
mounted inside the forty-three days it would take to travel to
Outpost 4X-11.’

Gareth thought long and
hard. ‘And if we began the journey towards 4X-11, that rescue is
likely to intercept us even sooner?’

‘If such a rescue is
mounted.’

‘If?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why would a rescue not
be mounted?’

‘The distress beacon
signal includes data relating to the incident which destroyed the
Cortain and information relating to survivors. The
Democratic Alliance of Planets operating procedure states that the
DAP would need to deem the situation safe and the rescue of enough
value to direct a vessel this way.’

Gareth made several
incoherent curses under his breath before he found his voice. ‘Why
wouldn’t the rescue be of value? Just because we’re cleaning staff?
We’re just as important a part of the crew as anyone else!’

Dean nodded. ‘That’s
right. The Super always says a dirty ship wouldn’t get anywhere
fast.’

They looked at each
other, thinking about the truth of that claim for the first time.
Gareth could see his concern mirrored in Dean’s eyes. ‘Cortain,
they would come for us, wouldn’t they?’

‘Almost certainly, if
the sector of space where the rescue takes place is deemed
safe.’

Almost certainly.
Better than maybe, not as good as definitely. But if something had
wiped out a ship like the Cortain in a single swipe, the
lives of two DAP cleaners were not really worth the same thing
happening again. Perhaps they would send a war ship. The
Cortain was very well equipped, considerable weapons and
defensive capabilities, even a cleaner knew that. But it was no
battleship. Maybe a battle cruiser would come for them.

‘Cortain, the organic
thing that hit the Cortain; is it still here?’

‘Nothing appears on any
sensors. However, nothing appeared on any sensors until moments
before the strike. Therefore, it is possible that whatever it was
is still within striking distance and not registering.’

‘But it did register
briefly before the strike?’

‘Correct. As you saw in
the vision, something appeared for a few seconds before it struck,
and that registered on all sensors.’

‘What did the crew make
of it?’

‘Would you like to view
the vision again, with bridge crew audio?’

‘Yes, please.’

The wide, gold
holoscreen darkened again and showed nothing but deep space. This
time the general hubbub of bridge crew chatter accompanied it.

‘ . . .
heading confirmed, Captain, as per DAP HQ.’

‘All systems
clear.’

The deeper blackness
appeared at the bottom of the screen.

‘Captain, we’ve got a
massive signal on all sensors.’

‘Identify.’

‘Source, unknown.
Composition, organic. Sir, it’s huge and moving incredibly
fast.’

‘Captain, it’s heading
directly for the Cortain.’

‘Full scan, Ensign. I
need to know what that thing is.’

‘Sir, there’s an
enormous energy burst flooding our sensors. Scans are
interrupted.’

‘What’s moving in front
of it? Is something extending from . . . ’

Gareth jumped as the
screen flicked back to the dull gold of the holoscreen on standby.
‘Cortain, what did the scan show?’

‘The impact occurred
before the scan was complete. It was an organic signature,
incredibly dense. Chemical analysis was incomplete, but did
register carbon along with a variety of other compounds.’

It made very little
sense. All Gareth really understood was that something enormous had
destroyed the Cortain in a single hit and that thing was
unidentifiable. Presumably this data would be of use to scientists
somewhere.

Dean was watching
Gareth, face still pale. ‘What do we do?’

‘We need to get moving,
I suppose. Cortain, could we get away unnoticed?’

‘Unknown.’

‘Can we try very slowly
at first, so any thruster activity is minimal?’

‘Yes.’

Gareth took a deep
breath. He looked at Dean and his eyebrows flicked up. ‘Cortain,
can you set a course for Outpost 4X-11?’

‘Course laid in.’

‘Get us under way with
absolute minimum power, please?’

‘Confirmed.’

Both men held their
breath as a gentle hum rose through the hull. A soft glow
brightened the rear windows as thrusters were engaged. Gareth moved
to the side windows as stars began to slide by. Dean nervously
stood and took a station opposite. ‘What are we looking for?’ he
asked in a weak voice.

Gareth shook his head.
‘I don’t really know. Anything that looks blacker than space?
Cortain, will you keep scanning for any movement or anything
. . . organic?’

‘Confirmed. All sensors
have been extended to mid range.’

Gareth and Dean walked
about the small pod, almost tiptoeing, checking one window then the
next. They breathed shallowly when they breathed at all, eyes wide
and haunted, watching for any shadows in the vastness of space. The
gentle hum of the drive mechanism and the occasional beep from the
console were the only sounds for several long, slow minutes.

The men began to stalk
a bit more purposefully around the pod. ‘Anything on sensors?’
Gareth asked.

‘Nothing.’

‘Can we pick up the
pace, just a little bit?’

‘Affirmative. Our
energy signature will not increase significantly if we move up to
full power.’

Gareth pursed his lips.
He looked at Dean. ‘Shall we chance it?’

Dean looked spooked.
‘Run for it, you mean?’

Gareth nodded.

‘Okay.’

‘Cortain, can you take
us up to full power in increments? Say, accelerate by ten per cent
every ten seconds until we’re at full power?’

‘Confirmed.’

The soft hum from the
drive mechanism increased. Gareth tried to cast his eyes all around
the pod at once. He could feel tension knitting his shoulder blades
together. Dean strode from one window to the next, his pace
increasing along with the speed of the pod. The hum of the engines
rose until it was a soft roar, a vibration that soon became white
noise.

‘Maximum speed
attained. Heading for DAP Outpost 4X-11, ETA one thousand and
forty-two hours, sixteen minutes.’

‘Is this as fast as we
can go?’ Dean asked.

‘No. But it is as fast
as this pod can travel while maintaining enough fuel to reach
Outpost 4X-11.’

Both men took their
seats at the helm again. Their eyes scanned the wide open black
beyond the screen. Gareth couldn’t help feeling as though something
was just behind him, phantom hands reaching for his back as he
forced himself not to get up and check all the windows once more.
‘Cortain, you’re keeping all sensors active? You’ll know if
. . . anything’s out there?’

‘Yes.’

Gareth sighed and
leaned back in his chair. ‘Well. I guess we just wait then.’

‘And ration our food,’
Dean added. He sounded miserable.

Gareth reached out,
squeezed his friend’s shoulder. ‘We’ll be all right, mate. We’re on
the way and someone will pick up our distress signal in no
time.’

‘I hope so. We’re
pretty deep.’

Gareth forced a small
laugh, turning away so that Dean wouldn’t see the fear in his eyes.
‘Sure, we’re deep. But someone will be out there and they’ll hear
us and they’ll come and get us.’

 


The tension and fear of
the unknown soon gave way to concern for survival. After several
hours the expectation of giant, shining black tendrils of space
swatting them to oblivion receded as the fear of starving to death
became more apparent.

‘A hundred mills of
water doesn’t even touch the sides.’ Dean looked disconsolately at
the empty cup in his hands.

‘It’s more about
staying alive than enjoying it.’ Gareth stared out the window,
watching infinity slide by.

‘Sal’s dead.’

Gareth pulled his eyes
back to Dean, sat slumped on the cot opposite him. ‘What’s
that?’

‘Sal. She’s dead.’

‘Ah, you were going out
with that blonde, worked in the officer’s bar?’

Dean nodded, still
staring at his empty cup. ‘She was really nice. We were, you know,
getting serious.’

‘Didn’t realise it was
like that.’

‘Yeah, we were planning
a kind of holiday for the next shore leave. I was thinking about
. . . well, you know.’

Gareth watched the
young man’s bowed head. ‘I’m sorry, Dean. Really, I am.’

Dean looked up sharply.
‘What about you?’

‘What?’

‘You have anyone on
board?’

Gareth shook his head.
‘Nah, I’m a bit old for all that. I took this job, switched to long
haul stuff, after my wife died a few years ago. I had a lot of
friends on board, of course.’

Dean looked down again.
‘All gone now. Dead, just like that.’

 


As hours became a day,
the reality of forty-three days began to settle on them. Gareth
tried to think of ways to keep Dean’s spirits up. ‘Game of cards?’
he asked, trying to sound chirpier than he felt.

‘If you like.’

‘Cortain, can you make
a standard deck?’

The men sat at the
front console as Cortain produced playing cards. Gareth took them,
still warm from printing, and shuffled. ‘Ruminan’s Gambit?’

Dean shrugged.

Gareth dealt and they
played in silence for a few minutes.

‘How did she die?’ Dean
asked.

Gareth looked up from
his hand. ‘What’s that?’

‘Your wife.’

‘Oh. Hit by a transport
in a city hub on Intensia Prime.’ Gareth frowned, pained by the
memory. ‘We were on holiday.’

Dean made a rueful
face. ‘That sucks. Sorry, man.’

‘Still trying to get
used to it really.’

‘Reckon it might take
me a while to get over losing Sal.’

Gareth looked into
Dean’s eyes, saw the raw pain and fear there. ‘Yeah,’ he said
quietly. ‘It’ll take a while. But time does help to heal the
wounds. These people always live on in here, mate.’ He tapped his
chest.

Dean nodded, his face
drawn. ‘I can’t believe they’re all gone. Only us left.’

‘Yeah. It’s kinda hard
to get your head around.’

‘What was it?’

‘What?’

‘The thing that smashed
the Cortain.’

Gareth drew a deep
breath. ‘I don’t know. Something massive. Something alien.’

‘It could be
anywhere.’

‘I know. Let’s hope it
stayed out there. Maybe we strayed into its territory. We can tell
people what happened and everyone can avoid that area of space
until we know more about it.’

Dean looked up to a
side window. ‘Or it could be with us. Or ahead of us. It came from
nowhere.’

‘Yeah. Well, we don’t
know, so let’s try to focus on the positive. Until proven
otherwise, I’m going to consider it back there, where we left
it.’

Dean said nothing,
still staring out the window.

 


One day became two,
then three. A black cloud of despair fogged the pod. Watching
recordings of old shows and movies, reading archived books,
listlessly playing games through the console. All these things were
like treading water, knowing that sharks circled restlessly in the
shadows below. The uncertainty was debilitating, wondering if
anyone would come for them.

Gareth looked over to
Dean, lying on his bunk, staring up at a holoscreen showing an old
colony movie, nibbling minutely at a dry ration. The young man was
becoming more disconsolate, retreating into himself. ‘You thought
about what you might do when we get picked up?’ Gareth asked.

Dean turned his head,
his eyes dull. ‘What?’

‘You’re a young man,
the universe yours for the taking. You don’t want to be a cleaner
all your life, do you?’

‘You have been.’

Gareth raised an
eyebrow. ‘I’ve done all kinds of things actually. Driven
transports, worked in a shipbuilding yard, maintenance bays at
Berelli Spaceport. Loads of stuff.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I even
spent a couple of years in prison.’

Dean’s interest was
piqued. ‘Really? What for?’

‘Killed a guy. It was
self-defence, but I was busted for excessive force, stitched up on
a manslaughter charge.’

Dean looked
unimpressed. ‘Really? You making up stories to scare me?’

Gareth laughed,
surprised. ‘I’m not the sort of person to lie, Dean. I’ve never
told anyone before. I thought maybe we could learn a bit more about
each other, you know, share some stuff or something.’

Dean’s eyes narrowed.
‘If you’d been on a Custody Yacht you wouldn’t be allowed to work
long haul now.’

‘You can buy a new
identity if you know where to look, mate.’

Dean laughed without
humour. ‘Sure, Gareth.’ He flicked a hand at the holoscreen above
him. ‘You should write stories for the holos, mate.’

Gareth wanted to give
Dean hope, raise his interest, charge some life back into the boy,
but it seemed like Dean just saw a sad old man. ‘Prison was an
interesting place,’ he said, trying one last time. ‘I’ve got some
stories to tell!’

Dean turned back to his
movie. ‘Good for you.’

Gareth watched the
young man, concern in his eyes. ‘You should think about it,’ he
said eventually. ‘Plan for what you might do when we’re rescued.
It’s a chance to start over, look for something new.’

Dean turned up the
volume on his movie.

 


‘Cortain, any signals?’
Gareth asked, one hand pressed to his stomach. He was so hungry he
felt constantly nauseous.

‘None.’

Dean grunted. ‘She’d
tell us if there was, man, you don’t have to keep asking.’

‘I suppose,’ Gareth
said. ‘It’s just something to do.’

‘Bloody annoying,
that’s what it is.’

‘All right, Dean. No
need to be a dick about it.’

Dean swung his legs off
the bunk, sitting up straight. ‘A dick? A dick is someone that
keeps asking ridiculous questions that he already knows the answer
to!’

Gareth’s heart
hammered. He could see barely repressed rage in Dean’s face. He
could fight, but Dean was younger, desperate. Dean was also scared,
hurt with grief and impotently angry. He lost more patience every
day. Gareth raised his hands, placating. ‘Let’s just chill out, eh?
No need to start getting ratty at each other. It’s only been five
days, there’s a long way to go yet.’

Dean slumped back onto
the bed. ‘Five days. I’m already starving to death.’

For the first few days
eating only the bare minimum to survive hadn’t seemed so bad. Being
largely inactive, restricted for space, eating very little had
seemed easy. Now fat reserves were beginning to wane and the
minuscule portions seemed more and more ludicrous.

Gareth sighed. ‘Me too.
But Cortain is giving us enough to keep us alive.’

Dean made a noise of
disgust. ‘Shame there’s two of us.’

Gareth turned back to
his book, deciding to let that comment slide for the sake of both
their sanity.

 


The sounds of gunfire
and mayhem from Dean’s bunk drilled into Gareth’s ears. ‘Can you
turn that down a bit?’

Dean said nothing.

‘Dean, will you turn
the movie down?’

Dean reached out and
tapped his cot-side console. The volume of the movie barely reduced
at all.

Gareth ground his teeth
for a moment. He was keen to keep Dean in good spirits, but the kid
was trying his patience by the hour. Perhaps he needed to assert
some authority, re-establish a pecking order. ‘Dean, turn it
down!’

Dean looked over at
him, sneering. ‘Or what?’

Gareth stood, heart
racing. ‘Or I’ll break your bloody nose, that’s what!’

Dean’s lips twitched,
miming some internal monologue. Still staring hard into Gareth’s
eyes he reached out and turned the volume down a few more notches.
Gareth rummaged in a small locker by his bunk, turned back with a
pair of wireless earbuds. ‘In fact, use these. I’m sick of the
constant noise of your crazy movies.’

Dean snatched the buds,
pressed them into his ears with his thumbs. ‘Can’t be bad as the
constant noise of your bloody nagging.’ He turned back to the now
silent film before Gareth could answer.

Gareth nodded to
himself, sat back down. The poor kid was suffering, he had to
remember that. He was suffering too, and wished someone would
comfort him, but perhaps looking out for Dean was somehow keeping
him in check. He was older, wiser, tougher. He was no less scared,
but one of them had to stay strong.

 


On the ninth day
Cortain interrupted them. ‘I’m receiving fairly current recorded
signals on several frequencies.’

Gareth sat up, excited.
‘Recorded?’

‘Yes. Just broadcasts,
drifting beyond the initial bands, but it is evidence that we’re
getting closer to occupied space.’

‘How much closer?’ Dean
asked gruffly.

‘We’re still
thirty-four days from Outpost 4X-11, which is the nearest known
human base. Unless there are other vessels this side of Outpost
4X-11, we’re still thirty-four days from contact.’

Dean grunted, rammed
his earbuds back in.

‘Cortain, how far ahead
of us is the distress signal we’re broadcasting?’ Gareth asked
quietly. ‘Is it likely to have reached inhabited space yet?’

‘Yes. The signal will
have travelled well into occupied space by now. The DAP know you’re
out here.’

Gareth nodded and
returned to his reading, trying not to think of all the friends
he’d lost. As the days drifted past their faces swam through his
thoughts ever more insistently. He concentrated on the words before
him.

 


By the fourteenth day
the men’s tempers were even more frayed. The constantly recycled
air in the pod was becoming stale, even though they had plenty of
oxygen. The men themselves, unwashed for two weeks, were offensive
to each other and themselves despite the air filtration. Strict
rations and the resulting low energy blackened their moods.
Isolation, distance to safety and proximity to each other all began
to take their toll. Gareth grew less and less tolerant of Dean’s
surly disposition. He watched the young man surreptitiously. Dean
had developed a tendency to murmur to himself almost constantly,
his lips twitching ever so slightly, eyes darting left and
right.

‘Anything you want to
talk about, Dean?’

‘Like what?’

‘I dunno. Just have a
conversation.’

Dean’s lip curled. ‘You
wanna talk about all the friends we lost? About how I wanted to
take Sal to see the Glass Mountains on our next shore leave and ask
her to marry me? You want to make up more bullshit about prison?
What about the giant alien that killed everybody?’

Gareth said nothing.
Trying to draw Dean out only gave him a chance to vent his anger.
Except not venting the anger would only fuel the psychosis creeping
across his mind.

Gareth knew he was
perilously close to madness himself. He had caught himself
entertaining thoughts of beating Dean senseless purely for
something to do. The thought of grabbing the young man and crushing
his face beneath flying knuckles had given him a thrill of
adrenalin he hadn’t felt since they had first fired the thrusters.
He had even considered what it might be like to eat human flesh.
Sometimes, chewing dry rations, he had watched Dean’s greasy,
stubbled jaw working, watched his throat swallowing, watched his
thin shoulders hunched forward, shielding his food. And watching
those things had made Gareth’s mouth water and thoughts of steaks
with thick gravy flitted through his mind like erratic moths
dancing around a flame. He knew these thoughts were the scouts of
madness, stealthily checking the landscape of his mind, looking for
somewhere to land and start drilling. He also knew that while he
was aware of this process happening in his head, Dean was
experiencing his own version of the same thing. Only he was
convinced that Dean didn’t have the self-reflection he held on to.
Dean’s madness was closer to the surface, less restrained, fuelled
by grief. It threatened to break free at any time.

Gareth found himself
locked eye to eye with the young man. Dean’s eyes were dark,
hooded, haunted. His lips twitched and worked unselfconsciously,
telling himself the mad thoughts were completely sane, the terrible
things he considered completely rational. Gareth braced himself as
he caught sight of Dean’s fingers flexing, his fists clenching,
relaxing, clenching, relaxing.

‘Signal received.’

Both men jumped,
gasping in breaths. They broke eye contact, turning to the console.
‘Signal?’

‘Signal confirmed. The
DAP battle cruiser Agamem Dax sends the following
communiqué.’ Through a crackle of static a strong male voice said,
‘Survivors of the Cortain, this is Captain Reyne of the
Agamem Dax. We are en route to rendezvous with your escape
pod. We’re bending space to get to you guys, so hang in there.
Increase your power to absolute maximum. Don’t worry about
conserving fuel. If you can get to full power we should be with you
in around thirty hours.’

There was a moment of
silence, then both men jumped up from their cots, whooping and
hollering. All previous antagonism forgotten they grabbed each
other in a rough embrace and danced around in a circle.

‘Would you like to send
a response?’ Cortain asked.

Gareth laughed, the
impending insanity, so close to the surface of his mind, barely
held in check when he let that laughter out. ‘Of course, of course.
Er . . . Cortain, please send the following: Captain
Reyne, you have no idea how good it is to hear your voice! We are
increasing to full power and can’t wait to see a friendly face.’ He
looked at Dean and smiled. ‘Also, please be advised that we are in
serious need of a shower! Cortain, can you increase to max power
and ensure that Reyne has all the information he needs to find
us?’

‘Confirmed. Message and
all relevant data sent.’

‘How long till we get a
reply?’

‘Hard to tell. Probably
several minutes. But I have a confirmed link and data from the
Agamem Dax. They have us. Just a matter of time now.’

Dean looked out the
front screen, almost as if he expected to see the Agamem Dax
out there in the distance. ‘Thirty hours?’ he asked quietly. Tears
ran down his cheeks.

‘Yes.’ Gareth laughed
again. ‘From several weeks to little more than a day. Oh, thank all
the powers in the black for that!’

Dean smiled. It was the
most normal he had appeared for days. ‘So that means that we have
plenty of food, right?’

Gareth’s eyes widened.
The boy had a point. ‘Cortain, can we have a proper feed now,
please?’

 


Thirty hours seemed to
pass interminably slow, but the thought of rescue was enough to
keep both men in good spirits. They had eaten until they felt sick,
drunk water like they lived under a waterfall and slept the sated
sleep of the rich. When the Agamem Dax was only a couple of
hours out they established a live communication link with Captain
Reyne. They described everything to the best of their ability, they
answered dozens of questions put to them by all manner of
scientists and tacticians. They were euphoric at the thought of
imminent showers, proper beds, fresh food and human contact.

The console beeped and
Captain Reyne’s voice sounded again. ‘Gareth, Dean, we’re nearly
there. We have you on short range sensors and visual. If you look
forward you should be able to see us.’

Both men rushed to the
console, leaning forward to stare at the screen. Cortain used the
head up display and highlighted the Agamem Dax with a
crosshair of faint gold. That tiny, blocky shadow in deep space,
with a pinprick rainbow of lights, was the single best thing Gareth
had ever seen in his life. He slapped Dean on the shoulder,
pointing at the screen. ‘We see you, Captain Reyne. Oh, what a
relief, we see you.’

There was a soft laugh
from the console. ‘It’s good to see you boys too. We’ll come up
alongside you at a distance of several kilometres, to avoid risking
you in our gravity well. Then we’ll launch a shuttle to hook up and
tow you in.’

Another voice came
across the wire. ‘Captain, we’re reading a massive energy
signature.’

‘Agamem Dax,
this is Cortain. Energy signature is consistent with the encounter
that destroyed the Cortain.’

Gareth froze, his
knuckles whitening on the console. Dean made that gulping sound
again. As they stared at the tiny outline of the Agamem Dax
both men watched deep blackness spread up below the battle
cruiser.

‘Captain, sensors
indicate a massive biological signature. This thing is bigger than
we are by a factor of . . . several hundred.’

Reyne’s voice was
tight, controlled. ‘As we drilled. Focus all weapons to the centre
of the energy signature.’

‘Target acquired.’

‘Fire, fire, fire!’

Energy pulses and the
jet exhausts of missiles exploded from the Agamem Dax.
Gareth and Dean watched as hundreds of weapons deployed from the
massive battle cruiser and flooded into the thing that approached
beneath them. The ordnance disappeared into the blackness, briefly
illuminating the darkness to a shiny, glassy, featureless surface
like flexing obsidian. The men could see the slick shadows
extending beyond their vision in every direction, filling every bit
of space below the battle cruiser. Hints of curves and tendrils,
flat expanses and black undulating planes strained their
perception. As each weapon discharged, the space beneath the
Agamem Dax was a rainbow of energy and explosions.

‘Captain, biological
entity still approaching. Our barrage had no effect.’

‘Evasive manoeuvres!
Get us away from it. We need an attack angle.’

‘Aye, Captain.’

‘Sir, the entity is
staying with us!’

‘Weapons systems
primed.’

‘Fire, fire, fire!’

Energy and ordnance
blossomed from the Agamem Dax again, disappearing into the
gargantuan shining blackness.

‘Captain, no
effect.’

‘Evade, damn you!
Evasive patterns!’

‘Captain, I can’t shake
it. It’s . . . it’s everywhere.’

‘Weapons primed.’

‘Fire, fire, fire!’

As the barrage of
destruction flew forth again something extended from the mass of
shining black. Almost indistinguishable from the surrounding space,
something long and round snaked up below the Agamem Dax.
With a flick of tremendous speed it whipped and the battle cruiser
was engulfed in a massive ball of orange flames and roiling clouds.
A huge ring of explosive energy pulsed outwards and collapsed back
on itself. Then nothing. The shining mass had given way to the open
darkness of deep space, speckled with a million million stars.

Gareth and Dean stood
transfixed at the console, staring as the tiny gold crosshair faded
from the screen. Gareth tried to wet dry lips with his tongue.
‘Cortain?’

‘The Agamem Dax
is gone. All sensors read empty.’

‘What?’

‘All sensors read
empty.’

Gareth slowly turned
his head. Dean’s eyes were wide, wild. His lips were flickering and
twitching as he murmured to himself, too quietly to be heard.
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An Exhibition of the
Plague

Richard Harland

Travelling through the
diseased metropolis, I felt the atmosphere of the plague pressing
down on me like a coffin lid. The interior of the carriage summed
it all up: sealed windows, drawn curtains, musk-scented air and
padded satin upholstery. Through the curtains, I could glimpse
lights flashing past in the night, blood-red and purple and deep
emerald green. The colours were as rich and sombre as the colours
of stained glass.

It was no wonder that
Karnossian culture had taken this morbid turn. Over twelve years,
the disease had killed a third of the colonists on Karnos-3—or
‘plague planet’ as the rest of the Hegemony liked to call it. I was
the first offworlder to visit in all that time, now that the
contagion was dying down at last. Undoubtedly, they had a right to
a mournful outlook on life. But why so old-fashioned? I was sure an
electro-hydrogen engine powered the carriage in which I was
travelling, yet the style of the vehicle seemed to have come from
another century—almost another millennium. The plague could account
for economic regression, but this was more like wilful
nostalgia.

Evora Shevorne was my
companion in the carriage. Even her name sounded deep and rich and
sombre. She was dressed in black, of course, with a splash of
scarlet on collar and cuffs. Her face would have been beautiful
except for an indefinable dull heaviness around the chin and eyes.
She’d been assigned to take me to some sort of exhibition on the
plague at some sort of gallery. As yet we had exchanged only a few
sentences of formal conversation, so now I tried a more personal
approach.

‘You survived the
epidemic yourself,’ I said. ‘Natural immunity?’

‘Yes, I’m an immune.’
Her voice was slow and deliberate, and she wove the air with her
long pale fingers as she spoke. ‘I went through the early symptoms,
but I survived. Like everyone else you’ve met so far. Only immunes
are allowed to take up government positions. Soon immunes will be
the only people left living on Karnos-3.’

‘So the next generation
. . . ?’

‘The children of
immunes inherit their immunity.’

‘What makes people
immune? Understanding the immunity could help us to understand the
disease.’

‘The disease is a
mystery,’ she said flatly, ‘and so is the immunity.’

‘But it can be
analysed,’ I insisted. ‘That’s what I’m here for. You never sent us
samples in all the time you were in quarantine. With our latest
techniques—’

She cut me off. ‘And
you never sent us doctors.’

Her sharp tone silenced
me. Of course the Karnossians must feel rejected. As a junior
researcher twelve years ago, I’d had no say about the quarantine,
but I accepted the rationale for imposing it. After Epheliam-5 and
the disastrous outbreak of Mueke’s Bone-Marrow Syndrome, we
couldn’t take a chance. The new diseases were just too
unpredictable. The colonists on Karnos-3 had to be sacrificed for
the welfare of the Hegemony as a whole. But the Karnossians would
hardly be human if they didn’t hold a grudge.

I’d been feeling guilty
on behalf of the Hegemony ever since my arrival. Talking to
administrators and officials, I’d allowed them to evade my
questions and treated them with kid gloves. I’d even found myself
speaking in a hushed, respectful voice as if at a funeral service.
I couldn’t help thinking of the close friends and family that every
single survivor must have lost.

The carriage bounced
and rattled over bumps in the road. I hadn’t seen beyond the
administrative district of the metropolis so far, but I suspected
that the planet’s entire infrastructure would need to be rebuilt. I
inhaled the musk-scented air, and wondered if Karnossians used
perfume vaporisers to cover up the odour of death. Perhaps they had
grown accustomed to such thick, cloying smells.

She broke the silence
suddenly. ‘Of course, you’re very brave to come now.’ It might have
been sarcasm, but it was said without sharpness. ‘How much do you
know about our plague, Dr Reddal?’

‘Not much,’ I
confessed. ‘I saw the images twelve years ago. People staggering in
the streets, clutching at their stomachs. People collapsing, skin
bursting open, spilling their bowels. Horrific.’

‘Indeed it was. Not so
much the stomach or bowels, though. The disease starts in the liver
and kidneys. A process of crystallisation that accumulates in the
tissues.’

‘But caused by a
virus?’

‘Yes. It invades the
body through particles in the air.’

Not for the first time,
I wished I had worn a facemask. Evora must have seen my look of
apprehension because her lips curved in a smile.

‘Don’t worry. You could
cover every part of your body, and the infection would still find a
pore through which to enter.’

‘I thought
. . . Hasn’t the epidemic stage passed?’

‘Almost. Only eight
cases in the last six months. You’re in luck.’

I didn’t like her
smile, which seemed increasingly contemptuous.

‘I know the
statistics,’ I snapped. ‘We’ve had nothing but statistics from you
for a very long while. Ever since you cut off live footage.’

‘People staggering in
the streets? You wanted more of that?’

‘You closed down all
your news channels except for official transmissions.’

Her expression was
close to hatred now. ‘We’re not a peepshow,’ she said.

I was feeling less and
less guilty. True, we’d acted ruthlessly in isolating the
Karnossians, but they’d chosen to isolate themselves too. Whether
out of spite or shame . . . Either way, it amounted to
the same. Of course the interplanetary media had shifted attention
to other news stories. After twelve years, the general population
of the Hegemony had grown accustomed to the idea of one small,
infected corner of the galaxy. And the Karnossians had hidden away
in their corner like sick animals creeping off to die. If only
they’d sent us samples . . .

The carriage slowed to
a halt, and the right-side door slid smoothly open. Looking out, I
could see nothing but darkness. In fact, we had pulled up half a
metre away from an unlit building, and the open door of the
carriage was exactly alongside the building’s open door. I rose
from my seat and followed Evora out of one closed space into
another.

‘Wait a minute,’ I
protested.

I glimpsed only the
immediate surrounds of the door, but I wasn’t impressed. Old
woodwork and peeling paint—what sort of gallery was this? It looked
more like an ordinary house, and a very decrepit one at that. But
my protest was retrospective even before it left my lips. A male
Karnossian—perhaps the driver of the carriage—entered behind me and
closed the door.

‘Where are we?’

No-one answered, and I
was forced to follow Evora along a narrow corridor. Wooden walls,
wan yellow lights, threadbare carpeting—everything spoke of neglect
and deterioration. Worst of all was the unwholesome smell of
organic decay.

We came out at last
into a kitchen, with cupboards, table and stove. So this was
just a family home . . . And there was the family:
mother, father, two boys and a girl. The children’s faces looked
puffy and dark around the eyes as though they’d been crying. They
were all dressed in the simplest of clothes, very different to
Evora in her stylish black and scarlet.

She nodded to them, and
they stared back with unblinking solemnity. They remained
motionless: the boys seated on chairs, the parents leaning against
the wall, the girl cross-legged on the floor. One of the boys
sniffled and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand.

‘I don’t understand.’ I
swung to confront Evora. ‘You were supposed to be taking me to an
exhibition.’

‘Yes. An exhibition of
the plague.’

A dreadful apprehension
gripped me as I surveyed the family again. ‘What’s wrong with
them?’

‘They’ve known since
yesterday evening.’ Evora crooked a finger at the mother. ‘Come
forward, Sparren.’

Sparren stepped forward
as if in a daze. Evora took her by the shoulders and gently rotated
her so that I could see her bare upper arm. Just above the elbow
was a raised red mark, a circular swelling on the skin.

‘That’s the entry
point,’ Evora told me. ‘That’s where the infection broke in through
the pores.’

I couldn’t believe my
ears. ‘What about me?’

‘You?’

‘I don’t have immunity!
I’ll get infected!’

‘Very likely.’ Again
that scornful smile. ‘You’ll be able to take samples from yourself.
Though I’m afraid you won’t have very long to analyse them. Death
within forty-eight hours.’

The woman called
Sparren turned suddenly—and deliberately breathed on me, full in my
face.

I fled the room. Back
along the corridor, back to the door by which I’d entered. No-one
tried to stop me, and they didn’t need to. The door was locked. I
reversed direction and kept running.

I came to another
room—I think it was a bedroom, but the place was in total darkness.
I banged into various bits of furniture before I finally found a
window. I touched glass, frame and latch, so it had to be a window,
yet it let in no glimmer of the city’s nightlights. I undid the
latch and tried to pull it open, but it wouldn’t budge. Nailed
shut?

I found a stool, swung
it and smashed the glass. Careless of jagged edges, I reached
through—until my knuckles struck solid wood. Vertical planks fixed
side by side with barely a crack between them. The window had been
boarded up!

I panicked and ran
again. I soon lost all sense of direction, though I managed to keep
away from the kitchen. Imagining viral particles in the air, I held
my hand over my mouth and nose, and tried not to breathe in. I
wasn’t thinking rationally enough to remember that this contagion
entered through the pores of the skin. Every now and then, my
oxygen-starved lungs betrayed me and sucked in a great whooping
draught.

I looked into room
after room, and everywhere the windows had been boarded up. Sounds
of hammering came to my ears, as though more boards were being
nailed on even as I ran. In my half-crazed mind, it turned into a
race against time. Somewhere, in some room, there had to be a
window I could reach before they closed it off!

Perhaps it wasn’t so
crazy. I came to one room and turned on the lights—I’d learned
where to locate the switches. I don’t know what sort of room it had
been originally, but it was empty now except for blankets and
quilts spread out on the floor and half a dozen neatly arranged
pillows. There was a single window, and I saw at a glance that it
was only half boarded up.

I ran for it, snatching
up a pillow on the way, and punched through the glass with the
pillow over my fist. A murmur of voices rose up outside, but I
didn’t care. Still using the pillow, I pulled out more and more
pieces of glass. I was sure the opening was wide enough to squeeze
through, once I climbed up onto the sill . . .

A metal bar crashed
down on my hand. It was agony even through the thickness of the
pillow, and my fingers went numb. Angry faces appeared in the
opening, voices yelled at me.

‘Stay inside!’

‘What do you think
you’re doing?’

‘You’re in
quarantine!’

Did they know who I
was? Was the word ‘quarantine’ aimed specifically at me?

In the next moment, a
plank thrust in through the opening and in through the glass. It
caught me in the middle of the chest and knocked me sprawling. By
the time I staggered to my feet, the plank had been withdrawn—and
was now being used to board up the opening. Another two planks, and
the blockade was complete.

I kept on searching, of
course, but it was hopeless. Every door was locked, every window
sealed. And when I listened, I could hear Karnossian voices on the
other side of the doors and windows. The house was surrounded and
the reinforcement work was still going on. They must be absolutely
obsessed with sealing the house off.

In the end, I headed
back to the kitchen. The plague-stricken family had scarcely moved
in all the time I’d been away; they seemed dull and uninterested,
not even turning their heads when I reappeared. Evora had vanished,
along with the carriage driver or whoever he was.

‘Where is she?’ I had
to repeat the question several times before the father came out of
his trance.

‘Left by another door,’
he said. ‘They’ve sealed that too, now.’

The smell of decay
caught in my nostrils and I wanted to gag. I left the kitchen in a
hurry.

Oh, I understood what
was going on. I didn’t need Evora to explain. This was a cruel and
elaborate form of revenge. The Hegemony had cut off and isolated
the Karnossians, both the sick and healthy all condemned to the
same fate. Now they were doing the same to me. As the Hegemony’s
representative, I was being forced to share in their disease.

If only I’d read the
signs when I’d talked to officials and administrators! If only I’d
pressed them harder, instead of allowing their evasions and
silences to pass for grief. It wasn’t grief at all, but sullen
hatred!

I slunk off to hide as
far away from the kitchen as possible. My death had probably been
determined when I first entered the kitchen, perhaps when I first
entered the house—the air must be saturated with viral particles.
Yet I had to do something. I found a small room that was
actually a linen closet, with no light or window. I shut the door
behind me, pulled down a sheet from the shelves and swathed myself
from head to foot, no skin exposed. I sat under a ventilation
grating in the wall, feeling a faint draught of air from
outside.

Still the hammering
continued. On and on and on, from all around the house, until I
could have screamed. After a while, there were new sounds too:
grinding, clanking and rumbling, like the operation of heavy
machinery. As if they were pouring concrete! How deep did they want
to bury us?

Eventually a new day
dawned. I peeked out from my sheet and saw that the darkness was a
few degrees less absolute, with grey light percolating in through
the grating. I also saw the condition of the sheet itself—stained
and soiled. It was an unwashed sheet from someone’s bed, surely
laden with infection!

I flung it aside,
stumbled to my feet and ran out into the corridor. There, under the
electric lights, I found a circle of raised red skin on my wrist. A
similar mark had appeared on my left ankle, and another on my
chest.

So it had happened. The
disease had entered my pores and was working its way through my
body. I can’t explain how I felt: not particularly surprised, but
certainly very frightened.

I wandered through the
corridors in an aimless daze. In one corridor, I ran into the
daughter of the family, walking along by herself. She must have
been seven or eight years old, yet her face was twisted in lines of
pain that gave her the look of an aged woman. She leaned one
shoulder against the wall as she walked, as if unable to support
her weight on her legs. I think she would have gone straight past
me if I hadn’t stood in her way. She was clutching at her midriff
with both hands—presumably where the crystals were growing in her
liver and kidneys.

‘Does it hurt?’ I
asked. ‘I’ve got it too.’

She seemed lost in a
state of inward concentration, focused on what was happening inside
her body. She had come to a halt still leaning against the wall,
aware of me yet hardly seeing me.

I tried again. ‘Is
there anything I can do?’

Instead of answering,
she lurched forward again. For a moment I thought she was going to
fall, and reached out to catch hold of her. But she didn’t want my
help. Some infinitesimal shake of the head or aversion of the
shoulders told me to leave her alone. I drew back and watched her
continue her shuffling, laborious journey.

Then I walked on. The
girl was unreal, the corridor was unreal, my own actions were
unreal. The whole house seemed to have floated outside of normal
space and time.

When I found myself
back in the kitchen, I decided I was hungry. The family members had
all left the room. I searched the cupboards and fridge, and found
the makings of a sandwich. I wondered how long it would be before I
started to suffer like the girl.

I ate my sandwich,
seated at the table, and drank a glass of juice. The smell of decay
no longer bothered me, but the hammering, mechanical noise was
maddening. It was ridiculous, what they were doing. We were
entombed already—why pile on layer after layer? I hated the
Karnossians for their malevolent stupidity.

The three red circles
on my skin neither grew nor shrank. I stopped examining them; after
a while, I even stopped thinking about them. My mood swung back and
forth between violent anger and fatalistic resignation. Hours
passed, but I had no sense of time.

It might have been a
minute or a century later when I heard the first cries. I think it
was the two boys to begin with, then the girl. Later, the mother
and father joined in. It was as though the sounds were being wrung
out of them: moans and gasps and short sharp shrieks. No weeping or
sobbing, just the purest, clearest distillation of pain. The sounds
seemed to model the very shape of their individual agonies.
Listening to those cries, I could trace every movement of every
pang inside their bodies.

I didn’t get up to go
and look. How could I have helped? The only thing I could have done
was put them out of their pain—and I did glance at the
cutlery draw where the kitchen knives were kept. But I wasn’t brave
enough, or logical enough, to go through with the deed.

Then I started to
experience an echo of the same pangs. The crystals were growing in
me too, I was sure of it. I’d been covering my ears with my hands,
but now I unbuttoned my shirt, and pressed and prodded in the
region of my liver and kidneys. The sensation was lacerating. I
grunted and doubled up over the table.

I considered putting
myself out of my own pain, but I didn’t have the determination for
that either. I just sat there with tears running down my face—tears
from the pain, tears for the sheer injustice of it all. The sounds
from the suffering family kept rising and falling, stopping and
starting. They were touching death again and again, as if dipping
their toes into that black ocean. Why did it have to last so long?
The disease was utterly merciless.

My liver and kidneys
only hurt when I pressed and prodded. I went back to covering up my
ears instead. At some point, night must have fallen, but I don’t
know when. Perhaps before, perhaps after the cries of the dying
family came to an end.

Peace, blessed peace! I
realised with surprise that the hammering, mechanical noise had
ceased too. I stayed where I was, waiting for the pangs in my own
body to intensify. Waiting and waiting . . . Until I fell
asleep, slumped forward with my head on the table.

My sleep was filled
with strange dreams of corpses and funerals, blocked-off doors and
sealed-up houses. Perhaps I was dreaming of Karnos-3 as it had been
at the height of the plague. When I finally awoke, the house was as
silent as a tomb.

I backtracked in my
memory to the point where the family’s cries had ceased. They were
dead, no doubt . . . But I felt a sudden need to go and
see for myself. I had left behind last night’s mood swings and the
accompanying sense of helplessness.

I had a good idea of
where the cries had come from. Heading in that direction, I arrived
at the room with the blankets, quilts and pillows. All five members
of the family were there, and they must have flung themselves about
terribly in their death throes. The girl had twisted a blanket
round her legs, the mother appeared to be biting a pillow, one of
the boys had burrowed headfirst into a quilt. The neatly arranged
room had turned into a scene of chaos.

Only when I stepped
forward onto the blankets did I discover the true horror. How can I
describe it? The disease had broken down the flesh beneath the
skin, and the bodies looked like so many shapeless bags of pulp. In
all my years of medical experience I had never seen anything like
it. And this was what I could expect for myself! Although
. . .

I had barely noted that
I was experiencing no pangs of pain when a noise broke the silence.
Not a hammering or clanking, but a slow creak of metal on wood.
Then voices talking. People coming in from outside?

I was glad to escape
that charnel-house scene. I sped along corridors, past the kitchen,
and arrived at the same door by which I had entered . . .
a lifetime ago, as it seemed. The door was open and there were
people in the doorway, outlined against the pale light of a new
morning. At the front, advancing along the corridor, was Evora
Shevorne.

‘You came too soon!’ I
yelled at her. ‘I’m not dead yet!’

I’m not sure what I
meant to do: perhaps burst out onto the streets and run around
screaming, I have the plague! Evora shot out an arm and
barred my way.

‘You’re not, are you?’
Her voice was unchanged, slow and deliberate, with just a note of
curiosity. ‘Do you have an entry point on your skin?’

I flourished my wrist
in her face. ‘Three of them!’

She drew me to the side
of the corridor, allowing the other Karnossians to go past. She
nodded as she examined my wrist.

‘When did this
appear?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Soon after I left you
here?’

‘Imprisoned me
here. Yes.’

‘It’s fading now.’

‘What?’

I looked for myself,
and she was right. In the clear light of day, the angry red colour
had diminished to a pale shade of pink.

‘You’re an immune,’ she
said. ‘Like the rest of us.’

She gestured towards
the other Karnossians, now disappearing round a turn in the
corridor.

I could hardly take it
in. A great wave of relief washed over me, then a swell of
triumph.

‘So you didn’t get your
revenge,’ I jeered. ‘The trick failed.’

‘I don’t remember any
trick.’

‘You pretended you were
taking me to an exhibition in a gallery.’

‘This is a gallery,’
she answered.

How was I supposed to
understand that? She didn’t explain, but walked on down the
corridor. ‘Come and see,’ she said over her shoulder.

I looked towards the
open door, but there was no hurry now. I was an immune. I followed
and caught her up.

‘I’m sorry,’ she
said.

Sorry? That was
all she could offer after trying to cause my death? Sorry for an
attempted murder? Her strange composure left me speechless.

Of course, we went
straight to the room with the bodies. The other Karnossians—four
men and two women—were stooping over the once-human forms on the
floor. At first I didn’t realise what they were doing. Then a
sickening stench hit my nostrils, a hundred times worse than ever
before.

They were opening up
the bodies, fumbling around inside the internal organs. Perhaps
they had scalpels or knives, perhaps the plague-riddled flesh
simply disintegrated under their hands—I don’t know. All I saw were
ghouls and corpse-robbers. And yes, there was a particular treasure
they were after.

One of the ghouls
straightened suddenly, holding something in his hands. He appeared
elated, and the others shared his elation with whistles and gasps
of delight.

‘Let me see,’ Evora
ordered.

The Karnossian came
across to her—and me. The stuff in his hands was a slop of organic
tissue, degraded to the constituency of mince, yet there was also
something hard in it, something that glinted through the
semi-liquid mess.

Evora reached forward
and probed delicately with the tip of her index finger.

‘It’s perfect,’ she
murmured. ‘What structure! What ramifications!’

‘I’ve never seen
better,’ said the Karnossian. ‘One of the last, but one of the
best.’

‘Perhaps the very last.
Who knows?’ Evora’s expression was radiant and tragic at the same
time. She turned as another ghoul let out a gasp of amazement. ‘Do
we have more?’

One by one, they
brought their treasures to her. She picked out each crystalline
formation from the slop in their hands. The formations were small,
especially those taken from the children, but it was the quality of
the shape she seemed to value.

She gathered them all
in her cupped palms, then turned to leave. ‘You’re free to go,’ she
told me.

Go where? The whole
situation had dissolved as if it had never existed. Was it no
longer important that I was the Hegemony’s representative? Had the
Karnossians simply forgotten about their revenge?

I trailed after Evora
as she retraced her steps along the corridor. I had a thousand
questions, but none that I could formulate in the moment.

She led the way back
out through the door. While she marched on to her carriage, thirty
paces away, I paused and stood blinking in the open daylight.

The street was wide,
expanding into a kind of square, and the buildings that faced me
were completely unexpected. I had imagined old houses in a run-down
quarter of the metropolis—and indeed, there were a few houses of
that kind. But the majority of the buildings had magnificent new
facades that glittered in morning light. White stone, spires and
precious metals . . . They looked far too decorative for
ordinary residential dwellings. They put me in mind of the temples
on Wrass-5 or the mausoleums on Ballotin-2.

It was when I turned
around that I received the biggest shock. No more peeling paint or
old woodwork! The house in which I’d been imprisoned had undergone
a total transformation; now the original structure was encased in a
shell of marble and mirror-glass, as grand as any on the street.
Even the doorway had chrome surrounds.

I ran after Evora and
caught her before she could climb into her carriage.

‘Is that what you
meant?’ I demanded, pointing. ‘A gallery?’

She took her foot from
the step of the carriage. ‘Yes. The interior will need cleaning,
but we’ll preserve it in its natural state. A tribute to the
creatives. And these will be mounted there on permanent display.’
She meant the formations of crystal that she held in her hands.
‘I’m taking them now to be washed and polished.’

The idea sank in. ‘Like
works of art,’ I muttered. ‘People will come to admire them.’

‘As they do at all our
galleries.’ Her gaze swept the other glittering buildings in the
street. ‘But this exhibition will be the most popular. The latest
and most beautiful.’

It was all wrong and
perverse and impossible. Beauty out of horror? But as I studied
those objects in her hands, I saw that they were beautiful.
The semi-liquid slop had now puddled in the hollow of her palms,
and the crystalline formations stood out more clearly. Tiny spikes,
tiny branchings . . . No filigree jewellery could begin
to compare with such intricate twists and contortions.

‘This is what the
family made,’ said Evora in a strange, low voice. ‘They fashioned
these pieces with their pain and suffering. See? The very forms of
their individual deaths.’

But I couldn’t forget
the horror. Three of them were children, I wanted to say.
Just children!

‘You and I can never do
what they did,’ she went on. ‘We shall never create anything.
That’s what being immune means. We’re cursed to remain
unproductive.’

I stared at her in
disbelief. There was a haunted look on her face, the skin stretched
tight over her cheekbones.

‘We’re the lucky ones,’
I said. ‘Aren’t you glad you survived?’

Her eyes were swimming
and she no longer seemed to see me. I don’t think she was sorrowing
for the pain and loss of the family that had just died. I think she
was sorrowing for herself.
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Rains of la Strange

Robert N
Stephenson

Tyson fast-dropped from
the underside of the tower city. The sooner he retrieved the
Thought, the sooner he could climb back to safety. The fall through
atmosphere caused his ears to pop and his face prickled with the
cold; the ear-shell crackled, the brass device an icy pain against
his head, and for a moment he was out of communication with the
tower. This was his punishment for a mistake. The clouds rushed at
him, the drop line sang with tension.

He’d trusted Shana, why
hadn’t she come to him? Her simple betrayal could end in his death;
something he wasn’t comfortable with, even if he had been
counselled about the prospect. Once into the under-damp he had to
recover the Thought and bring Shana back for adjustment—or
termination if that failed.

From sunlight he fell
towards the clouds, a blanket over the land and a cushion between
the races, a soft barrier separating the biological-machine-people
of la Strange and the Thoughtless below. Humans also existed under
the clouds but they only ever appeared when it was time to trade.
Above him loomed the shadowed underside of the tower city, the
winch handler now too small to see. It had been a year since he’d
been under the civilised world and the massive tower that held it
above the clouds. Even though he couldn’t see it, he knew the base
was fifteen kilometres below; he should touch land five kilometres
from the barriers that protected it.

‘Station.’ He touched
the interact stud on his throat, the static had cleared in his
ear-shell.

‘Report.’

‘Dropping through
clouds, any indications on target’s location?’ He hoped the news
was better than the last report.

‘Tracking system
disabled. Last known location will show on your map. Proceed with
caution. It is vital full retrieval be achieved.’

‘Tyson out.’

Great. They didn’t know
where she was and he had a city of a hundred thousand to search.
With that many low-lifes, all with a penchant for killing those
from la Strange, it wasn’t going to be an easy visit.

Wasn’t Shana happy with
the life they had shared? Couldn’t she have asked for a change in
the dendrite? She didn’t have to steal; you could easily apply for
thought adjustments. Her behaviour was no better than the
Thoughtless.

His system, running
auto mood stabilisers, pushed back the negativity. Did she have a
serotonin deficit? He should have picked it up. That could have
been fixed; it only took a small tweak to increase receptor sites.
He’d done it himself on occasion. Her fleeing troubled him, and
once again he tried to boost release from the presynaptic cells. He
felt a little better.

Tyson pulled the
Thought he’d been trying to run from the reader at the base of his
skull; now wasn’t the time to be messing about. He let the thick
layer of skin flap closed over the reader and then put the disk in
his pocket. He would hit the dark clouds soon and the inclement
weather; he needed everything sealed.

To those in the
under-damp he would be little more than a man-looking machine to be
broken up and sold as parts. Know a Strange-er by the green of
their eyes; something that always gave them away, much like the
muddy brown gaze of the Thoughtless that said ‘no-one home’. He
really didn’t want to die. He had trading currency which would buy
some time, but how much time did he have?

 


Once through the thick,
stormy clouds and into the damp air the view cleared from
cloud-grey opaqueness to the shifting shadows of rain. Tyson
continued the long drop and hoped no-one looked up. He could see
the watery city of ‘Deep Sea’, its cylindrical structures glowing
with porthole lights and tower lights dotting the wide expanse. One
of his kind couldn’t hide amongst the great unclean for long. Shana
would need help and what could she offer the Thoughtless that they
couldn’t just take? Currency wouldn’t last long, and she’d been
missing for over a week; in his mind he had already reconciled
himself to the fact she would be dead. But the Thought would still
need to be retrieved.

‘Fifty metres,’ he said
into the mic. The fall slowed rapidly, the strain ached in his back
and made his head light. ‘Ten. Hand winch slow.’ Again a sudden
jerk applied pressure to his body and he bit back the pain. The
last ten metres became a gentle descent into wet danger.

He sank to his calves
in the swampy ground, the tidal plain that surrounded the tower.
Somehow this boggy land supported the lives of the Thoughtless.
Humans didn’t live here; they only came to trade for biological
cargo. From reports, they took younger Thoughtless and paid in
cured animal meats. The Humans of the under-damp were unfathomable,
though rumours existed about their true natures. Some called them
the great creators; others suggested they were the death bringers.
Tyson didn’t know what the truth was and the not knowing didn’t
bother him.

He unclipped the
buckles and stepped from the harness. As he stepped away, he
watched it disappear back into the clouds. To return he would have
to walk to the base. He struggled through the seaweed stink and
thick muddy-black sand to a raised road of stone. This road led to
the trading station used between la Strange and the Thoughtless.
The Thoughtless traded fish for medicines with la Strange, to fight
the water disease and vitamins to control nutrient deficiencies in
their diet.

In his mind the map
rotated, this and other tidal paths highlighted in green. If he
kept his pace quick he should make the city before the tide flooded
the streets. A blue ‘x’ marked Shana’s last known location: a pier.
He was certain she would not be there, but he had to start
somewhere.

The Thoughtless were a
violent and troubled people who managed to survive beneath the
water. It was at low tide, when the city was revealed, that the
Humans came. Tyson wondered if Shana had planned to trade with
them. The Thoughtless were an anomaly to Strange-ers. They
coexisted in a way, each group accepting some unwritten law, yet
the Thoughtless were quick to kill if antagonised. The Humans from
over the seas also defied explanation. He knew it was the Humans
that provided la Strange with genetic material for life production.
In return the Humans took members of la Strange’s population,
volunteers they were called, though for what purpose was never
spoken about. The Humans’ role in the great scheme of things was
well above his classification.

Why anyone would want
to live in the water or be subjected to the extremes of the weather
made no sense to him. His legs ached from the trudge through the
thick mud; the stink of dampness and rot made it hard to
concentrate and the map in his mind flickered as moisture seeped
into his systems. In the distance through the haze of falling rain
he could see the lights: dull yellow smudges in the gloomy grey. To
his right he could see and hear the sea, the white waves crashing
on a dark shore; the tide was coming in. He thought he saw a light
out on the water. Was it the Humans journeying back to their lands?
Did they have the Thought? Did they have Shana? He lowered the
demister lenses over his eyes and continued his trudge to the
city.

It always rained
beneath la Strange. ‘Deep Sea’ was a wet place, a hazy place, a
land inundated by the sea at night and wallowing in muddy muck
during the oppressive days. It did little to lighten his mood, and
down moods were not logical; a neurotransmitter adjustment, a quick
blip of the axon, had things looking a bit brighter. His leather
clothes were damp. Tyson pulled his coat tighter about his
shoulders to fight off the cold; leather was useless against cold.
Every breath came wet in his mouth. His part-machine body and the
mechanisms that drove his lungs and heart were sluggish under the
elements. Even with his carbon fibre skeletal system he felt heavy.
The world beneath the clouds weighed upon him almost as much as his
task.

The closer he got to
the town the more the air stank of fish, seaweed and corroding
metal. It would be safer to enter via the docks, the last known
location for Shana. Tyson left the road and waded to the nearest
structure. About twenty anchored boats stuck out of the mud, the
returning tide sloshing about their crusty hulls. Green and
black-slimed water lapped at age-browned concrete pylons and the
rusty red wall of a submerged building; all sound was muffled under
the drum of rain on metal roofs, metal walkways and long wooden
jetties. In the haze he saw a body wearing la Strange uniform tied
to a pylon, its eyes cut out, gaping wounds about its head and
chest. This was what he was meant to find, Shana’s last location
all right. After the Thoughtless took what they wanted they left
the rest as fish food. The body was a mess, already it had been
through a few feedings. Shana was dead, as he’d suspected.
Something dropped over him, a thought, a connection with the body
but he was quick to push it aside. He searched what was left of the
uniform—the body was female, he could work out that much—but there
was nothing; every piece of technology has been stripped from her.
He rearranged priorities to exclude his and her interactive
relationship; it helped distract him from the water’s nauseating
stink. He considered Shana’s and his mutual affections program. A
brief flicker in his mind, it would have to wait for proper removal
later; he had a job to complete first. He paused, the transition to
logic wasn’t smooth, a stutter in his programming. The weather was
interfering in his processes; he had to move faster.

The Thought was now
somewhere in the city. How do you track a Thought in an unenhanced
population?

‘I found her,’ he said
into his throat stud, the bronze device bobbing on his Adam’s
apple, the copper strap cutting into his reddening neck. ‘The
target is dead.’

‘The Thought?’ was the
reply through his ear-shell.

‘Not here.’

‘Find it.’

‘Understood.’ Water
seeped past his collar and down his back. ‘What is the nature of
the missing Thought?’ Shana could have taken anything. He’d given
her the access codes to the Thought vault; it was part of the
affection/share commitment after all. He trusted her, supported her
views on life, the research she had been doing on future emotional
development in the population. Had she just been using him? He
wasn’t sure how he felt about the concept.

The interact hissed
with white noise, the world crackled with the sound of
precipitation on overhead power lines; a dull song of greyness.
Camera towers looked down like dead eyes on a world they no longer
cared for; a sign of times forgotten.

‘Repeat. What is the
nature of the Thought?’

Tyson climbed the
gangway to the top of the docks, the tide was rising and he needed
a safe place to wait out the night. Low, cylindrical buildings,
pressure chambers many centuries old, pressed up against each
other, intersected by laneways and platforms that led down to the
docks. In the diminishing daylight soft yellow glows could be seen
in some of the buildings’ porthole windows.

Once free of the rising
tide for a time he walked the cobbled lanes looking for an inn,
somewhere safe. Still there was only noise in his ear-shell. Tyson
saw no-one, yet he knew eyes watched his every move.

The ear-shell sparked
back into life. ‘You must find . . . ’ pause, ‘
. . . forbidden Thought . . . ’

‘Repeat?’ How did Shana
manage to get a forbidden Thought? His code only allowed access to
common Thoughts for her studies. Tyson didn’t like the sound of the
relayer’s voice. It sounded different. He sheltered in a hatchway.
‘Who is speaking?’ He knew most of the relayers.

‘Find her.’

‘I told you I
have found her. Who are you and what is this forbidden
Thought?’ Couldn’t the relayer hear him?

‘Find her.’ The
connection dropped out.

 


A dead fish lay on the
walk outside a closed hatch. The silver skin sparkled against the
greys and seaweed greens of the buildings. Two words were scratched
on the bulkhead: ‘Swampy’s Inn’. Tyson tried the hatch; the locking
ring was dogged. No lights glowed in the street, no candles burned
in the portals; algae stained the glass. Tyson thumped on the
hatch. The door was thick, his fist cold, the sound little more
than slaps in puddled water. He had to get indoors, out of the
rain, out of the dulling light. The tide was rising and soon the
city would be underwater.

He pressed a handful of
batteries against a porthole and tapped the glass. The lithium
power cells should buy him food, drink and at least two nights’
bed. The Thoughtless couldn’t resist batteries. They had many
battery operated machines; lights, air mixers and still-warmers and
some basic communications gear for trade arrangements. Candlelight
drifted across the green, a flicker, a shadow; a haggard face
against the glass.

‘Strange-er!’ it
cried.

‘Let me in.’ Tyson
tapped the batteries again. Strange-ers might have been hated and
hunted outside of visitation times but throw in a handful of power
cells and the Thoughtless would become your long lost brother.

A clang of steel rang
into the fading light as the locking wheel spun. The hatch opened
outwards.

‘Alkaline?’ the white,
haggard face said, thick eyebrows covering his eyes.

‘Lithium.’

‘In, in, my friend.’
The man stepped aside. ‘Get out of the cold, I’ve got a broth on,
if yer hungry?’ His dirty, long shirt barely covered his thick
waist; a wide dark stain spread out from the neckline.

‘I need a bed as well.’
Tyson stepped past the man and into the steamy warmth from a smoky
fire. He turned to see the spars of the star-lock grind home as the
innkeeper secured the door. A chipped, red metal bar dropped across
the wheel locking it in place.

In a move faster than
Tyson expected, the old man had him pressed against the curved wall
with a knife at his throat. He struggled but the blade nicked his
skin, the man’s breath hot and foul in his face.

‘The batts.’

Tyson reached into his
pocket.

‘Slow, lad. Be slow.’
The pressure from the knife lessened a little. Tyson lifted the bag
free and handed it to the man. He snatched it away and moved back,
releasing Tyson.

‘You didn’t need to do
that.’ He rubbed at his throat, felt the stickiness of blood. It
wasn’t bad and he knew it could have been worse. ‘I would have paid
you well.’

‘Paid now, lad. By the
fire, Stange-er. Warm yerself. You have luck with you, I’d have
slit yer throat for Alks. Lettin’ yer lives might bring more of
these fancy ones my way.’ He eyed Tyson carefully. ‘What you say,
you bring me more?’ he said, his voice a whisper of steel shavings.
He took two of the batteries and pushed them into the back of a
crusty copper torch, the light flickered on. He nodded approval
then returned the torch to his pocket.

‘Yes, I can get all you
need.’

‘Good, good. I be
Lynard and I hope yer like water-weed, no good fish till the
morning.’ His hands wrung together. ‘Can guarantee a night
. . . after that, I’ll need more batts.’ He winked.

Tyson dragged a worn
stool from beneath one of the five large tables in the room and sat
close to the fire. Grey smoke clung to the ceiling, the roof’s
rivets blackened by the years of wood fires. The old man ladled
stringy broth into a tin cup and handed it over. He had calmed once
he had the batteries, but Tyson couldn’t trust him. You couldn’t
trust the Thoughtless; they might not be technically advanced, or
even high in intelligence but they were keen hunters of what they
wanted, which made them dangerous and difficult to negotiate with.
If they had the Thought just how was he supposed to get it
back?

‘Drink, lad,’ he said.
‘Tastes like shit but it’s good feryer.’

‘I’m looking for
something.’ He sipped the broth. Lynard was true to his word.

‘Yerkind always are.’
The old man ladled himself a cup. ‘Yer see the body under the
dock?’ Tyson nodded. ‘She was looking for somethin’. Didn’t have
the right batteries though. Yer got what we need, lad, for now at
least. Now drink up, it tastes worse when it’s cold.’

Struggling with the
overwhelming stench of the soup, the bedraggled old man and the
smoke, Tyson fought back the assault on his senses. An adjustment
to the nutrient levels in his gut had the hunger dissipate. The
soup was too putrid to stomach, the stinging in his eyes and nose
didn’t help. What he needed was a pleasant Thought; a place to rest
and a pleasant Thought. The corroded steel walls, riveted and
welded, only offered an inevitability of failure; the sheet iron
tables, the bar of roughly bolted together iron all spoke of
necessity over style. How do you live in a world without
perfection? Did the Thoughtless dream? Did they have art? Above the
clouds there were galleries of fractal designs. He had access to
any dream he wanted. Without advancement what did the Thoughtless
have other than fish and their rot? A clicking started overhead,
something mechanical lost in the smoke haze. He looked up.

‘Be the filter, lad.’
Lynard motioned with the cup. ‘We suffocate in the smoke when the
tide’s in. Yer kind made them for us, long ago. Long, long
ago.’

Tyson pushed the cup
away.

‘It’s all yer get till
the boats are back,’ the old man said, sculling his cup. He
shuddered then laughed. ‘I’d even eat a Strange-er right now.’ His
laughter, big and gurgling, echoed in the room, vibrating Tyson’s
nerves.

He sat staring into the
smouldering fire, watching the small licks of yellow-red flames as
they tried to burn the too-damp wood. They didn’t often have open
fires in la Strange, their heating coming from steam and the sun,
their cooking gas came from deep wells beneath the tower. He liked
the way the fire moved, how its colours flowed over the blackened
wood, seeking out fuel to keep it alive. The timber came from the
forest that edged the swamp-like land of the under-damp. It was
sent to the dry kiln, a smoke billowing construction just within
the forest proper, then onto ‘Deep Sea’. Sometimes, when trade was
poor and the fishing catch light, the Thoughtless would offer dry
fire wood.

Lynard sat silently
watching, scratching his large belly and occasionally belching up
an odorous stench. He counted the batteries again before putting
the sack on the bar behind him. How much safety did they really buy
him? This was Tyson’s first trip into ‘Deep Sea’ itself. His usual
encounters were at the trading post. No-one from la Strange
ventured this far without pre-arranged protection and advance
purchased deals.

‘You come feryer dead?’
Lynard asked. ‘The woman?’

‘Do you know what
happened?’

‘She dead, tha’s all.
Yer come for her?’

‘In a way.’ Tyson
supposed someone would eventually come down for the body.

‘She shouldna’ been
here. I warn her, I did.’

‘You spoke with
her?’

‘She come sellin’,
sellin’ some sky tricks. I tell her to go back before someone not
as friendly takes her. She had Alks—no protection.’ Lynard sounded
angry. Even in the flicking flame light, Tyson could see his eyes
were the colour of the swamp; dark and suspicious.

‘What was she trying to
sell?’ Tyson, warmed by the fire, now felt urged on in his task. It
was dangerous to trust a Thoughtless but he needed information.

‘Stay sittin’, lad,
stay sittin’.’ He rubbed his wrinkled face. He was perhaps the
oldest person Tyson had ever seen, at least in his forties. ‘You do
nuttin’ till mornin’.’

There wasn’t really a
morning as far as Tyson understood. The world of the under-damp was
just shades of grey, the brighter the grey the more the Thoughtless
moved about. Above the clouds, where nothing got in the way of life
the sun shone bright and the nights were clear and alive with the
wonders of the stars. An orderly system for la Strange’s perfectly
maintained lifestyle. The old man pulled a dented, shiny flask from
within his shirt, popped the lid and took a swig. ‘Be drinkin’ some
a this, then be sleepin’.’

‘What is it?’ Tyson
took the flask.

‘Better you not know,
just be knowin’ this stuff ain’t what I sell to the regulars; this
is refined, smooth. Good five tides old.’

Tyson took a swig and
almost vomited. Fire burned in his mouth, in his chest. For a
moment he couldn’t breathe.

The old man laughed and
slapped him on the back. ‘That befixin’ the chills.’ He snatched
back the flask. ‘Yer batts will give yer a night, no more. Come,
I’ll show yer the cot.’

Tyson felt his mind
drifting, an unauthorised chemical reaction, the effects of the
drink, a numbing in his lips, skin, a deadening of his senses.
‘What was the woman trying to sell?’ he managed, following the old
man through a brown curtained doorway. ‘I need to know.’

‘One of yer dreams, I
think, but it ain’t me yer need to be talkin’ to, lad, it be
Eyeless.’ Lynard stopped by a stack of broken crates and stinking
bedclothes. ‘Here yer sleep.’

He couldn’t argue; it
was this or out in the flooded streets. As Tyson slid off his wet
coat he stared at the old man and wondered if he would be able to
sleep knowing he could have his throat slit? But greed also shone
wild in that haggard face. Tyson turned to a porthole; water lapped
at the slimed glass. The tide was already flooding the city. He
thought he’d be safe enough till it went out again.

‘You will take me to
this Eyeless?’ he asked, feeling the tiredness spreading through
his limbs. ‘I can pay you.’

The old man laughed and
walked back up the narrow passage to the curtained doorway. ‘Yer
best sleep well.’ He stepped through the curtain.

‘How will I find this
Eyeless?’ he called. No reply. What were his options? Flee and
leave without the Thought or stay and have his eyes plucked from
his face? He would find this Eyeless and get what he needed back; a
Thoughtless couldn’t outsmart him.

Feeling on edge, he set
up a repeller field near his bed, pulling the tiny antennas out
until the device looked like a spiked ball on one of the crates.
Nothing could get through without setting off an alarm, shocking
the intruder and waking him. He lay down on the cot, the reek of
body odour and fish thick in the blankets.

Tyson closed his eyes
and thought of Shana and her research on emotions, a completeness
of thought she had suggested. His programming had put them
together, only he didn’t share her tactile necessity when it came
to emotional interactions. She had tried to reduce receptors in her
mind so she could get more from the touch responses during their
sexing but the system always countered the action. When she
adjusted his the experience was prolonged. He didn’t like it and
had to argue with her until she readjusted him. Only eight nights
ago he’d given her a quick hormonal check under protest. Levels of
progesterone and oestrogen were normal with slight testosterone
traces; enzymatic influences were minimal. He couldn’t understand
what made them so different from each other. As he lay in the
distilling odour he tried to picture her face and move away from
the chemical interruptions in his head, but all he could see was
her blood-stained uniform. He wondered if he should run a grief
system’s check. He needed to realign his axon delivery, so he
slipped in a pleasant Thought and let its vision of flowers lead
him into dreams.

 


Brighter light shone
through the curtain, the place looked less threatening than it had
in half-light. Tyson crawled from the bed. He no longer noticed the
smell as he tidied his shirt then dragged on his coat; the air was
cool and smoky.

‘Station,’ he said into
the throat device. He switched off the repeller and stored it back
in his coat.

‘What have you found?’
the voice asked. Why didn’t they address him by name? He didn’t
know why, but he didn’t trust this relayer.

‘Shana came to sell the
Thought,’ he lied. ‘I think I know who has it. I will be making
contact soon.’

‘Get it back!’ the
relayer demanded. ‘Kill if you have to.’

‘Repeat?’

‘Kill anyone who stands
in your way.’

‘Just how dangerous is
it?’ Killing people wasn’t something he expected. Yes he was
trained, but actually doing it?

‘Secure it. Dispose of
any threat.’

‘What is it?’

‘Classified.’

‘I understand.’ If
Shana had been with him she would have questioned and pushed for an
explanation, would have refused to do anything without all the
information. She was dead. Where did that kind of recalcitrant
behaviour get her? But still. Did he really have to kill to get
what was wanted? It was an unusual request; rarely did the
inhabitants of la Strange have to lower themselves to the level of
animals. ‘Who is giving this order?’

‘You do not have the
right to question.’

‘I do not recognise
your voice, so who are you to relay this order? I need to know for
my internal report after the mission.’ He felt a disturbance.
Relayers always followed the protocols.

Tyson cupped his hand
over his ear-shell, a vibrating hum had started up in the inn and
it was getting harder to hear. The operator’s voice kept cutting in
and out of the interact with small clicks. Someone was tapping the
line.

‘We are being
overheard,’ he said.

‘Get the Thought
. . . ’

‘Repeat.’

‘Stay
. . . ’ hissing ‘ . . . death
. . . ’ The interact dropped to white noise.

‘Station?’Tyson called,
his ear-shell now a hash of sound. ‘Station? Station?’

‘Can’t hear you, lad.’
Lynard stood behind him, a long knife in his hand. ‘Seems to me
maybe yer been found. Give me the talker and hearer.’ The old man
slashed at him in warning.

Tyson unclipped his
gear and handed it over. He wished he’d kept the repeller on until
after he’d contacted la Strange. He studied the old man’s face as
Lynard stuffed the gear into his pockets. The Thoughtless couldn’t
generally use the devices, their minds couldn’t deal with the
signals they put out; this was for trade.

‘Yer weapon.’

‘I don’t have one.’ He
never carried one; never needed one before. To fight in a physical
sense was to diminish the reason and logic of his race. And if he
had to injure or even kill his hands were weapons enough.

‘Yer stupid as well as
pretty.’ Lynard pushed the knife closer to Tyson’s face. ‘Eyeless
don’t care if yer pretty.’

‘You said I was safe
until morning.’

‘It’s morning and the
deal is over. Eyeless pays well.’

‘I’ll get more
Lithiums?’

Lynard shook his head.
‘Eyeless is ’ere feryer. Deal settled.’ He waved him towards and
through the curtain. ‘Yer better not lie to her, lad. She’s not
like the rest of us down ’ere, she bring fear with her sight; kills
fast.’

Stepping from the dim
of the hallway and into the inn’s brilliant electric light tubes
took a few moments for Tyson’s eyes to adjust. Why the bright
light? He moved to the centre of the room, in the space between the
two rows of tables. The inn appeared empty. Stools both sides of
the tables were worn smooth, shiny, but the table tops—beaten metal
sheets—were scarred with graffiti. The fire crackled in the hearth
but there was no other sound.

He turned back to
Lynard. He hadn’t come through the curtain with him. Tyson looked
to the fire.

‘I’m here,’ a female
voice said, the sound as soft as a breeze across his cheek.

Tyson spun about. A
hand grabbed him by the jaw, the strength inescapable; the
sharpness of long nails pressed into his flesh, painful. A single
thrust sent him sprawling across a table. The scrape of table legs
over the steel-grated floor a scream in the silence.

‘I am Eyeless and I
understand you have lost something.’

Tyson still hadn’t seen
her but knew that his life hung in the balance. ‘The old man has
taken . . . ’

‘Not your gear,
Strange-er,’ she said. ‘You have lost a Thought.’

He couldn’t confirm
this to her. He slid from the table to a crouch. A drop of blood
spattered on his leather trouser leg. Tyson touched his cheek. A
shadow moved by the fire, a blur of motion. This Eyeless moved
fast, faster than any Thoughtless he’d heard of. She appeared a few
metres in front of him. Dark. Menacing.

‘As you see,
Strange-er, I am not like these dim-witted fools.’ Eyeless sat on
the table opposite. She shifted smoothly in her black leather coat
and jumpsuit, clothing not all too dissimilar to his own. She moved
like the clouds that scudded beneath la Strange. ‘I don’t like the
water much.’

Tyson could see his
reflection in her polished, slag metal goggles. They seemed to drip
from her brow. It reminded him of glossy candle wax. She smiled.
Perfect, white teeth between narrow lips; it was a smile he did not
expect, the perfection startled him. She wasn’t a Thoughtless. A
Human, perhaps? But they never showed violence.

‘You fear me? So you
should, Strange-er.’ She caressed a pocket on her breast and two
eyeballs fell out on the floor between them.
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