
[image: cover image]


Shousetsu Bang*Bang
Issue 86: Concrete Jungle

Edited by Shousetsu Bang*Bang
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2020 Shousetsu Bang*Bang


Thank you for downloading this ebook. This book remains the copyrighted property of the contributors and editors, and may not be redistributed to others for commercial or non-commercial purposes. If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to download their own copy or visit our website at http://shousetsubangbang.com. Thank you for your support.

Shousetsu Bang*Bang Issue 86 is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License

Based on a work at http://shousetsubangbang.com


Table of Contents

If I Forget Thee, O Jerusalem, by shukyou (主教), illustrated by beili

Mare Testimonii, written and illustrated by Iron Eater

The Mysterious Moth-Boy: City Lights, by H.P. Lovecock (力。下。愛ちんちん), illustrated by Sly Sketcher

The Same River Twice, by Shirozubon Saruko (城図凡然る子), illustrated by safelybeds

Front cover by the Winter Cynic


If I Forget Thee, O Jerusalem

by shukyou (主教)

illustrated by beili

Shayel began to mutter something under his breath as the ship hit the atmosphere, something in Hallic that Uzhab couldn’t understand. Uzhab chose not to interpret it as a critique of his piloting skills. “Switching engines,” Uzhab said, pulling the lever that toggled off the propulsion system that had ferried them from the carrier to Aubor IV. The small ship shuddered violently. “How’s the air?”

“Steadier below.” Shayel kept his head bent over the console. “Clean. But thin.”

That explained the trouble the atmospheric engines were having, then. Shayel had speculated earlier that after nearly a century without maintenance, the terraforming systems that kept the planet’s air breathable would probably be working well under capacity. They’d brought portable respirators for each of them, but there was nothing to be done for their landing. Uzhab kept his fingertips pressed to the four points of the guidance system, easing it to stability as best he could. “Everything still looking good?”

“I’d let you know,” Shayel said, his tone icy. Uzhab had almost learned not to take it personally. The Halla preferred cold climates, after all. Who knew if their personalities determined their habitats, or the other way around?

At least he wasn’t complaining about the ride. Uzhab’s first read of him had been that he was smart but soft, the kind of man who could barely survive out of recycled air. He’d been surprised as hell upon learning that the contract stipulated Shayel’s coming with him to do the survey. He wanted to say it’d been the reason he’d taken the job, but the real reason had been it’d been that, starvation, or turning tricks in spaceports. To avoid the latter two, a year on an abandoned colony world didn’t seem so bad.

As the cloud layer parted, Uzhab could see the world below begin to take shape. He had to keep most of his attention on the flight console, but he caught in glimpses the shape of the city structure, the way roads connected smaller destinations to a central hub like spokes on a wheel. That center was where they were heading, a sprawling mass of buildings on a flat coastal plain. Once it had been called New Pakha City. Now it wasn’t called anything at all.

Once the air around them began to thicken a bit, the small ship began to stabilize. “Landing coordinates still viable?” Uzhab asked.

Shayel was quiet for a moment, to the point where Uzhab was nearly convinced that the silence meant that Shayel had simply stopped asking questions with obvious answers. But then Shayel sighed with obvious relief. “Mostly,” he confirmed. “The landing platform appears unstable, maybe cracked.”

“Better to put down on ground,” Uzhab said. “You can be sure that’ll hold.”

“All right.” Shayel tapped the screen a few times, and Uzhab saw the landing coordinates on his map shift slightly to the north. It appeared to be a large rectangular clearing, an urban greenspace. Uzhab felt bad about landing there, even though he knew nobody had used it for its intended purposes for a long time. It still felt too nice for a ship like his.

With things under control, Uzhab took his hands off the consoles and let the autopilot take over. “We’ll be down in a minute.”

Shayel again made no reply. This time, though, when Uzhab glanced over his shoulder, he saw that Shayel was not ignoring him out of any spite — he was staring, transfixed, at the viewscreen. His thin lips were slightly agape, and his pale eyes were wide as he took in the view. He said something again, his voice so soft that Uzhab couldn’t even identify the language, much less make out the words. His hand gripped the side of the console, dusky fingers clutching with such strength his knuckles went pale. How long had he waited for this? However long it had been, the wait was over.

“Well,” said Uzhab, nodding to the approaching city, “we’re here.”

~*~

The feeling of stepping out of the ship was unlike anything Uzhab had ever experienced. He’d been to more ports than he could count and seen hundreds of separate planets, but even the most isolated of those had still been vibrating with activity. Never before had he literally been the only person on a world.

A few seconds later, he was one of two as Shayel followed him down the ramp and out onto what must formerly have been a well-manicured park. Now the grass was still a lovely green, but the tallest blades were as high as Uzhab’s knees and dotted with white wildflowers. They looked almost like snow in patches, though it was high summer now on this part of the planet.

Beyond the boundaries of the park were the buildings of the city — or, more accurately, what had once been those buildings. They were still buildings, Uzhab supposed, though not according to their original specifications. In the hundred years since Aubor IV had been hastily evacuated, the plants had grown unchecked, as though reclaiming what had once been theirs. Vines stretched up the sides of walls, twining with one another and darting in the holes of broken windows. At street level, ornamental trees grew far out of bounds, their limbs jutting into unmanicured configurations. Every road and sidewalk was cracked, broken from beneath by powerful roots, and into those cracks grew all sorts of wild green grasses.

There were no animals that Uzhab could see, but he supposed the ship’s landing had been loud enough to run most of them off. They’d be back once they decided the threat was unfounded, that the roar of engines had been no more threat than the crack of thunder. He wondered how many of them would be native to the planet, and how many of them would be species brought in by the colonists. He was hardly a biologist, but Uzhab had a certain respect nonetheless for things that survived despite their contexts.

Uzhab resettled the respirator beneath his nose. They’d been designed for Halla, and as such, his beard made it an awkward fit. It didn’t so much matter, though; he was Doqar, not so many centuries removed from a homeworld with hot, high deserts. Air quality troubled him little.

“How does it feel?” Uzhab asked Shayel.

“Feel?” Shayel said, as though it were a stupid question to ask. “It feels like we have work to do.”

“I know, but–” Uzhab stuck his hands in his pockets, shrugging. “I don’t know. I think it feels nice.”

Shayel arched one of his pretty eyebrows. “Nice?”

“Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know.” Uzhab shut his eyes and let the sun beam down on his face for a minute. “Feels like it was a nice place to live.”

“I’m sure it was,” Shayel said, his voice turned to ice again. “Before your people destroyed it.”

Before Uzhab could even get himself together enough to say that he was sorry, that was stupid of him to say, he didn’t even know why he did it, Shayel was walking away, toward the edge of the park, already engrossed in whatever his handheld scanner was telling him. Uzhab let him go, keeping an eye on him from a distance. That was what he’d been paid for, after all, not to make conversation. It was a job, and when it was over, he could go back to being the forgotten waste of the universe. Keeping his mouth shut for a year was the easiest work he’d ever had. He just had to remember to keep doing it.

~*~

The Halla and Doqar had signed their peace treaty seventy years previous, ending almost three centuries of war. At least, that was what all of Uzhab’s schooling texts had ever told him, though he’d never quite known what to believe of that. For starters, it had never seen to him much like a war. Wars were two-sided, a case of push and pull between sides that each had some fair chance of victory.

What the Doqar had done to the Halla had been nothing fair. The Halla had inhabited several strategic systems, controlling their resources, and the Doqar had decided that those resources would be better off in Doqar hands. Without warning, they’d begun to take them, and did not stop. At least two of Uzhab’s great-great-something-grandfathers had been part of the first raid on the Hallic colonies, a fact that was a proud piece of family lore. To the Doqar, family was everything. The Doqar were everything.

Uzhab wondered sometimes what his own family said about him now, the absentee son. Maybe they told people he was dead. For all intents and purposes, he was.

Those schooling texts had never talked about places like Aubor IV. In fact, he’d never even heard of the Auborius system before a sometimes-friend had passed on word that there was a Halla man looking to hire someone for transport and support on the year-long project to survey and reclaim an abandoned colony world. Uzhab had tried to read up on the place, but Doqar archives were spotty. Maybe the Halla kept better records, but if so, they kept them beyond Uzhab’s reach.

Obviously it hadn’t been a terrorist base, or the Doqar would have left the surface marked with many more craters and piles of smoldering rubble. Clearly it hadn’t had much in the way of exploitable resources, or the Doqar would have moved in right away and begun harvesting procedures. Most likely, it had just been a place where Halla had lived. That alone was enough to justify whatever they wanted to do to it.

It seemed to Uzhab, as he walked the perimeter at dusk, that what they’d done was simply clear the planet out. He’d braced himself for piles of corpses, maybe even mass graves, but the only evidence he saw of a violent struggle came from telltale signs of charged energy weapon discharges. Even those were few and far between, though still visible in the way the vines seemed to grow around them, as though the holes made in the walls were still as dangerous to touch as the beams that had made them. Uzhab had firearms training, but he’d never liked the feel of them. This, of course, had been another mark in his familial disappointment column.

On a low retaining wall along one of the boulevards, Uzhab sat for a moment to take in the view. It wasn’t hard imagining what this place must have been like before the evacuation. Time had removed most of the signs of active habitation, but the bones of civilization took far longer to break down. The shell of a streetcar lay toppled across what must once have been a main thoroughfare, the writing on its side unreadable for the growth of moss — not that Uzhab could have read it anyway. He knew barely a dozen Hallic words, and most of them were swears, slurs, or both.

They were here to bring it back to life, or at least that was what the initial information had claimed. Shayel himself had not been forthcoming about the ultimate goal of their expedition, but all the plans sounded consistent with eventual return of colonists, provided what they found during their survey supported it. From first glances, it looked to Uzhab like it’d take a little work, but he didn’t see why not.

Figuring that out wasn’t his job, though. He’d been hired for three things. First, he had a ship of his own, plus piloting knowledge and the freedom to take it anywhere he chose. Second, despite his dislike for firearms, he knew his way around knives just fine. And third, he had done his fair share of surviving away from power grids and other modern conveniences.

There’d been an unspoken fourth, too, and that was that nobody cared enough about Uzhab to miss him if he up and vanished for a year. He supposed that must have been true about Shayel, too — but Uzhab had known better than to ask.

Before it got too dark to move around safely, Uzhab headed back to his ship. It was a small craft, developed for short runs. Uzhab had converted half the cargo hold into a living space back when he’d first bought it. It had taken little effort to install a second bunk against the opposite wall. Shayel was sitting there now, his long legs pulled up in front of him, tapping at a tablet braced against his knees. “Quiet out there,” Uzhab said, settling his respirator on a shelf by the aft door. The ship’s air reclamation system would keep things set for them as long as they were inside.

“Hm.” Shayel idly scratched just beneath one of the horns that curled against the sides of his head, not bothering to look up.

Uzhab shrugged out of his light jacket and began to disarm, placing his blades in their respective clips against the back wall. “Hungry?” he asked.

“Ate already,” Shayel said, again without pausing what he was doing.

Exercising all restraint, Uzhab did not sigh pointedly. Fine, he’d stop trying to be friendly. He’d heard of religious devotees who went their entire adult lives without speaking. He could manage.

What served as the ship’s galley was little more than a sink and two cabinets, one refrigerated. Uzhab pulled a packet from hundreds tucked into the unrefrigerated space and tore off its top. The smell of the contents made him wrinkle his nose, to the point where he checked the packaging to see if it had been ruptured somehow, spoiling the stew inside. But no, it was just apparently how this particular dish was supposed to be. When buying provisions, Uzhab had made sure they’d had plenty of native Halla dishes. He was starting to regret his decision.

It tasted all right, which he supposed was all that mattered. He missed that exoskeletal crunch, though, so he dropped in a handful of dried beetles, stirred them around, and tried again. Mm, much better. The jar he’d brought wouldn’t last long, but he’d already done his research and determined the insect life of Aubor IV was edible. Maybe he should start figuring out how to trap and store them. Summer was the perfect time for insect harvesting.

With his dinner packet in one hand, he stood there for an awkward moment, not quite sure where to put himself. He’d eaten many dinners alone in the hold, but he wasn’t sure about propriety now there was someone else there too. He thought about going back outside, but the idea of trying to eat and keep his respirator on at the same time seemed like more of a pain than it was worth. Fortunately, there was a third option. “I’ll be up front,” Uzhab said, nodding toward the door that divided the ship in two. “If you need me for anything, just holler.”

This time Shayel didn’t even so much as flinch to indicate that, yes, he had heard. Fine, fine, Uzhab was stopping. This was him, stopping.

He tucked up in the pilot’s seat and watched through the front viewports as night fell on the deserted planet. Little flickers of light began to dance in the summer evening — some species of firefly. Uzhab was excited to see so many of those; they were delicious.

He stayed there until he was long past done with his meal, until the sun had slipped so far from the sky that even the infrared spectrum was only barely visible to him. By the time he returned to the hold, Shayel was lying on his side facing the wall, not making a sound. Uzhab dimmed the lights, then stripped down to his underclothes and got into his bunk. They both needed to sleep. Tomorrow would be a big day.

~*~

Uzhab didn’t scare easily; having four older brothers had seen to that. Even so, he’d braced himself to be spooked by the uncanny nature of an abandoned city. He’d pictured them going through houses where food had been left on tables mid-meal, where children’s toys lay scattered across lawns as though their owners had just been called inside. His spine was straight against what he’d assumed would be the eerie experience of feeling like someone might still be lurking around every corner.

Exploring the city was nothing like that. Even the most credulous of observers would have been hard-pressed to believe anyone still lived there. Too much of the wilderness had crept in, no longer beaten back by the gatekeeping gardeners of civilization. No inhabited city would have let itself get like this, without the clean lines between the natural and the artificial. Colonies were established by beating back the chaos of whatever surrounded them, be it the forest or the desert or the long dark between the stars. It was not in their nature to exist and also to be overrun.

Uzhab took a careful step, hand hovering near the handle of the kukri strapped to his thigh. He was listening, learning the rhythms of the new world around him, not wanting the planet’s heartbeat to become dangerous without his noticing. The strap of his respirator now hung beneath his chin instead of above his lips; it was there if he needed it, but he’d already acclimated well enough that it was more nuisance than aid.

Shayel hadn’t, though; that much was obvious in every heavy breath. He looked even more ashen than usual, which was saying something, considering the grey-toned skin of the Halla. He came to a stop against a rusted, half-twisted handrail lining steps leading up to the base of the nearest atmospheric tower. He was hunched over one of his instruments, but Uzhab could tell he wasn’t reading the screen. He was trying to catch his breath, and at the same time trying to make it look like he wasn’t.

“Here,” said Uzhab, taking a canteen from his hip. He handed it to Shayel. “Drink.”

“I’m fine,” Shayel said, barely managing to wheeze out the second word.

Uzhab narrowed his eyes. “Look,” he said, letting his voice drop into his chest register, the one where he could rumble like a well-tuned engine, “you hired me for this. Let me do my job. Drink.”

Shayel’s pride visibly went to battle against his exhaustion, and Uzhab was pleased when the latter won after a brief struggle. Shayel took the canteen and raised it to his mouth, then immediately pulled a face. “What’s wrong with it?”

“It’ll keep you going.” Uzhab shrugged. “It’s good for you.”

“It tastes–” Shayel lifted the canteen to his lips again, getting enough on his tongue to make him shiver. “It tastes like salt.”

“Salt’s good for you.” Lifting his hand to shield his eyes against the midday sun, Uzhab squinted up toward the building. “Want me to run up and see if I can see what you’re looking for?”

Shayel shook his head as he stoically managed down a mouthful of the fortified water from Uzhab’s canteen. Uzhab would have warned him about the taste, but after this long of drinking it, he’d honestly forgotten there was anything objectionable about it. “You don’t know what I’m looking for,” Shayel said.

“Well, yeah, because you haven’t told me.”

Giving a disgusted little snort, Shayel capped the canteen and tried to hand it back. “I need to see for myself,” he said, gripping the railing, which was hardly steadier than he was, with his free hand.

“Wait,” Uzhab said, stepping in front of him. He held up a hand at chest height, and Shayel stopped mid-ascent. “Let me at least go hack a path. Make sure there are no beasties up there. When I give the all-clear, you come. Fair?”

Another battle waged with Shayel’s pride right before Uzhab’s eyes, this one longer and harder-fought. Uzhab had a point, though, and Shayel eventually had to concede it. “Fine,” Shayel grunted, half-staggering over to a dilapidated bench. He still held the canteen. “Don’t dawdle.”

“I won’t,” Uzhab promised. “Could be a minute, though, depending on what I find. Might as well eat while you wait.”

Surely Shayel knew that Uzhab was handling him; he seemed perceptive as any man Uzhab had ever met, and it wasn’t as though Uzhab was being subtle. Uzhab had come from a family of men like that, though, and he knew what could be salvaged in the pretending, even if everyone knew pretending was all it was. Shayel grunted in response, and Uzhab took off up the stairs without mentioning the water again. With any luck, by the time he returned it’d be gone.

There were plenty of things to be repaired in the abandoned city, but getting the atmospheric towers back online was high on Shayel’s list. Uzhab supposed he understood why — if they were a lost cause, either the colony project would have to be abandoned, or Shayel would have to finance getting new ones built, which would set the project back years, if not decades. If they could be coaxed back into working order, though, maybe Shayel’s dream of resurrecting the planet would be that much closer to reality.

There were no large predators living up here, nor had Uzhab expected there to be. Instead, there was only silence and the warm, salty air. The small hill that held the tower overlooked the city on one side and the sea on the other. Everything was so green, like a diaphanous emerald blanket had been spread over hills and buildings alike. The terraforming had done a good job, if the remaining vegetation could keep the air nigh-breathable all on its own. It might not be able to stand the influx of ten thousand new sets of lungs, but two, it could handle.

To make it look like he’d gone ahead for some reason other than pity, Uzhab pulled out his blade and hacked away at the vines and brambles until the door to the base of the tower was accessible. He worked up enough of a sweat doing it that he strapped his respirator back on for a few good, deep breaths.

What must it have looked like, the sky filled with Doqar ships, threatening annihilation? Would evacuation have been panicked, people crying and pushing, scrambling to make sure they got seats before their neighbors did? Or would it have been orderly, with long lines of resigned colonists patiently moving toward ships? There was evidence of weapons fire in the city, but Uzhab had no way to tell if that had been to suppress a populace or tame a few wild holdouts.

A century earlier, Uzhab could have been one of those soldiers, ordered to fire into a frightened crowd. He didn’t like to think about it.

He gave a shout, and a few minutes later, Shayel arrived at the top step. “It’s nice up here,” Uzhab said, nodding toward the landscape. “Nice view.”

“Mm,” Shayel said. He did take in the view, though, and the look in his eyes was like the wide-eyed expression he’d worn as they’d been landing, almost like he couldn’t believe they were really there. Then he seemed to remember himself and frowned at the sun. “It’s hot.”

Uzhab hoped Shayel didn’t expect him to do something about that. “Yep.”

Shayel stood there for a minute more, then pulled out a device that plugged into the side of the keypad. The characters on the keys — Uzhab assumed they were numbers, but he couldn’t tell — glowed to life. Shayel keyed in one sequence, adjusted a setting on his device, and keyed in a second. With a heavy thud, a mechanism behind the door moved, and the door swung open, revealing the control center for the tower. The corner of Shayel’s mouth twitched, giving his face the vaguest hint of satisfaction.

~*~

Shayel was breathing hard again by the time they made it back to the ship, but he seemed less miserable overall. Uzhab didn’t have the engineering know-how to understand all Shayel had been able to accomplish in the control center, but he could gather it had gone a long way toward getting the system up and running again. That meant the system could be gotten up and running again. And that was a big deal.

As Shayel sat down on his bunk, Uzhab opened the pantry. “Got any dinner requests?”

“Not hungry,” Shayel muttered, pulling one of his many tablets out of his bag and tapping its screen to life.

Uzhab snorted. “Bullshit.”

Shayel’s brow furrowed, and he shot Uzhab a look of pure disbelief. “I’m sorry, what did you say to me?”

“I said it’s bullshit. Bullshit you’re not hungry.” Uzhab selected two ration packs at random and tossed them both at the foot of Shayel’s bunk. “And even if you aren’t, you know you need to eat, so it doesn’t matter whether you’re hungry or not. Unless you think you’ll get things done faster if you starve to death first, in which case, I can’t wait to see a corpse refit power couplings.”

Not a single muscle moved in Shayel’s entire body, much less his face.

Uzhab snorted and snatched a third packet from the pantry. “Or don’t,” he said with a shrug. He slipped it in one of his deep pants pockets as he headed for the ship’s exit. “Live or die, I get paid the same.” He’d made certain that clause was the top line of the contract they’d signed.

As he walked out into the night air, Uzhab wondered what reason he had to be upset. Part of it was basic compassion — nobody liked to watch someone else, even a near-stranger, work themselves sick, especially when there was no need. Hard work was a thing Uzhab appreciated as well as anyone. But there was a heavy line between pushing yourself to accomplish something and just plain being stubborn.

Maybe, though, that wasn’t all of it. He thought about standing up on that bluff overlooking the city and the sea. He’d found himself actually liking this place, this strange empty planet overtaken by weeds. He’d spent his whole adult life bouncing from port to port, mostly in the depths of space, where the closest he got to nature was a well-manicured arboretum. It was good sometimes to be somewhere more solid than a shuttle.

He took off his boots and stood there in the field, letting blades of grass slip between his toes. The ground was still warm from the day; he wouldn’t have expected that. It would be a nice place for people to live again someday, and it’d be nice during the hard, hungry times to come to remember that he’d once helped do something good.

Or at least he’d tried to help do something good, for all Shayel let him. He sighed as he chewed at his dinner and watched sunset paint the western sky with pinks and oranges. Damn it, he had decided not to let that bother him. Seemed he hadn’t decided hard enough.

He didn’t make his way back to the ship until darkness had well and truly fallen over the city. Shayel was lying facing the wall, just as he had the night before, maybe asleep, maybe not. An empty packet lay in the trashcan. Uzhab stared at it until he realized there was nothing to be read about the situation from it. Some languages remained unknown to him.

~*~

“Don’t touch that!” Shayel snapped.

Uzhab stopped with his fingers hovering just above the doll. It was a pretty little thing, pristine in the way of collectibles, not things children really loved. “What’s wrong?”

Shayel pressed his lips together and looked back down at his instrument. “Just … don’t.”

“Okay,” Uzhab said, backing off. He eyed the doll suspiciously. “Is it trapped?”

“Is it…?” Shayel frowned first at him, then at the doll.

“Trapped. Rigged.” Were the Halla prone to booby-trapping their abandoned possessions? Uzhab had never heard of such a thing before, but considering the tactics some of their resistance groups had employed during the war, he supposed it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. “Like, if I touch it, it’ll blow up in my hand. Because if there’s traps–“

“It’s not trapped,” Shayel said with a sigh. He took a deep breath of respirator air and exhaled with his eyes shut. “Just … don’t. You shouldn’t.”

Uzhab supposed he didn’t need much more explanation than that. “Okay,” he agreed, stepping back and shoving his hands into his pants pockets.

After a week of steady work on the tower infrastructure itself, the next step was to get it back on the power grid. From what few things Shayel had said, Uzhab had pieced together that apparently the power grid schematics he had on file reflected the original build, not modifications that had been made in the centuries since Aubor IV had been settled. To map the extant structures, Shayel needed access from another place that pulled power off the grid. For that, he’d chosen to break into a small free-standing building, which Uzhab recognized only once they were inside as a house.

Uzhab had never been inside a Halla house before. He was startled by how spacious it was, how high the ceilings were. The building’s north side was nearly all windows, which let in more daylight than Uzhab would have known what to do with in a home. Age and decay had done their best, but the house had remained sealed well enough that most of its electronic components, if not functional, at least hadn’t been destroyed.

Shayel nodded and went back to the console he’d plugged into the wall — or least, he appeared to. After a minute, though, it became clear to Uzhab that Shayel’s hands weren’t moving, and he wasn’t reading anything. “It’s…” Shayel didn’t look up, but it was clear from the tone of his voice that he was addressing Uzhab. “It’s disrespectful.”

“You don’t have to explain.” Uzhab shrugged, trying to be a man unbothered by anything. “You don’t want me to touch, I won’t touch.”

“It’s disrespectful,” Shayel repeated, his voice a little louder this time.

“Do you want me to say I’m sorry? I’m sorry.” Uzhab moved his hands to make clear that they were buried in his pockets past his wrists. “I’m sorry I was disrespectful. Didn’t mean to be. Not touching.”

“These people, they–” Shayel straightened his shoulders, then stood, pulling himself to his full height. When he stood like that, the top of Uzhab’s head barely reached Shayel’s shoulder. “They had everything taken from them. They were just trying to live their lives in peace. They weren’t a threat to anyone. They were families. Civilians. Children.”

Uzhab shifted his weight on his feet. He’d never suspected otherwise, but he also gathered this wasn’t the time to make that protest.

Shayel ran his fingertips along the edge of the counter, leaving trails in the accumulated century of dust. “They hadn’t done anything wrong, except being Halla,” he said, curling his long fingers into a fist. “And your people would have wiped them from the galaxy for it.”

“I know.” Uzhab’s eyes darted toward the exit. “Maybe I should wait outside–“

“Why are you here?”

The question caught Uzhab off-guard, not because he didn’t know how to answer it, but because he did. They both knew the answer. He was here because Shayel had wanted transit and a bodyguard for a year-long colony survey, and Uzhab had fit the bill. They’d even signed paperwork about it well before stepping foot on Uzhab’s ship. Why was Shayel asking that now?

Uzhab pressed his lips together for a moment, then shrugged. “I’m here because you’re paying me to be,” he said at last, because it was the truest, plainest answer he could give. “I’m trying to do the job you want me to do.”

“Doing your job, yes.” Shayel stepped forward, and as he did, Uzhab began to reconsider his opinion of the home as spacious, now that Shayel was taking up so much of it with his presence. “Like the Doqar who ran my people out of their homes.”

“Yeah, it was shitty,” Uzhab agreed, not liking the way he had to bare so much of his throat craning his neck to meet Shayel’s gaze. “What they did, it was shitty and wrong.”

Shayel frowned enough that Uzhab could see he’d been thrown off his rhythm. He’d been spoiling for a fight since they’d entered the atmosphere — if not a physical one, then at least a verbal altercation. From the moment they’d met, Uzhab had sensed something running beneath Shayel’s skin like a current through a cable. He’d taken it for general discontent and orneriness, but this close up, he could see that Shayel’s frosty exterior concealed high-voltage anger. He’d been picking and poking, being irritable and downright rude, likely in the hope that Uzhab would snap and yell back, defending the honor of the Doqar all the way into a shouting match. Uzhab had met people like that before, ones only comfortable with someone else once they’d established their mutual hate.

But Uzhab had older brothers, and he knew a thing or two about being baited. “They were wrong,” he said again, his voice steady and even. “The whole damned war was wrong.”

Shayel’s shoulders moved with the effort of breathing through the respirator. “I know who your grandfather was,” Shayel spat.

And there it was, clearly meant to be the bomb set to blow up any remaining good will between them. Uzhab hadn’t mentioned his family during negotiations, but he also hadn’t been so foolish as to think Shayel wouldn’t run a background check on him. If he’d been asked, he would have even drawn a family tree. But Shayel apparently had had other plans for that information. “Okay,” said Uzhab. “He was wrong too.”

Now Shayel’s confident expression faltered completely. “Aren’t you going to defend your great ancestor?”

“Why?” Uzhab shook his head. “He was a butcher. They gave him medals for killing civilians. I had to see his statue every morning on the way to school. He was no good without a war to fight, so he tried to keep it going by pouring hate into the ears of anyone who would listen. He was a sad, shitty man who didn’t know what to do if he wasn’t killing anyone — and he’s dead now, by the way, in case whatever research you did didn’t turn that up.”

“What kind of Doqar are you?” Shayel asked through clenched teeth.

That just made Uzhab laugh outright, and whether that was the right or wrong answer, he didn’t care. “A shitty one too, I guess,” he said, turning his head away from the confrontation of Shayel’s gaze. Uzhab would battle to the death if he needed to, but he’d also never seen any shame in being the one to back down from a meaningless fight. “You want someone to defend him, go talk to the rest of my family. They probably wish that statue had been naked, so they could have sucked his great and majestic cock every time they passed.”

Wrinkles of disgust crinkled the flat bridge of Shayel’s nose. Right, Uzhab had forgotten the Halla were like that about sex between men. He supposed they could afford that kind of attitude in a species with an even sex ratio.

“Look,” Uzhab said at last, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry it all happened. And if it makes you feel better about it to scream at me, go ahead. You probably won’t say anything that isn’t true anyway. But” –Uzhab pointed back to the console Shayel had plugged into the house’s outlets– “your little thing is blinking, so you might want to go pay attention to that.”

For a long moment, Shayel hesitated, giving Uzhab such a glare that Uzhab wondered if he shouldn’t go for one of his knives for sheer self-defense. Then the console started beeping, and that appeared to be enough to warrant Shayel’s attention. He turned away and strode back toward his equipment with all the haughty confidence of a king. Uzhab shrugged. If Shayel needed to behave like this, then that was his business.

Without announcing his departure, Uzhab slipped out the door of the house and walked back outside. He smelled rain on the air and wondered if they should get back before the skies opened. Then again, he figured, maybe being soaked to the bone would make Shayel miserable, and maybe being miserable would make him feel better. In an infinite universe, anything was possible.

~*~

The day after the first tower came back online, Shayel collapsed. Halfway up a staircase, his knees buckled and he pitched forward against the higher steps.

Uzhab was at his side in a second. “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking Shayel over. Uzhab didn’t see any blood or obvious wounds on Shayel, save a small scuff on one of his horns where he hadn’t caught himself in time.

What he did see, though, was that Shayel’s lips were grey. To some degree, that wasn’t notable — the Halla were always grey, at least by the metrics of the ruddy Doqar. But this was a deeper shade, one far closer to blue than it should have been. He placed his hand flat against Shayel’s chest and could feel both of his hearts hammering inside. Uzhab wasn’t a medic by any means, but he could put two and two together. “Why didn’t you tell me you couldn’t breathe?” Uzhab asked.

Shayel shook his head and tried to push Uzhab away. Uzhab could see a blue tinge to Shayel’s fingertips as well. Was that recent? Or had he only just noticed? “I’m fine,” Shayel said, making an attempt to stand that didn’t go far. “Tripped.”

“Bullshit.” Uzhab lifted Shayel’s chin with his fingers, looking him over for more signs of what he was already certain of — that the air was still too thin for Shayel’s lungs, and that Shayel had pushed himself too hard regardless. “Back to the ship.”

“I’m fine,” Shayel said again, shoving at Uzhab’s shoulder. He might have had better luck trying to push over a building.

“Back to the ship,” Uzhab repeated. “You walk or I carry you. You weigh, what, seventy kilos? I could carry two of you, one over each shoulder.”

Shayel grimaced, probably at the knowledge that it was not an idle threat. Uzhab had often worked stacking cargo on ships that couldn’t afford maglev loaders, and he looked it. “I have to–“

“You have a year,” Uzhab said. “We’ve been here a month. You can spare a day off.”

The pain of acknowledging that Uzhab had a point was written all over Shayel’s face, but at least Shayel knew a war he couldn’t win. He nodded and let Uzhab help him to his feet, then braced his arm across Uzhab’s broad shoulders as they started back. Their height difference made the walk a bit awkward, but Uzhab was in no hurry. He took his time, letting Shayel control their pace. He had nowhere else to be.

As they crossed one of the main thoroughfares, Shayel glanced up to see the top of the tower peeking over the buildings. “It’s working,” he said, catching the words between gasps. “It should work.”

“So why don’t we give it time to work?” Uzhab suggested. “It’s one tower. This is a big planet.” At least, these were all things Uzhab assumed would matter. The truth was, he wasn’t entirely sure what an atmospheric tower did, other than generally keep enough oxygen in the air. That was the essence of terraforming: taking a planet where people couldn’t live, and making it so they could. And if anyone could do that pretty much anywhere they wanted, why the hell did his ancestors ever believe they had to take someone else’s world?

Shayel cleared his throat. “A day. Maybe.” Uzhab didn’t even bother rolling his eyes.

Back in the ship, Uzhab sealed the exits, then went to adjust the ship’s air mix. By the time Uzhab returned to the hold, Shayel was stretched out on his back in his bunk, one forearm across his eyes. He didn’t look great, but he looked less hypoxic, which Uzhab supposed was a good sign. “I’ll take a look at your respirator,” Uzhab offered. “Make sure it’s working okay.”

“It’s fine,” Shayel said, his voice soft. “I probably set it too low.”

Uzhab filled two cups with water and put one by the side of Shayel’s bunk; he was accustomed by now to how Shayel would only do something for his own benefit if it was at least mostly his idea first. He sat on the edge of his own bunk and rested his elbows on his knees. “Let me know if you change your mind.” Large-scale engineering was beyond Uzhab’s ken, but he had plenty of experience making gadgets go.

Shayel didn’t answer, but after a moment he rolled over on his side and took the cup of water from the floor. His hands shook as he lifted it to his mouth, something Uzhab pretended not to notice. He’d have to hope that would go away. If it didn’t … well, he’d fight that battle when it came to him.

He wanted to ask how Shayel was feeling, but he didn’t expect Shayel would appreciate anything that could be read as pity. Uzhab didn’t relish the idea of sitting around in the ship all day with a cranky companion, though, so he decided to try something else. He went to one of the walls near the ship’s aft door and tapped open a panel. Inside were two earpieces. “Here,” Uzhab said, tossing one onto the side of Shayel’s mattress.

Shayel picked it up delicately between his fingers, as though it might bite him. “What’s this?”

“Person-to-person short-range communication.” Uzhab fixed his over his ear. “I’m going out.”

“Going out?” Shayel frowned. “For what?”

Uzhab shrugged. “Whatever you want, I guess. Look,” he added, before Shayel could point it out himself, “I’m not an engineer. But there’s got to be things you need done that don’t need technical skills. I can see there’s at least six other towers around that we haven’t even gone near. I can spent the next couple of days making sure we can even get to them when we want to. Clearing a path, cutting brush. Grunt shit. So when you get back out there, it won’t slow you down.”

Shayel’s brow furrowed even deeper, in a way that Uzhab was quickly learning meant that Uzhab was right and Shayel hated it. “So why am I wearing this if you’re cutting brush?” he asked, holding up the headpiece.

“You don’t have to.” Uzhab shrugged as he started for the door. “Rest up, do whatever you want. But if you turn that on” –he pointed to the earpiece– “I’ll be on the other end.”

Honestly, Uzhab expected to pass the rest of the day in silence. He wasn’t too bothered by the idea; he’d spent a great deal of his life alone, with only his own thoughts for company. Once outside the ship, he hopped up on its rear engine for a better view, trying to determine the most promising direction. Of the six remaining towers, only the one to the northwest looked close enough that he could make it there and back with such a late start. That would be it, then.

He hadn’t brought any kind of navigational aid, but he hardly felt one was necessary; the settlement had been planned well, its paths and buildings laid out in a logical order. In the same way the surrounding towns branched out from the hub of New Pakha City, the city itself radiated out from a central point near the greenspace where they’d landed. The Halla thought in clean geometry: circles, squares, lines, radii. They seemed to find beauty in orderly things. His grandfather had deemed their entire aesthetic repressive — “constipated” was the word he’d used, which had never failed to make his fathers and brothers laugh.

That wasn’t quite it, though, Uzhab was beginning to realize. Repression indicated that there was some wild desire beneath straining to get free, tamed to the point of misery. Uzhab didn’t see any conflict like that here. It was more the appeal of simplicity over excess, the measured over the organic. In that, Uzhab supposed it was blasphemous to find a Halla city in this state, all good intentions about order overrun by the chaos of nature.

He was halfway down a deserted street when he suddenly heard a voice muttering in Hallic, which nearly made him jump out of his skin and begin believing in ghosts. Seconds later, though, he mercifully remembered the earpiece. “Hello?” Uzhab said, his voice sounding strange in the otherwise empty air.

The muttering stopped short, followed by a throat-clearing. “Is this … do you hear me?” asked Shayel.

“Yeah, I hear you.” Uzhab grinned. “You hear me?”

“It doesn’t fit,” Shayel said, and it took Uzhab a moment to realize he’d been talking about the earpiece. Uzhab hadn’t even thought about how different the shapes of Doqar and Halla ears were. “I had to patch through the ship’s comm array.”

Uzhab’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “You can do that?”

Shayel huffed. “Yes, I can do that.”

“No, I mean–” Uzhab sighed. “I didn’t know the ship could do that.”

“Oh.” A quiet sound came through the connection, possibly the sound of fingers drumming on a console. “Well, it can.”

“Neat.” Uzhab kept walking down the thoroughfare. This part of the city had fewer tall buildings and more houses like the one they’d entered before. The scene read as far more chaotic than the central area. There were no signs of gunfire, but some doors hung half-open, and the tattered remains of softer possessions, unidentifiable now due to age and weather, lay scattered across the ground. This had been where they’d gathered all their things while being forced out. There’d been no coming back for anything left behind.

They said nothing else of consequence to one another for the rest of the day. Through the connection, Uzhab heard the vague sounds of Shayel’s moving around the ship: closing cabinet doors, running the faucet, tapping at his tablets. He supposed in turn that Shayel heard him as he hacked back brambles that overgrew the street at several points. Other than that, they did not speak, except for Uzhab to announce that he was heading back to the ship, and Shayel to acknowledge it.

Still, the silence between them managed to feel companionable, far more so than any other exchange between them had thus far. They weren’t speaking to one another, but they could, at any moment — not touching, but in arm’s reach. Uzhab of course resolved to say nothing about that`, lest Shayel discontinue the exercise. But quietly, he found it comforting to be a little less alone than he had been before.

~*~

“Is it blinking yellow?” asked Shayel.

Uzhab tapped the panel. “It’s not blinking at all.”

Shayel exhaled in frustration, and Uzhab could hear the bunk creak as Shayel sat down hard on it. “Look around and see if you see any frayed wires. Like something a rodent chewed through.”

With a grunt, Uzhab lowered himself to the floor and peered underneath, squinting into the narrow space between the cabinet and the floor. “Nope,” he said, somewhat grateful for that fact. If he had, he couldn’t have reached it anyway. Halla systems architecture expected the people maintaining it to have much thinner fingers, and no claws.

“Then I don’t know.” Shayel’s tone was thin. “I can’t do this from a distance.”

“We’ll leave it,” Uzhab said, trying to head off further frustration on Shayel’s part. “I’ll circle back.”

In the week since Shayel had collapsed, he’d only left the ship a handful of times, and never to go any farther than the buildings at the edge of the greenspace. As it turned out, Uzhab had been right about the respirators. They’d been designed for the facial shape and lung capacity of the average Halla, but they hadn’t been meant to work in salt air. Over the first month on Aubor IV, they’d corroded quietly, giving less and less oxygen until they produced nearly none at all. With the first atmospheric tower going, Shayel could chance short trips, but nothing more.

Thus, Uzhab’s initial foray into the world as Shayel’s proxy had instead become a regular arrangement. Every morning, Uzhab geared up with the supplies he needed for the day, while Shayel became the voice in his ear, asking him to describe what he saw and telling him what to do next, guiding him through a landscape unfamiliar to them both.

Uzhab opened the hatch in the floor and started climbing back down the access ladder he’d used to get to the rooftop. He’d gone to investigate what had looked like a communications array, and though he’d been right about its purpose, he hadn’t managed to get it to do anything. Shayel got the most frustrated when things like that happened, places where the situation might have been different if he’d been there in person. Once Uzhab had been unable to rewire conduits for a solar array, and Shayel had sulked the whole night through.

Thus, Uzhab was determined to change the subject. “What are those trees with the white bark?” he asked as he descended.

There was a small pause from Shayel’s end. “Which ones?”

“With the giant leaves. Bigger than my hand.” Near enough to the ground, Uzhab hopped down the rest of the way, landing with a graceless oof. “At least as tall as most of the houses.”

“Why do you want to know?”

Uzhab shrugged as he resettled his pack on his shoulders. “I just like them. They’re pretty. And I’ve never seen bark that white before.”

“Sorry,” said Shayel. “They must be native to this world. I don’t know.”

“Ah. Okay. Just wondering.” Uzhab stepped back out into the sunlight, smiling as its warmth hit his face. “I like trees. Didn’t grow up near many.”

“You didn’t grow up near trees?” asked Shayel, audibly incredulous.

Uzhab laughed. “Most were scrub brush at best. Not big trees like this, like the type you could climb. I remember learning about the Vanyyar when I was younger and hearing they built houses in trees, and wondering, how the hell would that work?”

That won a soft chuckle from Shayel, one Uzhab wasn’t sure Shayel knew had been heard. “My parents built me a tree house.”

“A whole house?” Uzhab frowned. “How old were you?”

“Not–” There was that tapping sound again, the thoughtful drumming of fingers. “Not a real house. A platform with walls and a roof. And a ladder you had to climb, up the side of the tree. Small enough I couldn’t stand up in it, even when I was a boy.”

“And you lived there?”

“No,” Shayel said, and there was that chuckle again, the barest laugh. Uzhab found the noise strange, because he couldn’t picture what expression must accompany it. He’d seen Shayel neutrally pleased from time to time, usually when some technical effort proved a success, but he couldn’t think of a time he’d seen the dour man so much as crack a real smile. “I played there.”

At least Uzhab knew better than to point out what a strange thought that was: Shayel, playing. “What game can you play in a tree?” Uzhab asked. He tried a nearby door and found it locked, so he left it for now. After what Shayel had been like about touching the doll, Uzhab didn’t supposed he’d be too keen on breaking and entering.

“Not formal games. Imagination games. It was a place to–” Shayel interrupted himself with a throat-clearing cough. “It was a good way to get out of the house sometimes.”
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