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      When Sol-gov declares Alia as a dangerous alien, her life implodes. Her job as a repair tech on Aleph Station, the outermost post of the Sol planetary system, kept her under the radar—until now.

      When a Deep Spacer starts tagging along behind her, he threatens every aspect of her shrinking present. How long can she exist before Sol-gov tracks her down and takes action?

      (Originally appeared in Boundary Shock Quarterly #10: Homofuturis.)
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      I sat at the long bar and stared down into my beaker of beer. Sadly, not wide enough for drowning sorrows in. Maybe little ones but not my-sized ones. For that I’d need a sea—an ocean. And the nearest one of those lay seven light-hours downsystem from here at the outer edge of the Kuiper Belt. Still, I could dream.

      “Call me Ishmael.” I’ve got a thing for Pre-Lift literature, what can I say.

      “Huh?” The guy one down the bar joined my private conversation with myself.

      “Call me Alia.” I sighed. Why doesn’t anyone ever get my jokes? And why couldn’t a girl enjoy her quiet beer alone in a roaring solitude? The sonic wall of music that Jackman always provided made for great alone time in the middle of a crowd—usually.

      “If you’re Ishmael, where’s your whale?”

      Hey, what? I actually stopped staring down into my too-small-to-drown-myself-in beaker to peer at him. Even on side-by-side stools, the Wolf’s dim lighting and thick noise required peering. Rumor was that Jackman’s great-great something had installed the sound system back at the founding of Aleph Station…it clearly hadn’t been upgraded or even marginally maintained in the couple centuries since. Mostly it provided a soothing wall of multi-tonal sonic distress.

      Jackman’s playlist was on his second year of doing a backward crawl through the history of music. His patrons were currently forging through “The Grind”—the era after The Lift that had mostly emptied Earth by 2150, but before the 2200s of “Rev” (Reversion Rock) which had slammed onto the scene during The Troubles.

      Jackman never explained why he’d named his bar the Wolf, an animal that had never left Earth. If he knew, he wasn’t sharing. But then Jackman had never been a sharing sort of guy, which is probably why we got along so well.

      My unasked-for guest lounged against the bar with the casual air of someone who was perfectly fine with not knowing he’d strolled into the most dangerous place in all of Aleph Station. This was strictly a locals’ dive, deep in the station’s bowels. Even as a control systems maintenance tech, I was kinda the high-brow gal of the whole crowd. Though, as a long-time regular, I got a pass. This guy? Not so much.

      “My whale? Didn’t like deep space. Met a cute Europan semi-orca. You know how it goes: rarely comms, never visits. I wait at the shuttle gate for every offload, but nothing. It’s sad.”

      “It is sad. A tragic tale of woe. You should turn it into an epic poem. Or maybe even a book about revenge, despair, and hope. Call me Alia-Ishmael. Some years ago—never mind that we’re in the timeless reaches of space—there was a woman in a space bar, lonely for her inconsiderate whale. It has potential.”

      There was no reason that the new arrival should have gotten my joke. It was pretty damn arcane, even by my standards. I mean he was the same species as me and all—well, he would be if I was what I look like, which I’m not—but he had True Deep all over him. There was something about Deep Spacers, spending their lives arcing between the stars. It changed them.

      Old Max once told me about seeing a Japanesser, when there was still a Japan, in Seattle—before the Microsoft Hive Mind took it over for itself. Back when humans still lived on Earth⁠—

      Shit! But history was a pain to think about.

      —Max had been really old when I was a kid, but not that old. Still claims he saw the guy and, hey, what the hell do I know. Maybe he did a trip or two on a relativistic rocket, though he never told such a tale.

      This Japanesier…Japanier (Japanooser?) had a guidebook—Old Max never explained why or what that was. I’d never seen a book, and maybe he knew that, so he didn’t explain. (I finally get it now.) He’d been (the…Japaneer, not Old Max. Actually I guess they both were there if Old Max actually saw him and wasn’t just spinning yarns—I never did ask what yarn was) in the middle of the underwater Pike Place Market. That would have to be after the ice caps were gone but still before the MHM covered Seattle. Apparently, the locals had glassed the market in against the rising ocean, so it was like an underwater aquarium. Except the Japan-a-flapper was the fish and the fish were…well, something else.

      Unaware of being a fish out of water, or whatever he was—either way, as out of place as this DSer sitting in Jackman’s—he stuck his arm straight out to point as he discovered item after item from his guidebook. His gestures were an extreme hazard to passersby in the crowded sub-aquatic inside-out aquarium market.

      I totally get that.

      The last decompression drill that Aleph Station ran in Rings Two through Four you’d have thought the habitat was ending right then by the way people flailed about. A woman—which is what I look like even though I only kinda am—could barely make it through to her crisis station. A real decomp ever comes along, I’m gonna just suit up wherever I am and sell tickets for the show.

      This DSer stood out the way all DSers do. Tall, like most space-born. Handsome, like he got a lucky draw from the old DNA game parlor. And slow-moving, like nothing ever happened, which it probably didn’t on their multi-decade voyages across the interstellar deep. So-o not Aleph Station—which thrives on a hundred percent hustle.

      Aleph was the official entry port to Mama Sol’s system. You appeared Downsystem without an official Aleph stamp on your goods or your docs, and the SIPs got very, very upset. The Special Interplanetary Patrol had Downsystem so locked up that it was hard to get away with anything anymore. Even I couldn’t.

      Which is how I got stuck on Aleph, but that’s a different issue.

      I had more immediate issues at the moment, like this DSer.

      “So anyway, what’s your name?” Major eruditeness point loss on my side of the tally. I mean who dropped such a lame line in a bar anyway.

      “Clem 4.” Fourth in line of the third most powerful member of his ship. DSers alphabetized their ranks. Only way he’d ever get command would be if his ship was swept by a plague.

      “Hi.” No much of a linguistic recovery. Hard to start a funny whale joke with Clem 4 for material. “That short for Clementine?” I started humming a few bars. It had been one of my favorite hard-boogey songs when I was younger and much stupider—though “Clementine’s Cadaver” did have a bitching beat.

      Instead he started singing some kind of folky funk thing right here in the bar.

      “Oh, my darling. Oh, my darling. Oh, my darling Clementine.” His voice kept climbing, until he actually got attention from some of the other regs, which was hard to do at the Wolf—especially over Jackman’s soundtrack.

      Loud enough for Jackman himself to sneer at me as Clem 4 sang. Like the guy was somehow my fault.

      “You are lost,” he offered a fine, ringing D, held it an extra beat or two, “and gone forever. Dreadful sorry, Clementine.”

      Clem 4 made a show of bowing to the crowd’s jeers and scattered applause. He had a good baritone and an obvious death wish.

      Lost and gone forever?

      Welcome to my screwed-up life.

      I grabbed the front closure of his jumpsuit, pulled it open enough to dump the last half of my beer in, then let it snap shut as he danced about trying to slosh the liquid out his pant leg seals.

      By the time he recovered, I’d faded through the crowd and shifted out into the back corridor.
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