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​ 1 Forward [Back to top]

 


The stars
didn't twinkle at this altitude, but they glided past the window as
the Earth fell away. Dr. Reza Shah sighed. "I always wanted to go
up in a rocket."

"I expect this
is somewhat of an anti-climax." Professor Alexander King had a
mid-Atlantic accent common in academics of a certain age. There had
been decades after the War when the wrong accent could break a
career. He was actually from Iowa.

"It may as well
be a simulation." Shah spoke quietly even though the privacy field
blocked his voice from the other passengers. He watched two ladies
across the aisle laugh hard at something, but the effect was
bizarre, like watching a silent movie.

Some of the
other passengers were staring at their tabs. Shah didn't see much
point. He was leaving the world behind. It didn't matter who was
sleeping with each other, or what the new deal on shoes was. He
just didn't care. He might never come back. He would probably die
out there, somewhere.

"You'll have
your fill of simulations, my boy. Do you want to sit by the window
for a while? Soak in the majesty?"

"No, I'm fine
here." He'd seen the view before. So what if he never saw it
again?

His stomach
fluttered. It wasn't the motion of the shuttle. It was inside him.
Nerves? Nausea? Cold feet? It was silliness, and he pushed it
aside. His fears were irrational. He was going to be alone at the
edge of the Solar System trapped in a tin can with only his old
professor for company. And? And they were both professionals. And
they were both grown men. And scientists. And everything would be
fine.

Soon he'd be in
the depths of space with no escape but the void. Once Galileo
departed Persephone there was no turning back. Tomorrow. He had
until tomorrow. But it didn't matter how long he "had". This was
the peak of his career. He wouldn't turn his back on it now. He
couldn't. If King got to be too much, then simulations and
distractions from Earth might appeal to him after all. And Galileo
was big enough that they would always have distance if they wished
it.

There was no
going back. Only forward. Just like Julia had said.

One of the
bright spots in the sky caught his attention. A space station. "Can
you see Persephone yet?"

"I haven't the
faintest idea. Look, there is the orbit of the stations, but I
couldn't tell you which is which. That one's an Elysian shape, but
so is that one, and either of them could be Persephone. Or neither.
I'm not a professor of near-Earth geography, you know!"

Reza smiled. He
was worrying over nothing.

And now he had
something to look up on the tab.
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Professor
Alexander King gazed through the shuttle window and smiled at the
universe.

The stars were
laid out before him, and it was all his, his for the taking. Or the
viewing. Shah would help, he supposed, but the main work would be
his own. Between them they would have the whole universe to explore
for the rest of their lives.

He'd built his
entire career, his entire life, around this one project, and now it
was coming to fruition. It was a euphoric feeling. Better than sex.
Better than drugs. Better than anything. It was everything.

The critics
would be silenced. The mission couldn't fail now. Two of the best
scientists in the world with the best astronomical array in human
history at their fingertips? Failure wasn't in the cards. Only
victory.

A gentle chime
cut through the quiet. It cut through the privacy fields too, so
that all would listen to the forthcoming message. Even Shah put
down his tab.

"Ladies and
gentlemen, this is the Captain speaking. In a few minutes we'll
begin deceleration. Please return to your seats, and remain seated
until we dock. Thank you."

A man hurried
out of the restroom and pushed past to his seat a few rows in
front, on the right side of the aisle.

"Anything
important in the news?"

"I don't know.
After I found Persephone I was looking at the specs of Galileo,"
Shah replied.

"Don't you
already know the thing top to bottom, inside and out?"

"More or less.
But I have no use for local news, unless Persephone has
spontaneously disintegrated or something. And she hadn't last time
I checked."

"It would
appear not." The view was now dominated by the illuminated ring of
Persephone, a gleaming circle of metal and glass, the glare dimming
the stars in the black sky.

A second chime
sounded and yellow warning lights lit up. It was time to strap
in.

"Brace for the
flip, my boy," he warned.

Most of their
journey had been in microgravity, after the acceleration of making
orbit. Before it could decelerate, the whole ship had to swing
around. The view was dizzying and sickening.

"Worst part of
the entire trip, I should imagine."


"Hopefully."

When the ship
was facing precisely away from Persephone, they were pressed into
their seats again.
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The shuttle
plane docked with Persephone.

Pulsing green
lights appeared on the downside wall, leading to the exit at the
back of the shuttle, beyond the two toilet compartments. Shah got
the Professor's baggage from the upside compartment, and put it in
the air between them. Then he flipped upside down and got his own
from under the seat.

"I wish you
wouldn't do that, my boy!"

He laughed.
"Please do not be sick."

A woman in a
smart business suit pushed herself past, paying close attention to
the Professor.

"I don't
believe she trusts me to take your advice." They'd had the same
training, but King had never taken to it.

Shah laughed
again. King's extra twenty years were the problem. Old dogs and new
tricks. "Agreed."

Most of the
eighty or so passengers had some proficiency. King was an outlier.
Once through the docking ring the green lights led through a
tube-like corridor to a rotating elevator door, which opened
periodically.

They hung off
the railings waiting their turn. The well dressed ones were sombre,
business people here for work. The tourists were in better spirits,
and were much more mobile.

Whenever the
elevator door opened, an automated message played. "The descent
elevator capacity is six persons. Once inside the elevator, please
note the six handles spaced around the walls. The green arrows
indicate the upside direction. Please hold on to a handle, and
locate the downside, marked in green circles. Please orient
yourself correctly before assisting any fellow passengers. Then,
reach upwards to brace against the initial motion. In a few
seconds, rotational gravity will pull you gently downside. Thank
you for visiting Persephone."

The message
played over with every new load of passengers, and by the time
their turn finally came he could have recited the whole thing. He,
the Professor, and four young tourists entered the elevator
together. The two young ladies both had shaved heads, one utterly
smooth and bald, and the other with a few days of dark stubble. The
two young men both had long hair which floated about in long
braids. One had a single brown braid at the back, and the other
matching blond braids on either side sticking up from his head like
horns in the microgravity. Fashions changed so much. Just one more
useless thing he was leaving behind.

The message
began again as the doors closed. The six of them did their best to
obey, but King overcompensated, and lost his grip. His head pointed
towards the floor, and he scrabbled about in the air trying to
correct his error.

The man with
the blond braids jumped to the wall, lodged a foot in a hand-hold,
left his own bag hanging in the air, and reached across the
elevator. He grabbed King, spun him to the correct position, and
was back to his own place in a moment. Cool and efficient.

King
spluttered. "Why, thank you, young man!"

"De nada," said
the young man, with a grin.

Shah put his
free hand up, and gestured for King to follow suit. The youngsters
smirked at each other, already in position.

King didn't
quite make it in time.

The elevator
began to move, but inertia brought the professor's head in swift
contact with the ceiling. The others used their raised arms to
compensate for the change in momentum, and moments later, the
slight pull of gravity pulled their feet gracefully towards the
green lit floor. King came down awkwardly, and fell into the
shaved-bald woman beside him.

"Oh! I'm
terribly sorry!"

She took his
grappling in stride, and made sure King was standing before she
disengaged. "'S okay," she said, brightly.

Shah envied
them their easy competence. He'd never been athletic--other
priorities--but the swift return of gravity reminded him of how, in
his university days, he rode the subway so often that he his body
knew the roll and yaw of the train, and he could stay upright
without the aid of the handrails. The young tourists here handled
the gravity change with equal ease, as though they had been here,
or somewhere like it, so many times that it had become second
nature.

He had never
felt so old, but at least he was doing better than the
professor.

The elevator
opened up into the customs processing area, a narrow hall with two
short line-ups leading to two clear plastic desks. As citizens of
Earth, they joined the line for foreigners, while the four
youngsters joined the second line, for citizens of Persephone. He
wondered what they had been doing on Earth.

"Passports,"
ordered the customs officer when they reached the front of the
line. "You're traveling together?"

"Yes," King and
Shah said in unison.

The customs
officer inserted the plastic passports into a reader, one after the
other.

"How long will
you be staying on Persephone?"

"Oh, less than
twenty-four hours," said Shah.

"Yes, we'll be
launching tomorrow to the far reaches of the Solar System, to
-"

"So, you're
scientists?"

"Yes, actually,
it's quite a fascinating mission -"

"That's not
necessary," said the officer with a wave of the hand.

Shah knew King
didn't like being cut off, especially not when talking about his
pet project. He couldn't help but smile about it.

"Please put
these on."

The officer
handed them each a wrist band. "You must wear these at all times.
In case of emergency, you understand."

Shah felt his
smile drop away. He looked at King, and the same feeling of
violation was evident in the older man's eyes. But they didn't have
any choice, if they wanted to get through customs without
jeopardizing the mission.

The officer
waited.

He slipped the
wrist band on, and it immediately began blinking, initializing a
link to some central computer. After a moment, the blinking slowed
to the speed of his pulse.

"Welcome to
Persephone," the officer said.

"You're keeping
the passports?" Shah asked. He hadn't realized this.

"Yes. You can
get them from 'Passport Pickup' at departure."

"Great.
Thanks." But he wasn't great. And he wasn't grateful.

The officer
waved them through. "Next!"

"I thought we
had a treaty with these people!" Shah grumbled when he
thought they were a safe distance away. Sometimes he just wanted to
get away from people. All people, not just his ex-wife. He was
about to get his wish. More or less.

"Quite," King
said, uncharacteristically subdued.

They retrieved
their considerable checked baggage, and passed through the scanner
without incident. All the interesting baggage had been shipped
separately and should already be aboard Galileo.
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