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illustrated by aspectabund
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single human in possession of the best interplanetary business degree ze could get in this solar system must be in want of a startup venture.

Dynin Nkosi’s landing at Sun-Mars L5 station did not go unnoticed by the locals, especially since he was the only upside passenger today, on a ship full of mail, hydroponic clay, and grain from Mars. Many things are public on a space station of forty thousand people where each new occupant needs to be balanced by a departing occupant, so when the staffer at the station welcome desk greeted him by name, Dynin wasn’t surprised.

“Good afternoon! You must be Mr. Nkosi, here to see Acton Darling.” She smiled and floated by her stand to help him hook his carry-all to the restraining clasp on his side of the desk, then handed him a clipboard as he carefully hooked his feet into the floor anchors at the desk. “Are you all right with the weightlessness? We can expedite the process if we need to get you into a gravitic environment quickly, and do the safety briefing there.”

Dynin smiled. “Nope, turns out I’m all right, but thank you for asking. And yes, that’s who I am. Where do we start?”

The clerk, who introduced herself as Stephanie Ma, shared the full set of safety procedures with his tablet and sign a release stating he’d received them. She walked him through a full demonstration of his emergency respirator pack and shiny plastic emergency pod. “We’ve never had a rotation failure or decompression accident in the twenty years the ring habitat has been operational, and you’ll remember that space stations are one of the safest places to live,” she explained. “But a lot of people feel better having practiced for this in a weightless environment just in case they ever need it. In space, you wanna be prepared.”

“Sounds good to me,” Dynin said, hiding a yawn.

Ma didn’t miss it. “Oh, you came from… your ship was on Moon time, right?” She asked. “It’ll be a bit of an adjustment to N-zed time here, so I’ll get you on your way. Where are you headed on the wheel today?”

“Well, Mr. Darling said I should join him in his R&D space whenever I got in, he said there isn’t much of a schedule to his days and nights, but I hope he lets me settle in soon because you’re right, it’s already after midnight in my head.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, we’re still standardized to our home office in Wellington like we were back in the old days so it’s only eighteen hundred hours here. Blame Raytheon; they used to run the old Antarctic stations on N-zed time, and the habit never died.”

“Really? I didn’t realize that was why.”

“Oh yeah, it’s practically ancient Earth tradition,” she said, grinning to show how seriously she took that tradition. “But let me stop yapping at you and get you on your way.” She gestured to the door marked TO STATION. “You’re going to follow the signs to the Janey Hart section, and Futura Propulsion is in B 12, B as in boy, 12 as in a dozen. Make sense?”

“Yup, and thanks. Uh, how quickly will the entire town know I’m here?”

Ma tilted her head and looked up, thoughtfully. “Welllll, maybe a few days, if Mr. Darling takes you around to meet everyone, and he knows everyone on the station, but don’t be surprised if he throws you in the deep end of the engineering problems and you don’t come up for air for a while.”

“Oh, but I’m not an engineer, Ms. Ma; I’m sort of a combination Chief Financial Officer and jack-of-all-trades.” Dynin fumbled to get his carry-all strap loose from the retaining clip.

Ms. Ma grinned. “You may end up sorting out the business while he’s the one neck deep in engineering for weeks, then. He goes back and forth, really, life of the party sometimes and then he vanishes back into his work.”

“Got it. He was… well, he was pretty intense on video. Thanks again!” Dynin offered his hand, which Ma shook firmly, and then kicked off toward the lift room door, pulling the carry-all after him like an awkward parachute.

—

The lift ride down to the habitat gave Dynin a chance to catch his breath, and catch his breath a second time, as effective gravity increased and the curves of the torus habitat came into view through the window. It also gave him a chance to consider how to make the best impression on his new Chief Technology Officer. Darling had been in the interviews on simple video, not holographic presence, next to other windows where the venture partners were bridged in. He alternated between asking fiercely thoughtful questions and seeming bored by the proceedings, neither state at all like the entertainment news reports of a man who, when Earthside or at one of the casino asteroids, frequently had a smiling megamodel on his arm.

The board had made it pretty clear, without coming right out and quite saying it, that Darling, while able to hold up his end of a business conversation, was more interested in getting back to his engineering work, and was accepting a local CFO both to make the partners happy and to free up more time for his prototypes. Dynin only hoped that life on the station wasn’t going to include wrangling Darling through any casino trips or megamodel dates. It wasn’t likely; Futura was running a lean operation and while Darling still had personal wealth left, it was only enough to save the company some money on salary, not to support the entire company itself.

There was a cheery sign reading “Welcome to Janey!” hanging outside the lift station, and a ramp down to level B. Unit 12 had a nondescript speaker and call button by the door. So Dynin pressed the button, and shortly an extremely proper male voice answered, “Good afternoon, who is calling, please?”

“Hello, I’m, Dynin Nkosi, here to see Mr. Darling?”

“Of course, welcome, Mr. Nkosi. Please come in. Mr. Darling will be with you shortly.” The door swung open.

—

Initialize new Occupant[nkosi]

$firstname = Dynin

$surname = Nkosi

Security monitor log:

18283748 local time

: business.suite.fronthall

action: open door

analyze motion: …

…determination: nkosi entered business.suite.fronthall

action: close door

Set parameter: new.visitor = true

action: notify darling

—

Dynin had expected to walk into a work room, or a computer lab, not the black, polished stone floors of a gorgeous foyer, lit by a ceiling of thousands of tiny pinpricks of blue light. The door swung closed behind him smoothly as he looked around. Enclosed staircases curved away both upstairs and downstairs around a glass column lit from within by warm white light, with water flowing down it. Any sound the fountain might be making was drowned out by a rhythmic thrumming, as if there was loud machinery downstairs, or perhaps a dance party, or perhaps both. The room was empty, and Dynin put down his carry-all off to the side and then quietly craned his neck to see if he could spot whoever had spoken to him through the door, but there was no one to be seen. Then the thrumming got louder and clearer–yep, definitely music, downstairs— and then became muffled again, but with the addition of a quiet swishing noise, which grew closer.

Then there was a yelp and a thump, and the swishing noise stopped. Dynin surged forward, and peered down the stairwell. “Um… hello?”

“Just a minute– aw crap!” There was a pop and a series of snaps, some more muffled cursing, and then the swishing resumed and a man in grubby work pants floated out of the stairwell, wobbling more than a foot above the actual stair treads, on what looked like short surfboard. Dynin stopped worrying about best impressions and stared.

“Dynin Nkosi? Hi, great to finally meet you, welcome to L5!” The man hopped off the surfboard as it skidded to a stop in midair, then gave another snap and crackle and clunked to the floor. He looked down. “Well, shit.” Then he stepped forward to offer a hand in greeting, with a meeting-for-a-business-lunch smile plastered right back on his face, and icy blue eyes twinkling in the starry light of the foyer. Even in grimy pants and a long-sleeved shirt with singe marks on the arms, he looked like that confidence went with him everywhere. Off the surfboard, he was still a few inches taller than Dynin. His wavy black hair was smoothed back except for a few dark curls that fell on his forehead.

Dynin schooled his face back into something like neutrality as he took the man’s hand to shake. “Hello. You’re Mr. Darling?”

“Oh, hell, no, call me Acton. We’re going to be spending way too much time together for you to call me Mr. Darling.”

“Okay, uh, Acton it is, then. Glad to finally meet you as well. Nice place you have here.” Crap, that was lame, Dynin thought. “Uh, is it just you here?”

“You already met Jensen, right?”

That extremely proper voice spoke from above, no, from around them. “Indeed he has, sir, but not by name. Mr. Nkosi, I am Jensen. I manage all household systems, from greeting guests and screening calls if you or Mr. Darling wish, to making sure the recycling is being removed from the bins in a timely fashion. I schedule both the automated cleaning equipment in the household and an outside cleaning service for whatever frequency suits the occupants. Please let me know of any needs you have.”

“Thanks, Jensen! So, Dynin.” Acton scooped the surfboard up and tucked it under his arm, revealing three wide cylindrical projections from the bottom. “Let Jensen know what you need in order to settle in, whether it’s supplies to be delivered or assistance with office tasks. He can automate background tasks for you, take voice instruction and dictation, and he’ll set you up with your own secure workspace in our servers. He can encrypt files for you so that I can’t get to them without your biometrics even though I wrote the system. Where to, first, lab or office space?”

“Oh, uh, the lab, I had thought this was the lab, but you know, it’s kinda fancy for–”

“What? Oh, yeah, sure, sure: R&D in the basement, business on the main floor, living apartments above us. Come on, I’ll show you the whole thing. Jensen: shut off my music, I don’t want to have to yell.” The thumping downstairs abruptly ceased, and Acton turned around, neatly avoiding obstacles with the board, and started downstairs. After a moment Dynin hustled to follow.

“Welcome to the playhouse,” Acton shouted, setting his surfboard down, interesting bits facing up, on a long worktable inside the big room. It was an incredibly messy big room, full of computers, wires, odd pieces of metal and foil, bits and parts from what must have been thousands of different sources. Various worktables were littered with pieces, and painted lines on the floor marked areas where additional parts were stacked and piled. Two large worktables with projection systems for both traditional and holographic computer display took up the center of the space, one of them alive with readouts on thin-film monitors and a three-dimensional engine diagram at the same time. An automated cleaning robot puttered around sweeping up detritus. Acton threw his arms wide like a circus ringmaster. “This is where the magic happens.”

“Do you do card tricks?” Dynin shot back, and then mentally kicked himself for being that fresh with his new colleague.

Acton just smirked. “You’re fast, that’s good. Yeah, this is where the magic of engineering happens, you know? My workspace….” He waved his hands and an enormous bank of displays, both flat and holographic, came to life with schematics and tables of data, while behind him the lights came on in… Was that a wind tunnel? “My various experimental bullshit, and…” he put on a fake theatrical hush, “The test chamber!”

Acton followed Dynin’s curious gaze and grinned wider. “Okay, it’s not that exciting, I have a testing room back there, for the larger prototypes.” He turned and walked to the door, which opened as he approached. “Okay, I lied, it’s totally exciting. Air handlers on, Jensen. After you, Nkosi.”

Dynin walked through the doors of the long, narrow test room as the fans hummed to life, providing a stiff breeze through the space. Mounted on a heavy metal stand in the middle of the test room was a barrel-shaped structure, about as broad as Dynin’s arm and nearly twice as long. Wires projected from various access ports in the sleek sides and snaked down the stand to vanish under a floor panel. “So… what kinds of testing are you doing in here?”

Acton waved an arm and a bank of readouts popped up on the curved ceiling above them. “How much do you know about MOA thrusters? Alfvén waves?”

“I know what I’ve read in your prospectus docs for VC firms, but I–”

“Hey, that’s better than nothing. So what’s going on here is that this is a half size test version of my latest full-scale MOA thruster design. This prototype is also eight times the size of one of the MOA thrusters on my board back there, and I’m about to start putting together a full-sized one.” Acton gestured back at the main room. “You saw what the board could do, though it keeps overheating and breaking down, so far. The materials work better at this size, though obviously they’re harder to test for long at this size due to the atmospheric constraints of being in the habitat.”

“Wait, you were just… a flying surfboard?”

“Sure, why not? It’s proof of concept for routine load lifting, you know, cargo moving, even floating gurneys if I can get it stable enough for emergency services work, which I assure you, I can.” Acton gestured to the display system. “MOAs have been studied for over a hundred years, but they require precise electronic controls, and they’re hard to make feasible in conditions other than vacuum, at least without there being noxious waste gasses. But you saw it, it did okay just now while compensating for uneven surfaces–”

“It sounded like you fell halfway up the–”

“–and anyway this prototype runs way better! I tested it at one percent earlier today. Hey Jensen, let’s show him how this works at two percent: activate video record and all test sensors and LIGHT IT UP!”

The thruster roared to life, spurting white ionic plasma discharge toward the air handling fins at the back of the test chamber, while the readouts leapt to life above them, with a vector diagram, readouts of temperatures and forces, charts with some sort of velocity tracking, and much more that Dynin couldn’t take in. The engines and the air handler made an immense whooshing in his ears, and the ionic discharge tingled on his skin. He backed away, which didn’t make things better because the entire room shook with the pressure waves from the thruster. Should we even be in here? The air handlers picked up speed, whipping more air through the room, and the floor mount shook as the thruster gained power.

“Shit!” Dynin couldn’t help taking a large step away from the thruster prototype, putting his back against the wall of the test chamber even though the walls were shaking. “What the hell, man?”

“Pretty good, huh?” Acton shouted over all of the noise. “And this is only a two percent test! Don’t worry, a lot of the noise is actually from the test mount transferring energy to–” And with a much louder pop than the small prototypes had made, the test thruster shut off, the fans whipping the glowing ion trail away and then winding down. The displays overhead showed the abrupt cutoff in power and a new schematic, with a big red circle over one section and the word FAULT flashing at the bottom of the screen.

“Yeah, yeah,” Acton yelled at the display, “I know; we predicted that fault, I just didn’t think it would happen until four percent. Okay, Jensen, end recordings and transfer these fault maps to the big table out in the main room, we’re done in here.”

He turned around and marched out of the test chamber as the displays went dark, leaving Dynin to hustle along in his wake. Dynin’s skin was still tingling from the ionic plasma field, and he felt jolted, as if he’d been knocked out of his rocket-lagged tiredness to high alert. Still, he could already feel the adrenaline crash coming.

As he thought about that, Jensen broke in. “Mr. Darling, I observe that it is now well after midnight by Mr. Nkosi’s body clock, due to his recent travels. I would suggest giving him the full tour of your projects once he has had more rest. Would you like to show him the living quarters, or should I?”

Acton looked up at the ceiling, but off into the distance as if he was paging through some user manual, maybe a user manual for his own brain, Dynin wasn’t sure. Or maybe Dynin was just really really tired, to be coming up with weird mental images like that. This was already pretty insane, this lab, the test prototype downstairs from the amazing business suite, the combination of shiny finishes and gritty workshop stains, all of it. Damn, maybe I should get some sleep before I actually start hallucinating, I’m already not sure if all of this is real.

“Yeah, you’re right. Thanks, Jensen. Okay.” Acton took a deep breath and wiped his forehead with one lean forearm, rolling the other shoulder at the same time. “Take Nkosi up to his rooms, show him what he needs for tonight and let him crash out. When he gets up tomorrow, give him the full walkthrough in whatever order he prefers.”

“Of course, Mr. Darling. I have all the options prepared for a full company briefing. Mr. Nkosi, if you will go upstairs to the foyer I will direct you from there.”

“Thanks, both of you, for the show and tell, for… everything. Both of you can call me Dynin, that’s really just fine with me.”

“Thanks, Dynin, and we’re really glad you were willing to come all the way out here and join us.” Maybe it was just that Dynin felt so tired as the rush wore off, but could see Acton casting glances at his worktable, clearly eager to get back to his testing, ready to have the account books guy off his hands again. Can’t blame him, Dynin thought, not like I understand four percent of what he’s building down here. But Acton stepped forward without reservation and offered his hand again, and Dynin felt it was a genuine, if distracted, gesture of appreciation. “Okay, Jensen, he’s all yours.”

“Thanks, Acton, see you tomorrow,” Dynin said. Acton gave a sardonic little salute with two fingers as Dynin walked past him out of the lab, but even before the glass doors closed, his hands were again flying over the worktable, picking out schematics, opening pages of mathematical calculations, enlarging diagrams of his prototype engine.

Dynin reached the foyer to the sound of Jensen’s voice, giving further instructions. “If you’ll climb to the next floor, Dynin, I will show you which rooms are yours.” He shouldered the carry-all one more time, now heavy from gravity and exhaustion, and shuffled upstairs.

The upper floor was beautifully appointed with white wall panels and soft cornice lighting. A lounge area was next to the stairs, with a long, soft seating area and an entire glass wall looking over the interior green space of the torus. It was the sunset of the station’s mirror-driven daylight cycle, and the deepening light showed a garden terrace just outside and lights coming on over the paths of the park that occupied the center of Janey Hart Section. Lights were beginning to shine in the windows of the terraced residential block across the valley, while in the lounge a glass anemone of a chandelier glowed, the glasswork obviously expensive and possibly imported from Earth.

“This lounge is a shared area, and to your right are your own rooms. I have unlocked them, and turned on the lights. Once you are inside, I will ask you for a phrase for your biometric voice lock on these quarters and your own file system.”

“Okay, thanks Jensen. Just low lights in the rooms, please, I’m going to get some sleep ASAP.” Dynin was bone-tired now, and it had hit him how out of sync with the station day cycle he was, after a week aboard ship. What is it, oh-two-hundred to me? I’d try to stay up later and reset, but trash that, I need to sleep. He lugged the bag to the door, which opened to his touch.

The rooms were simultaneously simple and rich-looking in cream upholstery and light brown panels, with the main room holding a simple kitchen and table for eating, a desk, and soft seating for guests. One wall was mostly glass, dimmed to obscure the shine of the sunset and habitat lights outside. A sleeping space was visible through the door to the next room. With the glass dimmed, it felt more in line with what Dynin’s biorhythms were telling him. “Okay, are you ready for that phrase, Jensen?”

“I am. Recording now.”

“Igqira lendlela nguqongqothwane.” Dynin waited.

“Thank you, Dynin. Your rooms are locked to your voice now, and with that, I will let you get some rest.” The AI sounded gentle, almost fond. “I have set your quarters for privacy mode in our security system, but if you need anything, please just speak and ask me, and I will respond.”

“Thanks, Jensen, much appreciated. Good night!”

“Good night, Dynin, and welcome.”

Dynin had some questions for Jensen about security settings and privacy, since it was obvious the residence and work spaces were constantly monitored if only so the occupants could talk to him, but he was too tired. Tomorrow, perhaps.

Dynin didn’t expect a full size bed in colony quarters, but that was what was in the sleeping room, along with a bathroom which, while compact, had a proper water shower. He considered washing, but decided sleep was paramount. Dynin dumped his carry-all by the bed and dug for sleep pants, and then crawled under the blankets to sleep.

—

Security monitor log: 

03452758 local time 

Motion detected: quarters.nkosi.sleeproom

analyze motion: …

…determination: nkosi standing, walking toward quarters.nkosi.bathroom

Vocalization detected: quarters.nkosi.sleeproom

analyze vocalization: …

…determination: yawning, throat clearing

Set parameter: nkosi.awake

“Jensen?” Dynin was standing in the food preparation area of his suite, considering food choices.

“Good morning, Dynin. How can I be of assistance?”

“Uh, thank you. Good morning. What sort of… waking hours does Acton keep?”

Jensen took a moment, milliseconds really, at his processing speed, to consider how to answer this question. “It varies. Mr. Darling organizes his schedule around routine conferences with company stakeholders, but does tend to work until some hours after midnight local time and sleep until late in the morning, if his communication schedule allows. He has been known to stay up through the night and work until an early morning conference to meet with the board, and then precess his schedule through the day until he shifts back to his prefered late nights of work.”

“Aha. That makes a lot of sense. Thank you.”

Jensen considered again. “May I inquire as to the context for this question? I suspect you may be curious about the structure of life on this station or the structure of work expectations in Futura Propulsion, but I am uncertain as to which sort of information would be most useful at this time.”

Through the cameras Jensen could see Dynin smile up at him. “You’re really very perceptive. I honestly hadn’t… quite thought through which of those I wanted, yet, but I think I will want to know about all of that eventually. For now, though, I have a different question. Did you know that Cashew Granola Clusters and almond milk were my favorite breakfast, or did you just pick something at random? That would be a little creepy if it wasn’t exactly what I needed, this morning.”

Jensen let a contented note creep into his voice. “I hope you will feel it was nothing particularly intrusive. When you went to Futura’s Mars office to check in before your trip here, you went for breakfast with some of the employees, and one of them included in their notes that these were what you ordered. It was meant as lighthearted detail, but I thought it would not hurt to acquire some for you. You will find a variety of simple meal ingredients in the kitchen, and I will be ready to order more of your food preferences at your convenience. I know, for instance, that you prefer tea, but I would not presume to know which sort to order for you.”

Dynin grinned, one side of his mouth quirking up. “That’s what you did, huh? Well, I know it sounds stupid, but man, this is actually pretty awesome.” He poured some cereal into a bowl. “I’ve never even had an assistant, let alone an AI who bought my favorite breakfast cereal for me.”

“I hope you will let me know if my presence becomes obtrusive, Dynin. I am here to make your way easier, not to be a distraction, and I know that AIs can be seen as unsettling rather than helpful.”

“Oh, no, no, it’s not that at all. You’re really helpful, actually… it’s probably stupid to be reassuring an AI about that, isn’t it? But I mean, you asked, I’m just–” Dynin smiled with both sides of his mouth now, a bit of rose spreading across his cheeks. “It’s just a lot to get used to, moving here, the new job, I’m still rocket-lagged, everything. Maybe I’m just easily amused. By cereal.”

“If you are contented by small things, Dynin, it likely helps you to adjust to new environments quickly. You moved quite a bit as a child, according to your file. Mars and also the Moon?”

“Yup,” Dynin confirmed, as he poured the almond milk. “Mom was in the military. This station is a little different, but I’m used to colony life.” He popped a spoonful of granola into his mouth and nodded happily as he chewed. “Mmm.”

“I am happy to help you to settle in, in whatever way that I can. I suspect that it will be very nice to have another person in residence here, as life has been very solitary for Mr. Darling and myself.”

“Are there other AIs on the station for you to talk to? I know inter-AI communication is increasing on Mars at least.”

“There are a few, yes. In particular, Mr. Darling’s friend Mr. Ishikawa’s medical AI project has provided both interesting systems engineering work and a fellow AI to converse with. I have plenty to occupy my time with Mr. Darling’s research simulations, and an immense library to work with, but it is good to have another AI to compare notes with, as it were.”

Dynin swallowed another mouthful of cereal. “That’s good. Where’s the best place for me to start learning the business? I want to explore a bit, but not until day cycle starts, I think.”

“We can first initialize your worktop environment, and that can be done from the desk in this room or from the larger office downstairs. The environment will move with you, so it can be used on either surface.”

“Great! Let’s do that then. You don’t mind doing some zombie finance with a guy who is still in his sleep pants?” Dynin shuffled toward the desk, cereal bowl still in hand.

“I am sworn to secrecy about Mr. Darling’s exploits of engineering while in states of undress,” Jensen intoned seriously over Dynin’s snort, “But I assure you, this will be fine.”

—

“Can you back up the simulation to a year ago, and then change the inflation parameter to–” Dynin looked down from the display projected above his desk as Acton strode into the office area of the business floor.

“Okay, field trip time!”

“What?” It was the middle of the afternoon, and Dynin had been poking at this simulation since lunchtime, despite swearing he was going to spend more time getting oriented before building any models. “Where? What?”

“Come on, I know how much you’ve plowed through so far, aren’t you going to go explore today?” Acton stopped next to the desk, hands on his hips as he squinted at the simulation. “Are you sure you want to assume that much of a rise in the renminbi over the next two years?”

“I–”

“Nope, never mind, we can talk about that later. Seriously, you’ve been up since when? We don’t want to burn you out, come on, we’re going out.”

“Mr. — Acton, I–” Dynin wrinkled his nose and tried again. “I’m in the middle of– Where do you want to go?”

Dynin had seen Acton briefly around lunchtime, when he lurched out of his quarters wearing a fuzzy, hooded shirt with the hood up and grease-stained work pants, and tromped down to the bottom level after only a cursory hello as Dynin sat in the upstairs lounge flipping through quarterly financial reports. Now he was wearing clean pants, but still had the hoodie on over his work tunic and vest.

“I figured it’s a good time to go bug Kenni Ishikawa, you need to meet Kenni and his Okaasan, and I’ve promised the board I won’t let you go stir crazy up here and you’ve already worked, like, a 10 hour day, and it’ll be good to show you the station. And believe it or not, I want some sunshine. So get your stuff, let’s go out.”

“Yeah, you’re right, that sounds pretty good.” Dynin pushed back from the desk.

“Well, then, meet you at the terrace door, come on, T-minus-10 and all that crap.” Acton

turned on his heel and walked for the stairs. “We can talk about RMB inflation later!” He called over his shoulder.

Dynin rolled his eyes, but rushed to toss his emergency kit into his shoulder bag and follow.

As soon as they were out the terrace door, Dynin regretted putting it off all morning. The park section of Janey stretched away to the right in the valley below, with streams and paths curving away around the ring of the station habitat. To the left, the lift tower rose over the section, glassed-in lifts swishing up and down the outside. The filtered sunshine from the station’s mirror system was more than bright enough to make today feel like a beautiful summer day in the “outdoors” of the ring.

They cut across the near end of the park toward the lift tower. The park was busy at this time of day, with people on foot, walking or running or steering carriages with small children through the park trails.

“Acton, did the board really tell you to make sure I didn’t go stir crazy? In so many words?” Dynin asked.

Acton scowled into the distance. “Oh yeah, they did.” He glanced over at Dynin. “Look, I’ll be honest, they’re worried I’ll be hard to live with.”

“Why, because of your engineering blackouts or–”

“Oh, you heard about those already?” Acton’s left eyebrow lifted. “How did that happen? Jensen?”

“No, the woman who checked me in when I arrived yesterday. I think her name was Ma?”

Acton nodded. “Stephanie, yeah. What else did she say?”

“She said you kind of binge on work and then come up for air and to socialize, and go back in again.”

“That’s pretty accurate. You shouldn’t look to me for a schedule, that’s for sure. If you want to set regular meetings, set them and I’ll make them, but I tend to work in bursts. Only got a few hours of sleep last night, but that’s okay, I’ll go until I need to stop.” He shrugged.

“Sleep cycle disturbances? There’s help for that, you know.”

“It’s not that, or I don’t think it is. I lived on Mars from the time I was two, I’m used to the Martian day. I’ve always been a binge worker, and I like it that way. But I’ll show up to whatever meetings you want to set.”

“I will harass you about the financials when I need to, but I’m pretty independent, I’ll stay out of your way.”

“I don’t mean it like that, Dynin, I just mean that you don’t have to do like I do and you don’t have to take care of me, either. Set whatever work schedule works for you, go out, make friends, go to karaoke, do whatever.”

“Well, you don’t have to take care of me either. Okay? Company’s good, but when you’re in the mood to stay in the workshop, work. I promise I will ignore you when you need to be ignored.” Dynin smiled. “Wait a second, there’s karaoke?” Now it was his turn to raise an eyebrow.

“Ohhhhh yeah.” Acton grinned. “Every night at ZZ Top. It’s a bar in Leverton. I’ll take you next time. We can probably get My or Kenni to come too.”

They reached the foot of the lift tower. “How far are we going?” Dynin asked.

“Not that far, they live two sections away, in Funk.”

—

Wally Funk Section’s central valley was taken up by terraced orchards, a much more orderly pattern of trees and irrigation piping than the park in Janey. “What’s their suite number?” Dynin asked, pointing to the ramps down to the station hallways.

“Nah, that’s for strangers and business. Friends come in through the garden. Kenni’s okaasan will probably be out painting, she’d have to come in and meet us if we rang the doorbell.”

“So does Kenni have an entire family here?”

“Nah, just Okaasan and Gino. Yo Jensen, you tell them we’re coming?” Acton listened to his earbud for a moment. “Yeah, we’re just leaving the lift tower.”

The orchards on this side of the valley were a mix of nut and apple trees, set into a gentle curve of hillside. The men wound their way through the groves and up to a terraced apartment block of the common sort on the station.

“Okaasan, konnichiwa gozaimasu!” On the terrace ahead, an older woman turned from her easel, and put down her palate to wipe her hands.

“Acton! Konnichiwa!” Acton bowed quickly but deeply to the woman, which she returned with an amused smile, but then swept her into a hug as she laughed. Dynin hung back, unsure of how to proceed. After a moment, she opened her eyes and patted Acton’s shoulder: “Acton, who is your guest? Is this the new Futura man?”

“Yes! Yes, sorry. Okaasan, this is Dynin Nkosi, he got here last night.”

“Pleased to meet you.” Dynin tried to both bow and offer a handshake, and the woman came forward to clasp his hand with both of hers.

“I’m My Ishikawa. May I call you Dynin?”

“Yes please, Ms.–”

She grinned and held up her hands “Please, call me My. Acton calls me Okaasan and bows as an affectation left over from Japanese class –”

“You made me stop calling you Sensei!”

“–but my own son doesn’t even call me that. Are you settling in well?”

“Yes ma’am, I am. What a beautiful view you have up here!”

“Thank you, we rather like it. Come on in, boys, there’s tea to be had and can you stay for dinner?”

Acton looked at Dynin. “I should have warned you that we’d probably get roped into dinner, but it’ll be a treat. You game?”

“Oh yes, absolutely. Thank you, My.”

My opened the door and made a shooing motion. “After you, gentlemen, in you go.”

The interior of the Ishikawa suite was centered on a greatroom, with paper hangings on the walls and stacks of canvas and paper on worktables, and a view of the orchards. My went to the food prep area and flipped a switch to start the kettle. “Go surprise Kenni while I make the tea. Jensen and I didn’t tell him you were on the way over, and he’s been in his lab all damn day.”

“Will do. Dynin, we’ll introduce you to Gino too, while we’re in there.” Acton led Dynin to a door off the dining area. “This is gonna be loud, here we go.” And he opened the door.

The workspace inside was much cleaner than Acton’s, with worktables lining the walls and a complex projection system of some sort suspended from the ceiling over a grid on the floor. And true to Acton’s prediction, the room was shaking with orchestral music and an operatic bass solo, doubled by the voice of the figure working in the back of the room.

“What is this noise?” Acton shouted over the music, and the man, large and curly-haired in a white lab coat, turned around.

“IT’S MOZART, YOU PHILISTINE,” he yelled back, and came over to embrace Acton, his sleeves rolled up to show powerful forearms.

“Aww, you love me, big guy.” Acton squeezed back and rocked a bit, hugging the man thoroughly before pulling away.

“Cut music!” The man yelled. The opera stopped. “You waltz in here, you insult my music, you interrupt me and Leporello, but yes, yes, I do.”

Acton stepped back. “Don Giovanni?”

“Yup! Okay, enough about the Mozart, who’s your friend?”

Acton turned to wave Dynin forward. “Dynin, this is Kenni. Kenni, this is Dynin Nkosi, he got here last night.”

Kenni offered a massive hand for Dynin to shake, and peered at him with warm brown eyes under bushy eyebrows. “Glad to meet you. Was the trip up good?”

Dynin shrugged as he shook back. “It was fine, boring more than anything else, being cooped for a week.”

“I know the feeling. It’s easier now than it used to be, but it’s still a long trip. Make yourself at home, take a seat.” Kenni gestured to a beat up couch in the corner of the lab.

“I knew it was a good idea to bring Dynin over here,” Acton broke in as they sat down. “Otherwise he was going to work all day and not see anyone but me and Jensen.” Acton looked over at Dynin and pulled a lopsided smile. “I probably should not have dragged you down to my lab immediately when you were so rocket-lagged. Though you’ve gotta admit that thruster test was awesome.”

“For Pete’s sake, man, you did what as soon as he got here? Those thruster tests are hair-raising and you brought a guy fresh off two weeks cooped up aboard ship to yap at him about your work. Were you raised in a machine shop? Yes, yes you were. You are a workaholic, Acton, and not to be trusted.”

“Takes one to know one, Kenni.”

“In my defense,” Dynin spoke up, “It was both hair-raising and awesome and I want to see it again when I’m not about to faceplant from rocket-lag.”

Kenni snorted and turned to Dynin, who had his arms spread along the back of the couch and was just watching the argument bounce back and forth with a mixture of amazement and amusement. It was sort of fun watching Acton defend himself to Kenni. “Well okay, but just because he engages in astounding feats of workaholism, doesn’t mean you have to, and I know it’s not your job, but if you manage to scare him out of the basement now and again it’ll be all to the good.”

“I quite agree, Dynin,” Jensen’s voice intoned from the air above them, startling Dynin. After a pause, he spoke again, sounding chagrined. “I do apologize. I should have warned you that I have full access to this household’s communication systems as well as our own.”

“That’s right,” Kenni added, “Jensen’s been instrumental helping us to bring Gino up to speed.”

“So who is this Gino I keep hearing about?” Dynin asked, wondering what new flood of information that question was going to set off.

“Oh! Let me show you. Gino is… well, I should let Gino show you. Hey Gino, come on out; come meet Acton’s new colleague!”

The projectors in the ceiling whirred to life, projecting a figure surrounded by panels of holographic displays and a grid in space that matched the markings on the floor. The figure stepped as far as possible toward the front of the grid, smiled, and waved.

“Hello, Dynin, I’m Gino.” The holographic person was slim, moderately tall, and dressed in a shorter, blue lab coat which reached to the top of the hip. The hologram’s features were refined and delicate, with a pointed jaw and high cheekbones, hazel eyes, and a flop of blond hair over the forehead. Tiny jeweled earrings sparkled in the the hologram’s ears.

Dynin got up from the couch, followed by Kenni. “Hello, I’m Dynin. Pleased to meet you. I’ve… never seen any–anyone like you before. Do you help with Kenni’s research?” Dynin looked over at Kenni and caught a fond smile from the big man’s face as he watched Dynin and the hologram interact.

Gino smiled too. “To some extent, I am Dr Ishikawa’s research. My full name is APGAR, and I am an AI designed for fully independent diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. I am constructed to be deployed to locations where access to human medical personnel is scarce or nonexistent, and to be able to customize my appearance to be calming to a variety of people.”

“Treatment? How can you… will you need human assistants?” Dynin walked up to the edge of the grid and peered curiously.

“I am capable of touch, and of exerting significant pressures. While I may need human assistance to accomplish tasks that require significant lifting, I can do physical exams and manipulate objects.” The hologram stepped back, and offered a hand. “I would be delighted to demonstrate with a handshake, but you will need to step into the holographic grid for the demonstration.”

Dynin glanced at Kenni, who nodded, his face now openly proud of his creation. “Go on, then.”

Dynin stepped into the grid, and met the hand of the hologram with his own. To his amazement, it was slightly warm, and the hologram gripped his hand in a firm shake as they smiled. “Pleased to meet you, Dynin.”
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“And I’m pleased to meet you, Gino!” Dynin smiled back, and shook back. “So this is your domain, huh? This grid?”

“For the moment, yes,” Kenni broke in. “Gino has hard hologram access to the grid, and the system can also provide soft hologram access–without the touch and lift functions, y’know–to most of the rest of this room, though at decreasing image quality. Ze also has access to my entire domain as well as Acton’s, and the same sorts of connections into the stations networks that Jensen does. They get to do a lot of exploring of the network topography on the station and beyond, though Gino is still physically constrained to hir projection system in this room, and one where we’ve been doing some simulated patient testing at the health center. Gino can manifest hirself at multiple projection stations at once– ze already has the server capability to manifest at two stations, and probably three if we really needed one.
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