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      Bowie sang in the background about Mars and spiders, barely audible over the roar of re-entry. Re-entry? “Hey,” Rupert said against the gees standing like an avalanche on his chest, “shouldn’t it be called ‘entry’, not re-entry? I mean, we haven’t been here before.”

      A metallic twang beneath their feet suggested that something had broken loose as the ship rattled and shook. Sweat ran down Rupert’s face and gathered around his neck in the suit. The air smelled like scorched plastic and metal—unless that was in his head? He wasn’t sure.

      “Sure,” his companion said, voice unconcerned.

      The weight began to ease off Rupert’s chest. He sucked in air through his nose. His heads-up visor display covering his eyes showed the ship on track, bathed in flames as they fell screeching through the atmosphere. All of the advanced tech that got them to this point and they still entered the planetary atmosphere the same way. Falling.

      “PPD in five,” the ship said in a bright, feminine voice that sounded suspiciously familiar. “Hold onto your seats!”

      “Thanks—“

      A loud bang like a big firework nearly stopped Rupert’s heart despite expecting the noise. A boulder landed on his chest, crushing him into the seat. Spots danced before his eyes. Through the dark storm in his vision, he saw the primary parachute deployment readout was green.

      Not dead yet.

      Scant comfort when they were on their way to almost certain death. A failed chute deployment would have shortened their existence to a few minutes. It probably wouldn’t hurt as much either as what was likely to happen—and might have left behind a cool crater. But no such luck.

      “How did I sign up for this?”
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      Nine months ago…

      It was the woman in the red dress. Not metaphorical at all. Rupert Dalton was thirty, single, in good shape, had a decent education and absolutely zero job prospects. Between the coastal displacements and the strong economy, unemployment was at an all-time low. It might be good for the country, but Rupert found that being all-around average wasn’t a high selling point for someone of his abilities. He couldn’t even blame anyone. Education finally didn’t require mortgaging your future. Healthcare wasn’t bankrupting people. Infrastructure investment had reached record highs and employed more people than just about any other sector. Even with record low unemployment, that still left him standing outside of the job center, arms folded, with CL-NK standing next to him.

      Yeah, bringing a mentic to job interviews wasn’t super helpful either. It was supposed to be helpful. That’s why Clank was there. A formerly-alive person, brain somehow crystallized and preserved, then wired up into a sort of robotic body. Immortality, of a sort. Clank (formerly Clarence N. Knotts, who admitted to being teased as a kid for his name) provided support for Autistic individuals like Rupert. Assigned by the state, there to help him deal with a world becoming less accessible (it seemed) every year.

      Clank couldn’t look bored. His face was something between an insect and a human with clustered sensors. The preserved brain wasn’t visible or anything, it was deep within the thick titanium cranium. Rupert laughed to himself. Titanium cranium. It cracked him up.

      “You’re thinking about my head again, aren’t you?” Clank said.

      Rupert ducked his head, still smiling. He tapped each finger with his thumb, running over them like rosary beads. He’d considered getting a rosary, but decided that most people would find him constantly fingering a rosary even a weirder way of stimming than tapping fingers. He didn’t mind, not really, but the main thing on top of that was the idea that they might believe he was religious. He wasn’t, and didn’t want people to get the wrong idea. Even if they got the wrong idea about him all the time.

      The line shuffled a couple steps forward. That was when Rupert looked up and saw the woman in the red dress. It wasn’t precisely like his favorite old movie, but it was close.

      She was walking across the parking lot. Sunlight bathed her like radioactive rain. Though she didn’t look that tall, she was wearing shiny red high heels that added a few inches. She looked taller, while still petite. And she wasn’t a blond. Her hair did fall in soft waves down over her bare shoulders but it shined red and darker auburn in the sun. Bangs curled down to slightly above her tech visor. Her arms were also bare and exposed to the sun. Her skin looked flawless, a light golden color that continued across her chest and the swell of her cleavage against the dress. Her confident stride was taking her toward the job center’s entrance. Apparently not someone looking for a job. She didn’t fit into this crowd at all.

      “She’s amazing,” Rupert said, breath escaping him.

      “Sure,” Clank said agreeably. “Why don’t you go and say hi? I’ll hold our place in line.”

      She was rapidly getting closer. Rupert was fifth in line now, not far from the entrance. It wouldn’t be long before he had to go in and he didn’t want to miss his turn⁠—

      “Rupert, go on. Say hi. Be yourself. It’s good practice.” Clank gave him a light nudge with one metallic hand.

      The push, though not hard, did make Rupert take a step forward. At that same moment the woman’s head turned in his direction. Looking right at him, he was sure. Her pale pink lips moved only slightly at the corners but he thought it might be a smile. At him (or at his expense)? She wasn’t that far away. He could pretend he didn’t⁠—

      Another poke from Clank.

      —Rupert stepped out of line and lifted his hand in greeting. “Hi.”

      He expected her to keep walking and ignore him. That wasn’t unheard of in his attempts to approach women. Surprisingly, she didn’t. Instead, she stopped and pushed up her visor.

      Friendly green eyes practically sparkled as she looked at him. “Hey, you.”

      Her voice was like music. She sounded like they were old friends, like she might have been looking for him. Or at least that’s what it felt like to him. Probably wasn’t true. His feet had kept moving and he came to a stop within arm’s reach of her.

      He did what was socially acceptable. He offered his hand. “I’m Rupert Dalton.”

      She did smile then, a real smile, he thought. She took his hand. Hers was warm and soft, but as she squeezed his fingers it was a strong grip. Firm, not painful. He matched her grip and they shook.

      “I’m Clarity Mount,” she said. “Waiting for an appointment, Mr. Dalton?”

      “You can call me Rupert, Ms. Mount. Ah, yes. Looking for a job.”

      They were still holding hands. Not really shaking, but neither of them had let go. He didn’t want to let go first. He never wanted to let go. She moved her chin slightly, eyes shifting to look over his shoulder.

      “Who’s your friend?”

      Rupert followed her gaze, glancing over his shoulder. Clank gave him two thumbs up. Face burning from more than the sunlight, Rupert looked back at Clarity.

      “That’s Clank. He’s my Autism support counselor.” His heart pounded. He was afraid his hand was going to get sweaty.

      “Rupert, do you and Clank want to get out of line and come with me? I’d like to talk to you about a possible job.”

      “Me? Us?”

      She finally released his hand, which would have been bad, except she reached out and placed her palm against his chest, above his heart. “Yes. You and Clank. That’s partly why he’s here, right? To help with social interactions?”

      She must be able to feel his heart pounding in his chest. “Yes?”

      “Though you seem to be doing just fine on your own, I know it can be a lot, new social interactions. I was going to ask the center director about looking for someone for a position we have, but I think you might be perfect for the job.”

      It didn’t make any sense. He wasn’t blind to the fact, despite Clarity’s attractiveness. She’d only just met him. She knew nothing about him.

      “What can it hurt?” she said. “You have coffee with me—“ her smile deepened to show dimples on both cheeks—“ and potentially get an exciting, well-paid job out of it. If not, no harm. You can come back and wait in line and I’ll ask the center director to find me someone else. But I think you’ll do fine.”

      “Uh, okay?” Rupert turned, and beckoned for Clank.
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