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INTRODUCTION

I’m pretty sure that it was a dark and stormy night when I first met Alastair Reynolds. This was no pathetic fallacy, you understand, just the usual weather for a winter’s evening on the east coast of Scotland, on top of a ridge that looked out towards the North Sea and Norway: even though I lived about two miles inland, it wasn’t unusual to find salt spray frosting the windows of a morning. It was 1990. I was working as a lecturer in botany at St Andrews University; Al was finishing his Ph.D. at the astronomy department. He’d found out from the biographical matter at the end of one of my stories in Interzone that I lived in St Andrews, had given me a call, and come slogging up the hill for the first of many pleasant evenings spent in the village bar, talking about science and science fiction and the business of writing and publishing. I don’t want to give the impression that I was Al’s Svengali. Far from it. Al was an SF fan, but he was also, most definitely, no two ways about it, a writer. He’d been writing SF since his early teens; he’d sold a couple of stories to Interzone; he was in for the long haul.

But before I tell you about Al Reynolds and the stories collected here, I need to say something about the New Space Opera. That doesn’t mean that I’m going to attempt to analyse Al’s role in the resurgence of space opera, or define his place within the group of British science fiction writers who in one way or another are associated with it. For one thing, if you ask a bunch of people like Iain M. Banks, Stephen Baxter, Peter F. Hamilton, M. John Harrison, Ian McDonald, Ken MacLeod, Justina Robson and Charles Stross why they’re writing the stuff, you’ll get a different answer from each and every one. For another, there are plenty of American writers who, like the Brits, have been engaged in reinventing and refurbishing space opera’s cherished but almost fatally tarnished and rusted tropes. In short, the New Space Opera is more of a confluence than a movement: a wide range of  writers working on a broad spectrum of themes without the benefit of either a prophet or a manifesto.

While individual writers each have their own interests and reasons for reworking space opera, they’re all building their various fictions on a common foundation. Like the old space opera of E.E. ‘Doc’ Smith, Edmund Hamilton and a host of unsung pulp writers, the New Space Opera sets its stories against vast backdrops of both time and space, and its characters are often engaged in superhuman efforts on which the fate of humanity is hung, but it’s also closely engaged with hard science (from quantum physics and cosmology to evolutionary biology, bioengineering and cybernetics) and asks tough questions (who are we? why are we here? where are we going?) about humanity’s place in a hostile universe. Its stories are informed by a sense of Deep Time and secret histories imperfectly understood and closely associated with cosmological mysteries, and are played out against a culturally rich patchwork of governments, economies, alliances and alien species rather than the monolithic empires of old.

Al Reynolds is best known for a series that’s deeply imbued with the virtues of classic New Space Opera. His first four novels, Revelation Space,  Chasm City, Redemption Ark and Absolution Gap, together with his seventh novel, The Prefect, and shorter fictions collected in Diamond Dogs, Turquoise Days and Galactic North, fit into the overarching framework of a future history that spans some forty thousand years and describes the conflicts and struggle for survival of two rival branches of humanity in a galaxy littered with the artefacts of ancient civilisations and patrolled by alien killing machines. Most commonly called the ‘Revelation Space’ series, it’s notable for its darkly tinted moral ambiguities, the gothic rococo detailing of its vast machineries and cosmic backdrops, and multiple storylines that begin in different times and places and gradually and relentlessly converge.

Now, none of the stories in this collection are part of the ‘Revelation Space’ series, but it’s clear that they’re all drawn from the same well of themes, concerns and tropes, most notably a tough-minded depiction of the fragility of ordinary human life, and the defiant persistence of human spirit, in the raw wild deeps of space and time. And as in the ‘Revelation Space’ series, their protagonists are most often ordinary working stiffs caught up in huge events whose ramifications they can barely glimpse but must unriddle in order to survive, and whose cynical attitudes and side-of-the-mouth quips tinge their narratives with a noir  hue. Spirey, in ‘Spirey and the Queen’, for instance, can’t resist making a characteristically caustic remark with what might be her last breath while fighting to gain control of a spaceship that’s the only way of  escaping a seemingly insignificant splinter of ice whose secret chambers are being riddled with kinetic weapons fired by what was once his own side, in a war for control of the resources of a protoplanetary disc. Crammed with eye-kicks, pell-mell action, and big ideas about what it means to be human and the future and nature of intelligent life, it could easily stand as the taxonomic-type specimen of the New Space Opera, the golden mean to which all others aspire. And if you think that’s pretty impressive, bear in mind that Al Reynolds had published just five stories before it appeared. We’re talking about some kind of writer, here.

Although, as Brian Aldiss once remarked, you no more need to be a scientist to write science fiction than you need to be a ghost to write ghost stories, Al has professional qualifications in Thinking Big. Until just a little while ago, he was an astrophysicist working for the European Space Agency, with a B.Sc. and Ph.D. in astronomy. And as in the ‘Revelation Space’ series, he brings to the stories in this collection a scientific rigour that firmly grounds his speculations in theories and ideas current in the happening world. Many of his stories are set on other planets or around distant stars, and most are large in scope, and their plots often turn on lacunae where characters drop out of history for decades or centuries, because of a steadfast refusal to violate Einsteinian principles. Even when some kind of faster-than-light travel is featured, as in the three related stories, ‘Hideaway’, ‘Minla’s Flowers’ and ‘Merlin’s Gun’, it’s both difficult and dangerous - and with typical irony the grail of their protagonist’s quest turns out to be something other than the superweapon he was expecting. This sense of cosmic agape (and goofy riffs on a certain singer with a penchant for big boots and even bigger spectacles) informs the redemptive arc of Al’s last-man-alive story, ‘Understanding Space and Time’; in ‘Beyond the Aquila Rift’, accidental exile isn’t something you can get around by reversing the polarity of the neutrino generator; and in ‘Angels of Ashes’, human survival is revealed to be a matter of quantum probability rather than the predestiny or special pleading that’s typical of old space opera. Like all the best New Space Opera writers, Al is deeply in love with the tropes and spectacular disjunctions between human and cosmic scales of the old stuff, but it’s a tough love that takes no prisoners.

Other stories are more human in scale, but no less uncompromising. There are explorations of the way in which time affects personality, and how personality and consciousness are defined by memory: the Rashomon-style riddle of the true history of the first Mars landing in ‘The Real Story’; the slow transformation of a killing machine and the hope implied by its link with a young girl in ‘Enola’ (in which that name is  redeemed from its association with Hiroshima); the unriddling of the significance of a particular shade of blue in the work of an artist in the moving and wonderfully observed ‘Zima Blue’. Two stories share a novel twist on communication with parallel worlds: ‘Signal to Noise’ is an affecting love story structured as a long goodbye; ‘Cardiff Afterlife’ uses a War-on-Terror plot to explore the moral implications of importing information from a closely similar history. Another riff on the parallel worlds trope, ‘Everlasting’, is a two-hander about the implications of the Everett many-worlds hypothesis on individual good fortune, with a neat twist in the tale.

Last, but by no means least, we come to ‘Digital to Analogue’. Set in the club scene of the early 1990s, spicing a conspiracy theory about a kind of viral meme that entrains human consciousness with vivid speculation about hive minds, it’s perhaps the most atypical Al Reynolds story in the collection (if you define a ‘typical’ Al Reynolds story as a baroque widescreen space opera in which the hero’s fate is interwoven with some kind of cosmic catastrophe). But it’s the story in the collection that has the most personal meaning for me, for it was first published in  In Dreams, an anthology I edited with Kim Newman. Kim and I put out a general call that netted great stories from new writers such as Cliff Burns, Peter F. Hamilton, Steve Rasnic Tem and Jonathan Lethem and Lukas Jaeger; but like all anthology editors we also nagged writers we knew and trusted to produce something suitably wonderful. And Al Reynolds was on my list because it was clear from the get-go that his modest, self-effacing manner was the Clark Kent disguise of an ambitious writer possessed of a boundless enthusiasm for the science fiction and crime genres, eager to push at his limits and experiment with new ways of telling stories.

Like me, Al had a long apprenticeship writing fiction, dating back to his early teens. Unlike me, he managed to keep writing even while engaged in the long hard slog towards winning his Ph.D. And after reading and re-reading the stories collected here, I’m reminded all over again just how much care and craft he puts into his stories. The variety and density of ideas is impressive, the structure and development of their narrative frames are elegantly and solidly wrought, and there’s no sense that they strain to achieve their twists and payoffs - a sign both of native talent and of the hard work that goes into disguising the hard work of creating well-rounded stories about unusual situations inhabited by believable and sympathetic characters.

They also demonstrate, like his stand-alone novels Century Rain, Pushing Ice and House of Suns, that he’s definitely not a one-note writer. In short, they show exactly why I asked him for a contribution to In Dreams, why  ‘Digital to Analogue’ passed the stiff test of Kim Newman’s scrutiny with flying colours, and why, some 18 years after we first met, he’s still riding at the very cutting edge of science fiction.

Paul McAuley
London, October 2008




THE REAL STORY

I cupped a bowl of coffee in my hands, wondering what I was doing back home. A single word had brought me from Earth; one I’d always expected to hear but after seventeen years had almost forgotten.

That word was shit: more or less my state of mind.

Grossart had promised to meet me in a coffee house called Sloths, halfway up Strata City. I’d had to fight my way to a two-seater table by the window, wondering why that table - with easily the best view - just happened to be empty. I soon found out: Sloths was directly under the jumping-off point for the divers, and one of them would often slam past the window. It was like being in a skyscraper after a stock market crash.

‘Another drink, madam?’ A furry robot waiter had crossed the intestinal tangle of ceiling pipes to arrive above my table.

I stood up decisively. ‘No thanks. I’m leaving. And if a man asks for me - for Carrie Clay - you can tell him to take a piss in a sandstorm.’

‘Well now, that wouldn’t actually be very nice, would it?’

The man had appeared at the table like a ghost. I looked at him as he lowered himself into the other chair, and then I sighed, shaking my head.

‘Christ. You could have at least made an effort to look like Grossart, even if being on time was beyond you.’

‘Sorry about that. You know how it is with us Martians and punctuality. Or I’m assuming you used to.’

My hackles rose. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well, you’ve been on Earth for a while, haven’t you?’ He snapped his fingers at the waiter, which had begun to work its way back across the ceiling. ‘We’re like the Japanese, really - we never truly trust anyone who goes away and comes back. Two coffees, please.’

I flinched as a diver zipped by. ‘Make that one . . .’ I started saying, but the waiter had already left.

‘See, you’re committed now.’

I gave the balding, late-middle-aged man another appraisal. ‘You’re not Jim Grossart. You’re not even close. I’ve seen more convincing—’

‘Elvis impersonators?’

‘What?’

‘That’s what they said about Elvis when he came out of hiding. That he didn’t look the way they’d been expecting.’

‘I haven’t got a clue who or what you’re talking about.’

‘Of course you haven’t,’ he said, hurriedly apologetic. ‘Nor should you. It’s my fault - I keep forgetting that not everyone remembers things from as far back as I do.’ He gestured towards my vacant chair. ‘Now, why don’t you sit down so that we can talk properly?’

‘Thanks, but no thanks.’

‘And I suppose me saying shit at this point wouldn’t help matters?’

‘Sorry,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘You’re going to have to do much better than that.’

It was the word, of course - but him knowing it was hardly startling. I wouldn’t have come to Mars if someone hadn’t contacted my agency with it. The problem was that man didn’t seem to be the one I’d been looking for.

It all went back a long time.

I’d made my name covering big stories around Earth - I was the only journalist in Vatican City during the Papal Reboot - but before that I’d been a moderately respected reporter on Mars. I’d covered many stories, but the one of which I was proudest had concerned the first landing, an event that had become murkier and more myth-ridden with every passing decade. It was generally assumed that Jim Grossart and the others had died during the turmoil, but I’d shown that this wasn’t necessarily the case. No body had ever been found, after all. The turmoil could just as easily have been an opportunity to vanish out of the public eye, before the pressure of fame became too much. And it was worth remembering that the medical breakthrough that triggered the turmoil in the first place could have allowed anyone from that era to remain alive until now, even though the Hydra’s landing had been a century ago.

I’d known even then that it was a long shot, but - by deliberately omitting a single fact that I’d uncovered during my investigations - I’d left a way to be contacted.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let me fill you in on some background. The first word spoken on Mars was shit - we agree on that - but not everyone knows I said it because I lost my footing on the next-to-last rung of the ladder.’

I allowed my eyebrows to register the tiniest amount of surprise, no more than that. He continued: ‘They edited it out of the transmission  without anyone noticing. There was already a twenty-minute delay on messages back to Earth, so no one noticed the extra few seconds due to the censorship software. Remember how Neil Armstrong fluffed his lines on the Moon? No one was going to let that happen again.’

The waiter arrived with our coffees, hanging from the ceiling by its four rear limbs while the long front pair placed steaming bowls on the table. The waiter’s cheap brown fur didn’t quite disguise its underlying robotic skeleton.

‘Actually I think it was Louis who fluffed his lines,’ I said.

‘Louis?’

‘Armstrong.’ I took a sip of my coffee, the deep butterscotch colour of a true Martian sky. ‘The first man on the Moon. But I’ll let that pass.’

He waved a hand, dismissing his error. ‘Whatever. The point is - or was - that everything said on Mars was relayed to Earth via the Hydra. But she didn’t just boost the messages; she also kept a copy, burned onto a memory chip. And nothing on the chip was censored.’

I took another cautious sip from the bowl. I’d forgotten how we Martians liked our drinks: beer in Viking-impressing steins and coffee in the sort of bowl from which Genghis Khan might have sipped koumiss after a good day’s butchering.

‘Tell me how I found the chip and I might stay to finish this.’

‘That I can’t know for sure.’

‘Ah.’ I smiled. ‘The catch.’

‘No, it’s just that I don’t know who Eddie might have sold the chip to. But Eddie was definitely the man I sold it to. He was a Rastafarian, dealing in trinkets from early Martian history. But the last time I saw Eddie was a fair few decades ago.’

This was, all of a sudden, beginning to look like less of a wasted trip. ‘Eddie’s just about still in business,’ I said, remembering the smell of ganja wafting through his mobile scavenger caravan out on the gentle slopes of the Ares Vallis. ‘He never sold the chip, except to me, when I was making my investigations for the Hydra piece.’

He pushed himself back in his seat. ‘So. Are you prepared to accept that I’m who I say I am?’

‘I’m not sure. Yet.’

‘But you’re less sceptical than a few minutes ago?’

‘Possibly,’ I said, all that I was going to concede there and then.

‘Listen, the way I look isn’t my fault. The Grossart you know from your investigations was a kid, a thirty-year-old man.’

‘But you must have obtained longevity treatment at some point, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.’

‘Correct, but it wasn’t the instant the treatment arrived on Mars.  Remember that if the treatment had been easily obtainable, there wouldn’t have been any turmoil. And I was too busy vanishing to worry about it immediately.’ He rubbed a hand along his crown: weathered red skin fringed by a bristly white tonsure. ‘My physiological age is about seventy, even though I was born one hundred and thirty-two years ago.’

I looked at him more closely now, thinking back to the images of Jim Grossart with which I’d become familiar all those years ago. His face had been so devoid of character - so much a blank canvas - that it had always seemed pointless trying to guess how he would look when he was older. And yet none of my expectations were actually contradicted by the man sitting opposite me.

‘If you are Jim Grossart—’ My voice was low now.

‘There’s no “if” about it, Carrie.’

‘Then why the hell have you waited seventeen years to speak to me?’

He smiled. ‘Finished with that coffee?’

 



We left Sloths and took an elevator up sixteen city levels to the place where the divers were jumping off. They started the drop from a walkway that jutted out from the city’s side for thirty metres, tipped by a ring-shaped platform. Brightly clothed divers waited around the ring - it only had railings on the outside - and now and then one of them would step into the middle and drop. Sometimes they went down in pairs or threes; sometimes joined together. Breathing equipment and a squirrel-suit were all they ever wore; no one ever carried a parachute or a rocket harness.

It looked a lot like suicide. Sometimes, that was just what it was.

‘That’s got to be fun,’ Grossart said, the two of us still snug within the pressurised viewing gallery.

‘Yes. If you’re clinically insane.’

I immediately wanted to bite back what I’d just said, but Grossart seemed unoffended.

‘Oh, cliff diving can’t be that difficult - not if you’ve got a reasonably intuitive grasp of the Navier-Stokes equations and a few basic aerodynamic principles. You can even rent two-person squirrel-suits over there.’

‘Don’t even think about it.’

‘Heights not your thing?’ he said, turning - to my immense relief - away from the window. ‘Not very Martian of you.’

He was right, though I didn’t like admitting it. Gravity on Mars was only slightly less than two-fifths of Earth’s - not enough to make much difference if you were planning on falling more than a few metres - but it was enough to ensure that Martians grew up experiencing few of the bruising collisions between bone and ground that people on Earth took  for granted. Martians viewed heights the way the rest of humanity viewed electricity: merely understood to be dangerous, rather than something felt in the pit of the stomach.

And I’d been away too damned long.

‘C’mon,’ I said. ‘Let’s check out the tourist junk. My great-greatgrandmother’ll never forgive me if I don’t send her back something seriously tacky.’

Grossart and I went into one of the shops that lined the canyon-side wall of the viewing gallery, pushing past postcard stands flanking the door. The shops were busy, but no one gave us a second glance.

‘Christ, look at this,’ Grossart said, hefting a paperweight. It was a snow-filled dome with a model of the Hydra parked on a red plastic base. There was even a replica of Grossart, a tiny spacesuited figure not much smaller than the lander itself.

‘Tasteful,’ I said. ‘Or, at least, it is compared to this.’ I held up a keyring, shaped like a sloth if you were feeling generous.

‘No, that’s definitely at the quality end of the merchandise. Look.’ Grossart picked up an amber stone and read from the label. ‘“Sloth healing crystal. This gem modifies and focuses the body’s natural chromodynamic fields, ensuring mental and physical harmony.”’

‘You can’t prove it doesn’t, can you?’

‘No, but I think Brad Treichler might have a few interesting things to say to the proprietor.’

I perked up at the mention of the Hydra’s geologist. ‘I’d like to meet Treichler as well. And Manuel D’Oliveira, while we’re at it. Is it possible?’

‘Of course.’

‘I mean here, today.’

‘I know what you mean, and - yes - it’s possible. They’re all here, after all.’

‘And you don’t mind speaking about them?’

‘Not at all.’ He put down the stone. ‘Those guys kept me alive, Carrie. I’ll never forget the debt I owe them.’

‘I think we all owe them one, in that case.’ As I spoke I rummaged through a rack of what purported to be recordings of sloth compositions, some of which were combined with whale sounds or Eskimo throat music. ‘Having said that, seeing this must be depressing beyond words.’

‘Why, because I was the first man on Mars?’ He shook his head. ‘I know how you think I should feel. Like Elvis in Graceland’s souvenir shop, inspecting an exquisite plastic dashboard figurine of himself. White jump-suits and hamburgers era, of course.’

I looked at him blankly.

‘But I’m not horrified, Carrie. As a matter of fact it actually amuses me.’

I examined a garment displayed prominently on a shelf. My best friend went to Strata City, Mars, and all I got was this lousy T-shirt, it said on the front.

‘I find that pretty hard to believe, Jim.’

‘Then you don’t really understand me. What did you think I wanted? Reverence? No. I came to Mars to begin the process of human colonisation. That’s why others followed me, because I took that first, difficult step. Oh, and it was difficult, believe me - but I made it all the same.’

I nodded. Though seventeen years had passed since I’d written the piece on the landing, I remembered it all: how Jim Grossart had left Earth on a privately funded expedition done the cheap way - done, in fact, more cheaply than anyone else ever thought possible - with only a vague idea of how to get back from Mars afterwards. His sponsors were going to send out supplies, and then more settlers, until there was a self-sustaining colony. Eventually they’d send a bigger ship to take back anyone who wanted to return, but the expectation was that few people would plan on leaving for good. And that, more or less, was how it had happened - but Grossart’s crossing had been every bit as difficult as it had been expected to be, and there had been enough crises along the way to push him to the edge of sanity, and - perhaps - slightly beyond.

It all depended, I supposed, on what you meant by sanity.

Grossart continued: ‘You know what would worry me more? A planet that took its past too seriously. Because that would mean there was something human we hadn’t brought with us.’

‘What, the ineffable tendency to produce and consume tasteless tourist crap?’

‘Something like that, yes.’ And then he held up a crude plastic mask to his face, and suddenly I was looking at the face of the man I had hoped to meet in Sloths, the young Jim Grossart.

‘I don’t think you need to worry,’ I said.

Grossart returned the mask to a tray with a hundred others, just as the manager of the shop started eyeing us unwelcomingly. ‘No, I don’t think I do. Now . . .’ He beamed and rubbed his hands together. ‘You know what I’m going to suggest, don’t you?’

He was looking out of the shop, back towards the jump-off point.

 



I suppose the technical term was blackmail. I wanted a story (or at least some idea of why Grossart had contacted me after all these years), and he wanted to take the big dive. More than that, he wanted to do the dive with someone else.

‘Look,’ I said. ‘If it’s such a big deal, can’t you just do it and I’ll see you at the bottom? Or back here?’

‘And what if I decided to vanish again? You’d kick yourself, wouldn’t you, for letting me out of your sight?’

‘Very possibly, but at least I’d have the satisfaction of knowing I hadn’t been talked into doing something monumentally stupid.’

We were already in the line for the squirrel-suits. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But you’d also have to live with the knowledge that - when you come to write this up, as I know you will - you won’t be able to include the sequence in which you took the big dive with Captain Jim Grossart.’

I looked at him coldly. ‘Bastard.’

But he was right: personal fear was one thing, compromising a story another.

‘Now there’s no need for that.’

‘Just tell me you know what you’re doing, all right?’

‘Well, of course I do. Sort of.’

We got our squirrel-suits. The first thing you did was attach the breathing and comms gear. Each suit had only a few minutes of air, but that was all you needed. The suits themselves were lurid skin-tight affairs, padded and marked with glowing logos and slogans. They were so named because they had folds of elastic material sewn between the arms and legs, like the skin of a flying squirrel - enough to double your surface area during a fall. Mine was only moderately stiff across the chest and belly, but Grossart’s had a fifteen-centimetre-thick extra layer of frontal armour. We settled on our helmets, locked our visors down and established that we could communicate.

‘I’m really not pushing you into this,’ Grossart said.

‘No, merely playing on the fact that I’m a mercenary bitch who’ll do practically anything for a story. Let’s just get this over with, shall we?’

We filtered through the airlock that led to the jumping-off stage. Strata City reached away on either side for several hundred metres; buildings crammed as close as the wall’s topology would allow. Pressurised walkways snaked between the larger structures, while elevator tubes and staircases connected the city’s levels. Not far above, perched on the canyon’s lip, a series of large hotel complexes thrust their neon signs against the early dusk sky: Hilton, Holiday Inn, Best Martian.

Then - realising as I did so that it was probably going to be a bad idea - I looked down. The city continued below us for several kilometres, before thinning out into an expanse of sheer, smooth canyon wall that dropped away even more sickeningly. The Valles Marineris was the deepest canyon on Mars, and now that its deepest parts were in shadow, all I could see at the bottom was a concentrated sprinkling of very tiny, distant-looking lights.

‘I hope to God you know what you’re doing, Jim.’

At the end of the platform an attendant coupled us together, me riding Grossart. With my legs bound together and my arms anchored uncomfortably against my sides, I was little more than a large deadweight on his back.

Another attendant unplugged our air lines from the platform’s outlets, so that we were breathing from the suits. Then we shuffled forwards and waited our turn.

I wondered what I was doing. I’d met a man in a bar who had given me some plausible answers about the first landing, but I didn’t have a shred of evidence that I was really dealing with Jim Grossart. Perhaps when they peeled me off the bottom of the canyon they’d find that the man was just a local nutcase who’d done his homework.

‘Miss?’ he said, when we had shuffled closer to the edge.

‘What is it?’

‘Something you should probably know at this point. I’m not Jim Grossart.’

‘No?’

‘No. I’m Commander Manuel D’Oliveira. And is there anyone else who you’d rather have for the big dive?’

I thought about what lay ahead - my stomach butterflies doing an aerobatics display by now - and decided he was probably right. D’Oliveira was the Hydra’s pilot, the one who had brought the tiny lander down even though half her aerobrake shielding had been ripped off by a mid-flight explosion. It had not been a textbook landing, but given that the alternative consisted of becoming an interesting new smear on the Argyre Planitia, D’Oliveira had not done too badly.

‘You’ll do nicely, Commander.’

‘Manuel, please.’ He spoke almost flawless American English, but with the tiniest trace of a Latin accent. ‘Tell me - how did you get on with Jim?’

‘Oh, fine. I liked him. Apart from the fact that he kept going on about some dead person called Elvis, of course.’

‘Yes. You have to humour him in that respect. But he’s not too bad, all things considered. We could have had a worse captain, I think. He glued us together. Now then. It seems to be our turn. Are you ready for this, Miss . . . ?’

‘Carrie Clay.’ It was strange introducing myself again, but it seemed rude not to. ‘Yes, I’m ready.’

We shuffled forwards and jumped, falling through the middle of the ring-shaped platform. I looked up - although I was attached to D’Oliveira, I could still move my head - and saw the ring-shaped platform dwindling into the vertical distance. After only a couple of heartbeats we flashed  past the level of Sloths, and then we were falling still faster. The feeling of weightlessness was not totally new to me, of course, but the sensation of mounting speed and proximity to the rushing wall of the city more than compensated.

‘There’s a trick to this, of course,’ D’Oliveira said. He had positioned us into a belly-down configuration, with his arms and legs spread out. ‘A lot of people haven’t got the nerve to keep this close to the side of the city.’

‘No shit.’

‘But it’s a big mistake not to,’ D’Oliveira said. ‘If you know the city well, you can keep in nice and close like this. The fatal error is moving too far out.’

‘Really.’

‘Oh, yes. Major mistake.’ He paused. ‘Hmm. Notice anything? We’re not accelerating. You’ve got your weight back.’

‘Silly me. Didn’t . . . notice.’

‘Terminal velocity after forty-five seconds. Already dropped four kilometres - but you wouldn’t guess it, would you?’

Now we were falling down a narrow, vertical canyon with buildings on either side of us and rock on the third face. D’Oliveira started giving me a lecture on terminal velocities that might well have been fascinating at any other time; how the refineries had ramped up the air pressure on Mars to around five per cent of Earth normal, which - while neither thick nor warm enough to breathe - was enough to stop a human in a squirrel-suit from dropping like a stone, even if terminal velocity was still a hair-raising one-sixth of a kilometre per second.

It was about as welcome as a lecture on human neck anatomy to someone on the guillotine.

I looked down again and saw that we were beginning to reach the city’s lower-level outskirts. But the canyon wall itself seemed as high as ever; the lights at the bottom just as far away.

‘You know how this city came about, don’t you?’ D’Oliveira said.

‘No . . . but I’m . . . damn sure you’re . . . going to . . . tell me.’

‘It all began with geologists, not long after the turmoil.’ He flipped us around and altered our angle of attack, so that we were slightly head-down. ‘They were looking for traces of ancient fossil life, buried in rock layers. Eight vertical kilometres wasn’t good enough for them, so they dug out the canyon’s base for two or three more, then covered a whole vertical strip in scaffolding. They built labs and living modules on the scaffolding, to save going back up to the top all the time.’ A chunk of building zipped past close enough to touch - it looked that close, anyway - and then we were falling past rough rock face with only the very occasional structure perched on a ledge. ‘But then somewhere else on Mars  they uncovered the first sloth relics. The geologists didn’t want to miss the action, so they cleared out like shit on wheels, leaving all their things behind.’ D’Oliveira steered us around a finger-like rock protrusion that would have speared us otherwise. ‘By the time they got back, the scaffolding had been taken over by squatters. Kids, mostly - climbers and base jumpers looking for new thrills. Then someone opened a bar, and before you knew it the place had gone mainstream.’ He spoke the last word with exquisite distaste. ‘But I guess it’s not so bad for the tourists.’

‘Jim didn’t mind, did he?’

‘No, but he’s not me. I don’t mind the fact that we came here, either, and I don’t mind the fact that people came after us. But did it have to be so many?’

‘You can’t ration a planet.’

‘I don’t want to. But it used to be hard to get here. Months of travel in cramped surroundings. How long did it take you, Miss Clay?’

‘Five days on the Hiawatha.’ It was easier to talk now; what had been terror not many seconds ago transmuting into something almost pleasant. ‘And I wouldn’t exactly call her cramped. You could argue about the de’cor in the promenade lounge, but beyond that—’

‘I know. I’ve seen those tourist liners parked around Mars, lighting up the night sky.’

‘But if you hadn’t come to Mars, we might not have discovered the sloth relics, Manuel. And it was those relics that showed us how to get from Earth to Mars in five days. You can’t have it both ways.’

‘I know. No one’s more fascinated by the sloths than me. It’s just - did we have to learn so much, so soon?’

‘Well, you’d better get used to it. They’re talking about building a starship, you know - a lot sooner than any of us think.’

The rock face had become much smoother now - it was difficult to judge speed, in fact - and the lights at the bottom of the canyon no longer seemed infinitely distant.

‘Yes, I’ve heard about that. Sometimes I almost think I’d like to . . .’

‘What, Manuel?’

‘Hang on. Time to start slowing down, I think.’

There were only two orthodox ways of slowing down from a big dive, the less skilled of which involved slamming into the ground. The other, trickier way, was to use the fact that the lower part of the canyon wall began to deviate slightly from true vertical. The idea was to drop until you began to scrape against the wall at a tiny grazing angle, and then use friction to kill your speed. Lower down, the wall curved out to merge with the canyon floor, so if you did it properly you could come to a perfect sliding halt with no major injuries. It sounded easy,  but - as D’Oliveira told me - it wasn’t. The main problem was that people were usually too scared to stay close to the rushing side of the wall when it was sheer. You couldn’t blame them for that, since it was pretty nerve-racking and you did have to know exactly where it was safe to fall. But if they stayed too far out they were prolonging the point at which they came into contact with the canyon wall, and by then it wouldn’t be a gentle kiss but a high-speed collision at an appreciable angle.

Still, as D’Oliveira assured me, they probably had the best view, while it lasted.

He brought us in for a delicate meeting against the wall, heads down, and then used the fifteen-centimetre-thick armour on his front as a friction break, as if we were tobogganing down a near-vertical slope. The lower part of the wall had already been smooth, but thousands of previous cliff-divers had polished it to glassy perfection.

When it was over - when we had come to an undignified but injury-free halt - attendants escorted us out of the danger zone. The first thing they did was release the fasteners so that we could stand independently. My legs felt like jelly.

‘Well?’ D’Oliveira said.

‘All right, I’ll admit it. That was reasonably entertaining. I might even consider doing—’

‘Great. There’s an elevator that’ll take us straight back—’

‘Or, on second thought, you could show me to the nearest stiff drink.’

I needn’t have worried; D’Oliveira was happy to postpone his next cliff-dive and I was assured that there was a well-stocked bar at the base of the canyon. For a moment, however, we lingered, looking back up that impossible wall of rock, to where the lights of Strata City glimmered far above us. The city had seemed enormous when I’d been inside it; not much smaller when we’d been falling past it - but now it looked tiny, a thin skein of human presence against the monumental vastness of the canyon side.

D’Oliveira put a hand on my forearm. ‘Something up?’

‘Just thinking, that’s all.’

‘Bad habit.’ He patted me on the back. ‘We’ll get you that drink now.’

 



An hour or so later, D’Oliveira and I were sharing a compartment in a train heading away from Strata City.

‘We could go somewhere else,’ I’d said. ‘It’s still early, after all, and my body clock still thinks it’s mid-afternoon.’

‘Bored with Strata City already?’

‘Not exactly, no - but somewhere else would make a good contrast.’  I was finishing off a vodka and could feel my cheeks flushing. ‘I’m going to write this meeting up, you understand.’

‘Why not?’ He shrugged. ‘Jim’s told you what he thinks about Mars, so I might as well have my say.’

‘Some of it you’ve already told me.’

He nodded. ‘But I could talk all night if you let me. Listen - how about taking a train to Golombek?’

‘It’s not that far,’ I said, after a moment’s thought. ‘But you know what’s there, don’t you?’

‘It’s not a problem for me, Miss Clay. And it isn’t the reason I suggested Golombek, anyway. They’ve recently opened a sloth grotto for public viewing. Haven’t had a chance to see it, to be honest, but I’d very much like to.’

I shrugged. ‘Well, what are expense accounts for, if not to burn?’

So we’d taken an elevator back to the top of the canyon and picked up the first train heading out to Golombek. The express shot across gently undulating Martian desert, spanning canyons on elegant white bridges grown from structural bone. It was dark, most of the landscape black except for the distant lights of settlements or the vast, squatting shapes of refineries.

‘I think I understand now,’ I said, ‘why you contacted me.’

The man sitting opposite me shrugged. ‘It wasn’t really me. Jim was the one.’

‘Well, maybe. But the point remains. It was time to be heard, wasn’t it? Time to set the record straight. That was the problem with vanishing - it let people put things into your mouths that you wouldn’t necessarily have agreed with.’

He nodded. ‘We’ve been used by every faction you can think of, whether it’s to justify evacuating Mars completely or covering it with kilometre-deep oceans. And it’s all bullshit; all lies.’

‘But it’s not as if you even agree with each other.’

‘No, but . . .’ He paused. ‘We might not agree, but at least this is the truth - what we really think - not something invented to suit someone else’s agenda. At least it’s the real story.’

‘And if the real story isn’t exactly neat and tidy?’

‘It’s still true.’

He looked, of course, very much like Jim Grossart. I won’t say they were precisely the same, since D’Oliveira seemed to inhabit the same face differently, pulling the facial muscles into a configuration all of his own. He deported himself differently, as well, sitting with slightly more military bearing.

Even by the time I’d done my article - more than eighty years after the  landing - no one really understood quite what had happened to Captain Jim Grossart. All anyone agreed on was the basics: Grossart had been normal when he left Earth as the only inhabitant of a one-man Mars expedition.

Maybe it was the accident that had done it, the explosion in deep space that had damaged Hydra’s aerobraking shields. The explosion also caused a communication blackout, which lasted several weeks, and it was only when the antenna began working again that anyone could be sure that Grossart had survived at all. Over the next few days, as he began sending messages back home, the truth slowly dawned. Jim Grossart had cracked, fracturing into three personalities. Grossart himself was only one-third of the whole, with two new and entirely fictitious selves sharing his head. Each took on some of the skills that had previously been part of Grossart’s overall expertise; D’Oliveira inheriting Grossart’s piloting abilities and Treichler becoming the specialist in Martian physics and geology. And - worried about inflicting more harm than necessary on a man who was almost over the edge - the mission controllers back on Earth played along with him. They must have hoped he’d reintegrate as soon as the crisis was over, perhaps when the Hydra had safely landed.

But it never happened.

‘Do you ever think back to what it was like before?’ I said, aware that I was on dangerous ground.

‘Before what, exactly?’

‘The crossing.’

He shook his head. ‘I’m not really one to dwell on the past, I’m afraid.’

 



Golombek was a glittery, gaudy sprawl of domes, towers and connecting tubes; a pile of Christmas tree decorations strewn with tinsel. The train dived into a tunnel, then emerged into a dizzying underground mall. We got off, spending a lazy hour wandering the shopping galleries before stopping for a drink in a theme bar called Sojourners. The floor was covered with fake dust and the hideously overpriced drinks arrived on little flat-topped, six-wheeled rovers that kept breaking down. I ended up paying, just as I’d paid for the train tickets, but I didn’t mind. D’Oliveira, or Grossart, or whoever it was best to think of him as, obviously didn’t have much money to throw around. He must have been nearly invisible as far as the Martian economy was concerned.

‘It was true what you said earlier on, wasn’t it?’ I said, while we rode a tram towards the sloth grotto. ‘About no one being more fascinated by the aliens than you were.’

‘Yes. Even if the others sometimes call me a mystical fool. To Jim they’re just dead aliens, a useful source of new technologies but nothing more  than that. Me, I think there’s something deeper; that we were meant to find them, meant to come this far and then continue the search, even if that means some of us leaving Mars altogether . . .’ He smiled. ‘Maybe I’ve just listened to too much of their music while doing the big dive.’

‘And what does Brad Treichler think about them?’

He was silent for a few moments. ‘Brad doesn’t feel the same way I do.’

‘To what extent?’

‘To the extent of wondering whether the relics are a poisoned chalice, the extent of wondering whether we should have come to Mars at all.’

‘That’s an extreme viewpoint for someone who risked his life coming here.’

‘I know. And not one I share, I hasten to add.’

I made an effort to lighten the mood. ‘I’m glad. If you hadn’t come to Mars, there’d have been no big dive, and I’d have had to find another way of having the living shit scared out of me.’

‘Yes, it does tend to do that the first time, doesn’t it?’

‘And the second?’

‘It’s generally worse. The third time, though—’

‘I don’t think there’ll be a third time, Manuel.’

‘Not even for a vodka?’

‘Not even.’

By then we had arrived at the grotto, a real one that had been laboriously dismantled and relocated from elsewhere on Mars. Apparently the original site was right under one of the aqueducts and would have been flooded in a few years, as soon as they tapped the polar ice.

Inside, it all felt strangely over-familiar. I kept having to remind myself that these were real sloth rooms, real sloth artefacts and real wall frescos; that the sloths had actually inhabited this grotto. Part of my brain, nonetheless, still insisted that the place was just a better-than-average museum mock-up or an upmarket but still slightly kitsch theme-style restaurant: Sloths with better de’cor.

But they’d really been here. Unlike any mock-up I’d been in, for instance, there was really no floor. Floor was a concept the sloths had never got their furry heads around, the walls merging like an inverted cave roof. Supposedly they’d evolved on a densely forested planet where gruesome predators used to live on the ground. The sloths must have come down at some point - they hadn’t evolved an advanced civilisation by wiping their bottoms on leaves all day - but that dislike of the ground must have remained with them. Just as we humans still liked to shut out the dark, the sloths liked to get off the ground and just hang around.

It was all very interesting; I would have been happy to spend hours there, but not all in one go. After two hours of showing scholarly  fascination in every exhibit, I’d had enough six-limbed furry aliens to last me a fortnight.

We met up in the souvenir shop attached to the grotto. I bought a T-shirt with a tasteful sloth motif on it; very discreet, with the words Sloth Grotto, Golombek, Mars in writing that had been made to look slightly like sloth script if you were not an expert in xenolinguistics.

‘Well,’ I said, beginning to feel just the tiniest bit tired. ‘That was fun. What next?’

‘The lander’s not far from here,’ he said. ‘We could check it out, if you like.’

 



I should have talked him out of it.

It was all very well, D’Oliveira and the others talking as if they were distinct individuals, but the tiny, single-seat lander would be in screaming contradiction to that. Something was surely bound to happen . . . but I’d hardly be able to write up my story without dealing with the lander issue.

More than that, D’Oliveira seemed willing to go along with it.

It was another tram ride to the outskirts of Golombek. The city was the first port of call for people coming down from space, so it was teeming at all hours with red-eyed newcomers. Most of the shops, bars and restaurants stayed open around the clock, and that also went for the major tourist attractions. Of these, the Hydra was easily the oldest. There’d been a time - long before I was born - when you actually had to take a tour from Golombek to the landing site, but that wasn’t the case now. The mountain had come to Mohammed; the city’s outskirts surrounding the ship in a pincer movement.

D’Oliveira and I spent a while looking down from the pressurised viewing gallery. On either side the city reached away from us in a horseshoe shape, enclosing a square half-kilometre of Martian surface. The lander was in the middle: a tiny lopsided silver cone looking slightly less impressive than the one in the paperweight Jim had shown me. I looked at the other visitors, and observed the way they couldn’t quite hide their disappointment. I couldn’t blame them: I remembered the way I’d first felt on seeing Hydra.

Is that all there is?

But I was older now, and I didn’t feel the same way. Yes, it was tiny; yes, it looked barely capable of surviving the next dust storm - but that was the point. If the lander had been more impressive, Jim Grossart’s achievement wouldn’t have been half the thing it was.

‘Fancy taking a closer look?’ I said eventually.

‘For old time’s sake . . . why not?’

I should have realised then, of course: there was something different about his voice.

We made our way from the gallery to the surface level. People were waiting to board robot buses that followed a pre-programmed track around the landing site, exactly the way I’d done as a child.

‘We don’t need to do it like that,’ he said. ‘You can rent a spacesuit and walk out there if you like.’

‘All the way to the lander?’

‘No, they don’t allow that. But you can still get a lot closer than with the buses.’

I looked out into the arena and saw that there were three people wandering around in sand-coloured suits. One was taking photos of the other two standing in front of the lander, obviously trying to frame the picture so that the backdrop didn’t include any parts of the city. My companion was right: the people in suits were nearer to the ship than the buses allowed, but they were still forty or fifty metres from the lander, and they didn’t seem inclined to get any closer.

Most of the tourists couldn’t be bothered with the hassle of renting the suits, so it didn’t take long to get outfitted.

‘I think they come in two sizes,’ I said, when we were waiting in the airlock. ‘Too small and too large.’

He looked at me without a trace of humour. ‘They’ll suffice.’

The penny dropped. ‘Of course, Brad.’

We stepped outside. It was dark overhead, but the landing site was daytime-bright, almost shadowless. The lander stood two hundred metres from us, surrounded by a collection of equipment modules, surface rovers, scientific instruments and survival packages. It looked like a weatherworn Celtic obelisk encircled by a collection of marginally less sacred stones.

‘Well, Brad,’ I said. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’

‘I know what you’ve heard.’

‘You do?’

We started walking across the rust-coloured ground.

‘I know what Grossart and D’Oliveira say about me, don’t you worry.’

‘What, that you’re not as convinced as they are that coming to Mars was such a good idea? It’s hardly intended as criticism. Everyone’s entitled to an opinion.’


Even three at the same time, I thought.

‘They’re right, of course - I don’t think we should have come here - but if that was all they said . . .’ He paused, allowing a glass-bodied bus to cross in front of us, surfing through the loosely packed dust on its wide balloon wheels. The tourists were crammed inside, but some of them looked more interested in their snacks than in the Hydra.

‘What else do they say, Brad?’

‘You know, of course, so why pretend otherwise?’

‘I’m really not sure—’

‘The explosion, damn you. The one that happened in mid-crossing. The one that nearly prevented us landing at all. They say I did it; tried to sabotage the mission.’

‘Actually, they hardly mentioned it at all, if ever.’

‘Oh, you’re good, I’ll grant you that.’

‘I know, but that’s not the point. You couldn’t have sabotaged the mission, anyway—’ But I stopped, because there was only one place that particular argument was headed. Because you didn’t exist then, just as you don’t exist now. Because back then Jim Grossart was all there was . . .


I said, lamely: ‘Even if you’d had second thoughts, you wouldn’t have done something like that.’

‘No.’ His voice was softer now - almost trusting. ‘But perhaps I should have.’

‘I don’t agree. Mars wasn’t some pristine wilderness before we came, Brad. It was nothing; just a miserably cold and sterile blank canvas. We haven’t ruined it, haven’t spoiled anything.’

He stopped and looked around, taking in the tiered galleries of the city that leaned over us like a frozen wave. ‘You call this an improvement?’

‘On nothing at all, yes.’

‘I call it an abomination.’

‘Christ, we’ve only been here a century. This is just our first draft at living on Mars. So what if it isn’t the best we could ever do? There’ll be time for us to do better.’

He didn’t answer for a few seconds. ‘You sound like you agree with Jim Grossart.’

‘No; I could live without some of the things Jim seems to cherish, believe me. Maybe when it all comes home, I’m closer to Manuel D’Oliveira. ’

We carried on walking again, approaching the lander’s encirclement.

‘That mystical fool?’

‘He may be a mystical fool, but he can sure as hell do the big dive.’ I paused, wondering why I was defending one aspect of a man’s personality against another. But D’Oliveira felt as real to me then as anyone I’d ever met, as equally worthy of my loyalty. ‘And he’s right, too - not coming to Mars would have been the greatest mistake humanity could have made. I’m not just talking about the relics either. They’ll open a few doors for us, but even if we’d come here and found nothing but dust, it would still have been right. It’s the space Mars gives us that makes the difference; the room to make mistakes.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘We already made the greatest mistake. And I could have stopped it.’

We were close to the lander now - no more than forty-odd metres from it, I’d have guessed, but I noticed that the other people were no nearer. Walking side by side, we took a few more footsteps towards the centre, but then our suits began to warn us against getting closer: lights flashing around the faceplate and a softly insistent voice in the headphones. I felt my suit stiffen slightly as well - it was suddenly harder to take the next step.

‘Then speak out about it,’ I said forcefully. ‘Come out of hiding. Tell everyone what you think. I guarantee they’ll listen. No one else has your perspective.’

‘That’s the problem. Too much perspective.’

We were close enough to the lander now that he must have been finding it hard to sustain the illusion that three men had come down in it. I’d feared this moment and at the same time felt a spine-tingling sense of anticipation about what would happen.

‘I’ll make sure they listen, Brad. That was why Jim contacted me, wasn’t it? To have his story heard, his views on Mars known? And didn’t he mean for all of you to have your say?’

‘No.’ He began fiddling with the latch of his helmet. ‘Because it wasn’t Jim who contacted you, it was me. Jim Grossart isn’t real, don’t you understand? There was only ever me.’ He nodded at the lander, even while he struggled with his helmet. ‘You don’t think I’m stupid, do you?’

I tried to pull his hands away from the neck-ring. ‘What are you doing?’ I shouted.

‘What I always planned to do. What it took me seventeen years to summon up the courage to do.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Words won’t make a difference now. Mars needs something stronger. It needs a martyr.’

‘No!’

I fought with him, but he was a lot stronger than me. There was no unnecessary violence in the way he pushed me away - it was done as gently as circumstances allowed - but I ended up on my back in the dust, looking up as he removed his helmet and took a last long inhalation of thin, cold Martian air.

He took a few steps towards the lander, his skin turning blue, his eyes frosting over, and then stumbled, one arm extended, fingers grasping towards the Hydra. Then his suit must have locked rigid, immobilising him.

He looked like a statue that had been there for years.

It shouldn’t have been possible, I kept telling myself. There are supposed to be safeguards that stop you doing that kind of thing in anything less than a breathable atmosphere; rigidly adhered-to rules ensuring that equipment for hire is checked and rechecked for compliance; doubly and triply redundant protective systems.

But I guess the suits we’d rented just didn’t quite live up to those high ideals.

 



He died, but that means even less now than it did once upon a time. They got him inside reasonably quickly, and though the exposure to the Martian atmosphere had done a lot of harm, and although there was extensive neural damage, all of these things could be repaired given time and - more importantly - money.

‘Who’s the old man, anyway?’ the medics asked me, after I had arranged for my firm to pay for his medical care, no matter how long it took. That had taken some arguing, incidentally, especially after I told them there wasn’t going to be a story for a while.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘He never did tell me his name, but he was interesting enough company.’

The tech smiled. ‘We ran a gene profile, but the old coot didn’t show up in the records. Doesn’t mean much, of course.’

‘No. A lot of people with criminal pasts vanished during the turmoil.’

‘Yeah,’ the medic said, already losing interest.

They kept talking about him as an old man, and it wasn’t until I saw his comatose body that I understood why. He did look much older than he had ever seemed in any of his three guises, as if even his semblance of middle age had been an illusion.

His coma was deep, and the restorative brain surgery was performed slowly and painstakingly. I followed the progress closely at first - checking up on him every week, then every month. But nothing ever happened; he never showed any signs of emerging and all the usual techniques for kick-starting a mind back to consciousness were unsuccessful. The medics kept suggesting they call it a day, but so long as funds were arriving from my firm, they didn’t mind wasting their time.

I checked on his progress every six months, then perhaps once a year.

And life, of course, went on. I couldn’t see any dignified way of finishing the story - not while the principle player was in a coma - so it just stalled while I covered other pieces. Some of them were moderately big, and after a while there came a point when I consigned the whole Jim Grossart story to the bottom drawer: a wild goose chase that hadn’t ended up anywhere. I even stopped being sure that I’d ever met him at all. After that, it was a simple matter of forgetting all about him.

I don’t think I’ve given him a moment’s thought in the last two or three years.

 



Until today.

I still visit Sloths now and then. It happens to be a reasonably trendy media hangout now, a place to pick up the ground tremors of rumour ahead of the pack.

And there he was, in approximately the same window seat where Jim Grossart had sat ten years ago, looking out at the divers. I read his expression in the window, one of calm, critical detachment, like a judge at a major sporting event.

His face was that of a young man I recognised, but had only ever seen in photographs.

I looked at him for long moments. Perhaps it was just a genetic fluke that had shaped this man who looked like the young Jim Grossart, but I doubted it. It was the way he sat, the stiff, slightly formal bearing. Except that hadn’t been Jim, had it?

Manuel D’Oliveira.

I stared for a moment too long, and somehow my eye caught his, and we found ourselves staring at each other across the room. He didn’t turn around from the window but after a few seconds he smiled and nodded.

The bar was packed that night, and a crowd of drinkers surged in front of me, interrupting my line of sight.

When they’d passed, the table was vacant.

I checked with the hospital the day after - it had been at least two years since I’d been in touch - and I was informed that the old man had at last emerged into consciousness. There’d been nothing unusual about him, they said; nothing odd about his psychology.

‘What happened then?’ I said.

‘The funds allowed for some fairly simple rejuvenative procedures,’ the medic said, as if restoring youth was about as technically complex - and as interesting - as splinting a fracture.

He hadn’t left any means for me to contact him, though.

It might not have been him, I know. It might never have been Jim Grossart I met, and the young man in Sloths could have been anyone with the same set of blandly handsome facial genes.

But there was one other thing.

The old man had emerged from his coma eighteen months before the meeting in the bar, and his rejuvenation had taken place not long after. Which might have meant nothing, except there was something different about the night I saw him. Something that was entirely consistent with him having been Manuel D’Oliveira. It was the night the starship left  Mars’ orbit - the one they’ve been building there for the last five years, the one that’s going out into the galaxy to search for the sloth.

The ship they’ve named the Captain James Grossart.

I like to think he was on his way up to her. I checked the ship’s manifest, of course, and there was no one called Grossart, or D’Oliveira, or even Treichler - but that doesn’t mean it wasn’t him. He’d be travelling under a new name now, one I couldn’t even guess. No one would know who he was; just a young man who had volunteered to join the starship’s crew; a young man whose interest in the aliens might at times verge on the mystical.

And - on his way up - he hadn’t been able to resist one last look at the divers.

Maybe I’m wrong; maybe it was only ever my subconscious playing tricks with a stranger’s face, supplying the closure my journalistic instincts demanded, but, the way I see it, it almost doesn’t matter. Because all I was ever looking for was a way to finish their story.

Now it can be told.


Things get easier when you break into novels, and they get harder, too. Easier because people suddenly start approaching you to write stories for them, and markets that once seemed closed now appear, if not open, then at least theoretically crackable. But by the same token a contract to write novels usually means deadlines, and all of a sudden you find that novels have to take precedence over short fiction if your writing time is finite. I went from being very prolific in the late nineties to not very prolific at all as the new century rolled in. ‘The Real Story’ is one of the few original pieces I finished in 2000. Written for Peter Crowther’s Mars Probes original anthology, it was a story that had been at the back of my mind for more than a few years, kicked off by watching a TV documentary about people with multiple-personality disorder. The heroine of the story, ace reporter Carrie Clay, shows up in ‘Zima Blue’ nearly a thousand years later. Carrie’s universe is one where FTL travel is not only possible but easy, and - I’d suggest - not a bad place to live, especially compared to the backgrounds of some of my other stories. One day I’d like to have enough stories to collect a book full of Carrie tales. At the current rate of one every four years, though, no one should hold their breath.






BEYOND THE AQUILA RIFT

Greta’s with me when I pull Suzy out of the surge tank.

‘Why her?’ Greta asks.

‘Because I want her out first,’ I say, wondering if Greta’s jealous. I don’t blame her: Suzy’s beautiful, but she’s also smart. There isn’t a better syntax runner in Ashanti Industrial.

‘What happened?’ Suzy asks, when she’s over the grogginess. ‘Did we make it back?’

I ask her to tell me the last thing she remembers.

‘Customs,’ Suzy says. ‘Those pricks on Arkangel.’

‘And after that? Anything else? The runes? Do you remember casting them?’

‘No,’ she says, then picks up something in my voice. The fact that I might not be telling the truth, or telling her all she needs to know. ‘Thom. I’ll ask you again. Did we make it back?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘We made it back.’

Suzy looks back at the starscape, airbrushed across her surge tank in luminous violet and yellow paint. She’d had it customised on Carillon. It was against regs: something about the paint clogging intake filters. Suzy didn’t care. She told me it had cost her a week’s pay, but it had been worth it to impose her own personality on the grey company architecture of the ship.

‘Funny how I feel like I’ve been in that thing for months.’

I shrug. ‘That’s the way it feels sometimes.’

‘Then nothing went wrong?’

‘Nothing at all.’

Suzy looks at Greta. ‘Then who are you?’ she asks.

Greta says nothing. She just looks at me expectantly. I start shaking, and realise I can’t go through with this. Not yet.

‘End it,’ I tell Greta.

Greta steps towards Suzy. Suzy reacts, but she isn’t quick enough. Greta pulls something from her pocket and touches Suzy on the forearm. Suzy drops like a  puppet, out cold. We return her to the surge tank, plumb her back in and close the lid.

‘She won’t remember anything,’ Greta says. ‘The conversation never left her short-term memory.’

‘I don’t know if I can go through with this,’ I say.

Greta touches me with her other hand. ‘No one ever said this was going to be easy.’

‘I was just trying to ease her into it gently. I didn’t want to tell her the truth right out.’

‘I know,’ Greta says. ‘You’re a kind man, Thom.’ Then she kisses me.

 



I remembered Arkangel as well. That was about where it all started to go wrong. We just didn’t know it then.

We missed our first take-off slot when customs found a discrepancy in our cargo waybill. It wasn’t serious, but it took them a while to realise their mistake. By the time they did, we knew we were going to be sitting on the ground for another eight hours, while inbound control processed a fleet of bulk carriers.

I told Suzy and Ray the news. Suzy took it pretty well, or about as well as Suzy ever took that kind of thing. I suggested she use the time to scour the docks for any hot syntax patches. Anything that might shave a day or two off our return trip.

‘Company authorised?’ she asked.

‘I don’t care,’ I said.

‘What about Ray?’ Suzy asked. ‘Is he going to sit here drinking tea while I work for my pay?’

I smiled. They had a bickering, love-hate thing going. ‘No, Ray can do something useful as well. He can take a look at the q-planes.’

‘Nothing wrong with those planes,’ Ray said.

I took off my old Ashanti Industrial bib cap, scratched my bald spot and turned to the jib man.

‘Right. Then it won’t take you long to check them over, will it?’

‘Whatever, Skip.’

The thing I liked about Ray was that he always knew when he’d lost an argument. He gathered his kit and went out to check over the planes. I watched him climb the jib ladder, tools hanging from his belt. Suzy got her facemask, long, black coat, and left, vanishing into the vapour haze of the docks, boot heels clicking into the distance long after she’d passed out of sight.

I left the Blue Goose, walking in the opposite direction to Suzy. Overhead, the bulk carriers slid in one after the other. You heard them long before you saw them. Mournful, cetacean moans cut down through the  piss-yellow clouds over the port. When they emerged, you saw dark hulls scabbed and scarred by the blocky extrusions of syntax patterning, jibs and q-planes retracted for landing and undercarriages clutching down like talons. The carriers stopped over their allocated wells and lowered down on a scream of thrust. Docking gantries closed around them like grasping skeletal fingers. Cargo-handling ’saurs plodded out of their holding pens, some of them autonomous, some of them still being ridden by trainers. There was a shocking silence as the engines cut, until the next carrier began to approach through the clouds.

I always like watching ships coming and going, even when they’re holding my own ship on the ground. I couldn’t read the syntax, but I knew these ships had come in all the way from the Rift. The Aquila Rift is about as far out as anyone ever goes. At median tunnel speeds, it’s a year from the centre of the Local Bubble.

I’ve been out that way once in my life. I’ve seen the view from the near side of the Rift, like a good tourist. It was far enough for me.

When there was a lull in the landing pattern, I ducked into a bar and found an Aperture Authority booth that took Ashanti credit. I sat in the seat and recorded a thirty-second message to Katerina. I told her I was on my way back, but that we were stuck on Arkangel for another few hours. I warned her that the delay might cascade through to our tunnel routing, depending on how busy things were at the Authority’s end. Based on past experience, an eight-hour ground hold might become a two-day hold at the surge point. I told her I’d be back, but she shouldn’t worry if I was a few days late.

Outside a diplodocus slouched by with a freight container strapped between its legs.

I told Katerina I loved her and couldn’t wait to get back home.

While I walked back to the Blue Goose, I thought of the message racing ahead of me. Transmitted at light-speed up-system, then copied into the memory buffer of the next outgoing ship. Chances were, that particular ship wasn’t headed to Barranquilla or anywhere near it. The Aperture Authority would have to relay the message from ship to ship until it reached its destination. I might even reach Barranquilla ahead of it, but in all my years of delays that had only happened once. The system worked all right.

Overhead, a white passenger liner had been slotted in between the bulk carriers. I lifted up my mask to get a better look at it. I got a hit of ozone, fuel and dinosaur dung. That was Arkangel all right. You couldn’t mistake it for any other place in the Bubble. There were four hundred worlds out there, up to a dozen surface ports on every planet, and none of them smelled bad in quite the same way.

‘Thom?’

I followed the voice. It was Ray, standing by the dock.

‘You finished checking those planes?’ I asked.

Ray shook his head. ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. They were a little off-alignment, so - seeing as we’re going to be sitting here for eight hours - I decided to run a full recalibration.’

I nodded. ‘That was the idea. So what’s the prob?’

‘The prob is a slot just opened up. Tower says we can lift in thirty minutes.’

I shrugged. ‘Then we’ll lift.’

‘I haven’t finished the recal. As it is, things are worse than before I started. Lifting now would not be a good idea.’

‘You know how the tower works,’ I said. ‘Miss two offered slots, you could be on the ground for days.’

‘No one wants to get back home sooner than I do,’ Ray said.

‘So cheer up.’

‘She’ll be rough in the tunnel. It won’t be a smooth ride home.’

I shrugged. ‘Do we care? We’ll be asleep.’

‘Well, it’s academic. We can’t leave without Suzy.’

I heard boot heels clicking toward us. Suzy came out of the fog, tugging her own mask aside.

‘No joy with the rune monkeys,’ she said. ‘Nothing they were selling I hadn’t seen a million times before. Fucking cowboys.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘We’re leaving anyway.’

Ray swore. I pretended I hadn’t heard him.

 



I was always the last one into a surge tank. I never went under until I was sure we were about to get the green light. It gave me a chance to check things over. Things can always go wrong, no matter how good the crew.

The Blue Goose had come to a stop near the AA beacon that marked the surge point. There were a few other ships ahead of us in the queue, plus the usual swarm of AA service craft. Through an observation blister I was able to watch the larger ships depart one by one. Accelerating at maximum power, they seemed to streak towards a completely featureless part of the sky. Their jibs were spread wide, and the smooth lines of their hulls were gnarled and disfigured with the cryptic alien runes of the routing syntax. At twenty gees it was as if a huge invisible hand snatched them away into the distance. Ninety seconds later, there’d be a pale-green flash from a thousand kilometres away.

I twisted around in the blister. There were the foreshortened symbols of our routing syntax. Each rune of the script was formed from a matrix  of millions of hexagonal platelets. The platelets were on motors so they could be pushed in or out from the hull.

Ask the Aperture Authority and they’ll tell you that the syntax is now fully understood. This is true, but only up to a point. After two centuries of study, human machines can now construct and interpret the syntax with an acceptably low failure rate. Given a desired destination, they can assemble a string of runes that will almost always be accepted by the aperture’s own machinery. Furthermore, they can almost always guarantee that the desired routing is the one that the aperture machinery will provide.

In short, you usually get where you want to go.

Take a simple point-to-point transfer, like the Hauraki run. In that case there is no real disadvantage in using automatic syntax generators. But for longer trajectories - those that may involve six or seven transits between aperture hubs - machines lose the edge. They find a solution, but usually it isn’t the optimum one. That’s where syntax runners come in. People like Suzy have an intuitive grasp of syntax solutions. They dream in runes. When they see a poorly constructed script, they feel it like toothache. It affronts them.

A good syntax runner can shave days off a route. For a company like Ashanti Industrial, that can make a lot of difference.

But I wasn’t a syntax runner. I could tell when something had gone wrong with the platelets, but I had to trust that Suzy had done her job. I had no other choice.

But I knew Suzy wouldn’t screw things up.

I twisted around and looked back the other way. Now that we were in space, the q-planes had deployed. They were swung out from the hull on triple hundred-metre-long jibs, like the arms of a grapple. I checked that they were locked in their fully extended positions and that the status lights were all in the green. The jibs were Ray’s area. He’d been checking the alignment of the ski-shaped q-planes when I ordered him to close up ship and prepare to lift. I couldn’t see any visible indication that they were out of alignment, but then again it wouldn’t take much to make our trip home bumpier than usual. But as I’d told Ray, who cared? The Blue Goose could take a little tunnel turbulence. It was built to.

I checked the surge point again. Only three ships ahead of us.

I went back to the surge tanks and checked that Suzy and Ray were all right. Ray’s tank had been customised at the same time that Suzy had had hers done. It was covered with images of what Suzy called the BVM: the Blessed Virgin Mary. The BVM was always in a spacesuit, carrying a little spacesuited Jesus. Their helmets were airbrushed gold halos. The artwork  had a cheap, hasty look to it. I assumed Ray hadn’t spent as much as Suzy.

Quickly I stripped down to my underclothes. I plumbed into my own unpainted surge tank and closed the lid. The buffering gel sloshed in. Within about twenty seconds I was already feeling drowsy. By the time traffic control gave us the green light I’d be asleep.

I’ve done it a thousand times. There was no fear, no apprehension. Just a tiny flicker of regret.

I’ve never seen an aperture. Then again, very few people have.

Witnesses report a doughnut-shaped lump of dark chondrite asteroid, about two kilometres across. The entire middle section has been cored out, with the inner part of the ring faced by the quixotic-matter machinery of the aperture itself. They say the q-matter machinery twinkles and moves all the while, like the ticking innards of a very complicated clock. But the monitoring systems of the Aperture Authority detect no movement at all.

It’s alien technology. We have no idea how it works, or even who made it. Maybe, in hindsight, it’s better not to be able to see it.

It’s enough to dream, and then awake, and know that you’re somewhere else.

 



Try a different approach, Greta says. Tell her the truth this time. Maybe she’ll take it easier than you think.

‘There’s no way I can tell her the truth.’

Greta leans one hip against the wall, one hand still in her pocket. ‘Then tell her something halfway truthful.’

We un-plumb Suzy and haul her out of the surge tank.

‘Where are we?’ she asks. Then to Greta: ‘Who are you?’

I wonder if some of the last conversation did make it out of Suzy’s short-term memory after all.

‘Greta works here,’ I say.

‘Where’s here?’

I remember what Greta told me. ‘A station in Schedar Sector.’

‘That’s not where we’re meant to be, Thom.’

I nod. ‘I know. There was a mistake. A routing error.’

Suzy’s already shaking her head. ‘There was nothing wrong—’

‘I know. It wasn’t your fault.’ I help her into her ship clothes. She’s still shivering, her muscles reacting to movement after so much time in the tank. ‘The syntax was good.’

‘Then what?’

‘The system made a mistake, not you.’

‘Schedar sector ...’ Suzy says. ‘That would put us about ten days off our schedule, wouldn’t it?’

I try and remember what Greta said to me the first time. I ought to know this stuff by heart, but Suzy’s the routing expert, not me. ‘That sounds about right,’ I say.

But Suzy shakes her head. ‘Then we’re not in Schedar Sector.’

I try to sound pleasantly surprised.

‘We’re not?’

‘I’ve been in that tank for a lot longer than a few days, Thom. I know. I can feel it in every fucking bone in my body. So where are we?’

I turn to Greta. I can’t believe this is happening again.

‘End it,’ I say.

Greta steps towards Suzy.

 



You know that ‘as soon as I awoke I knew everything was wrong’ cliche’? You’ve probably heard it a thousand times, in a thousand bars across the Bubble, wherever ship crews swap tall tales over flat, company-subsidised beer. The trouble is that sometimes that’s exactly the way it happens. I never felt good after a period in the surge tank. But the only time I had ever come around feeling anywhere near this bad was after that trip I took to the edge of the Bubble.

Mulling this, but knowing there was nothing I could do about it until I was out of the tank, it took me half an hour of painful work to free myself from the connections. Every muscle fibre in my body felt like it had been shredded. Unfortunately, the sense of wrongness didn’t end with the tank. The Blue Goose was much too quiet. We should have been heading away from the last exit aperture after our routing. But the distant, comforting rumble of the fusion engines wasn’t there at all. That meant we were in free-fall.

Not good.

I floated out of the tank, grabbed a handhold and levered myself around to view the other two tanks. Ray’s largest BVM stared back radiantly from the cowl of his tank. The bio indices were all in the green. Ray was still unconscious, but there was nothing wrong with him. Same story with Suzy. Some automated system had decided I was the only one who needed waking.

A few minutes later I had made my way to the same observation blister I’d used to check the ship before the surge. I pushed my head into the scuffed glass half-dome and looked around.

We’d arrived somewhere. The Blue Goose was sitting in a huge, zero-gravity parking bay. The chamber was an elongated cylinder, hexagonal in cross section. The walls were a smear of service machinery: squat modules, snaking umbilical lines, the retracted cradles of unused docking berths. Whichever way I looked I saw other ships locked onto  cradles. Every make and class you could think of, every possible configuration of hull design compatible with aperture transitions. Service lights threw a warm golden glow on the scene. Now and then the whole chamber was bathed in the stuttering violet flicker of a cutting torch.

It was a repair facility.

I was just starting to mull on that when I saw something extend itself from the wall of the chamber. It was a telescopic docking tunnel, groping towards our ship. Through the windows in the side of the tunnel I saw figures floating, pulling themselves along hand over hand.

I sighed and started making my way to the airlock.

 



By the time I reached the lock they were already through the first stage of the cycle. Nothing wrong with that - there was no good reason to prevent foreign parties boarding a vessel - but it was just a tiny bit impolite. But perhaps they’d assumed we were all asleep.

The door slid open.

‘You’re awake,’ a man said. ‘Captain Thomas Gundlupet of the Blue Goose, isn’t it?’

‘Guess so,’ I said.

‘Mind if we come in?’

There were about half a dozen of them, and they were already coming in. They all wore slightly timeworn ochre overalls, flashed with too many company sigils. My hackles rose. I didn’t really like the way they were barging in.

‘What’s up?’ I said. ‘Where are we?’

‘Where do you think?’ the man said. He had a face full of stubble, with bad yellow teeth. I was impressed by that. Having bad teeth took a lot of work these days. It was years since I’d seen anyone who had the same dedication to the art.

‘I’m really hoping you’re not going to tell me we’re still stuck in Arkangel System,’ I said.

‘No, you made it through the gate.’

‘And?’

‘There was a screw-up. Routing error. You didn’t pop out of the right aperture.’

‘Oh, Christ.’ I took off my bib cap. ‘It never rains. Something went wrong with the insertion, right?’

‘Maybe. Maybe not. Who knows how these things happen? All we know is you aren’t supposed to be here.’

‘Right. And where is “here”?’

‘Saumlaki Station. Schedar Sector.’

He said it as though he was already losing interest, as if this was a routine he went through several times a day.

He might have been losing interest. I wasn’t.

I’d never heard of Saumlaki Station, but I’d certainly heard of Schedar Sector. Schedar was a K supergiant out towards the edge of the Local Bubble. It defined one of the seventy-odd navigational sectors across the whole Bubble.

Did I mention the Bubble already?

 



You know how the Milky Way Galaxy looks; you’ve seen it a thousand times, in paintings and computer simulations. A bright central bulge at the galactic core, with lazily curved spiral arms flung out from that hub, each arm composed of hundreds of billions of stars, ranging from the dimmest, slow-burning dwarfs to the hottest supergiants teetering on the edge of supernova extinction.

Now zoom in on one arm of the Milky Way. There’s the sun, orange-yellow, about two-thirds out from the centre of the galaxy. Lanes and folds of dust swaddle the sun out to distances of tens of thousands of light-years. Yet the sun itself is sitting right in the middle of a four-hundred-light-year-wide hole in the dust, a bubble in which the density is about a twentieth of its average value.

That’s the Local Bubble. It’s as if God blew a hole in the dust just for us.

Except, of course, it wasn’t God. It was a supernova, about a million years ago.

Look further out, and there are more bubbles, their walls intersecting and merging, forming a vast froth-like structure tens of thousands of light-years across. There are the structures of Loop I and Loop II and the Lindblad Ring. There are even superdense knots where the dust is almost too thick to be seen through at all. Black cauls like the Taurus or Rho-Ophiuchi Dark Clouds, or the Aquila Rift itself.

Lying outside the Local Bubble, the Rift is the furthest point in the galaxy we’ve ever travelled to. It’s not a question of endurance or nerve. There simply isn’t a way to get beyond it, at least not within the faster-than-light network of the aperture links. The rabbit-warren of possible routes just doesn’t reach any further. Most destinations - including most of those on the Blue Goose’s itinerary - didn’t even get you beyond the Local Bubble.

For us, it didn’t matter. There’s still a lot of commerce you can do within a hundred light-years of Earth. But Schedar was right on the periphery of the Bubble, where dust density began to ramp up to normal  galactic levels, two hundred and twenty-eight light-years from Mother Earth.

Again: not good.

‘I know this is a shock for you,’ another voice said. ‘But it’s not as bad as you think it is.’

I looked at the woman who had just spoken. Medium height, the kind of face they called ‘elfin’, with slanted, ash-grey eyes and a bob of shoulder-length, chrome-white hair.

The face was achingly familiar.

‘It isn’t?’

‘I wouldn’t say so, Thom.’ She smiled. ‘After all, it’s given us the chance to catch up on old times, hasn’t it?’

‘Greta?’ I asked, disbelievingly.

She nodded. ‘For my sins.’

‘My God. It is you, isn’t it?’

‘I wasn’t sure you’d recognise me. Especially after all this time.’

‘You didn’t have much trouble recognising me.’

‘I didn’t have to. The moment you popped out we picked up your recovery transponder. Told us the name of your ship, who owned her, who was flying it, what you were carrying, where you were supposed to be headed. When I heard it was you, I made sure I was part of the reception team. But don’t worry. It’s not like you’ve changed all that much.’

‘Well, you haven’t either,’ I said.

It wasn’t quite true. But who honestly wants to hear that they look about ten years older than the last time you saw them, even if they still don’t look all that bad with it? I thought about how she had looked naked, memories that I’d kept buried for a decade spooling into daylight. It shamed me that they were still so vivid, as if some furtive part of my subconscious had been secretly hoarding them through years of marriage and fidelity.

Greta half-smiled. It was as if she knew exactly what I was thinking.

‘You were never a good liar, Thom.’

‘Yeah. Guess I need some practice.’

There was an awkward silence. Neither of us seemed to know what to say next. While we hesitated the others floated around us, saying nothing.

‘Well,’ I said. ‘Who’d have guessed we’d end up meeting like this?’

Greta nodded and offered the palms of her hands in a kind of apology.

‘I’m just sorry we aren’t meeting under better circumstances,’ she said. ‘But if it’s any consolation, what happened wasn’t at all your fault. We checked your syntax, and there wasn’t a mistake. It’s just that now and then the system throws a glitch.’

‘Funny how no one likes to talk about that very much,’ I said.

‘Could have been worse, Thom. I remember what you used to tell me about space travel.’

‘Yeah? Which particular pearl of wisdom would that have been?’

‘If you’re in a position to moan about a situation, you’ve no right to be moaning.’

‘Christ. Did I actually say that?’

‘Mm. And I bet you’re regretting it now. But look, it really isn’t that bad. You’re only twenty days off-schedule.’ Greta nodded towards the man who had the bad teeth. ‘Kolding says you’ll only need a day of damage repair before you can move off again, and then another twenty, twenty-five days before you reach your destination, depending on routing patterns. That’s less than six weeks. So you lose the bonus on this one. Big deal. You’re all in good shape, and your ship only needs a little work. Why don’t you just bite the bullet and sign the repair paperwork?’

‘I’m not looking forward to another twenty days in the surge tank. There’s something else, as well.’

‘Which is?’

I was about to tell her about Katerina, how she’d have been expecting me back already.

Instead I said: ‘I’m worried about the others. Suzy and Ray. They’ve got families expecting them. They’ll be worried.’

‘I understand,’ Greta said. ‘Suzy and Ray. They’re still asleep, aren’t they? Still in their surge tanks?’

‘Yes,’ I said, guardedly.

‘Keep them that way until you’re on your way.’ Greta smiled. ‘There’s no sense worrying them about their families, either. It’s kinder.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Trust me on this one, Thom. This isn’t the first time I’ve handled this kind of situation. Doubt it’ll be the last, either.’

 



I stayed in a hotel overnight, in another part of Saumlaki. The hotel was an echoing, multilevel prefab structure, sunk deep into bedrock. It must have had a capacity for hundreds of guests, but at the moment only a handful of the rooms seemed to be occupied. I slept fitfully and got up early. In the atrium, I saw a bib-capped worker in rubber gloves removing diseased carp from a small ornamental pond. Watching him pick out the ailing, metallic-orange fish, I had a flash of déjà vu. What was it about dismal hotels and dying carp?

Before breakfast - bleakly alert, even though I didn’t really feel as if I’d had a good night’s sleep - I visited Kolding and got a fresh update on the repair schedule.

‘Two, three days,’ he said.

‘It was a day last night.’

Kolding shrugged. ‘You’ve got a problem with the service, find someone else to fix your ship.’

Then he stuck his little finger into the corner of his mouth and began to dig between his teeth.

‘Nice to see someone who really enjoys his work,’ I said.

I left Kolding before my mood worsened too much, making my way to a different part of the station.

Greta had suggested we meet for breakfast and catch up on old times. She was there when I arrived, sitting at a table on an ‘outdoor’ terrace, under a red-and-white-striped canopy, sipping orange juice. Above us was a dome several hundred metres wide, projecting a cloudless holographic sky. It had the hard, enamelled blue of midsummer.

‘How’s the hotel?’ she asked after I’d ordered a coffee from the waiter.

‘Not bad. No one seems very keen on conversation, though. Is it me or does that place have all the cheery ambience of a sinking ocean liner?’

‘It’s just this place,’ Greta said. ‘Everyone who comes here is pissed off about it. Either they got transferred here and they’re pissed off about that, or they ended up here by a routing error and they’re pissed off about that instead. Take your pick.’

‘No one’s happy?’

‘Only the ones who know they’re getting out of here soon.’

‘Would that include you?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’m more or less stuck here. But I’m okay about it. I guess I’m the exception that proves the rule.’

The waiters were glass mannequins, the kind that had been fashionable in the core worlds about twenty years ago. One of them placed a croissant in front of me, then poured scalding black coffee into my cup.

‘Well, it’s good to see you,’ I said.

‘You too, Thom.’ Greta finished her orange juice and then took a corner of my croissant for herself, without asking. ‘I heard you got married.’

‘Yes.’

‘Well? Aren’t you going to tell me about her?’

I drank some of my coffee. ‘Her name’s Katerina.’

‘Nice name.’

‘She works in the Department of Bioremediation on Kagawa.’

‘Kids?’ Greta asked.

‘Not yet. It wouldn’t be easy, the amount of time we both spend away from home.’

‘Mm.’ She had a mouthful of croissant. ‘But one day you might think about it.’

‘Nothing’s ruled out,’ I said. As flattered as I was that she was taking such an interest in me, the surgical precision of her questions left me slightly uncomfortable. There was no thrust and parry; no fishing for information. That kind of directness unnerved. But at least it allowed me to ask the same questions. ‘What about you, then?’

‘Nothing very exciting. I got married a year or so after I last saw you. A man called Marcel.’

‘Marcel,’ I said, ruminatively, as if the name had cosmic significance. ‘Well, I’m happy for you. I take it he’s here, too?’

‘No. Our work took us in different directions. We’re still married, but . . .’ Greta left the sentence hanging.

‘It can’t be easy,’ I said.

‘If it was meant to work, we’d have found a way. Anyway, don’t feel too sorry for either of us. We’ve both got our work. I wouldn’t say I was any less happy than the last time we met.’

‘Well, that’s good,’ I said.

Greta leaned over and touched my hand. Her fingernails were midnight black with a blue sheen.

‘Look. This is really presumptuous of me. It’s one thing asking to meet up for breakfast. It would have been rude not to. But how would you like to meet again later? It’s really nice to eat here in the evening. They turn down the lights. The view through the dome is really something.’

I looked up into that endless holographic sky.

‘I thought it was faked.’

‘Oh, it is,’ she said. ‘But don’t let that spoil it for you.’

 



I settled in front of the camera and started speaking.

‘Katerina,’ I said. ‘Hello. I hope you’re all right. By now I hope someone from the company will have been in touch. If they haven’t, I’m pretty sure you’ll have made your own enquiries. I’m not sure what they told you, but I promise you that we’re safe and sound and that we’re coming home. I’m calling from somewhere called Saumlaki Station, a repair facility on the edge of Schedar Sector. It’s not much to look at: just a warren of tunnels and centrifuges dug into a pitch-black D-type asteroid, about half a light-year from the nearest star. The only reason it’s here at all is because there happens to be an aperture next door. That’s how we got here in the first place. Somehow or other Blue Goose took a wrong turn in the network, what they call a routing error. The Goose came in last night, local time, and I’ve been in a hotel since then. I didn’t call last night because I was too tired and disorientated after coming out of the tank, and I didn’t know how long we were going to be here. Seemed better to wait until morning, when we’d have a better idea of the damage to the  ship. It’s nothing serious - just a few bits and pieces buckled during the transit - but it means we’re going to be here for another couple of days. Kolding - he’s the repair chief - says three at the most. By the time we get back on course, however, we’ll be about forty days behind schedule.’
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