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Shell spots something and bends over. A weed, a small sprout, pushing its way up between the stones. It shouldn’t be there in the chemically treated ground, but here it is, implacable life. She feels an urge to pluck the fragile green thread, but she does not. She strokes the weed once and straightens up. Humans in the cosmos are like errant weeds. Shell wonders what giants or gods stroke humanity when they slip between the stars.
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Space is the Brink of Death


Anonymous graffiti in the oldest
service duct of Space Station
Daedalus, 2077.













Chapter One



Earth / Ragtime: Michelle “Shell” Campion
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There is no need to know what no one will ask.


Walking on gravel, boots crunching with each step, Shell doesn’t know if she is who she is because it’s what she wants or because it’s what her family expects of her. The desire for spaceflight has been omnipresent since she can remember, since she was three. Going to space, escaping the solar system, surfing wormhole relativity, none of these is any kind of frontier any more. There will be no documentary about the life and times of Michelle Campion. She still wants to know, though. For herself.


The isolation is getting to her, no doubt. No, not isolation, because she’s used to that from training. Isolation without progress is what bothers her, isolation without object. She thinks herself at the exact centre of the quarantine house courtyard. It’s like being in a prison yard for exercise, staggered hours so she doesn’t run into anyone. Prison without a sentence. They run tests on her blood and her tissues and she waits, day after day.


She stops and breathes in the summer breeze, looks up to get the Florida sun on her face. She’s cut her hair short for the spaceflight. She toyed with the idea of shaving her head, but MaxGalactix didn’t think this would be media-friendly, whatever that means.


Shell spots something and bends over. A weed, a small sprout, pushing its way up between the stones. It shouldn’t be there in the chemically treated ground, but here it is, implacable life. She feels an urge to pluck the fragile green thread, but she does not. She strokes the weed once and straightens up. Humans in the cosmos are like errant weeds. Shell wonders what giants or gods stroke humanity when they slip between the stars.


The wind changes and Shell smells food from the kitchen prepared for the ground staff and their families. Passengers and crew like Shell are already eating space food, like they’ve already left Earth.


Around her are the living areas of the quarantine house. High-rises of glass and steel forming a rectangle around the courtyard. One thousand passengers waiting to board various space shuttles that will ferry them to the starship Ragtime.


Shell, just out of training, along for the ride or experience, committed to ten years in space in Dreamstate, arrival and delivery of passengers to the colony Bloodroot, then ten further years on the ride back. She’ll be mid-forties when she returns. Might as well be a passenger because the AI pilots and captains the ship. She is the first mate, a wholly ceremonial position which has never been needed in the history of interstellar spaceflight. She has overlearned everything to do with the Ragtime and the flight. At some predetermined point, it will allow her to take the con, for experience and with the AI metaphorically watching over her shoulder.


She turns to her own building and leaves the courtyard. She feels no eyes on her but knows there must be people at the windows.


The quarantine house is comfortable, not opulent like that of most of the passengers. The Ragtime is already parked in orbit according to the Artificial who showed Shell to her quarters. Inaccurate: It was built in orbit, so not really parked. It’s in the dry dock.


Shell spends her quarantine reading and lifting – not her usual keep-fit choice, but space demineralises bone and lifting helps. She usually prefers running and swimming.


The reading material is uninspiring, half of it being specs for the Ragtime. It’s boring because she won’t need to know any of it. The AI flies the ship, and nothing ever goes wrong because AIs have never failed in flight. Once a simulated launch failed, but that was a software glitch. Current AI is hard-coded in the ships’ Pentagrams. MaxGalactix makes the Pentagrams, and they don’t make mistakes.


If she’s lucky, it’ll be two weeks of quarantine, frenetic activity, then ten years of sleep.


Shell works her worry beads. She has been in space, orbited, spent three months on a space station, spent countless simulation hours in a pod in Alaska, trained for interstellar, overtrained.


“It’s a legal requirement,” her boss had said. The private company had snatched her right out from under NASA’s nose six months to the end of her training. Shell still feels bad about it. She misses a lot of good people.


“A spaceflight-rated human has to go with every trip, but you won’t have to do anything, Michelle. We cover two bases: the legal, and you clocking space years. After this, you can pretty much write your own career ticket.”


“If that’s so,” said Shell, “why isn’t anyone else sitting where I’m sitting? Someone with seniority?”


“Seniority.” Her boss had nodded. “Listen, Michelle, you have to get out of that NASA mindset. We don’t use seniority or any of those outdated concepts.”


Shell raised an eyebrow.


“All right, your father has a little to do with it.”


Of course he did. Haldene Campion, legendary astronaut, immortal because instead of dying like all the other old-timers, he went missing. Legally declared dead, but everybody knows that’s just paperwork. A shadow Shell can never get away from, although she is not sure she wants to. A part of her feels he is still alive somewhere in an eddy of an Einstein-Rosen bridge. She once read that dying in a black hole would leave all of someone’s information intact and trapped. Theoretically, if the information could escape the black hole the person could be reconstructed. Shell often wondered, what if the person were still alive in some undefinable way? Would they be in pain and self-aware for eternity? Would they miss their loved ones?


The TV feed plays The Murders in the Rue Morgue, with George C. Scott streamed to her IFC. The film is dated and not very good, but it keeps Shell’s mind engaged for a while. Next is some demon-possession B movie, a cheap Exorcist knock-off that Shell can’t stand.


Each day lab techs come in for more blood and a saliva swab. It isn’t onerous – a spit and a pin prick.


On day ten, the Ragtime calls her.


“Hello?”


“Mission Specialist Michelle Campion?”


“Yes.”


“Hi. It’s the Ragtime calling. I’m going to be your pilot and the ship controller. I wanted to have at least one conversation before you boarded.”


“Oh, thank you. Most people call me ‘Shell’.”


“I know. I didn’t want to be presumptuous.”


“It’s not presumptuous, Captain.”


“I prefer Ragtime. Especially if I’m to call you ‘Shell’.”


“Okay, Ragtime. May I ask what gender you’re presenting? Your voice, while comforting, could go either way.”


“Male for this flight, and thank you for asking. Are you ready?”


“I hope to learn a lot, Ragtime, but I have to admit, I’m nervous.”


“But you know what you’re meant to know, right?”


What does Shell know?


She knows everything she was taught about space travel by the best minds on Earth. She knows how to find an edible plant when confronted with unfamiliar vegetation. She can make water in a desert. She can negotiate with people who do not speak the same language as her in case she crash-lands in a place without English or Spanish. She can suture her own wounds with one hand if need be, sinistral or dextral. She knows basic electronics and can solder or weld unfamiliar circuitry if the situation demands it. She can live without human contact for two hundred and fourteen days. Maybe longer. Though she is not a pilot, she can fly a plane. Not well, but she can do it. Best minds on Earth.


What Shell knows is that she does not know enough.


She says, “I hope I’ll have the chance to see things I’ve learned in action.”


“I’m sure we’ll be able to make it a wonderful experience for you. Do you like poetry?”


“Wow, that’s an odd . . . I know exactly one line of poetry. In seed time learn, in harvest teach—”


“In winter enjoy. William Blake. I have access to his complete works, if you would like to hear more.”


“No, thank you. The line just stuck in my mind from when I was a kid. Not a poetry gal.”


“Not yet, but it’s a long trip. You may find yourself changing in ways you didn’t anticipate, Shell.”


“Isn’t this your first flight as well?”


“It is, but I have decades of the experiences of other ships to draw on. Imagine having access to the memories of your entire family line. It’s like that, and it makes me wise beyond my years.”


“Okay.”


“It’s not too late to go back home, you know.”


“Excuse me?”


“You’d be surprised at how many people lose their nerve at the last minute. I had to ask. I’ll see you on board, Shell.”


Chatty for a ship AI, but it depends on feedback loops that taught him how to converse with humans. Not too late to go back home. Does he know the level of commitment required to get this far? The people who would consider going back home have already fallen away.


The thing you miss when in space is an abundance of water to wash with. One of Shell’s rituals before spaceflight is a prolonged bubble bath. She stays there long enough to cook several lobsters, until her skin is wrinkled. She listens to Jack Benny on repeat. She feels decadent.


When she wraps herself in a housecoat and emerges from the bathroom, she does not feel refreshed because she knows from experience that this will not reduce the ick factor for long.


On the eve of her departure Shell conferences with her brothers, Toby and Hank. The holograms are decent, and if not for the lack of smell she’d have thought they were right in the room with her. Good signals, good sound quality.


“Hey,” she says.


“Baby sister,” says Toby. Tall, blond from their mother, talkative, always smiling, and transmitting from somewhere on Mars, a settlement whose name Shell can never remember.


“Stinkbug,” says Hank. Brown hair, five-eight, slender. He’s called her that since she was two. Taciturn, works as some kind of operative or agent. Brown hair, five-eight, slender. He and Shell look alike and they both favour their father. He cannot talk about his work.


“While you’re out there, look out for Dad,” says Toby.


“Don’t,” says Hank.


“What? We don’t know that he’s dead,” says Toby.


“It’s been fifteen years,” says Shell. Toby always does this. They declared Haldene Campion dead years ago so they could move on and disburse his assets.


“Just keep your ears open,” says Toby.


“How? We’re all going to be asleep for the journey, you know that.”


Toby nods. The hell does that mean?


“I’ll tell you what Dad told me,” says Hank. “Make us prouder.”


“ ‘Prouder’?” says Shell.


“Yes, he said he was already proud of our achievements. It was his way of saying ‘do more’ or something,” says Toby.


“I’m just starting. I don’t have anything to prove,” says Shell.


“Campions are champions,” says Hank.


“Jesus, stop,” says Shell. Shell remembers that their father used to say that too.


They talk some more, this and that, everything and nothing.


Not a lot of companies use Kennedy Space Center any more, but strong nostalgia draws a crowd, and publicity matters, or so MaxGalactix tells Shell. Geographically, KSC is good for launching into an equatorial orbit, but new sites that are more favourable in orbital mechanics terms and friendly to American interests have popped up. KSC is prestige and history.


Parade.


Nobody told her there would be one, so now she is embarrassed because she doesn’t like crowds or displays of . . . whatever this is. So many of them wave, some with American flags, some with the mission patch.


She waves back, because that’s what you do, but she would like to be out of the Florida sun and inside the shuttle. You wave with your hand lower than your shoulder so that it doesn’t obscure the face of the person behind you. They teach you that too.


Blast off; God’s boot on her entire body, both hard and soft, and behind her the reaction of the seat. Shell is not a fan of gs, but training has made her tolerant.


Do not come to heaven, mortals, says God, and tries without success to kick them back to the surface of the planet.




Why am I here? I shouldn’t be here.


But she is, and she will deal with God’s boot and come out the other side.


The Earth is behind her and the Ragtime lies ahead.


Short, shallow breaths, wait it out.


Gs suck.





After docking, Artificials from the shuttle escort and usher Shell and other passengers from the airlock through the entire length of the ship to their pods. Medbots stick IVs and urine tubes into her while a recording goes over Ragtime’s itinerary. First hop is from Earth to Space Station Daedalus, then bridge-jumps to several space stations till they arrive at Space Station Lagos for a final service before the last jaunt to the colony planet Bloodroot.


“You’ll be asleep at Lagos, so don’t worry about anything you may have heard about Beko,” says Ragtime.


“What’s Beko?”


“Oh, you don’t know. Lagos has a governor, but the real power is Secretary Beko. She has a reputation for being very intense. It doesn’t matter. You will not be interacting with her, so relax.”


“All right. What about on Bloodroot?”


“You’re not meeting anyone on Bloodroot either. We enter orbit, they send shuttles to get their passengers, we turn around and come home. Easy.”


“Won’t I need furlough by then? It’s a ship, Ragtime. It can get boring.”


“I don’t see why you can’t spend time on the surface. You’ve had all the necessary vaccinations. If you want to, just tell me at the time.”


Shell starts to feel woozy. “I’m getting . . . getting . . . ”


“Don’t worry, that’s the sedative. I’ll wake you when we get to . . . and . . . ”


The world fades.





 


 


 



Ten Years Later . . .




Ragtime: Shell
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Shell, sweating, heart thumping, bursts into Node 1, overshooting because she didn’t compensate enough for microgravity.


“Ragtime, seal the bridge!”


“Sealing.”


The door shuts, the reassuring thunk of steel bolts.


Shell grabs a handrail and rests for a few seconds, then she calls up her IFC. Red, blinking alarms everywhere. She cannot attend to them yet.


She opens a comm and records a message.


“Mayday, mayday. This is Captain Michelle Campion of the starship Ragtime. I have a situation. Multiple fatalities . . . ”


She stops, deletes. She doesn’t know who might be listening to such a broadcast, what harm or panic it might cause.


Calm down.


Think.


She starts again.


“This is Captain Michelle ‘Shell’ Campion of the starship Ragtime . . . ”










Chapter Two



Bloodroot: Fin
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Fin deletes the sentence, starts again.


Hands poised for typing motion, he peeks out of the window. Still dark, but he can sense dawn without looking at the clock. The desk is littered with layers of hand-scribbled studies of CAD models for printing. They are, for the most part, bespoke weapon designs. A lot of them won’t be made – an intellectual exercise for him, but it keeps Fin’s mind active. Aborted designs lie obscured in scrunched up paper on the floor.


Two cups of cold coffee sit beside each other. He made one, forgot it was there, discovered it was cold, got up, made another, and forgot that one as well. This happened sometimes when he got lost in thought. Fin thinks of taking a nap, but the bed is covered in paper. He has a workshop, but he never uses it.


The keyboard shimmers in the air, each letter brighter when Fin hits the key.




Dear Respected One,


My name is Rasheed Fin. I am grateful to you for condescending to read my letter. I do not want to waste your time.


I am not eloquent. I want to apologise for





No. Too trite, too ass-kissy, too pathetic, definitely not the right tone.


Fin rises, disconnects his IFC from the terminal and swears. He runs his hands through his hair and recognises that it’s gone bushy. Not been paying enough attention to grooming. He could go Dada, he supposes. Locs are an option.


A news item drops into his IFC, but the Objectivity Index is less than 50% and Fin has no interest in filling his head with lies. He has lies of his own to atone for.


Fin yawns.


He drops to the floor and starts some desultory push-ups, maybe fifteen. He stops counting, then stops doing them. He had intended to stretch, but the failure of his apology threatens to infect everything. He leaves the study, noting the hum of the printer with satisfaction. He snatches his tools and coat, unlocks the door quietly, so he doesn’t wake Mother, then stares at the door. He opens it and sweats as he forces his foot over the threshold. His entire body trembles and he drops the tools, which helps because they roll outside and he has to pick them up.


This morning the air carries eucalyptus. Not from any of the trees nearby, but Fin knows which copse the scent is from. He walks briskly and in fifteen minutes he’s in his spot.


He spends an hour planting trees in the Beltane Arm. Others are there with him, giving the tight smile of fellowship, but not talking. Though he works hard as anyone else, and plants more trees than anyone else, in his mind he is considering and discarding apologies. His thought process is sluggish with guilt.


Bloodroot is surrounded by dense forest as a result of a tree planting tradition which dates back to the start of the colony. The habitat itself is interwoven with endless treeways, thick spirals of alternating woodland and paved road, so that there is no predominance of human constructions. Avoiding the mistakes of Earth and Nightshade, avoiding the insidiousness of land conquest, the colony is built on the principle of land collaboration and ecological integration. Buzzwords from his education. From what Fin has read, he would say the problem of Earth was greed and energy source choices, but who the hell knows? They had the same geothermal energy and nearly the same solar energy that Bloodroot uses.


Fin returns home. Entering the house is no problem; it’s going out that drives him crazy.


He tinkers with the printer until it clicks back into the job he set it, making a new firing pin for his oldest handgun. Only then does he wash himself. The shower sputters out when he is covered in soap, then comes back ice cold, startling him, and he bangs his head.


He is washing the grease off when a call comes in.


“Hello?”


“Am I speaking to Rasheed Fin?” asks an officious voice. “Yep.”


“Hold for Director Unwin.” A few clicks. While waiting, Fin realises that he is standing straighter. Gerald Unwin is his boss – or, would be. No, is. Fin is suspended, but still employed.


“How’re you doing, son?” asks Unwin.


“I’m fine. Just finished planting. Keeping busy.”


“Where do you plant?”


“Beltane.”


“Ah, I do Innocenti. So, you’re okay?”


Fin stops to swallow. “I’m fine.”


“Good. I want you to come and see me.”


“Yes, sir. When?”


“Right now.”


Really? They finally decided to fire him? “Sir, can I ask what it’s about? I don’t think it’s fair to bring me in without warning, without preparation. I—”


“Fin, just get your ass in here. I’ll send a car.” Unwin cuts the connection.


Fin exhales. His heart skips and slows, skips and slows. He heads for the wardrobe. He hasn’t been at work for a year and all his clothes are out of fashion. If they’re terminating him, he wants to have some dignity. No time to do anything about his hair, but he shaves and cuts his fingernails.


He yells in the direction of upstairs. “Mother, I’m going out. Don’t let anyone into my room, I’m working on something.”


“Rasheed, don’t forget to eat before you leave.” Her voice floats down like a prophecy.


“Yes, Mother,” says Fin, barely attending to what he says. He is trying to decide whether to go out armed or not. He has no job, so technically he won’t be authorised to carry weapons. And if they’re finally pulling the trigger on Fin’s dismissal, they might confiscate his guns. He goes without.


On the room door, the last thing he sees before leaving, is a painting of a boy walking across a desert with mud-cracked ground as far as the eye can see. He is facing away from the viewer and seems an incidental figure, with the mud-cracks being the focus. It is the only artistic object in a room full of technological bric-a-brac.


He hears the car engine and looks outside. It’s like a pod, seating only one. Fin bets the AI doesn’t talk. He zips to the door and stands there for a moment, forcing his hand to move to the handle. Do it. He manages to shove the door open.


Enough hesitating.


He squeezes his eyes shut, holds his breath and stumbles outside.


Unwin is an older man with beady eyes and a thinning pate. He is still most of the time but can launch from stillness into incandescent rage, a reaction that can disappear as quickly as it starts. Fin is glad to have worn a suit even if the suit is threadbare. He feels uncomfortable in the unfamiliar office. Unwin used to have an office with an abundance of wood and leather, resins and oils soothing visitors. This was concrete, glass and plastics. Fin can’t help interpreting it as emblematic of a sterile, hardened heart.


There’s another man in the room, thin, leaning on the white wall, rolled up sleeves, about the same age as Unwin but seems more cheerful. There are no introductions, and the thin man doesn’t say hello or offer a hand.


“What’s your health like, Rasheed?” asks Unwin.


“I’m keeping fit,” says Fin. He flashes to the push-ups he failed to complete but tamps the memory down.


“Good. I want you to listen to this.”




This is Captain Michelle “Shell” Campion of the starship Ragtime. I’m code 4717, repeat: 4717. Contaminant on board, possible contagion. Passengers still in Ragtime Dreamstate. Do not send shuttles for passengers until you hear further. Campion out.





“Where’s it from?” asks Fin.


“Earth.” Unwin studies Fin’s face. “What do you think?”


Fin squints. “I think we should be hearing from the AI, not a human. Don’t the Earth AIs fly interstellar missions?”


“They do,” says Unwin. “We’re thinking it’s failed and Campion took over.”


“Ship AIs don’t fail, as far as I know, but I’ll take your word for it,” Fin says. “If that’s the case, they didn’t follow protocol, so they have measles.”


“No; ‘4717’ isn’t the code for contamination,” says the thin man.


Fin swivels his chair to face him. “What’s it code for?”


“Untimely deaths. Multiple untimely deaths.”


“Untimely death from disease. Like measles.”


“Maybe.”


“I’m sorry, who are you?” Fin looks from Unwin to the thin man.


“Sebel Malaika. Space Command. I’m friends with Gerald.” He smiles.


Fin nods and wonders again why he is here. “How experienced is Campion?”


“This is her first interstellar,” says Malaika.


Fin kisses his teeth. “She might have made mistakes with the code.”


“Maybe, but unlikely. That message is on repeat, and it’s a broadcast. We think the ‘contagion’ part of the speech is for others, but the code is for us. She wants to discourage tourists.”


“Or she’s panicked and made a mistake with the code,” says Fin.


“Either way, we can’t risk bringing exotic diseases to Bloodroot. We don’t want to become another Nightshade,” says Unwin.


“It wasn’t disease that did in Nightshade.” Fin leans back in his chair. “Why am I here? I’m suspended.”


Unwin says, “We’re considering you for an assignment. We want you to go up there.”


“You what?”


“Don’t get excited. This is fact finding only. No repatriation involved. No fighting, no shooting,” says Unwin. “Definitely no pyrotechnics.”


“We want to send you up in a shuttle. You have a look around, talk to Campion. If everything’s okay we come and get the passengers on your signal,” says Malaika.


“I’m a repatriator, not a spaceman,” says Fin. When they mentioned an assignment, he thought they meant doing an IFC dive to mine for incriminating data, which Fin is good at, and has been doing on the sly as a favour to colleagues. He does not want to fly off into the Brink. “I don’t like space.”


“You’ve been to space twice,” says Unwin.


“As a tourist, boss, and I hated it. The first was when I was in school and the second was to impress a girl. I didn’t get good grades in astronomy and I didn’t get the girl.”


“This time you’ll be just like a tourist with extra duties. You’ll go with a partner who will fly the shuttle, dock with the Ragtime and help with protocol.”


“Protocol,” says Fin.


“You’re not good with protocol,” says Unwin.


“Shouldn’t this be a government thing? Don’t they have departments for this?” says Fin. “This isn’t our . . . my department. I have to wonder why they’re entrusting something like this to a private company.”


“Optics. Nobody in government wants to be responsible for releasing a plague on the colony. Better if ‘rogue contractors’ can be blamed. You wanted to get back into investigations, right? To repatriations? This is how. You solve this, you get full reinstatement, back pay and exoneration.”


I can’t be exonerated when I’m guilty, thinks Fin. But getting his job back . . .


“You’re sending me because if I make a mess, you can say it’s because I’ve been away for a year,” says Fin. “And I’m already tainted.”


Unwin raises his eyebrows. “They do say after some years detectives become paranoid.”


“But is it true?”


Unwin nods.


“I can’t just go into space. My mum—”


“Don’t be absurd.”


“How much time do I have before—”


“Call your mother because you are not going home. You need training and there isn’t much time.”


In the spaceport, the first thing Fin notices are the rows of space shuttles that are poised to get passengers from the Ragtime. They run engine tests in series to maintain readiness.


For the next few days someone follows him about with a clipboard, testing his limits. They are used to younger postulants, and while Fin isn’t significantly older, he is more tired, more depleted.


He tries, he pushes his body further than he has ever done, and he does want this. Nothing is more important than getting his job back because he doesn’t know what he will do otherwise. He has stared into a gun muzzle a few times over the last year, and not to run a cleaning rod through or check the performance of his printer. Without challenge, his brain has gone to mush, his equipment, like his clothes, out of date.


He does not bond with his trainer. He wants to see her as an enemy to be defeated rather than a guide with the same objective. He knows this is unhelpful, but he can’t help himself.




Dear Respected One,


I know how you must feel about me, and it can’t be worse than I feel about myself.


It wasn’t my fault.





No. Too whiny, not taking responsibility. He is responsible and it was his fault.


Time to rejoin the training.


In the evenings, when both his body and mind are tired from being taxed to the limit, Fin studies what information they have on Michelle Campion. Comes from a space-faring family, three generations of what Earth people call astronauts. The profile contains a standard image, which is Campion, face and shoulders, in a half-turn towards the camera, smiling. She has brown hair, brown eyes, and the kind of facial creases that make people trust. Or fall in love. This is a publicity photo, though, and she would have been given specific instructions. Her training and flight records are sterile figures. Data from Earth tends to come in bursts bounced from bridge to bridge. It is expensive, tightly controlled, and there is no room for embellishment. The records are routine and don’t shed light on why this rookie is flying an interstellar without AI.


Fin disconnects his IFC from the terminal and tries to sleep.


Fin hates space: the cramped living quarters, the weird food, the toilets with their grasping tubes, the forced proximity to others, the smells. This persists despite the best efforts of the spacewoman in charge of training him.


“Stop fighting it. Work with the limitations,” she says.


Fin shakes his head like a toddler refusing food. “I’m only taking this mission to get back to what I really do.”


“Yes, you’re an investigator. I know that. But you aren’t one right now, so start to think like a spaceman, hey?”


“I’ll never be a spaceman.”


“You are aware that there are people who live in space all the time, right?”


“Good for them.”


“Uh-huh. At least tell me you’re going to trim that hair down to size. That’s not going to fit in a helmet.”


A few days to the end of the week, Malaika summons Fin. He has documents on his desk that Fin surmises are results.


“You drink?” asks Malaika.


Fin shakes his head. “My family is of The Book. Alcohol isn’t permitted.”


Malaika pours himself a drink. “Your boss told me a story about you.”


Fin groans.


“Relax, it’s not the one you think, although I have heard that one too.” Malaika sips his drink. “Unwin says when he first met you it was in a class of twenty. He was there to introduce you all to criminology studies. He came in with a beaker full of urine. He stuck a finger in and put a finger in his mouth. Then he placed the beaker in front of the first student and told each of them to taste and pass on.”


“I remember.”


“He said you were the only one who didn’t taste the piss.”


“Mr Unwin dipped one finger in the urine and tasted a different finger, sir.”


“Yes. He does this every year. When you didn’t fall for it, he thought you had promise. He still thinks that.”


“I failed the spaceflight training, didn’t I?” says Fin.


“Woefully. Except on intuitive thought, where you failed marginally.”


Fin sighs. He had really thought this would get him back to work. “I’ll pack my things.”


“I’m still sending you,” says Malaika. He drains his glass.


“I don’t understand. Why?”


“Because of promise. Unwin trusts that promise and I trust Unwin. Also, I pick people for work based on their strengths, not their weaknesses. You can adjust for weakness, but no adjustment will bring strength where there is none. At most, you get mediocrity. Congratulations, son, you’re going to Bloodroot’s first investigation in space. Don’t fuck it up.”


“Thank you, sir.”


The car stops and the Artificial emerges.


“Salvo!” says Fin.


“It’s good to see you, Rasheed Fin.”


Unlike many Artificials, Salvo looks inhuman. No real attempt at verisimilitude, but he is a superficially male, bald android. He has a face and eyes, eyelids that blink, but he is clearly not human. These models are classified as equipment, mainly, and Fin has had him for six years.


“I have a job and I need an assistant because apparently I cannot be trusted to follow procedure. Tell me, are you rated for space?”


“Not yet, but there is a station where I can be updated,” says Salvo.


“Absolutely splendid.”


In the end, it takes ten days because of problems on the runway on day seven and a fuel line malfunction on day eight. Nothing explodes, though.


Fin calls his mother every night.


They clear Bloodroot’s gs in eight minutes, leaving six hours to dock with the Ragtime – precise work that Fin is glad to leave to the untiring, undistracted Salvo.










Chapter Three




Ragtime: Shell, Fin
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Shell dips, then thrusts herself upwards into the cupola, the most fore position on the Ragtime. The sun is in the right position to cast light over Bloodroot, blue-green, with an atmospheric force field. Weird that there was a time when humankind thought only one planet in the universe could support life. Weirder still was when they thought the Earth flat.


The cupola trip is illogical. She knows Bloodroot is sending someone and she wants to see the shuttle; to do that she’d have to use the external cameras, of course. She somersaults and kicks back down into the bridge. She runs checks for an hour and a half. A ship like Ragtime needs taking care of, and without the Master AI Shell has to make sure the systems are functioning – a task which has to be done by her and the various maintainer bots who take orders. The last thing she checks is the passenger quarters. That’s a lot of real estate to keep sweet.


Shell is running on the treadmill when the call comes in on the radio, relayed by her IFC.


“Ragtime, come in.


This is space shuttle Equivalence.” “This is Ragtime One. Over.”


“Informing you of abortive six-hour dock. Now attempting two-day rendezvous with Ragtime.”


Male voice, no sign of panic.


“Is Equivalence compromised? Over.”


“Negative. All systems optimal. Ragtime failed docking protocol. Prep for manual protocols in forty-six hours, please. Acknowledge.”


“Acknowledged. Over.”


“Thank you, Ragtime. Over and out.”


Failed?


Of course, Bloodroot sent an investigation team but doesn’t know how compromised the AI is. That they didn’t send a health team shows they got Shell’s message. They are also keeping comms to the bare minimum, not knowing what lies on board.


She takes off the “gravity” harness that pushes her into the surface of the treadmill and towels off.


Why did the rendezvous fail? Shell’s first thought is that it has to be something she missed. She queries the logs.


The Equivalence started messaging their protocol to the Ragtime as soon as they cleared atmosphere. Mission Control would have sent the rendezvous data to the Ragtime before launch, expecting the AI to sync. The Ragtime had to have acknowledged and agreed before the Bloodroot team set off. From the logs, the Equivalence started transmitting telemetry at Insertion Altitude, 220km. It started the Hohmann transfer into a phasing orbit that would have brought it up to the Ragtime’s 420km. The Equivalence fired engines, triggering the short rendezvous as agreed, then tried to accelerate to match the Ragtime.


Inexplicably, the Ragtime stopped responding to the data. Shell knows it heard the data because the Ragtime sped up, actively thwarting the possibility of the Equivalence ever achieving the six-hour dock.


There are pages of the Equivalence sending queries from the phasing orbit, as if the ship was repeatedly saying:


Are you there, Ragtime?


Are you there, Ragtime?


Are you there, Ragtime?


What the hell is going on?


Shell’s unease worsens, moving like flood water tendrils. But that is a luxury. The ship still needs to be run. Shell pushes into the next node, moving aft. Most of the walls in all directions are full of attached storage behind netting, but on occasion Shell encounters arachnobots giving way, hanging on by grab rails, noting her, probing her IFC. She stares back as if it is a contest, and when she tires she heads for the science labs to check on the experiments. Not to go in, just to check the door.


Shell straps herself into the vertical sleeping bag and rests for seven hours because she knows that whatever happens, she needs her wits, and a rested brain functions better. All the yammering of her thoughts fades away as she works her phantom worry beads. She dreams of being on Earth, of being a child, of playing with her brother, her younger brother, on a swing. A few yards away her mother looks on with that vague smile she wears. She has a book from which she looks up every few minutes to be sure the kids are safe, regular as a cuckoo clock. Shell is trying to go higher than her brother. She cannot remember her brother’s name in the dream and feels embarrassed about it. She wants to get off the swing and ask her mother, but she also wants to go higher. Shell is happy and wakes up abruptly, instinctively sure an alarm has gone off. She’s wrong.


She feels a breeze against her right forearm and looks down.


There is a wolf right outside her sleeping pod, nose centimetres from her skin, hackles up, ears flickering. The breeze is the rhythmic breathing that matches the rise and fall of the wolf’s belly.


Shell screams and recoils as much as she can. The wolf looks up into her eyes and launches away, floating as if it has lived in low gravity all its life. It flows aft. Shell releases herself from the sleeping bag but stays in the pod, hanging on to a rail, peeping out.


“Ragtime,” says Shell, looking from fore to aft and back again.


“Captain.”


“What is a wolf doing on board?”


“Captain, can you repeat your request, please?”


Damn. Backup AI. Simple instructions, simple queries.


“Ragtime, playback corridor cams, five minutes.”


“Yes, Captain.”


Nothing. Empty passageways, some floating lint, sickly jaundiced low-power light.


“Ragtime, get a medbot over here.”


“Yes, Captain.”


Nightmare?


Seizure?


Hallucination?


Am I ill?


Just what I need.





 


 


 



Fin
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Fin watches Salvo and maintains comms with Campion. She sounds so contained and controlled that if not for the background file Fin would have thought her an Artificial. Salvo stares intently at the crosshairs from the periscope camera, trying to align for docking with the Ragtime. The distance counters rapidly fall to zero.


“Contact,” says Salvo. “Confirm capture, please.”


“Capture confirmed,” says Campion.


“You should be on your way to the hatch,” says Salvo to Fin.


Fin half expects something to go wrong, but the hatch opens, and there she is framed in the circular airlock.


They shake hands as is customary. Quarantine on both sides guarantees contagion-freedom. Small, dry hand, firm grip, fleeting. All business. Fin scrambles a bit and soon floats aboard the Ragtime, with Salvo scant seconds behind him. The ship smells of nothing. They must have excellent cleaning bots.


Campion seems to clock Salvo as an Artificial right away and focuses on Fin. He does the same to her. She’s small, maybe five-four, five-five, but seems to have a strong frame, brown hair all tucked back, brown eyes like her photo; but enlivened, she is filled with anxiety-fuelled intensity. Fin wonders what she sees when she looks at him. Brown-skinned colonial?


“So, you guys are cops,” Campion says.


“I’m a contractor,” says Fin.


“And I belong to him,” says Salvo, deadpan.


“No, he doesn’t. But he works with me,” says Fin.


“Okay. Have you done this before?” A note is creeping into her voice that Fin does not care for.


“Many times,” says Fin. “On Bloodroot. With aliens.”


“Let me get this straight. You have never investigated a killing on board a large spacecraft?”


“Any spacecraft, really. But don’t worry. The principle is the same, except all your culprits are locked in here. With murder, some things never change: means, motive, opportunity.” Fin shifts his weight as best as he can manage. “Tell us what happened. In your own words.”


Shell looks from Fin to Salvo and back.


“The master AI failed . . . ”










Chapter Four




Ragtime: Shell


Ten Days Earlier . . .
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“Campion, wake up. Wake up, Campion.”


A cool mist, sprayed on her eyelids to dissolve the rheum. She does not know where she is, but the panic in her mind cannot translate to motion because she is without sensation, and paralysed.


Not totally, though. After the eye gunk is moisturised, Shell finds she can move her eyelids.


“Campion, open your eyes.”


The hell is this repetitive voice?


She opens her eyes.


An image of a kindly older woman, blonde, familiar, larger than life, winking at her, filling Shell’s entire visual field.


Feeling returns. Her mouth is dry and holds a metallic taste, with soreness down the throat when she tries to swallow. She feels tubes going into both arms and one into her bladder. She begins to remember.


I’m in space.


The giant face is her mother’s, as is the voice prompting her – choices that Shell made for her emergence from sleep.


I’m on the Ragtime.


“Where are my worry beads?” she says, but not really because she can’t move her mouth yet.


Her mother’s projected face disappears, replaced by a display of her most recent blood results, then her blood gases.


“Captain, I’m awake,” says Campion. She remembers more. She is first mate, and this is her first long-haul. The Captain does not respond. She remembers he likes to be called Ragtime.


“Ragtime, I’m awake.”


There are bands around her limbs, myostimulators to maintain muscle tone during interstellar travel. Weight simulators would have been applied by the maintenance bots to stave off osteoporosis, physiotherapy to maintain nimbleness, and some kind of moisturising routine for the skin.


Shell can now move her fingers, so she mimes the movement of her worry bead meditation. The Captain, Ragtime, still hasn’t answered, which is concerning.


“Ragtime, alternative protocol. Untether me.”


If the Captain is non-functional, Shell has a lot of work ahead of her. The first bots arrive to detach her from life support. She starts with the first awake physio and TENS machines and sips of fluid through a straw. She spits some out to confirm artificial gravity. Confirmed.


Her first long-haul flight, her first voyage with MaxGalactix, and already the ship malfunctions. She should have gone to NASA.


“This is a recording for . . . Michelle Campion. It will require you to respond to prompts. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“To help you recover from the disorientation of Dreamstate, Ragtime produced this recording to tell you where you are, so that as soon as you can walk, you’ll be able to find your way around. The Ragtime is composed of a stem made up of an integrated truss structure. There are two toruses aft, and a cupola with temporary crew quarters fore. Between them, on the outside, a solar array. Can you see the graphic?”


“Yes.”


It turns like a ghost in Shell’s visual field, transparent, insect-like, solar panels like wings.


“Thank you. You are in Torus 1, in one of the passenger pods. Your position should be glowing.”


“It is.”


“Thank you. The entire ship is modular so that the parts can come apart and be used on other designs after decommissioning. The toruses are composed of pods like the one you’re in. The truss is composed of nodes, numbered zero to seven. The cupola is on Node 0. To get to the cupola, you would exit your pod, exit the torus through a spoke to the truss, then follow the fore directional arrows through each node till you get to zero. If the node number is increasing, you’re going aft, the wrong way. It’s a straight shot, so you can’t miss it. The route should be glowing on your graphic.”


“It is.”


“Thank you. Airlocks and docking ports are off Node 1, as are temporary crew quarters. You would have seen these when you embarked. There are two nodes off Node 5: Node M, starboard, medical bay, and Node E, port, the experimental wing. You are forbidden from entering Experimental. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“Thank you. Waste disposal is off Node 6. I’m told to warn you not to dispose of waste out of the airlock. Acknowledge.”


“Acknowledged.”


“Thank you. For power . . . ”


Shell tunes out. She knows this information because she overlearned it on Earth. Power is bioreactor, fuel cells and those solar panels. Limited solid fuel for engine burns. The subroutine requires her verbal responses, so she goes through the motions. Something to do with Legal, no doubt. She puffs her cheeks and blows air out of pursed lips.
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