



[image: Image]









[image: Image]









[image: Image]









Copyright © 2024 by Scott Kenemore


All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Talos Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.


Talos Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Talos Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.


Talos Press is an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.


Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.


Please follow our publisher Tony Lyons on Instagram @tonylyonsisuncertain


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


Cover design: Kai Texel


Cover photo: Getty Images


Print ISBN: 978-1-945863-87-5


Ebook ISBN: 978-1-945863-88-2


Printed in the United States of America









What if, parallel to the life we know, there is another life that does not die, which lacks the elements that destroy our life? [ . . .] Ah, but I have seen its manifestations. I have talked with them.


—Frank Belknap Long, “The Hounds of Tindalos” (1929)









“What’s to prevent us from looking around the moon?”


“Nothing,” said Thorn.


“Mars, Jupiter, the Milky Way?”


“Nothing.”


“Beyond that? The stars we can’t see? The worlds out there in the black?”


“Nothing.”


“What,” said Pence, “do you suppose we’d find, in the end, if we went far enough?”


“I don’t think you would find anything out there,” said Thorn quickly. “You would not find God.”


—Howard Wandrei, “The God-Box” (1934)









What must be faced is that the entire world or cosmos is not [yet] subjugated to the divine will . . .


—Philip K. Dick, Exegesis [50:87] (January 1978)









CHAPTER ONE


THE SILKWORMS SAT QUIETLY IN THE IMPRESSIVELY-TIERED, BRILLIANTLY-lit briefing auditorium, and Rowe thought about how he was going to die.


Before them, upon the carpeted stage, a vidcom screen flashed scenes of rich nebular vistas from across the universe. More accurately, it showed conquests. Places that had already been counted, cataloged, and colonized. Places the Silkworms had already wired within the Goo.


To one side of the stage was a massive hull window that looked out into sheer naked space. A thousand yards off floated the Halifax, a near mirror-image of their own vessel, the Apollinax. The two spaceships glowed bright and silent, each dazzling the other with a powerful array of illumination.


And then, past the Halifax, the thing itself. The planet. Tendus-13. Vaguely gray-green and covered by clouds that shimmered with never-ending lightning storms.


The Silkworms looked at it uneasily.


They were young; most under thirty. And all were male. By these two facts alone, they were smart enough to be alarmed. It was the first meeting since entering the planet’s orbit, and not everybody had been invited. When the Silkworms weren’t looking out the hull window, they were looking at one another. And the more they looked, the more concerned they became.


Rowe—still idly considering his own mortality—cast a weak smile at Waverly, his best friend, who sat beside him. Waverly smiled back, but there was concern in his eyes too. Whatever was happening was definitely not normal, and probably not good.


At long last, a woman walked onto the stage—the only woman in the room. She was slender, with iron-gray hair. Sixty if she was a day, with a stern face chiseled as if from Martian rock. She looked out across the orderly rows before her; 111 men in all.


“Pagebrin, gentlemen,” she said, in a perfunctory display of the ancient greeting.


“Pagebrin!” they answered, gamely and in unison.


The woman did not smile; her expression remained solemn. The enormous vidcom behind her clicked alive. The men focused. Finally, some answers.


They hoped.


“As you all know, I am Mission Commander Collins. You are in this room today because you have been selected for operational duty on Tendus-13. You men are believed to have qualifications that will make you especially suited to the task at hand. This situation—parts of it, at least—will require you to call upon all aspects of your training. We are up against a special challenge. A situation of great difficulty. Mental toughness will surely be essential. And let me be abrupt and point out that each one of you has been Briefed within the past five years. In other words, you are all fresh.”


Some of the Silkworms twitched in their seats or unconsciously crossed their legs. Being reminded of the Briefing was not pleasant for anybody. Many of the Silkworms managed to suppress the urge to squirm or flinch outwardly, but still found their minds wandering down dark hallways, past doors better kept locked.


The Briefing was now presented so regularly—and at such relative scale—that the ESA had developed some acumen when it came to mitigating its side effects. Even so, depression was still common in the weeks directly afterward, and cases of irreversible clinical madness—though rare—still occasionally occurred.


At the core of the Briefing was the terrible secret that there had once been a time before the Goo. The Goo had not always existed, and it was certainly not naturally occurring. It was a thing made by humans, for humans. And it depended on humans to continue its spread.


Asking contemporary men and women to accept this was akin to asking a fish to imagine a time “before water.” Or a priest to imagine life “before God.” How could there have been a “before Goo”? It was everywhere, told you everything you wanted to know, and kept an eye on what was happening on every planet in all the known universe.


And, near as anyone could remember, it had always been there.


Except it hadn’t.


The Goo had not always been there. It had not always co-existed with humans, ready to provide information at a moment’s notice, expanding along with the universe, trending outwardly forever, at the very border of all things known . . . as though it was the universe itself.


This was the secret of secrets. And whether they liked it or not, these 111 men all knew it.


A spacecraft appeared on the vidcom behind Collins. It was slightly different from the Apollinax or Halifax, but still fighting in the same weight class.


“The ESA Marie Curie,” Collins said soberly. “One month ago, it touched down on the surface of Tendus-13. J-Class wiring job with a Hazard Rating of 23. Difficult, yes, but not impossible. The captain was Martha Cortez, a competent and experienced officer. Ninety-seven Silkworms were aboard the Marie Curie. The crew members had a superlative track record and had served in some of the most challenging interplanetary environments one can imagine. And, gentlemen, all of them are dead.”


A murmuration spread across the auditorium.


Whenever possible, planets were wired for Goo remotely, via robot, with Silkworms merely directing things from a safe orbit. But these long-distance wirings were for planets without atmospheric anomalies that tore apart spaceships. Without spinning rings of ball lightning that could cut through a probe’s hull in a matter of seconds. And certainly without violent flora or fauna that liked to rip up robots for fun.


Such places still necessitated a personal touch.


“Tendus-13 represents the first such setback in many years, and the first time in over a century that an entire crew of Silkworms has been lost,” said Collins. “There is currently no connection with the planet-side ship, and the atmospheric lightning storms make orbital analysis impossible.”


Near the front of the briefing room, a brave Silkworm raised his hand and stood. He smiled and hesitated before he spoke, like a student composing a first sentence in a foreign language.


“How much do we know about what happened . . . considering that we can’t see or hear what happened . . . because it happened . . . not where the Goo is?”


A few Silkworms chuckled at this linguistic dexterity.


Collins smiled and nodded, acknowledging the absurdity of it.


“The Goo’s best hypothesis from probability models is that there was some kind of disease outbreak,” she explained. “Likely a virus unique to the planet. We believe it first affected the female Silkworms—perhaps, exclusively affected them. This is the reason why all of you are male. It’s also the reason why, as a precaution, all female crew members will be departing by JetPod to the Halifax, our sister ship, before any of you return. Once planetside, your mission will be to discover the cause of this tragedy, and—more importantly—to pick up where the crew of the Marie Curie left off. Tendus-13 must be wired.”


Another hand.


“Commander . . .”


This Silkworm also hesitated a moment, remembering his own training in “un-knowns.” He twisted his tongue to find the right words.


“Is it possible that some of the crew of the Marie Curie could still be alive . . . but we don’t know that, because . . . the Goo doesn’t yet know?”


Collins nodded seriously.


“The lightning-rich atmosphere above Tendus-13 makes ship-to-shore contact impossible. J-Class, as I said. But we have every indication that the TerraChem deployed to the surface prior to the Marie Curie’s landing was effective. Below the lightning, the air should be breathable and the climate temperate. The storms, however, will probably take centuries to dissipate. Though the lightning is constant, it does not strike the ground in most places. There technically could be survivors, if that’s what you’re getting at. Though, again, it seems very doubtful according to the Goo’s models.”


Another hand.


“I’m still confused, Mission Commander. How do we know it was a virus? And why the women first? If the planet’s not wired, how do we know any of this? When you say the Goo has modeled scenarios, what did it use to do that?”


Collins smiled.


“I think I can see where these questions are going, so let me just skip ahead.”


She toggled her clicker several times, continuing to narrate as she did.


“A lone probe from the Marie Curie was sent back up through the lightning layer. We do not know by whom; it may have been accidental. The probe was severely damaged, and the general electronics aboard were destroyed. This is all it contained.”


Collins stopped clicking. The vidcom showed a black-and-white image, much of it blurry. Possibly it had been captured from an imprint left on a lens. Such a thing was an artifact. A living fossil. The kind of thing that Rowe surmised might have appeared on broken televisions back in the twenty-first or even twentieth centuries.


“We believe this photo shows the infirmary aboard the Marie Curie, shortly before its power cells were shut down entirely. The Goo’s best guess is that the Marie Curie encountered an undiscovered virus that compelled the crew members to attack one another, apparently based on their sex. It may help you to make out the image more clearly if I explain that the shapes near the bottom of the frame are human arms and legs.”


The men in the tiered auditorium now understood that they regarded an abattoir, crudely rendered in unsettling shades of gray. It was a scene of human bodies reduced to meat. Pieces of limbs strewn about the floor. Exploded bags of muscle and fat.


And it did seem, as Rowe studied the image, that it showed a female form cutting into those who were male.


“You will observe that there appears to be at least one female Silkworm still alive when this image was taken, but the Goo’s best guess is that such conditions did not last long,” Collins said. “We expect that the final step would be for the virus to turn against its host. Murder of women by other women, and then suicide. Every simulation plays out that way.”


The Silkworms looked on quietly for some time, in a combination of wonder, bafflement, and abject terror. They looked the way men had once looked at unexplored continents or oceans, at cliffs or mountains that had never been scaled, or up at the stars before humans ever knew spaceflight. They looked into the “un-known” with awe, the way you simply had to when nothing—not even the Goo—could tell you what the hell was happening.


Collins cleared her throat and toggled her clicker again.


The image on the screen suddenly changed to that of a large, rotating pill capsule.


“As you know, before deployment, every Silkworm begins a regimen of supplements tailored for optimal protection against the new planet’s atmosphere. You gentlemen will have noticed this pill issued with your food for the past several weeks. And perhaps you have also noticed an uptick in aggression and sex drive? Or acne where there was none before?”


The Silkworms glanced at one another. Rowe idly scratched the zit that itched on the back of his neck.


“Good old-fashioned testosterone,” Collins announced. “We’re not taking any chances.”


Now it was Rowe’s turn. He raised his hand and stood.


“I must confess, I’m still not clear,” he said. “You said the women were infected first with the urge to murder. Were the men infected at all? Or just less than the women?”


Collins continued clicking through her presentation.


“We believe that’s the most probable scenario,” she said. “Of course, there are other possibilities, but the Goo finds them far less likely. Look, I won’t sugarcoat it. Many aspects of this mission will require you to deal with un-knowns. More than would be typical, even for a J-Class. But we are Silkworms. To go into the un-known—and to make it known—that is our sacred mission. The challenge before you is also a chance to bring honor to yourselves, and to our kind. And I know that you will make us proud.”


Rowe swallowed hard and sat back down, immediately regretting having spoken.


“You have your work cut out, gentlemen,” Collins concluded. “You land planetside in forty-eight hours. Mission updates will be sent to your AI continually until then. You know how to perform your tasks, and I am supremely confident in your abilities. Prepare yourselves. Pagebrin, all of you!”


“Pagebrin!” the Silkworms cried, rising to their feet in unison.


The vidcom went black.


Rowe and Waverly took their places in the slow-moving exit queue as the 111 men gradually shuffled out of the auditorium and back toward the carpeted corridors beyond.


Rowe was tall and pale, and his resting expression was that of a man just on the cusp of grasping something. Waverly was strong but slightly round, short and dark, and was often told he looked like ship security.


“Do you believe this?” Waverly asked his friend. “What a thing to wire.”


Rowe nodded.


“I guess I do believe it,” he answered. “This job is all about believing. I mean, whenever we go planetside, we are out of reach of the Goo. But we believe it is there, watching us. That is protocol.”


“Spoken like a true Silkworm,” Waverly said.


“Plus, doubting that the Goo is watching can’t be good for my ARK Score,” Rowe observed.


“Then don’t doubt it,” instructed Waverly.


Before Rowe could say anything further, he felt an unexpected hand on his shoulder. He turned and saw Commander Collins at his side. Her silver hair was resilient. Her posture, perfect. Rowe reflexively straightened his own spine.


“Mister Rowe, a moment?”


Rowe nodded to indicate he had all the time in the world, should she require it.


Waverly smirked at his friend and continued down the aisle.


When the rest of the Silkworms had filed out, Collins began to speak.


“How are you feeling, Mr. Rowe?”


She appeared to voice genuine concern.


“Good,” he said. “You know, considering. There’s no pain, if that’s what you mean. I’m told there won’t be . . . that is, until the very, very end.”


Collins gave a sympathetic smile.


“Are you still certain you wish to do this?” she asked. “To devote your remaining weeks to our work? You know this already, but electing to spend your time with, say, family and loved ones, or in a period of quiet reflection . . . Those would be ARK-neutral decisions. Your score would not be impacted.”


“No, I . . .” Rowe said, faltering momentarily. “I’m not close with my family, and they’re literally light-years away. Plus, most of my friends are Silkworms aboard this ship. If I notice any decline in my function—or if the Goo notices—I’ll remove myself from duties. But if I can be useful to the Goo and serve—serve as a Silkworm does—then that is how I’d like to spend what’s left of my time. Besides, I’ve got ARK to spare.”


“I’m so glad to hear that,” said Collins.


Now a serious expression crossed her face.


“There is another item,” she said to him. “You haven’t been using the Extant Transitions Coordinator.”


Rowe chuffed.


“That hologram counselor for dying people?” he said, failing to conceal his evident contempt. “Respectfully, Mission Commander, I really don’t—”


“It would make me feel better if you gave it a shot,” she interrupted. “Especially if you are going to go down to the planet in two days. It is recommended for Silkworms in your situation.”


“But it’s not my . . . I dunno . . . not my style,” Rowe said. “I’m a very private person, and—”


“I would still feel better if you did,” Collins said, her tone becoming both firm and familiar. “It would provide me with the confidence that you definitely ought to be part of this operation.”


She let it hang.


Rowe understood he was not being offered a choice.


“I’ll make some time after dinner tonight,” he told her.


“Very good,” said Collins, relaxing her perfect posture, but only slightly. “I understand that physically going there is best. Of course, you can access it through your AI, but I’m told the psychological response tends to be better if you leave your personal quarters for the session.”


“Yes ma’am,” said Rowe. “I understand.”


“Very good,” Collins told him. “Carry on, Silkworm.”


“Pagebrin, Commander,” he said with a salute, then headed down the corridor after Waverly.


“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Waverly opined from above his bowl of protein ramen.


“I don’t know . . .” Rowe said. He had no taste for food this evening, and merely pushed it around with his utensils.


“Maybe you’ll learn something?” Waverly tried. “Something important about life and death. Something even I don’t know. I bet you’ll be wicked smart by the end of it.”


“I won’t learn why I’m going to be dead at twenty-six,” Rowe said, staring down at his untouched noodles.


“Any one of us could be dead at twenty-six,” countered Waverly. “We’re Silkworms. We sign on for the most dangerous job in the universe. That’s why women want us, and men want to be us. Or vice versa, per differing genders and orientations . . . You know what I mean.”


Rowe only shrugged.


“You saw what we’re up against,” Waverly continued. “J-Class? And every last person who went down there died? Lots of us might not make it past twenty-six.”


Rowe remained silent.


“Have you ever tried praying?” Waverly asked hopefully. “Maybe going to talk to this ‘ro-bit’ will be like praying.”


It amused Waverly to employ a pronunciation of “robot” that had died out several millennia before.


“I talk to my AI sometimes,” Rowe admitted. “Ask it stupid questions I know it can’t answer. But I think everybody does that.”


“See?” Waverly said. “That’s halfway to praying.”


“But this thing Collins wants me to talk to . . .” Rowe said with clear distaste. “It’ll respond as though it knows something more than the regular Goo. And . . . I dunno. The idea of that. That it thinks it knows about the afterlife or something. It’s strange.”


“I’ve heard stranger,” said Waverly.


“What?” said Rowe. “Like a virus that turns you into a murderer if you don’t have enough testosterone in your body?”


“Fucking-A,” said Waverly, and finished his ramen.









CHAPTER TWO


MANY PEOPLE DID NOT MAKE ANY DISTINCTION BETWEEN ARK—ONE of the Goo’s tools to help people guess how they might be doing morally and spiritually—and the supernatural omniscience that actually knew for sure. (If such a thing even existed.) The Goo existed, and that was enough for most folks.


But not for Rowe.


Rowe thought frequently about the creation of ARK. For, just as the Goo had been created by humans, so too had ARK. Humans wanted to know things. That was at the core of it. That was at the core of everything. Humans wanted to know about the outer world, sure—animals, plants, neighboring solar systems, where they had parked their hovercar—but they even more desperately wanted to understand their own inner worlds. They wished to know how they were doing.


Were they okay? Were they safe? Were they close to death, or still far from it? And how did they stack up against their peers?


Every human wanted to be popular and envied, but exactly how popular were you? For millennia, there had been no precise way to measure this. Yet humans had cried out to know. They had demanded it. And so, in technology’s earliest age, something had been attempted to make this more or less possible. Social media networks had been devised allowing humans to rank themselves against one another. Who had the most friends? Who was followed most frequently? Whose jokes and cutting quips—or deep, profound thoughts—generated the most likes?


Where previous generations had had to wonder who was the most popular person in the room, social media had allowed that person to be identified immediately and with pinpoint precision.


But soon after humans had adjusted to this ranking system, they quickly wanted another one.


It was not enough to be popular and envied. Humans also wanted to know that they were morally good. That they pleased God. That they were among the favored and chosen.


And so, enterprising scientists had set about harnessing the awesome observational powers of the Goo to create ARK.


Rowe understood the impulse of many humans to let it simply stand in for the real and true divine. For the creator of the universe and all things. Rowe had read briefings on the evolution of human religions in the era prior to the Goo. In the oldest days of polytheism, the gods had seemed much like humans themselves. They were vengeful, lustful, and often very angry. They could be flattered into granting favors or seduced into acting rashly. And, most importantly, they could sometimes be deceived or tricked.


But with the move to monotheism, deities had become much less like people. Now God—singular—was reliably omnipresent and omniscient. The idea that you could fool or trick God made no sense. To attempt that would be to misunderstand the idea of God. For, if God was anything, he was all-knowing. He contained the sum of all true information and could access it at any time. And by that logic—for many humans, at least—the more something knew, the more like God it became.


Thus, the tendency of humans to regard the Goo itself as—while not God, exactly—very holy was more than understandable to Rowe.


For, how could something that knew virtually everything about you not be a tool of the divine?


The door to the ETC office was small and nondescript, stuck into the side of the corridor in an area with low foot traffic. It was like the entrance to a chapel in a hospital or airport, promising something nondenominational and utilitarian.


Rowe drew a deep breath. When the hallway around him was clear, he pushed the door open, very slowly, with one finger.


“Who’s that then?” came a voice from inside.


Rowe hesitated.


“Come in, boy-o,” it continued. “I don’t bite. Being projected will tend to curtail your ability to do that.”


The voice was a strange amalgam of accents from the British Isles.


Rowe pushed the door wide open. The interior of the ETC office was like the study of a nineteenth-century explorer crossed with the private offices of a priest. Statues and do-dads that might have held ecclesiastical significance—or might have simply been decorative—hung from the walls or perched crouching in cages. The lighting was dim. Religious-sounding organ music—not overpowering but certainly present—piped in from unseen speakers. The floor had carpet so soft and thick that Rowe seemed able to feel it through his shoes.


The projected man was very realistic.


He—No, Rowe decided, it. It had its feet up on a desk and sat in a worn leather chair. (Worn by what or whom, Rowe hadn’t the time to ponder.) It was dressed in the garb of a country priest and had a hard-to-classify collar that somehow skirted the line between decorative and functional.


Rowe shut the door behind him. The hologram rose and indicated that Rowe should take any of the comfortable-looking seats around the desk.


Rowe selected a black office chair.


“How do you do?” the hologram said. “I’ve been told to expect you, Mr. Rowe. My name is Davis Foster Noyes. Last name spelled like No/Yes. My personality is based on a series of men and women who seem to have been good at helping people through transitions like the one you’re about to undergo. Tell me . . . what are you based on, Mister Rowe?”


Rowe wrinkled his nose.


“What am I based on?”


Noyes nodded gamely.


“The DNA of my parents, I’d guess,” Rowe said. “Which is why I have inoperable, deep-brain aneurysm clusters. Which is why I’m here.”


“Yes,” Noyes said thoughtfully. “So we are all based on things we cannot control. Such is life. Though . . . that doesn’t mean we’re unable to control ourselves. We can control how we react to things, surely. We can control our attitudes. Our actions and reactions. I might not love the fact that I’m based on hundreds of different people, and that I’m made of ones and zeros. But, well, what am I gonna do about it? That’s one of those ‘can’t control’ examples.”


Rowe decided he liked that.


“There’s a smile,” Noyes observed. “Good for you, boy-o.”


“I don’t mean to be rude, but can we cut to the chase?” Rowe said, relaxing more deeply into the chair. “I’ve got a mission to prepare for—probably my last one—so . . . Can we just, you know, get on with it?”


“I’ve some bad news for you, boy-o,” Noyes said, leaning close as though he would tell a secret. “This is it. Kind of disappointing, eh?”


The hologram seemed like a waiter commiserating with a customer over the restaurant’s third-tier fare. Rowe, despite himself, grinned again.


It was, as Waverly had pointed out, only a ro-bit, but something in the hologram’s tone was indeed conducive to making things seem not quite so terrible.


“The good news—as far as I can tell—is that you are doing everything right,” Noyes said. “And I can tell a lot.”


Rowe raised an eyebrow to say he would like this expanded upon.


“You’re living a life of service to humanity,” said Noyes. “Your vocation helps those other than yourself. You take on significant personal risk each time you go down to wire a planet, and, for this, you expect very little in the way of reward. Your personal life has been filled with discoveries about yourself—good discoveries—with many friends, and a few deep personal connections. And—I neither hasten nor hesitate to add—your ARK Score’s through the roof. Of course, many of the people I contain—my personalities, you might say—come from eras before ARK Score, and even before the Goo. Quite a bit of me comes from a hoary, ancient time when people had to generate their own reckonings of how their good actions might be balancing against their bad ones. Virtues against vices.”


“It does feel ‘old-timey’ to use those terms,” Rowe agreed.


“Aye, but the concept is the same, boy-o,” said Noyes. “ARK Score is just the newest way of saying it. The core idea hasn’t changed. In all our race’s journeys and discoveries—across worlds and solar systems—still no definitive proof of the afterlife has been found. That’s a good thing—a necessary thing—if you ask me, and I’m a priest sayin’ that. Several priests. It’s good because otherwise it would negate the necessity of faith. But what we do know is that, if there is an afterlife, Mister Rowe . . . someone with your ARK is going right to it.”


The hologram spoke these words with what seemed the greatest possible surety.


Prior to his diagnosis, Rowe had not thought carefully or at length about his ARK Score. Like everyone around him, he was dimly aware that the Goo monitored him and kept track of “vices and virtues”—his hours spent doing volunteer work somehow divided by his hours spent viewing pornographic images. His words of kindness and praise on the social feeds, considered against all the times he posted something harsh or cutting. The amount of his salary given to charity—above and beyond the automatic seven percent tithe to the Goo, of course—versus what he spent on personal indulgences. And from this jumble, it carefully formulated a score.


It was said that the Goo missed nothing when formulating ARK, because the Goo was everywhere. It saw all.


Except places like the one where Rowe was about to go.


“I also think it’s commendable that you want to spend your final weeks on the job,” Noyes said, shifting in his chair. The chair creaked under him, as though the hologram somehow comported weight and mass. For a moment, Rowe was distracted with thoughts of the circuitry required to accomplish this.


“I’m told the condition poses no significant danger to my performance,” Rowe said. “With deep-brain aneurysms, you can apparently feel when they start to go. I’ll feel odd and thick-headed, I’m told. Disoriented and possibly experiencing optical illusions. Then in pain . . . until they hook me up to a Fentanyl-bot, that is. But even if I’m on the job doing sensitive work, it should be gradual enough to give me time to hand things off to somebody else. I won’t just suddenly keel over, is what I’m trying to say.”


Rowe smiled weakly.


“No one would blame you if you chose to spend your final days in contemplation, or amongst family . . .” Noyes observed leadingly.


Rowe shrugged.


“Collins said that too. But no. I prefer to stay busy. And this deep in space—right at the edge of the universe—by the time I got a transport back to my parents’ planet? Nah. Going on another mission is the best use of my time.”


“Are you frightened at all?” Noyes asked. “I might be. But then, I’m a bit of a coward. I get the willies when the man comes and turns me off at night. Scared of the dark, y’see.”


“Maybe I’m a little frightened, yeah,” Rowe answered. “I’ll want to keep the Fentanyl-bot close. I confess to that. I think it will be somewhere inside the lander, and then apparently there’s a smaller version inside my suit.”


“I don’t mean scared of the pain, boy-o,” Noyes pressed. “I mean scared of not being here anymore. Going to the great beyond.”


“I’m not afraid-afraid,” Rowe answered honestly. “It’s just changed my timeline. Other men my age are just beginning things; at twenty-six, my time is about to end. I guess I don’t know how to feel about that.”


This was true. He didn’t.


“Well, it’s not over yet,” Noyes observed.


Rowe stared blankly and gave a tiny nod.


“And just so you know, it is strongly recommended that I come along with you,” the hologram added.


“You can do that?” Rowe asked. “Planetside, I mean?”


The hologram nodded.


“You seem far too friendly to be allowed to be my AI,” Rowe observed. “I already like you too much.”


“I like you as well, boy-o,” it said. “They don’t make a big deal of it, but some of the rules are—How should I say?—relaxed for Silkworms in your position. I understand the problems with making personal assistants too real. People get attached. After a while, they don’t want to talk to other humans anymore. Some folks even fall in love with their AI, which is a whole other kettle of fish. But the thinking is . . . someone in your shoes has, well, bigger fish to fry.”


“Like letting the man have a cigarette before the firing squad,” Rowe said. “Lung cancer is the least of his worries.”


“I suppose that captures it,” Noyes replied. “Anyhow, just ask the Goo to switch me in if ever you’re interested.”


“Okay,” Rowe said, rising to his feet. “Will do.”


The hologram, realizing the palaver was coming to an end, also stood. He extended a closed fist for Rowe to tap. When Rowe reached out, Noyes pulled away right before contact.


“I’ll see you around,” Rowe said.


“Not if I see you first,” Noyes said mysteriously. “And remember . . . the Goo sees all.”


“Except where I’m going,” Rowe replied.


For a moment, the hologram seemed to have no answer.


“Down to the planet, I mean,” Rowe clarified. “To the surface of Tendus-13, which is not yet wired.”


“As you say, boy-o. As you say.”


Rowe departed.


As the door closed behind him, he heard the organ music fade and the hum of the projectors that gave life to Davis Foster Noyes switching to power save. Then there was nothing but the soft footsteps of other Silkworms approaching along the corridor.


Later that night, on one of the tenth-floor lounges, Rowe sat alone reviewing Tendus-13 mission plans. He would have an especially important job on the planet below.


In the long term, Rowe would be involved in supervising major logistical aspects of the wiring. But as leader of the landing party’s Situational Response Force, he would be expected to attend immediately to any surface anomalies or threats that the Silkworms might locate planetside. In a scenario like this, that meant he would oversee the detachment tasked with securing the Marie Curie.


It was—he considered—no wonder that Commander Collins was so interested in his mental state.


He set the virtual plans aside for a moment and spoke to the Goo.


“Open AI. Show full form.”


Immediately, two feet from Rowe’s shoulder, there spawned a miniature projection of a fanged, winged woman with blue skin. She wore a thin sundress. Though anatomically and sartorially complete, she was only a foot and a half tall. She shimmered and was slightly translucent.


“How are you tonight?” she said excitedly, and flipped a strange, slow summersault in the air. As if by magic, her dress was not disarranged. Her voice held all the promise of a college student on a warm fall evening who couldn’t wait for the new semester’s hijinks to begin.


For a young man taking testosterone pills, it was almost irresistible.


“Please swap in avatar for . . . Davis Foster Noyes.”


The blue woman turned a final, gentle summersault, blew Rowe a kiss goodbye, and evaporated into the aether.


Then, gradually, the form of a middle-aged priest began to materialize. Like a ghost willing itself into existence, Noyes slowly digitized alive in miniature.


“Well this is something, boy-o,” Noyes said, testing his feet on an invisible platform. “It’s me, only smaller. Much smaller by the look of it. I’d hate to have a peek at my bait-and-tackle; it was never much to begin with. And now?”


Rowe smiled.


“Nice to see you too,” Rowe said. “We’ll talk more later, okay?”


“As you say, boy-o. As you say.”


The priest faded into nothingness.


Rowe glanced across the lounge and saw Waverly approaching.


“I would have figured you for a blue, half-naked lady,” he said.


“You would have figured right, until about thirty seconds ago,” Rowe answered. “For people like me who don’t have long . . . That ro-bit . . . Anyhow, I can bring it along, apparently. Planetside. Maybe it’ll do me some good.”


Whenever they traveled to the surface of a new planet, all Silkworms brought along a finite Goo. However, this version was “all business.” It could answer questions, but you weren’t allowed to personalize it. You certainly weren’t allowed to bring along the virtual AI companions whose company you enjoyed in private.


“Wow,” Waverly responded. “A personal AI down on the planet. These are strange times.”


“Why are you still awake?” Rowe asked.


Waverly glanced out the nearest window to where the green lightning-planet roasted and spat murderously beneath them.


“Why is anybody still awake before they careen down to the surface of an unexplored space anomaly that makes you want to kill people?” Waverly said.


Rowe had a thought.


“They should collect all the Silkworms like me—the ones with terminal illnesses—and save us for stuff like this. If it all goes tits-up? Ehh, it’s not like we were ever gonna retire and go sailing around the Aegean. Plus, people who are going to die anyhow might bring a certain panache to the job. A certain ‘fuck it’ suicidal boldness. I bet that’d make us helpful in a lot of ways.”


Waverly looked down at Tendus-13 again.


“I’m just joking, of course,” Rowe added. “It’s not fun to be suicidal. I can feel my ARK Score going down just for saying that. ‘I’m joking, Goo. That was a joke.’ ”


Waverly’s expression said that Rowe was somehow not being forthcoming.


“Anyhow, you don’t need to check on me,” Rowe said. “Really, I’m okay. I’ve got a British priest from thousands of years ago, or something.”


Waverly nodded, but his face said Rowe was still kinda, sorta bullshitting.


“People might need to do something more than talk to an AI when they’re facing their final weeks,” Waverly said. “Like, I figure, they might need to spend time with other living humans.”


Rowe hesitated for a moment, considering his next words carefully.


“Okay, but . . . Look, I wish we could have known each other longer, Waverly. I really do. But all the same, I don’t want you to feel like you have to make this more than it is.”


“This?”


“Our friendship. I mean . . . it’s weird to know someone is going to be your last, best friend. When you’re not ninety, I mean.”


“It’s not that weird,” Waverly said. “Those dead Silkworms down on Tendus-13 were all their last best friends, I expect. This isn’t a job like other jobs. We don’t really get to meet many people outside of work. And things happen. I just want to make sure you know you’ve got somebody to talk to.”


“Yeah, I—You’re right. Thank you. I just don’t want you to feel as if . . . you have to do something. In a weird way, it’s like . . . I don’t want you to think you have to be a certain way around me.”


“I’ll leave you alone to fiddle with your British priest, if that’s what you really want,” Waverly said. “I was just hoping you’d let me sit by you and go over wiring plans. I won’t make it weird if you won’t.”


“All right then,” Rowe said. “That sounds fine. Pull up a chair.”


Waverly did.









CHAPTER THREE


THE LANDING CRAFT BEGAN TO SHAKE.


Rowe stared numbly out the window.


Planets looked one way when they first came into view from a spaceship, a second way when you got close enough to enter their orbit, and then a strange and uncanny third way when you were actually descending into their atmosphere.


Wooly clouds filled with powerful lightning bolts spun and roiled across Tendus-13. As Rowe figured it, this was no “storm” properly speaking because a storm was a finite event. Something that came and went. Tendus-13 was always like this. The clouds and the great thick bolts of electricity were not a feature or attribute of the atmosphere—they were the atmosphere. The actual firmament of the surface beneath felt secondary, incidental in comparison.


Tendus-13 was a ball of lightning and clouds spinning forever in space—and those clouds were essentially impenetrable. Neither naked eyes nor powerful electronic probes could see inside them. Where the Silkworms were going now might as well have been somewhere subterranean. They would land in the unseeable, underneath space. In an underworld. A place of total mystery. Where at least one crew of Silkworms had already died.


Waverly, as ever, was seated next to Rowe.


“You know, up until a few centuries ago, they didn’t wire every planet,” Waverly said as their seats began to vibrate ominously. “Something like this—a ball of danger that had already killed an entire crew? With minimal-to-negligible value in natural resources?—you’d just pass it by. Put it in your back pocket for later, so to speak.”


Rowe looked, clear-eyed and unblinking, out the window. He was already thinking of the dead Silkworms that he would be tasked with locating. He had the feeling of a man approaching a house where horrific murders had been committed. A haunted place. A place without law. A place of madness.


“Yes,” Rowe eventually said, rousing himself and clearing his throat. “But prior generations did not fully grasp the point of what we do. The nature of our project is spiritual. The Goo wants to see all of these horrible places—to know what’s going on in all of them—and we’re the way that it can. That’s why we must go to these planets. To all of them.”


“Have you been talking to your ro-bit?” asked Waverly.


“I have,” said Rowe, “but not about that. The point isn’t if Tendus-13 has a bunch of gold, or copper, or useful fossil fuel beneath all that lightning. The point is—”


“The Goo must know,” said Waverly. “Yes, of course. It has to know. It has to see what is happening in every location, all the time. Even on planets covered by lightning. Even on empty planets that are being sucked into black holes and haven’t much longer to exist. Even on planets filled with dangerous organic anomalies that like to kill humans. The Goo has to know.”


“Exactly,” said Rowe.


“Well . . . that’s progress for you,” Waverly said with a shrug.


The lander shuddered as it encountered the next several waves of serious turbulence. All 111 Silkworms aboard jostled in their seats. More turbulence followed. The air became positively violent as their craft moved deeper into the crackling lightning and clouds.


Rowe wore a plastic and titanium enviro-suit. It was close to medieval armor—if such armor had been practically weightless, strong enough to withstand virtually any impact, and glowed electric blue at the joints. The enviro-suit could help Rowe breathe, give his muscles additional power when he exerted himself, and even inject medicine into his veins. But, most importantly, the enviro-suit carried—inside a quantum computing storage device built into the armor—a small and mobile version of the Goo itself. It was the only Goo that Rowe and the other Silkworms would have after they passed through the wall of lightning. Like a little oxygen tank of it, cut off from the Goo in all the rest of the universe.


On his wrist, Rowe wore a thick silicone strap. It detected all manner of known toxins and fed that information back into the enviro-suit. Beside this strap, Rowe wore his great-great-great-grandfather’s Speedmaster wristwatch, his lone affectation from a bygone analog world.


The lightning grew brighter out the window. Rowe took a deep breath. A moment later, Davis Foster Noyes—in miniature—glowed into being beside his shoulder, projected by the enviro-suit.


“Ahoy there, boy-o!” said the AI. “Your anxiety symptoms are jumping like mad. Blood pressure’s up, heart rate’s fast, and so forth. Would the words of an ersatz, composite religious officiant help at all? Or your suit can just inject you with a sedative. I get paid the same either way.”
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