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  INTRODUCTION


  I consider this anthology to be a sister to Galactic Empires, which was published last year. During the preliminary reading for that project, I came across several great stories that weren’t quite right for the anthology, typically because the empire element was non-existent or too thin. As that list continued to grow, a theme began to develop around them: space exploration and discovery. If Galactic Empires was Star Wars, this anthology is all those standalone episodes of the various Star Trek series where they discover some new phenomena, make contact with a new species, or explore the remnants of some long forgotten race.


  Gene Roddenberry provided the perfect way to describe those stories in the opening of the original Star Trek back in 1966: Space: the final frontier. When the first episode of that series aired, we were still three years away from Neil Armstrong’s first steps on the moon. It was a show born of an age when we were reaching for the stars and despite being canceled before that moon landing, the show has carried on in new series, movies, books, and fan projects for over fifty years even while the era of manned space exploration has waned. Shows like Star Trek, as well as books and stories like those in this anthology, keep the dream alive.


  I was born the same year that Star Trek first aired. I’m told I was in front of the TV while Armstrong bounced along the surface of the moon, but I was far too young to remember, but I am a child of that era. Someday we would go to the stars and I would live to see it. As a child, we visited Kennedy Space Center and saw the massive Saturn V rocket, reality boosting that sense of awe. The vertical stabilizer of the first space shuttle poked out from behind the wall it was hidden behind and just that tiny glimpse was enough to send my imagination soaring. We were going, but maybe not as soon as my favorite books and movies predicted.


  We sent probes out to fly by or land on other planets in our solar system. Even the early, grainy images brought awe and inspiration. In school, these discoveries were turned into educational opportunities and we learned the dangers of space. As reality intruded, my expectations took steps backward. Space was more inhospitable than it was in books and TV. We were not well-prepared enough to leave our home. More research was necessary, but budgets were shrinking and priorities changed. While there have been many amazing accomplishments and discoveries made by our astronauts and scientists in the time since, that no one has returned to the moon since 1972 is still very disappointing.


  Most recently, wealthy individuals and companies have been investing heavily in and pioneering space-related industries. I couldn’t help but think back to old novels and stories when Elon Musk’s SpaceX managed to safely land the first stage of their rocket back on Earth. Obviously, reusing these expensive pieces of hardware make economic sense, but despite that iconic imagery, it had never been done before. In interviews, he freely admits to being influenced by science fiction books, films, and TV. In many ways, you can see that science fictional spirit in SpaceX’s approach. With Musk at the helm, they have declared their intention to send a manned mission to Mars in the mid-2020s.


  “You want to wake up in the morning and think the future is going to be great—and that’s what being a spacefaring civilization is all about. It’s about believing in the future and thinking that the future will be better than the past. And I can’t think of anything more exciting than going out there and being among the stars.” —Elon Musk


  Even if these plans should fail or be delayed, the energy and enthusiasm being brought back to the table is a good thing. It helps shape public opinion and will inspire a new generation to believe that they’ll be the ones who get visit another world. It can help direct much-needed funding into technologies that will help us achieve those goals and along the way, potentially provide solutions to problems we have right here and right now on Earth, be it medical, environmental, or simply improve our quality of life.


  I may never visit another planet, but perhaps my children, or their children will. In the meantime, I’ll have to be satisfied to continue my exploration of the final frontier through stories like these, while the astronauts, scientists, robots, and innovators do the real world work that will take us there someday. And if something here inspires you, well, I’m honored to have played a small role in keeping that dream alive for you.


  


  Tobias S. Buckell is a New York Times bestselling author born in the Caribbean. He grew up in Grenada and spent time in the British and US Virgin Islands, which influence much of his work. His novels and over fifty stories have been translated into eighteen different languages. His work has been nominated for awards like the Hugo, Nebula, Prometheus, and the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Science Fiction Author. He currently lives in Bluffton, Ohio with his wife, twin daughters, and a pair of dogs. He can be found online at www.TobiasBuckell.com.


  A JAR OF GOODWILL


  TOBIAS S. BUCKELL


  POINTS ON A PACKAGE


  You keep a low profile when you’re in oxygen debt. Too much walking about just exacerbates the situation anyway. So I was nervous when a stationeer appeared at my cubby and knocked on the door.


  I slid out and stood in front of the polished, skeletal robot.


  “Alex Mosette?” it asked.


  There was no sense in lying. The stationeer had already scanned my face. It was just looking for voice print verification. “Yes, I’m Alex,” I said.


  “The harbormaster wants to see you.”


  I swallowed. “He could have sent me a message.”


  “I am here to escort you.” The robot held out a tinker-toy arm, digits pointed along the hallway.


  Space in orbit came at a premium. Bottom-rung types like me slept in cubbies stacked ten high along the hallway. On my back in the cubby, watching entertainment shuffled in from the planets, they made living on a space station sound exotic and exciting.


  It was if you were further up the rung. I’d been in those rooms: places with wasted space. Furniture. Room to stroll around in.


  That was exotic.


  Getting space in outer space was far down my list of needs.


  First was air. Then food.


  Anything else was pure luxury.


  *


  The harbormaster stared out into space, and I silently waited at the door to Operations, hoping that if I remained quiet he wouldn’t notice.


  Ops hung from near the center of the megastructure of the station. A blister stuck on the end of a long tunnel. You could see the station behind us: the miles-long wheel of exotic metals rotating slowly.


  No gravity in Ops, or anywhere in the center. Spokes ran down from the wheel to the center, and the center was where ships docked and were serviced and so on.


  So I hung silently in the air, long after the stationeer flitted off to do the harbormaster’s bidding, wondering what happened next.


  “You’re overdrawn,” the harbormaster said after a needle-like ship with long feathery vanes slipped underneath us into the docking bays.


  He turned to face me, even though his eyes had been hollowed out long ago. Force of habit. His real eyes were now every camera, or anything mechanical that could see.


  The harbormaster moved closer. The gantry around him was motorized, a long arm moving him anywhere he wanted in the room.


  Hundreds of cables, plugged into his scalp like hair, bundled and ran back along the arm of the gantry. Hoses moved effluvia out. More hoses ran purified blood, and other fluids, back in.


  “I’m sorry,” I stammered. “Traffic is light. And requests have dropped off. I’ve taken classes. Even language lessons . . .” I stopped when I saw the wizened hand raise, palm up.


  “I know what you’ve been doing.” The harbormaster’s sightless sockets turned back to the depths of space outside. The hardened skin of his face showed few emotions, his artificial voice was toneless. “You would not have been allowed to overdraw if you hadn’t made good faith efforts.”


  “For which,” I said, “I am enormously appreciative.”


  “That ship that just arrived brings with it a choice for you,” the harbormaster continued without acknowledging what I’d just said. “I cannot let you overdraw any more if you stay on station, so I will have to put you into hibernation. To pay for hibernation and your air debt I would buy your contract. You’d be woken for guaranteed work. I’d take a percentage. You could buy your contract back out, once you had enough liquidity.”


  That was exactly what I’d been dreading. But he’d indicated an alternate. “My other option?”


  He waved a hand, and a holographic image of the ship I’d just seen coming in to dock hung in the air. “They’re asking for a professional Friend.”


  “For their ship?” Surprise tinged my question. I wasn’t crew material. I’d been shipped frozen to the station, just another corpsicle. People like me didn’t stay awake for travel. Not enough room.


  The harbormaster shrugged pallid shoulders. “They will not tell me why. I had to sign a nondisclosure agreement just to get them to tell me what they wanted.”


  I looked at the long ship. “I’m not a fuckbot. They know that, right?”


  “They know that. They reiterated that they do not want sexual services.”


  “I’ll be outside the station. Outside your protection. It could still be what they want.”


  “That is a risk. How much so, I cannot model for you.” The harbormaster snapped his fingers, and the ship faded away. “But the contractors have extremely high reputational scores on past business dealings. They are freelance scientists: biology, botany, and one linguist.”


  So they probably didn’t want me as a pass-around toy.


  Probably.


  “Rape amendments to the contract?” I asked. I was going to be on a ship, unthawed, by myself, with crew I’d never met. I had to think about the worst.


  “Prohibitive. Although, accidental loss of life is not quite as high, which means I’d advise lowering the former so that there is no temptation to murder you after a theoretical rape to evade the higher contract payout.”


  “Fuck,” I sighed.


  “Would you like to peruse their reputation notes?” the harbormaster asked. And for a moment, I thought maybe the harbormaster sounded concerned.


  No. He was just being fair. He’d spent two hundred years of bargaining with ships for goods, fuel, repair, services. Fair was built-in, the half-computer half-human creature in front of me was all about fair. Fair got you repeat business. Fair got you a wide reputation.


  “What’s the offer?”


  “Half a point on the package,” the harbormaster said.


  “And we don’t know what the package is, or how long it will take . . . or anything.” I bit my lip.


  “They assured me that half a point would pay off your debt and then some. It shouldn’t take more than a year.”


  A year. For half a percent. Half a percent of what? It could be cargo they were delivering. Or, seeing as it was a crew of scientists, it could be some project they were working on.


  All of which just raised more questions.


  Questions I wouldn’t have answers to unless I signed up. I sighed. “That’s it, then? No loans? No extensions?”


  The harbormaster sighed. “I answer to the Gheda shareholders who built and own this complex. I have already stretched my authority to give you a month’s extension. The debt has to be called. I’m sorry.”


  I looked out at the darkness of space out beyond Ops. “Shit choices either way.”


  The harbormaster said nothing.


  I folded my arms. “Do it.”


  JOURNEY BY GHEDA


  The docking arms had transferred the starship from the center structure’s incoming docks down a spoke to a dock on one of the wheels. The entire ship, thanks to being spun along with the wheel of the station, had gravity.


  The starship was a quarter of a mile long. Outside: sleek and burnished smooth by impacts with the scattered dust of space at the stunning speeds it achieved. Inside, I realized I’d boarded a creaky, old, outdated vehicle.


  Fiberwire spilled out from conduits, evidence of crude repair jobs. Dirt and grime clung to nooks and crannies. The air smelled of sweat and worse.


  A purple-haired man with all-black eyes met me at the airlock. “You are the Friend?” he asked. He carried a large walking stick with him.


  “Yes.” I let go of the rolling luggage behind me and bowed. “I’m Alex.”


  He bowed back. More extravagantly than I did. Maybe even slightly mockingly. “I’m Oslo.” Every time he shifted his walking stick, tiny grains of sand inside rattled and shifted about. He brimmed with impatience, and some regret in the crinkled lines of his eyes. “Is this everything?”


  I looked back at the single case behind me. “That is everything.”


  “Then welcome aboard,” Oslo said, as the door to the station clanged shut. He raised the stick, and a flash of light blinded me.


  “You should have taken a scan of me before you shut the door,” I said. The stick was more than it seemed. Those tiny rustling grains were generators, harnessing power for whatever tools were inside the device via kinetic motion. He turned around and started to walk away. I hurried to catch up.


  Oslo smiled, and I noticed tiny little fangs under his lips. “You are who you say you are, so everything ended up okay. Oh, and for protocol, the others aren’t much into it either, by the way. Now, for my own edification, you are a hermaphrodite, correct?”


  I flushed. “I am what we Friends prefer to call bi-gendered, yes.” Where the hell was Oslo from? I was having trouble placing his cultural conditionings and how I might adapt to interface with them. He was very direct, that was for sure.


  This gig might be more complicated than I thought.


  “Your Friend training: did it encompass Compact cross-cultural training?”


  I slowed down. “In theory,” I said slowly, worried about losing the contract if they insisted on having someone with Compact experience.


  Oslo’s regret dripped from his voice and movements. Was it regret that I didn’t have the experience? Would I lose the contract, minutes into getting it? Or just regret that he couldn’t get someone better? “But you’ve never Friended an actual Compact drone?”


  I decided to tell the truth. A gamble. “No.”


  “Too bad.” The regret sloughed off, to be replaced with resignation. “But we can’t poke around asking for Friends with that specific experience, or one of our competitors might put two and two together. I recommend you brush up on your training during the trip out.”


  He stopped in front of a large, metal door. “Where are we going?” I asked.


  “Here is your room for the next three days.” Oslo opened the large door to a five-by-seven foot room with a foldout bunk bed.


  My heart skipped a beat, and I put aside the fact that Oslo had avoided the question. “That’s mine?”


  “Yes. And the air’s billed with our shipping contract, so you can rip your sensors off. There’ll be no accounting until we’re done.”


  I got the sense Oslo knew what it was like to be in debt. I stepped into the room and turned all the way around. I raised my hands, placing them on each wall, and smiled.


  Oslo turned to go.


  “Wait,” I said. “The harbormaster said you were freelance scientists. What do you do?”


  “I’m the botanist,” Oslo said. “Meals are in the common passenger’s galley. The crew of this ship is Gheda, of course, don’t talk to or interact with them if you can help it. You know why?”


  “Yes.” The last thing you wanted to do was make a Gheda think you were wandering around, trying to figure out secrets about their ships, or technology. I would stay in the approved corridors and not interact with them.


  The door closed in my suite, and I sat down with my small travel case, no closer to understanding what was going on than I had been on the station.


  I faced the small mirror by an even smaller basin and reached for the strip of black material stuck to my throat. Inside it, circuitry monitored my metabolic rate, number of breaths taken, volume of air taken in, and carbon dioxide expelled. All of it reported back to the station’s monitors, constantly calculating my mean daily cost.


  It made a satisfying sound as I ripped it off.


  *


  “Gheda are Gheda,” I said later in the ship’s artificial, alien day over reheated turkey strips in the passenger’s galley. We’d undocked. The old ship had shivered itself up to speed. “But Gheda flying around in a beat-up old starship, willing to take freelance scientists out to some secret destination: these are dangerous Gheda.”


  Oslo had a rueful smile as he leaned back and folded his arms. “Cruzie says that our kind used to think our corporations were rapacious and evil before first contact. No one expected aliens to demand royalty payments for technology usage that had been independently discovered by us because the Gheda had previously patented that technology.”


  “I know. They hit non-compliant areas with asteroids from orbit.” Unable to pay royalties, entire nations had collapsed into debtorship. “Who’s Cruzie?”


  Oslo grimaced. “You’ll meet her in two days. Our linguist. Bit of a historian, too. Loves old Earth shit.”


  I frowned at his reaction. Conflicted, but with somewhat warm pleasure when he thought about her. A happy grimace. “She’s an old friend of yours?”


  “Our parents were friends. They loved history. The magnificence of Earth. The legend that was. Before it got sold around. Before the Diaspora.” That grimace again. But no warmth there.


  “You don’t agree with their ideals?” I guessed.


  I guessed well. Oslo sipped at a mug of tea, and eyed me. “I’m not your project, Friend. Don’t dig too deep, because you just work for me. Save your empathy and psychiatry for the real subject. Understand?”


  Too far, I thought. “I’m sorry. And just what is my project? We’re away from the station now; do you think you can risk being open with me?”


  Oslo set his tea down. “Clever. Very clever, Friend. Yes, I was worried about bugs. We’ve found a planet, with a unique ecosystem. There may be patentable innovations.”


  I sat, stunned. Patents? I had points on the package. If I got points on a patent on some aspect of an alien biological system, a Gheda-approved patent, I’d be rich.


  Not just rich, but like, nation-rich.


  Oslo sipped at his tea. “There’s only one problem,” he said. “There may be intelligent life on the planet. If it’s intelligent, it’s a contact situation, and we have to turn it over to the Gheda. We get a fee, but no taste of the real game. We fail to report a contact situation and the Gheda find out, it’s going to be a nasty scene. They’ll kill our families, or even people you know, just to make the point that their interstellar law is inviolate. We have to file a claim the moment of discovery.”


  I’d heard hesitation in his voice. “You haven’t filed yet, have you?”


  “I bet all the Gheda business creatures love having you watch humans they’re settling a contract with, making sure they’re telling the truth, you there to brief them on what their facial expressions are really showing.”


  That stung. “I’d do the same for any human. And it isn’t just contracts. Many hire me to pay attention to them, to figure them out, anticipate their needs.”


  Oslo leered. “I’ll bet.”


  I wasn’t a fuckbot. I deflected the leering. “So tell me, Oslo, why I’m risking my life, then?”


  “We haven’t filed yet because we honestly can’t fucking figure out if the aliens are just dumb creatures, or intelligences like us,” Oslo said.


  THE DRONE


  Welcome to the Screaming Kettle,” said the woman who grabbed my bag without asking. She had dark brown skin and eyes, and black hair. Tattoos covered every inch of skin free of her clothing. Words in scripts and languages that I didn’t recognize. “The Compact Drone is about to dock as well, we need you ready for it. Let’s get your stuff stowed.”


  We walked below skylights embedded in the top of the research station. A planet hung there: green and yellow and patchy. It looked like it was diseased with mold. “Is that Ve?” I asked.


  “Oslo get you up to speed?” the woman asked.


  “Somewhat. You’re Cruzie, right?”


  “Maricruz. I’m the linguist. I guess . . . you’re stuck here with us. You can call me Cruzie too.” We stopped in front of a room larger than the one on the ship. With two beds.


  I looked at the beds. “I’m comfortable with a cubby, if it means getting my own space,” I said.


  There was far more space here, vastly so. And yet, I was going to have to share it? It rankled. Even at the station, I hadn’t had to share my space. This shoved me up against my own cultural normative values. Even in the most packed places in space, you needed a cubby of one’s own.


  “You’re here to Friend the Compact Drone,” Cruzie said. “It’ll need companionship at all times. Their contract requires it for the Drone’s mental stability.”


  “Oslo didn’t tell me this.” I pursed my lips. A fairly universal display of annoyance.


  And Cruzie read that well enough. “I’m sorry,” she said. But it was a lie as well. She was getting annoyed and impatient. But screw it, as Oslo pointed out: I wasn’t there for their needs. “Oslo wants us to succeed more than anything. Unlike his parents, he’s not much into the glory that was humankind. He knows the only way we’ll ever not be freelancers, scrabbling around for intellectual scraps found in the side alleys of technology for something we can use without paying the Gheda for the privilege, is to hit something big.”


  “So he lied to me.” My voice remained flat.


  “He left out truths that would have made you less willing to come.”


  “He lied.”


  Cruzie shut the door to my room. “He gave you points on the package, Friend. We win big, you do your job, you’ll never have to check the balance on your air for the rest of your damned life. I heard you were in air debt, right?”


  She’d put me well in place. We both knew it. Cruzie smiled, a gracious winner’s smile.


  “Incoming!” Someone yelled from around the bend in the corridor.


  “I’m not going to fuck the Drone,” I told her levelly.


  Cruzie shrugged. “I don’t care what you do or don’t do, as long as the Drone stays mentally stable and does its job for us. Points on the package, Alex. Points.”


  


  Airlock alarms flashed and warbled, and the hiss of compressed air filled the antechamber.


  “The incoming pod’s not much larger than a cubby sleeper,” Oslo said, his purple hair waving about as another burst of compressed air filled the antechamber. He smiled, fangs out beyond his lips. “It’s smaller than the lander we have for exploring Ve ourselves, if we ever need to get down there. Can you imagine the ride? The only non-Gheda way of traveling!”


  The last member of the team joined us. She looked over at me and nodded. Silvered electronic eyes glinted in the flash of the airlock warning lights. She flexed the jet black fingers of her artificial right hand absentmindedly as she waited for the doors to open. She ran the fingers of a real hand over her shaved head, then put them back in her utility jacket, covered with what seemed like hundreds of pockets and zippers.


  “That’s Kepler,” Cruzie said.


  The airlock doors opened. A thin, naked man stumbled out, dripping goopy blue acceleration gel with each step.


  For a moment his eyes flicked around, blinking.


  Then he started screaming.


  


  Oslo, Kepler, and Cruzie jumped back half a step from the naked man’s arms. I stepped forward. “It’s not fear, it’s relief.”


  The man grabbed me in a desperate hug, clinging to me, his hands patting my face, shoulders, as if reassuring himself someone was really standing in front of him. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “You’ve been in there by yourself for days, with no contact of any sort. I understand.”


  He was shivering in my grip, but I kept patting his back. I urged him to feel the press of contact between us. And reassurance. Calm.


  Eventually he calmed down, and then slowly let go of me.


  “What’s your name?” I asked.


  “Beck.”


  “Welcome aboard, Beck,” I said, looking over his shoulder at the scientists who looked visibly relieved.


  


  First things first.


  Beck got to the communications room. Back and forth verification on an uplink, and he leaned back against the chair in relief.


  “There’s an uplink to the Hive,” he said. “An hour of lag time to get as far back as the home system, but I’m patched in.”


  He tapped metal inserts on the back of his neck. His mind plugged in to the communications network, talking all the way back to the asteroid belt in the mother system, where the Compact’s Hive thrived. Back there, Beck would always be in contact with it without a delay. In instant symbiosis with a universe of information that the Compact offered.


  A hive-mind of people, your core self subjugated to the greater whole.


  I shivered.


  Beck never moved more than half a foot away from me. Always close enough to touch. He kept reaching out to make sure I was there, even though he could see me.


  


  After walking around the research station for half an hour, we returned to our shared room.


  He sat on his bed, suddenly apprehensive. “You’re the Friend, correct?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m lonely over here. Can you sleep by me?”


  I walked over and sat next to him. “I won’t have sex with you. That’s not why I’m here.”


  “I’m chemically neutered,” Beck said as we curled up on the bed. “I’m a drone.”


  As we lay there, I imagined thousands of Becks sleeping in rows in Hive dorms, body heat keeping the rooms warm.


  Half an hour later he suddenly sighed, like a drug addict getting a hit. “They hear me,” he whispered. “I’m not alone.”


  The Compact had replied to him.


  He relaxed.


  The room filled with a pleasant lavender scent. Was it something he’d splashed on earlier? Or something a Compact drone released to indicate comfort?


  WHAT’S HUMAN?


  That,” Kepler said, leaning back in a couch before a series of displays, “is one of our remote-operated vehicles. We call them urchins.”


  In the upper right hand screen before her, a small sphere with hundreds of wriggling legs rotated around. Then it scrabbled off down what looked like a dirt path.


  Cruzie swung into a similar couch. “We sterilize them in orbit, then drop them down encased in a heatshield. It burns away, then they drop down out of the sky with a little burst of a rocket to slow down enough.”


  I frowned at one of the screens. Everything was shades of green and gray and black. “Is that night vision?”


  Oslo laughed. “It’s Ve. The atmosphere is chlorinated. Green mists. Grey shadows. And black plants.”


  The trees had giant, black leaves hanging low to the ground. Tubular trunks sprouted globes that spouted mist randomly as the urchin brushed past.


  “Ve’s a small planet,” Kepler said. “Low gravity, but with air similar to what you would have seen on the mother world.”


  “Earth,” Oslo corrected.


  “But unlike the mother world,” Kepler continued, “Ve has high levels of chlorine. Somewhere in its history, a battle launched among the plants. Instead of specializing in oxygen to kill off the competition, and adapting to it over time, plant life here turned to chlorine as a weapon. It created plastics out of the organic compounds available to it, which is doable in a chlorine-heavy base atmosphere, though remarkable. And the organic plastics also handle photosynthesis. A handy trick. If we can patent it.”


  On the screen the urchin rolled to a slow stop. Cruzie leaned forward. “Now if we can just figure out if those bastards are really building a civilization, or just random dirt mounds . . .”


  Paused at the top of a ridge, the urchin looked at a clearing in the black-leafed forest. Five pyramids thrust above the foliage around the clearing.


  “Can you get closer?” Beck asked, and I jumped slightly. He’d been so silent, watching all this by my side.


  “Not from here,” Kepler said. “There’s a big dip in altitude between here and the clearing.”


  “And?” Beck stared at the pyramids on the screen.


  “Our first couple weeks here we kept driving the urchins into low lying areas, valleys, that sort of thing. They kept dying on us. We figure the chlorine and acids sink low into the valleys. Our equipment can’t handle it.”


  Beck sat down on the nearest couch to Kepler, and looked over the interface. “Take the long way around then, I’ll look at your archives while you do so. Wait!”


  I saw it too. A movement through the black, spiky bushes. I saw my first alien creature scuttle around, antennae twisting as it moved along what looked like a path.


  “They look like ants,” I blurted out.


  “We call them Vesians. But yes, ants the size of a small dog,” Oslo said. “And not really ants at all. Just exoskeletons, black plastic, in a similar structure. The handiwork of parallel evolution.”


  More Vesians appeared carrying leaves and sticks on their backs.


  And gourds.


  “Now that’s interesting,” Beck said.


  


  “It doesn’t mean they’re intelligent,” Beck said later, lying in the bunk with me next to him. We both stared up at the ceiling. He rolled over and looked at me. “The gourds grow on trees. They use them to store liquids. Inside those pyramids.”


  We were face to face, breathing each other’s air. Beck had no personal space, and I had to fight my impulse to pull back away from him.


  My job was now to facilitate. Make Beck feel at home.


  Insect hives had drones that could exist away from the hive. A hive needed foragers, and defenders. But the human Compact only existed in the asteroid belt of the mother system.


  Beck was a long way from home.


  With the lag, he would be feeling cut off and distant. And for a mind that had always been in the embrace of the hive, this had to be hard for him.


  But Beck offered the freelance scientists a link into the massive computational capacity of the entire Compact. They’d contracted it to handle the issue they couldn’t figure out quickly: were the aliens intelligent or not?


  Beck was pumping information back all the way to the mother system, so that the Compact could devote some fraction of a fraction of its massed computing ability to the issue. The minds of all its connected citizenry. Its supercomputers. Maybe even, it was rumored, artificial intelligences.


  “But if they are intelligent?” I asked. “How do you prove it?”


  Beck cocked his head. “The Compact is working on it. Has been ever since the individuals here signed the contract.”


  “Then why are you out here?”


  “Yes . . .” He was suddenly curious about me now, remembering I was a distinct individual, lying next to him. I wasn’t of the Compact. I wasn’t another drone.


  “I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”


  “It was good you asked.” He flopped over to stare at the ceiling again. “You’re right, I’m not entirely needed. But the Compact felt it was necessary.”


  I wanted to know why. But I could feel Beck hesitate. I held my breath.


  “You are a Friend. You’ve never broken contract. The Compact ranks you very highly.” Beck turned back to face me. “We understand that what I tell you will never leave this room, and since I debugged it, it’s a safe room. What do you think it takes to become a freelance scientist in this hostile universe?”


  I’d been around enough negotiating tables. A good Friend, with the neural modifications and adaptive circuitry laced into me from birth, I could read body posture, micro-expressions, skin flush, heart rate, in a blink of the eye. I made a hell of a negotiating tool. Which was usually exactly what Gheda wanted: a read on their human counterparts.


  And I had learned the ins and outs of my clients businesses quick as well. I knew what the wider universe was like while doing my job.


  “Oslo has pent-up rage,” I whispered. “His family is obsessed with the Earth as it used to be. Before the Gheda land purchases. He wants wealth, but that’s not all, I think. Cruzie holds herself like she has military bearing, though she hides it. Kepler, I don’t know. I’m guessing you will tell me they have all worked as weapons manufacturers or researchers of some sort?”


  Beck nodded. “Oslo and his sister London are linked to a weaponized virus that was released on a Gheda station. Cruzie fought with separatists in Columbia. Kepler is a false identity. We haven’t cracked her yet.”


  I looked at the drone. There was no deceit in him. He stated these things as facts. He was a drone. He didn’t need to question the information given to him.


  “Why are you telling me all this?”


  He gestured at the bunk. “You’re a professional Friend. You’re safe. You’re here. And I’m just a drone. We’re just a piece of all this.”


  And then he moved to spoon against the inside of my stomach. Two meaningless, tiny lives inside a cold station, far away from where they belonged.


  “And because,” he added in a soft voice, “I think that these scientists are desperate enough to fix a problem if it occurs.”


  “Fix a problem?” I asked, wrapping my arms around him.


  “I think the Vesians are intelligent, and I think Kepler and Oslo plan to do something to them if, or when, it’s confirmed, so that they can keep patent rights.”


  I could suddenly hear every creak, whisper, and whistle in the station as I tensed up.


  “I will protect you if I can. Right now we’re just delaying as long as we can. Mainly I’m trying to stop Cruzie from figuring out the obvious, because if she confirms they’re really intelligent, then Oslo and Kepler will make their move and do something to the Vesians. We’re not sure what.”


  “You said delaying. Delaying until what?” I asked, a slight quaver in my voice that I found I couldn’t control.


  “Until the Gheda get here,” Beck said with a last yawn. “That’s when it all gets really complicated.” His voice trailed off as he said that, and he fell asleep.


  I lay there, awake and wide-eyed.


  I finally reached up to my neck and scratched at the band of skin where the air monitor patch had once been stuck.


  Points on nothing was still just . . . nothing.


  But could I rat out my contract? My role as a Friend? Could I help Oslo and Kepler kill an alien race?


  Things had gotten very muddy in just a few minutes. I felt trapped between the hell of an old life and the hell of a horrible new one.


  


  “What’s a human being?” I asked Beck over lunch.


  “Definitions vary,” he replied.


  “You’re a drone: bred to act, react, and move within a shared neural environment. You serve the Compact. There’s no queen, like a classic anthill or with bees. Your shared mental overmind makes the calls. So you have a say. A tiny say. You are human . . . ish. Our ancestors would have questioned whether you were human.”


  Beck cocked his head and smiled. “And you?”


  “Modified from birth to read human faces. Under contract for most of my life to Gheda, working to tell the aliens or other humans what humans are really thinking . . . they wouldn’t have thought highly of me either.”


  “The Compact knows you reread your contract last night, after I fell asleep, and you used some rather complicated algorithms to game some scenarios.”


  I frowned. “So you’re spying on us now.”


  “Of course. You’re struggling with a gray moral situation.”


  “Which is?”


  “The nature of your contract says you need to work with me and support my needs. But you’re hired by the freelancers that I’m now in opposition to. As a Friend, a role and purpose burned into you just like being a drone is burned into me, do you warn them? Or do you stick by me? The contract allows for interpretations either way. And if you stick with me, it’s doing so while knowing that I’m just a drone. A pawn that the Compact will use as it sees fit, for its own game.”


  “You left something out,” I said.


  “Neither you, nor I, are bred to care about Vesians,” Beck said.


  I got up and walked over to the large porthole. “I wonder if it wouldn’t be better for them?”


  “What would?”


  “Whatever Kepler and Oslo want to do to them. Better to die now than to meet the Gheda. I can’t imagine they’d ever want to become us.”


  Beck stood up. There was caution in his stance, as if he’d thought I had been figured out, but now wasn’t sure. “I’ve got work to do. Stay here and finish your meal, Friend.”


  I looked down at the green world beneath, and jumped when a hand grabbed my shoulder. I could see gray words tattooed in the skin. “Cruzie?”


  Her large brown eyes were filled with anger. “That son of a bitch has been lying to us,” she said, pointing in the direction Beck had gone. “Come with me.”


  


  “The gourds,” Cruzie said, pointing at a screen, and then looking at Beck. “Tell us about the gourds.”


  And Oslo grabbed my shoulder. “Watch the drone, sharp now. I want you to tell us what you see when he replies to us.”


  My contract would be clear there. I couldn’t lie. The scientists owned the contract, and now that they’d asked directly for my services, I couldn’t evade.


  Points on the package, I thought in the far back of my mind.


  I wasn’t really human, was I? Not if I found the lure of eternal riches to be so great as to consider helping the freelancers.


  “The Vesians have farms,” Cruzie said. “But so do ants: they grow fungus. The Vesians have roads, but so do animals in a forest. They just keep walking over the same spots. Old Earth roads used to follow old animal paths. The Vesians have buildings, but birds build nests, ants build colonies, bees build hives. But language, that’s so much rarer in the animal kingdom, isn’t it, Beck?”


  “Not really,” the drone said calmly. “Primitive communication exists in animals. Including bees, which dance information. Dolphins squeak and whales sing.”


  “But none of them write it down,” Cruzie grinned.


  Oslo’s squeezed my shoulder, hard. “The drone is mildly annoyed,” I said. “And more than a little surprised.”


  Cruzie tapped on a screen. The inside of one of the pyramids appeared. It was a storehouse of some sort, filled with hundreds, maybe thousands, of the gourds I’d seen earlier that the Vesian had been transporting.


  “Nonverbal creatures use scent. Just like ants on the mother planet. The Vesians use scents to mark territories their queens manage. And one of the things I started to wonder about, were these storage areas. What were they for? So I broke in, and I started breaking the gourds.”


  Beck stiffened. “He’s not happy with this line of thought,” I murmured.


  “Thought so,” Oslo said back, and nodded at Cruzie, who kept going.


  “And whenever I broke a gourd, I found them empty. Not full of liquid, as Beck told us was likely. We originally thought they were for storage. An adaptive behavior. Or a sign of intelligence. Hard to say. Until I broke them all.”


  “They could have been empty, waiting to be sealed,” Beck said tonelessly.


  I sighed. “I’m sorry, Beck. I have to do this. He’s telling the truth, Oslo. But misdirecting.”


  “I know he is,” Cruzie said. “Because the Vesians swarmed the location with fresh gourds. There were chemical scents, traces laid down in the gourds before they were sealed. The Vesians examined the broken gourds, then filled the new ones with scents. I started examining the chemical traces, and found that each gourd replaced had the same chemical sequences sprayed on and stored as the ones I broke.”


  Beck’s muscles tensed. Any human could see the stress now. I didn’t need to say anything.


  “They were like monks, copying manuscripts. Right, Beck?” Cruzie asked.


  “Yes,” Beck said.


  “And the chemical markers, it’s a language, right?” Kepler asked. I could feel the tension in her voice. It wasn’t just disappointment building, but rage.


  “It is.” Beck stood up slowly.


  “It took me days to realize it,” Cruzie said. “And that, after the weeks I’ve been out here. The Compact spotted it right away, didn’t it?”


  Beck looked over at me, then back at Cruzie. “Yes. The Compact knows.”


  “Then what the hell is it planning to do?” Kepler moved in front of Beck, lips drawn back in a snarl.


  “I’m just a drone,” Beck said. “I don’t know. But I can give you an answer in an hour.”


  For a second, everyone stood frozen. Oslo, brimming with hurt rage, staring at Beck. Kepler, moving from anger toward some sort of decision. Cruzie looked . . . triumphant. Oblivious to the real breaking developments in the air.


  And I observed.


  Like any good Friend.


  Then a loud ‘whooop whooop’ startled us all out of our poses.


  “What’s that?” Cruzie asked, looking around.


  “The Gheda are here,” Oslo, Kepler, and Beck said at the same time.


  THE PATH LESS TRAVELED


  Call the vote,” Oslo snapped.


  Cruzie swallowed. I saw micro beads of sweat on the side of her neck. “Right now?”


  “Gheda are inbound,” Kepler said, her artificial eyes dark. I imagined she had them patched into the computers, looking at information from the station’s sensors. “They’ll be decelerating and matching orbit in hours. There’s no time for debate, Cruzie.”


  “What we’re about to do is something that requires debate. They’re intelligent. We’re proposing ripping that away over the next day with Kepler’s tailored virus. They’ll end up with a viral lobotomy, just smart enough we can claim their artifacts come from natural hive mind behavior. But we’ll have stolen their culture. Their minds. Their history.” Cruzie shook her head. “I know we said they’re going to lose most of that when the Gheda arrive. But if we do this, we’re worse than Gheda.”


  “Fucking hell, Cruzie!” Oslo snapped. “You’re changing your mind now?”


  “Oslo!” Cruzie held up her hands as if trying to ward off the angry words.


  “You saw our mother planet,” Oslo said. “The slums. The starvation. Gheda combat patrols. They owned everyone. If you didn’t provide value, you were nothing. You fought the Sahara campaign, you attacked Abbuj station. How the fuck can you turn your back to all that?”


  “I didn’t turn my back, I wanted a different path,” Cruzie said. “That’s why we’re here. With the money on the patents, we could change things . . . but what are we changing here if we’re not all that better than the Gheda?”


  “It’s us or the fucking ants,” Kepler said, voice suddenly level. “It’s really that simple. Where are your allegiances?”


  I bit my lip when I heard that.


  “Cruzie . . .” I started to say.


  She held a hand up and walked over to the console, her thumb held out. “It takes a unanimous vote to unleash the virus. This was why I insisted.”


  “You’re right,” Kepler said. I flinched. I could hear the hatred in her voice. She nodded at Oslo.


  He raised his walking stick. The tiny grains inside rattled around, and then a jagged finger of energy leapt out and struck Cruzie in the small of her back.


  Cruzie jerked around, arms flopping as she danced, then dropped to the ground. Oslo pressed the stick to her head and fired it again. Blood gushed from Cruzie’s eye sockets as something inside her skull went ‘pop.’


  A wisp of smoke curled from her open mouth.


  Oslo and Kepler put thumbs to the screens. “We have a unanimous vote now.”


  But a red warning sign flashed back at them. Beck relaxed slightly, a tiny curl of a smile briefly appearing.


  Oslo raised his walking stick and pointed it at Beck. “Our communications are blocked.”


  “Yes,” Beck said. “The Compact is voting against preemptive genocide.”


  For a split second, I saw the decision to kill Beck flit across Kepler’s face. “If you kill him,” I spoke up, “the Compact will spend resources hunting you two down. You can’t enjoy your riches if you’re dead.”


  Kepler nodded. “You’re right.” But she looked at me, a question on her face.


  I shrugged. “If you’re all dead, I don’t have points on the package.”


  “Trigger them manually,” Oslo said. “We’ll bring the drone. We won’t leave him up here to cause more trouble. Bring him, or her, or whatever the Friend calls itself as well. Your contract, Alex, is now to watch Beck.”


  


  We burned our way through the green atmosphere of Ve, the lander bucking and groaning, skin cracking as it weathered the heat of our reentry fireball.


  From the tiny cramped cockpit I watched us part the clouds and spiral slowly down out of the sky as the wings unfurled from slots in the tear-drop sized vehicle’s side. They started beating a complicated figure-eight motion.


  Oslo aimed his walking stick at us when the lander touched down. “Put on your helmet, get out. Both of you.”


  We did so.


  Heavy chlorine-rich mists swirled around, disturbed by our landing. Large puffball flowers spurted acid whenever touched by a piece of stray stirred-up debris, and the black, plastic leaves all around us bobbed gently in a low breeze.


  Oslo and Kepler pulled a large pack out of the lander’s cargo area. Long pieces of tubing. They set to building a freestanding antenna, piece by piece. I watched Beck. I couldn’t see his face, but I could see his posture.


  He was about to run. Which made no sense. Run where? On this world?


  Within a few minutes Oslo and Kepler had snapped together a thirty-foot tall tower. I swallowed, and remained silent. It was a choice, a deliberate path. I broke my contract.


  Oslo snapped a clip to the top of the tower, then unrolled a length of cable. He and Kepler used it to pull the super light structure up.


  That was the moment Beck ran, as it hung halfway up to standing.


  “Shit,” Oslo cursed over the tiny speakers in our helmets, but he didn’t drop the structure. “You’ve only got a couple hours of air you moron!”


  The only response was Beck’s heavy breathing.


  When the antenna stood upright, Oslo approached me, the walking stick out. “You didn’t warn us.”


  “He was wearing a spacesuit,” I said calmly.


  But I could see Oslo didn’t believe me. His eyes creased and his fingers tightened. A bright explosion of pain ripped into me.


  


  My vision cleared.


  I was on my hands and feet, shaking with pain from the electrical discharge. A whirlwind of debris whipped around me. I looked up to see the lander lifting into the sky.


  So that was it. I’d made my choice: to try and not be a monster.


  And it had been in vain. The Vesians would be lobotomized by Kepler’s virus. Beck would die. I would die.


  I watched the lander beginning a wide spiral upward away from me. In a few seconds it would fire its rockets and climb for orbit.


  In a couple hours, I would run out of air.


  Four large gourds arced high over the black forest and slapped into the side of the lander. I frowned. At first, it looked like they had no effect. The lander kept spiraling up.


  But then, it faltered.


  The lander shook, and smoke spilled out of a crack in the side somewhere.


  It exploded, the fireball hanging in the sky.


  “Get away from the antenna,” Beck suddenly said. “It’s next.”


  I ran without a second thought, and even as I got free of the clearing, gourds of acid hit the structure. The metal sizzled, foamed, and then began to melt.


  A few seconds later, I broke out onto a dirt path where the catapults firing the gourds of acid had been towed into place.


  Beck waited for me, surrounded by a crowd of Vesians. He wore only his helmet, he’d ripped his suit off. His skin bubbled from bad chemical burn blisters.


  “The Vesians destroyed all the remote-operating vehicles with the virus in it,” he said. “The queens have quarantined any Vesians near any area that had an ROV. The species will survive.”


  “You’ve been talking to them,” I said. And then I thought back to the comforting smell in my room the first night Beck spent with me. “You’re communicating with them. You warned them.”


  Beck held up his suit. “Yes. The Compact altered me to be an ambassador to them.”


  “Beck, how long can you survive in this environment?” I stared at his blistered skin.


  “A year. Maybe. There will be another ready by then. Maybe a structure to live in. The Gheda will be here soon to bring air. The Compact has reached an agreement with them. The Vesian queens are agreeing to join the Compact. The Compact gets to extend out of the mother system, but only to Ve. In exchange, the Gheda get rights to all patentable discoveries made in the new ecosystem. They’re particularly interested in plastic-based organic photosynthesis.”


  I collapsed to the ground, realizing that I would live. Beck sat next to me. A small Vesian, approached, a gourd in its mandibles. It set the organic, plastic bottle at my legs. “What’s that?”


  “A jar of goodwill,” Beck said. “The Vesian queen of this area is thanking you.”


  I was still just staring at it two hours later as my air faded out, my vision blurred, and the Gheda lander finally reached us.


  


  The harbormaster cocked his head. “You’re back.”


  “I’m back,” I said. Someone was unpacking my two bags, one of them carefully holding the Vesian ‘gift.’


  “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” the harbormaster said. “Not with a contract like that.”


  “It didn’t work out.” I looked out into the vacuum of space beyond us. “Certainly not for the people who hired me. Or me.”


  “You have a peripheral contract with the Compact. An all-you-can-breath line of credit on the station. You’re not a citizen, but on perpetual retainer as the Compact’s primary professional Friend for all dealings in this system. You did well enough.”


  I grinned. “Points on a package like what they offered me was a fairy tale. A fairy tale you’d have to be soulless to want to have come true.”


  “I’m surprised that you did not choose to join the Compact,” the harbormaster said, looking closely at me. “It is a safe place for humans in this universe. Even as a peripheral for them, you could still be in danger during patent negotiations with Gheda.”


  “I know. But this is home. My home. I’m not a drone, I don’t want to be one.”


  The harbormaster sighed. “You understand the station is my only love. I don’t have a social circle. There is only the ebb and flow of this structure’s health for me.”


  I smiled. “That’s why I like you, harbormaster. You have few emotions. You are a fair dealer. You’re the closest thing I have to family. You may even be the closest thing I have to a friend, friend with a lowercase ‘f.’”


  “You follow your contracts to the letter. I like that about you,” the harbormaster said. “I’m glad you will continue on here.”


  Together we watched the needle-like ship that had brought me back home silently fall away from the station.


  “The Compact purchased me a ten-by-ten room with a porthole,” I said. “I don’t have to come up here to sneak a look at the stars anymore.”


  The harbormaster sighed happily. “They’re beautiful, aren’t they? I think, we’ve always loved them, haven’t we? Even before we were forced to leave the mother world.”


  “That’s what the history books say,” I said quietly over the sound of ducts and creaking station. “We dreamed of getting out here, to live among them. Dreamed of the wonders we’d see.”


  “The Gheda don’t see the stars,” the harbormaster said. “They have few portholes. Before I let the Gheda turn me into a harbormaster, I demanded the contract include this room.”


  “They don’t see them the way we do,” I agreed.


  “They’re not human,” the harbormaster said.


  “No, they’re not.” I looked out at the distant stars. “But then, few things are anymore.”


  The Gheda ship disappeared in a blinding flash of light, whipping through space toward its next destination.
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  The world is shaped like the kanji for “umbrella,” only written so poorly, like my handwriting, that all the parts are out of proportion.


  [image: ]


  My father would be greatly ashamed at the childish way I still form my characters. Indeed, I can barely write many of them anymore. My formal schooling back in Japan ceased when I was only eight.


  Yet for present purposes, this badly drawn character will do.


  The canopy up there is the solar sail. Even that distorted kanji can only give you a hint of its vast size. A hundred times thinner than rice paper, the spinning disk fans out a thousand kilometers into space like a giant kite intent on catching every passing photon. It literally blocks out the sky.


  Beneath it dangles a long cable of carbon nanotubes a hundred kilometers long: strong, light, and flexible. At the end of the cable hangs the heart of the Hopeful, the habitat module, a five-hundred-meter-tall cylinder into which all the 1,021 inhabitants of the world are packed.


  The light from the sun pushes against the sail, propelling us on an ever widening, ever accelerating, spiraling orbit away from it. The acceleration pins all of us against the decks, gives everything weight.


  Our trajectory takes us toward a star called 61 Virginis. You can’t see it now because it is behind the canopy of the solar sail. The Hopeful will get there in about three hundred years, more or less. With luck, my great-great-great—I calculated how many “greats” I needed once, but I don’t remember now—grandchildren will see it.


  There are no windows in the habitat module, no casual view of the stars streaming past. Most people don’t care, having grown bored of seeing the stars long ago. But I like looking through the cameras mounted on the bottom of the ship so that I can gaze at this view of the receding, reddish glow of our sun, our past.


  


  “Hiroto,” Dad said as he shook me awake. “Pack up your things. It’s time.”


  My small suitcase was ready. I just had to put my Go set into it. Dad gave this to me when I was five, and the times we played were my favorite hours of the day.


  The sun had not yet risen when Mom and Dad and I made our way outside. All the neighbors were standing outside their houses with their bags as well, and we greeted one another politely under the summer stars. As usual, I looked for the Hammer. It was easy. Ever since I could remember, the asteroid had been the brightest thing in the sky except for the moon, and every year it grew brighter.


  A truck with loudspeakers mounted on top drove slowly down the middle of the street.


  “Attention, citizens of Kurume! Please make your way in an orderly fashion to the bus stop. There will be plenty of buses to take you to the train station, where you can board the train for Kagoshima. Do not drive. You must leave the roads open for the evacuation buses and official vehicles!”


  Every family walked slowly down the sidewalk.


  “Mrs. Maeda,” Dad said to our neighbor. “Why don’t I carry your luggage for you?”


  “I’m very grateful,” the old woman said.


  After ten minutes of walking, Mrs. Maeda stopped and leaned against a lamppost.


  “It’s just a little longer, Granny,” I said. She nodded but was too out of breath to speak. I tried to cheer her. “Are you looking forward to seeing your grandson in Kagoshima? I miss Michi too. You will be able to sit with him and rest on the spaceships. They say there will be enough seats for everyone.”


  Mom smiled at me approvingly.


  “How fortunate we are to be here,” Dad said. He gestured at the orderly rows of people moving toward the bus stop, at the young men in clean shirts and shoes looking solemn, the middle-aged women helping their elderly parents, the clean, empty streets, and the quietness—despite the crowd, no one spoke above a whisper. The very air seemed to shimmer with the dense connections between all the people—families, neighbors, friends, colleagues—as invisible and strong as threads of silk.


  I had seen on TV what was happening in other places around the world: looters screaming, dancing through the streets, soldiers and policemen shooting into the air and sometimes into crowds, burning buildings, teetering piles of dead bodies, generals shouting before frenzied crowds, vowing vengeance for ancient grievances even as the world was ending.


  “Hiroto, I want you to remember this,” Dad said. He looked around, overcome by emotion. “It is in the face of disasters that we show our strength as a people. Understand that we are not defined by our individual loneliness, but by the web of relationships in which we’re enmeshed. A person must rise above his selfish needs so that all of us can live in harmony. The individual is small and powerless, but bound tightly together, as a whole, the Japanese nation is invincible.”


  


  “Mr. Shimizu,” eight-year-old Bobby says, “I don’t like this game.”


  The school is located in the very center of the cylindrical habitat module, where it can have the benefit of the most shielding from radiation. In front of the classroom hangs a large American flag to which the children say their pledge every morning. To the sides of the American flag are two rows of smaller flags belonging to other nations with survivors on the Hopeful. At the very end of the left side is a child’s rendition of the Hinomaru, the corners of the white paper now curled and the once bright red rising sun faded to the orange of sunset. I drew it the day I came aboard the Hopeful.


  I pull up a chair next to the table where Bobby and his friend Eric are sitting. “Why don’t you like it?”


  Between the two boys is a nineteen-by-nineteen grid of straight lines. A handful of black and white stones have been placed on the intersections.


  Once every two weeks, I have the day off from my regular duties monitoring the status of the solar sail and come here to teach the children a little bit about Japan. I feel silly doing it sometimes. How can I be their teacher when I have only a boy’s hazy memories of Japan?


  But there is no other choice. All the non-American technicians like me feel it is our duty to participate in the cultural-enrichment program at the school and pass on what we can.


  “All the stones look the same,” Bobby says, “and they don’t move. They’re boring.”


  “What game do you like?” I ask.


  “Asteroid Defender!” Eric says. “Now that is a good game. You get to save the world.”


  “I mean a game you do not play on the computer.”


  Bobby shrugs. “Chess, I guess. I like the queen. She’s powerful and different from everyone else. She’s a hero.”


  “Chess is a game of skirmishes,” I say. “The perspective of Go is bigger. It encompasses entire battles.”


  “There are no heroes in Go,” Bobby says stubbornly.


  I don’t know how to answer him.


  


  There was no place to stay in Kagoshima, so everyone slept outside along the road to the spaceport. On the horizon we could see the great silver escape ships gleaming in the sun.


  Dad had explained to me that fragments that had broken off the Hammer were headed for Mars and the moon, so the ships would have to take us farther, into deep space, to be safe.


  “I would like a window seat,” I said, imagining the stars steaming by.


  “You should yield the window seat to those younger than you,” Dad said. “Remember, we must all make sacrifices to live together.”


  We piled our suitcases into walls and draped sheets over them to form shelters from the wind and the sun. Every day inspectors from the government came by to distribute supplies and to make sure everything was all right.


  “Be patient!” the government inspectors said. “We know things are moving slowly, but we’re doing everything we can. There will be seats for everyone.”


  We were patient. Some of the mothers organized lessons for the children during the day, and the fathers set up a priority system so that families with aged parents and babies could board first when the ships were finally ready.


  After four days of waiting, the reassurances from the government inspectors did not sound quite as reassuring. Rumors spread through the crowd.


  “It’s the ships. Something’s wrong with them.”


  “The builders lied to the government and said they were ready when they weren’t, and now the prime minister is too embarrassed to admit the truth.”


  “I hear that there’s only one ship, and only a few hundred of the most important people will have seats. The other ships are only hollow shells, for show.”


  “They’re hoping that the Americans will change their mind and build more ships for allies like us.”


  Mom came to Dad and whispered in his ear.


  Dad shook his head and stopped her. “Do not repeat such things.”


  “But for Hiroto’s sake—”


  “No!” I’d never heard Dad sound so angry. He paused, swallowed. “We must trust each other, trust the prime minister and the Self-Defense Forces.”


  Mom looked unhappy. I reached out and held her hand. “I’m not afraid,” I said.


  “That’s right,” Dad said, relief in his voice. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”


  He picked me up in his arms—I was slightly embarrassed, for he had not done such a thing since I was very little—and pointed at the densely packed crowd of thousands and thousands spread around us as far as the eye could see.


  “Look at how many of us there are: grandmothers, young fathers, big sisters, little brothers. For anyone to panic and begin to spread rumors in such a crowd would be selfish and wrong, and many people could be hurt. We must keep to our places and always remember the bigger picture.”


  


  Mindy and I make love slowly. I like to breathe in the smell of her dark curly hair, lush, warm, tickling the nose like the sea, like fresh salt.


  Afterward we lie next to each other, gazing up at my ceiling monitor.


  I keep looping on it a view of the receding star field. Mindy works in navigation, and she records the high-resolution cockpit video feed for me.


  I like to pretend that it’s a big skylight, and we’re lying under the stars. I know some others like to keep their monitors showing photographs and videos of old Earth, but that makes me too sad.


  “How do you say ‘star’ in Japanese?” Mindy asks.


  “Hoshi,” I tell her.


  “And how do you say ‘guest’?”


  “Okyakusan.”


  “So we are hoshi okyakusan? Star guests?”


  “It doesn’t work like that,” I say. Mindy is a singer, and she likes the sound of languages other than English. “It’s hard to hear the music behind the words when their meanings get in the way,” she told me once.


  Spanish is Mindy’s first language, but she remembers even less of it than I do of Japanese. Often, she asks me for Japanese words and weaves them into her songs.


  I try to phrase it poetically for her, but I’m not sure if I’m successful. “Wareware ha, hoshi no aida ni kyaku ni kite.” We have come to be guests among the stars.


  “There are a thousand ways of phrasing everything,” Dad used to say, “each appropriate to an occasion.” He taught me that our language is full of nuances and supple grace, each sentence a poem. The language folds in on itself, the unspoken words as meaningful as the spoken, context within context, layer upon layer, like the steel in samurai swords.


  I wish Dad were around so that I could ask him: How do you say “I miss you” in a way that is appropriate to the occasion of your twenty-fifth birthday, as the last survivor of your race?


  “My sister was really into Japanese picture books. Manga.”


  Like me, Mindy is an orphan. It’s part of what draws us together.


  “Do you remember much about her?”


  “Not really. I was only five or so when I came on board the ship. Before that, I only remember a lot of guns firing and all of us hiding in the dark and running and crying and stealing food. She was always there to keep me quiet by reading from the manga books. And then . . .”


  I had watched the video only once. From our high orbit, the blue-and-white marble that was Earth seemed to wobble for a moment as the asteroid struck, and then, the silent, roiling waves of spreading destruction that slowly engulfed the globe.


  I pull her to me and kiss her forehead, lightly, a kiss of comfort. “Let us not speak of sad things.”


  She wraps her arms around me tightly, as though she will never let go.


  “The manga, do you remember anything about them?” I ask.


  “I remember they were full of giant robots. I thought: Japan is so powerful.”


  I try to imagine it: heroic giant robots all over Japan, working desperately to save the people.


  


  The prime minister’s apology was broadcast through the loudspeakers. Some also watched it on their phones.


  I remember very little of it except that his voice was thin and he looked very frail and old. He looked genuinely sorry. “I’ve let the people down.”


  The rumors turned out to be true. The shipbuilders had taken the money from the government but did not build ships that were strong enough or capable of what they promised. They kept up the charade until the very end. We found out the truth only when it was too late.


  Japan was not the only nation that failed her people. The other nations of the world had squabbled over who should contribute how much to a joint evacuation effort when the Hammer was first discovered on its collision course with Earth. And then, when that plan had collapsed, most decided that it was better to gamble that the Hammer would miss and spend the money and lives on fighting with one another instead.


  After the prime minister finished speaking, the crowd remained silent. A few angry voices shouted but soon quieted down as well. Gradually, in an orderly fashion, people began to pack up and leave the temporary campsites.


  


  “The people just went home?” Mindy asks, incredulous.


  “Yes.”


  “There was no looting, no panicked runs, no soldiers mutinying in the streets?”


  “This was Japan,” I tell her. And I can hear the pride in my voice, an echo of my father’s.


  “I guess the people were resigned,” Mindy says. “They had given up. Maybe it’s a culture thing.”


  “No!” I fight to keep the heat out of my voice. Her words irk me, like Bobby’s remark about Go being boring. “That is not how it was.”


  


  “Who is Dad speaking to?” I asked.


  “That is Dr. Hamilton,” Mom said. “We—he and your father and I—went to college together in America.”


  I watched Dad speak English on the phone. He seemed like a completely different person: it wasn’t just the cadences and pitch of his voice; his face was more animated, his hand gestured more wildly. He looked like a foreigner.


  He shouted into the phone.


  “What is Dad saying?”


  Mom shushed me. She watched Dad intently, hanging on every word.


  “No,” Dad said into the phone. “No!” I did not need that translated.


  Afterward Mom said, “He is trying to do the right thing, in his own way.”


  “He is as selfish as ever,” Dad snapped.


  “That’s not fair,” Mom said. “He did not call me in secret. He called you instead because he believed that if your positions were reversed, he would gladly give the woman he loved a chance to survive, even if it’s with another man.”


  Dad looked at her. I had never heard my parents say “I love you” to each other, but some words did not need to be said to be true.


  “I would never have said yes to him,” Mom said, smiling. Then she went to the kitchen to make our lunch. Dad’s gaze followed her.


  “It’s a fine day,” Dad said to me. “Let us go on a walk.”


  We passed other neighbors walking along the sidewalks. We greeted one another, inquired after one another’s health. Everything seemed normal. The Hammer glowed even brighter in the dusk overhead.


  “You must be very frightened, Hiroto,” he said.


  “They won’t try to build more escape ships?”


  Dad did not answer. The late summer wind carried the sound of cicadas to us: chirr, chirr, chirrrrrr.


  


  “Nothing in the cry


  Of cicadas suggests they


  Are about to die.”


  


  “Dad?”


  “That is a poem by Bashō. Do you understand it?”


  I shook my head. I did not like poems much.


  Dad sighed and smiled at me. He looked at the setting sun and spoke again:


  


  “The fading sunlight holds infinite beauty


  Though it is so close to the day’s end.”


  


  I recited the lines to myself. Something in them moved me. I tried to put the feeling into words: “It is like a gentle kitten is licking the inside of my heart.”


  Instead of laughing at me, Dad nodded solemnly.


  “That is a poem by the classical Tang poet Li Shangyin. Though he was Chinese, the sentiment is very much Japanese.”


  We walked on, and I stopped by the yellow flower of a dandelion. The angle at which the flower was tilted struck me as very beautiful. I got the kitten-tongue-tickling sensation in my heart again.


  “The flower . . .” I hesitated. I could not find the right words.


  Dad spoke,


  


  “The drooping flower


  As yellow as the moonbeam


  So slender tonight.”


  


  I nodded. The image seemed to me at once so fleeting and so permanent, like the way I had experienced time as a young child. It made me a little sad and glad at the same time.


  “Everything passes, Hiroto,” Dad said. “That feeling in your heart: it’s called mono no aware. It is a sense of the transience of all things in life. The sun, the dandelion, the cicada, the Hammer, and all of us: we are all subject to the equations of James Clerk Maxwell, and we are all ephemeral patterns destined to eventually fade, whether in a second or an eon.”


  I looked around at the clean streets, the slow-moving people, the grass, and the evening light, and I knew that everything had its place; everything was all right. Dad and I went on walking, our shadows touching.


  Even though the Hammer hung right overhead, I was not afraid.


  


  My job involves staring at the grid of indicator lights in front of me. It is a bit like a giant Go board.


  It is very boring most of the time. The lights, indicating tension on various spots of the solar sail, course through the same pattern every few minutes as the sail gently flexes in the fading light of the distant sun. The cycling pattern of the lights is as familiar to me as Mindy’s breathing when she’s asleep.


  We’re already moving at a good fraction of the speed of light. Some years hence, when we’re moving fast enough, we’ll change our course for 61 Virginis and its pristine planets, and we’ll leave the sun that gave birth to us behind like a forgotten memory.


  But today, the pattern of the lights feels off. One of the lights in the southwest corner seems to be blinking a fraction of a second too fast.


  “Navigation,” I say into the microphone, “this is Sail Monitor Station Alpha, can you confirm that we’re on course?”


  A minute later Mindy’s voice comes through my earpiece, tinged slightly with surprise. “I hadn’t noticed, but there was a slight drift off course. What happened?”


  “I’m not sure yet.” I stare at the grid before me, at the one stubborn light that is out of sync, out of harmony.


  


  Mom took me to Fukuoka without Dad. “We’ll be shopping for Christmas,” she said. “We want to surprise you.” Dad smiled and shook his head.


  We made our way through the busy streets. Since this might be the last Christmas on Earth, there was an extra sense of gaiety in the air.


  On the subway I glanced at the newspaper held up by the man sitting next to us. USA STRIKES BACK! was the headline. The big photograph showed the American president smiling triumphantly. Below that was a series of other pictures, some I had seen before: the first experimental American evacuation ship from years ago exploding on its test flight; the leader of some rogue nation claiming responsibility on TV; American soldiers marching into a foreign capital.


  Below the fold was a smaller article: AMERICAN SCIENTISTS SKEPTICAL OF DOOMSDAY SCENARIO. Dad had said that some people preferred to believe that a disaster was unreal rather than accept that nothing could be done.


  I looked forward to picking out a present for Dad. But instead of going to the electronics district, where I had expected Mom to take me to buy him a gift, we went to a section of the city I had never been to before. Mom took out her phone and made a brief call, speaking in English. I looked up at her, surprised.


  Then we were standing in front of a building with a great American flag flying over it. We went inside and sat down in an office. An American man came in. His face was sad, but he was working hard not to look sad.


  “Rin.” The man called my mother’s name and stopped. In that one syllable I heard regret and longing and a complicated story.


  “This is Dr. Hamilton,” Mom said to me. I nodded and offered to shake his hand, as I had seen Americans do on TV.


  Dr. Hamilton and Mom spoke for a while. She began to cry, and Dr. Hamilton stood awkwardly, as though he wanted to hug her but dared not.


  “You’ll be staying with Dr. Hamilton,” Mom said to me.


  “What?”


  She held my shoulders, bent down, and looked into my eyes. “The Americans have a secret ship in orbit. It is the only ship they managed to launch into space before they got into this war. Dr. Hamilton designed the ship. He’s my . . . old friend, and he can bring one person aboard with him. It’s your only chance.”


  “No, I’m not leaving.”


  Eventually, Mom opened the door to leave. Dr. Hamilton held me tightly as I kicked and screamed.


  We were all surprised to see Dad standing there.


  Mom burst into tears.


  Dad hugged her, which I’d never seen him do. It seemed a very American gesture.


  “I’m sorry,” Mom said. She kept saying “I’m sorry” as she cried.


  “It’s okay,” Dad said. “I understand.”


  Dr. Hamilton let me go, and I ran up to my parents, holding on to both of them tightly.


  Mom looked at Dad, and in that look she said nothing and everything.


  Dad’s face softened like a wax figure coming to life. He sighed and looked at me.


  “You’re not afraid, are you?” Dad asked.


  I shook my head.


  “Then it is okay for you to go,” he said. He looked into Dr. Hamilton’s eyes. “Thank you for taking care of my son.”


  Mom and I both looked at him, surprised.


  


  “A dandelion


  In late autumn’s cooling breeze


  Spreads seeds far and wide.”


  


  I nodded, pretending to understand.


  Dad hugged me, fiercely, quickly.


  “Remember that you’re Japanese.”


  And they were gone.


  


  “Something has punctured the sail,” Dr. Hamilton says.


  The tiny room holds only the most senior command staff—plus Mindy and me because we already know. There is no reason to cause a panic among the people.


  “The hole is causing the ship to list to the side, veering off course. If the hole is not patched, the tear will grow bigger, the sail will soon collapse, and the Hopeful will be adrift in space.”


  “Is there any way to fix it?” the captain asks.


  Dr. Hamilton, who has been like a father to me, shakes his headful of white hair. I have never seen him so despondent.


  “The tear is several hundred kilometers from the hub of the sail. It will take many days to get someone out there because you can’t move too fast along the surface of the sail—the risk of another tear is too great. And by the time we do get anyone out there, the tear will have grown too large to patch.”


  And so it goes. Everything passes.


  I close my eyes and picture the sail. The film is so thin that if it is touched carelessly, it will be punctured. But the membrane is supported by a complex system of folds and struts that give the sail rigidity and tension. As a child, I had watched them unfold in space like one of my mother’s origami creations.


  I imagine hooking and unhooking a tether cable to the scaffolding of struts as I skim along the surface of the sail, like a dragonfly dipping across the surface of a pond.


  “I can make it out there in seventy-two hours,” I say. Everyone turns to look at me. I explain my idea. “I know the patterns of the struts well because I have monitored them from afar for most of my life. I can find the quickest path.”


  Dr. Hamilton is dubious. “Those struts were never designed for a maneuver like that. I never planned for this scenario.”


  “Then we’ll improvise,” Mindy says. “We’re Americans, damn it. We never just give up.”


  Dr. Hamilton looks up. “Thank you, Mindy.”


  We plan, we debate, we shout at each other, we work throughout the night.


  


  The climb up the cable from the habitat module to the solar sail is long and arduous. It takes me almost twelve hours.


  Let me illustrate for you what I look like with the second character in my name:


  [image: ]


  It means “to soar.” See that radical on the left? That’s me, tethered to the cable with a pair of antennae coming out of my helmet. On my back are the wings—or, in this case, booster rockets and extra fuel tanks that push me up and up toward the great reflective dome that blocks out the whole sky, the gossamer mirror of the solar sail.


  Mindy chats with me on the radio link. We tell each other jokes, share secrets, speak of things we want to do in the future. When we run out of things to say, she sings to me. The goal is to keep me awake.


  “Wareware ha, hoshi no aida ni kyaku ni kite.”


  


  But the climb up is really the easy part. The journey across the sail along the network of struts to the point of puncture is far more difficult.


  It has been thirty-six hours since I left the ship. Mindy’s voice is now tired, flagging. She yawns.


  “Sleep, baby,” I whisper into the microphone. I’m so tired that I want to close my eyes just for a moment.


  I’m walking along the road on a summer evening, my father next to me.


  “We live in a land of volcanoes and earthquakes, typhoons and tsunamis, Hiroto. We have always faced a precarious existence, suspended in a thin strip on the surface of this planet between the fire underneath and the icy vacuum above.”


  And I’m back in my suit again, alone. My momentary loss of concentration causes me to bang my backpack against one of the beams of the sail, almost knocking one of the fuel tanks loose. I grab it just in time. The mass of my equipment has been lightened down to the last gram so that I can move fast, and there is no margin for error. I can’t afford to lose anything.


  I try to shake the dream and keep on moving.


  “Yet it is this awareness of the closeness of death, of the beauty inherent in each moment, that allows us to endure. Mono no aware, my son, is an empathy with the universe. It is the soul of our nation. It has allowed us to endure Hiroshima, to endure the occupation, to endure deprivation and the prospect of annihilation without despair.”


  “Hiroto, wake up!” Mindy’s voice is desperate, pleading. I jerk awake. I have not been able to sleep for how long now? Two days, three, four?


  For the final fifty or so kilometers of the journey, I must let go of the sail struts and rely on my rockets alone to travel untethered, skimming over the surface of the sail while everything is moving at a fraction of the speed of light. The very idea is enough to make me dizzy.


  And suddenly my father is next to me again, suspended in space below the sail. We’re playing a game of Go.


  “Look in the southwest corner. Do you see how your army has been divided in half? My white stones will soon surround and capture this entire group.”


  I look where he’s pointing and I see the crisis. There is a gap that I missed. What I thought was my one army is in reality two separate groups with a hole in the middle. I have to plug the gap with my next stone.


  I shake away the hallucination. I have to finish this, and then I can sleep.


  There is a hole in the torn sail before me. At the speed we’re traveling, even a tiny speck of dust that escaped the ion shields can cause havoc. The jagged edge of the hole flaps gently in space, propelled by solar wind and radiation pressure. While an individual photon is tiny, insignificant, without even mass, all of them together can propel a sail as big as the sky and push a thousand people along.


  The universe is wondrous.


  I lift a black stone and prepare to fill in the gap, to connect my armies into one.


  The stone turns back into the patching kit from my backpack. I maneuver my thrusters until I’m hovering right over the gash in the sail. Through the hole I can see the stars beyond, the stars that no one on the ship has seen for many years. I look at them and imagine that around one of them, one day, the human race, fused into a new nation, will recover from near extinction, will start afresh and flourish again.


  Carefully, I apply the bandage over the gash, and I turn on the heat torch. I run the torch over the gash, and I can feel the bandage melting to spread out and fuse with the hydrocarbon chains in the sail film. When that’s done I’ll vaporize and deposit silver atoms over it to form a shiny, reflective layer.


  “It’s working,” I say into the microphone. And I hear the muffled sounds of celebration in the background.


  “You’re a hero,” Mindy says.


  I think of myself as a giant Japanese robot in a manga and smile.


  The torch sputters and goes out.


  “Look carefully,” Dad says. “You want to play your next stone there to plug that hole. But is that what you really want?”


  I shake the fuel tank attached to the torch. Nothing. This was the tank that I banged against one of the sail beams. The collision must have caused a leak and there isn’t enough fuel left to finish the patch. The bandage flaps gently, only half attached to the gash.


  “Come back now,” Dr. Hamilton says. “We’ll replenish your supplies and try again.”


  I’m exhausted. No matter how hard I push, I will not be able to make it back out here as fast. And by then who knows how big the gash will have grown? Dr. Hamilton knows this as well as I do. He just wants to get me back to the warm safety of the ship.


  I still have fuel in my tank, the fuel that is meant for my return trip.


  My father’s face is expectant.


  “I see,” I speak slowly. “If I play my next stone in this hole, I will not have a chance to get back to the small group up in the northeast. You’ll capture them.”


  “One stone cannot be in both places. You have to choose, son.”


  “Tell me what to do.”


  I look into my father’s face for an answer.


  “Look around you,” Dad says. And I see Mom, Mrs. Maeda, the prime minister, all our neighbors from Kurume, and all the people who waited with us in Kagoshima, in Kyushu, in all the Four Islands, all over Earth, and on the Hopeful. They look expectantly at me, for me to do something.


  Dad’s voice is quiet:


  


  “The stars shine and blink.


  We are all guests passing through,


  A smile and a name.”


  


  “I have a solution,” I tell Dr. Hamilton over the radio.


  “I knew you’d come up with something,” Mindy says, her voice proud and happy.


  Dr. Hamilton is silent for a while. He knows what I’m thinking. And then: “Hiroto, thank you.”


  I unhook the torch from its useless fuel tank and connect it to the tank on my back. I turn it on. The flame is bright, sharp, a blade of light. I marshal photons and atoms before me, transforming them into a web of strength and light.


  The stars on the other side have been sealed away again. The mirrored surface of the sail is perfect.


  “Correct your course,” I speak into the microphone. “It’s done.”


  “Acknowledged,” Dr. Hamilton says. His voice is that of a sad man trying not to sound sad.


  “You have to come back first,” Mindy says. “If we correct course now, you’ll have nowhere to tether yourself.”


  “It’s okay, baby,” I whisper into the microphone. “I’m not coming back. There’s not enough fuel left.”


  “We’ll come for you!”


  “You can’t navigate the struts as quickly as I did,” I tell her gently. “No one knows their patterns as well as I do. By the time you get here, I will have run out of air.”


  I wait until she’s quiet again. “Let us not speak of sad things. I love you.”


  Then I turn off the radio and push off into space so that they aren’t tempted to mount a useless rescue mission. And I fall down, far, far below the canopy of the sail.


  I watch as the sail turns away, unveiling the stars in their full glory. The sun, so faint now, is only one star among many, neither rising nor setting. I am cast adrift among them, alone and also at one with them.


  A kitten’s tongue tickles the inside of my heart.


  


  I play the next stone in the gap.


  Dad plays as I thought he would, and my stones in the northeast corner are gone, cast adrift.


  But my main group is safe. They may even flourish in the future.


  “Maybe there are heroes in Go,” Bobby’s voice says.


  Mindy called me a hero. But I was simply a man in the right place at the right time. Dr. Hamilton is also a hero because he designed the Hopeful. Mindy is also a hero because she kept me awake. My mother is also a hero because she was willing to give me up so that I could survive. My father is also a hero because he showed me the right thing to do.


  We are defined by the places we hold in the web of others’ lives.


  I pull my gaze back from the Go board until the stones fuse into larger patterns of shifting life and pulsing breath. “Individual stones are not heroes, but all the stones together are heroic.”


  “It is a beautiful day for a walk, isn’t it?” Dad says.


  And we walk together down the street, so that we can remember every passing blade of grass, every dewdrop, every fading ray of the dying sun, infinitely beautiful.


  


  Jack Skillingstead is the author of more than forty short stories, a collection, and two novels, with a third scheduled for early 2019. He has been a finalist for both the Theodore Sturgeon Award and Philip K. Dick Award. He lives in Seattle with his wife, writer Nancy Kress.


  RESCUE MISSION


  JACK SKILLINGSTEAD


  


  Michael Pennington floated in Mona’s amniotic chamber, fully immersed, naked and erect, zened out. The cortical cable looped lazily around him. Womb Hole traveling. His gills palpitated; Mona’s quantum consciousness saturated the environment with a billion Qubits, and Michael’s Anima combined with Mona’s super animus and drove the starship along a dodgy vector through the Pleiades.


  Until a distraction occurred.


  Like a Siren call, it pierced to the center of Michael’s consciousness. His body twisted, eyes opening in heavy fluid. At the same instant Mona, cued to Michael’s every impulse, veered in space. Somewhere, alarms rang.


  


  Mona interrupted the navigation cycle, retracted Michael’s cortical cable, and gently expelled him into the delivery chamber. Vacuums activated, sucking at him. He pushed past them, into the larger chamber beyond, still swooning on the borderland of Ship State. A blurry figure floated toward him: Natalie. She caught him and held him.


  “What happened?” he asked.


  “Mona spat you out. And we’re on a new course.” She touched his face. “Your eyes are all pupil. I’m going to give you something.”


  “Hmm,” Michael said.


  He felt the sting in his left arm. After a moment his head cleared.


  “Let’s get you properly cleaned up,” Natalie said.


  He was weak, post Ship State, and he let her touch him, but said: “The Proxy can help me.”


  “You want it to?”


  “It’s capable.”


  “You have a thing for the Proxy?”


  The Proxy, a rudimentary biomech, was an extension of Mona, though lacking in gender-specific characteristics.


  “Not exactly.”


  “We have a thing.”


  “Nat, our ‘thing’ was a mistake. If we’d known we were going to team on this mission we would never have thinged.”


  “Wouldn’t we have?”


  “No.”


  She released him and they drifted apart. Michael scratched his head. Tiny cerulean spheres of amniotic residue swarmed about him. “You can be kind of a bastard, you know.”


  “I know.”


  “I’ll send the Proxy.”


  


  Mona transitioned into orbit around the wrong planet. It rolled beneath them, a world mostly green, a little blue, brushed with cloud white.


  “That’s not Meropa IV,” Natalie said, floating onto the bridge with a bulb of coffee.


  “No,” Michael said, not looking away from the monitor.


  “So what is it?”


  “A planet.”


  “Gosh. So that’s a planet.” Natalie propelled herself up to the monitor. “And what are we doing here, when we have vital cargo for the Meropa IV colony?”


  “There’s time,” Michael said, the Siren call still sounding deep in his mind. “This is important.”


  “This is important? What about Meropa IV?”


  Michael pushed away from the console.


  “I’m going down,” he said.


  


  Once he was strapped securely into the Drop Ship, Natalie said:


  “You shouldn’t go.”


  “Why not?”


  “You’re acting strange. I mean stranger than usual.”


  “That’s it?” Michael said, going through his pre-flight routine.


  “Also, I have a feeling,” Natalie said.


  “You’re always having those.”


  “It’s human,” Natalie said.


  “So I understand.”


  “Even you had feelings once upon a time. Does New San Francisco ring any bells?”


  “Steeples full. I’m losing my window, by the way. Can we drop now?”


  “Why do I think you and Mona have a secret?”


  “I have no idea why you think that.”


  Natalie looked pained. “Why are you so mean to me?”


  Michael couldn’t look at her.


  “Do you have a secret?” Natalie said.


  He fingered a nav display hanging like a ghostly vapor in front of his face. “I’m going to miss my damn window.”


  She dropped him.


  


  The Drop Ship jolted through entry fire and became an air vehicle. The planet rushed up. Cloud swirls blew past. Michael descended toward a dense continent-wide jungle.


  Mona said: “I’m still unable to acquire the signal.”


  “I told you: The signal’s in my head.”


  “I’m beginning to agree with Natalie.”


  “Don’t go human on me,” Michael said. “Taking over manual control now.”


  He touched the proper sequence but Mona did not relinquish the helm.


  “Let go,” Michael said.


  “Perhaps you should reconsider. Further observation from orbit could yield—”


  He hit the emergency override, which keyed to his genetic code. Mona fell silent, and Michael guided the Ship down to a clearing in the jungle.


  Or what looked like a clearing.


  A sensor indicated touchdown, but the ship’s feet sank into muck. Michael stared at his instrument displays. The ship rocked back, canted over, stopped.


  Mona said: “You’re still over-riding me. I can’t lift off.”


  “We just landed.”


  “We’re sinking, not landing.”


  “What’s going on,” Natalie said on a different channel.


  “Nothing,” Michael said.


  Mona cut across channels: “We’ve touched down in a bog! We—”


  Michael switched off the audio for both Mona and Natalie. He released his safety restraints and popped the hatch, compelled, almost as if he were in the grip of a biological urge.


  His helmet stifled him. He didn’t really need it, did he? Michael screwed it to the left and lifted it off. The air was humid, sickly fragrant. He clambered out of his seat, wiped the sweat off his forehead, then slipped over the side and into the sucking mire and began groping for shore. The more he struggled forward the deeper he sank. Fear and adrenaline momentarily flushed the fog from his mind.


  “Mona, help!”


  But his helmet was off and Mona could not reply.


  Then, strangely, he stopped sinking. The mire buoyed him up and carried him forward toward the shore as several figures emerged from the jungle. His feet found purchase and he walked on solid ground, his flight suit heavy and streaming. The figures weren’t from the jungle; they were part of the jungle—trees that looked like women, or perhaps women who looked like trees. One stepped creakingly forward, a green mossy tangle swinging between its knobby tree trunk legs. It extended a limb with three twig fingers. Irregular plugs of amber resin gleamed like pale eyes in what passed for a face. Michael’s thoughts groped in the drugged fragrance of the jungle. He reached out and felt human flesh, smooth and cool and living, and a girl’s hand closed on his and drew him forth.


  


  They opened his mind and shook it until the needed thing fell out. Mona was there but wrong. They shook harder and found Natalie:


  New San Francisco, Mars, a scoured-sky day under the Great Equatorial Dome. Down time between Outbounds. The sidewalk table had a view towards Tharsis. Olympus Mons wore a diaphanous veil of cloud, but Michael looked away to watch Natalie approach in her little round glasses, the black lenses blanking her eyes.


  “Of all the gin joints in all the worlds you had to pick mine,” he said; Michael was obsessed with ancient movies.


  She removed her glasses and squinted at him.


  “What?”


  “Old movie reference. Two people with a past meet unexpectedly in a foreign city.”


  “But we don’t have a past. And this was planned, though I guess you could call it unexpected.”


  “I have a feeling we’re about to.”


  “About to what?”


  “Make a past out of this present.”


  She sat down.


  “You’re a strange man, and I don’t mean the gills. Also, this isn’t a foreign city. What are you drinking?”


  “Red Rust Ale.”


  “Philistine. Order me a chardonnay.”


  He did, and the waiter brought it in a large stem glass.


  “I bet this is the part you like best,” she said.


  “Yes?”


  “The flirting, the newness, the excitement. Especially because we aren’t supposed to fraternize.”


  “There are good reasons for that non-fraternization rule,” he said, smiling.


  She sipped her wine. He watched her, thinking: she’s right. And also thinking, less honestly: it doesn’t mean anything to her, not really. And hating himself a little, but still wanting her even though he knew in a while he wouldn’t be able to tolerate her closeness. That’s how it always worked with him. Automatic protective instinct; caring was just another word for grieving. But Natalie was a peer, not his usual adventure. An instinct he couldn’t identify informed him he was in a very dangerous place. He ignored it and had another beer while Natalie finished her glass of wine.


  “Did you say you had a room around here someplace?” she said.


  He put his bottle down. “I may have said that, yes.”


  


  The narcotic jungle exhaled. Michael, sprawled on the moss-covered, softly decaying corpse of a fallen tree, drifted in and out of awareness. He saw things that weren’t there, or perhaps were there but other than what they appeared to be. Insects like animated beans trundled over his face, his neck, the backs of his hands. He was sweating inside his flight suit. Something spoke in wooden gutturals, incomprehensible. The sounds gradually resolved into understandable English.


  “Kiss me?”


  Michael blinked. He sat up. The steaming jungle was gone. He was sitting in an upholstered hotel chair and a woman was kneeling beside him. He recognized the room. The woman looked at him with large shiny amber eyes. The planes of her cheeks were too angular, too smooth.


  Michael worked his mouth. His tongue felt dry and dead as a piece of cracked leather.


  “I don’t know you,” he said.


  Her mouth turned down stiffly and she rocked back and seemed to blend into the wall, which was patterned to resemble a dense green tangle of vine.


  Michael closed his eyes.


  


  Time passed like a muddy dream, and there were others.


  


  They all called themselves Natalie. One liked to take walks with him in the rain, like that girl he had known in college. Michael, watching from his bedroom window, wasn’t surprised to see it out there with it’s umbrella. His breath fogged the faux leaded glass, and the tricky molecular structure of the pane, dialed wide to semi-permeable, seemed to breathe back into his face. Internal realities overlapped. This wasn’t New San Francisco or even old San Francisco on Earth. It was his lost home in upstate New York (as a child Michael used to play with the window, throwing snowballs from the front yard, delighting in how they strained through onto the sill inside his room. His mother had been something other than delighted, though).


  Michael, staring at the thing waiting for him down there, pulled at his bottom lip. He clenched his right fist until it shook, resisting. But eventually he surrendered and turned away from the window. On the stairs reality lost focus. The walls became spongy and mottled, like the skin of a mushroom. The stairs were made of the same stuff. His boots sank into them and he stumbled downward and out into the light of the foyer. That was wrong, he thought, and looking back he saw an organic orifice, like a soft wound, and then it was simply a stairwell climbing upwards, with framed photographs of his family hung at staggered intervals. Dead people.


  


  He opened the front door to the sound of rain rattling through maple leaves. College days, the street outside his dorm, and his first girl. Only this wasn’t a girl, the thing that called itself Natalie.


  Michael stood a minute on the porch. The wrong porch. Inside had been the familiar rooms of his boyhood home (mushroom skin notwithstanding), long gone to fire and sorrow. This porch belonged to his dorm at the University of Washington. After a while he stepped down to the sidewalk and the Natalie-thing smiled.


  “Would you like to take a walk with me?” it asked.


  “Not really.”


  


  He held the umbrella over both of them. Rain pattered on the taut fabric. The Natalie-thing slipped its arm under his. It was wearing a sweater and a wool skirt and black shoes that clocked on the sidewalk. Its hair was very dark red and its cheeks were rosy with the cold. When it glanced up at him it presented eyes as black and lusterless as a shark’s. Still wrong. And anyway, nothing like Natalie or his college girl.


  “Want to see a movie?” it asked.


  “All right.”


  


  They held hands in the dark. He felt comfortable. The theater smelled of hot popcorn and the damp wool of the Natalie-thing’s skirt. He used to escape to the movies, where he could turn his mind off and be lost in the Deep Enhancement Cinema. Movies provided an imperfect respite from the memories ceaselessly rising out of the ashy ruin of his home.


  The screen dimmed and brightened and incomprehensible sounds, like crowd noises muffled in cotton, issued from unseen speakers that seemed to communicate directly into his head. They—the ones like this Natalie beside him—hadn’t fully comprehended the idea of a movie.


  It squeezed his hand.


  “This is good,” it said.


  “Pretty good,” he replied.


  The theater was empty except for them. Empty of human forms, anyway. Irregular shadows cropped up randomly, like shapes in a night jungle. Then one of the shapes two rows in front of Michael turned around and leaned over the back of the seat, and Michael saw it was a woman, a real woman, dressed as he was, in a flight suit. She was wearing a breathing mask.


  The woman began to speak but he couldn’t understand her. He leaned forward.


  “What, what did you say?”


  The thing beside him tightened its grip, so tight the fingers of his right hand ached in its grasp, the small bones grinding in their sleeves of flesh. He tried to stand but it held him down and squeezed harder and harder until his entire awareness was occupied by the pain.


  Several of the jungle shapes interposed themselves between Michael and the woman who had spoken to him. The air became clogged, humid, stifling. Rain began to fall inside the theater. He struggled to pull free. The numbing pain traveled up his arm. The theater seat held him, shifted around him. Knobby protuberances poked and dug into him, like sitting in a tangle of roots. He couldn’t breath.


  Then it stopped.


  He sat in a movie theater with a young mahogany-haired woman, who held his hand sweetly in the dark. She leaned over and whispered, “You fell asleep!” Her warm breath touched his ear.


  “I did?” He sat up, groggy.


  “Yes, darling.”


  He blinked at the screen, where dim pulses of light moved in meaningless patterns. That was so wrong.


  


  The one that liked to make love pulled him to his feet in the hotel room and kissed him roughly. He tried to push it away but it was too strong. After a while it held him at arm’s length and said something he couldn’t understand. The jungle effluvium infiltrated his brain, and he saw a woman he used to know, or a rudimentary version of her. The eyes were still wrong—plugs of dull amber. Michael staggered back, caught his heel on the carpet, and fell. His lips were bruised, sticky and sweet with sap.


  It stalked over and stood above him.


  “Mike, we have to get out of here.”


  This new voice didn’t belong to the thing straddling his legs.


  Michael craned his head around. A women stood in a flight suit similar to his own. She was there and then she wasn’t there, as the scenery shifted around him, from his old bedroom on Earth to the hotel room on Mars.


  “Natalie—?” he said.


  The one that liked to make love lowered itself on top of him. Michael tried to roll away but couldn’t. It mounted him and he screamed.


  


  That time in New San Francisco, in the mock Victorian hotel room, in the bed of clean linen sheets, the following morning, when Natalie woke early and started to get out of bed, he had reached out and touched her naked hip and said, “Stay.” A costly word.


  


  He was alone again, half asleep in and out of dream. Then something was shaking him.


  “Mike, come on. There isn’t time. They’ll be back.”


  He struggled against this new assault. Something wrestling with him, pinning him down on the bed with its knobby knees. Then a mask fitted over his mouth and nose, and a clean wind blew into his lungs, filling him, clearing his head. He opened his eyes, closed them, opened them wide.


  “Hello, Nat,” he said, his voice muffled through the breathing mask


  She flipped the little mahogany curl of hair out of her eye.


  “Hello yourself, you idiot,” Natalie said.


  “How’d you get here?” he asked, meaning how did she get into his hotel room. But even as he asked the question the last vestiges of the illusion blew away in the fresh revivifying oxygen.


  A pink puzzle piece sky shone above the jungle canopy.


  Twisted trees crowded them, shaggy with moss, hung with thick vines braided like chains.


  “I dropped in, just like you,” Natalie said.


  Michael looked around “I have a feeling we’re not on Mars, Dorothy.”


  “Who’s Dorothy?”


  Something hulking, hunched and redolent of mold and jungle rot came shambling towards them.


  “Nat, look out!”


  She turned swiftly, yanking a blaster from her utility belt. Reality stuttered. As if in a fading memory he saw the tree-thing knock the weapon from Natalie’s hand. At the same moment, superimposed, he saw her fire. A bright red flash of plasma energy seared into the thing. It lurched back, yowling, punky smoke flowing from the fresh wound.


  Nat grabbed Michael’s hand and pulled him up. He felt dizzy and weak, still drugged.


  “What are you doing?” he said.


  “Rescuing your ass.” She gave him a little push. “That way to the ship.”


  “No,” he said, pointing, “it’s that way.”


  “My ship is this way. Your ship sank.”


  He scrambled drunkenly ahead of her, stumbling over roots, getting hung up in vines. Though the illusions were displaced he could still hear the Siren wail in his mind and had to fight an impulse to rip the mask from his face. There was movement all around them. More of the things shambled out of the shadows. Natalie blasted away with her weapon, clearing a path.


  They broke into the open. The ship gleamed in weak sunlight.


  “Get in! I’ll hold them off.”


  Michael clambered up the ladder to the cockpit. At the top of the ladder he turned and saw Natalie about to be overwhelmed.


  “Nat, come on!”


  She dropped her depleted blaster, swung onto the ladder—but it was too late. They had her.


  


  Michael slumped in his theater seat, withdrawn from the Deep Enhancement movie experience he had created. Warm rain fell out of the darkness. The One Who Liked Rain sat beside him with a bowl of soggy popcorn.


  It turned to him.


  “That was so good, Mike.”


  Its lips glistened with butter. Its eyes were dull amber wads. A breathing mask with a torn strap dangled from it’s fingers.


  Michael groaned.


  Like an insect buzz in his ear: Michael wake up, for God’s sake.


  Michael closed his eyes.


  


  On Mars Natalie had said, “I think I’m falling in love with you,” and his defenses had rattled down like iron gates.


  “Mike?”


  “Not a good idea. In the first place we’ll both soon be Outbound. It might be years before we see each other again. In the second place, my modifications inhibit my ability to achieve human intimacy. I’m a lost cause, Nat.”


  Natalie shook her head. “You don’t have to drag out your excuses. I know you. I’m just saying how I feel, not asking for anything. And by the way, your mods have nothing to do with intimacy. I’ve known plenty of Womb Hole pilots and I don’t buy the myth that you’re all emotional cripples.”


  Michael smiled. He hadn’t been thinking about the mods he’d volunteered to undergo, the ones necessary for Ship State, the ones that at least allowed him a semblance of intimacy, even if it was with a machine consciousness. He had meant the more visceral mods of his psyche, where blackened timbers had risen like pickets in Hell to form the first rudimentary fence around his heart.


  “You don’t really know me,” he said.


  “Not at this rate, I don’t.


  Then the biological crisis on Meropa IV occurred. Vital vaccines needed. Michael’s Ship Tender came up with Kobory Fever, and Natalie, loose on Mars, got the duty. Like some kind of Fate. Michael experienced a burst of pure joy—which he quickly stomped on.


  


  “I don’t see why I had to die,” Natalie said. Was she the real Natalie?


  He was back in the hotel, lying flat on the bed. Natalie, having fitted another breathing mask to his face, sat in a chair near the window. Except it appeared she wasn’t sitting in a chair at all, but on a tangle of thick roots growing out of the floor. He had just told her about the movie.


  “You were saving me,” he said.


  “I’m saving you now,” she said. “Or trying to. You’ve got to get off your ass and participate.”


  Michael felt heavy.


  “And in this version I don’t die,” Natalie said.


  


  She led him out of the hotel room, which quickly became something other than an hotel room. As his head cleared the vine-tangle wallpaper popped out in three dimensions, the floor became soft, spongy. The light shifted to heavily screened pink/green. Flying insects buzzed his sweaty face. A locus of pain began rhythmically stabbing behind his right eye.


  “The atmosphere is drugged with hallucinogenic vapors from the plants,” Natalie said. “They want you here, but they don’t want you to know where ‘here’ is.”


  “Who wants me?”


  “They. The jungle. The sentient life on this planet. It’s gynoecious, by the way, and it’s been sweeping open space, seeking first contact. They detected you and Mona and evidently became entranced by the possibilities of companion male energy. Frankly, they have a point.”


  “Where the hell do you get all that?”


  “I asked. Or Mona did, actually. She’s been frantically investigating language possibilities since you disappeared. They communicate telepathically.”


  Natalie led him through a sort of tunnel made from over-arching branches. They had to duck their heads.


  “Wait.” He grabbed her arm. She turned, a curl of dark red hair flipping over her eye. “Did you bring a weapon?”


  “Of course,” she said.


  “Well, where is it?”


  “They sort of disarmed me.”


  “I see.”


  “Don’t worry. We’re getting out of here. As long as you’re not breathing the air they can’t mess you up too much. I think they’ll let us leave. I have a theory. Now let’s keep moving. It isn’t far to the ship.”


  They emerged from the tunnel. The ship was there, but they were cut off from it by a wall of the tree-things, the crooked things with hungry amber eyes. They encircled the ship, knobby limbs entwined to form a barrier.


  “You were saying?” Michael said, straightening his back. “Anyway, have Mona fly the ship over.”


  “I can’t. Mona was hinky about landing after your Drop Ship sank. Also, I think they got into her head and spooked her. I had to engage the emergency override, same as you did.”


  “Wonderful.”


  “At least the security repulsion field is keeping them away from the ship.”


  “At least.”


  Hands on her hips, Natalie appraised the situation. After a minute she touched the com button on her wrist and spoke into it.


  “Mona, we need help. Send the Proxy to clear a path.”


  The aft hatch swung up and the Proxy appeared. It climbed down and disappeared behind the tree-things. A moment later the circle tightened. There was a the flash and pop of a blaster discharge. One of the tree things erupted in flame. It stumped out of the ring and stood apart, burning. The others closed in. A violent disturbance occurred. There were no further blasts. The Proxy’s torso arced high over the line, dull metal skin shining. It clanked once when it hit the ground. The line resumed it’s stillness.


  “It’s a female jungle, all right,” Michael said. “Care to reveal your famous theory?”


  Natalie held his hand. “We’re walking through,” she said.


  “Just like that.”


  “Yes. If we’re together they’ll let us. I mean really together.”


  “That’s your theory?”


  “Basically. Mike, trust me.”


  They started walking. When they came to the Proxy’s torso, Michael held her back.


  “I’ll go through alone,” he said. “If I make it to the ship I’ll lift off and pick you up in the clear.”


  He tried to pull his hand free but she wouldn’t let go.


  “No,” she said.


  “Nat—”


  “No. Don’t you see? If you go alone they’ll take you again. If I go alone they’ll rip me apart like the Proxy.”


  “And if we go together?”


  “If we go together they . . . will see.”


  “See what?”


  “That you aren’t solo, that somebody else is already claiming your male companion energy, another of your own species. Unlike Mona, whom they felt justified in severing you from. They know I’m imprinted in your psyche. You said yourself they always used my name. You just have to stop fighting us.”


  Michael scratched his cheek, which was whiskered after a few days in the sentient jungle. Natalie squeezed his hand.


  “Mike?”


  “No.”


  “We have to move.”


  “It’s too risky.”


  “Come on. It’s now or never.”


  He felt himself collapsing inside, and then the old detachment. The cold, necessary detachment. She saw it in his eyes and let go of his hand.


  “I’ll go through myself, then,” she said, and started walking forward.


  He grabbed her arm.


  “You just said they’d tear you apart.”


  “I’m already torn apart,” she said.


  “Don’t, Nat. Let’s think about this.”


  “Just let me go, okay? You don’t want me. I get it.”


  He held on. “There has to be another way to the ship.”


  She pulled loose.


  “I might get through. Wish me luck.”


  “Nat—”


  A cringing, huddled piece of him behind the cold wall stood up, trembling.


  Natalie again started for the picket line of tree-things, walking quickly, leaving Michael standing where he was.


  The tree-things reacted, reaching for her.


  Michael got to her first and pulled her back into his arms. “Damn it,” he said. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”


  


  They lifted out of the jungle, accelerating until they achieved orbit. He sat tandem behind Natalie in the narrow cockpit of the Drop Ship.


  “You really like to force the issue,” he said.


  “Do I?”


  “I’m not saying it’s a bad idea.”


  “No.”


  “I mean, a little push doesn’t hurt.”


  “Hmm.”


  A few minutes later they acquired the starship and Natalie resumed manual operation and began docking maneuvers. She worked the controls very competently. Michael watched over her shoulder. But his gaze returned again and again to rest upon the nape of her neck, where a few silken hairs escaped and lay sweetly over her skin.


  “The Dorothy thing,” he said, “that was another old movie reference. A child is swept away from family and friends and finds herself estranged in a hostile world.”


  “How does she get back home?”


  “She discovers a way to trust companions who initially frighten her.”


  “I like that one.”


  “It works for me.”


  Natalie tucked them neatly into Mona’s docking bay.


  


  Nancy Kress is the author of thirty-three books, including twenty-six novels, four collections of short stories, and three books on writing. Her work has won six Nebulas, two Hugos, a Sturgeon, and the John W. Campbell Memorial Award. Her most recent work is Tomorrow’s Kin (Tor, 2017) which, like much of her work, concerns genetic engineering. Kress’s fiction has been translated into Swedish, Danish, French, Italian, German, Spanish, Polish, Croatian, Chinese, Lithuanian, Romanian, Japanese, Korean, Hebrew, Russian, and Klingon, none of which she can read. In addition to writing, Kress often teaches at various venues around the country and abroad, including a visiting lectureship at the University of Leipzig and a recent writing class in Beijing. Kress lives in Seattle with her husband, writer Jack Skillingstead, and Cosette, the world’s most spoiled toy poodle.


  SHIVA IN SHADOW


  NANCY KRESS


  1. SHIP


  I watched the probe launch from the Kepler’s top-deck observatory, where the entire Schaad hull is clear to the stars. I stood between Ajit and Kane. The observatory, which is also the ship’s garden, bloomed wildly with my exotics, bursting into flower in such exuberant profusion that even to see the probe go, we had to squeeze between a seven-foot-high bed of comoralias and the hull.


  “God, Tirzah, can’t you prune these things?” Kane said. He pressed his nose to the nearly invisible hull, like a small child. Something streaked briefly across the sky. “There it goes. Not that there’s much to see.


  I turned to stare at him. Not much to see! Beyond the Kepler lay the most violent and dramatic part of the galaxy, in all its murderous glory. True, the Kepler had stopped one hundred light-years from the core, for human safety, and dust-and-gas clouds muffled the view somewhat. But, on the other hand, we were far enough away for a panoramic view.


  The supermassive black hole Sagittarius A*, the lethal heart of the galaxy, shone gauzily with the heated gases it was sucking downward into oblivion. Around Sag A* circled Sagittarius West, a three-armed spiral of hot plasma ten light-years across, radiating furiously as it cooled. Around that, Sagittarius East, a huge shell left over from some catastrophic explosion within the last hundred thousand years, expanded outward. I saw thousands of stars, including the blazing blue-hot stars of IRS 16, hovering dangerously close to the hole, and giving off a stellar wind fierce enough to blow a long fiery tail off the nearby red giant star. Everything was racing, radiating, colliding, ripping apart, screaming across the entire electromagnetic spectrum. All set against the sweet, light scent of my brief-lived flowers.


  Nothing going on. But Kane had never been interested in spectacle.


  Ajit said in his musical accent, “No, not much to see. But much to pray for. There go we.”


  Kane snapped, “I don’t pray.”


  “I did not mean ‘pray’ in the religious sense,” Ajit said calmly. He is always calm. “I mean hope. It is a miraculous thing, yes? There go we.”


  He was right, of course. The probe contained the Ajit-analogue, the Kane-analogue, the Tirzah-analogue, all uploaded into a crystal computer no bigger than a comoralia bloom. “We” would go into that stellar violence at the core, where our fragile human bodies could not go. “We” would observe, and measure, and try to find answers to scientific questions in that roiling heart of galactic spacetime. Ninety percent of the probe’s mass was shielding for the computer. Ninety percent of the rest was shielding for the three minicapsules that the probe would fire back to us with recorded and analyzed data. There was no way besides the minicaps to get information out of that bath of frenzied radiation.


  Just as there was no way to know exactly what questions Ajit and Kane would need to ask until they were close to Sag A*. The analogues would know. They knew everything Ajit and Kane and I knew, right up until the moment we were uploaded.


  “Shiva, dancing,” Ajit said.


  “What?” Kane said.


  “Nothing. You would not appreciate the reference. Come with me, Tirzah. I want to show you something.”


  I stopped straining to see the probe, unzoomed my eyes, and smiled at Ajit. “Of course.”


  This is why I am here.


  


  Ajit’s skin is softer than Kane’s, less muscled. Kane works out every day in ship’s gym, scowling like a demon. Ajit rolled off me and laid his hand on my glowing, satisfied crotch.


  “You are so beautiful, Tirzah.”


  I laughed. “We are all beautiful. Why would anyone effect a genetic alteration that wasn’t?”


  “People will do strange things sometimes.”


  “So I just noticed,” I teased him.


  “Sometimes I think so much of what Kane and I do is strange to you. I see you sitting at the table, listening to us, and I know you cannot follow our physics. It makes me sad for you.”


  I laid my hand on top of his, pushing down my irritation with the skill of long practice. It does irritate me, this calm sensitivity of Ajit’s. It’s lovely in bed—he is gentler and more considerate, always, than Kane—but then there comes the other side, this faint condescension. “I feel sad for you.” Sad for me! Because I’m not also a scientist! I am the captain of this expedition, with master status in ship control and a first-class license as a Nurturer. On the Kepler, my word is law, with virtually no limits. I have over fifty standard-years’ experience, specializing in the nurture of scientists. I have never lost an expedition, and I need no one’s pity.


  Naturally, I showed none of this to Ajit. I massaged his hand with mine, which meant that his hand massaged my crotch, and purred softly. “I’m glad you decided to show me this.”


  “Actually, that is not what I wanted to show you.”


  “No?”


  “No. Wait here, Tirzah.”


  He got up and padded, naked, to his personal locker. Beautiful, beautiful body, brown and smooth, like a slim polished tree. I could see him clearly; Ajit always makes love with the bunk lights on full, as if in sunlight. We lay in his bunk, not mine. I never take either him or Kane to my bunk. My bunk contained various concealed items that they don’t, and won’t, know about, from duplicate surveillance equipment to rarely used subdermal trackers. Precautions, only. I am a captain.


  From his small storage locker, Ajit pulled a statue and turned shyly, even proudly, to show it to me. I sat up, surprised.


  The statue was big, big enough so that it must have taken up practically his entire allotment of personal space. Heavy, too, from the way Ajit balanced it before his naked body. It was some sort of god with four arms, enclosed in a circle of flames, made of what looked like very old bronze.


  “This is Nataraja,” Ajit said. “Shiva dancing.”


  “Ajit—”


  “No, I am not a god worshipper,” he smiled. “You know me better than that, Tirzah. Hinduism has many gods—thousands—but they are, except to the ignorant, no more than embodiments of different aspects of reality. Shiva is the dance of creation and destruction, the constant flow of energy in the cosmos. Birth and death and rebirth. It seemed fitting to bring him to the galactic core, where so much goes on of all three.”


  This explanation sounded weak to me—a holo of Shiva would have accomplished the same thing, without using up nearly all of Ajit’s weight allotment. Before I could say this, Ajit said, “This statue has been in my family for four hundred years. I must bring it home, along with the answers to my scientific questions.”


  I don’t understand Ajit’s scientific concerns very well—or Kane’s—but I know down to my bones how much they matter to him. It is my job to know. Ajit carries within his beautiful body a terrible coursing ambition, a river fed by the longings of a poor family who have sacrificed what little they had gained on New Bombay for this favored son. Ajit is the receptacle into which they have poured so much hope, so much sacrifice, so much selfishness. The strain on that vessel is what makes Ajit’s lovemaking so gentle. He cannot afford to crack.


  “You’ll bring the Shiva statue back to New Bombay,” I said softly, “and your answers, too.”


  In his hands, with the bright lighting, the bronze statue cast a dancing shadow on his naked body.


  


  I found Kane at his terminal, so deep in thought that he didn’t know I was there until I squeezed his shoulder. Then he jumped, cursed, and dragged his eyes from his displays.


  “How does it progress, Kane?”


  “It doesn’t. How could it? I need more data!”


  “It will come. Be patient,” I said.


  He rubbed his left ear, a constant habit when he’s irritated, which is much of the time. When he’s happily excited, Kane runs his left hand through his coarse red hair until it stands up like flames. Now he smiled ruefully. “I’m not much known for patience.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “But you’re right, Tirzah. The data will come. It’s just hard waiting for the first minicap. I wish to hell we could have more than three. Goddamn cheap bureaucrats! At an acceleration of—”


  “Don’t give me the figures again,” I said. I wound my fingers in his hair and pulled playfully. “Kane, I came to ask you a favor.”


  “All right,” he said instantly. Kane never counts costs ahead of time. Ajit would have turned gently cautious. “What is it?”


  “I want you to learn to play go with Ajit.”


  He scowled. “Why?”


  With Kane, you must have your logic ready. He would do any favor I asked, but unless he can see why, compliance would be grudging at best. “First, because go will help you pass the time until the first minicap arrives, in doing something other than chewing the same data over and over again until you’ve masticated it into tastlessness. Second, because the game is complex enough that I think you’ll enjoy it. Third, because I’m not too bad at it myself but Ajit is better, and I think you will be, too, so I can learn from both of you.”


  And fourth, I didn’t say aloud, because Ajit is a master, he will beat you most of the time, and he needs the boost in confidence.


  Ajit is not the scientist that Kane is. Practically no one in the settled worlds is the scientist that Kane is. All three of us know this, but none of us have ever mentioned it, not even once. There are geniuses who are easy for the inferior to work with, who are generous enough to slow down their mental strides to the smaller steps of the merely gifted. Kane is not one of them.


  “Go,” Kane says thoughtfully. “I have friends who play that.”


  This was a misstatement. Kane does not have friends, in the usual sense. He has colleagues, he has science, and he has me.


  He smiled at me, a rare touch of sweet gratitude on his handsome face. “Thanks, Tirzah. I’ll play with Ajit. You’re right, it will pass the time until the probe sends back the prelim data. And if I’m occupied, maybe I’ll be less of a monster to you.”


  “You’re fine to me,” I say, giving his hair another tug, grinning with the casual flippancy he prefers. “Or if you’re not, I don’t care.”


  Kane laughs. In moments like this, I am especially careful that my own feelings don’t show. To either of them.


  2. PROBE


  We automatically woke after the hyperjump. For reasons I don’t understand, a hyperjump isn’t instantaneous, perhaps because it’s not really a “jump” but a Calabi-Yau dimension tunnel. Several days’ ship-time had passed, and the probe now drifted less than five light-years from the galactic core. The probe, power off, checked out perfectly; the shielding had held even better than expected. And so had we. My eyes widened as I studied the wardroom displays.


  On the Kepler, dust clouds had softened and obscured the view. Here, nothing did. We drifted just outside a star that had begun its deadly spiral inward toward Sag A*. Visuals showed the full deadly glory around the hole: the hot blue cluster of IRS16. The giant red star IRS7 with its long tail distended by stellar winds. The stars already past the point of no return, pulled by the gravity of Sag A* inexorably toward its event horizon. The radio, gamma-ray, and infrared displays revealed even more, brilliant with the radiation pouring from every single gorgeous, lethal object in the bright sky.


  And there, too, shone one of the mysteries Kane and Ajit had come to study: the massive young stars that were not being yanked toward Sag A*, and which in this place should have been neither massive nor relatively stable. Such stars should not exist this close to the hole. One star, Kane had told me, was as close to the hole as twice Pluto’s orbit from Sol. How had it gotten there?


  “It’s beautiful, in a hellish way,” I said to Ajit and Kane. “I want to go up to the observatory and see it direct.”


  “The observatory!” Kane said scornfully. “I need to get to work!” He sat down at his terminal.


  None of this is true, of course. There is no observatory on the probe, and I can’t climb the ladder “up” to it. Nor is there a wardroom with terminals, chairs, table, displays, a computer. We are the computer, or rather we are inside it. But the programs running along with us make it all seem as real as the fleshy versions of ourselves on the Kepler. This, it was determined by previous disastrous experience in space exploration, is necessary to keep us sane and stable. Human uploads need this illusion, this shadow reality, and we accept it easily. Why not? It’s the default setting for our minds.


  So Kane “sat” “at” his “terminal” to look at the preliminary data from the sensors. So did Ajit, and I “went” “upstairs” to the observatory, where I gazed outward for a long time.


  I—the other “I,” the one on the Kepler—grew up on a station in the Oort Cloud, Sol System. Space is my natural home. I don’t really understand how mud-dwellers live on planets, or why they would want to, at the bottom of a murky and dirty shroud of uncontrollable air. I have learned to simulate understanding planetary love, because it is my job. Both Kane and Ajit come from rocks, Ajit from New Bombay, and Kane from Terra herself. They are space scientists, but not real spacers.


  No mud-dweller ever really sees the stars. And no human being had ever seen what I saw now, the frantic heart of the human universe.


  Eventually I went back downstairs, rechecked ship’s data, and then sat at the wardroom table and took up my embroidery. The ancient, irrelevant cloth-ornamenting is very soothing, almost as much so as gardening, although of course that’s not why I do it. All first-class Nurturers practice some humble handicraft. It allows you to closely observe people while appearing absorbed and harmless.


  Kane, of course, was oblivious to me. I could have glared at him through a magnifying glass and he wouldn’t have noticed, not if he was working. Back on the Kepler, he had explained in simple terms—or at least as simple as Kane’s explanations ever get—why there should not be any young stars this close to the core, as well as three possible explanations for why there are. He told me all this, in typical Kane fashion, in bed. Postcoital intimacy.


  “The stars’ spectra show they’re young, Tirzah. And close—SO-2 comes to within eighty AU’s of Sag A*! It’s wrong—the core is incredibly inhospitable to star formation! Also, these close-in stars have very peculiar orbits.”


  “You’re taking it personally,” I observed, smiling.


  “Of course I am!” This was said totally without irony. “Those young stars have no business there. The tidal forces of the hole should rip any hot dust clouds to shreds long before any stars could form. And if they formed farther out, say one hundred light-years out, they should have died before they got this close in. These supermassive stars only last a few million years.”


  “But there they are.”


  “Yes. Why do you still have this lacy thing on? It’s irritating.”


  “Because you were so eager that I didn’t have time to get it off.”


  “Well, take it off now.”


  I did, and he wrapped my body close to his, and went on fretting over star formation in the core.


  “There are three theories. One is that a dust cloud ringing the core, about six light-years out, keeps forming stars, which are then blown outwards again by galactic winds, and then drawn in, and repeat. Another theory is that there’s a second, intermediate medium-sized black hole orbiting Sag A* and exerting a counterpull on the stars. But if so, why aren’t we detecting its radio waves? Another idea is that the stars aren’t really young at all, they’re composites of remnants of elderly stars that merged to form a body that only looks bright and young.”


  I said, “Which theory do you like?”


  “None of them.” And then, in one of those lightning changes he was capable of, he focused all his attention on me. “Are you all right, Tirzah? I know this has got to be a boring voyage for you. Running ship can’t take much of your time, and neither can baby-sitting me.”


  I laughed aloud and Kane, having no idea why, frowned slightly. It was such a typically Kane speech. A sudden burst of intense concern, which would prove equally transitory. No mention of Ajit at all, as if only Kane existed for me. And his total ignorance of how often I interceded between him and Ajit, smoothed over tensions between them, spent time calming and centering separately each of these men who were more like the stars outside the ship than either of them were capable of recognizing. Brilliant, heated, intense, inherently unstable.


  “I’m fine, Kane. I’m enjoying myself.”


  “Well, good,” he said, and I saw that he then forgot me, back to brooding about his theories.


  Neither Kane nor Ajit knows that I love Kane. I don’t love Ajit. Whatever calls up love in our hidden hearts, it is unfathomable. Kane arouses in me a happiness, a desire, a completeness that puts a glow on the world because he— difficult, questing, vital—is in it. Ajit, through no fault of his own, does not.


  Neither of them will ever know this. I would berate myself if they did. My personal feelings don’t matter here. I am a captain.


  


  “Damn and double damn!” Kane said, admiringly. “Look at that!”


  Ajit reacted as if Kane had spoken to him, but of course Kane had not. He was just thinking aloud. I put down my embroidery and went to stand behind them at their terminals.


  Ajit said, “Those readings must be wrong. The sensors were damaged after all, either in hypertransit or by radiation.”


  Kane didn’t reply; I doubt he’d heard. I said, “What is it?”


  It was Ajit who answered. “The mass readings are wrong. They’re showing high mass density for several areas of empty space.”


  I said, “Maybe that’s where the new young stars are forming?”


  Not even Ajit answered this, which told me it was a stupid statement. It doesn’t matter; I don’t pretend to be a scientist. I merely wanted to keep them talking, to gauge their states of mind.


  Ajit said, “It would be remarkable if all equipment had emerged undamaged from the jump into this radiation.”


  “Kane?” I said.


  “It’s not the equipment,” he muttered. So he had been listening, at least peripherally. “Supersymmetry.”


  Ajit immediately objected to this, in terms I didn’t understand. They were off into a discussion I had no chance of following. I let it go on for a while, then even longer, since it sounded the way scientific discussions are supposed to sound: intense but not acrimonious, not personal.


  When they wound down a bit, I said, “Did the minicapsule go off to the Kepler? They’re waiting for the prelim data, and the minicap takes days to jump. Did either of you remember to record and send?”


  They both looked at me, as if trying to remember who I was and what I was doing there. In that moment, for the first time, they looked alike.


  “I remembered,” Ajit said. “The prelim data went off to the Kepler. Kane—” They were off again.


  3. SHIP


  The go games were not a success.


  The problem, I could see, was with Ajit. He was a far better player than Kane, both intuitively and through experience. This didn’t bother Kane at all; he thrived on challenge. But his own clear superiority subtly affected Ajit.


  “Game won,” he said for the third time in the evening, and at the slight smirk in his voice I looked up from my embroidery.


  “Damn and double damn,” Kane said, without rancor. “Set them up again.”


  “No, I think I will go celebrate my victories with Tirzah.”


  This was Kane’s night, but the two of them had never insisted on precedence. This was because I had never let it come to that; it’s part of my job to give the illusion that I am always available to both, on whatever occasion they wish. Of course, I control, through a hundred subtle signals and without either realizing it, which occasions they happen to wish. Where I make love depends on whom I need to observe. This direct claim by Ajit, connecting me to his go victories, was new.


  Kane, of course, didn’t notice. “All right. God, I wish the minicap would come. I want that data!”


  Now that the game had released his attention, he was restless again. He rose and paced around the wardroom, which doesn’t admit too much pacing. “I think I’ll go up to the observatory. Anybody coming?”


  He had already forgotten that I was leaving with Ajit. I saw Ajit go still. Such a small thing—Ajit was affronted that Kane was not affected by Ajit’s game victory, or by his bearing me off like some earned prize. Another man would have felt a moment of pique and then forgotten it. Ajit was not another man. Neither was Kane. Stable men don’t volunteer for missions like this.


  It’s different for me; I was bred to space. The scientists were not.


  I put down my embroidery, took Ajit’s hand, and snuggled close to him. Kane, for the moment, was fine. His restless desire for his data wouldn’t do him any harm. It was Ajit I needed to work with.


  I was the one who had suggested the go games. Good captains are not supposed to make mistakes like that. It was up to me to set things right.


  


  By the time the minicap arrived, everything was worse.


  They would not, either of them, stop the go games. They played obsessively, six or seven times a day, then nine or ten, and finally every waking minute. Ajit continued to win the large majority of the games, but not all of them. Kane focused his formidable intelligence on devising strategies, and he had the advantage of caring but not too much. Yes, he was obsessed, but I could see that once he had something more significant to do, he would leave the go games without a backward glance.


  Ajit grew more focused, too. Even more intent on winning, even as he began to lose a few games. More slyly gleeful when he did win. He flicked his winning piece onto the board with a turn of the wrist in which I read both contempt and fear.


  I tried everything I could to intervene, every trick from a century of experience. Nothing worked. Sex only made it worse. Ajit regarded sex as an earned prize, Kane as a temporary refreshment so he could return to the games.


  One night Ajit brought out the statue of Shiva and put it defiantly on the wardroom table. It took up two-thirds of the space, a wide metal circle enclosing the four-armed dancer.


  “What’s that?” Kane said, looking up from the game board. “Oh, God, it’s a god.”


  I said quickly, “It’s an intellectual concept. The flow of cosmic energy in the universe.”


  Kane laughed, not maliciously, but I saw Ajit’s eyes light up. Ajit said, “I want it here.”


  Kane shrugged. “Fine by me. Your turn, Ajit.”


  Wrong, wrong. Ajit had hoped to disturb Kane, to push him into some open objection to the statue. Ajit wanted a small confrontation, some outlet to emphasize his gloating. Some outlet for his growing unease as Kane’s game improved. And some outlet for his underlying rage, always just under the surface, at Kane, the better scientist. The statue was supposed to be an assertion, even a slap in the face: I am here and I take up a lot of your space. Notice that!


  Instead, Kane had shrugged and dismissed it.


  I said, “Tell me again, Ajit, about Nataraja. What’s the significance of the flames on the great circle?”


  Ajit said quietly, “They represent the fire that destroys the world.”


  Kane said, “Your turn, Ajit.”


  Such a small incident. But deep in my mind, where I was aware of it but not yet overtly affected, fear stirred.


  I was losing control here.


  Then the first minicap of data arrived.


  4. PROBE


  Mind uploads are still minds. They are not computer programs in the sense that other programs are. Although freed of biological constraints such as enzymes that create sleep, hunger, and lust, uploads are not free of habit. In fact, it is habit that creates enough structure to keep all of us from frenzied feedback loops. On the probe, my job was to keep habit strong. It was the best safeguard for those brilliant minds.


  “Time to sleep, gentlemen,” I said lightly. We had been gathered in the wardroom for sixteen hours straight, Kane and Ajit at their terminals, me sitting quietly, watching them. I have powers of concentration equal in degree, though not in kind, to their own. They do not suspect this. It has been hours since I put down my embroidery, but neither noticed.


  “Tirzah, not sleep now!” Kane snapped.


  “Now.”


  He looked up at me like a sulky child. But Kane is not a child; I don’t make that mistake. He knows an upload has to shut down for the cleansing program to run, a necessity to catch operating errors before they grow large enough to impair function. With all the radiation bathing the probe, the program is more necessary than ever. It takes a few hours to run through. I control the run cues.


  Ajit looked at me expectantly. It was his night. This, too, was part of habit, as well as being an actual aid to their work. More than one scientist in my care has had that critical flash of intuition on some scientific problem while in my arms. Upload sex, like its fleshy analogue, both stimulates and relaxes.


  “All right, all right,” Kane muttered. “Good night.”


  I shut him down and turned to Ajit.


  We went to his bunk. Ajit was tense, stretched taut with data and with sixteen hours with Kane. But I was pleased to see how completely he responded to me. Afterward, I asked him to explain the prelim data to me.


  “And keep it simple, please. Remember who you’re talking to!”


  “To an intelligent and sweet lady,” he said, and I gave him the obligatory smile. But he saw that I really did want to know about the data.


  “The massive young stars are there when they should not be . . . Kane has explained all this to you, I know.”


  I nodded.


  “They are indeed young, not mashed-together old stars. We have verified that. We are trying now to gather and run data to examine the other two best theories: a fluctuating ring of matter spawning stars, or other black holes.”


  “How are you examining the theories?”


  He hesitated, and I knew he was trying to find explanations I could understand. “We are running various programs, equations, and sims. We are also trying to determine where to jump the probe next—you know about that.”


  Of course I did. No one moves this ship without my consent. It has two more jumps left in its power pack, and I must approve them both.


  “We need to choose a spot from which we can fire beams of various radiation to assess the results. The heavier beams won’t last long here, you know—the gravity of the superhole distorts them.” He frowned.
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