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Introduction — Stanley Schmidt
When I read a story that makes a really strong impression on me, I tend to remember not only the story, but where I was and what I was doing when I read it. That doesn’t happen for many stories, but it certainly did with the first one I bought from Brad R. Torgersen.
I was sitting in the waiting area in the lobby of a big medical center, where my wife was being interviewed for a job. I had come along to give moral support in case it was needed1, and to do some other errands after her interview. At that time I was the editor of Analog Science Fiction and Fact [magazine] and my work schedule was flexible enough to easily accommodate this kind of thing. I worked mostly at home, so I just took along a briefcase full of manuscripts to read during Joyce’s interview.
These were the last days in which most of our manuscripts came in on paper rather than electronically, so the ones I took to read that day were ones that I was pretty sure I couldn’t just skim, to make sure I could keep busy even if the interview ran long. Mostly that meant they were by old pros who I knew would almost certainly grab my attention and demand a close reading, but there was also one by some guy named Torgersen who I didn’t know at all. All I knew was that I had started to speed-read his story along with a pile of slush2 and found that it wouldn’t let me. I got hooked almost immediately, and put the story aside to read at a time like this, when I needed a small number of manuscripts that I could expect to demand—and reward—my full attention.
“Outbound” lived up to its initial promise, and then some. It’s obviously an after-the-holocaust story and a coming-of-age story, and those are a dime a dozen—but not this kind. This one had enormous scope in a remarkably compact space, but it also dealt intimately with the impact of its enormous drama on real and likable individuals. And, unlike too many post-apocalypse tales, which have little to offer but depression, this one gave reason for hope even under the most adverse of conditions. I don’t remember much about what was going on in the waiting room around me, except that that’s where I was, but I do know that when Joyce emerged from her interview I was able to announce confidently that I’d just made an important discovery.
Analog’s readers agreed, resoundingly voting “Outbound” our best novelette of the year in The Analytical Laboratory, our annual reader poll (often just called “Anlab”). But that was only the beginning. Discoveries like that—finding myself thoroughly captivated by a story by an unknown writer—were the biggest kick I ever got out of editing Analog. But what was even better was when such a writer produced not just one memorable story, but a continuing stream of them.
Brad was like that. In my last couple of years at Analog, I bought several of his stories, and our readers liked them all. There was plenty of diversity in them, and plenty of food for thought. Sometimes military life and religion, which I don’t usually think of as my favorite topics, figured prominently in his tales, and in his hands—perhaps due in part to his personal background—they became thoroughly engaging. What all his stories have in common (or at least a little of it) is riveting portrayal of memorable but “ordinary” people doing extraordinary things under extraordinary circumstances. And he does all of that with admirably rigorous attention to the details of both human nature and hard science. The effect is often rather reminiscent of Robert A. Heinlein, but it is by no means mere imitation of Heinlein.
I was pleased to get several more of his stories, and to have readers coming up to me at conventions and saying, “How can you improve Analog? Publish more Brad Torgersen!” But he was producing more than we had room for, so his stories started appearing in other venues too—and you’ll find samples of them here.
I believe the last story I bought from Brad before retiring from Analog was “Ray of Light”—which happens to be the other “bookend” story in this collection. That one not only did well in the Anlab, but was a finalist for science fiction’s two most prestigious awards: the Nebula (given by the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America) and the Hugo (given by the World Science Fiction Convention). Yet I think what impressed me most was something I saw at the next year’s Worldcon.
Worldcon always includes an art show featuring some of the best work by some of the best science fiction illustrators in the world. One of them, that year, was Bob Eggleton’s original painting for the Analog illustrating “Ray of Light.” It was a magnificent piece of art in its own right, which needed no accompanying commentary to command attention from viewers. But Bob had prominently displayed next to the painting a paragraph about how much he had admired the story that inspired it. Not every artist would do that—and not every story would make the artist want to.
If you look at “Ray of Light” and “Outbound” together, I think you’ll find that not only do they both fit the book’s title very well (though in quite different ways), but they have some other important things in common. I’ll leave it to you to think about what they are. They matter to all of us.
Meanwhile, I notice that “The Chaplain’s Legacy” is in the latest Analog, which recently came in the mail—and that while I haven’t yet read it, Joyce has. She has the best system I’ve ever seen for deciding how to vote in the Anlab: as soon as she reads a story, she gives it a numerical score, and then lets a computer rank them at the end of the year. I see that she gave “The Chaplain’s Legacy” one of her highest possible ratings—so I know I’ll have to read it soon.
But I knew that anyway—and you get to read it, along with all the rest, right here in this book. Enjoy!





1 It wasn’t—she got the job.
2 Unsolicited manuscripts, of which we got so many that most, of necessity, could be given only a quick reading and no detailed feedback.
***




Introduction 2 — Mike Resnick
So let me tell you a little bit about this remarkable semi-young man named Brad Torgersen.
The first time I ever met him, or even knew of his existence, was when I handed him a trophy at the 2010 Writers of the Future Pageant. He was wearing a sharp-looking military dress uniform—not the kind jerks who have never been in the military piece together to impress girls (who are rarely impressed)— but a legitimate one with his rank and medals. We spent quite some time visiting that weekend, and he impressed me not only with this intelligence but also with his eagerness to learn everything he could about the field, and I mentally marked him as a talent to watch.
A few months later I got an assignment for an anthology of military science fiction. I remembered the man and the uniform, and I offered to collaborate with him. He did a powerful first draft, which required some rewriting, and we sold it and enjoyed some very positive reviews.
A couple of more assignments came in that played to his expertise—let me correct it: this small area of his vast expertise—and again, he did the first draft, I did the rewrite and polish…and one thing that I noted instantly was that each time we collaborated, he needed a lot less polishing than the previous time.
That learning curve wasn’t apparent only to me. He won Analog’s AnLab poll for the Best Novelette, and not a lot of newcomers pull that off. But far from being content with such favorable notice, it simply served to spur him on. Move the clock ahead to 2012—just two short years after I handed him that trophy—and suddenly everywhere you looked, there was Brad. It seemed like every time you picked up an issue of Analog, he was on the cover. He was nominated for the Nebula Award. And a couple of months later he was up for the Hugo, as well as for science fiction’s “rookie-of-the-year” award, the Campbell.
Most people would be satisfied with that degree of progress, especially when you consider that writing is not only not Brad’s primary job (he does something incomprehensible with computers), but it’s not even his second job (he does something very comprehensible—and worthwhile—with the Army Reserve.) But Brad thinks and acts like a pro, and that meant that he got [the interest of] a top agent and began preparing not one, but two, novel manuscripts. And he didn’t forget his literary roots, either. He’s sold to a number of different magazines (including mine) and anthologies, but Analog remains his spiritual home, and when long-time editor Stan Schmidt retired, there was Brad, literarily bonding with the new editor and selling him at an even faster rate than he’d sold to Stan.
If he was just a good (and steadily-improving) writer, that would be enough to merit praise, but he’s also a good and steadily improving husband, father, and friend, whose behavior, wherever he goes and whatever company he’s keeping, is exemplary.
Every year or so I “adopt” a promising new talent, collaborate with them, buy from them, introduce them to editors and others who can help them. It’s really quite simple: everyone who helped me when I started out is dead or rich or both, so I can’t pay back, and the field has been so good to me that I feel compelled to pay forward. Hugo winner Maureen McHugh (I’ve called her “McHugo” ever since she won one back in 1996) calls these prodigies and protégés “Mike’s Writer Children.” The term seems to have stuck. Brad’s always calling me his “Writer Dad” on Facebook and elsewhere.
Well, based on the three years I’ve known him, and followed his no-longer-embryonic career, and enjoyed not only his writing but his friendship, he is one Writer Son who has made his Dad proud beyond all expectations.




Mike
***




Introduction 3 — Allan Cole
It was with a great deal of pleasure and just a modicum of pride when I learned that a wise editor, of obviously impeccable taste, was publishing Brad Torgersen’s first short story compilation.
Pleasure, because I have been following Brad’s fast rising star for some time now—realizing with much delight that I’d stumbled upon a young “natural.”
A modicum of pride, because Brad has named me—and my Sten series—as being one of the authors who influenced him.
He is an award winning writer, and deservedly so. We all expect to see many more rewards in the coming years.
I’m only one of many SF veterans who see an exceptionally bright literary future for Brad. And as a reader, I look forward to filling a whole shelf in my library with the works of Brad Torgersen.




Allan Cole — Boca Raton, Fl. 6/9/13
***




Outbound
I was eleven years old when the Earth burned.
I can still remember Papa running into the hotel room on the space station, screaming. What he said, exactly, I can’t recall. But there was fear in his eyes when he picked me up and threw me over his shoulder. He did the same with my little sister, Irenka, and then he was back out the door—both of us bouncing across his deltoids like sacks of potatoes.
Papa didn’t stop for luggage, nor any of our toys.
Not even my special chair.
I remember the curved corridor being filled with adults: screaming, fighting, and yelling.
One of them got in Papa’s path, and Papa literally kicked the man out of the way.
Papa had never hurt another human being in his whole life.
Irenka, who was just four, kept calling for Mama. But Mama had been at a conference on the other side of the station, and we didn’t see her anywhere.
I kept thinking about my chair. If whatever was happening was bad enough for Papa to forget my expensive new chair, then it was really, really bad.
When we got to the hatch for the ship, there were big people with guns and they wouldn’t let Papa onboard.
Papa yelled at them. They yelled back.
I remember Papa slowly putting Irenka and me down on the deck and hugging us both very closely, his big hands stroking the backs of our heads while he spoke.
“Mirek, you’re the oldest. You have to take care of Irenka. And Irenka, I want you to be good for your brother and do what he says. Because you both have to leave this place and I can’t come with you.”
The big people with guns moved aside and other people, wearing crew jumpers, came through the hatch and tried to take Irenka and me away from Papa.
Panic gripped me.
I wouldn’t release him.
Irenka kicked. I shrieked, because I couldn’t kick.
We hung onto Papa’s shirt for dear life.
Ultimately, Papa yelled at us so loudly it made us silent, because we’d never heard Papa say such words to us before, nor in such a loud voice.
He apologized and kissed us both. We let go of his collar.
“Remember me,” Papa said when the crewpeople took us away. “Remember your Papa and Mama. We will always love you!”
• • •
The ship was crammed with people. Other children, mostly.
When the heavy banging noises came through the cabin, some of the kids screamed. I knew better, though. We’d undocked from the station because I felt all the gravity go away.
This was a good thing. No gravity meant I didn’t need my chair.
The crewpeople who’d taken us away from Papa didn’t even speak to us. They hurriedly found a two-person gee couch, strapped us into it, and moved on.
Irenka was sniffling and sobbing while I held her hand and looked out the window, perhaps too dazed to really feel what had just happened to our family.
The big rings of the station rotated beautifully while our ship thrust away from it. The gee from thrusting tugged at my stomach, then shifted ninety degrees. I was being pushed sideways, the view in the window spinning just as the station began to disintegrate. I couldn’t tell what happened, other than that there was a sparkling cloud that seemed to envelope the station for an instant, and then a white flash so brilliant I had to cover my eyes.
When I could see again, the station was gone, and the gee pressing me into my seat was so strong I had a hard time breathing.
Irenka’s sobbing had quieted to a whimper and she gripped my hand so hard I thought her little tendons would snap.
Our ship was moving. Fast.
The Earth’s night side was covered with huge splotches that glowed dull red, like a giant, angry rash.
Occasionally, flashes could be seen through the massive, roiling clouds.
An adult, clad in a spacesuit and with a helmet under his arm, shuffled past our couch. I tapped him on the arm and pointed out the window.
“What’s going on?”
The man paused just long enough to lean over us and look outside.
“Orbital stuff’s been hit,” he said in American English. “Now they’re using antimatter warheads in-atmosphere. Jesus almighty….”
The man bolted aft while I kept looking out.
Somewhere down there, I knew my cousins and grandparents were in trouble. The smoky clouds were too thick for me to see the continents clearly, but I looked for Europe anyway. Poland was by the sea, and I thought that, maybe being near the sea, it wouldn’t be so bad.
Until I saw the day-side limb come up, and wherever the glowing splotches touched the ocean, the water exploded into hurricanes of white vapor.
The angry splotches also expanded visibly, like the sped-up films in school that show how mold grows in petri dishes.
Then, the ship rolled over and I could see nothing more, the additional gee shoving me back into my seat.
I looked away from the window to see Irenka slumped against me, exhausted and eyes closing.
Her little breaths became regular and gentle, and before long I also felt my eyes close, and then there were only memories of Mama and Papa, gone forever.
• • •
Irenka woke up crying, and the adults in crewpeople jumpers had to come and get her and take her to the bathroom. When they brought her back she was in night pants and nothing else. They said she’d had an accident, and her clothes wouldn’t be clean for an hour. My sister’s eyes were puffy and wide and she now looked at everything as if it might bite her.
I asked if it was okay if she sat in my lap, and after some conversation, they told me yes, as long as we both stayed buckled in together. Being unbuckled in zero gee would be dangerous. But I already knew that.
Irenka snuggled into my lap, the night pants making a gentle crackling sound. I had us both buckled up and I wrapped my arms around her.
I put my head back and closed my eyes, hoping for additional rest. I felt more tired than I’d ever felt in my life.
“I want Mama,” Irenka said in a low voice.
I opened my eyes and looked down into her small face.
“I want Mama too,” I said. “But I think Mama and Papa aren’t alive anymore.”
My sister stiffened and began to whimper again, burying her face in my chest.
I hugged her tightly, feeling the lump move into my throat. I wasn’t sure who I felt sorrier for: my little sister, myself, or my parents.
I fought back the swell of grief and tried to stay calm. I could still feel Papa’s hand on my head when he looked me in the eye and told me to take care of Irenka—because he’d known Mama and he wouldn’t be around to do it anymore. Papa had looked resigned when he’d said those words to me. Resigned, and yet full of dignity. While the other adults on the station had panicked, he’d made sure Irenka and I were safe.
Now, my sister needed me to be the strong one. And I needed me to be strong for us both.
I swallowed thickly and let my tears be silent tears while I gently stroked Irenka’s golden hair.
An hour later, an adult appeared near our seat. She was older than many of the other adults we’d seen onboard, with short hair that was going gray. She seemed motherly and smiled at my sister and me, patting our shoulders.
“Do you speak TransCom?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Good. Can you please tell me your names and ages?”
“Miroslaw Jaworski. This is my sister, Irenka. I’m eleven, she’s four.”
The kindly crewperson noted our names on her PDA.
“Do you know where your parents are?”
“Yes. You wouldn’t let Papa come onboard. He’s dead now.”
The woman’s mouth sank to a frown.
“I am sorry, honey. The captain wouldn’t let us bring any more adults than we already had. The ship was full.”
Her words were small comfort. But I worked to remain strong. Something told me that my childhood had suffered an abrupt ending, and the sooner I acted like a man, the better.
“What happened?” I asked.
“Ummm…did you watch the news these past few months?”
“No.”
“There was…they…no, maybe it’s better if I don’t explain it. Honey, someone started a war. A very terrible war.”
“Why?”
The woman paused, her eyes un-focusing and her frowned lips beginning to tremble.
“I have damn no idea,” she whispered.
Then the woman seemed to remember who she was speaking to, apologized for cursing, and went back to recording information. She took down where we’d lived, the names of extended family, what we liked to eat, if we had any favorite videos we liked to watch, and if we had anything special the adults on the ship would need to know.
“I don’t have my chair,” I said.
“Pardon me?”
“On the ground, I can’t move without my chair.”
I pantomimed using the little joystick that commanded my electric chair, without which I couldn’t move except to drag myself across the floor with my arms.
“You’re a paraplegic?”
“Yes.”
The woman’s lips quivered again, and she reflexively reached out and stroked a lock of hair off my forehead.
“I’m OK,” I said. “When there is no gee, I don’t need legs. It’s one of the reasons Mama was at the conference. She thought she’d get a job with one of the settlements in the asteroids, where I’d probably never have to worry about a chair again.”
“Of course. I’ll pass it on to the captain. Can you handle your sister, or should I see if one of us can take her?”
“I want Mirek,” Irenka said, not looking at the woman and reflexively wrapping her arms so tightly across mine, I think there was nothing more that needed to be said.
The woman stood up, her special shoes gripping the floor, and affectionately stroked my hair one more time.
“If you need any help, press the blue button on the seat in front of you. My name is Elaine, and I am one of the crew. Otherwise, the screen below the button is a computer you can use to look at shows or play games.”
“Thank you,” I said. “But what I really want to know is, where are we going?”
“We’re not sure. The captain has to decide. The war didn’t happen only at Earth.”
• • •
Our ship was a common interplanetary liner. The kind that are so common, they don’t have names, just numbers. The captain did his best to inform us of what was going on, but I don’t think he was used to talking to kids, so I had to keep asking Elaine to explain it to me. She said that the captain had decided to take us to Jupiter, where we might find other refugees at the Jovian space settlements.
There was near-constant thrust because we had to go as fast as we could to get away from the war satellites that were still hunting between Earth and the moon.
This meant I had to spend the first half of the trip on the couch to which Irenka and me were assigned, which would have been fine except that I needed Elaine’s help whenever I had to go to the lavatory. Some of the younger teenagers laughed and called me a baby when Elaine carried me up and down the aisle. I could handle that. You don’t live life as a child cripple and not get used to the fact that a lot of other kids are always mean.
But when they started picking on Irenka, I knew I had to do something.
I waited until we were at mid-point, when we got a few hours of freefall before deceleration. It was the one time during the trip when the other kids were awkward, and I felt comfortable. I’d spent the previous months onboard our station using the zero gee exercise rooms in the station’s hub, in preparation for Mama’s hoped-for assignment to the asteroids. Now I used these skills to maximum advantage.
A few black eyes and fat lips later—both theirs and mine—and the troublemakers and I reached an understanding.
When Elaine found out, she scolded me hotly of course. Adults always have to do that, so that it seems to everyone like they’re not taking sides. But when we were thrusting again and I was back to needing Elaine’s help to use the lavatory, she quietly told me she was glad I’d stuck up for my sister, and that some of the rowdier kids had stopped being so rowdy.
There was no more teasing, and the people who had been bothering Irenka didn’t say another word.
Which was good enough for me.
• • •
Jupiter was gorgeous outside our liner’s cabin windows. The huge planet had hung there for a week now, growing steadily larger while we adjusted and burned in order to drop into a rendezvous orbit with one of the Jovian stations the captain had spoken of shortly before we fled the inner system.
I’m not sure what all of us were thinking. The Jovian settlements had grown into a sort of mythic destination in our minds, and we’d all begun to place various—and later, I would think, unrealistic—expectations on the place. Irenka especially seemed fascinated with Jupiter.
I felt bad, having to keep reminding her that Mama and Papa wouldn’t be there at the door to greet us when we got off the ship. Every time I did it, Irenka got mad at me and told me she hated me because I was happy that Mama and Papa were dead, so that I could take Papa’s place and boss her around. At which point she’d take off for the little indoor playground the crew had built in the lower cargo hold, and I wouldn’t see her for an hour. Until she’d come sulking back to our couch, apologize for being mean to me, and we’d end it with a great big hug.
Irenka was up front using the lavatory when the lights in the cabin went red and the klaxon sounded over the speakers.
The captain’s voice roared, temporarily drowning the screams of the other kids.
“WE ARE UNDER ATTACK BY AN AUTOMATED DEFENSE SATELLITE! BUCKLE IN AND PREPARE FOR SEVERE GEE!”
My immediate thought was of Irenka, stuck in the bathroom. I used my arms to propel myself out of my seat, but was promptly shoved back down from behind by Elaine’s hands on my biceps.
“Do as you’re told!” Elaine yelled at me.
“But my sister!”
Elaine looked to where I stared wide at the lavatory, then nodded once and said, “You stay here, I’ll go get Irenka!”
The older woman almost ran down the aisle, her grip shoes making rip-rip sounds as she went. I managed to get my harness buckled around me when the gee kicked hard. We all slammed from side to side, up and down, screams and shouts and crying filling the cabin. Elaine stayed upright through all of it, and I saw her reach the lavatory door and use the special key card on her lanyard to open it. She vanished inside for a moment, then emerged with Irenka, whose eyes were searching frantically while her legs kicked in the air. Elaine was yelling, “Calm down! Calm down, honey!”
Another series of violent maneuvers battered the occupants of the cabin. I saw one girl come loose from her partially-buckled harness and crash into the ceiling. She floated limply for a moment before being catapulted over my head and out of sight, followed by a sickening thump.
Elaine held Irenka tight, however, and began making her way back to my couch when there was a horrific concussion that made my teeth rattle, following by groans and shrieking from beneath the floor.
My ears suddenly felt like they might pop, and for an instant I realized that the ship had been hit. Elaine and Irenka simply looked at me, their mouths forming twin oh-shapes while their hair ruffled in the rush of escaping atmosphere.
Then the orange decompression shield slipped out of its compartment on the headrest of my couch and dropped down over me like a shroud, sealing at the edges.
I screamed Irenka’s name and fought to undo the chest buckle on my harness, watching through the shield’s small window while the cabin became a nightmare of flashing red lights and debris exploding from the floor. My little sister and I were able to exchange one final look, her little mouth shrieking, Mirek! Then the world tilted over and I was crushed into my couch, the decompression shield flapping and billowing.
• • •
When I came to, I was numb to the core. My ears hurt a lot and my nose had bled all over the front of my shirt. I didn’t care. For the longest time I just sat and kept my eyes closed tight, re-watching the image of my little sister noiselessly screaming my name.
Eventually I felt the rumbling of a terrible cry struggle up in my chest. Once it broke the surface, I howled for many minutes, snot and tears and blood caking my face and hands. By the time I went silent I was so spent physically and emotionally, I could only muster a few last sniffles, and then I was back to simply feeling nothing much at all.
Hours passed. I didn’t move until my bowels complained, and I used the small LCD in the armrest of the couch to read the emergency instructions. The decompression shield had snapped taut as a balloon, affording me some elbow room. So I unlatched myself from the harness and, per direction, pulled the seat cushion up to reveal the orifice for an emergency zero-gee toilet, which I used. Then I simply sat and stared out the shield’s window, watching the blackness of space and the stars beyond roll slowly past.
I figured I’d been blown free of the wreck during the decompression, or the couch was designed to eject in an emergency. It didn’t matter, really. Irenka had died five meters from me, and all I’d been able to do was watch.
I’d failed Irenka. And I’d failed Papa, who’d told me to take care of her.
I wished very much that I could cease to exist.
Another cry rumbled, but I didn’t have anything left for it.
I fell back asleep.
• • •
I came awake with a start.
The decompression shield was slowly deflating around me.
I hurried punched at the LCD on the armrest, wondering why the system hadn’t sounded an emergency alarm, only to find the decompression shield lifting back up into the headrest on its motors.
I flinched for an instant, expecting the vacuum of space, but instead found the illuminated, metal-ribbed interior of…another ship?
There were no people present in the high-ceilinged, rectangular space. It dwarfed the passenger cabin of the ship Irenka and I had originally escaped on.
Irenka. A wave of sudden depression washed over me and I brought my useless knees to my chest, burying my face. The repeating images of her frantic death began to replay across my mind, and I slowly beat my forehead on my kneecaps, unable to make the horror stop. Would it be like this forever? Always seeing Irenka, dying a million deaths, with me unable to help her?
There was a clanking sound from across the large compartment, and I snapped my head up. I saw a circular hatch swing open.
My heart began to beat rapidly in my chest. I stayed put on the couch, watching a small figure in white, flowing, pajama-like clothes float through and attach to the deck with grip shoes.
To my surprise, it was an old woman.
Her skin was wrinkled and coal-black, and her eyes were wide with dark irises.
She looked at me, unblinking. Then she quickly walked rip-rip-rip across the deck.
“Boy’s a mess, Howard,” the old woman said, but not to me. Her speech was American English, but heavily accented in a way I’d never heard except on television. When she drew near I noticed the tiny device in her ear—a headset. I just looked at her while she knelt down slowly near the coach and examined my face, the dried blood on my shirt, and the way my balled fists gently trembled while I hugged them over my knees.
“You got a name, son?”
“Miroslaw,” I said, the dried mucus and blood in my nostrils making it sound as if I had a bad cold.
“That’s…Russian?”
“Polish”
“Well you can thank the Lord that your little lifeboat here crossed our path, Miroslaw from Poland. The killsats didn’t leave much left when they hit Jupiter. Howard and I kept the observatory dark until the killsats moved on. Then we did a slingshot burn, and now we’re away.”
“What does that mean?”
“Everything has gone on automatic. The military doesn’t exist anymore, but their machines do. To the killsats, everyone has become a target. So Howard and I decided it would be best to cut loose and go.”
“Where?”
“The Kuiper Belt, boy. Only place left. We’re going to find the Outbound.”
Outbound. There had been stories about them in school: privately-funded deep space missions that had been sent to determine if the space beyond Neptune provided fertile ground for colonization. None of them had ever sent back any data, once they passed the orbit of Pluto. Common sense said the Outbound had perished.
But had they really?
As long as Irenka’s death was foremost in my mind, the Outbound didn’t matter to me. I kept hugging my knees, and stared past the old woman, looking at nothing.
“I’m Tabitha,” the old woman said, sticking out her hand.
“Thank you for finding me,” I said, weakly shaking it.
“You don’t seem too happy about it, Miroslaw.”
“Mirek. My sister called me Mirek. She’s…she’s….”
I couldn’t say it, but it didn’t seem like I needed to. Tabitha just put a gnarled old finger to my lips.
“Hush child. You’ve survived the Devil’s Day. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.”
I let her grab my arm and pull me up off the couch. Using the grip shoes, she towed me back to the hatch she’d used to enter the large bay.
She noticed that my legs trailed behind me, and I used only my arms to maneuver through the hatch on its hand rails.
“Can’t walk?” Tabitha asked.
I nodded. She immediately flipped me over to check for injury, but I pushed her hands away. “Not hurt. Paralyzed. Since I was born.”
“Mercy,” Tabitha breathed. “Well Mirek, we’ll just have to do the best we can, you and I.”
“What about Howard?” I said.
“He’s my husband. You’ll meet him soon enough.”
• • •
Howard and Tabitha Marshall were originally from Virginia. Assigned to one of Jupiter’s six original Humason-series mobile space telescope platforms, they’d served as technicians when they were young, and moved up to take over their observatory when older.
We talked while Tabitha helped pull my shirt off and began washing my face.
“NASA told us the telescope was too old, and ought to be decommissioned, but Howard and I liked it out here so much, where we could be close to God’s quiet grandeur. When the astronomers and other staff packed up and left, we stayed. In protest, at first. But eventually NASA gave up and let us keep working. We sent data back right up until the war.”
Howard, I’d learned, had actually died a few years earlier, but they’d recorded him into the computer, and now he ran the observatory as its brain. I’d heard of that being done for some of the very long deep space missions, using volunteer pilots who’d grown too old or sick to fly. It was an experimental thing, and lots of people back on Earth still hadn’t been too sure about. Talking to Howard was a little like talking to an imaginary friend, since he seemed to exist everywhere and nowhere at the same time.
The observatory itself was a sprawling complex built into the side of a tiny piece of ore-rich rock that had been blasted off one of Jupiter’s trailing Trojan asteroids. When the hunter-killer satellites from the inner system had reached and attacked the Jovian settlements, Howard had turned off every piece of active equipment he could, going “dark” in the hope that he and Tabitha wouldn’t be detected.
Pure chance had sent my couch spinning across their path, and when Howard’s passive sensors picked up my vital signs, Tabitha demanded that I be brought aboard, in spite of the risk.
I didn’t know what to say, so I mostly kept quiet and let Tabitha—Tab, she insisted—do most of the talking.
She literally flowed with stories and spunk and an irrepressible good cheer, such that I almost forgot the depression that had sunk its teeth into my heart since Irenka had died. But the dual loss of my sister and my parents remained like a toothache—always there, and always painful.
We got me bathed, and dressed in an oversized smock similar to the one Tab wore, and then she took me on a tour of the facility. Most of the compartments were sealed and cold, since the observatory’s automation did most of the upkeep and Tab herself only needed a few rooms in which to work and live. She moved like a fish in water when she maneuvered in zero gee, and she showed me the spin room where she spent at least a couple of hours every day, doing exercise and letting her body experience centripetal gravity so that her muscles and bones didn’t wither away.
“I know you can’t use your legs, Mirek,” Tab said, “but we’ll find out a routine for you. Meanwhile, we can open one of the other compartments and get you a room set up. You’re going to be our guest for a while, I think.”
I stopped.
“What if I don’t want to?” I said.
Tab looked at me with a raised eyebrow, her steel-gray, close-cropped hair poking out in a mass of springy ringlets.
“Boy, you think you got any choice at this point?”
“Papa used to tell me there are always choices.”
Tab opened her mouth to argue, then stopped and looked at me carefully.
“Fair enough, child. The Lord gave free will, and it’s not mine to take away. We could put you into one of the observatory’s dories. You could take your chances on your own.”
I stared at my host. Staying here wouldn’t make the pain to go away, that was for sure. But then, I wasn’t certain anything would.
Hot tears began to well up in my eyes again, and I ferociously jabbed at them with the billowy sleeve of my smock.
I cursed in Polish.
Tab sighed, and lowered her floating self down until she was looking at me eye to eye. When she spoke, her Southern Black accent was especially thick.
“It’s a damn shame any of this had to happen, Miroslaw. Your family. My family. All our people, gone. The Armageddon came, and it went, and we’re still here. Which tells me the Lord still has work for us. It ain’t an accident your couch came floatin’ by Howard and me. That much I’m certain of. I don’t know what else your Papa ever told you, but let me tell you something my Papa told me when I was your age. He told me that there was never any way of gettin’ out of pain in this life. Adam and Eve saw to that. Because the Lord needs us to know pain. That’s part of the test. So while I can’t make your pain go away, I can tell you that we’re all gonna be judged by how we bear that pain, and use it, and do the Lord’s will because of it. Do you understand?”
I didn’t. Mama and Papa had been physicists. Our family never went to church. Tab’s talk sounded like something out of a history book about the days when people thought religion was more important than science. It was foreign in my ears and made me uncomfortable, but I couldn’t deny the earnestness with which Tab had spoken. Nor could I deny the heart-felt kindness in her expression.
My tears flowed like a river, and I stopped trying to wipe them away.
Irenka would have liked Tab. It was a crime that Irenka wasn’t here.
I blubbered something to that effect, and then I felt myself whisked up into Tab’s arms, almost crushed by the woman’s surprisingly strong embrace.
It was the first time anyone had held me—really held me—since Papa.
I bawled into Tab’s shoulder, and she just kept holding me, singing a soft song under her breath that I would later learn was a hymn.
• • •
I chose to stay, of course.
And Tab and I talked about the Outbound.
“So where do we start?” I asked Tab. “We can’t just search blindly.”
“The largest group of Outbounders was said to have followed in the wake of Pioneer 10. Can we do the same, Howard?”
“Let me see if I have the file on that,” Howard’s voice spoke from the speakers in the ceiling. “Oh, here it is. Yes, I think we can do that. It’s lucky for us we came out of the slingshot when we did, or we’d be going in the totally opposite direction. We’ll have to wait awhile longer before I can risk a second burn. We’re not far enough away for Jupiter yet.”
“No problem,” Tab said. “I think time is the one item we’re not going to run out of.”
She wasn’t kidding. Even with constant thrust, it took two months to cross the orbit of Pluto, and another eight to get as far as the inner limit of the Kuiper Belt. The observatory was well suited to long voyages. A plentiful fuel reserve, in the form of antimatter, provided power while a large hydroponics facility kept the air clean. Tab trained me to service the various automated and manual life systems of the observatory, and we inventoried and re-inventoried all the consumables and spare parts. With Howard’s help we drew up graphs and charts to see just how far we could stretch our resources.
Barring damage to the observatory, and with regular burns for course correction, Tab and Howard estimated we could go twenty years before running out of anything important. Even if the main reactor failed, a backup radioactive decay generator could provide full internal power for another ten.
Shutting down everything but the bare minimums increased these time frames by a factor of three. Which meant all we had to do was keep the hydroponics farm healthy, and Tab and I would have enough food to eat and air to breathe for decades.
Decades. My soul chilled at the thought of such a long, lonely voyage.
Howard stopped monitoring the inner solar system at sixteen months. There were no more human cries for help. All that remained were the automated signals of the few surviving death machines, each acting out its programmed orders regardless of the fact that the men and women who had given those orders were gone.
No other automated ship-to-ship communications were intercepted either, though if anyone else had survived and fled, they had likely done so in the same manner as we: deliberately silent.
Several times, Tab and I debated turning back.
But as the kilometers between Earth and the observatory grew, the very thought of going home became abstract. We were now well beyond the confines of the planetary system proper—the sun having become just another pinpoint in the star-filled sky. What chance did we have, in going back? How would we look for anyone while avoiding the robot killers?
Better to forge on.
• • •
For my thirteenth birthday, Tab told me she would teach me to be an astronomer.
It was easy, since everything I needed to know was in Howard’s databanks. And it helped pass the time, keeping my mind off things I still didn’t want to think about. Mama and Papa and Irenka were still there, like deep sores newly scabbed over. But somehow, day by day, Tab and I grew closer. And the hurt got a little bit less, and a little bit easier to carry.
She and I manipulated the observatory’s sensors and equipment, cataloguing various large and small objects in their path.
Tab told me that, contrary to popular conception of centuries past, deep space was not a total void. The Kuiper and Oort regions were actually a combined debris field that bled inexorably into the sparser debris that populated the interstellar medium—where the planemos ruled.
Planemos. Planets without stars. Worlds unto themselves.
Perhaps the Outbound had ultimately reached and settled on one of them? After a voyage spanning centuries?
Howard diverted our course on several occasions in order to investigate anomalies that showed up on the observatory’s impressive sensor array.
In each case, we found nothing; even if the comets and icy worldlets themselves were interesting.
Mostly, they were rocky bodies which had accrued a shell of water and gas ice. Perfectly routine, once you got out beyond Pluto.
On only one of these did we find something which indicated humanity.
It was a smallish snowball of a world, irregularly shaped, yet giving off radioactive emissions from one of its many craters.
Closer inspection with the telescopes revealed signs of mining, long since abandoned.
It was enough to make Tab whoop and spin, shaking her hips side to side while she floated through the observatory’s control center while Howard jabbered with as much excitement as his computer-cooled mentality could muster.
We matched with the ice body and Tab and I went outside in one of the observatory’s two dories. Landing, we then took suits—one of which I’d helped Tab extensively modify to fit me—and we were disappointed to find only ice-crusted garbage and a small pile of spent fissile material.
No messages. No clue to how long the Outbound had stayed, nor where they had gone.
Though there was no sign of Pioneer 10 either.
We returned to the search.
Twice more in two years, we found similar pit-stops on similar worlds. The Outbound had needed hydrogen isotopes and reaction mass for their fusion drives. It must have taken them many decades to travel as far as we had gone in just a few years on antimatter drive.
Tab risked active communications, tight-beamed to the fore.
For weeks we waited for a reply, and nothing came.
The longing to see other living humans became like an itch to me. Beyond missing my family, I also missed the wide open plazas and parks of home, where I’d been able to race my electric chair between the fountains and startle the pigeons and laugh like a boy ought to laugh.
At ship’s night, I began dreaming of home, and…other things. It was embarrassing to talk about with Tab. I had an easier time talking about it with Howard, who had been a man once, and before that, a teenaged boy.
Howard said he was surprised that I was getting the kind of physical response I was getting, even though I had never felt anything below my hip bones my entire life. When our conversations turned specifically to women and women’s bodies, Howard hesitantly uncorked a database of pictures he’d been keeping—pictures that my mother would have been scandalized by, had she caught me looking at them on my laptop back at home.
“Don’t tell Tab,” Howard had warned in a fraternal fashion. “She’ll be liable to erase me if she finds out I’ve shown you this.”
I promised Howard I would not tell, and was actually grateful to have something I could share with another male, even if he was just a computer recording. We talked more and more, Howard and I, while Tab and I remained close, if gradually more separate. One evening when Tab thought I was asleep, I slipped out of bed and moved silently through the air to the doorway to her room, where I heard she and Howard talking. Pillow talk, my mother would have called it, made strange by the fact that Howard was not actually in the bed with his wife.
“He’s going to be a man soon,” Tab said sadly.
“He became a man when his Daddy died,” Howard replied.
“Probably true. But you don’t know how happy I’ve been, finally having a young one around to look after. We tried so hard, all those years, you and I. And nothing. Then, like Sarah, God sends me this boy in my old age. Only, I never got to have him as a baby. He was mostly grown up when he came, and now….”
I felt a lump form in my throat while Tab quietly wept.
“He’s a good boy, Tabitha. We can both see that. And I think he loves you. He won’t say it when I talk with him, but I can feel it.”
Tab barked out a mocking laugh. “Hah! A computerized man who can feel!”
“You know what I mean, woman. Now hush up. My sensors tell me the boy is lurking at your door. He’s probably heard everything we’ve been saying.”
“Sorry,” I said, letting myself in, sheepishly smiling.
Tab was there, wiping tears from her eyes. “Don’t be, Mirek. I’m just a sad old lady who never had a chance to have any children of her own. Don’t mind it if I’ve become too attached to you.”
In fact, I didn’t mind it. I didn’t mind it at all.
Using my arms, I launched from the hatch and grabbed Tab in a bear hug, squeezing her as tightly as I remembered her having squeezed me that first day I decided to stay with my new family, and seek the Outbound.
She wept anew, for joy this time, and I told Tabitha and Howard Marshall how much I did love them, and how thankful I was that they’d found me and given me a home when the world had taken all such things from me.
• • •
By the time I was sixteen, I suspected that the full burden of humanity’s self-annihilation had yet to settle on my shoulders. Some crucial part of me remained numb to the idea that everyone had ceased to exist, and that all the artifacts of humanity on virtually every world had been antimattered to dust. How ironic that perhaps the only surviving tokens of human intelligence, were the final remaining warbots which continued to prowl the solar system, seeking targets and enemies which did not exist. Such thoughts were depressing, and depression again became a common companion.
I’d have liked very much to have another young woman around to talk to, to touch, and to hold in my arms at night. But the way things stood, I might not ever see another woman again, besides Tabitha, and this grew to be an irritant like no other.
With Howard’s surreptitious help, I began to distill spirits from the grains grown in the farm domes.
Shortly after, Howard began to worry that he had an alcoholic on his hands.
But how else was I supposed to bear it? I had a dead past, and an unknown future. The only living young man left in the universe!
Homesickness and abstract horniness accentuated my depression, giving it a melancholy flavor.
I began to drink daily. Alone. In the private module I’d built out on the face of the observatory’s foundation, where Tab couldn’t touch nor talk to me. I neglected my daily exercise in the spin room. Why bother? What future awaited me now? I’d been young when I left Earth, and young I would remain for many years. But what was youth without joy? Without a girlfriend? I found myself daydreaming endlessly about all the older girls I had ever been attracted to: their faces, their expressions, the way they laughed or got angry, how their bodies had moved under their clothes. It got so that I thought I would be ecstatic to see even a single, other breathing female, regardless of her state. Just someone I could hug, and who could hug me back, and who wasn’t old enough to be my grandma.
I grew distant from Howard and Tabitha both.
I got sick of them, and I think they began to grow sick of me.
We began to go days or even weeks not speaking to each other, and eventually I retreated to the privacy module almost entirely, forcing Howard to monitor and tend to the observatory all by himself, with Tabitha’s declining help.
Which was fine, at first, because Howard had always done most everything anyway.
Then, one day, there came a beacon.
It was faint. No more than a weak radio signal, sending binary.
Howard couldn’t make sense of the message, which seemed truly random—ones and zeroes in an endless stream, without pattern.
That was okay. It was a sign that we were still on the right path. It was also enough to shock me into a forced detox.
By the time we reached the comet from which the transponder was sending, I was sober enough to take out a dory; and human enough to actually be pleasant to Tab for the first time in too long.
On the surface of the comet, I found a tunnel.
At the bottom of the tunnel, I found a grave: sixty-eight bodies, all perfectly frozen, and arranged with dignity.
I spent days examining the site. I reverently combed the dead for anything that might indicate where the other survivors had gone. They were of mixed racial heritage and gender, and if I’d had to guess, I’d have said they were Americans. And whether or not they came from the group of Outbounders that we’d been specifically pursuing was uncertain. But their presence was the first absolute proof that humanity had survived to that point, so far from its now-dead home.
And that was enough. I reverently went among the dead, recording their names from the steel tags attached to their bodies and taking digital pictures.
When I ultimately got back to the observatory, I was calm.
Almost too calm for Tab’s taste.
But the dead of the Outbound had helped me cross a threshold I hadn’t known needed crossing, and at once filled me with renewed resolve.
Quickly, I flushed out the privacy module and dumped every last drop of grain alcohol.
Next, I began an exhaustive catch-up on all my neglected duties, interspersed with profound and heartfelt apologies to Tab and Howard alike. I couldn’t tell whether or not the man inside the computer could feel pain, but I knew my behavior over the last few months had scared and hurt Tab. Certainly I’d treated them both badly enough. I hoped that I could make it up to them, given time. And they certainly seemed grateful and relieved to see my renewed sense of purpose.
“Forgive?” I finally said one day, when the observatory was back in order and Tab and I were sharing a meal for the first time in ages.
A very long silence.
“Forgiven,” Tab said, slightly smiling so that the corners of her eyes wrinkled warmly. She reached out a shaking, gnarled hand, and I took it gratefully, squeezing.
• • •
During the tenth year of our flight, we found the first ship. It was abandoned. Ransacked. Every last usable part, taken. A skeleton of a vessel, accompanied by another mass grave.
At year fourteen, we found three more ships, also stripped, and also serving as a memorial to more people who had apparently lost—or given—their lives for the cause.
This time, I also found children; each far too young to have been born on Earth. The sight of those little ones brought up disturbing memories. They reminded me far too much of Irenka.
For Tab, who had become so old that she never left the observatory anymore, the children were actually a sign of providence.
“The day God takes away our ability to make babies, that’s the day when we know we’re truly cut off from His grace.”
I pondered Tab’s words and watched her gently maneuver through the kitchen, wrapped tightly against a chill in the air that did not exist. She’d tried over the years to bring me to Christ. Oh yes, she’d tried. Especially when I came off my bender with the grain alcohol. But somehow, I just never found the spark. I heard the words and I grudgingly listened when she read scripture, but while I respected and even admired the old woman’s faith, I could not feel it likewise.
Where Tab felt certainty in God’s purpose, I felt…nothing. In my teens I’d often questioned myself on this, suspecting some kind of internal moral failure. But now I just resigned myself to the fact that I was too much like my parents—unable to set aside the rational long enough embrace the fire and “get religion.”
As so often happened when Tab and I failed to see eye to eye, I discussed it with Howard, who had always seemed to support his wife’s belief without necessarily going great-guns himself.
“Tab’s Pops was a pastor,” Howard said one night when he and I were having a quiet conversation in the observatory’s control center. “God was mighty in her family, from the father down to the youngest child. It was kind of scary, when we first got together. She’d drag me off to meeting and bible study and I went along with it because my Moms had read me bible too, and it didn’t bother me any. And Tabby, well…She was just so damned attractive, I think I’d have walked into a pool of piranha if it meant I got to sit next to her and hold her hand.
“She was furious with me when she found out about you learning to distill. Almost as furious as when she found out about the pictures from the men’s e-zines.”
“Tab found out about that?” I said, laughing. “I swear, I didn’t tell!”
“I know, son. It was me. I never could keep a secret from that woman, not in my entire life.”
We shared laughter, one old man and one young man.
I sighed, and was silent for a long time.
“Howard, do you think I’ll ever get to have a wife?”
The speakers were quiet. Pondering.
“If we can ever find these Outbounders we’re on the trail of, I’d say, yes. Absolutely. Girl’d be plum crazy not to get with a handsome young guy like you.”
“But I’m still a paraplegic.”
“True. But let me tell you something, for women, a man being tall and macho ain’t the end-all, be-all. Especially the older a woman gets, and the longer she goes learning how hard it is to find a decent man, she appreciates the good ones when they come along. Don’t worry about it, son. Your woman is out there.”
“But what if I can’t make her—”
“Let that part of it take care of itself, son. Don’t fret over it now, especially when we ain’t even found these folk yet. You hear me?”
“Yessir,” I said, clamping up on the subject, even if it remained heavily on my mind.
Another lengthy silence.
“Howard,” I said.
“Yeah, boy?”
“Does it hurt?”
“Beg pardon?”
“When they recorded you. And moved you into the computer. Does it hurt?”
“Not really.”
“What does it feel like?”
“Impossible to describe.”
“You can’t even try?”
“If I did, it would probably just confuse you. But for the sake of argument, imagine going to sleep one night, and when you wake up, your body is huge, has a hundred new arms, a hundred new eyes, a hundred new mouths…It really takes some getting used to. But no, it doesn’t hurt.”
“We’ll have to record Tab soon, won’t we?”
“No. Tabby made me swear to never do that. She’s afraid it will interrupt her soul going to Jesus.”
“But you were recorded.”
“That was different. And believe me, Tab’s only reason for allowing it was because she feared being alone more than she feared my soul getting lost in space between this world and the next. I think in the long run she’s stopped worrying about me. Though she still insists that when it’s her time, nothing stop her.”
“Does she really believe she’ll go to Jesus?”
“You know she does, Mirek.”
“How about you? Do you really believe it?”
Pause.
“I want to believe, Mirek. Whether or not that counts…I dunno.”
• • •
Disaster came suddenly, almost 15 years after leaving Jupiter.
A micrometeoroid storm, composed of dark carbons so black and so thinly diffused we never saw them on the telescope, nor the radar. One moment I was helping Tab get dressed and get her room cleaned up, the next the observatory was trembling and a sound like hard rain echoed through the corridor outside.
“Howard, what’s happening?” Tab shouted.
When no reply came, Tab and I both looked at one another in alarm and rushed to the door to look out. Sparks lit from the ceiling and tiny rays lanced down and into the floor. The cosmic dust—moving at several tens of thousands of kilometers a minute, relative to us—was penetrating through many centimeters of steel and polycarbonate plate. Tab gripped me as we stood in the doorway, not daring to move, while the eerie light show continued for several minutes, until finally it ended, and I was able to rush out to the nearest computer access panel and bring up a status report on the station.
It was grim. Half the observatory was either off-line or red-lined. Worse yet, the workstation was operating on local software only—cut off from Howard’s direct control. We were also gradually losing air pressure, though the level had not yet dropped enough to be dangerous.
Tab and I floated frantically down several hundred meters of corridor until we reached the access hatch for the main computers buried down in the basement. I noted that the hatch had numerous almost-too-tiny-to-see holes in it, then dropped legs-first into the bowels of the main computer core, where Howard’s mind—and perhaps his spirit—had dwelled for over two decades.
The databanks were a mess. Whole arrays were dead. The computer center had been hardened against cosmic radiation and solar flares, but never something like this. I worked frantically to trace the logic paths of the fail-safes while Tab gripped a handrail and sobbed uncontrollably, saying, “Howard…oh, Howard….”
It was no good. Too many arrays were damaged or down. Even if I could load backups, the constant synergy between the databanks that was necessary for Howard Marshall to exist, as a person, had been disrupted. If we got something back, it probably wouldn’t be Howard.
Tab needed no one to tell her the reality of what had happened.
She simply stared at the arrays, many of them blinking red warning lights, and kept repeating her husband’s name.
She took to her bed later that day, not seeming to care about the thousands of microscopic punctures that were leaking our air away into space. Nor did she care about the other damaged equipment—repairs to which were now going to be near-impossible without Howard’s help. I had not realized how totally dependent Tab and I were on the man, until he was gone.
In a frenzy, I booted up as many of the dummy programs as I could, running them on local workstations or servers so that life support and other vitals didn’t close down. Then I spent the next three days securing the hydroponics farms and the cycler machinery and the other life necessities, without which death was certain.
Not that it mattered much for Tab.
Every time I checked on her, she’d gotten worse.
The final time I looked in on her, she was curled—floating—near her bed. An old framed photo of her and Howard from when they were young was pressed tightly to her chest. The same hymn she’d once sung to me, when I was breaking down, drifted from her lips.
I almost had to shout at her to get her to pay attention to me.
“It doesn’t matter anymore, Mirek. The Lord has taken Howard, and it’s time for me to go now too.”
“You can’t just quit!” I screamed. “You told me once that God would judge us by how we bore our pain and burdens, right?”
These words seemed to bring her back to herself for a moment, such that she replaced the photo in its holder and pushed off to drift down to me.
The slap that came was unexpected, and the first and last time she ever laid a hand on me in anger.
I was too shocked to be angry.
“Don’t quote God at me, boy!” Tab said sourly. “I’ve spent my last years trying too hard to open a door into your heart, through which Christ might step through. But you’ve rejected Him, and a part of me too. Now go away and leave me be. I’m too old to help anyway.”
There was nothing to say, so I left, and got a few hours of harried sleep before returning to Tab’s room.
Her body was suspended in the zero gee bed. She was dressed in her white smock, and her eyes were closed, though her mouth hung slackly open while her chest drew no breath. A little roll of paper was held in one cool hand.
I shakily reached for it, and when it unrolled, it said, in Tab’s handwriting, “You are a good soul Mirek. Thank you for letting me have you as my boy.”
I couldn’t think for the rest of the day. Only the seriousness of my predicament kept me moving. But my mind and heart were as empty and cold as the space through which the observatory now lamely traveled.
• • •
I eventually put Tabitha’s body next to her husband’s, in the tomb they had made for themselves on the far side of the observatory. There was no ceremony, no words of eulogy. There had been none for Papa, or Mama, or Irenka after them. There seemed none appropriate now, and I felt anything I said that even remotely touched on the spiritual, would be almost profane. Tab had been right. My heart was deaf to God. If God even existed. I stared at the closed doors to the final resting place of my second set of parents, and doubted very much that Jesus, nor any other saving deity, existed. There was only the harshness of life, followed by the silence of death. Which came suddenly and without warning, and always took those who least deserved it.
That month, my work on the observatory was purely mechanical. And ultimately futile. Too much had been ruined in the micrometeoroid storm. Without the expanded capacities of Howard—his ability to be everywhere and see and feel and “think” the observatory all at once—there was no way for a single person to manage.
The local software kept things going, for a time, but when three months had passed, it became clear that the hydroponics were failing, along with the waste cyclers. Even with the stores that had been kept safe down in the many cellars we’d dug into the rock, within a couple of years, I was going to be out of both air and food.
I went back to the main computer core and considered my options. There were enough good arrays to try and re-assemble a new master program, using the original factory defaults which were kept on disc, but since everything I knew about computers I’d learned piecemeal from helping Howard and Tab, I didn’t have the expertise to make more than a half-assed attempt.
I tried anyway, and created a computerized retard whom I promptly erased.
I didn’t even think of messing with what was left of Howard. Those arrays I kept isolated, in case there was still some chance of sieving data from them which might prove useful.
Days I spent wandering alone through the halls of the observatory, wondering just what in the universe I was even doing here, and why I should keep trying to extend a life that seemed to have amounted to futility.
Whether by luck, or design, that was when the next beacon revealed itself.
Like the other, it was very faint, but it called softly from directly ahead, in the belly of the Kuiper Belt, like a siren beckoning a lonely sailor.
I went to it. Dumping more antimatter than I should have into the reaction, I thrusted viciously, pushing the observatory up the relative velocity scale, not caring if I was risking more micrometeoroid storms. If there was going to be any point to this entire journey, any way at all of giving the deaths of Howard and Tabitha meaning, then I had to reach that beacon, which lay an indeterminate way off, but appeared to be growing just a little be stronger, day by day.
Weeks later, I found the buoy.
It appeared to be the first piece of whole-cloth Outbounder technology I’d yet discovered. Incredibly small, and apparently operating on a store of antimatter—which the original Outbounders had never had—the device pinged happily at the observatory while I used the remaining, functional thrusters of the station to pull alongside and match course and speed. My radio query sparked a message laser that shot towards the observatory. I had to fiddle for a few minutes to bring the correct receptor dish into place—something Howard could have done reflexively, with a mere thought—and then the main audio-video channel was alive with a recorded message.
It was a head shot of a young woman against a bluescreen. She was of Asian descent, and spoke TransCom with an accent I suspected to be Chinese.
“If you are seeing and hearing this message,” she said, “then you are halfway to us. We know about the war, and we know that you would not have come this far unless you sought refuge. Be aware the Quorum has decided to grant asylum to all refugees from the governments of Earth, the independent satellite localities, and all colonies of the asteroids and the Jovian planets. Provided that you can reach us. We regret that we can offer no further assistance at this time. We also regret that we cannot offer you precise coordinates to follow, but if you have come this far, you already know the rest of the way. Good luck.”
The message repeated, and I was both elated and crushed.
So far. I’d come so far. Tab and Howard had sacrificed so much. And this was only halfway?
I went back to my calculations, regarding stores and the upkeep of the hydroponics. There was no way I’d squeeze out fifteen more years, even if I thought I could last that long alone without going insane as a result. And even if I dumped the entire antimatter reserve into one, long, drawn-out burn. Which would be stupid, because then I’d have nothing left to slow myself down with when I neared the endpoint.
I stayed near the buoy, and debated at length.
The girl in the message had obviously intended for refugees to keep following the last known trajectory of Pioneer 10. Following that jellybean trail was a snap. How I could do it and still be alive upon arrival, was another matter entirely.
It took me three days of thinking and tinkering to come up with a plan.
It terrified me, because it seemed so much like suicide.
• • •
The room with the recording equipment hadn’t been touched in a long, long time. Tab had sealed it in a low-density, pure nitrogen environment after she’d helped put Howard into the computer, so that all the machinery and the consoles remained pristine and in good working order. It was also one of the few rooms the micrometeoroid disaster had not touched, and this gave me a hint of comfort while I set about preparing to download myself into the observatory’s database arrays.
I’d spent a few weeks carefully creating a new, hardened shelter for those arrays, then painstakingly moved each one of them from the old core, down to the new location, finally powering them up and synchronizing them, with triple-redundant electricity I’d snaked down from the antimatter reactors.
If the observatory got hit again, I didn’t want to suffer the same lobotomized fate of my old friend.
The instructions for recording were fairly simply. The device itself was like a compact PET scanner that lowered over the skull like a hair dryer.
The catch was that the process could not be aborted nor re-tried. The recording process took days, and was so electromagnetically intensive it destroyed neural pathways as quickly as it stored them in the databanks. Once the recorder lowered itself over my skull and began scanning, I was on a one-way trip. And since I didn’t have any help, and had never done anything like it before, there was a very good chance I’d wind up nothing more than a mindless piece of meat, my entire life hopelessly scrambled inside the computer.
I prepared carefully. In the event that I did not survive, I programmed an automatic course into the guidance system. Having come this far, it seemed worth it to make sure my remains had at least a chance of arriving at my destination. I also networked the life support servers and crossed them with the recording monitor, so that if the recording process completed and I did not awake and assume full control over the observatory, the contents of the observatory would be gradually deep-frozen.
My brain would be empty at that point anyway, and I didn’t like the idea of leaving my body to slowly rot on the recording couch.
Once I was satisfied that I’d tended to the necessary details, I sat down and considered my final words. In my entire life, through everything I’d experienced, I’d never really thought about what I’d want to leave behind for the future. It had always been someone else leaving something behind for me. I had always been the one to have to pick up the pieces and carry on. It frustrated me to sit there in front of the computer, finger poised over the button that would begin audio-video storage, and not have a damned thing to say.
After ten minutes I finally tapped the button and spoke—in TransCom, so that the people who might recover the recording would understand.
“My name is Miroslaw Jaworski. I might be the only survivor to have escaped the destruction of planet Earth. If you are viewing this message, it means that I am dead. If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like somebody to put up a placard somewhere; for myself and my family.”
I slowly repeated the full names of my sister, mother, and father, as well as my grandparents, and several extended family who had been alive when the antimatter bombs wiped out the Earth. It seemed like a good idea to include them, since we were all victims and I wanted our lives to be remembered somewhere, by somebody.
“I don’t really care what happens after that. Tabitha and Howard Marshall are entombed on the other side of this facility, and I think they should stay there. My body, and the entire contents of this observatory, are yours to do with as you see fit.
“Out.”
I punched the stop key, made sure the file replicated through my crude daisychain of stand-alone workstations, then stood up and walked to the recording room, where I slowly shut the door, set up the IV system—I’d need fluid put into me during the process, or I’d dehydrate to death before recording was complete—then sat in the recorder’s attached chair.
The recorder “crown”—which is how I’d come to think of it—was poised just centimeters above my skull. I’d detached the activator toggle from the control station and put it on a cable that allowed me to hold the toggle in my hand.
I thought about how Howard had once had to do this, with only Tab to monitor his progress.
Swallowing hard, I flipped the toggle with my thumb.
And the universe vanished into a swirl of sounds and color.
• • •
Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. One moment I was bathed in an endless sea of shifting and chaotic images—sounds echoing across the cosmos from one side of my mind to the other—and the next moment I seemed to snap back to a state of utterly cold and solid reality.
Only, I was seeing the observatory through at least fifty different eyes, and hearing with fifty different ears, and I couldn’t blink nor turn off the input, so that I was trying to scream, but that just made things worse because my scream bellowed from fifty different speakers, which overloaded fifty different microphones, and within my head a feedback squeal like a migraine peeled across my consciousness.
It was Howard who saved me. Or, rather, his memories.
On the chance that I’d be able to access what was left of Howard’s intellect, I’d networked his old arrays in a cluster adjacent to the main set of blanks I’d set up for myself. In desperate panic, I mentally reached for Howard, and felt a quick jolt of information flow across the link. Suddenly I was on solid mental ground again, my field of vision rapidly narrowed to one camera view, and my ability to hear narrowed down to a single, neutered computer voice that simply said, “Command access granted, Mirek. Awaiting further instructions.”
The system knew my name.
I’d made it.
Only, I couldn’t feel excited about that. Intellectually, I think I was relieved. But the glandular feeling of satisfaction, of triumph, that should have been mine, was absent. All that remained was the coolness of pure, rapid thought. Thought so fast, I felt staggered by the implications. And capability. No mathematical calculation ever need be beyond my grasp again. The moment I could conceive of a problem, the answer was in my mind at the same instant. Memory recall proved similarly instant, and I took a few moments to ponder this reality, which brought on a further jolt of data from Howard’s banks, which were actively integrating with my own, now that they had a reliable cerebral matrix to map to.
It took me only a few minutes to master the network, and another few to access and test all the remaining, functional systems in the observatory.
At once, it became obvious how sloppy and haphazard I’d been. Total facility efficiency was down to forty-two percent, with a list of yellow, orange, and red-lined items stretching into the hundreds. While I scanned and prioritized, I received continual jolts of data from Howard’s arrays. One moment, I’d be wondering how to fix a certain problem. The next, the knowledge would be there, as if it had always been there. As if I’d done it a hundred times before.
Though his personality was barely perceptible in the data, like a tiny aftertaste on the tongue, Howard was still, for all intents and purposes, gone. I sent numerous mental thank-yous to the man’s memory, then made ready to depart the buoy, and begin the down-hill leg of my journey towards the Outbound.
• • •
One thing about being a computerized mind: I could make time go as fast or as slow as I wanted to. Weeks and months evaporated in a blink while I made necessary fixes to reactors and set up a schedule to ration the fuel supply, all the while thrusting gently up the relative velocity curve, being careful to have more than enough fuel left over at the end-point for slowing down. I had no idea what might be waiting for me there, but I knew it’d probably be bad manners to go speeding past the Outbounders like a semi that’s lost its brakes on a steep hill.
I turned my radios forward and began gently peppering my flight path with greetings for whomever it was that would meet me.
I suppose there was always a chance that nobody would meet me, and that the buoy, for all its promise, could have been a deception, or even a relic from an effort that had since failed. But my computer-dictated intellect didn’t have the capacity for real fear. Such strong emotion, I found, was purely a residual memory—like a stimulus response, now delayed. I knew I should be afraid, but this was largely a past-tense knowledge, and did not affect my overall progress, nor my determination to reach my goal.
What happened when I got there…well, I purposely tried not to wonder about that. What use would the Outbound have for a computer mind like me? It wasn’t like I could just put myself back into my own head again. Nor, I began to think, would I want to. The expanded capacity of the neural arrays was almost intoxicating, and after a couple of years had passed I suspected that if ever I had to be restricted again to one set of eyes, one set of ears, one set of senses, I might feel so claustrophobic about the whole affair, I’d go mad.
With the main telescope mostly wrecked, I deployed the backup and used my idle cycles to scan and chart the narrow sliver of the Kuiper Belt through which I passed.
It really was amazing, to see so much debris in an area of space that most humans had thought of as empty, even up to and through the twenty-second century. Only the Outbound had had the forethought to see this region for what it truly was: a refuge from the catastrophes that were sure to strike the planets of the solar system—be they comet or asteroids, intense solar flares, or as had actually happened, the competitive stupidity of humanity itself.
Out in the Kuiper Belt, there was room enough to get lost. Like a hermit penetrating deep into the wild, seeking resources enough to survive and distance enough to avoid the madness of humanity.
I found two more buoys, each with a similar message to the first.
My antimatter fuel passed the point of no return, making it totally impossible to go back to the Jovian region of space. But I paid little attention. I was Outbound now, and there would never be any going back.
Another decade’s worth of time elapsed in surreal ease, and at the end of that, another micrometeoroid shower hit. But I’d secured the vital systems before putting myself into the computer, and the effort paid off. Nothing critical was damaged, though the hydroponics and other life support systems would never operate again—too many micro-holes.
I wondered why my messages, which I had been casting ahead of me like rocks across a pond, garnered no response.
Maybe that was just the nature of being Outbound—never reveal yourself until the time it’s absolutely necessary.
At the twenty-ninth year since leaving Jupiter, I should have felt excited and nervous with anticipation.
I felt only lingering ghosts.
• • •
I never saw the other ship.
One moment, I was alone in space. The next moment, a fifty-meter-wide wedge was matching course and speed—which was no small feat.
I politely lobbed radio hellos at the wedge, anticipating a reply. But all the wedge did was spit out a dozen, tinier wedges, each of which fell on the observatory like fleas on the ass of a dog, and suddenly I was struck by the notion that I’d been baited into a colossal mouse trap.
Each of the small wedges touched down and disgorged a series of spider-like drones that began scrambling into the observatory’s interior, cutting through metal and rock as easily as a knife through butter.
My hello calls became pressed, and then frantic. The spiders blindly ignored my efforts and sped towards the hole where I’d stashed the memory arrays. My cameras and others senses followed them, and I’d have screamed if I’d still felt the kind of visceral panic necessary.
I remember one last camera view, overlooking the arrays. I watched a spider climb on top of my databanks, hungrily rubbing together its claw-tipped forelegs, then I sensed my mind fissioning into separate parts—which seemed like the worst kind of insanity imaginable—then merciful blackness.
• • •
Reactivation was bothersome, because they wouldn’t let me see, hear, nor sense anything. Not at first. All I got was the impression that someone needed me to be patient, so I waited, tasting the quality of my thoughts and finding them…Truncated. Limited. The absolute speed and precision of the observatory’s databanks was missing. It felt like…It felt like?
When I finally opened my eyes—?!—I was greeted by several different faces, all of which appeared concerned. I sat up—?!—and looked at the Outbounders, each of whom was dressed in what I took for medical gowns, though the room in which they’d placed me was remarkably warm, and free from anything even approaching a scalpel or other menacingly surgical object.
“I’m Doctor Hastel. How do you feel?”
That was one of the women, who looked about forty.
“I’m not sure yet,” I said. “How did you…put me back?”
“It’s a long explanation,” said one of the men, a Chinese-ish fellow in his thirties who identified himself as Surgeon Chow. “Here, I’ll make it simple for you.”
He never moved, but there was a sudden mind jolt, like the ones I’d gotten from Howard’s memory array. In the space of a single second, I suddenly understood everything about the Outbounder procedure. They’d cloned me, using tissue from the frozen corpse they’d found in the observatory’s recording room. Inside my clone brain they’d installed a new organ: a direct-connect interface. They’d used it to slowly trickle my cerebral matrix into the clone brain while the clone body grew.
Now that I was awake, the direct-connect would allow me to access their public network—once they deemed it safe for me to do so. I still had a lot to learn before I could get out of the hospital.
All of this knowledge arrived in my consciousness with a cool surety, as if I’d always known such things. But I felt a tight thrill run down my spine while I looked down at my legs.
“Fully functional?” I asked.
“Yes,” Hastel said, with a small smile. “Were they not before?”
“No,” I said. “Paraplegic.”
“We’ve gotten a few of those,” she said. “Easily fixed.”
I dared to try to move my legs, which had been useless my entire life, and discovered I didn’t really know how. Though if I concentrated, I could feel the sensation of the air cycler’s gentle current across my thighs, such that it created tiny goose bumps.
I felt delirious with sudden joy, tears leaking from the corners of my eyes while I smiled broadly.
My mind began to burst with questions.
“All in good time, Mister Jaworski,” said Chow. “We’re sorry we had to keep you off-line for so long. Even with advanced gen, it takes years to grow a clone body to the decanting stage. You were put into the queue as soon as possible.”
One of the other women, a younger and freckly red-head, asked the next question.
“I’m Surgeon’s Assistant Keilor. What would you like to know first?”
“Can I…” I stopped to really think about it. Then I said, “Can I get something to eat, please?”
The entire group smiled widely.
I looked around. “Is that the right question?”
“You bet,” Keilor said, taking my hand.
Another mind jolt, directly from her.
I slid off the table, and discovered I knew how to walk.
• • •
The Outbound were far more numerous and sophisticated than I’d expected them to be. While the solar system had gone about its myopic, self-centered business, the Outbound had secured great whacks of the Kuiper Belt, both for mining and colonization. Eventually they’d erected a monitoring network that had, at first, been designed to keep an eye on the rest of humanity that lived “down in the hole”, as I’d learned they called everyone who lived inside the orbit of Neptune.
It was this grid which had first detected the Others, who had apparently erected a monitoring network of their own, dating back to the twentieth century.
Things sort of snowballed from there.
Exchanging information and technology with the other sentient species of nearby star systems, the Outbound rapidly outpaced those of us “down in the hole”, so that the Outbound were able to easily mask their gradual takeover of the Kuiper.
None of the Outbound had been surprised by the outbreak of war. They’d seen it coming for many years. The wedge-shaped ship that had intercepted the observatory had been one of numerous, automated picket craft designed to intercept anything sent from the solar system, and determine if it was friendly or hostile. Had I been one of the killsats, or any other hostile entity, I’d have been destroyed. But once they found my memory arrays and determined that I was benign, they pulled the arrays, sampled tissue for cloning, returned both the arrays and the sample to a safe harbor, and the rest was history.
The observatory, along with the bodies of Howard and Tabitha, was allowed to continue on its eternal journey towards the vastness of the far-away Oort.
I bided my time as just another adolescent Outbounder: lounging around in the public spaces, getting used to my new body and its revelatory mobility, and playing on the direct-connect system. Hundreds of thousands of minds, most human, a few alien, all feeding into and interconnected by a vast, peer-based sharing system that was serverless and extended as far as communications equipment could make it go. Not quite a pooled mind, since everyone kept up their privacy barriers, but enough crossover so that we each could learn and access enough information that it was like digesting an entire college semester every day of the week.
I also managed to stay in touch with the freckly red-head from the clone center. Physically, Colleen Keilor was a good bit older than I was, but age didn’t seem to matter much to Outbounders.
Col and I got along quite well.
A couple of years after I awoke among the Outbound, their Quorum announced its intention to begin reclamation of the solar system. The Quorum asked for volunteers to spearhead the effort, which would involve not only cleaning out all the killsats that still prowled between the planets, but a partial terraforming of the wasted Earth.
It would be a protracted effort—the greatest challenge of the Outbound Age.
Col and I signed up immediately.
• • •
Irenka Elaine Jaworski-Keilor was born in the midst of the Inbound flight of the First Reclamation Flotilla. Bright-eyed, and with a face and smile that seems eerily familiar, she brings my wife Col and I a great deal of joy. Once, Irenka would have seemed an impossibility. But through the years of changing diapers and teaching her to read and write and do math and use direct-connect, I’ve gradually accepted the fact that impossibilities are routine in my new, expanded reality.
We’ve reached Jupiter, and found the scorched remains of the old settlements. The killsats were waiting too, but we made short work of them, radioing our progress back to the Second and Third Flotillas which were launched in our wake.
There’s work aplenty for the new inhabitants of the solar system.
I hope that some day I can take Irenka down to Earth and show her a world I once called home, and which, hopefully, with a lot of fixing, might be called home again.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
“Outbound” came together over the winter holiday season in 2008. It was the mixture of two different stories which I’d started and stopped earlier in the year, and which seemed to unconsciously complement each other so well, I decided to blend their components and draft an entirely new story from scratch.
Very often, when you’re a new writer just starting out, you don’t have a lot of faith in your craft: your ability to execute the story in your head—only this time on paper—such that readers will find it as engaging and enjoyable as you do in your mind.
Then, there are stories that just seem to click.
“Outbound” was one of these: I knew when I was done with it, that it was (at that point in time) the best thing I’d yet written. So strong was my surety, that I felt almost electrified as a result. “Outbound” was going to be the story—the one that would put me over the top. Having never sold fiction professionally before, and after many years of fruitless effort, I knew I’d finally (finally!) generated something above-the-standard.
So you’ll understand if I tell you I was significantly crushed when “Outbound” did not win for its quarter of the L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers and Illustrators of the Future Contest; in which the story had been a Finalist.
How could this story have failed?
I’d written “Outbound” specifically with the Contest in mind. After studying past winning stories. And when I sent “Outbound” to the Contest, I’d already gotten three Honorable Mentions on all three of my previous entries. I knew therefore I was very close to winning, and that “Outbound” would be the story that would earn me a slot at the Contest workshop week, and in the Contest anthology.
So: what went wrong? Had I just been fooling myself? Was my desperation for publication—a long delayed dream—clouding my judgment to the extent that I’d lost perspective on my own work?
Such questions plagued me for weeks after getting the news that “Outbound” hadn’t won. It was definitely one of those long, dark nights of an aspiring writer’s soul: to have come so close—and felt so sure—and still not achieved the goal.
Flash forward half a year.
I sent “Outbound” to Stanley Schmidt, who was at that time editor for Analog Science Fiction and Fact magazine.
This was in the wake of my having finally won Writers of the Future—with a different story, “Exanastasis”, which is included later in this book.
I let Stan know that “Outbound” was a prior Contest Finalist, and that Contest judge Dave Wolverton had read it and liked it very much, despite its not having won, and that I hoped Stan would like “Outbound” too.
Roughly sixty days after putting the manuscript in the mail—to Stan’s address at Dell Magazines in New York City—I got my self-addressed stamped envelope back.
This was in the days when most short fiction was still going out on paper, so you had to include some kind of pre-stamped envelope in the package, so that the editors could send you their reply—usually a form rejection. Of which I’d already seen dozens from the Analog desk.
Receiving my sad little SASE that particular January evening was almost as crushing as learning the story had not made the cut at Writers of the Future.
Again: was I just fooling myself?
I reluctantly tore my SASE open, observing the half-page form header paper that fell out—and which Stan normally reserved for personalized rejections. I knew what those looked like because I’d gotten a couple from Stan before.
I read the top line of the top paragraph:
“Dear Mr. Torgersen, I like OUTBOUND too, and a contract is coming.”
Wait, what?
I had to read it twice to be sure I wasn’t imagining things.
Vindication was mine!
My daughter can truthfully testify that I was simultaneously whooping, yelling, and jumping up and down (in the seated position!) right there on our living room couch.
You see, Analog is where the big kids get to play. It is—as of this writing—the most-circulated and venerable professional science fiction digest in the English-speaking world. Scores of Big Name people got their start in Analog. Some of my writing heroes still publish in Analog. Getting to have a story in print in Analog felt a bit like stepping up to the plate—having previously done time in the minor leagues—and getting a solid base hit in the majors.
Or was it a home run?
The following year, after “Outbound” was published, I got another piece of mail from Stanley Schmidt. This time informing me that “Outbound” took first place in the Analog Analytical Laboratory readers’ choice poll, for best novelette in 2010.
The story has since been reprinted in several languages in several prestigious overseas publications, as well as being bundled into an Analog best-of-the-decade electronic anthology. It was even hunted up by a Hollywood person who paid me a hunk of change; for him to have the right to shop it around Tinsel Town.
I still get nice fan letters about this story.
I like to think it’s because “Outbound” has heart.
I also want to thank Carolyn Ives Gilman for providing a somewhat spiritual roadmap, with her wonderful story “Arkfall.” If I’d not read and enjoyed “Arkfall” so much, in 2008, I’d not have written “Outbound” the way I did, and the story thus would not have gone on to do as much good for me as it’s done. Because in addition to the substantial paydays and notoriety this story has given me, it also established me with both the Analog staff and the Analog readers—as the kind of writer who could be trusted to provide people with an uplifting, worthwhile experience. A guy who wouldn’t waste the readers’ time—one of Larry Niven’s stated authorial sins.
Thanks, Stan Schmidt. I owe you for trusting me enough to run this story.
And thank you Analog readers, for providing me with such terrific feedback, voter support, and fan mail. On this story, and on so many stories since.
***




Gemini 17
Vic was outside for twenty minutes when his maneu-vering pack burst.
No warning. The damned thing just blew.
With the clamshell doors on the Gemini capsule hanging wide open, I saw it all: Vic floating against the gorgeous backdrop of the Indian Ocean, clutching the drum-shaped pack to his chest—like an oversized accordion, his gloved fingers and thumbs occasionally touching the jet triggers on the opposed handles—then poof. The unit went up. I’m not sure if Vic ever knew what happened. There was an instant where I thought I saw a surprised expression on his face through the remains of his visor and pressure helmet, then the entire Gemini-Chiron assembly got physically yanked as Vic’s suit reached the limit of its umbilical, which snapped taught.
I instinctively reached for the stick.
By the time I got things stabilized, Houston was screaming at me for a status report. All I could do was reel Vic back to the spacecraft, his body now limp in his deflated pressure suit. Getting him into his seat without his assistance was impossible, so I stood up in the hatch and turned him over. The explosion had shredded him. His exposed tissue was puffy and shot through with darkly-engorged veins and arteries. The flight surgeon had always wondered what space-vacuum death would look like. I got lots of pictures, then sat back down in the capsule and spent several minutes trying very hard not to cry.
Losing a friend so suddenly was bad enough. But there were ramifications to this that went far beyond the mission.
Rob Lawrence would have understood.
Too bad he died when his F-104 went in at Edwards. The front-seater under Rob’s tutelage had made a rookie mistake, or so I’d heard from the other instructors.
Now there was only me. I could still remember the President—in a wheelchair since that nut put a bullet in his spine and killed Governor Connally back in ‘63—shaking my hand and telling me how important I was to the program. He didn’t say it at the time, but I think I was his way of extending black Americans a symbolic olive branch after Watts.
The only brown face in Group 3, tacked on two years late, as a replacement for Ted Freeman when he died.
Not that I was unused to that kind of isolation. Dr. King’s dream was still a long, long ways from fruition. Inside NASA, people knew me. And the press had given me a degree of national exposure which embarrassed Malachi Washington, the first Negro Astronaut!
But all blacks look alike to many white eyes, and I didn’t have to go very far from Houston or the Cape to be treated like just another nigger. Same for my wife Cheney and our two daughters, which galled me to no end. Cheney’s father was a prominent businessman in Chicago. She was educated. And I’d be damned if I expected her or the girls to put up with that shit, just so that we could all be close to my work.
So, they stayed close to her parents, with me being gone for months at a time. Not too different from when I was flying the F-8 off carrier decks for the Navy.
Vic’s body floated lifelessly outside the hatch. I considered what might happen now. With Vic gone, they’d order me to abort. Then the questions would begin. And the blame. Oh, maybe not from the other pilots. Neil and Mike and Ed. Even Al and the original Seven were cool. They knew the score.
It was the whisper campaign in the bureaucracy that I feared. They’d maroon me on the ground, like poor Deke. Only worse. Deke didn’t have the added pressure and expectation that came with being black. My failure was black America’s failure. And how in the hell was I going to look Vic’s wife Alice in the eye? She’d admitted before we went up that she had a funny feeling about this mission.
I kept my voice calm as I relayed information back and forth to the ground. I was shocked when Director Kraft himself got on the horn.
“We’ll proceed,” my boss told me in no uncertain terms.
“Sir?”
“Mal, the CIA liaison says the Soviets sent up one of their N1 boosters an hour ago. You know what that means.”
“Yessir,” I said. Kruschev wasn’t kidding around. We’d known for months that the Russians were rushing to get a capsule to the moon before we did. Only, none of us thought they’d be ready to go before Gemini 17 had already splashed down.
I considered my dead friend. “What about Vic?”
“Since you can’t get him back onboard, and since I really don’t think you’d want to be sitting next to his body for the next eight days, you’ll just have to cut Astronaut Hemshaw loose.”
“Jesus. Does Alice know?”
“Not yet. We’ll tell her.”
“With just me to run the show, we’ll have to chop a lot out of the itinerary.”
“Agreed. Look, Mal, under better circumstances I’d order an abort. But with that Russian mission on the way, and how things are going with the two wars, and Congress chopping at our budget—”
“I get the picture,” I said.
And it was true. In more ways than one.
So, three hours after the accident, I uncoupled Vic from the spacecraft and sent his body drifting slowly towards the Earth, and eventual reentry—a fiery end, like the Norse of old. I sent my co-pilot a mental farewell, closed his door, then mine, and set about trying to figure out how to get to the moon and back with just one man to watch all the instruments and flip all the switches.
• • •
By spacecraft standards, Gemini was an old horse. And if Kennedy’s first Vice President had had his way, Gemini would have been just a pit stop en route to Apollo. But with the U.S. military heavily committed to Cuba and Vietnam, neither Congress nor the Senate was in any mood to green-light yet another expensive NASA development project. Johnson was forced to be satisfied with ops remaining in Houston, while McDonnell kept its coveted contract. They flew the first Gemini-Chiron flights not long after dispensing with the Agena series, so that by 1967 things were ramping up for the first manned American reconnaissance of lunar space.
Technically, Chiron was the wedding of Agena hardware to the more robust Centaur booster stage. Launched separately on Titan II rockets, the Gemini docked in low Earth orbit with the Chiron and used the Chiron’s engines to break out of and insert into both Earth and lunar trajectories. And once McDonnell and Grumman ironed out their dispute over the proposed lunar lander design, Chiron would essentially be four separate spacecraft in one.
In the last 18 months, I’d done nothing but eat, drink, and sleep Gemini-Chiron. If the President had been determined to keep his promise to land a man on the moon by the end of the decade, I’d been determined to be that man. Or at least one of the men. All other considerations aside.
The seat next to me was painfully empty, such that I found myself actually shying away from it, as much as the too-cramped confines of the capsule would allow. If this had been one of the actual landing flights planned for later in the year, I’d have had no choice but to abort, because without one man to stay in orbit while the other took the lander down to the surface, there would be no point.
But for this first circumlunar trip, one man would have to do, and there was plenty to keep me occupied in spite of how much Kraft and Co. sliced out of the schedule.
Still, Vic’s absence was ever-presently painful, such that I quickly grew to hate it. We’d trained together—relentlessly—in preparation for this historic flight. In spite of watching the Soviet Union roll ahead with its mighty super-booster. In spite of Dr. Von Braun’s forced retirement, on account of the absentee trial at the Hague. In spite of seeing the posted names of friends who had been killed or gone missing over the skies of Havana and Hanoi. Nothing had distracted us, and together we had made the circumlunar flight our co-religion.
By the time I slid into lunar orbit, the entire thing had begun to seem profoundly, stupidly empty. Vic was dead. They’d make him a hero no matter what happened now. Without him here to share the sweetness of victory, I took little comfort in the realization of our dream. Whether I, myself, got back to Earth or not, the headlines in the papers would continue to be crowded with news from the Long War against Communism, of which The Battle for the Moon was just that—a single battle. Symbolic, yes. Grand. But ultimately of little importance to the men scraping and fighting in the mud-filled ditches.
My orders called for me to take pictures, so I took them.
My orders also called for telemetry, so I took it, and sent it.
I was on my sixth circuit around the day side, and getting ready for the breakout burn that would put me on course back to Earth, when the feeds to the Chiron died. At first puzzled, I reset the breakers, only to watch them barber-pole again. Then a third time. By the fourth try I was flipping the switches back and forth with such panic that I almost broke them clean out of the panel.
Without the bell-bottomed rockets on the Chiron, there was no way I’d be breaking lunar orbit now.
Hollowly, I reported my situation back to Houston, who had no doubt already become appraised of the situation via the Gemini’s computer.
It took almost a quarter of an orbit before anyone on the ground had the nerve to respond. By which time I was screaming incoherent obscenities within the claustrophobic confines of the cabin.
“You’ll have to go check it outside,” was their only suggestion.
As if I didn’t already have the cabin depressurized.
• • •
Vic’s malfunctioning thruster pack had done more damage than I’d first noticed. There were pieces of it embedded in the Chiron down near the collar where the nose of the Gemini committed adultery with the business-end of the booster. I couldn’t see it, but I guessed that under the cowling some of those pieces had chewed part-way into the wiring. Why the connection hadn’t failed before now, I could not be sure. Suffice to say that there was absolutely no way of effecting a repair.
While the mission controllers on Earth went politely apeshit, I allowed myself to drift away from the joined space vehicles and examine the limb of the moon as I flew once again towards the night side. How long had that gray, cratered landscape been waiting for the first person from Earth to see it up close? Mountains and valleys, great heaping plains of what looked like soft putty…Vic would have given a gonad to see this view, especially from outside the spacecraft. I hoped—somewhat vainly—that where Vic was, he was vicariously enjoying the show.
The night side was black like no other blackness I’ve ever experienced. The stars away from the moon were bright, fixed, and perfect; silent suns all raging mightily in the far-off depths of the Milky Way. When I was a teenager, I used to sit out in the country at my uncle’s place, just he and I and the humid Mississippi air. Not a city light for fifty miles. And never had we ever gotten a night sky as perfect or as magnificent as this.
I felt my throat close up as dawn on the far limb greeted me, and I orbited back into radio contact.
The monkey house in Houston could offer me little, save for additional promises that they were “Working the problem.”
Bullshit. More likely they were working how to best couch the news to the rest of the nation that the circumlunar flight—had they even yet allowed it to get out that one astronaut had already died—was now a total disaster. Doubtless Kennedy would not take kindly to such news. He needed something positive for the American people, as he prepared to hand the country over to his old rival, Nixon.
Jack wanted his administration to go out on a high note, so that hopefully in four years Bobby could latch on to that legacy—following Nixon’s anticipated implosion under the weight of the two wars Jack had begun—and reclaim the throne for the family.
With me dead and the Gemini program badly stalled as a result, the President’s second term was set to close on a decidedly sour note.
Especially since there was a Soviet capsule orbiting somewhere in lunar space. The Communists would be happily trumpeting about their victory while my corpse slowly freeze-dried.
Radio with the ground failed thirteen minutes into my ninth orbit. More leftovers from Vic’s accident. Under normal circumstances, it would have been a perfect time for me to shit a brick. But I was all out of bricks, and could only muster a weak laugh, followed by silence as I continued to drift and stare at the implacable stars.
• • •
I saw the light moving. Perhaps a third of an orbit ahead of me. I hadn’t seen it before, but upon closer visual inspection, I guessed that it was at a higher altitude, with less velocity. I floated and waited quietly, watching through two more orbits as the light drew nearer. I found I didn’t at all miss the constant clucking from Houston. The silence of the radio had matched the silence of the cosmos.
One of the hand cameras had a telescopic lens. I fished it out of the Gemini and aimed it at the light. What initially seemed like a single object resolved into two, separate objects: another Chiron, and something I’d only ever seen in grainy black-and-white photos during security briefings.
The Soviet L3 was in big trouble. Panels had been blown off along one side of the booster assembly, with wires and plumbing strung out into space like the innards of a disemboweled man.
Apparently my mission wasn’t the only one to have had technical difficulties.
The Chiron was a derelict from the test flights. GCBV-7003 and GCBV-7004. The first had conducted remote operations and thruster tests, before being de-orbited over the Pacific. The second had been fired via radio to test the booster’s ability to break Earth orbit and maneuver in translunar space. GCBV-7004 had actually reached lunar insertion before Earth lost contact with it.
The Russians were hijacking my only hope of getting home.
I reeled myself back to the hatch and crammed myself down into my seat, hands and fingers moving almost too quickly for my thinking to catch up with them. Neither needing nor caring about the checklist, I closed the door, did a quick de-couple via rote memory, and slowly pulled the Gemini free of its wounded—and useless—Chiron booster. In Earth orbit the Gemini would not have had enough onboard fuel to jump the necessary distance. In the weaker Lunar gravity, I hoped the odds would be a little more in my favor. Using the Gemini’s onboard computer and radar, I locked on to the approaching light—which gave solid pingbacks, to my relief—then set about some back-of-the-envelope calculating, based on relative velocity and distance.
Whatever moroseness I’d been feeling about Vic’s death, it had been overcome with a single, maniacal drive to get home: kiss my wife, see my kids, breathe fresh air that didn’t come from a can. I forgot about what had gone wrong to that point and made rendezvousing with the defunct Chiron my sole goal in the universe.
How the Russians might feel about my arrival was something I’d deal with when I got there.
I didn’t realize I was sweating profusely until the pooled, salty liquid began to creep from my face into the corners of my eyes. I mopped at my face with a towel and blinked furiously, not daring to take my eyes off the instruments as I thrusted, the fuel dwindling down to near-zero and the Chiron—which had originally brought me here—drifting away to become a small light unto itself.
GCBV-7004 looked relatively undamaged as I neared it.
My thruster fuel was past the point of being dangerously low.
The bozo package—a collection of radio and computer equipment taken from the Gemini assembly line and cobbled together into a “brain” for the unmanned Chiron—was resting solidly in GCBV-7004’s docking collar. With no way to radio the Chiron and order an automated jettison, I put my helmet back on and depressurized for yet another EVA.
When I popped my torso out to take a look, there was a similarly-garbed figure sitting astride the bozo package, staring directly at me.
For a fleeting moment I wished for a weapon.
The figure waved at me. Stupidly, I waved back, and wanted to yell for the intruder to get his ass off United States property.
Just meters apart, the figure and I considered one another for a moment.
I raised my visor. Then he raised his.
“Holy shit…”
• • •
It took us a few minutes to get our radios synced. Her name was Raisa Zaslavskaya. I think she was even more surprised to see a brown face than I was to see a woman. Whatever unease we might have had between us—as competitors in the Long War—seemed a small thing compared to the unease we now felt over gender and ethnicity.
“Amerikanyetz,” she said, “where is your co-pilot?”
Her English was far superior to my Russian.
“Dead,” I said matter-of-factly. “Yours?”
“Da. Same.”
“Is your spacecraft capable of Earth return flight?”
“Nyet.”
“Mine is, but only if you haven’t damaged the Chiron.”
“I have not touched. Hope to salvage.”
“Then it seems we’ve both got the same objective.”
“Da.”
Long silence. Too long.
“Have you had any success understanding American equipment?”
Pregnant pause. “Nyet.”
“Let me help you.”
“My government will not sanction it,” she said.
“Do either of us have a choice?”
Another pregnant pause. “Nyet.”
“Then listen to me, because this is what we have to do….”
• • •
Getting the bozo package off was easy. It was finding a way to get her into the Gemini that was hard. The Russian suit’s umbilical wouldn’t mate with the Gemini’s life support system, and neither the Russian flight nor mine had packed the newer, backpack-independent models that we’d be using for eventual lunar landing. Unnecessary mass on a circumlunar mission—a decision made on the ground, which now proved maddening.
I held up a roll of duct tape between us as we hovered in the open doors of my spacecraft.
“How long can you hold your breath?”
“Long enough,” Raisa said, her eyes fearful but determined.
I then held up the end of the umbilical that Vic had been using during the accident. If we couldn’t get her hose to work with the Gemini, we’d have to hope we could get the Gemini’s hose to work with the Russian suit. Again, the couplers wouldn’t mate, but if we could get a solid seal, and oxygen flowing, that would be all we’d need. The trick would be getting both her and me back into the Gemini and closing the hatches, then re-pressurizing without the jury-rigged connection failing.
I spent many minutes fumbling with the tape in my clumsy, suited hands, eventually stretching out several long strips, which I stuck to the hatchway of the Gemini. Then I held the hose ready while Raisa reached down and grasped the umbilical that lead back to her damaged capsule, her hands visibly shaking.
“We’ll count down,” I said.
“Da. Chyetirye, tri, dva, adeen!”
She rotated, then ripped her hose free, squinting her eyes shut in the process.
The Russian hose shot away, bleeding air like a jet. I jammed the Gemini’s hose into the now-vacated orifice on Raisa’s suit and frantically began to wind duct tape around the connection. Her face was bright red and her head shook as I worked. Cursing, I ducked down into the Gemini and valved the feed. Vic’s hose rippled like a snake come to life, and for a moment I thought the rigged connection would burst free. But the duct tape held, and Raisa’s eyes popped open, her gasps audible over the radio.
“Da…Da! I breathe!”
“No time to waste,” I said, beginning to guide her floating body down into the right-hand seat. She let me do most of the work, as the cramped interior of the Gemini was unforgiving. Twice we stopped and I wrapped extra tape around the connection between her hose and suit—which was clearly leaking heavily—before she was finally down tight and we could try to close the hatch.
The door thumped onto the top of her helmet, inches from a solid seal.
We tried again, and again.
She screamed and pried at the CCCP-stenciled visor cowling that covered the top of her helmet, eventually ripping it free and spinning it into space.
The hatch closed.
I clambered down into my own seat as quickly as I could, listening to the hyperventilating going on next to me through the radio, then slammed my hatch shut and started the re-pressurization cycle.
To her credit, Cosmonaut Zaslavskaya waited until I gave her a thumbs-up before breaking the seal on her helmet and lifting the face bowl. Her cheeks were coated with sweat and there was evidence of hemorrhaging below the skin. But she gave me the first smile I’d seen her make since we first met, and this brought a smile to my face as well.
I set to work guiding the near-depleted Gemini into docking alignment with GCBV-7004. Two of the Chiron’s fuel cells had been exhausted, but the third worked, and now it provided power to the Chiron’s onboard systems as I nosed the Gemini into dock. If ever I had resented all the hundreds of times I’d practiced the maneuver in simulation, I was grateful now for the effort. The talkbacks barber-poled for a few agonizing seconds, then snapped to normal as the Gemini and Chiron linked up.
I relaxed in my seat and flipped open my own face bowl, exhaling loudly and closing my eyes in relief.
“Washington,” my new co-pilot said.
“Malachi,” I interrupted. “My name is Malachi.”
“Malachi. Da. All is good?”
“Yes,” I said, feeling it for the first time in many days. “All is good.”
• • •
The GCBV-7004 was in surprisingly good shape for having been stranded in lunar orbit for almost nine months. Most importantly, the main engine responded to control input, though the main radio antennae was dead—a problem which had apparently been related to more than just the bozo package, and afflicted my original craft too? I made a mental note to have them inspect the radios on all the other Chirons when I got back. Until then, we’d be out of long-range radio contact.
I turned to inform the Russian woman, and found Raisa was already using Vic’s flight manual and mechanical pencil, furiously scribbling notes across the blank pages, some of them in Cyrillic and some in identifiable numerals. Her mouth made silent words as she worked, and for a few minutes she seemed utterly unaware of my existence. Eventually she put her pencil in her lap and pursed her lips.
“No radio. Without assistance from ground, it will be very difficult to return.”
“That much is certain,” I said, frowning.
“I am unfamiliar with this design, so I will not be much help.”
“I could teach you,” I said.
“Your government would allow this?”
“My government isn’t exactly in a position to stop me,” I said.
She seemed bewildered. “In my country, is serious mistake to give away technology secrets.”
“In mine too, but right now, I am guessing they’ll be willing to make an exception.”
“Mine would not be so willing,” she said, chewing a lip.
“Then it’s a good thing we’ll be picked up by a U.S. Navy carrier.”
Her eyes became fearful. “I am to be prisoner,” she said.
“No, I don’t think so. Consider yourself…my guest.”
Her eyes strayed out the forward window, to the lost L3.
“Will be disgrace, in Moscow. Many repercussions. Myself included.”
“The accident—” I motioned out the window “—was your fault?”
“Nyet. Valves. Terrible design. They would not listen to me when I told them so.”
“Why?”
“I am a woman. The engineers are men.”
She said it as if it were ipso facto. Then she pointed to my face and said, “White engineers listen to you?”
I stopped short. As a matter of fact, they did.
Well, most of them anyway. Some of the older ones who were Von Braun’s holdouts still thought of me as untermensch, but they tended to keep their opinions to themselves and weren’t part of the bigger picture anymore. The younger ones, the wiz kids, they were a little more hip. Many of them had gone to integrated schools. We didn’t exactly have lunch together, but they’d shake my hand and give me the same respect due all the other Astronauts.
“If you knew there was a problem, whatever possessed you to launch in the first place? If an Astronaut suspected there was a glitch beforehand, he’d never let the countdown proceed.”
“Is not so easy for Cosmonaut. Politics in Star City. Designer Korolev and comrades under great pressure to deliver results. Cosmonauts follow orders, not give them.”
“Clearly, we’ve got some things to talk about,” I said.
“Da.”
I began warming up the Chiron’s reaction thrusters, so as to get some distance between ourselves and the wrecked L3.
“Anything you want to say before we go?”
“Nyet,” Raisa said, her voice turned bitter.
“Okay then, hold on. The Chiron’s engines can provide quite a kick.”
• • •
Zaslavskaya was a quick study. Our first day out from lunar orbit, I ran her through a crash course on the entire cockpit, during which she asked many questions. Often my language grew so technical or abstract as to require us to break concepts down to simply-worded English, but she seemed to get the drift, and was openly admiring of the Gemini—especially the craftsmanship that went into its construction.
“How do you get workers to produce such equipment?”
“McDonnell hires good people,” I said, “and pays well from what I’ve been told. Of course, NASA wouldn’t have awarded them the contract if they had a reputation for shoddy work.”
“Other design bureaus make spacecraft?”
“McDonnell isn’t a bureau, it’s a company. And yes, others make spacecraft. North American was in the running to produce the ship that would go to the moon. Grumman is still going to build the lander.”
“And they all make workers build quality parts?”
“They have to in order to remain competitive with each other, though I have to admit we’re always kicking them in the butt for the things that still get missed. Like whatever killed Vic.”
“Will company be punished for your co-pilot’s death?”
“No, but the accident will be thoroughly investigated, so that they can find out what happened and be sure it doesn’t happen again. NASA can’t overlook something as serious as an Astronaut’s death. The public wouldn’t stand for it.”
Raisa’s eyes grew hard. “When Vasily died, they did nothing.”
“Who?”
“Husband.”
I stared at her. “I’m sorry.”
“I was sorry. All Cosmonauts sorry. Vasily become Hero of Soviet People, but problem left in place to kill other men.”
“Just how many Cosmonauts have died?”
“You do not know?”
“Star City doesn’t exactly broadcast it every time something goes wrong.”
She grunted, shaking her head in disgust. “Moon booster kill two crews alone. No time allowed for investigation. Had to win against the Americans.”
“They must have fixed some of the problems.”
“And leave others untouched! Then Cosmonauts get blamed when things go wrong. Always.”
This time I was the one who grunted and shook his head. I knew that game myself, all too well. And was reminded of just how awkward the mission review would be, assuming I survived to see it. First black Astronaut, loses his co-pilot and almost his whole ship, comes back with a Russian woman in tow.
“If it’s as dangerous as all that,” I said to her, “why don’t you try and get out of the Cosmonaut corps?”
“Would be disgrace. Too many men already doubting the few women at Star City. Terashkova says we all fly, or die in process. Example to men. Courage. Would you leave NASA, even if launches fail?”
No, I admitted. I probably wouldn’t.
I asked the next question that seemed logical. “Was your co-pilot a woman?”
“Nyet. Male. Young. Soviet Air Force. Chauvanist. I would have had another, if they had allowed me to pick. But co-pilot had father in Politburo. No choice for me.”
“What will happen to you when we get back?”
“I do not know. Will likely not launch ever again. Maybe worse.”
“You wouldn’t have to go back. You could stay in the States.”
Her eyes grew large. “Not serious.”
“Sure I’m serious.”
“And be traitor to people? Never!”
“What have you got going for you back at Star City? Nothing good, it sounds like.”
“Amerikanyetz, be quiet.”
Her tone was exactly the same one my wife used on me whenever I’d say something that really pissed her off.
Not wanting to add insult to injury, I did as I was told.
• • •
Day two was an exercise in excruciating silence. Beyond basic das and nyets the Cosmonaut didn’t have much to say to me. I ran her through some ad hoc drills on operating some of the Gemini’s systems—especially those related to reentry—and she took a boatload of notes. Otherwise, my every attempt at chatty talk was met with a glare and a mouth sealed so tight, it became a harsh, thin line.
Day three, and the Earth had grown large again in the windows. The Chiron’s radio was still out, but we’d soon be getting something from Gemini’s onboard systems. We had no idea if we were coming in too quickly, at the wrong angle…Her math confirmed mine, which confirmed hers, and we hoped that we weren’t just fooling ourselves. Or at least I assumed that we both hoped. She still didn’t talk to me, and by the end of the day I was beginning to greatly look forward to kicking her ass out of my spacecraft and dealing with someone who didn’t constantly look at me with suppressed hostility.
Some time, during the quiet dozing that passes for sleep on space missions, I heard her finally speak.
“I am sorry.”
“Hmm?”
“Is not your fault. Would be dead now without your help.”
I yawned and rubbed a hand over my eyes, feeling the stubble on my face.
“I simply see no outcome that is desirable,” she said, eyes cast down to the control panel in front of her.
“You’d be treated well,” I said. “I don’t know what you get told back in Star City, but whatever you think is going to happen to you in the States, it’s not. Probably the President will want you under wraps for a while, maybe debrief you a bit, but myself and the other guys, we’d stick up for you and make sure you got a fair shake. Even citizenship, if you want it.”
“You make it all sound easy, Malachi. Is not easy. I would be betrayer of Soviet people. But more important to me, I still would not fly.”
“Sounds to me like you’re grounded either way, so what’s the use in trying to go back to Russia?”
She looked up suddenly, an intense twinkle in her gaze.
“If landed in Russia—Black Sea—I could claim you as prisoner. You would be returned to your country, eventually. Like your spy pilot Powers. But I could retain flight status with Terashkova’s support.”
“And the Soviet Air Force gets to pick apart the Gemini,” I said ironically.
“Da.”
“What makes you think I see any advantage to that scenario?”
“Eh?”
“Why would I do that for you? I already saved your life. It’s you who owe me, not the other way around.”
“American selfishness,” Raisa snapped.
“Bullshit,” I said. “You’re not the only one with her ass in a crack.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that the first black Astronaut is not losing his ship to the Soviet Union!”
We were both shocked by my sudden outburst.
“Look,” I said, “Back home, I’m like this big glaring signpost. What happens with me—what happens with this mission—it’s very important to a great many people. Dr. King, he pulled me aside and told me that the eyes of every colored man, woman, and child would be on the stars while I am up here. If I fail—if this mission fails—it will fuck up a lot of things. For more than just me.”
I could still remember the earnestness in Dr. King’s expression. He got shot dead a few weeks later.
Raisa’s eyes blinked once.
I drew a deep breath, collected myself, and continued.
“I don’t know what it’s like for a woman in Russia,” I said, “but you have no idea what it’s like to be a black man in America. No idea at all.”
“Perhaps,” she said.
“Perhaps my ass!”
“Amerikanyetz—Malachi—you are Christian, yes?”
“My parents are,” I said. Cheney and I hadn’t been to church since we lived in Chicago.
“Do you know my name? What it means to me?”
“I don’t understand,” I admitted.
“Jewish,” she said. “Mother and father. Both sent to the gulag by Comrade Stalin.”
I’d heard of the gulag and that the Communists weren’t especially friendly with Jews. But the look on Raisa’s face told me I clearly didn’t know the half of it.
“What happened to them?”
“Dead. Like all sent to Siberia. I was spared because I was sent to live with a step uncle, who was good Party member. The NKVD could not touch him, and he made sure I got into school. I even kept my name, though I have had to be careful. The Jew in Russia is the ‘nigger’ of Soviet Union.”
I wanted to tell her to go to hell—I hated hearing that word come off white lips.
But what could I say? It wasn’t like I could refute her.
“So you see, Amerikanyetz. Is not so easy for either of us. What shall we do?”
I stared at her for a long time, then turned away and looked back out the window at the growing disc of the Earth. From this altitude, it was amazing to see the globe as a whole—one giant ball, slowly spinning. No borders and no obvious signs even that humans lived there at all. Just giant blue oceans and vast white clouds, with mottled green and brown land masses, all crumpled together.
When the Mediterranean came into view, I sat up a little.
“Zaslavskaya,” I said. “Are there a lot of Russian Jews in Israel?”
“I know cousins and friends of Papa who fled south after the Great War.”
“Think you could figure out the math necessary to put us down somewhere near the Eastern Med?”
Raisa’s eyebrow arched at me.
“What is this thinking, Malachi?”
“Houston will never buy off on it. We’ll have to make it look like an accident.”
“We need some contact with ground, to confirm telemetry and trajectory.”
“Yes, but once we get our bearings, could we figure out an alternate trajectory on our own?”
Raisa looked at Vic’s book, now filled with her scribbling. “I was top of class, mathematics. Helped earn me slot with female Cosmonaut group.”
“Let’s hope so. Because once I cut radio to NASA, it’s all on us to get down where we want.”
• • •
We got ourselves straightened out on the fourth and final day. Had to burn a lot on the Chiron’s engines to square up for a Pacific splashdown with the carrier Hornet. Told Houston all about what had happened in lunar orbit—save for the discovery of the L3 and my new copilot. It would be better for both of us if they didn’t know—at least until after the boats from Tel Aviv picked us up. If they picked us up. We’d have no way of contacting anyone once we went radio silent—not without giving the game away. We’d have to assume that NASA would contact the Israelis and request assistance, once it was obvious where we might splash down. I made sure to throw in plenty of warnings about continued faults on the radio, and squelched the signal a few times for emphasis, to make it sound good.
Meanwhile, Raisa’s hands were a blur as she worked it all out by pencil. Her muttering was almost like a monk’s chanting as she went over and over her formulas, verifying and re-verifying her work. When she could, she used the Gemini’s computer—another piece of American technology for which she’d shown great fondness—and before I broke contact with Houston we had one final hear-to-heart about whether or not we could go through with it.
“Da,” she said firmly. “It will work, Malachi.”
“Good, ‘cause I don’t want us coming down somewhere we don’t want to be. The Gemini is a water craft. It’s never been landed on the ground while a man was in it. And I don’t even want to think about what might happen if we screw up and come in over Libya or Egypt or some place like that.”
“Da, agreed. Would be bad for both of us.”
“That is a bona fide fact, lady.”
She stuck out her hand, without gloves. Her nails were trimmed to the quick, like a man’s, and her grip was strong. Yet the feel of her much-smaller fingers, and my brown mitt wrapped around hers, like a boxer’s, I was suddenly hit again by how odd it was being in orbit with a woman.
I killed the radio.
Per expectation, Houston began screaming.
Raisa and I ran the math again and again, concluding that it was as good as we both could make it, then we began the subtle, slow burn to slow us up and alter the de-orbit just enough to bring us down shorter than NASA planned.
Saying farewell to the Chiron, we decoupled and set it free. It had served us well.
Reentry was as hellish as Vic had said it would be. He’d been up on a Gemini mission before, during one of the Agena tests, and hadn’t been lying when he said that it felt like an elephant was standing on your chest. Outside the window the atmosphere had turned to flame, the friction causing a constant roar on the spacecraft’s heat shield. Raisa’s hands were balls of iron and her eyes were closed tightly as she spat unintelligible things to me in Russian. Prayers? Pleading? For all I knew she was singing, “Mary had a little lamb, little lamb, little lamb…”
It was only a handful of minutes, to get from orbit to parachute deployment, but it felt like an eternity, during which we were fully blind and absolutely trusting our edumacated guesstimations.
When the chutes momentarily hesitated to deploy, I sent forth a stream of cursing, figuring that Vic’s accident had dealt us an unseen yet fatal blow. But when those orange-and-white stripes bloomed outside the window, and I felt our rapid fall to Earth cushioned gently by the rush of air into the fabric, I yelled with unrestrained glee and both Raisa and I clapped our gloved hands together and grinned at one another through the bowls of our helmets.
Radio was back, and I quickly scanned the bands that I knew we ought to be hearing, if there was anyone out there trying to talk to us.
A guttural language spat through static, and I looked at my partner, not sure whether to be happy or worried.
“Arabic?”
“No, Hebrew,” she said, nodding confidently.
I cleared my throat experimentally, then set our radio to broadcast.
“…Mayday, mayday, mayday, this is Gemini Seventeen, broad-casting to all who can hear me…I say again, mayday, mayday, mayday, this is Gemini Seventeen, broadcasting. Assistance requested….”
• • •
Pickup went better than I could have hoped. The Israeli Air Force and Navy were waiting for us, though we’d landed well outside their nominal jurisdiction, in international waters. With the doors on the Gemini hanging open, we bobbed in the swells of the Med and enjoyed the miracle of warm, salty, fresh air, not a patch of land in sight. Compared to the Hornet, the Israeli Navy boat was a toy, but with IAF jets zooming overhead I felt curiously relaxed as the Israelis drew near and sent divers into the water. They brought a raft, which we happily fell into, and at once were barraged with questions by two frogsuited men speaking thickly-accented English.
They had expected one Astronaut, which told me that they’d been briefed by NASA, insofar as the events I’d been willing to divulge. The fact that Raisa was so clearly a Russian and a woman was cause for much excitement, which continued all the way to the boat, all the way back to port, and all the way to a secured debriefing at an IAF lockdown facility in Tel Aviv, where my last glimpse of Raisa was as she was herded down a hallway opposite from me, each of us still in our space undergarments and exchanging worried but grateful glances.
She waved stupidly, and I waved back, and then she was gone.
Forty eight hours later, I was getting off a U.S. Air Force plane in California, greeted by a pack of NASA officials who towed similar packs of military personnel and reporters. I kept my trap shut on the way from the plane to the waiting motorcade, bulbs flashing and popping and questions being screamed. Based on what I was being asked, it didn’t seem as if the mission was being considered such a failure after all. Not in the press anyway, which is perhaps what mattered most. For all concerned.
• • •
Ten years and a lifetime later, I was still at NASA. Vic’s death was hard on everyone, especially his family, but nobody blamed Astronaut Malachi Washington. It was a miracle I’d come down at all, just myself in a damaged ship—and no, they hadn’t gotten word about Raisa, not from the Israelis and certainly not from me. Which was fine. So far as I was concerned, this was one of those things that had happened in space, and was best kept in space. I’d made it back, I’d kissed my wife and kids, and life had gone on its merry way, hallelujah.
Nixon did get elected, and the USA did put men on the moon—before the Soviets, though they eventually got there too.
With the USSR working on a moon base, NASA had to work on a moon base too.
And with more flights going up from the Cape than ever before, there was plenty of work to go around. For all of us. So I stuck with it. Got on three flights. One of which culminated in my being able to spend a few days strolling around Mare Nectaris, as mission commander. Cheney and the kids and I were on TV a few times. I got to write and publish a book about my experience on Gemini 17, and dedicated it to Vic and used the royalties to help set up a memorial fund for Vic’s kids.
The Kennedy clan never did unseat Nixon, though there was muffled, unsubstantiated talk about some kind of scandal involving tapes and a hotel.
Cheney and I laughed pretty hard when Nixon’s successor—a Republican best known as a B movie actor—was elected in 1976. The old man was roundly hated by Jesse Jackson and the other Civil Rights crusaders from the Dr. King days. But Mr. Reagan seemed nice enough, and was all about celebrating the sacrifices of the veterans from the Vietnam and Cuban wars, many of whom had been my friends. So I thought well of Reagan. Especially after he assigned me as chief test pilot for his shuttle program that would be servicing the Skylab projects, One through Six.
I was doing face time at one of NASA’s combined NATO goodwill junkets in Germany when I heard a familiar voice say, “Amerikanyetz.”
I stopped dead in my tracks and turned around, my foam cup halfway to my mouth as she walked across the carpeted auditorium towards me. She was all business in those high heels, and a tinge of gray had touched her hair. But she smiled at me, an Israeli government group following her obediently; like a pack of puppies.
“Colonel Zaslavskaya,” said one of her aides, “this is Mr. Washington, formerly of the—”
“—United States Navy,” she said, extending a hand to me. I shook it, and suddenly the decade between us evaporated.
“NASA test pilot corps, at your service, ma’am,” I said, not quite believing.
“Gentlemen,” Raisa said to her entourage, “would you excuse us?”
The Israelis gave us room, going off to mingle with the many Houston and Cape eggheads who had come with me on this trip.
“You never told anyone the truth,” she whispered.
“Seemed better that way,” I said. “You’re still using the name, I see.”
“The Israelis treated me like a queen after we parted company. Made me an instant officer in the IAF. Said I was their key to keeping up with the rest of the West in space.”
“What are you doing here?”
“What do you think, lump-head? I am here about your shuttle.”
“Oh.”
“Did they not tell you that your Reagan White House has requested that an Israeli pilot be sent, for the Skylab missions? As a show of solidarity with Israel?”
“No, they didn’t tell me that. Raisa…you don’t think the Soviets will care? I mean, I think they’d recognize one of their own, once the photographers and the newspapers got wind of this decision.”
“I am Israeli citizen now. Cosmonaut Zaslavskaya…she is dead. If the Soviets do want to complain, what can they do? Go to war for me? Their economy is stressed to the point of breaking, and they are being eaten alive in Afghanistan. I think I am a low priority for the Politburo.”
I smiled at her. Genuinely, and with great enthusiasm.
“So,” I said, rubbing hands eagerly together, “you’re going up with us on the shuttle.”
“Only if you approve, I am told.”
“I think I might be convinced to allow it, but under one condition.”
“And that is?”
“Dinner. Just the two of us. Tonight.”
“What about your wife?”
“Cheney will be thrilled to find out what’s happened to you. I told her all about you when I got back the first time.”
“A partner in silence, she is?”
“Yes. But she’ll want to know everything. And so will I.”
“It is a date, Amerikanyetz. If so, you must tell me all about walking on the moon.”
“It was gray and it was flat.”
She slugged me so hard in the chest I coughed and spilled my coffee.
“Sorry,” I said, laughing. “I’ll tell you all about it. I promise.”
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
Stan Schmidt told me this was a very good story. He also said he wasn’t going to buy it. Why? Because Analog didn’t do a lot of alternate history, and when Analog did do alternate history, it had to be extraordinarily alternate. Which Gemini 17 isn’t. Or at least, I don’t think it is. I didn’t change much about the 1960s, save for one important thing: I kept John F. Kennedy alive. Once I did that, I extrapolated a raft of potential results. Such as a second Cold War front in Cuba, to match that in Vietnam. Which would of course tax the resources of the United States such that the big Saturn V boosters might have seemed like an unnecessary “pie in the sky” expense. But the U.S. was still desperate to beat the Soviet Union to the Moon.
What might have happened?
I am an enormous fan of the movie The Right Stuff.
I pictured a sequel to The Right Stuff, with President Kennedy alive, and all of my speculations coming into play.
How would NASA have tackled the challenge of going to moon if the U.S. government did not create a budget for an Apollo program?
There are actual notes left over from that era, delineating a proposed solution using extant Project Gemini boosters and spacecraft—with a few modifications.
Once I got a look at those, my imagination was off and running.
Also: how topical could I be, given the timeframe?
We came close to having some black American astronauts during the Apollo era. What if one lonely black pilot were promoted into a vacant slot in one of the early Astronaut Groups? And what if at the same time he were desperately trying to prove himself to NASA and to America as a whole, an entirely different, equally desperate cosmonaut—female, Jewish—were trying to do the same thing in Russia?
The huge Soviet N1 booster never put a capsule into Earth orbit, much less around Earth’s moon. But what if the squabbling and competitiveness between the Soviet Bureaus hadn’t crippled the N1-L3 program? And what if the Soviets had managed to come within striking distance of Earth’s moon, using their own version of the Apollo program?
These are the kind of irresistible domino questions that demanded answering in my mind. So I wrote the story—to satisfy my curiosity.
And though Stan Schmidt couldn’t use it, I did send the story to the Jim Baen Memorial Contest, wherein it placed 2nd for its year, and eventually won a spot in a Baen books anthology compiling many Jim Baen Memorial Contest winners and runners-up.
***




Influences: Allan Cole & Chris Bunch
Up until age 15, almost all of the science fiction I read was related to either the Star Wars or Star Trek franchises. The Sten novels by Allan Cole and Chris Bunch were the first non-Wars, non-Trek books I picked up from the sci-fi section at my local bookstore. I bought them precisely because I’d previously read Bunch and Cole’s Pulitzer-nominated Vietnam war novel, A Reckoning For Kings. Being a fan of technothrillers and military fiction in general—hat tip to Tom Clancy—I was curious to see what might happen if the sardonically-humored characters and delightfully rich settings of a Bunch and Cole war story like Reckoning were adapted to a Star Trek-like future history setting.
I was not disappointed.
Sten is the eponymous saga of a boy at war with his fate: a factory slave, destined to live a short, brutal life in the belly of a planet created specifically for hellish forms of industry. There are eight books in all, detailing how that factory slave beat the odds, went out into the wider galaxy, grew to manhood, had many adventures, and reluctantly attained much glory and greatness—a hero with cement shoes, in the words of Sten’s creators.
You can therefore blame Bunch and Cole for my unconscious tendency to write about ordinary men and women—even boys and girls—who find themselves capable of doing extraordinary things under often terrible and difficult circumstances.
I also think that a lot of the literary flavor—specific word choices and style of word usage—in the Sten series, and also in A Reckoning For Kings, seeps around the edges in my own stories. At an almost unconscious level. Which makes sense. When you read and re-read and greatly enjoy over a million words of prose from the same pair of authors, it’s practically inevitable that they’re going to rub off on you; assuming you too are a writer.
It was only natural that Allan Cole became the first bona fide professional I sought advice from, when I was barely into my twenties and tinkering with my first original stories. I still have yellowed printouts of our e-mail conversations, almost two decades after they occurred. Allan may not know this, but when I was at my worst—down in the dumps, rejected, and barely producing any new prose at all—I would pull out those e-mails and re-read them. As a reminder to myself that a real pro still believed in me.
I was particularly proud, then, to inform Allan of my first professional fiction sale. It’d taken me a lot longer than I’d expected, but I was thankful to be able to point to that story—my winning entry in the 26th annual L. Ron Hubbard presents Writers and Illustrators of the Future Contest—and announce that Allan hadn’t helped me in vain. His investment in time and shared wisdom had at last paid off.
I’ve kept Allan abreast of almost every publishing success I’ve had since.
To make sure he knows it’s still paying off.
Something I’d have cheerfully done with Chris Bunch, too, had he not died in 2005.
The suspected culprit was exposure to and complications resulting from Agent Orange: the infamous deforestation chemical rained on the jungles of Vietnam, back when Chris Bunch had been a Ranger patrolling those jungles. It was Bunch’s experience—in the Army—which infused much of his work with an undeniable air of military authenticity. Something I found strong and compelling as a teen, but which later grew to screaming volume when I myself entered the service.
Chris won’t ever read these words, but I’d like to write them anyway.
Hey Bunch, you know all that stuff, about the military?
Those things you wrote?
It was all true. Every last fucking bit of it.
Thank you. For the stories. And for your service.
And thank you, Allan Cole, for taking the time to coach a hopeful young man who was rough around the edges, but had a lot of big dreams.
Now, some of those dreams are coming true.
***




The Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project
There were four of them when they came, driving a nondescript government-white minivan. The moon was full and there wasn’t a cloud in the late August night sky, so I could see them perfectly through the slant-paned windows of the broadcast booth: two men and two women, in suits, and wearing sunglasses.
Sunglasses? At two in the morning?
I’d had visits from the FCC before, but never at this hour.
Something was very wrong.
When they knocked, I put my headphones on the mic boom and potted down the monitor. Standing, I stretched—my sixty-something bones making a series of complaining sounds—and shuffled to the trailer’s front door. Opening it, I saw one of the women directly in front of me, her hands clasped at her narrow waist.
“What??” I said. No need to be cordial. The FCC didn’t like me and I didn’t like them.
“Mister Kelly?”
“Yah.”
“Would you step outside please?”
“Look, I’m on the air. Is this about Andy? Shit, that bastard told me the lawyers took care of it. Shouldn’t you be talking to them?”
“No.”
“Station’s not automated, so I can’t leave the booth unattended, Miss…?”
“Spingath.”
“Spingath. Right. Got an ID to prove to me you’re you?”
“Not exactly.”
“What do you mean, ‘not exactly’? FCC always carries. It’s in the regs.”
“Maybe it’d be easier if I showed you.”
I waited expectantly, flicking my eyes to the other three who were arrayed in a formation at the bottom of the trailer’s steps. They hadn’t moved, nor said a word.
I looked back to Spingath’s pallid, generically Caucasian face. She reached up and took off the glasses.
It took a second or two for the horror to register in my brain.
Then I screamed.
• • •
K-Powell originally broadcast on FM at just eight hundred watts. We ran straight out of an air-conditioned double-wide set on a half-acre lot just off the shoulder of Utah Highway 276, en route to the Glen Canyon Reservoir. That trailer was also my home, with a partition running down the middle separating the studios from my personal residence. Most days the door in that partition hung wide open, the line between my private and professional lives having long since blurred. On the air people know me as Red Sands, the Voice of the Lake, but all my friends just call me Ron.
The antenna tower is still anchored into the concrete pad I poured for the trailer, and shoots six stories into the scorching desert sun. Back in the late 90s it took a PBS grant and all my early retirement to pay for the land, trailer, pad, tower, second-hand equipment, and government fees. Since K-Powell was a community station, I had to rely on whatever meager donations I could scrape off the locals, and for the first few years it was just enough dough to keep the transmitter warm and my cupboards from going bare.
Times were hard, even for an ascetic like me.
Which is why I couldn’t turn down Andy Chang when he ultimately came knocking.
An avid Powell boater, Andrew Chang was a precocious Californian from the Bay Area who had made a lot of money on stocks, being one of the prescient few who cashed out before the crash. After the crash he had been seen on and around Powell in one of his many expensive cabin cruisers or his lavish house boat—a somewhat flamboyant but still welcome lake denizen with a bulging wallet and an itch to spend.
Before Andy built the dish, he lived exclusively on the water, only occasionally pulling in to gas up, stock up, or check on his finances. While most in his class opted for more traditional haunts, Andy liked the stark natural contrasts of blue water and red desert down at the bottom of Utah. I would eventually find out he loved Powell for its night skies most of all, a view undiluted by man-made light pollution and stretching a gorgeous 360-degrees from horizon to horizon.
One summer evening, presumably while gazing at the faint sparkle-scatter of the Milky Way from the top of his houseboat, Andy had been struck by an idea. No science-lover by any means, he had simply wondered if somewhere out there, around one of those other suns, maybe some other being was resting on top of its houseboat on its lake, staring up at its night sky. What would such a creature have to say to Andy? Moreover, what might Andy have to say to it?
Perhaps the hearty Green River bud—rolled with a helping of Four Corners peyote and clipped to Andy’s ashtray—had had something to do with it. Perhaps he had merely been like a lot of American rich: possessed of great wealth yet lacking a Great Dream to go along with it. In any case, on that fateful night, an idea got itself firmly lodged in Andy’s soul, eventually launching the craziest Glen Canyon project since the Robert Stanton gold dredge.
Within a week Chang motored into Bullfrog and made some phone calls. By the following week he was entertaining the necessary contractors and technicians on his house boat, plus two professors Andy had had flown in from the University of Utah. He spent the next month finding appropriate land and haggling with the government for it, then bought a hundred-acre parcel not far from my trailer and set his contractors to work. By the end of the year the dish was complete: a concave metal circle set into a natural bowl in the sandstone, and stretching in diameter almost the length of a football field. Four three-story steel masts sat at opposite edges of the disc and suspended a square cage over the dish’s center, using steel cables. The cage was festooned with a variety of odd-looking gear, the likes of which few of us—even an old radio-hack like me—had ever seen before.
One of the marina shop owners who volunteered at K-Powell and had spent some time in Puerto Rico in the late seventies commented that Chang’s pet project looked not just a little like the famous Aricebo radio telescope, only at quarter scale. Soon afterward the term minicebo was coined and circulated widely around the lake.
Though Andy never officially said so, we all pretty much assumed that minicebo had one and only one purpose: to listen for signals from outer space.
None of us locals dared to wonder how much it had cost to build the thing. Nobody really cared. The extra business and money brought by the contractors kept us all happy.
And it got better. Pretty soon word got out around the rest of the Western United States. By the next summer almost as many people were coming to see minicebo as were coming for the lake itself, and we were enjoying double the regular number of tourist dollars, at least until Andy set up the barbed wire fences and threatening signs.
The Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project would be off-limits to unauthorized personnel until further notice.
Crap. Even I was reluctant to see all those extra faces go away. What was good for Bullfrog was good for K-Powell, and with the faddish tourism surrounding the dish officially ended, we on the outside were left to ponder what sort of wealthy insanity was being perpetrated behind the fences and the signs at Andy’s place.
Along with construction of the dish itself, Andy had put up a few auxiliary buildings on his new property, including a cement and glass residential with attached garages for his boats. He started spending more and more time at his new home and less time on the water. There was still no official word as to what the dish was being used for or why, and the fences and signs were understandably intimidating. Some teenagers who once drove up from Arizona to see the dish actually jumped the fences one night, bent on a sophomoric adventure. By morning they and their car were gone, and nobody ever knew exactly what happened to them.
A few of the desert cranks predictably talked UFO jargon and circulated crude flyers about black helicopters. One guy even tried to get on the K-Powell staff, offering to volunteer his life away if only I’d let him use some airtime to push his paranoid ideas. The public has a right to know, man!
But I wasn’t having any of that. I’ve let a lot of interesting characters volunteer for board time over the years, but I stop short of supermarket checkout shit. Andy might have been rich and weird, but he had become a local, and that accorded him respect in my mind. Certainly I’d been called a weirdo plenty of times when I’d first shown up and poured all I had into the construction and launching of the station.
I had my dreams. Andy had his. I figured I owed it to him to stay out of his business.
It was many months before Andy showed up at my door.
• • •
“Mister Kelly,” said one of the men who sat with me in the back of the van. I could smell the stench of my own sweat and fear as they watched me, heads unmoving.
“This is very serious,” said the other woman, who now that I could get a look at her in the van’s dome light, was a near twin of the one who’d surprised me on my steps.
“What are you?” I said.
“That’s not as important as who we are, Mister Kelly.”
The woman who had identified herself as Spingath had replaced her sunglasses, but once you’ve seen something you can’t very easily un-see it. Where a normal person would have eyes, Spingath had had…things. Clusters. I don’t know what to call them. They’d been bizarre and grotesque and I’d known the second she showed them to me that I’d be seeing them in my nightmares for the rest of my life.
None of the four had produced a gun or a badge, but I’d gotten the strongest sense that not doing what they told me to was going to be a Bad Thing.
So now I sat in their van, a best-of Van Morrison spinning back in the K-Powell trailer.
Had I pushed the disc repeat button? I couldn’t remember.
“NSA?” I said, swallowing hard. “DHS?”
“None of the above. We’ve got some dealings with NASA, but we can’t really talk about that. Mister Kelly, what we really want to know is, how involved are you with Mister Chang?”
“This is obviously about the dish?”
“Yes. Mister Chang is operating in violation of several Articles. We need to know how much you’re involved with him.”
I didn’t have the foggiest what they were talking about, but I still had the sense that not doing what they asked would be poor judgment on my part, so I told them what had happened.
• • •
When Chang came clomping up the wooden steps to the trailer’s main entrance, I feared that perhaps my transmitter was causing minicebo some grief. I’m no astronomer, but ever since its completion I’d suspected that a dish like that would be able to detect even the slightest cosmic flatulence from enormously far away. That meant even at a puny 800 watts, my nearby FM transmitter had to be screaming-loud in Andy’s electronic ear.
Andy surprised me when he said the station was not causing him any trouble, but instead he wanted to purchase the services of K-Powell. I sighed with relief and took this to mean he wanted to exchange dollars for publicity. I gave him the obligatory rundown on how community stations differed from commercial stations.
Clad in floppy boater’s shoes, olive-drab shorts, a Giants ballcap, and a crisp, white short-sleeved shirt, Andy listened attentively with his head bent forward.
The crux of the matter was that I couldn’t actually do any paid publicity for him, save for in the form of a bland “friendship” thank-you if he were to donate some dough. I was about to show him one of the custom-screened K-Powell t-shirts I’d bartered from buddies in Bullfrog—Andy’s gift for becoming a listening contributor—when he waved me off.
“That’s not it,” Andy said with a sheepish grin. “What I really want is your airtime.”
“You want to do a show?” I said.
“In a manner of speaking.”
“You don’t have to pay me for that,” I replied with a grin. “Just become a volunteer like everybody else. Got a good music collection?”
“Enough discs to fill this trailer.”
“I’ll bet.”
“Yes. And there’s more to it than just me becoming a volunteer. I want to tie K-Powell in with the Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project. Your station will play a vital part in my SETI program.”
SETI? I frowned. Oh great.
“I hate to say this, Andy. As much as I’d love to have you get involved as a music programmer, I’m not interested in any talk shows about space aliens. I get too many of those kinds of offers as it is, ever since you built the dish.”
Personally I have nothing against the Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence. But I’d put in thirty years bouncing around the professional broadcast business and had had a hard enough time finding intelligent life on Earth, much less finding it out among the stars. I think it’s safe to say I’m with Clarke in that I don’t believe there are any advanced aliens within listening distance of humanity, otherwise they’d have been here already and exterminated us on account of the noise.
I started to explain myself further.
Andy waved me off once again.
“I have no intention of using K-Powell as a crazy man’s pulpit. Sure I’d like to get on the air. But not in the way you are assuming. Instead, how would you like to get on my air? I’d be willing to compensate you accordingly. Seems K-Powell could use the funding.”
Andy’s head nodded in the direction of the master mixer behind me: the station’s elderly control board was a rebuilt 70s-era workhorse, the windows for its VU meters badly cracked and the needles waving crazily over a landscape of switches, knobs, duct tape, permanent marker, and torn and faded file-folder labels. I had purchased the vintage beast on the cheap from another public station after they’d upgraded to a digital mixer with sliders.
I got the impression Andy regarded my board with a degree of pity. I might have been offended if I myself did not also regard the board with a mixture of nostalgia and loathing. Keeping it functional had become an increasingly frustrating exercise. The company that built it no longer existed, making spare parts scarce, and it had become permanently infested with nagging malfunctions that introduced a nightmare of hums and buzzes into the output.
Still, I didn’t yet understand what the hell he was talking about, so I looked Andy in the eyes and said, “Explain.”
“I want to run a digital relay between your place and mine, something with enough bandwidth to maintain a clean stereo signal all the way to the dish control house. I’ve spent enough time behind my own microphones at home to realize that I can’t do this all by myself.”
“And what exactly is it that you’re trying to do? SETI involves nothing save for a hell of a lot of listening.”
“The Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project is not a normal SETI effort my friend. Other people across the globe with bigger and better brains than mine are already involved in traditional SETI. Maybe at first I wanted to use the dish in this fashion, but before long I realized that the biggest problem is that everyone is standing around waiting for somebody else to speak. I mean, is it any wonder that we haven’t heard from them yet? What if at the same time we’re spending all day long listening for them, they’re spending all day long listening for us?”
The studio had started to turn uncomfortably hot. I invited Andy inside and closed the trailer door behind him. My in-window A/C was chugging painfully as it battled the waves of hot air rapidly filling the double-wide.
Still standing with his hands in his shorts, Andy elaborated further. He actually wanted to use his dish to beam a steady 24-hour broadcast into the sky, with enough juice behind it to send the signal halfway across the galaxy. We want to let the aliens know that we are here!
Much of the technical stuff Andy threw at me must have been cribbed from information the U of U faculty had provided to him. He spoke not so much as an authority on the matter, but rather like a salesman trying to pitch an idea using someone else’s data. He was animated, and persuasive. I started to understand how he had managed to make his fortune while still in his thirties. He oozed tycoon. And he apparently was not distracted by the fact that it would take years for his dish-powered broadcasts to reach even the nearest stars.
“Why not just pre-record some stuff and then endlessly loop it?” I said, shuffling through my rack of worn 8-track carts. I pulled a recently played tape from Cart Machine #1 and wrote its title in the government-mandated program log before cueing up a public service announcement and a promo for the next break.
“I had that idea early on,” Andy said, now sitting across from me at the guest’s mic seat. “But what if somebody does pick us up? I don’t know about you but if I tuned in to a channel and they repeated the same stuff every five minutes, day after day, week after week, month after month, I’d get bored fast and tune out.”
Good point. But if Andy wanted a varied broadcast, and he wanted my signal, why not just copy it off the air and then feed it into his own transmitter? The signal was free to be had by anyone with an FM antenna.
Chang made a face. “K-Powell sounds clean and clear on a car stereo, perhaps. But I’m going to be hurling you into the universe as far as I can make you go, and I’d be extending my coherent range by light-years if I can start off with the cleanest possible sound. Plus, that would seem like bad manners to copy your signal without asking.”
“Thank you for the courtesy,” I said honestly, suddenly feeling vindicated in my earlier decision to not let the cranks have at Andy while using my airwaves. “Really, thanks, from one radioman to another. But Andy, why me? I’m proud of K-Powell but I’d hardly call it the best available option. Why not just hire a team of folks to build your own live broadcasts? If you’re gonna do this you may as well assemble an appropriate cast. You could have armies of rockers, speakers, maestros, singers, all lining up to do their thing for you. Hell, you could have President Obama! This is historic, sort of like those gold LPs they flew out on the Voyagers in the seventies. You don’t even need to bring the artists out here to Powell. Set it up somewhere on the west coast and satellite feed it. You obviously have the money. It would make a unique publicity stunt, the kind of stuff that turns Hollywood heads.”
“That’s exactly what I don’t want,” Andy said, suddenly frustrated. He stood up from his chair and began to pace the small space between the cart carousel and the CD shelves.
“It’s been bad enough with all the trashy press going on and on about the dish being built. If I go public with what I want to do now I’d be a laughing stock. No way. I need someone I can trust, who can keep this relatively under his hat. That someone ought to be close by and ready to deliver a unique product every day of the year. That’s why I want you. K-Powell may be small-time radio, but that’s exactly what will make this work. If I took your suggestion and built my own tailor-made broadcasts, I’d lose all the authenticity of the thing. It would wind up being too…too…“
“Corporate?”
“Exactly,” Andy said, snapping his fingers.
Including myself, there was a small and ever-evolving list of local volunteer radio enthusiasts who populated the weekly broadcast schedule. Like its sister community stations in Moab and Salt Lake, K-Powell’s program grid was a crazy pastiche of musical and spoken word weirdness that borrowed heavily from the collections and eccentricities of the staff. On any given day you were never sure what you’d get, which was as it should be. It wouldn’t be community radio otherwise.
Andy smiled. He was hooking me, and he could tell he’d piqued my interest. Maybe he was filthy rich and I was a radio pauper, but in some ways we thought more alike than I’d ever suspected. Andy could have paid for any kind of professional broadcast he wanted, and instead he was choosing us.
There were still certain problems, though. Where Andy feared Hollywood, I feared would-be volunteer nutcases. And the FCC. If I’d been forced to turn down the occasional weirdo in the past, I’d almost certainly be beating them off with a baseball bat if news spread that I had a pipeline into the Milky Way. My cozy little incognito radio existence would be shattered by a pilgrimage of UFO freaks. I might wind up on the front pages of the very supermarket tabloids I despised. Assuming the government didn’t pull my license first.
Dear God.
“If we do this, you better make damned sure it’s low profile,” I said, turning very serious. “Does the Federal Communications Commission even know about this?”
“I secured broadcast clearance from the government at the same time I got the land rights to build the dish.”
“Yeah, but did they know you’d be piggybacking my signal?”
“Not specifically, but it won’t matter. Trust me, if the FCC wants to shove its big smelly toe into our business I have a pack of lawyers at my disposal that I can whistle up. The government won’t be any problem. And we can be as discreet as we need to be, nobody who doesn’t need to know won’t have to find out. I haven’t lived my life on this lake, being who I am, without learning something about keeping things on the down-low.”
“Okay, Sounds like a grand and original idea. I’m almost tempted to do it for free. Almost. But you came in here ready to make a purchase, so I’ll be frank. What’s in it for the station?”
“A generous yearly donation, plus some bonus cash up front for you personally.”
“And what about putting you on the air?”
“I’m flexible. Wherever and whenever you can think to fit me.”
I considered at length, swapping music discs in and out of the CD players and doing a live-mic station identification. The stuffy pragmatist in me said this was a truly bad proposition, not to be trusted. I had given up a good career to escape men with money always telling me what I could and could not do on the airwaves. But the wild artistic part—my side which had ditched commercial radio and broken my piggy bank in order to found K-Powell—salivated. K-Powell had always been something of an outpost on the fringe of civilization. Now it looked like K-Powell would be an outpost on the fringe of the universe itself.
Poetic.
I potted up some Beatles.
“I get a hammerlock on creative control, Andy. If you start trying to stick your fingers into the programming beyond your designated time slot, the deal is off. I want that in writing. I don’t work for you in any way, shape, or form. I’m lending you my signal in return for donated funds. I can quit the arrangement at any time if I don’t like what’s happening. I also don’t take chances with the feds. Triple check this with the FCC so that we’re not putting my license at risk. Clear?”
“Okay,” Andy replied. “I can have my people draw up the paperwork today if you want.”
Chang kept smiling while I spent a moment daydreaming about what I could do with even a little extra cash. Having Andy as a sugar daddy would work miracles for my little station. I could replace all the old equipment, scrap the carts for minidisc or a Digital Audio Workstation, maybe even expand the facilities. On the other hand, I’d spent my last honest dollar getting away from guys not too different from Chang—to a place where I owed allegiance to no one but myself.
Taking Chang up on his offer, regardless of whatever paper I might sign, smacked somewhat of surrender.
“Have your paperwork drawn up, but don’t rush it. Give me day or so to think about all of this.”
“Fine. Call me when you make up your mind.”
With that Andy dropped his card onto the top of the main mixer, opened the door to the outside world, and vanished back the way he had come. I peered out the partially closed blinds and watched as he donned sunglasses and climbed into his Escalade. Sighing heavily, I slumped back into the chair in front of the main mic, battered headphones patched with electrician’s tape dangling around my neck. The Escalade audibly ground gravel as it motored back onto the highway, and for the longest time I just glared at the door, listening to the A/C chug and my discs spin.
I then slipped on my headphones and sat there for the rest of the day, thinking hard. I tracked through my old favorites, seeking some kind of musical wisdom that might point me towards a yes or a no. I wanted to feel better about saying yes, or at the very least I wanted to not feel like an idiot for saying no. Hendrix, Tull, Credence, Zep, a little touch of the eighties in the form of Rush, later Yes, The Police, Journey, then back to basics with Pink Floyd. Floyd: Roger Waters wailing about the sins of big-money and capitalism.
Perhaps not coincidentally, that was when the left speaker on my headphones started to cut out. I had soldered and patched the connection three times, and yet the damn thing was going south on me. Again. I yanked and fiddled at the wire with my fingers, until both speakers were cutting out, then I ripped the phones off and hurled them to the floor in disgust.
“Fuck you, Waters.” I rasped with irritation. “You can afford to be angst-ridden.”
• • •
“So,” said Spingath, “you’re a business partner.”
“More like contracted provider of content,” I said testily.
“A quibble, under the Articles,” one of the men said off-hand.
“Articles of what?” I asked.
“Interstellar Articles,” Spingath replied. “Andrew Chang’s pirate broadcasts are unlicensed and unauthorized.”
“According to whom?” I said. “Andy swore to me he had this thing locked, with the FCC.”
“Your quaint Federal Communications Commission doesn’t even govern the broadcast envelope of your whole planet. You can pollute the band all you want if you do it locally. Andrew Chang has been more ambitious than that.”
I was quiet, looking from face to uniform to generic face. A sinking surety had settled into my gut.
“You’re not human, are you?”
“No.”
“Jesus. Look, all I do is feed Andy content. What he does with it is his business, and his problem. I don’t know what you guys are or what you want me for, but I’m telling you, Andy is the one you need to talk to.”
“Perhaps,” said one of the men. “But first, tell us more about your arrangement with Mister Chang. Give us all the details you can.”
• • •
Andy got my yes by phone. The next morning he drove back over and we signed a few pages worth of faxed stuff. By the weekend, two professional microwave technicians were poking around at my equipment and rigging a line-of-sight microwave sender part way up the main broadcast antenna. It was aimed at a similar microwave device a few miles away, at Andy’s place. Once the microwave link was up and running, Andy complained loudly about how crappy my output was, what with the humming and background buzz. Not to mention the A/C chugging away.
I presented Andy with a wish list of equipment that would clear it all up.
Andy wrote me a check.
It was a very big check.
I got online and did some shopping.
During the weeks it took for the new equipment to be shipped to Bullfrog, I trained Andy in the use of the nearly identical production and on-air studios. Then I set him up with his own show slot on the grid. He wanted to do some New-Agey stuff, late night, which suited me just fine. His library of the genre was bottomless. Like all fledgling radio programmers he ummed and erred his way through the first few shows, speaking way too much and making the usual rookie mistakes. But he eventually settled into a groove and by the fifth show he was genuinely enjoying himself.
They put the centralized A/C in first. Beautiful piece of equipment, that. New vents in the trailer ceiling didn’t make hardly a whisper.
When the new mixer boards arrived for both production and on-air use, I had to re-train Andy and the rest of the staff all over again—the modern slide-pot boards and Digital Audio Workstations were that different from the seventies-era dinosaurs we’d used before. I was probably in such glorious joy to be working on brand new broadcast equipment that I overlooked how exhausted I was becoming with the constant work. But it was worth it. Or so I’d thought at the time.
• • •
We were in silence the whole way out to Andy’s place.
They’d seemed satisfied with what I’d told them, but they didn’t let me go either.
Again, I’d not seen any of them show a gun. But I suspected they didn’t need to.
When we got to the fences surrounding minicebo, we didn’t even slow down as one of the men driving the van reached an arm out the window and held a black box aloft. The automated gate barring Andy’s main drive withdrew rapidly, and we rolled right through as if we owned the place.
I wanted to warn Andy. In a very bad way. But I’d not gotten my cell phone before leaving the trailer, and doubted they’d have let me use it anyway.
We arrived at the circular drive in front of Andy’s residence, and the four people with the hideous eyes and the generic looks quickly piled out and began circling.
“You stay here and don’t move,” Spingath ordered as I began to butt-cheek sneak out of my seat towards the door.
“I’ve been sitting in here for hours,” I complained. “I’ve got to stand up.”
Spingath seemed to consider, then nodded her assent.
I climbed out and began working the kinks out of my aged spine.
Motion lights had sprung on all around Andy’s compound. The full moon was almost hidden beyond the horizon now, and pretty soon the eastern sky would begin to grow light. If I’d been tired when they’d gotten me at the station, I didn’t feel it. Adrenaline still surged through me as I watched the four suited figures move across Andy’s property with frightening speed, the aircraft warning lights blinking on the tips of minicebo’s masts in the distance.
I went to the front seat of the van and tried the radio. Yup. I’d pushed the CD repeat. Thank goodness, no dead air. Hopefully Sheri wouldn’t be too weirded out when she got in at six and found the door wide open and a CD cycling endlessly.
Now what?
There have been few times in my life when I’ve felt as if my destiny was utterly and totally beyond my control.
One of them was when I first set foot on Fort Benning for Basic Training.
The other was while I stood there in the quiet night, watching the outside of Andy’s house in the floodlights.
How the hell could this be happening to me?
There was a yell. Then another yell. Both from inside the house.
The chattering rip of a modified AR15 cut through the night like a chainsaw.
Andy came sprinting out the front door of his house, the automatic rifle in one hand and a hastily-donned combat vest over his shoulders. He wore nothing save for his boxer briefs and leather sandals.
“Ron!”
“Andy,” I said, not moving, “what the fuck is going on?”
“Get to the garage!”
I looked behind Andy to see a headless shape shambling through the door. Sickly green stains spread across the torso from where the .223 had pierced the body.
I ran for the garage, which was already opening. Andy’s Escalade—along with several other expensive vehicles—was waiting.
I heard the AR15 rip again. Something hit the ground, wet and heavy.
I turned and Andy pressed the weapon into my hands.
“You were Army, Ron. You know how to use this.”
“Christ, Andy, that was forty years ago.”
“Just take it. And the Camaro. Keys are in the ignition.”
“Andy, would you tell me for a second what the hell I’m supposed to do?”
“Get out of here. There’s water, some food, and full magazines in the trunk. Ron, whatever you do, don’t let them catch you!”
“Mister Chang.”
We both turned to see Spingath approaching. Her sunglasses were off and her eye-socket cluster thingies were wiggling obscenely. One of her arms was missing.
“Don’t come any closer,” Andy warned, taking a .44 caliber M1911 from a vest holster.
“You are in violation of Interstellar Articles Sixty Three and Seventy Eight, as they pertain to the proper regulation of the Hydrogen Band—”
Andy worked the slide and took aim with the pistol.
“Back off! I have full operating authority from the United States Government!”
“—under the authority of the Grand Council. Your rights as a sentient being have been suspended until you can be brought to trial before a panel of—”
Andy’s index finger twitched once. The bullet was a little wide, but it took away most of Spingath’s neck. Oddly green gore sprayed across the driveway and Spingath’s head flopped hideously across her left shoulder as she continued to walk towards us.
Andy fired again. Then again. Then he emptied the clip.
Spingath lay in a growing pool of goo, twitching.
In the distance, lights began silently moving. Lights in the sky.
“Ron,” Andy said to me as he turned and pointed at the dark blue Camarro, “I’m sorry I ever got you into this. If only I’d known…“
“Yeah, tell me about it,” I said. “What are you going to do?”
“The only thing I can do,” he said, looking resigned.
I nodded to him, putting a hand on his shoulder, then went to the Camaro and climbed into the luxurious leather bucket seat. I’d owned one of the car’s ancestors in the early 80s, gold like on Rockford Files.
“What should I tell people?” I said out the window as I fired up the Camaro’s throaty engine.
“I sent an emergency e-mail to the proper agencies,” Andy replied. “Just get your ass out of sight for a few days until this can be resolved.”
The lights appeared to be growing closer.
“More of them?” I said, moving my head in the direction of the lights.
“Probably. They’re coming for the dish now. Ron, if you don’t leave soon, you might not be able to.”
He holstered the empty pistol and extended me his hand.
I shook it, then gripped the shifter and depressed the clutch, putting the Camaro into first.
The doors on the government van hung open forlornly as I sped past and back down the main drive. An opener on the visor cleared me through the gate, and I was out into the blackness of the desert.
The lights seemed to ignore me as I hit the highway and never looked back, the V8 getting me up to speed and my heart hammering my ribs as I headed for home. There was something I had to take care of.
• • •
It took a few minutes to get the cabling for the microwave sender unplugged. I’d have climbed the tower and thrown down the dish, if I’d not feared falling. My hands were shaking from post-adrenaline shock, I was tired, and I was old.
Sun would be up soon. Sky was already turning blue in the east and I knew I had to be gone before Sheri got there. I swapped Van Morrison for some Tears For Fears and hit the disc repeat again, scribbling some notes to the volunteers on the front of the station log.
Hopefully they’d figure out what to do until I got back.
If I got back.
Those lights, they’d vanished over the hill towards Andy’s.
And all was strangely quiet.
The Camaro rolled crunchingly across the gravel as I left the station, wondering if I’d ever see my baby again. The AR15 was in the passenger seat, chamber cleared but magazine loaded and ready. Andy hadn’t lied, there were at least five hundred rounds of standard ball in the trunk, with several gallons of water and some MREs. I didn’t have a license for the rifle and hoped to hell I didn’t get pulled over by the Utah Highway Patrol, or there’d be some questions that would need answering.
As to where I’d go, that seemed pretty obvious. Andy’d had the foresight to put a hitch ball on the back of the Camaro, and I’d stuck my trailer on it.
It was time to hit the lake. Lose myself up one of the canyons, out of sight and out of the way.
My boat was a far cry from one of Andy’s deluxe cabin cruisers: an abused aluminum hull that normally sat under a tarp out in back of the double-wide. When I had first come to Powell I had bought the thing second-hand, believing that only a fool would live so close to the water and never need a boat.
In the boat I’d put a tent, a sleeping bag, a rod with reel, my tackle box, a cooler full of perishables, two milk crates filled with dry goods, and utensils for cooking and eating.
I was in the water before seven, and headed south. With a little luck I’d be turning up the San Juan before lunch. It would be a week or more before I’d have to put in at Dangling Rope or Wahweap.
And so I fished, and ate, and relaxed, pulling into the shore as mood, the call of nature, and the onset of evening dictated. My skin burnt badly the first day, then burnt again the second, peeled for three days, and by the sixth I had a nice brown tan for the first time in ages. I swam whenever the boat was on the bank, enjoying the cool water and marveling at the assortment of crappies and blue-gills and other fish which swarmed the shallows. When I got tired of the pre-packaged stuff, I caught a big striper and filleted it, roasting slabs of juicy bass meat on a grill over an open fire.
And at night, I watched the stars.
The undisturbed, pure blackness of the southern Utah sky really is a sight for which there are no words. Surrounded by modern civilization, one forgets that, for most of human history, men were privy to that view.
Little did we know it did not belong to us alone.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
Community and public radio have figured large in my life. I’ve worked or volunteered at three different stations in two different states. In 1992 I got a chance to write some scripts for a science fiction serial being broadcast on KRCL-FM, and in 1993 I was behind the mic doing an early-morning pastiche music program dubbed Eclexia. I met my (soon to be) wife Annie while we were both volunteering at the very same station, and we eventually went on to do student program work for KSVR-FM, the station attached to Skagit Valley College in Mount Vernon, Washington State.
Thus I’d always wanted to write a story using my radio experience.
Veteran community radio volunteers will probably recognize bits and pieces of “The Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project.” A community radio station—at least the ones I’ve experienced—is a lot like a potluck: everyone brings what they can to the mix, and if it all works out right, hopefully you have a nice potpourri of styles, to suit all manner of tastes.
I wondered what might happen if some enterprising soul with money to burn decided that the best way to find the aliens we’re supposedly always listening for—with our various SETI programs—would be to announce our presence to the universe with an interstellar community radio broadcast? Kind of like those gold records that went out with the Voyager spacecraft, only this time being blasted into the cosmos with a supertransmitter.
The Federal Communications Commission is somewhat infamous in community radio circles. When I was student program director for KSVR-FM, we actually had an FCC guy show up—flashing badge and all—to warn us that our hot transmitter signal was kerflunky, and if we didn’t want our license stripped and/or the school to get fined, we’d better scratch up some cash for new equipment.
Suppose now that there is an interstellar or intergalactic equivalent of the FCC, carefully keeping primitive civilizations like ours from polluting the interstellar or intergalactic airwaves? What happens when a rogue human operator breaks the rules?
“The Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project” is a somewhat humorous story as a result, but there’s some real questions lurking underneath. Our civilization has been shooting radio and television broadcasts into space for roughly one hundred years now. Long enough for our broadcasts to have potentially reached most of the nearest stars. What might our potential interstellar neighbors think of us as a result?
I was tickled pink when Stan Schmidt bought it for Analog, and compared it favorably to another Analog story from years earlier, titled, “The Ears Have It.” Fellow Analog author Martin L. Shoemaker continues to demand that I write a sequel to “The Bullfrog Radio Astronomy Project.” I have a title in mind. I think I will do it.
***




Exiles of Eden
She was gorgeous, and didn’t look a day over twenty-five. Her honey-blonde hair fanned about her head as she lay beside me on the limestone sand of the beach. Two suns—one white and the other orange—baked our bellies. Occasionally a bubbling wave of warm seltzer water rushed in from the lifeless sea, coating us pleasantly. Her deep blue eyes blinked as I adjusted my position and gazed at her.
The blonde’s smile was fixed, like the Cheshire Cat’s. She looked and felt almost as good as I remembered a real woman should. Almost. I wondered if I’d ever get the algorithms just right—hers or mine.
A set of bare white feet suddenly appeared, just at the edge of my peripheral vision.
I froze—so far as I knew, I was the only person on the planet.
What the…?
I rolled onto all fours and looked up.
It was another woman. I knew her. Wanda. She stood four meters further up the beach. She smiled down at me, her brown hair cut short, just like I remembered it. She had on a pair of black short-shorts and a white tank top which hugged her athletic figure. Why hadn’t I detected her coming into orbit? I smiled sheepishly at my old friend.
“Nice toy you built for yourself,” Wanda said.
“How did you find me, Wanda? I didn’t sense your ship coming in.”
“One can never be too careful, Rordy. You should know that. Lucky for me I remembered you telling me once that you’d discovered a fantastic piece of beach circling a binary. You even gave me the rough coordinates. I gotta say, you were right—this really is excellent real estate.”
“Just wait until I’ve finished seeding the tidal regions with xenophytoplankton,” I said. “That rust color in the sky will be blue within a thousand years. Then all this place will need are palm trees.”
“Sounds perfect,” Wanda said, surveying the carbon dioxide horizon.
“Interested in a swim?” I said. I looked down at the blonde I had built, then back up at Wanda. “Sorry I can’t offer you equivalent companionship.”
“Not a problem. I’m not here to relax. Something has happened, something important. I had to tell you.”
“What?” I said.
“There are still people in this galaxy.”
“Yeah,” I said. “You, me, Ormond, Bana—”
“No, Rordy. I mean real people.”
I forgot the blonde.
“That’s not possible,” I said, standing up.
“I’ve been to their planet. I’ve seen them for myself.”
“Where?”
“About 3,500 light-years further out along the Sagittarius arm from here.”
I walked slowly—not caring about my nudity—until I was face to face with Wanda. Like me, her body was a mechanical illusion, something she’d constructed to look like her former self, using the universal factories onboard her ship. Some of the others had taken great liberties when building their simulated bodies. Wanda and me—we’d kept it real.
“I can’t believe it,” I said.
“I didn’t want to either,” she admitted, throwing her arms out in a gesture of resignation. “When Carlos found me slow-coasting through the Perseus arm, he had to argue hard to get me to take his claim seriously. But he and the others were right—there are humans on Eden.”
“Eden?” I said.
“That’s what the others call it. It seemed like an appropriate name.”
I stared, not sure I could let myself believe what I was hearing. The blonde had picked herself up and wandered to my side, glancing briefly at Wanda before looping her arm through mine. The three of us began walking.
“It’s a wonder the Swarmers haven’t jumped on this before now,” I said.
“We can’t really be sure what the Swarmers know,” Wanda said. “But we’re gathering—everyone who can be found—to make sure Eden has a proper defense. Because if we know anything about the Swarmers, it’s that they’ll find Eden eventually.”
“What about these humans, aren’t they armed?”
“The inhabitants of Eden are in no condition to fight.”
“What do you mean?”
“Easier if you see for yourself,” she said.
• • •
Almost four thousand light-years later Wanda and I stood on an altogether different beach, along with a few of the other two dozen who had answered the call. Our mechanical eyes gazed across the white-capped expanse of a kilometers-wide bay, to the tiny collection of bodies moving on the other side. If the natives of Eden could see us, they didn’t show it. They were naked and mocha-colored with proud long faces like Native Americans and hair so light it was almost white. Even the children. The men had beards and the women were pregnant. They appeared to be collecting nets and baskets filled with some sort of sea life, all from the prows of dugout canoes.
“How many are there?” I asked.
“Taking a planetary census wasn’t easy, but they appear to number several hundred thousand strong, scattered in tribes across every continent and most of the islands.”
“Tribes,” I said. “Is that your way of saying all of these people have reverted to a pre-technological state?”
“I don’t know if reversion is the right word, Rordy. There is every indication from the archeological sites we’ve looked at that these humans have been on Eden for a very long time, and have never risen much beyond a stone-age level of sophistication.”
“They’re mystics,” said Bana, whose artificial body mimicked a Hindu painting: blue skin and multiple arms, an androgynous face and no external genitalia. “They have no use for science.”
“What about medicine?” I said.
“There isn’t a single terrestrial virus or microbe on this planet,” Ormond said. When biologically alive, he’d been a research physician—a smallish white man condemned by age to a wheelchair. Now he possessed a towering three-meter frame and skin like brushed copper. “These people live at least a hundred or more of our years before even beginning to show signs of geriatric disability. Whatever force brought them here, it did them a favor in the process.”
“So they are truly human?” I said.
“DNA shows a bit of cleaning up,” Ormond said, “but yes, they’re human. Enough so that if any of us were still biologically intact, we could breed with them.”
“But how?” I asked, sweeping my arm towards the far side of the lagoon. “None of the colonies survived. Earth? Gone. Everywhere humans put down roots, the Swarmers located and destroyed them.”
“Like I said,” Wanda repeated, “evidence indicates that these people have been here for a very, very long time. Someone—something—brought them here.”
I wondered who could have survived an era of interstellar flight long enough to avoid annihilation at the hands of the Swarmers, much less discovered humans and gone to the trouble of seeding us on a world so wonderfully and rarely like our own; before it too was destroyed.
The Swarmers hated all intelligent life that was not their own. I knew first-hand. I’d found the nebular remnants of the other systems the Swarmers had obliterated—inspected the crude probes those vanished races had flung into the void, unaware that their end was near.
If your radio broadcasts didn’t tattle on you, eventual discovery of the transluminal Link would. Earth and her colonies had discovered this the hard way.
“So what are we doing about early warning?” I asked.
“We’re synthesizing a series of passive transluminal event detectors in this system’s Kuiper region,” Carlos said. He looked mostly like his original self, though he’d opted for skin black as midnight. “We also need to think about re-seeding some of these people to other worlds while we have the opportunity.”
“Earth tried that,” I said. “The Swarmers found all our Easter eggs, and smashed them.”
“The colonies,” Carlos replied, “were not aware of the Swarmers until it was too late.”
“They also retained Earth-level technology,” Wanda said, “including constant Link to Sol. They’d have survived longer if the Link hadn’t pointed the Swarmers to every world.”
“Which explains why Eden has survived unmolested for so long,” I said. “If these people have remained at this basic level for the entirety of their existence, it’s kept the Swarmers blissfully ignorant of their presence.”
Wanda simply nodded.
I watched the Eden humans move their baskets up the beach, and into the trees. There was a village set back, away from the shoreline, and several tiny columns of smoke began to curl up into the breezy tropical air. Cooking fires? How long had it been since I’d eaten meat from a barbecue? The very thought gave me memory pangs of my last trip home to see my sister’s family. Her husband had broiled New York strip steaks in the back yard—the glorious smell of beef wafting in through the open kitchen window….
Damn, it seemed just like yesterday.
Only now there were no more cows. Not even cow DNA from which to synthesize a new breed. The supernovas created by the Swarmers had taken care of that.
They’d do the same to Eden, given the chance.
I looked up into the sky, to where my ship orbited in concert with Wanda’s, Ormond’s, Carlos’s, and a few others who were on the surface. Technically, our minds had never left space. Our bodies on the beach were Linked to the data cores in each ship. Short distance Link was harmless. The scanners the Swarmers used couldn’t track over mere interplanetary distances. It was the interstellar stuff they watched for—communications indicative of potential rivals.
Those of us who had survived this far, since the long-ago destruction of Sol and the Earth colonies, had learned to go about our business as quietly as possible.
“How can I help?” I asked, turning to face the small group.
“Do you know the location of anyone else?” Wanda asked. “Anyone who isn’t already here?”
I shrugged. “I met Izuko about two hundred years ago. He said he was heading for one of the Magellanic Clouds. Haven’t seen him since. Same for Venka, who said she was headed for the galactic core. Something about studying the event horizon at the core’s perimeter. To be honest, I haven’t made any effort to keep in touch.”
“None of us have,” Wanda said. “Wish we’d found Eden before all of us got bored and tired of each other, and started splitting up.”
“No matter,” Carlos said. “We’ll have to make the most of what we’ve got. Rordy, you were always a bit of a sleuth. We need somebody to solve the puzzle of how these people came to Eden. Whoever made the transplant might have a way of effectively resisting the Swarmers. Some form of technology we haven’t discovered on our own. Weapons, even.”
“Sounds like a plan,” I said.
“Meanwhile,” Wanda said, “we need to know the locations of any clement worlds you might have run across. Places where we can put more humans. Not like the one where I found you, that will take too long to fully terraform. I mean planets that are ready and capable of supporting humans now.”
I thought about it for a moment, then Linked the information to the group. I’d only ever found two planets which were acceptable: circling yellow dwarfs at the right distance, with the right gravity, and with photosynthetic life advanced enough to have put the atmospheric oxygen content close to acceptable for humans.
The information had already been Linked to Stephen and Pham, who diverted from their work on the detector network and began pulsing out of the system, destined for eventual transluminal hops towards the planets in question. They’d do a survey and report back. If all seemed well, we’d have to figure out how to successfully collect a viable pod of humans for transplant.
We shook hands and split up to begin our various tasks.
• • •
The system of Eden—circling the yellow dwarf sun we’d named Edenstar—proved remarkably pedestrian. Twelve major planetary bodies, most of them small and rocky, three of them big and gaseous, as well as two thin asteroid belts, and the previously mentioned—and entirely predictable—Kuiper and Oort cometary regions. I spent weeks pulsing across the system, doing detailed examinations of the moons of the big Jovian worlds, poking through the corrosive clouds of two of the smaller terrestrials, and generally growing both bored and discouraged. If the Transplanters—as we’d come to call them—had left any record or sign of their existence, it didn’t show. No staging posts, no warning or sensory networks. Not even industrial trash.
Wanda caught up with me as I surveyed Eden from a distance of 100,000 kilometers, our mile-long ships locked in co-orbit. Her data core Linked with mine and she said, “Penny for your thoughts?”
“God is the only answer,” I said across the Link.
“God?”
“Yes, because I can’t find a damned thing which would tell us anything otherwise. These people, these Edenites, might have been formed from Adam’s rib, for all the good my research has done.”
I Linked over my latest findings, and after a few minutes, Wanda Linked back.
“Maybe it is God,” she said.
“Getting religion in your old age?” I teased.
“No. But like Sherlock Holmes said, when you have excluded the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”
“Doesn’t help us a bit,” I said.
“No, but have you spent any time on the surface of Eden itself?”
“I thought anthropological studies had been assigned to Kaman and Jorge?”
“Not the Edenites themselves, dummy, their ruins. Old villages and camps, long abandoned. They go back thousands of years. There are glyphs and markings in the caves.”
“Think it’s worth a shot?” I said.
She linked me a smiley face.
• • •
I spent a few days Link-talking with Kaman and Jorge, who’d manufactured Edenite bodies for themselves and were going incognito on two separate land masses. They pointed me to some of the oldest ruins; sites which had been deemed interesting but not of pressing value. I built my own Edenite body and dropped it onto the surface near one of the planet’s poles. Tundra territory. Cold, with not much natural flora and even less fauna. The ruins were a collection of mounded stones in the foothills of a substantial, ice-capped mountain range.
As always, my mechanical self was impervious to local temperature, but I wore what I thought would be appropriate attire should any of the locals discover me—and did a Link update on the dialects that Kaman and Jorge were learning. Might help—or it might not. I didn’t really care. My ship in orbit didn’t show any large animal life for at least fifty kilometers. Only the insects of the tundra kept me company as I spent a few days carefully pawing through the rock mounds, and the bloodsuckers must have bent their beaks trying to penetrate my artificial skin.
Eventually I wandered up into the foothills themselves. I’d found some burial cairns, but nothing which might tell me where the original inhabitants had gone to. The glaciers were gorgeous and reminded me of photos I’d seen of Earth’s glaciers, before things had gotten warmer and all the glaciers melted. At night, the air was full of distant groaning and popping as the ice made its eternal, ponderous flow off the mountains and down through the valleys toward an eventual meeting with the far away sea.
My luck turned when I stumbled into the cave.
The skeletons of what appeared to have been families were huddled around its interior, half-buried by the detritus of time. The absence of large scavengers meant that the skeletons had remained relatively intact, and the cave’s ceiling had a spectacular array of glyphs painted on it. I imaged everything extensively and Linked the information to a grateful Kaman and Jorge, who incorporated these files into their growing picture of the migrating evolution of human life on Eden.
One image in particular snared my attention as I paced the cave walls, using a hand lamp to keep the ceiling illuminated. Like the ancient glyphwork of Earth, these pictograms were child-like in their rendering: stick people and stick animals, representations of rituals and hunts, killing, feasting, dying, and living again. But one image seemed remarkably unlike the others. It was a particularly precise diamond, inset with what appeared to be three eyes. The middle eye was larger than the other two, and each of them was split through with what appeared to be triskele-shaped irises.
If I’d had any blood in me, it would have run stone cold.
I Linked to the first person who came to my mind.
“Yes?” Wanda said.
“Take a look at this,” I told her, Linking the image of the diamond with the three eyes.
“My God,” Wanda said.
“Show this to the others. We need to talk.”
• • •
“The Swarmers were here,” I said.
Wanda, Ormond, Jorge, Bana, and anyone else who could be spared all sat around the fire that crackled in the pit I’d built. We could have Linked the entire discussion, but nobody argued when they saw the image of the diamond-with-eyes and received my subsequent request for a face-to-face quorum.
“Coincidence,” Ormond said, waving his huge, copper-colored hand at me. “If the Swarmers had found Eden they’d have destroyed it, just as they’ve destroyed any planet where they’ve found humans. Swarmer behavior is 100% predictable in this regard. Why would the Swarmers make an exception for Eden?”
“Maybe they found the Edenites in their primitive state,” said Bana, “and, considering them to be harmless, left the Edenites in peace.”
“It’s possible,” Jorge said, still clad in his Edenite form. “We’ve never known the Swarmers to destroy any species which has not first reached a sufficient technological level to appear threatening. The Edenites have fire and they have stone, but they’ve not so much as smelted tin from what I can discern. Dozens of cultures and languages, and each of them is thoroughly steeped in religious imagery and explanation for the world. The scientific mindset has never found purchase.”
“Who needs technology when they’re happy the way things are?” Bana said, her four arms crossed. “Long life, neither disease nor parasites; they’ve got relatively little to complain about.”
“And relatively little tribal competition,” Jorge added.
I stared at my friends.
“You admire the Edenites,” I said.
“Is that a problem?” Bana said defensively.
“These people are dumb as hammers,” I said. “It would take us decades to teach them even a small fraction of our knowledge.”
“I thought we’d agreed not to pollute their culture,” Jorge said, rising confrontationally.
“Now that we know the Swarmers know the Edenites exist, we can’t not begin teaching them,” I said, coming to my own feet. I scanned the group, looking into their eyes. “How long will it take to bring the Edenites to a Classical level of technology? Renaissance level? True industrialism? Space-age automation? This planet is defenseless. To leave the Edenites in their current state would be criminal.”
“I disagree,” Wanda said. I shot her a look.
“Explain,” I said, controlling my temper.
“These people have no awareness whatsoever of Earth,” Wanda continued. “Their languages are their own, their cultures—though somewhat similar to Earth’s most primitive cultures—are their own. They don’t give a damn about the war we lost with the Swarmers.”
“When the Swarmers come back,” I said, “the Edenites will learn to give a damn, and they’ll learn quickly.”
I couldn’t believe any of them would so easily disregard what had happened to Earth—what had happened to us. We had no real weapons when the first colony was attacked. We still had nothing that would make a difference when the Swarmers reached Sol. We—the others and I, our ships—were the last-ditch attempt to fight back. But the shipyards at Jupiter and Ceres were only able to build a few hundred of us before the Swarmers’ annihilation waves came to the inner system and by then it was too late; they’d launched the sun-killer.
Who’d have thought a yellow dwarf could go supernova?
Physics said it was impossible—not enough stellar mass.
But the Swarmers had found a way to make it happen anyway.
“Perhaps it’s best if we leave,” Carlos said quietly. He’d grown dour as the conversation continued, and he stared morosely into the firelight as he talked. “Eden has existed without incident for thousands of years. We don’t know how humans came here, but even if the Swarmers know the Edenites are here, it doesn’t matter, because unless the Swarmers discover that we’re here….”
Carlos looked up suddenly, his mouth stuck open.
“What?” Wanda said.
“You don’t think….” I said, catching Carlos’s drift.
Bana, Jorge, they stared.
“A trap,” Carlos and I said in unison.
“Oh, please, no,” Wanda whispered.
Just then, a near-blinding light flashed in the sky above. It glared brighter than the noon sun for a few seconds, then slowly began to fade.
We tried the Link to our friends in the outer parts of the system, and got silence.
“They’re here,” I said.
Bana gasped, and Wanda hugged her knees, burying her face.
“They brought humans here,” I suddenly intuited. “Once Earth and the colonies were gone, the Swarmers knew our ships still existed. They couldn’t find us to kill us, so they needed a way to bring us all together. So they could finish the job.”
“It had been so long,” Wanda said, voice muffled. “Real people. Real, live people. The Swarmers knew we couldn’t resist such bait. They waited for us to find this place, however long it took, and—”
More flashes sprang into the sky—a fantastic, if grotesque, fireworks display.
The air remained silent, though we guessed that our friends in space were dying.
“What do we do now?” Bana asked, looking genuinely sick.
“What else can we do?” I said. “We fight!”
• • •
Leaving our bodies abandoned by the side of the fire, we instantaneously returned to our ships. Each of the vessels was essentially a huge, empty cylinder—the reaction chamber necessary for transluminal travel. We’d have liked to jump instantly to the front line, but jumps were suicide this deep inside Edenstar’s gravity well.
A few of us Linked a predictable question to each other: why didn’t the detectors warn us?? But I knew why. The Swarmers had been here all along, waiting in the distant reaches of Edenstar’s Oort Cloud. Silently. Coldly. Dark, in the same way we’d often traveled dark, to avoid detection. Until they were satisfied that enough of us had arrived to make the trap worth springing.
Deep space telemetry told us the awful truth: the Swarmers were coming from all sides and all directions, a three hundred-sixty degree, three-axis-wide attack pattern. The big mother ships—converted asteroids, just like when they attacked Earth—disgorged smaller ships, which in turn disgorged smaller ships still. We pulsed madly away from Eden, the blue world shrinking quickly to a point of light, and fell back on our battle training of old: staggered formations, twos and threes covering one another, the big antiproton generator on the bow of each ship slowly charging from our antimatter reactors.
Gee was of little concern. Each ship had been originally built to house no crew. We had no flesh-and-blood bodies to suffer the ravages of extreme delta-vee. Our minds and personalities—our souls—had been recorded into the control computers of each ship just prior to the shipyards being hit and humanity’s capacity for self defense obliterated. Thousands of years evaporated as I recalled the battle fleet that had vainly fought to protect Earth. Then, as now, Wanda was on my flank, the others spread out a few hundred kilometers apart, trying to maximize distance without causing too much spread in the antiproton discharge.
We fired in unison, our beams spreading and converging to form a single, massive column of antiprotons moving at near light-speed towards our intended targets, still interplanetary distances away. We didn’t wait for results. We pulsed into a new formation which would cover a new firing arc, paused for the generators to reach green, then fired again. And again. And again. Over hours.
Tens of thousands of Swarmers perished.
But their fleet—their ever-dispersing and multiplying fleet—was hundreds of thousands in number, and growing larger with the passage of time.
The similarity to The Battle of Sol was undeniable. The Swarmers used no special maneuvers, no grand strategy. They came in such great numbers that even a hundred of us—our guns blazing together at once—could have only dispatched a fraction of them at any one time.
The mood on the Link grew grim.
We’d all seen this before. Seen it, and knew the end results.
But one thing seemed peculiar. Where was the sun-killer?
I Linked this question to the others, who sent the equivalent of shrugs.
That had been something we’d seen at Sol, and not realized what was happening until it had been too late. Not a large device, the sun-killer was a bit like a bastardized superluminal reactor, only with extra shielding and inverted coils. How it penetrated so deeply into a star’s mantle or generated the chain reaction necessary to cause a yellow dwarf to blow apart remained a mystery, but we’d seen the device plunge into the heart of Sol, and none of us could ever forget the results. So where was the sun-killer this time?
We saw only Swarmer fighters and carriers, nothing more.
Carlos, Wanda, the others, they were frantic on the Link, relaying tactical suggestions and working far too hard to conceal the terror underlying each communication.
It occurred to me that this might not be the first time the Swarmers had done this. Having constructed their trap, what was the use in destroying it if they still had more bugs to zap? I imagined previous collections of us—the many of us who had escaped Sol after our world was obliterated by our exploding sun—finding this planet in our wanderings; a planet populated with humans. When enough of us arrived, the Swarmers attacked, destroyed, recovered the wreckage, then returned to their lairs in the Oort, like trap door spiders, ready for the next set of prey.
It was a clever ploy. Far more clever than any of us had suspected might be possible on the part of these aliens.
I sent my hypothesis via Link, only to find the con-nection…muddied. Not blocked per se, just clouded. I could no longer coherently talk to any of the others. Nobody could hear me, which meant none of us could hear each other.
The massive gaps we’d first created in the Swarmer battle line, gradually filled. Without the Link to keep us organized, our firing discipline began to falter; we could not mass our attacks into truly effective strikes. On its own, a single antiproton weapon could only clear a corridor a handful of kilometers in diameter. And our envelope of free maneuvering space was being squeezed inward, from hundreds of thousands of kilometers in diameter, to a hundred thousand kilometers, then ninety thousand, then eighty thousand….
Carlos was the first one to go. Precision particle beam strike from somewhere in the crowding Swarmer fleet. One instant Carlos’s ship was there; the next, a ball of light and gas.
We were now firing randomly in all directions, taking divots out of the Swarmer cloud without having any real impact.
Bana went up. Then Charlie. And then Ormond.
It was like skeet shooting. The Swarmers were having sport at our expense.
And all I could think about was the clouding of the Link.
I chanced a switch to ordinary radio. It too was jammed. In desperation, I tried a message laser. The beam lanced out towards where I knew Wanda should be.
“Wanda,” I broadcast to my flank-mate. “Resume parallel course with me. We’re going to get the hell out of here.”
“How?” she replied, her thoughts muted by the ordinariness of the laser signal.
“Just keep the laser communication open and follow me. Maximum pulse.”
We broke and ran, delta-vee ferocious, pulsing at the limit of our structural integrity. I felt my ship complaining around me, the internal sensors going from blue to green to yellow to orange. I indicated to Wanda a somewhat diffuse sector in the enemy fleet and lasered for her to get her antiproton gun ready.
It took agonizing moments for both of our weapons to reach capacity, then we fired in unison, clearing a path through the Swarmer cloud approximately twenty kilometers wide. We pulsed like crazy, seeing the escape window begin to close almost as quickly as it had opened. I lasered to Wanda to drop behind me as I waited for my gun charge, then fired it again, re-opening the path.
A particle beam lashed me but it was a glancing blow. Systems across my ship went red.
“Rordy,” Wanda said through the laser, “we’re not going to make it.”
“We have to make it,” I lasered back. “We’re all that’s left. Someone has to get out of here. Get to the transluminal boundary. Go find and tell the others who are left.”
“We can’t abandon Eden,” she said.
“Eden will be fine,” I told her.
Then I sent across my trap door spider hypothesis, and she understood.
“As long as they think some of us are still out there,” I lasered, “they won’t destroy Eden. Not yet. Not when they know there are people around who will come.”
Another particle beam bit me. Then another. These were smaller, from the littlest ships in the Swarmer line. I opened up with my antiproton weapon and re-cleared the corridor a final time. Most of me was red—which meant dead—and I wondered how much bigger I might make the hole if I simply dropped the antimatter containment separators entirely when I hit the demarcation point of the Swarmer line—giving Wanda a great big hole.
“No!” Wanda lasered, it was almost a scream.
“It’s the only way,” I said to her.
“Rordy—”
I triggered the antimatter containment separators, and a huge, very-bright flash burned across my few remaining optical sensors. Not from the inside, but the outside. What?
All my systems shut off.
• • •
I opened my eyes.
The sky was deepening to evening, and a small wave of water tumbled across my bare legs as I lay on the sand.
“Hello,” said a woman’s voice.
I turned my head, only to see Wanda’s Edenite body.
Memory loop. Must be. I closed my eyes and tried to shut it off, when the woman’s voice said, “Rordy, it’s me.”
I opened my eyes again, and slowly sat up.
“What…happened?”
“I activated my transluminal reactor,” she said.
“Ships that go transluminal that close to a star, don’t come back,” I said.
“We almost didn’t,” she said. “You were torn to shreds, and I wasn’t going to last much longer either. I figured if we had to go out, why not go out with a bang.”
“Die on our feet?” I said.
“Something like that,” Wanda said. She smiled.
“So how did we end up back here?”
“I still had the coordinates for Eden orbit in my transluminal calculator. When I dumped everything I had into the jump, it fried the system, but the transluminal rebound took what was left of both of us and deposited us at one of Eden’s lagrange points. Your ship was pretty messed up. I had to grapple yours to mine, then I soft-landed us both in a crater on one of Eden’s several asteroid moons.”
“The Swarmers will detect the Link and come looking for us,” I said.
“No they won’t. I ordered a one-way core dump into our Edenite bodies. We’re stuck here now, but we’re both in one piece. I hope you don’t mind.”
“No problem,” I said. “It’s better than the alternative.”
Many minutes passed, and I waited as the gentle waves lapped quietly against me. Eventually the night sky with all of its stars came into full view. A faint arm of the Milky Way slowly rose over the horizon.
“What do we do now that we’re stuck here?” I asked.
“Rordy, I think you were right. About the Swarmers not destroying Eden as long as they believe there are some of us left in the galaxy to snare. There’s still a chance we can set humanity free some day. Still a chance we can start over, hopefully in a place that’s safe.”
“It’ll take a long time,” I said. “The Edenites can’t even build or launch bottle rockets, much less orbital boosters. We’d have to find a way to communicate without the Link, and industrialize without tipping our hand.”
“Well,” Wanda said, “you were pretty fired up about wanting to get the Edenites out of the stone age. This is your chance.”
I said nothing.
Wanda remained quiet for a time, both of us watching as the side-on disc of the galaxy drifted slowly overhead.
“You were going to say something,” I said quietly.
“What?” she said.
“I was about to blast a path for you through the Swarmer fleet, and you said my name. But I cut you off before you could finish.”
“It was nothing important,” she said.
I didn’t believe her, but I didn’t want to push it. So I beckoned for her to sit with me.
She sat next to me with her chin on her knees. We’d barely known each other before the Earth was destroyed, and had only the briefest of periods to get acquainted before we’d been recorded into our separate ships and sent into battle. Maybe this was an opportunity for us, too long denied?
“Well,” I said, “if we have to be exiled somewhere, this place isn’t too bad.”
“I know,” Wanda said.
“Teaching these people the basics of math, chemistry, physics, engineering—”
“It would be fun to have something to work on,” Wanda said quickly. “Together.”
“Yes it would,” I said. And meant it.
I turned to stare at her dark shape, the faint light of our galaxy shining on the water. There wasn’t really a whole lot to say, so I searched until I found her hand. I squeezed it tightly. She squeezed back: a sensation that suddenly filled me with more true feeling than I’d had in a long, long time.
And together, we began to make our plan.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
To date, this is still the fastest sale I’ve ever made. Approximately 72 minutes from submission to acceptance. And editor Edmund Schubert played such a large part in the story’s evolution—from accepted draft to final publication—that he practically deserves a co-authorship in the byline.
“Exiles of Eden” has been called a “post-human” story, because it deals with a theoretically far-flung future in which humans are all but extinct. I like to think of it as a survival story; something I’ve made myself a reputation for doing. When an overwhelming alien menace obliterates civilization, to what lengths will a few lone survivors go to protect the seemingly last trace of humanity in the known galaxy?
When this story appeared in the electronic pages of Orson Scott Card’s InterGalactic Medicine Show, it was the fraternal twin of another story, “Guard Dog.” which I’d collaborated with Mike Resnick on. Both stories can trace their roots to a story I originally wrote in 2000 which never saw print. And thank goodness, too. That particular story is part of my proverbial “first million words” of practice, and was as clunky as a garbage can. But it did have some seeds for future fiction. Seeds which I eventually plucked out, planted, watered generously, and saw bear fruit.
“Exiles of Eden” also helped to establish me with another quality editor and another quality short science fiction market, beyond the pages of Analog magazine. I really should put some more work into Edmund’s hands. Provided I can pass muster with Scott M. Roberts and Eric James Stone first. Those two tend to have pretty high standards. Which is good. The higher the bar, the more satisfying the accomplishment.
***




Writer Dad: Mike Resnick
I spent a long time laboring anonymously—without pub-lication—before I broke into the field with my first story sale: a win in the prestigious L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers and Illustrators of the Future Contest. If my ego in my late teens was big enough to make me think that I could be a professional science fiction man, that same ego had been pummeled and punished enough (by the time I was in my mid-thirties) for me to be grateful for any and every scrap of professional success or assistance I could lay my hands on.
Which is why I was both floored and delighted to receive the unexpected tutelage of a man named Mike Resnick.
Who is Mike?
Mike Resnick’s been nominated for more science fiction and fantasy awards than practically any other living science fiction writer. He’s also won more awards than a dozen bestsellers combined. He’s published tens of novels and hundreds of pieces of short fiction. He’s one of the genre’s premier historians. And he’s got a terrific sense of humor.
Basically, Mike’s the kind of writer other writers enjoy being around. Because he’s not only good at what he does, he’s quite amiable too. And he tells amazing stories that seem to span the entire existence of written science fiction, from its origins all the way up to the present—as if Mike’s been there for it all.
Which, in a way, he has.
Like Shelby Foote from Ken Burns’s classic Civil War.
So what could a man like Mike possibly want to do with me?
When I first met Mike I had precisely two story sales under my belt: my Writers of the Future Finalist that won, and my Writers of the Future Finalist that did not win; but was purchased for the pages of Analog by Stan Schmidt.
Not bad, for a brand new kid (adjectives for seniority being relative in the written arts; a “kid” in the field stands a good chance of being somewhere close to middle age.)
Maybe it was the fact that Mike was arbitrarily assigned to be the Writers of the Future judge who handed me my trophy on the stage? Maybe it was because Mike is a compulsive collaborator who greatly enjoys “paying forward” by helping new and up-and-coming writers any way he can? Maybe it was (as Mike has often told me) because I was wearing my U.S. Army dress blues the night of the big awards ceremony, so that when Mike was later asked to write a military story for a war-themed science fiction anthology, he remembered me, and thought I might be able to bring my military experience to the mix—if we collaborated?
Of course, Mike doesn’t suffer fools gladly. He likes to work with beginners, but he prefers to work with beginners who are also winners. And by the time Mike and I got around to completing our first story together—picture Rocky Balboa and Mickey Goldmill, sweating it out—I’d already sold several more stories to Analog magazine, and had picked up an Analog Analytical Laboratory readers’ choice award for my first Analog publication. A rarity, given the fact that when my story “Outbound” was published, nobody knew who I was, and the story had to win the readership on its own merits. Something I am still proud of to this day.
Mike respects the science fiction digests. Thus I think he trusted my progress. I believe he looked at what I was doing, and he decided that I was the kind of guy who would be worth his effort.
That Mike and I would go on to build a genuine friendship was purely a matter of serendipity.
Not everyone in the genre—or the business—has the kind of personality that meshes with everyone else’s. In fact, there are times when it seems like the genre is filled to overflowing with personalities bound and determined not to mesh.
Mike was never like that.
So while I had managed to brush up against a few professionals who treated me like I’d crawled out from under a rock (you have to love people who pat themselves on the back for being “open minded” and then stick their noses in the air at the first sign of actual difference) Mike was one of the first noteworthy pros in the field to take a look at me, and reach out his hand. As if to say, “Welcome to the big leagues, kid, we’re glad to have you.”
And that’s been precisely Mike’s attitude with me ever since.
I can’t ever hope to repay him for how much he’s helped me. In big and small ways. By opening doors, passing along advice, teaching me craft, giving me caveats and fair warnings about the business, as well as nudging me into professional circles where I might not have had the temerity (or permission) to tread on my own.
I said before that Mike’s a compulsive collaborator who loves to help new people just coming into the field.
I learned that there’s a phrase for such people: Mike’s Writer Children.
Not bound by flesh or blood, we are Mike’s progeny just the same.
Because he has invested in us.
Time. Wisdom. Opportunities.
And a whole lot more.
Mike Resnick has literally welcomed me into his home, where he and his lovely wife Carol have treated me like a son.
I’ve sat in Mike’s basement office with him at four in the morning, watching old recordings of World Science Fiction Convention speeches by some of the lates and the greats in the genre.
I’ve sat on panels with Mike—as both a student and a collaborator.
I’ve walked across the “name bridge” that’s formed when I mention to other professionals—in passing—that Mike knows and has worked with me.
Thus the foundation of my career is one Mike Resnick has largely helped me to construct. And for no apparent reason other than the fact that Mike just likes to help. Because Mike loves science fiction the way a sculptor loves clay or marble. The way a horse racing aficionado adores the track and follows the Triple Crown. The way an outdoorsman loves fly fishing or the autumn hunt.
Mike very much cherishes the field, and is concerned with ensuring that the field continues to be peopled with competent, capable, talented writers who can all keep growing the genre and making it wonderful. Even long after Mike’s gone.
So, in a sense, we are Mike’s legacy. As much as his own works and publications.
And for this reason I am proud to be counted among his kids.
Mike’s selected other Writer Children since he selected me.
I’ve met and become friends with several. They are, without fail, quality people. Like Mike himself.
If the genre tends to be a bit cliquish, I think the circle of Mike Resnick’s Writer Children is just about the best kind of club one could hope to belong to. For the simple fact that being Mike’s Writer Son demands that I keep up my game! Mike’s spent time on me. I want to make sure that Mike never has to regret it. That he never has to look at what I am accomplishing in the field and shake his head, thinking, if only that boy would work harder, make better decisions, maybe take better care of his opportunities….
So far, so good.
Thanks, Mike, for everything.
It’s an honor and a pleasure to have you as my Writer Dad.
***




Footprints
Martha’s little pink boots fought for purchase as she walked slowly across the chilled driveway. Soft motes of white fluff fell silently across the yard, partially obscuring snow-laden trees down by the old two-lane road that linked Martha’s small home with the rest of Eastern Washington. The storm had piled up five inches since dawn, and it looked like there would be many more inches to come before the day was through.
Martha’s mother stood at the open garage, steam pluming from her nostrils and an old snow shovel in her gloved hands. Sweat had beaded on Martha’s mother’s forehead during the half an hour it had taken her to clear a path down the driveway to the blacktop, and strands of hair were stuck to her flushed face.
“Watch your step, Mar. You’ll crack your head open if your feet come out from under you.”
Martha turned back, young brown eyes peering out from under the drawn hood of her pink plastic Powerpuff Girls overcoat. She remembered the previous winter when Dad had stood in the garage, with the same sweat on his forehead and the same shovel in his hand, a smile on his face. This year there was only Mom, and Dad wouldn’t be driving them to the grocery and hardware stores in town like he used to. It had only been three months since Dad had left for Boston on business, and never returned.
“It’s okay Mom,” Martha’s six-year old voice peeped from under her hood, “Dad will catch me if I fall. Dad’s always around us. Grandma told me so.”
An evolution of expressions passed quickly over Martha’s mother’s face: sadness, anger, rage, all of which rapidly drained to be replaced by a soft smile of adoration.
“I’m sure he is, Mar,” Mom said with water brimming on her lower eyelids.
Martha smiled back at her mother, then turned and continued the slow trek across the driveway towards the heaps of whiteness that Mom had recently built at the edges of the cement. Heaped snow was more fun than any sand pile, much softer and more magical. You could even eat it when you got thirsty, its icy coolness rivaling that of any slushee from the gas station in town.
“Let’s hurry up and get going,” Mom said, running a gloved hand across her face to wipe away both sweat and tears. “I’ve got half a mind to get us a snow blower when we’re in town today. We might need it just to get back up to the garage when we get home.”
Martha stayed where she was.
“You can play in the snow when we get back,” Mom said reassuringly in response to Martha’s pouting expression.
Martha considered for a moment, then she took two more quick steps to the edge of the concrete, and planted a foot solidly into the white. She pulled away and admired the imprint of her sole in the soft snow—a relief pattern of ridges.
Her mark of ownership having been properly placed on this front yard of virgin delight, Martha pivoted on a tiny heal and slowly walked back across the driveway and into the garage, silently promising herself she would return to that untouched white world and play her tiny butt off.
Mom reached an arm over Martha’s head towards the 1997 Ford and popped the handle on the door, pulling it open. Martha scrambled in….
• • •
…and Mom closed the door behind her. Martha sat quietly in the old Ford, having long since outgrown the various car seats that Mom had purchased over the years. The vinyl dashboard was cracked in several places, the air conditioning was shot, and the heater was stuck on permanent defrost. The truck’s paint was chipped and streaks of rust shown through at the seams in the metal paneling. Hardly a dream car for a teenager, but Martha relished the fact that in a few more months Mom would be buying a new car, and the Ford would belong to Martha.
Snow fell quietly beyond the open mouth of the garage. Water dripped from the blades of the gas-driven plow that had served them faithfully for so many years, and now rested in its customary place after yet another successful clearing of the driveway.
It had been Martha’s job to clear the walk and the driveway, ever since she had grown tall enough to handle the blower. She wondered what it would be like in a few months to be behind the wheel of the old Ford, a newly minted driver’s license in her pocket and the road stretching before her. It would beat the hell out of taking the bus or, on days like these, having Mom drive her all the way in to school.
“You’re ready for that state exam?” Mom asked as she opened her own door to the truck cab, climbed in, and then inserted the keys into the ignition. Mom’s hair was now streaked with strands of gray, and lines were drawn all across her face.
“Yup,” Martha replied. “Studied for two hours after school all last week, and three hours a day over this weekend. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”
“I hope so,” Mom commented as the engine coughed to life, and they slowly rolled out of the garage and into the gray-white dawn. “Those math scores will get you into the Jump Start program more than anything else will. Instead of your junior year in highschool, you could be a freshman in college next fall.”
Martha nodded eagerly. That was another reason why she was anxious to get her hands on the Ford. She’d need some wheels if she wanted to go away to a big school with a good science program. But first things first. The state exam waited.
As the battered family car rolled through the blanketed landscape, past trees and fence posts and other farm houses, all draped in perfect white solitude, Martha worked to clear her mind of doubts. Dad had once told her that the only obstacles in life were the ones people made for themselves, and she quietly prayed that the spirit of her father, gone a decade now since September, would be by her side in that classroom.
The highway was fairly clear, in spite of the snow. Just about everyone in these parts drove all-wheel drive cars and trucks.
Alas, there were always exceptions.
Two miles outside town, Martha and her mother spotted a car that had fishtailed off the side of the highway and into a drift. The trapped car was one of the new Korean hybrids, and its electric-driven motors whined piteously as it tried to free itself. Martha grabbed the cell phone in the door pocket at her calf, and started dialing for assistance as her mother slowed the Ford down….
• • •
…A man’s voice answered on the other end, “Highway Assistance, this is Doug.”
Martha breathed a sigh of relief as the male voice spoke out of the speakers on either side of her headrest. Snow was piling silently on the hood of her car, while gentle warm air blew through the cab.
“Hey Doug,” Martha said with relief, “I hate to do this to you guys on Christmas Eve, but I’m stuck.”
“No problem, ma’am. What model are you driving?”
“Nissan Everglide.”
“What year?”
“Sixteen.”
“Super. Just touch the orange button on the emergency panel and we’ll download your position. How much juice do you have left on your fuel cells?”
“Four hours,” Martha said as she touched the variable display padscreen on her dashboard.
“Fine…Okay, I’ve got a truck about twenty minutes from you. Just stay put and keep your emergency blinkers on. We’re having some interesting weather out there this holiday, but we’ll get to you.”
“Thanks Doug.”
The car’s internal phone hung up, leaving Martha alone in her vehicle once more. The hydrogen fuel cells would provide power to keep her warm and comfy until the tow arrived. She was seriously tempted to make a call to Mom, let her know about the successful NASA interview in Florida. It might not pay much right out of graduate school, but…the kind of things Martha would be doing! They needed good engineers for the new space stations being built. If Martha worked really hard, maybe she’d eventually get posted to flight status?
No. No phone call. This news was big. Mom deserved to hear it from Martha’s own lips. Mom had worked so hard and sacrificed so much after Dad had been taken from them.
Martha smiled to herself as she watched snow falling. In some ways she still hoped that Dad was out there, watching. So much of him was just a faded memory now, a composite of images and sounds and smells. She hoped he was proud of her, wherever he was. If he was anywhere at all.
Mom was re-married now, had been since Martha’s second year in college. It had taken Martha some time to get over that, but now that she was getting involved with men herself, she thought she could understand. How lonely it must have been for Mom to raise Martha, alone. It was good that Mom had someone again. Frank was a decent fellow, who got along with his stepdaughter okay. Mostly he adored Mom, which was all really that mattered.
The tow truck appeared from around the bend in the road, and it came to a halt near the bumper of Martha’s snowbound Everglide. A husky-looking woman piled out of the truck cab in a cold-weather parka and boots, and headed towards the driver’s door of the Everglide. Martha waved at the approaching servicewoman, opened her own door….
• • •
…and jumped into the shrieking wind. Even through the muffled confines of the space suit’s helmet, Martha could hear the air rushing past as her stomach leapt into her throat and she fell like a rock towards the blue expanse of the ocean below. She slowly tipped over backwards and then sideways, and saw the open ramp of the NASA plane as it pulled up and away from the astronaut trainees who had so recently huddled on its cargo deck.
Martha had been in free-fall many times before. This was her sixth jump, and she had already been up in the Vomit Comets a dozen times. This was the first time she’d jumped with the suit on, though, and her movements were somewhat awkward. At least the new suits were better than the old clunkers they used to send up on the retired Space Shuttle fleet. These new station-rated suits were slimmer, more sophisticated, with hardened, articulated joints that allowed for greater internal air pressure without loss of limb function.
If all went well during this final series of training exercises, Martha would be on the next re-supply mission to one of the Lagrange point space stations. And if all went well on that flight, then…one could certainly hope.
They were already starting to drop preliminary supplies on the moon via robotic lander. The NASA grapevine was alive with gossip and chatter about whom would be the first. Who would be the one to step out and make history all over again? It had been sixty years since men had first walked on the moon. Maybe this time around they’d let a woman have that honor?
Martha thrilled within herself at that thought. It had taken long, hard work at NASA to qualify for the astronaut program. Now that Martha was finally completing training, the dream was almost within reach.
The Florida coast drifted off to Martha’s left and the Atlantic moved closer, the trainee recovery boat chugging patiently in circles, awaiting pickup. An electronic projection in Martha’s field of vision showed her altitude as the number spiraled downward. Martha’s suit computer then chimed in her ears, informing her that she had reached optimum height for chute release. Without needing to be told, the computer fired small charges on the back of her suit, deploying the orange and white emergency parachute from its stowing compartment in her backpack.
Martha grunted as the chute dragged and she was pulled down hard, blood forcing its way into her hands and feet. Then the pressure ebbed and the hurtling fall became a gentle drop. The radio started to buzz with comments from the other trainees, the trainers, and the recovery boat. The water was still a few hundred feet below, but coming quickly now. Martha stretched her legs down….
• • •
…and touched the soft surface. It was amazingly soft. Martha’s cleats sank deep into the regolith of Mare Imbrium; the whitish gray dust of the moon. It was almost like beach sand, but finer, powder-like, and as Martha stepped away from the lunar lander she gazed behind her and stared down at the perfect footprint of her first step at the base of the moon lander’s ladder. The image of that bas-relief impression stirred Martha’s memory, and she froze there at the base of the landing craft, suddenly a six year old girl standing on her mother’s driveway.
“You okay, Mar?” Called one of the other astronauts who looked down the ladder from above.
“Ummm…Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” Martha replied softly, her eyes suddenly blurry. It had been so long since that December morning in Eastern Washington. Mom was white-haired and Frank was taking care of her so she wouldn’t have to be in a home. Martha had been working for NASA for seventeen years, and though the moon landings had not come as quickly as hoped, they had come just the same. And even though Martha had not been the first to go back, she was the first to step foot in Mare Imbrium, where the third moon base would be built.
Thoughts of Dad suddenly stirred.
Old memories—of that awful September day when Dad’s plane had been crashed in New York—had since faded into the warmer memories of Dad himself: his gentle, huge hands as they scooped Martha off the floor and lifted her into his arms. His deep, happy laughter as he watched her play. The scratchy feeling of Dad’s chin on her cheek as he kissed her before she fell asleep at night. Dad had told her then she could be anybody she wanted to be, do anything she wanted to do, if she just tried hard enough.
“I made it Dad,” Martha sniffed as she reflexively reached a gloved hand to wipe the tears from her face, and bumped the clear bowl of her helmet instead. This elicited a giggle through the tears, which brought more puzzled questions from above. Martha told her partners not to worry, and took a final look at her first step on the moon, snapping a photo with the camera built into her helmet.
Then Martha pivoted on a heel, and began a loping motion into the virgin white landscape. For this little girl, it was finally time to play.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
This was the first story I ever wrote which passed muster with an editor, and went into print. The Licton Springs Review is the yearly literary journal of North Seattle Community College, where I was attending classes from 2000 to 2003. I didn’t get paid for this story, but it was a kick in the pants putting a science fiction tale into the pages of a lit publication. There, sandwiched between existentialist tales of angst and pain, was my hopeful little short about a girl going to the moon.
9/11 was fresh on my mind when I wrote this piece. Later that same year I joined the U.S. Army Reserve; because I wanted to participate in the defense of my country. To contribute something more to the moment than merely being some dude getting pissed off on the internet. “Footprints” too was a kind of statement: from these ashes, hope rises eternal. A theme I’ve found myself restating again and again.
As Captain Kirk once said, I don’t believe in the no-win scenario.
***




The Exchange Officers
The solar panels crumpled.
I didn’t hear them, but I felt them through the stimulus-feedback system. My proxy’s hands and feet still gripped the spars of the extended boom to which the panels had once been attached. Now those panels were splintered and floating away in bits—dangerous debris in an orbital zone already too clouded with fast-moving hazards. Not that I cared much at the moment. Half the team was red-lining towards black, and I had no telemetry from the other half at all, even though they were literally within shouting distance.
As long as I was still Operating, I knew only what my proxy knew, saw only what my proxy saw, and felt only what my proxy felt.
At present, my proxy’s camera eyes focused on the Chinese combat capsule which had collided with Grissom Platform. A stealth job. We hadn’t seen them coming. One of the capsule’s bay hatches snapped open—shards of ruined solar panel flinging away—and several vacuum-suited figures appeared at the threshold. They wore modified copies of the latest Russian suits, only beefed up with sections of hard plate, not too different from the SAPI stuff I’d trained in and worn during my younger days on the ground.
Of course, back then I’d also carried a rifle.
No such luck 500 miles from the surface of the Earth.
I spoke several obscenities.
If all of us had still been Operating, we’d have been able to overwhelm the enemy in moments. Each proxy moved faster than a man, and possessed many times the strength. But I seemed to be the only one who’d not been affected by the EMP weapon—which had fried so much else in the last 5 minutes.
“Hang on, Chopper,” said a familiar voice in my ears.
“Chesty,” I said, exhaling with relief. She’d been several kilometers distant, testing new equipment. The EMP had spared her too. I made a mental note to send an e-mail to the engineering liaison for the company that built the proxies—the contractor’s experimental, triple-layered electromagnetic hardening had paid off. It was a damn shame there hadn’t been time to bring all the rest of the proxies down and get them retrofitted before the Chinese came calling.
“How many Marines does it take to fight off a Communist horde?” I said.
“Just one, and I’m it,” she said. I detected a grin on her face, based just on the sound of her words as she spoke them.
“Well then you’d better make it fast,” I replied. “Because these guys are for real, and unless the Air Force and Navy want to lose several hundred million dollars worth in equipment to a hostile Chinese takeover, you and I are all that’s left to stand in their way.”
“Sounds like the perfect odds,” she said. “Just the two of us. Not a lot different from when we started, eh?”
• • •
Mission Control looked more like a penny arcade than a command center. No long desks populated with keyboards and computer displays. No super-sized jumbo screens on the walls. No bespectacled engineers with headsets perched on balding scalps. There were only control booths arrayed uniformly in neat bunches. And in each booth sat or stood an Operator, either male or female. Most of them were United States Navy or United States Air Force personnel—the facility being a joint USN-USAF operation. As the United States Army’s latest exchange officer to the Orbital Defense Initiative Station, I stuck out like a sore thumb. Both because of my rank, and because of my uniform.
“This way, sir,” said the tech sergeant who was playing tour guide on this, my first duty day at ODIS. She took me between the booths—my eyes catching glimpses of hooded people in olive-drab long underwear, each of them contorting this way and that, and their hands, arms, legs, and feet sprouting with innumerable wires—until we arrived at a booth labeled with the number 23. It was dark, and the tech sergeant reached in to snap on a small overhead light.
“Home sweet home?” I said, peering in.
“Yessir,” she said. “You’ll be in one just like it during simulator training, but once that’s over with, we’ll be putting you here for the other 9 months that we have you.
Simulator training. I frowned. I’d cut my teeth flying ground attack and surveillance aircraft in over a dozen countries on four continents. Though, to be honest, I’d never set foot in an actual plane. The inside of one ROV control trailer looked like any other. What more could there be to learn? I gave myself a week to figure out the particular hardware and software that ODIS used. The rest of train-up time would be a snoozer—something to bore me while I waited for an actual mission.
A second tech sergeant arrived with a differently-camouflaged person in tow. This one’s pixilated duty uniform instantly marked her as a United States Marine. She had streaks of silver in her hair and lines on her face, and like me, bore the bar of a warrant officer.
I instinctively stuck out my hand.
“Dan Jaraczuk,” I said as she grasped my palm, and gave me a satisfying shake.
“Mavy Stoddard,” she replied. Her eyes were large, brown, and intelligent, with just a hint of hardness to them. I guesstimated her to be about ten years older than me, though she was one notch lower on the warrant officer totem pole. Which wasn’t too unusual. Many warrants spend years climbing the enlisted ladder, before finally putting in their packets for Candidate School. I’d jumped as soon as I was able, right from Specialist, because it had been one of the quickest routes I knew that might take me here, to this place—a small fortress of cutting-edge space technology located at Hill Air Force Base, in the desert valley wilderness of Northern Utah.
My tech sergeant nodded to her peer, then turned back to me.
“Warrant Officer Stoddard is going to be joining you for your training cycle. She’ll be in 24 when she’s done. We don’t get a lot of Army or Marines at ODIS, nor warrant officers of any sort, so you’ll have to forgive us if we’re not up to speed on the courtesies.”
“Most people just call me Chief,” I said.
“That will confuse some of the Navy and Air Force folk,” Stoddard said, correcting me. “I think we’ll both be doing them all favor if we just stick with sir and ma’am.”
I nodded, not wanting to contest the issue. “Fine by me.”
Stoddard tilted her head slightly—sizing me up. I got the sense she didn’t necessarily appreciate my informal manner. But then again, she didn’t have to. I’d paid my dues, and logged my hours. Whatever the Marine standard might have been, this wasn’t Jacksonville nor Quantico. And until some captain or major decided to get up in my business, I was going to be as informal as I wanted—one of the perks of the position, or so it had been said when I’d come out of Fort Rucker, Alabama, right after Basic Course.
The two tech sergeants watched us as Stoddard and I watched each other, then one of them cleared his throat and said, “if you’ll keep following us, we’ll show you to the simulator room.”
“After you,” I said, motioning with my arm, and putting a smile on my face.
Stoddard simply turned and walked away, the tech sergeants taking us rapidly out of Mission Control, through a series of hallways past office doors and junctions that were filled with milling Air Force and Navy personnel, until we passed through a set of double doors into a room that looked not too different from the one we’d just left. Only, each of the booths was double-sized. Room for two Operators.
“Right seat, left seat,” I said, surveying the equipment.
“More or less,” said a woman’s voice. Stoddard and I turned to see a flight-suited Air Force colonel approach us. The colonel’s hair was dark red and buzzed down past the usual female standards. Her face was plain, but her eyes were bright and she carried herself with confidence. She had a clip board under one arm and read our name tapes on our uniforms as she stopped in front of us.
“Stoddard, right. And…Jadzook? Jarezuck? How the heck do I pronounce that?”
“Jare-uh-chuck,” I said slowly.
“Okay,” said the colonel. “Well, however you say it, for the duration of your time at ODIS I’m going to be calling you Chopper. That’s your Operator Sign when you’re in training and on missions. Stoddard? You’ll be Chesty.”
Stoddard raised an eyebrow.
“As in ‘Chesty Puller’,” the colonel added.
Stoddard blinked, then smiled her understanding.
“My name’s Fern McConnell,” said the colonel, “but around here everyone knows me as Valkyrie. As your CO during your exchange officer stints, you will report directly to me. I know your in-processing people already went over rules and regs and standing orders for the installation, so what we need to get clear here today is what I’ll be expecting from you, and what you can be expecting from me.”
“Yes ma’am,” Stoddard and I both chimed in unison.
“The Orbital Defense Initiative Station is an experiment,” McConnell said. “When Congress and the Senate jointly agreed to dismantle NASA, much of the prior funding and all of the facilities were consigned to the Department of the Navy. Since the Air Force already had a strong space interest, the Secretaries of the Air Force and the Navy put together a unified program designed to protect United States interests in orbit, and beyond. But the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs wouldn’t sign off on it—nor could he dig up additional funding—unless our cousins the Army and Marine Corps could tag along for the ride, too. This means what while you both are here as a favor from us to your respective services, I expect no less from you than I expect from any of my other Operators. I am tough, but I am fair, and if either of you have a problem with anything or anyone, I expect you to come to me with it first. Copy?”
“Roger that,” I said.
“Yes ma’am,” Stoddard replied more formally.
The colonel looked at us both, then took a deep breath, and continued.
“My full resume is posted on the ODIS intranet, but just so you know, I did two combat tours—one in the Middle East and one in Africa—as well as three trips to the International Space Station.
“It’s because I’ve got the space rating and the flight hours that they assigned me to head up ODIS. My Operators never climb into a cockpit nor a space suit, but you’re every bit as vital to ongoing United States space readiness as any astronaut ever was. The public doesn’t give a damn because people long ago decided space was boring and run-of-the-mill. But since the Chinese put their first probe on the Moon, the politicians in Washington D.C. have been nervous about us losing our edge in a new space race.”
I nodded, knowingly.
The Peoples Republic of China had been announcing plans for a lunar base, even before their first successful robotic landing. With the Russians doing most of the heavy lifting to the aging International Space Station, it was left to America’s military establishment to decide if free men would walk on the moon, or take a back seat to the world’s newest assumed superpower.
“Unlike the last time America went to the moon,” the colonel continued, “this time we’re doing it in steps. Not one-shots. And because the entire thing is rolled up under the significant umbrella of the Department of Defense, there’s not been as much sensitivity to cutbacks as during the Apollo years—though certain politicians, and a certain President in particular, have done their worst.”
Again, I found myself nodding.
“Don’t wake the Chinese dragon,” one notable political blogger had shouted when news about the creation of ODIS had gone public.
Thankfully, for my sake, such alarmism had been ignored.
We were definitely going back.
But not before there was enough infrastructure in orbit—Earth’s, as well as the Moon’s—to ensure that we were going for keeps.
Which is where ODIS came in.
“We don’t fly the usual ROV here,” the colonel said, her eyes piercing as she looked at us, “The stuff we run is actually two or three generations past anything either of you have ever flown or driven in your careers. This is not joystick work. The ODIS environment is immersive, because the machinery you’ll be piloting is billion-dollar stuff, and designed to work in one of the most hostile environments possible. The training is also immersive—’train as you fight’, I think the Army always says? Well, here at ODIS we train as we Operate, and you’ll have plenty of time to work the kinks out and make all the usual beginners blunders before we let you at the real thing.”
I momentarily looked up at the white-tiled ceiling, imagining that I could peer through the roof and up through the sky, to where ODIS Operators were busily putting together the several orbital docking and receiving platforms that would be taking on material and manpower bound for the Moon.
Cybernauts, one Army Times headline had quipped, when the basics of the ODIS mission were made publicly known.
I’d taken one look at the program—concluded it was by far the coolest thing I’d ever seen—and immediately determined that, one way or another, I was going to be a part of it.
• • •
Each of the Chinese suits had the familiar hammer, sickle, and stars of the Peoples Republic of China emblazoned across a breast. The troops slipped out of their capsule—a solid dozen of them!—and began tethering themselves to Grissom Platform. They didn’t have guns that I could see, though if there was a gun that functioned in vacuum and microgravity, I wasn’t convinced I’d be able to recognize it in any case. I guessed that the Chinese had banked on their electromagnetic pulse weapon to do their dirty work for them, and because my proxy was—for all intents and purposes—still motionless on the solar panel boom, they probably assumed my circuits had been turned to toast along with all the rest.
Somewhere out there, though I couldn’t detect or see her yet, Chesty was coming in hot. I held myself still and waited, watching the Chinese move closer to me and then, white-knuckled moments later, over me, advancing towards Grissom Platform’s central modules. Those modules were uninhabited at the moment—no astronauts on staff for a thing only half built—but they could be made to power up and provide life support in a pinch. The Chinese moved with such rapidity and purpose, I began to wonder how much information about the platform’s engineering had been leaked or smuggled to the PRC prior to this, their most brazen attack on the United States to date.
Did they worry that anyone back on Earth might notice? Or care? Or were they so convinced that the EMP had eliminated all electronic eyes and ears that they were willing to just walk in and take the platform—daring someone on the ground to say or do anything about it?
There was a whoop—no, not quite, more like a cry; a war cry.
“OOOOORAHHHHH!”
Chesty—or rather, her proxy—appeared for an instant, her experimental maneuvering pack’s micro-jets blasting tiny trails in the emptiness of space. She shot past me and thunked into the side of the enemy spacecraft. I watched Chesty hang there on the capsule’s side for a moment, her contorted body depressed into the ablative shielding. Had she overshot the mark and terminated herself?
With relief, I saw her begin to move—servo-assisted joints flexing as she picked herself up out of the depression and turned around.
The Chinese had seen her too, and were not amused.
Half their squad began reeling themselves back towards the capsule.
I waited like a spider, just aching for a chance to strike, then shot up from where I’d been laying prone on the solar panel boom.
Two of the six got my titanium fists in their face bowls.
The crunch on my knuckles was ever so satisfying.
They flailed and reflexively pulled their hands up to their faces. I couldn’t tell if I’d actually cracked the bowls badly enough to vent atmosphere—unlikely, given the fact each bowl was supposed to be meteorite-proof—but I’d definitely given them something to think about.
Chesty was prepared for the remaining four. She’d crouched directly in front of the mouth to the capsule’s hatch, like a wrestler—her mechanized head swiveling this way and that as she sized up her four on-rushing opponents.
“I’ve got these,” Chesty said. “You better check on the others, before they do something both of us will regret.”
“Roger that,” I said, and spun to face the remaining Chinese.
Rather than come for me, however, they’d redoubled their efforts to break into Grissom Platform’s central modules. Two of them had unfurled computer pads with ribbon cables, each cable snaked out and plugged into the now-exposed electronics near a main airlock. I began advancing on them—pulling myself hand-over-hand and foot-over-foot like a chimpanzee—when the world suddenly turned to grainy static. I yelled in frustration, feeling all my senses go dead. Had the Chinese set off a second EMP? And what about Chesty? If my proxy was kaput, that left her and her alone to combat the enemy—12 to 1. And even a Marine has her limits.
• • •
With the Operator suit on, I looked like a lab rabbit.
Hundreds of thin wires and cables snaked away from the one-piece body suit that hugged me uncomfortably in all the wrong places. Chesty was in the same predicament, though I had to admit the suit was much more flattering on her than it was on me. We were each standing on a yellow line with two yellow-painted footprints in front of it—to note our starting positions. Three meters in front of us, also poised on yellow-painted footprints, were our proxies.
Robots, really. Man-sized and fully articulated in ways not even the real thing had ever been. I experimentally snapped my right fingers a few times, and watched as my proxy’s hand made the same motions, and even achieved a similar effect, though its plastic, ceramic and metallic flesh clanked and dinked more than it snapped.
“Please don’t do that,” said an Air Force master sergeant who’d been supervising Chesty and I during our first day in the suits. We’d already logged two weeks going over mechanics and theory, hitting the books and soaking our brains in math, diagrams, and history lessons on the development of these, the United States’ most sophisticated remotely-operated vehicles in existence. Even a single arm from one of the proxies was worth more than my retired mother’s 5-bedroom McMansion in the Bay Area.
I rightfully quit my fooling around and waited for further instructions from the master sergeant—just one of many technically-savvy non-commissioned offers who prowled on the sidelines. The closed hangar in which we all stood was part of the ODIS simulator—a place where new proxy Operators could get a feel for their machines, and the body suits could be “tuned” to their wearers. No human being’s electromagnetic or physiological signature being quite the same as any other’s.
“Lift your right legs please,” said the master sergeant. “Keep your knees about waist level and balance for thirty seconds.”
I did as instructed, and so did Chesty. I was amazed to see my proxy emulate me exactly, even down to the minor shimmying I was doing as I tried to keep from dropping my leg or toppling over. For an insane instant I wanted to call out PT cadence—One thousand, one! One thousand, two! One thousand, three!—and decided against it. The Air Force NCOs might not grasp the humor of the moment, and I certainly didn’t need to magnify the reputation I’d already earned as something of a goof.
If I’d been somewhat cocky about my ROV experience coming into ODIS, that cockiness had gradually crumbled as the magnitude of what I’d be doing became clear. ODIS wasn’t about sitting in a trailer and guiding a mini-helicopter, armed with cameras and third-generation Hellfires slung under its stubby wings—prowling for insurgents. ODIS was as close as I’d ever get to actually becoming what I drove. Or Operated, according to the correct term, which Valkyrie was insistent that we use.
She watched us now, sitting back a bit from the NCOs who worked and tapped at keys on their portable laptops, their own sets of wires and cables trailing this way and that across the floor. Mobile servers on wheels had been rolled in to handle the software aspect—human nerve impulse being wickedly difficult to accurately transform into data the proxy’s motors and servos could recognize. Fans in those servers hummed gently, and despite the superb air conditioning of the simulator, I felt myself begin to sweat.
“Okay,” said the master sergeant. “Left legs down, and right legs up.”
Chesty and I did as instructed, and our proxies mirrored us exactly.
“Won’t the distance cause enough signal lag to give us issues?” I asked the master sergeant, who’d so far proven to be fantastically knowledgeable about his subject of assignment. I’d have tried talking him into going warrant if the Air Force had had the good sense to keep its warrants, instead of retiring them out of the service so that every pilot could claim to be a college graduate.
“Some,” said the master sergeant. “But the proxy is only a few hundred miles up, at most. Not even the blink of an eye for round-trip transmissions. And we won’t be operating these on the moon from this building. Sooner or later some of you are going to have to go up.”
Go up…I let myself thrill for the moment at the prospect of being assigned to honest-to-gosh-damned astronaut training. Would I even pass the harder parts of the physical? Would it matter? Now that the Navy and Air Force were calling the shots, a lot remained uncertain. But at least you didn’t need a doctorate in the sciences to get to orbit anymore, as had been the case when NASA’s astronaut feeder program had been clogged to the rafters with PhDs.
“Right leg down,” said the master sergeant.
Chesty and I did it. Our proxies did it too.
“Now jog in place,” said the master sergeant.
Chesty and I began to lightly pad up and down on the balls of our feet, not daring to get any more vigorous about it because our proxies were doing precisely as we did, and neither of us was sure how much terrestrial stress they’d been designed to take—despite what the factory specs said.
“Good,” said the master sergeant. “Leap forward a few times.”
Chesty and I looked at each other, but didn’t move.
“It’s cool,” said the master sergeant, smiling. “They’re expensive as hell, but then again they ought to be. They’ll withstand 7.62 automatic fire, and come back for seconds. You could drop one from three thousand feet, and all you’d do is scratch the paint job.”
Emboldened by the master sergeant’s words, Chesty and I began to leap forward. Rather comically, I am afraid to admit, stretching our bodies out and curling back, covering several feet in each bound.
The proxies mirrored us beautifully.
Too beautifully for my taste, as I landed awkwardly on the third jump and fell on my ass.
My proxy emulated me, thunking loudly onto the rubberized floor.
Chesty couldn’t help herself. She laughed loudly.
I looked over at her and ruefully pushed myself to my knees.
All enlisted eyes darted to my proxy as it began to flop and flail like a fish on dry land.
“Oh crap,” I said. “Did I—?”
“No sir,” said the master sergeant. “It’s fine. Hang on a sec….”
He began hammering keys almost too quickly for the eye to see, and the spasming proxy relaxed and lay flat.
Valkyrie stood up and approached, with her habitually-attached clipboard under one arm.
“It’ll be like that for awhile,” she said. “It’s going to be days before each of you have fed enough data into the system for the proxies to read your movements correctly in all circumstances. It’s a bit like voice recognition software, if you’ve ever used that. The basic setup is pre-packaged for a certain set of sounds matched to a certain set of words, but until the software learns you, it’s going to mess up as often as not. Same here, with the proxies.”
“Still,” Chesty said, “this is flat-out remarkable. I’ve never seen anything like it. Truly space-age.”
“Yes it is,” said the colonel. “And unlike an astronaut who has to be supplied with food and air and water, a proxy can remain in orbit for months or years without needing to do much more than take naps while tied to the nearest solar collector or fuel cell. The batteries in those proxies are space-age too. In the end, it’s much cheaper and more effective to Operate in space, and I say that with no small regret, because once you’ve been up there—” I noticed Valkyrie’s eyes had started to sparkle a bit, “—you won’t ever be the same person again.”
• • •
I was blind and nearly deaf. The light-weight audiovisual hood was feeding me static. My heart told me there was nothing much to be done. If the Chinese had set off another EMP—lethal, I thought, at that range; for them as much as us—then both Chesty and I were cold turkey. And we’d just have to wait and wonder what the Chinese did with Grissom Platform.
Suddenly my visual picture blinked, went black, then blinked again.
“Hang on,” I said. I could vaguely hear the rapid speech of the Air Force and Navy people who’d clustered around Chesty and I as we Operated from our booths. They’d already assumed the worse, and rightly so. With the other Operators out of the picture, it seemed unlikely that Chesty or I could do much to change the present verdict.
Color swam back into my “eyes” and very quickly I realized I was staring up at a Chinese troop who’d bent over me. He was tugging at my torso with a tool of some sort. I could feel it, as if someone was trying to pry between my ribs with a pair of needle-nose pliers. I jerked and kicked—in the booth as well as via proxy—and the Chinese space soldier spun away from me, his tool lost to vacuum and only his tether keeping him from being similarly orphaned in orbit.
Chesty grunted and growled.
I re-orientated myself so that I could see what was happening down by the combat capsule. No less than six of the Chinese had piled on top of Chesty’s proxy, which struggled mightily to break free. One of the enemy had a hand-held device of some sort and was trying to keep it applied to Chesty’s upper torso.
“I’m losing it!” I heard her say in panic, as much through the Operating room as through the speakers in my ears. “Signal’s breaking up!”
The situation quickly became clear.
Not only were the Chinese trying to take Grissom Platform intact, they were trying to take the proxies too. Which explained why they’d not so much as laid a pipe wrench on us during the melee. Probably they were under strict orders not to damage anything they came across, even if we fought back. They were trying to neutralize us instead.
Not thinking, I began my hand-over-foot-over-hand race back down the solar panel boom. Something latched hold of me from above, like a sack of cement stuck to me with duct tape. I ignored it and kept moving, intent on distracting the soldier who had the neutralizer in his hand and was trying to use it to knock Chesty out of the fight.
A final pull, then a hard push with motorized legs.
I curled.
My proxy hit them like a bowling ball.
The “pins” burst apart.
I had the neutralizer in my hand, and—lacking anything of sufficient toughness—slammed it across one knee. The sensors complained and I winced as the feedback hit me, but the neutralizer was in pieces, which I hurled away from me as I regrouped with my Marine battle buddy.
“Still too many,” Chesty said, breathing heavily. Though the proxies were doing all the work, the fight was as visceral as anything either of us had experienced on Earth. We’d been japing around in our booths—Operator-style—since the moment the attack began. And even being in good condition didn’t prevent a man—or a woman—from getting winded at that frenetic pace.
“I’d pay good money for a vacuum-tested .50-calibre machine gun right now,” I said, watching to either side as the Chinese troops pulled themselves back towards us on their tethers. What little of their faces I could see, appeared rather displeased. And I was suddenly very grateful to not be facing them in person.
Their tethers waggled as they drew near.
Wait.
Tethers…?
“We’ll never beat them like this,” I said. “We have to give them a new problem to solve.”
Before Chesty could ask what I meant, I pulled myself over to one of the enemy tethers which was bound to the solar panel boom. Flexing my forearm, I deployed my proxy’s cutting tool and bent low, applying it to the tether’s base. Steel cable resisted, and then snapped as my cutting tool bit through the tightly-wound metal.
I grabbed the free end of the broken tether and yanked yard, then cast it away. The attached troop flailed and groped at nothing as he shot up and over me. I ducked. Were they smart enough to have configured their armored suits with miniature reaction control thrusters? I hadn’t seen a lot of extra hardware on them when they’d first emerged.
Chesty hooted her approval and set to work on another tether.
Suddenly, Grissom Platform lurched.
Cones of mist sprayed from the much-larger RCS system installed at mathematically-determined points along Grissom Platform’s architecture. The two Chinese who’d managed to get inside had obviously done their work quickly. They had control of the Platform’s systems now, which was very bad news indeed.
“Someone has to get inside and stop them!” Chesty yelled.
Indeed.
“Do what you can,” said a third voice. It was Valkyrie.
She’d plugged into the Operator frequency with a normal headset.
“Can you give us a SITREP, boss?” I asked.
“All the other Operators are blacked out right now. The EMP did its work well. There is no help available at this point. It would be hours before we could attempt to bring other proxies—being Operated on other Platforms. And by then it will be too late.”
“Aren’t the Chinese worried about how this will affect the diplomatic situation?” I said.
“Obviously not,” Valkyrie replied. “I think it’s a test—to see how ready we are to resist them in an open contest for orbital space. And since the European Union is sitting it out as a ‘neutral’ party, we’re left to defend our turf the old fashioned way.”
• • •
Chesty and I sat at the bar of the little wings’n’brew joint we’d found not far outside the west gate of Hill Air Force Base. Being none too familiar with the local denizens, we kept to ourselves—though it seemed obvious the staff were plenty used to military folk coming in for a drink and a meal. The man behind the bar was a friendly chap. Retired, I guessed, based mainly on his crisp high-and-tight haircut and the tattoo on his muscular arm—a half-naked woman that peaked out from under his rolled-up sleeve as he moved around and served customers.
“And here I thought you were going to be a joker,” Chesty said, twirling the ice in her glass with a thin straw.
“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” I said. “Eight weeks ago you didn’t know me. But now? Now, you don’t have that excuse.”
“True,” she said. “But I get the feeling I’m not the only one who’s had to correct himself on his assumptions.”
“Right,” I said, smiling slightly at her, before taking a slow sip of my root beer and putting the glass mug back on its foam coaster. ODIS rules were: no alcohol under any circumstances, any time. It somehow messed with the tuning of the proxy control suits. A nervous system thing?
A flatscreen TV behind and above the bar was playing the evening news. An earnest-looking reporter in a crisp suit was carrying on about something, though the sound had been turned down so we couldn’t hear about what. When an image of a Chinese orbital booster was layered in behind the news anchor’s head, with the words “PRC RESOLVES TO MATCH AMERICA IN ORBIT” blown up under the anchor’s chin, I pointed at the set and asked the man behind the bar to turn it up.
The anchor’s voice suddenly cut in, mid-sentence, “…for the last four years, and Beijing has promised that if the United States does not cease its military activities in low earth orbit, the Peoples Republic of China will be forced to declare the United States in violation of treaty.”
The news anchor vanished, to be replaced by a slim, fit looking Chinese man in a blue business suit—Mao suits being something you didn’t see much of in the new era of streamlined, bourgeoisie Chinese international relations.
“We consider the actions of the United States Department of Defense to be inexcusable,” said the Chinese man, “and we would remind the United States President that the territories of Earth orbit, as well as the moon, belong to all people. Not just America’s capitalist exploiters.”
I snorted.
“You think they’re bluffing?” Chesty said.
I shook my head. “Hard to say. After the Party put down those big pro-democracy riots in the Chinese interior cities a couple of years ago, the Beijing government has been working double-time to plaster on a nice face at the United Nations. Given the fact that so many countries are up to their necks in debt to Chinese interests, nobody’s going to mess with China. But maybe it’s all part of a scheme to provoke the US? Make us look like the warmongering bad guys half the world seems ready and willing to believe we are.”
I said the last with a bitter frown, and took a long draft of root beer.
“And you’re sure they aren’t right?” she said.
I nearly choked.
“What kind of talk is that for a Marine?”
“I’m just thinking that as much as we like to think we’re always the good guys, events of the last few decades have occasionally cast that into doubt. I’m not stupid. I know a bit about history and I know more than a bit about our overcommitments in the Middle Eastern and African theaters. If it were up to me I’d bring every last one of us home and let the world fend for itself for fifty years. But then I’m not the President, so I don’t get to make that call. She does.”
I pushed my drink aside and faced Chesty squarely.
“Well, surprise, surprise. I wouldn’t have figured you for a political thinker. Then again, we haven’t had a chance to talk much—about real stuff. Only about work.”
“No we haven’t,” she said, waiting for me to continue.
“So riddle me this, Marine, if the answer to America’s bad image abroad is to close the bases and bring the troops home, what are we doing constructing military space stations for the purpose of putting military personnel in orbit? And if you really feel the way you say you feel, what are you doing tied up in a project like this? ODIS being the thing on everyone’s minds lately, as the Platforms approach completion and the Chinese eat up the international news cycles with threats and rhetoric.”
She looked down at her drink—the ice tinkling in her glass—and sighed.
“I always wanted to be an astronaut,” she said. “But life got in the way. Twenty years went by in a flash, along with two kids, a mean divorce, and too many deployments. I was in Kuwait when I read about ODIS in an e-mail from a friend, and I decided it was the closest I might ever get to fulfilling my dream—even if I wasn’t exactly thrilled with the political cloud that surrounded the program.”
“The first sortie is coming up,” I said. “are you sad like me that we won’t be going up on a rocket ourselves?”
“Yes,” she said hesitantly, looking directly into my eyes. “Don’t get me wrong. I know I beat long odds to be here, just like you. And I am glad I did this. But it won’t be the same—not being able to float outside the spacecraft and see my own real-live hand against the backdrop of the earth as it passes beneath my feet. Like Ed White. Do you know who Ed White is?”
“No,” I said.
“Look him up on the internet tonight,” she said. “When I was a little girl, I used to love the color photos of Ed White.”
• • •
“They’ve sealed the air lock,” I said.
“Use your proxy’s key card,” Valkyrie ordered.
“I did. It’s no good. However they’ve hot-wired it, I can’t get in.”
Grissom Platform was still thrusting with its RCS. The Earth was swinging away and to the right. I heard Chesty cursing as she struggled with the Chinese who’d resumed their attempts to subdue her. Unable to get in and stop the ones who’d gone inside and activated the Platform’s attitude controls, I debated between helping Chesty, and figuring out some other way to stop the Chinese.
“Now I’m wishing we had an auto-destruct sequence,” I mused sarcastically.
“You think this is a TV show?” Valkyrie said. “No can do, Chopper. No reactor overload. No explosives lining the hull. That’s movie theater stuff. And if you can’t stop the Chinese, then it’s basically game over. I’ll have to report to my bosses at the Pentagon that ODIS let the Chinese commit orbital theft of US military property.”
I stared—via proxy eyes—at the space around me. The layout of the station. The unfinished spars and beams poking out at different angles. Then my eyes hit something I’d not considered before. And as I watched the limb of the Earth drop away and disappear, I suddenly realized what I had to do.
• • •
After training was over, it took Chesty and I few sorties to really get the hang of things. Even with the many, many hours logged in simulation, the real thing took just that much more adjustment, before we began to feel proficient. After that, it was very much a lunch bucket job.
“They used to make people with Doctorates do this,” I said to no one in particular as Chesty and I—our proxies—maneuver a collapsible strut out of the yawning cargo bay of a Centurion rocket’s third stage. Our feet were identical to our hands, and we “walked” our way up and down the slowly-growing superstructure of Ride Platform.
“Did they get paid any better?” said one of the team, a Navy chief petty officer designated as Skips.
“I dunno,” I said. “But it just seems hilarious to me. This is hard-hat stuff. We’re a construction crew, y’all.”
“If anyone ever saw a construction crew in robot form,” Chesty said.
“Quick, someone scratch his robot crotch.”
“Is it break time yet?”
“I forgot my lunch box!”
“How about a beer instead?”
“No beer in space.”
“No beer? I want to talk to the union!”
The one-liners continued to reel from all lips, and pretty soon we’d all been reduced to painful laughter, our proxies emulating us as we hunched, our torsos and heads bobbing—letting it out.
“Okay kids,” Valkyrie’s firm, maternal voice said in our ears. “Play time is over. That will do. You’ve still got a lot of stuff to unload from that Centurion before the sortie is over. And your batteries are draining every second you waste hamming it up.”
The lot of us yesma’ammed and shut up, though snickers could still be heard here and there.
Having affixed our collapsed strut to its designated hard point, Chesty and I went back to the Centurion and began taking out another.
I noticed there was a rudimentary control board up near the nose cone, tucked just inside the cowling.
“Mind if I take this thing for a test drive, boss?”
If Valkyrie couldn’t see what I saw, she at least inferred what I meant.
“Sure,” she said. “There’s plenty of orbital burn fuel in the tanks, if you want to use it. Take the nose cone off and the third stage has a hard dock that allows us to mate it with the Platforms and boost their orbits, when it’s necessary. Usually we run it from ground, but the Centurion has a manual backup system—just in case.”
“Just in case,” I said, thinking how fun it would be to get behind the “wheel” of a rocket ship in orbit.
• • •
The Chinese had all but ignored the Centurion.
Its clamshell bay doors hung open, inviting.
“Chesty,” I said. “One of us has to get to the third stage. If we can’t take the Platform away from them, maybe we can take it down with them still aboard.”
“What?” Chesty said, breathing heavily. “I’m a little damned busy right now, Chopper.”
“Hold them off—I’m going for it!”
“Chopper—” but Valkyrie’s words were swept from my ears as I sprang across the Platform, covering meters with every move. I think the Chinese might have suddenly figured me out, because Chesty announced that they’d turned her loose. She was coming up after them as they came up after me.
I made it to the Centurion’s open bay, found the manual control panel, and began pushing buttons.
After the first time I saw the manual controls—while working on Ride Platform—I got curious, and pleaded with Valkyrie to let me see the Centurion’s operational specs. No sense holding back. Otherwise what was the exchange officer program for? I wanted the full skinny, nuts and bolts and nozzles and gears.
She had reluctantly agreed.
And now I believed this knowledge was our best, last hope.
The control panel lit up and announced via flashing LCD screen that the fuel pumps were being primed. Precious seconds ticked away as the Chinese came on. Wherever they thought they were taking the Grissom Platform via its own RCS, I was about to ruin their day.
Just when the Chinese—and Chesty—had almost reached me, I stabbed at the cheerful orange IGNITE button, and latched onto the control panel’s protective rails with both hands and feet.
The Platform lurched and shoved, the sudden thrust from the Centurion causing it to begin spinning on a new axis as the Platform’s own RCS went out of whack. Chesty just barely had time to grab hold of a support beam before the Chinese tumbled away and hung like cat toys on the ends of spongy strings. They flailed and kicked, but it was no good. The torque was too much for them.
But my proxy held fast, and I—safely on the ground—felt none of the deleterious effects of the spin.
“What are you doing??” Valkyrie demanded.
“I’m taking the Platform out,” I said.
“By whose authorization, Chopper?”
“Ma’am,” I said, “if I can’t have an auto-destruct, it’s up to me to effect a manual destruct. I’m going to try and push us down into the atmosphere. The Platform, the proxies, the Chinese, all of us.”
Silence.
I suddenly imagined my boss being the chief witness at my court-martial.
“It’s the only way,” I said.
“He’s probably right,” Chesty said, agreeing. “We don’t have any weapons, and the proxy batteries will run out sooner or later. And then the Platform belongs to the Chinese. Would you rather tell your bosses at the Pentagon we sank the ship and took the enemy with us? Or let them have it without a serious struggle?”
More silence.
Then, with a reluctant sigh, “Go.”
“Yes ma’am,” I said.
The manual controls were difficult to finagle, with the Platform’s own RCS mucking up the trajectory. But I could already tell it was working. We were spiraling in. Faster and faster. And while the proxy had what it took to withstand the centripetal gee, I could tell just by looking that the Chinese were in no position to stop me.
The Earth grew steadily larger as we went down, the Centurion’s fuel gradually bleeding to fumes.
“Got any last words, Marine?” I said to my partner.
“I regret that I have but one life to give for my country,” she said, half-mocking.
“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”
I began to wonder what it would be like to re-enter in proxy form.
• • •
The news called it an unfortunate accident. The fireball had streaked across the skies of one ocean and two continents, before what remained splashed down a hundred miles off the Hawaiian coast.
The Chinese never said a word, other than to offer some back-handed condolences for the loss of the hardware.
Chesty and me?
Well, we didn’t get court-martialed.
Valkyrie did have to report to the Pentagon and she did have to do some rather extensive explaining—thank goodness for the proxy recordings giving the generals a front-row seat to the action—but in the end, the spiking of the Grissom Platform was deemed not only necessary, but valorous.
Though, Chesty and I both felt a bit sheepish receiving awards for a thing which had not, technically, placed either of our lives in danger.
But then, war had become more and more like that. The machines were doing the fighting, as well as the labor. I wondered what someone like Kipling might have thought of that? And decided I wasn’t entirely sure.
When the dust ultimately settled, Valkyrie put us back to work.
“You broke it,” she told us. “You build another one in its place.”
Our exchange officer tours were extended.
The work was, well, work. But satisfying work. And the Chinese didn’t try another stunt on our watch, so thank goodness for small miracles.
The true surprise showed up six months after Chesty and I left Hill.
It was a manila envelope, delivered certified USPS, from the Navy offices in Florida—where they still trained real astronauts.
Inside was a formal memo informing me that, if I chose to accept it, the Navy would gratefully accept me for another exchange officer tour. This time as part of the next year’s class of astronaut candidates. I scanned the list of names who’d already accepted, and saw MAVELINE STODDARD.
Well hell, who am I to let that Marine show me up?
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
Larry Niven once wrote a story called “The Return of William Proxmire”, in which an alternative reality NASA has its assets remanded to the custody of the U.S. Navy, under the aegis of one Admiral Robert A. Heinlein. Speaking as a member of the military, the idea does have a certain irresistible appeal to it: mated to the defense budget, and with a sufficiently enthusiastic set of military leaders, what might NASA be capable of doing?
Which is not to say NASA has not already done some amazing things. It’s just that the agency—in 2013—appears to have fallen prey to Jerry Pournelle’s “Iron Law.” The program that once put men on the moon, now contents itself with an eternally contracting pocketbook and purchasing rides on Russian rockets for American astronauts.
Consider “The Exchanges Officers” to be my singular literary complaint that there’s just something basically gawtdamned wrong with that!
Yes, I know NASA can only squeeze so much water from a stone.
And of course Washington D.C. is to blame. Aren’t they to blame for everything?
But I’m one of those kids who is bitter about the fact that he was born post-Apollo, and was promised moon colonies by the end of the 1980s, only to see us settle for an orbital laboratory (International Space Station) that travels to nowhere, lands on no planets or moons, and while technologically impressive, lacks the grandeur of achievement that came with the initial race to space in the 1960s.
Of course, “The Exchange Officers” is also a story about the changing face of war. Drones are a hot topic these days. How much more sophisticated will they get, and how many more jobs will we be telling them to do in the future? Moreover, what kind of soldiers will we need to operate these drones, and how will these soldiers fit into our historic models of what it means to be a soldier?
There is a very specific, strongly traditional culture in the U.S. Army and also the U.S. Marine Corps that says if you ain’t infantry, then you ain’t shit.
Such a culture is going to be increasingly challenged by chair jockeys operating robots.
***




Essay: On the Growth of Fantasy and the Waning of Science Fiction
It may seem a bit ironic for an author who primarily perpetrates Science Fiction to then turn around and talk about how Fantasy is eclipsing its cousin. Nevertheless, the writing (pun intended) is on the wall: the fantastic is outpacing the speculative, both in the written arts, and in television and motion pictures. Whether it’s the explosive popularity of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books, or Stephanie Meyer’s ultra-hot Twilight—both of which earned hundreds of millions of U.S. dollars at the box office in 2011, on top of print revenue—or the timeless and enduring power of J.R.R. Tolkien’s seminal Middle-Earth saga, as told in The Hobbit and the three volumes in The Lord of the Rings. Fantasy has come into its own as a phenomenally successful creative and commercial enterprise, while Science Fiction has drifted on the consumer seas—falling back into niche popularity, where it first began.
Granted, the television and motion picture industry does its best to keep Science Fiction afloat. Movies like Avatar, Tron: Legacy and Transformers all performed incredibly well with recent audiences. There have also been prolific small-screen series like Dr. Who, Stargate, and Battlestar Galactica. Not to mention the time-tested Star Trek and Star Wars franchises, which so revolutionized both the fantastic and the speculative on big and small screens, that no fantastic or speculative program can emerge in the 21st century without first tipping its hat to these ground-breaking 20th century forerunners.
So how come Science Fiction in print continues to see its sales steadily slipping? Where are the ‘skiffy’ equivalents of Twilight and Harry Potter? Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games has come forward as a very-strong example of Science Fiction that’s hitting home runs with both readers and—potentially—movie-goers. But The Hunger Games is more of an anomaly than a rule. In fact, Science Fiction’s all-time bestselling novel, Dune, was written almost half a century ago. Runners-up, such as Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game were written approximately thirty years ago, and when one does straw polls at writing conferences—to see how many people are doing Science Fiction versus Fantasy—the numbers of hands raised for Fantasy (especially Young Adult Fantasy) are overwhelmingly in the majority.
I think this is a problem.
I’m not proposing that Science Fiction is dying or is about to be shuffled off the bookshelves and dumped into the returns bin. It is not. Rather, I’d like to offer a theory or two: as to why Fantasy is so tremendously and energetically embraced, while Science Fiction has to work harder to interest and retain a much smaller segment of the readership, if not always the viewership. At which point I will end with a suggestion for possible remedy.
Firstly, the audience of the Anglosphere—and much of Europe and Asia too—is living in a “science fictional” time. Unlike the 1930s, we enjoy a gadgetized and digitally-instant, globally-interconnected society. Much of what was speculative in the so-called Golden Age of Science Fiction, is mundane reality for us today, to include wireless cell phone communication, wireless computing, wholesale mass storage and distribution of data, and much else that most First World citizens can take for granted, including rapid and affordable transit, mass production and distribution of consumer goods, not to mention satellite television, the International Space Station, and reliable ground-to-orbit transportation operating in multiple countries.
Thus the 21st century reader has a bit of a blind spot for Science Fiction in ways his or her grandparents did not. When the Golden Age was under way, it was still common for many rural households to lack the kind of plumbing, heating, air-conditioning, and electricity that many of us in our time consider to be basic essentials. Our science has literally made the fiction into reality, thus the “magical” shine of what was once dreamed of in the Golden Age, has slowly faded into the hum-drum of every-day existence.
Secondly, the reality of science and the emergence of a science-dependent, technological society—as different from 17th and 18th-century pastoral and agrarian times as the Roman Empire was from pre-historic tribal life—has somewhat robbed modernity of the mysticism and sense of otherworldly wonder that most of our ancestors had. So that while the emergence of modern science—courtesy of the Enlightenment, and all that followed on—has given us an amazing and vital number of improvements, not the least of which are medicine, electricity, mechanical means of performing laborious and repetitive tasks, and an explosion in both life spans and the amount of time freed for leisure, science has also effectively pulled the curtain back on much which was previously mysterious and otherwise attributable to the Divine.
There are no more Gods, no more Devils, no more Angels nor Demons, and also no more magic—the intangible sense that there are deeper forces and destinies at work in the universe; the clashing of cosmic Goods and Evils.
Yet, as humans, we still long for these things. Well, a good many of us long for them, anyway. I believe that part of the reason why Fantasy continues to swell and Science Fiction has somewhat shriveled, is that Fantasy is a genre where we as a society can recapture what we miss: wizards and warlocks and necromancers, Dark Forces allied to battle the numerically-inferior but heroic Light Forces, and above all else a sense that life has meaning and purpose beyond the merely material, or the tangible. That there is a universal justice operating in the world, and while it is not always readily-accessible or apparent, it exists just the same. Not all is random. Not every meaning is a man-made, artificially-imposed meaning.
Consider Star Wars, which still ranks as one of the most financially-dominant film franchises of all time. Ostensibly technological—spaceships, laser guns, robots with artificial intelligence, interstellar travel—Star Wars survives and thrives not because it’s a picture of a very-advanced, polyglot interstellar civilization, but because Star Wars uses that civilization as a canvas for what is, essentially, a classically-legendary tale about Cosmic Good and Cosmic Evil. There is magic—in the form of The Force—and there are both good and evil wizards—in the form of the Jedi and the Sith. Seemingly random events often have the scent of deep destiny about them, and the technological aspects of Star Wars often take a back seat during Star Wars’ most triumphant—and tragic—moments.
Consider also the Dune saga, begun with the novel of the same name. Much like Star Wars, Dune is a story about a very-advanced, almost super-technological future interstellar society. But also like Star Wars, Dune is a story about mystical forces, the coming of a messianic savior, events which seem predestined and foretold, the triumph of ordered good over chaos and evil, and more deeply, how these triumphs can sometimes presage an even greater evil amidst even greater chaos. And so forth. Not technological themes at all. The Spice Melange is as otherworldly and magical as any tincture brewed by Merlin in the court at Camelot, and Paul Atreides is very much an Arthurian figure: the boy-king come to set the world to rights, and unify the land. At least for a short time.
Even the movie Avatar relies on mysticism and legendary aspect for its success, since all the stunning 3D special effects in the world could not have held up a plot sustained purely by natives-versus-invaders. Jake Sully is another Paul Atreides: a young outlander who must first prove himself to the Na’vi (Fremen) and then master the Toruk sky dragons (sand worms) before leading the Na’vi (Fremen) against the corporatized and despotic, not to mention debased and immoral, Company with its mercenaries (Harkonnens and the Imperial Sarduakar) seeking to strip Pandora (Arrakis) of its singularly-vital commodity, Unobtanium (Melange.)
In each case, both Dune and Avatar employ fantastic story elements and underpinnings to tell what are essentially fantastic and legend-like tales. The technology that infuses both is merely a vehicle for the deeper, more mystical (spiritual?) elements which are both present and apparent—if you look for them.
Yet, Science Fiction has staked its claim as the anti-mystical genre. A great many of its practitioners are outspoken or otherwise avowed secularists. As are a great many of Science Fiction’s fans—not all of whom share an overlapping love for Fantasy, the way many Fantasy fans share an overlapping love for Sci-Fi. So it’s perhaps not surprising then that much of the Science Fiction being written in the 21st century concerns itself strictly with materialistic concerns: climate change, global warming, the decay of governments and the onset of dystopian hegemony, or anarchy, and an overriding message that humans are small, flawed, puny creatures living on a small, flawed, puny planet in a lost corner of a gargantuan galaxy, which is itself lost in still some other corner of the much greater and enormous universe.
True or not—I won’t debate the evidence, one way or another—this “small” view of the human being is often at odds with the “large” view offered in works like The Lord of the Rings. In fact, Tolkien’s main thrust in the telling of the tales of Middle-Earth seems to be that even the smallest of us can have the most vital importance, and that great deeds and great destinies await even the most unlikely and innocent of people. Bilbo and Frodo are the “everymen” of the world, thrust quite against their wills into a wider, more dangerous arena. Doubtless Tolkien would dislike the application of allegory, since he is on record as having stated that he disliked allegory in his time and especially disliked seeing it draped over his books. Still, I think the point is made: the most timeless and successful and memorable Fantasy work of the last 100 years is a work which takes humble, ordinary folk and sets them up as extraordinary and heroic.
Science Fiction? Science Fiction often seems less sure about its mission. Since the so-called New Wave which brought literary aspects to the genre, Science Fiction—at least in print—has gradually become more and more concerned with the meaninglessness of life, the random and even hopeless nature of our existence, and while the vistas and landscapes offered can only be described as wondrous and vast, the impact on the human psyche is often the opposite: we do not matter, we are not important, nothing of us has any great impact on the universe, therefore the only meaning available to us is that which we create artificially, and then often with much struggle and ultimate futility.
Orson Scott Card’s memorable and famous novel, Ender’s Game, breaks from this significantly. Ender Wiggin being much like Paul Atreides and Jake Sully: the young “changer” who overturns the tables of the “game”, while vanquishing great evil in the process. Card goes one step further in that the Buggers have their time, too. In fact much of the Ender saga concerns itself with the ramifications of what Ender does in the first book, and how Ender—and humanity—seek redemption when faced with a very terrible—sinful?—legacy. So, in that sense, Ender’s Game is not about the war with the Formics. It is not even about the (current, by our standards) remotely-operated video-game-like nature of future war in space. It’s about the desperation of survival against the odds, and the realization that sometimes the ends do not necessarily justify the means; that even heroes have much for which they should atone. In one form, or another.
It is often said of the Writers of the Future Contest that Science Fiction stories have a better chance of succeeding than Fantasy stories, and this is true. But only because Fantasy is so popular with many new writers that the amount of Fantasy received by the judges is larger than the amount of Science Fiction.
I suspect this is because Fantasy is a more accessible and emotionally-meaningful genre for new writers, many of whom have grown up steeped in the Fantastic most of their lives. Books, movies, and sometimes television: Fantasy stories and Fantasy tales which elevate the human being to an important place in the world, in much the same way all children and teenagers wish to be elevated—and all “ordinary” men and women, too. Thus when a new writer sits down and thinks, “Aha, I shall enter this Contest and win,” he or she is much more likely to start with Fantasy. It’s the familiar thing, and it’s the thing about which new writers most naturally feel compelled to tell meaningful stories.
It’s harder with Science Fiction. Seventy years ago, the mere act of landing on the Moon possessed its own meaning: it was an imagined technological triumph foretold in an era replete with technological triumphs, all mounting towards a transformation of society and the human condition. But now? We landed on the Moon, and we came back, and despite all of our numerous technological and material advantages in our time, society and the human condition aren’t that much different. In fact, we seem to be more ourselves than ever before.
I think that perhaps Science Fiction’s road has taken it down an uneasily-traveled path. The number of readers for whom a Fantastic tale like Harry Potter is meaningful is much larger than the number of readers for whom a Science Fiction tale like John Varley’s Steel Beach is meaningful. And while the combined effort of Science Fiction and Fantasy is made richer and more complex by the Steel Beach books of the co-genre, I also suggest that pursuing a Steel Beach course—while seeing the readership peel away and find interest in happier, maybe even simpler imaginary lands—is problematic at best. Science Fiction won’t survive forever if all but the most hard-core readers decide that there’s just not enough emotional (moral?) uplift in Science Fiction for them to keep reading it.
In order for Science Fiction to have value and meaning—to say nothing of an audience—I think it could stand to go back to the “mythic” tropes more than it has of late. Re-explore some of the more classic, more time-honored themes. Re-elevate the human to a place of dignity and power. Re-embrace themes that are hopeful, optimistic, perhaps even spiritual in nature. The movie industry seems to have it: they have profited mightily from exploiting Science Fiction’s sunny-side disposition and prognostication. I think Science Fiction writers could do similarly, but first it’s going to take a little unconventional thinking, and a willingness to break with established preconceptions about what Science Fiction is for, the kinds of stories you can and cannot tell, and having the courage to know when it’s worth it to be optimistic—even when scientific evidence or political reality or industry forces may dictate otherwise.
***




The Chaplain’s Assistant
I was putting fresh oil into clay lamps at the altar when the mantis glided into my foyer. The creature stopped for a moment, his antennae dancing in the air, sensing the few parishioners who sat on my roughly-hewn stone pews. I hadn’t seen a mantis in a long time—the aliens didn’t bother with humans much, now that we were shut safely behind their Wall. Like all the rest of his kind, this mantis’s lower thorax was submerged into the biomechanical “saddle” of his floating mobility disc. Only, this one’s disc didn’t appear to have any apertures for weapons—a true rarity on Purgatory.
Every human head in the building turned towards the visitor, each set of human eyes smoldering with a familiar, tired hate.
“I would speak to the Holy Man,” said the mantis through the speaker box on its disc. Its fearsome, segmented beak had not moved. The disc and all the machines within it were controlled directly by the alien’s brain.
When nobody got up to leave, the mantis began floating up my chapel’s central aisle, the mantis’s disc making a gentle humming sound. “Alone,” said the visitor, his vocoded voice approximating a commanding human tone.
Heads and eyes turned to me. I looked at the mantis, considered my options, then bowed to my flock, who reluctantly began to leave—each worshipper collecting handfuls of beads, crosses, stars, serviceman’s bibles, and various other religious items. They exited without saying a word. What else could they do? The mantes ruled Purgatory as surely as Lucifer ruled Hell.
I waited at the altar.
“You are the religious officer?” said the mantis.
“The Chaplain is dead. I am—was—his assistant.”
“We must speak, you and I.”
Again, I noted the mantis’s lack of armament.
“What can I do for you?” I said.
“I wish to understand this entity you call God.”
I stared at the alien, not quite sure if I should take him seriously.
“To understand God,” I said slowly, “is a skill that requires ongoing mastery.”
“Which is why the other humans come here, to this structure. To learn from you.”
I blushed slightly. In the year since I’d built the chapel—some two years after our failed invasion and subsequent capture—I’d not given so much as a single sermon. Preaching wasn’t my thing. I built the chapel because the Chaplain told me to before he died, and because it seemed obvious that many humans on Purgatory—men and women who had landed here, fought, been stranded and eventually imprisoned—needed it. With the fleets from Sol departed, and our homes many thousands of light-years away, there wasn’t much left for some of us to turn to—except Him.
“I don’t teach,” I said, measuring my words against the quiet fear in my heart, “but I do provide a space for those who come to listen.”
“You are being deliberately cryptic,” the mantis accused.
“I mean no offense,” I continued, hating the servile tinge in my own voice as I spoke to the beast, “it’s just that I was never trained as an instructor of worship. Like I said when you asked, I am only the assistant.”
“Then what do the humans here listen to, precisely?”
“The spirit,” I said.
The mantis’s beak yawned wide, its serrated tractor teeth vibrating with visible annoyance. I stared into that mouth of death—remembering how many troops had been slaughtered in jaws like those—and felt myself go cold. The Chaplain had often called the mantes soulless. At the time—before the landing—I’d thought he was speaking metaphorically. But looking at the monster in front of me I remembered the Chaplain’s declaration, and found it apt.
“Spirit,” said the mantis. “Twice before has my kind encountered this perplexing concept.”
“Oh?” I said.
“Two other sapients, one of them avian and the other amphibian.”
Other aliens…besides the mantes? “And what could they tell you about God?”
“Gods,” my visitor corrected me. “We destroyed both species before we could collect much data on their beliefs.”
“Destroyed,” I said, hoping the alien’s ears couldn’t detect the shaking dread in my voice.
“Yes. Hundreds of your years ago, during the Great Nest’s Third Expansion into the galaxy. We thought ourselves alone, then. We had no experience with alternative intelligence. The homeworld of the avians and the homeworld of the amphibians were pleasing to the Patriarchal Quorum, so those worlds were annexed, cleansed of competitive life forms, and have since become major population centers for my people.”
I took in this information as best as I could, unsure if any human ears had ever heard anything like it. I thought of the Military Intelligence guys—all dead—who would have given their years’ pay to gain the kind of information I had just gained, standing here in the drafty, ramshackle confines of my makeshift church.
I experienced a sudden leap of intuition.
“You’re not a soldier,” I said.
The mantis’s beak snapped shut.
“Certainly not.”
“What are you then, a scientist?”
The mantis seemed to contemplate this word—however it had translated for the alien’s mind—and he waved a spiked forelimb in my direction.
“The best human term is professor. I research and I teach.”
“I see,” I said, suddenly fascinated to be meeting the first mantis I’d ever seen who was not, explicitly, trained to kill. “So you’re here to research human religion.”
“Not just human religion,” said the mantis, hovering closer. “I want to know about this…this spirit that you speak of. Is it God?”
“I guess so, but also kind of not. The spirit is…what you feel inside you when you know God is paying attention.”
It was a clumsy explanation, one the Chaplain would have—no doubt—chastised me for. I’d never been much good at putting these kinds of concepts into words that helped me understand, much less helped other people understand too. And trying to explain God and the spirit to this insect felt a lot like explaining the beauty of orchestral music to a lawnmower.
The professor’s two serrated forelimbs stroked the front of his disc thoughtfully.
“What do the mantes believe?” I asked.
The professor’s forelimbs froze. “Nothing,” he said.
“Nothing?”
“We detect neither a spirit nor a God,” said the professor, who made a second jaw-gaped show of annoyance. “The avians and the amphibians, they each built palaces to their Gods. Whole continents and oceans mobilized in warfare, to determine which God was superior. Before we came and wiped them all out, down to the last chick and tadpole. Now, their flying Gods and their swimming Gods are recorded in the Quorum Archive, and I am left to wander here—to this desert of a planet—to quiz you, who are not even trained to give me the answers I seek.”
The professor’s body language showed that his annoyance verged on anger, and I felt myself pressing my calves and the backs of my thighs into the altar, ready for the lightning blow that would sever a carotid or split my stomach open. I’d seen so many die that way, their attackers reveling in the carnage. However technologically advanced the mantes were, they still retained a degree of predatory-hindbrain joy while engaged in combat.
Noticing my alarm, the professor floated backwards half a meter.
“Forgive me,” said the alien. “I came here today seeking answers from what I had hoped would be a somewhat reliable source. It is not your fault that the eldest of the Quorum destroy things before they can learn from them. My time with you is finite, and I am impatient to learn as much as possible before the end.”
“You have to leave…?” I said, half-questioning.
The professor didn’t say anything for several seconds, letting the silence speak for him. My shoulders and back caved, if only a little.
“How many of the rest of us will die?” I asked, swallowing hard.
“All,” said the professor.
“All?” I said, at once sure of the answer, but still needing to ask again anyway.
“Yes, all,” said the professor. “When I got word that the Quorum had ordered this colony cleansed of competitive life forms—prior to the dispatching of the Fourth Expansion towards your other worlds—I knew that I had a very narrow window. I must study this faith that inhabits you humans. Before it is too late.”
“We’re no threat to you now,” I heard myself say with hollow shock, “all of us on Purgatory, we’ve all been disarmed and you’ve made it plain that we can’t hurt you. The Wall sees to that.”
“I will return tomorrow, to study your other visitors in their worship,” said the alien as his disc spun on its vertical axis, and he began to hover towards the exit.
“We’re not a threat—!”
But my shouting was for naught. The professor was gone.
• • •
I didn’t sleep at all that night. I kept thinking about what would happen. There were approximately six thousand of us left from the invasion, mostly men, but some women too—and now, here and there, children. All of us confined to a single, semi-arid mountain valley by what we’d come to think of as The Wall—a slightly opaque curtain of energy that ringed us on all sides, with an indefinite height that faded into the sky. Rain, wind, snow and air fell into and through The Wall, but every man or woman who had approached and touched it, had been reduced to ashes.
“Selective nuclear suppression field,” I’d heard one of the parishioners tell me one day—a man who’d been a pilot. “It’s the same thing they mask their ships in orbit with. Our missiles couldn’t ever get through. Nor the shells from the chainguns. We were smoked before we knew it.”
Now, it seemed, the mantes were going to finish the job.
When morning came, there was a stiff wind coming down off the peaks from the north, and the irregularly-shaped shutters of the chapel stuttered and flapped. Such was common. Purgatory had small oceans and large desserts, with most of the livable country up in alpine territory. Why the mantes had seen it worth defending—or why we’d seen it worth invading—was a question I often asked myself.
Only a few people wandered in after breakfast. I had the oil lamps going to light the altar, and tried to offer my flock a smile, though I am afraid I must have looked a wreck.
The professor showed up before lunch, getting the same kind of stabbing glares he’d gotten the day before. He hovered right up to the altar, turned, and looked at the parishioners as they looked at him, some of them glancing at me, as if to silently say, what kind of goddamned sacrilege is this?
Those in prayer, ceased. One or two got up immediately and left.
“What is wrong?” the professor asked me as I nibbled at some root bread and a small bowl of stew, made from native Purgatory vegetables and varmint meat—both of which we’d learned to farm. Purgatory’s native fauna was on the diminutive side, and unfortunately for us, did not taste like chicken. You got used it, after hunger for protein drove you to desperation. Thank heaven Purgatory wasn’t short on salt.
I looked at the mantis, and pointed to the door that lead to my room where I slept. He followed me back, and I closed the door behind us, light leaking around the corners of the room’s shuttered, rattling window. His disc buzzed softly.
“You really don’t understand religion, do you?”
“You state the obvious,” he said.
“When people come here, they want to get away from you mantes. They want to get away from the anger and the rage and the despair.”
The professor just stared at me.
I sighed and rubbed my hands over my eyes, trying to figure out a way to penetrate his cold sensibilities.
“God is about warmth, and hope, and being able to see the future free of pain. Your coming here today is reminding everyone in the chapel of their pain, and they hate you for it. This is the one place where they think they can have a moment—just a moment, in the whole miserable world—of true peace. You’re denying them that.”
“I have not interfered with their activities at all,” said the professor.
“Worship is not something you do so much as it’s something you feel. Your being here…It’s driving out the feeling. The spirit is gone.”
Gaping maw, vibrating saw-toothed horror.
“It doesn’t help,” I said, “that you told me yesterday we were going to die. I haven’t said anything about it to anyone else—it would just upset them, and we clearly can’t do anything about it even if we wanted to—but the people who have been here today, they know I’m bothered. Makes me wonder why you mantes let any of us live at all, when you had the invasion beaten so surely.”
“Some of us were curious,” the professor said. “Humans are only the third sapient species we have found, after searching and colonizing thousands of star systems. Like I told you before, we annihilated the first two species without thinking more deeply about it. This time, we were determined to not make that same mistake.”
“So we’re good to you alive,” I said, “only as long as we’re of research interest.”
“Do not forget, human, that it was you who initiated hostilities.”
“Bull,” I said. “The planets Marvelous and New America were uninhabited when our colonists got there. They didn’t know about the mantes until your people showed up and blew the colonial fleets out of orbit. Sol would have been totally in the dark, except for the two picket ships that got away. Bad mistake, that. We came back hard. Showed you what we were made of.”
The vestigial wings on the professor’s back opened and fluttered—a sign of extreme amusement.
“What’s so funny?” I said.
“Do you know what happened to the six colonies—mantis colonies—that your Sol fleets attacked, in so-called reprisal?”
“We kicked your butts,” I said, my voice rising.
“No, assistant-to-the-Chaplain. We wiped you out. Those worlds remain in our hands, as do many others you once thought of as yours.”
“Liar,” I said, feeling hot in the face.
“If you’ve been told that your attacks against us on other worlds have been successful, then it is not I who have been lying to you. Think of your own fate, here on this planet. How successful was your fleet this time? Why would it have been any different anywhere else?”
I longed for a weapon. Any weapon.
“Our science is far advanced beyond your own. Discovery of the jump system is an easy, first step towards becoming truly technological. It in no way prepared you to deal with us at our level, and fortunately we have been able to deflect your violence and will now extinguish it from the universe.”
The professor stopped, as if noticing my posture for the first time.
“You also hate me,” he said.
“Yes,” I told him.
“I can smell it on you. You would kill me, if you could.”
“Yes,” I said. Why lie now?
The professor and his disc hovered lower, his disturbingly alien eyes looking directly into my own.
“Listen to me, assistant-to-the-Chaplain. It is not I and my colleagues who orchestrate your species’ destruction. The elders of the Quorum see you as animals. A pestilence. Having become aware of you, they consider you only in as much as they wish to eradicate your existence. But a few of us—in the schools—think differently. We suspect there is more to you than the elders believe. We suspect you have…perceptions, beyond our own.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, still wishing for a weapon.
“This place,”—the mantis spread both forelimbs and wings wide—” is an utterly absurd concept to us. A house for your God. Where you come to hear Him speak to you without words. It is madness. Yet, we remember the avians and the amphibians. We remember their cultures. It is a profound scientific deficit, that we destroyed them as quickly as we did, without first penetrating their otherness, such that we understood their passions.”
“Our belief frightens you,” I said, feeling a small surge of pride.
“Yes,” said the professor.
“Good.”
“You would antagonize me?”
“What have I got to lose?” I said.
The professor was silent for well over a minute, then rotated his disc and opened the door with a forelimb, before gliding out of my room, and back out of the chapel, which at that point was completely empty.
• • •
A week passed, and the professor did not return. I kept his news of our impending doom to myself, still believing that if word of it leaked out, there would be more harm done, than good. We still couldn’t penetrate The Wall. We had no machines anymore with which to fly over it. Better, I thought, if the human population of Purgatory went on about its business, so that when the end did come, it came as a swift, merciful shock.
A few of the former officers came into the chapel, to quiz me about what the mantis had wanted. Most of us had stopped caring about our former rank and position, but not all. There were some stalwarts—each of them insistent that a liberation fleet was on its way, and that all we had to do was be disciplined and patient. Thankfully there weren’t enough of those types to keep us under their martial thumbs, so I told the men what I could—keeping it deliberately monosyllabic—and let them leave thinking not much important had happened.
That night I was awakened by the sound of voices—two human, and one familiarly mechanical. I slowly got up out of my cot and stepped quietly to the doorway, where I peered out. The professor was there, and seemed to be conversing by lamplight with a man and a woman, neither of whom I recognized.
“And what does immersion accomplish?” said the mantis.
“It takes away the sin,” said the woman.
“And what is sin?”
“Bad choices,” said the man. “When you screw up.”
“Mistakes,” said the professor.
“Yes,” said the woman. “All of us make mistakes. All of God’s children. Which is why we all need His forgiveness.”
“And that’s what the immersion in the water accomplishes?” said the professor.
“Yes,” said the man. “It’s a clean start. Once a person becomes a member.”
The mantis rotated his disc suddenly. He looked at the doorway.
“Assistant-to-the-Chaplain, do come out and join us.”
I stepped into the light, feeling stiff and frigid and wondering what time it was.
The man and woman smiled at me, then returned to talking to the mantis.
“So you see,” she said, “nobody is cut off from His love. Not even you.”
The professor’s antennae made an ironic display.
“Your human God claims to love me?”
“He’s not just the human God,” said the man. “He’s the God of all things. Ours, yours, everyone’s.”
“I’m sorry, but the chapel is closed at night,” I said gently.
“We know,” said the woman. “We’d have kept the professor over at our branch house, except he practically dragged us here to talk to you.”
“Why did you not tell me, assistant-to-the-Chaplain, that your human God comes in different flavors?”
“Flavors?” I said, yawning.
“Yes. And shapes. One deity, many forms. These two humans, their God is made of gold and holds a trumpet to his lips.”
“That’s not Heavenly Father,” the woman reminded. “That’s the Angel Moroni.”
Ah. I understood now. The professor had ferreted out the Latter-Day Saints.
“Is that where you’ve been all week,” I asked him, “over with the LDS?”
“I have visited every religious structure in the valley,” said the professor. “Each one seems to serve a different flavor of spirit. Tonight I visited the Mormons. You do not like the Mormons?”
“I don’t not like the Mormons, let’s put it that way,” I said. The Chaplain had been a fierce Baptist. Didn’t think much of the whole Joseph Smith thing, or so he’d told me a few times in confidence. Loved the people, near as I could tell, but the so-called Prophet…hogwash. My dealings with the Mormons were few. They had their church, I had mine, and we operated at opposite ends of the valley. Seemed like a good fit. So what was the professor doing bringing Mormons here?
“We’d better go,” said the man, sensing my vibe.
I showed them out, and returned to the lamp-lit altar.
“I have learned much,” said the professor. He pointed at the altar. “Here I see multiple symbols for your flavors. The star is for Jews. The cross is used by many different subdivisions of Christianity. The smaller star with the eclipsed disc is for Muslims. The fat human who laughs is the God of the Buddhists.”
“Buddhists don’t really have a God like Christians or Muslims or Jews.”
“But in the confines of this structure, you act as official for all of these, yes?”
“The Chaplain did,” I said. “I just keep the building clean and make sure everyone knows that they can come in here during daylight. It’s what’s called multidenominational.”
“The Mormons do not come here?”
“Not usually.”
“Do you compete with them? For followers?”
“What?”
“The avians and amphibians, it was a major part of their society, to compete for and hold adherents to a particular flavor of belief.”
I thought of the internecine religious struggles which plagued Earth, right up to the present. I wondered if the mantes hadn’t already “cleansed” humanity’s homeworld in the same manner as had been done previously.
“Some places that happens,” I said. “But not here. There aren’t enough of us that it’s worth fighting.”
“The Muslims, at their mosque, they told me I was the devil.”
I smiled a little bit. “Some Muslims are like that. They think everyone who isn’t Muslim is evil. Even, sometimes, other Muslims.”
“Then why do you have their symbol on your religious furniture?”
“Not all Muslims go to the mosque. Some of them—the open ones—they come here sometimes.”
“But never Mormons.”
“Look, I don’t really know what the beliefs are of the people who come to the chapel. I don’t put a sign out advertising for specific faiths. Once someone keeps coming for awhile I usually talk to them and figure out what they believe, but sometimes people don’t say anything at all. They come in, they sit, and whatever else they do inside their hearts and heads, well, it’s not my business.”
“Then how does one join your church?”
“I don’t have a church to join. The building…It’s separate from belief. My chapel just happens to service multiple religions. The others—the mosque, the synagogue—are for one ‘flavor’ only.”
“Fascinating,” said the professor.
“What’s so urgent,” I said, “that you needed to drag a couple of Mormons across the valley to talk to me in the middle of the night?”
“Tomorrow I am bringing my students. I already have permission from Mormons for my students to attend their church. The Buddhists as well. Since the mosque is closed to us, I ask that my students be allowed to come to you to learn Islam. And Judaism. And any other flavor you can show to them.”
“What about Hinduism?” I said.
“There was no building for this Hinduism.”
“They’re around, though not many.”
“Then yes, that too.”
Dammit, where was the Chaplain when I needed him? He’d have loved an opportunity like this. A chance to illuminate the enemy—to preach the gospel among the alien heathen. But the Chaplain was dead, and I was stuck in his place. I knew just enough about the major Earth religions to get by, but that was all. I felt it was a serious mistake to attempt to teach any of the mantes about religions which I myself didn’t understand beyond their basic precepts.
But first, I needed an answer of my own.
“Why should I do this for you, when your people plan to destroy my people?”
The professor considered.
“That is a fair question, assistant-to-the-Chaplain.”
“Well?”
“The logical answer is, you should not.”
“What if I tell you that I won’t cooperate at all, unless you promise me that you’re going to go to the mantes—to this Quorum you talked about—and convince them to spare the valley. In fact, convince them to hold off on the Fourth Expansion, period.”
The professor’s forelimbs made an expression of being taken aback.
“I am a scholar, not a politician,” he said. “You ask me for things which I cannot promise, and may not even be able to attempt.”
“You told me that enough mantes wanted to avoid the ‘mistake’ of killing humans before you understood us. What if you talked to and convinced them? How much influence does that body have?”
“Again, you ask for that which I cannot deliver.”
“But you and your ‘school’ mates obviously have enough leverage to at least get the Quorum to think twice?”
The professor’s forelimbs rattled on his dish—agitation.
“No, assistant-to-the-chaplain, I cannot do it.”
“Then I won’t help you. In fact, I will go to the other churches and I will tell all of them what I know—about the genocide that is to come—and we will all promise together to not reveal even a single additional piece of information.”
“This is the second time you have pretended to antagonize me,” he said.
“And this is the second time I have had to remind you that I’ve got nothing to lose. Can you say the same?”
The mantis stared at me, his beak opening ever so slightly. A flush of blue along the semi-soft portions of his carapace told me that I’d flustered him badly. He’d not expected me to bargain, only to obey.
“It will take time, human,” he said.
“Take all the time you want. Just stop your people from killing us.”
The professor stared at me, then turned his head and stared long and hard at the altar, gleaming slightly in the wane light from the dimming oil lamps.
“The difficulty is great,” he said hesitantly. “If I return with my students, you will know your answer.”
“And if you don’t return at all?” I said.
“Then that too will be an answer.”
He left as the last lamp flickered out, leaving me in cold darkness.
• • •
Another week passed. Then a month. Purgatory’s axial tilt wasn’t as pronounced as Earth’s, so the seasons weren’t so well defined. There was no spring, summer, winter, or fall, just a warmer season and a colder season, with reflective growth and decay of alpine vegetation in the valley.
The former officers came and quizzed me again, as did some self-designated representatives from a couple of the other faiths, all of whom wanted to know what the professor had talked to me about. I told them what I could—omitting the one, big piece of information I dared not reveal—and life went on.
Two months. Three months. My dread of the inevitable began to deepen. The professor had never specified when the end might come, so I had no way of knowing if this was a delay in the course of events, or merely the running out of the proverbial sand into the bottom of the proverbial hourglass. Since he’d not come back I suspected that any hope I might kindle—and this happened more than once—was a false hope. So I stuffed it down and tried to be resigned to whatever happened.
If nothing else, the professor’s visits got the word out among the valley’s inhabitants, and my flock grew substantially. I wasn’t sure what to think about that, other than being grateful for the increased donations of goods at my drop box by the front door. I still didn’t preach—would not have had the foggiest idea what to say to any of them—but I kept the chapel clean, I made sure the altar and all the objects on it were tidy and arranged according to pattern, and I welcomed in everyone who felt the need to come.
When an entire Purgatorial year passed—perhaps one and a half Earth standard—I began to wonder if the professor hadn’t been an eccentric. A nutball. Such people existed among humans, why not the mantes? He had been chasing religion, after all, and I had nothing to corroborate what he’d said. Perhaps he’d been a millennial—someone attracted to and fascinated by ‘end times’ myth. Enough to spin me a story?
The first sign of the inevitable came when the hill farmers reported that The Wall was beginning to close in. Slowly, at first. A few centimeters a day. But then the rate of shrinkage got to the point where you could literally watch it happen. I went up to the valley rim myself, and saw the curtain slowly drifting across the ground, noiseless and lethal as it’d always been.
The mood in the valley promptly shifted to panic.
My mood became eerily serene. The others didn’t know what I knew, but somehow I felt better at least getting a solid answer. Whether he’d been legit or not, the professor had been unable to change the minds of the other mantes, and now I would witness the end of human life on this dried-up world at the edge of the known galaxy.
Attendance in the chapel went through the roof.
I was forced to allow people to begin spending the night.
Who was I to keep banker’s hours, at a time like this? As long as people didn’t leave a mess—excremental or otherwise—I let them stay as long as they wanted.
By the time The Wall was in the valley floor, and closing at well over a meter per day, I had more people in the chapel than could possibly fit. I began to fear that the combination of fear and crowding might cause a riot. But my flock was like me, for the most part—calm and resigned, maybe attempting to make some sort of final peace with the universe before ultimate doom came upon them. Perhaps, also, we were each of us eager for escape. It had been years since we’d walked freely on a human world, masters of our own universe. Life in the valley, controlled utterly by the mantes, had been like a living coffin. But now, it would end.
• • •
When The Wall was visible from the doorway of the chapel, people were giving themselves up to it on a regular basis. My parishioners, others from around the valley, anybody who’d just gotten tired of the waiting, and decided to end it. I began to be able to tell who those people were. The pews would be packed, and someone would just stand up and slowly walk out, a look of remarkable calm on his or her face. They’d keep going like that—calm, quiet, no running, right up and into the wall. Flash. One moment, a human being. The next, a cloud of carbon, decaying to sub-molecular nothingness.
I heard that the other churches began railing against this practice. Suicide was sin, and for those who walked into the wall, it was said, there would be damnation.
I wasn’t so sure about that. I couldn’t believe in any God that would curse a soul who picked freedom from this place, especially since we were all going to die anyway. I even considered it a few times myself, just getting up and walking out and ending it. The only thing that stopped me was my flock. They needed the chapel, and the chapel needed me, so I stayed where I was, and watched the wall creep towards us, and dreamt odd dreams at night of flying away from Purgatory on a gust of warm ether, floating to another world far, far from anywhere I’d ever been before.
• • •
I was out of bed early, getting ready to light the altar lamps in the pre-dawn darkness, when I heard the shriek at the foyer. Jumping over a few people who had curled up asleep in the central aisle, I found a woman leaning against the doorway and pointing into the distance. I peered out and saw nothing. Just the black shapes of the mountains, and the almost imperceptible lightening of the sky in the east.
Then, like a physical thunderclap, it hit me.
I was seeing nothing but mountains!
Other shouts, from inside the church, had roused my flock to their feet.
I stumbled out onto the packed earth in front of the chapel, and looked to the scattering of other nearby buildings where others had also come out to see.
The Wall. It was…gone.
• • •
The professor and his students showed up later that day. Eighty young mantes, each riding an unarmored and unarmed disc, their carapaces green whereas the professor’s was a dingier brown. Very young. And eager. They congregated at the chapel, observing the mass of hundreds of people who can come to crowd the inside and the outside of my church, giving thanks to various versions of the Lord for their salvation. I squeezed my way out of the building and went out to greet the professor, waving my arms and smiling genuinely for probably the first time in almost two years.
“You were successful,” I said matter-of-factly.
“For the moment,” said the professor, wings fluttering slightly. “It took a great deal of argument and debate through the university system, but together we pressed the Quorum, and they agreed to stay your communal execution.”
“What of the Fourth Expansion?”
“That too has been stayed, until my students and I can complete our research here. We are to observe and learn all we can about humans: religion, culture, all of it in as natural an environment as possible.”
“Is that why The Wall is gone?” I asked.
“Yes. I had to fight hardest to get that done, but my colleagues and I believe it is impossible to conduct accurate research so long as humans are trapped in a test tube. You’re free to travel as far as you wish, though I would warn you that not all the mantes in this hemisphere will take kindly to seeing humans roaming free through land that they still consider theirs. I would advise caution.”
“And when your research is complete?”
“That will be many of your years from now, assistant-to-the-Chaplain. Many things can happen in that time. Many minds can be changed.”
“Mantis minds?” I said.
“Perhaps human too,” said the professor.
His wings fluttered again. And that’s when I felt it start to bubble out of me. Laughter. Clean, peeling, exuberant laughter. So much that I had to bend over and drop to all fours, gasping. I finally recovered and, wiping my eyes, got back to my feet.
“Come on,” I told him. “You kept your part of the bargain. I have to keep mine. You should come watch this.”
I led the professor back towards my chapel, and my flock.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
“The Chaplain’s Assistant” was written as a submission to an imaginary anthology which would have been titled A Planet Too Far, had it ever reached publication. The assignment—from the Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith short story workshop, as attended by editor Denise Little—was to come up with short fiction focusing on planets or colonies on the bleeding edge. Worlds in peril. People who’d taken one too many steps into the galaxy, and who might now be hanging on the very edge.
At that particular time (in early 2010) I’d been toying with an altogether different idea: what was it about religious faith that allowed many former Prisoners of War to fare better in captivity than those POWs who were not necessarily religious, or who didn’t have much faith to speak of?
It instantly occurred to me that I should blend the conceits: planet on the edge, with POWs struggling for survival, and how or why religion might play a role.
It seemed a somewhat risky endeavor. Science fiction is, after all, the home of many a staunch atheist and secular humanist. There are some who might even say that it’s the “job” of science fiction to point out what’s very wrong with religion. I had no idea how my instructors (Dean, Denise, and Kris) would react to a story that smiled on faith, and I certainly had no idea how a potential major market like Analog magazine might react. Probably poorly, was my initial thought. Though once the conceits melded in my brain, I decided the story was too good not to write, and I proceeded despite my misgivings.
I knew I’d done well when a classmate I respect (and who’d read the story) gave it high marks. Thank you, Professor West! Also, Dean Wesley Smith said he liked the story despite his specific personal aversion to the subject matter. So I knew going out of the class that if the story had won Dean over—he of the potentially jaundiced religious sensibilities—perhaps the story might win other people over as well?
I got my answer later in the year when Stan Schmidt picked up “The Chaplain’s Assistant” for Analog. Like Dean, the subject matter wasn’t precisely to Stan’s liking, but I’d executed the material professionally enough and with sufficient impact to win over both Dean and Stan alike.
I won readers over too, as “The Chaplain’s Assistant” figured large on the AnLab readers’ poll the next year, for its category.
I then took that reader response, and wrote a much larger sequel.
Which in turn generated still more appreciative editorial and reader response.
As well as a full-blown novelization. Which I am proud to say has been picked up by Baen Books, for a targeted publication some time in 2014.
Which just goes to show that you never know what kind of fruit you might get from a tiny little seed of a story. There’s certainly a lot of me in this tale, and in all that’s come afterward. A lot of deep thought and pondering, you might say. I am glad that (so far at least) most people who’ve read the stories and the novel, have found them worth the effort. Whether they agreed with some of the premises I put forth, or not.
***




The Chaplain’s Legacy
Chapter 1
Chief Barlow,” said the female voice through the wooden door.
Lost in thought, I didn’t answer right away.
She cleared her throat, and tried again. “Warrant Officer Harrison Barlow?”
I sighed, and slowly got up from my seat at my desk in the tiny pastor’s quarters of my chapel.
She’d called me chief. I wasn’t used to the new rank. There had been a time when I’d happily watched my military days fade into memory. But the recent return of Earth ships to Purgatory orbit meant that many of us former prisoners of war had again been pressed into service—whether we wanted our old jobs back, or not.
I was a prior enlisted man. They could have just slapped my stripes back on me. But my apparently pivotal role—as interlocutor between humanity, and our former enemies, the mantes aliens—had necessitated something a bit more lofty.
Not like I needed the shiny silver bar on my collar. I commanded no one. The chapel, built with my own hands in the early days of my former captivity, had never needed any hierarchy. I’d constructed the place in the spirit intended by its original designer, Chaplain Thomas: all are equal in God’s sight.
I’d have refused promotion if I’d thought Fleet Command was giving me a choice.
I opened the door.
She was young, with a startlingly beautiful face. I guessed Nile Egyptian heritage, but with something else mixed in. Not European. Southeast Asian, perhaps? Her fluent use of commercial English—that hoary old offshoot of British and American English which had dominated international human affairs for hundreds of years—gave me no hint of her nation of origin.
I looked at the captain’s clusters on her collar, and tipped my head.
“Ma’am, what may I do for you at this early hour?”
“General Sakumora sent me,” she said, her wide eyes staring up at me.
“And of what use may I be to the general?”
“You’re the one who brokered the original cease-fire,” she said. “The general is hoping you can do so again.”
An instant prickling of alarm went up my spine.
“Have the mantes attacked?” I asked, not blinking.
“No,” she said. “Not yet.”
“What does that mean?”
“Nobody told you what’s happening?”
“Ma’am, in spite of my appointment and what this starchy new uniform might indicate, I’m just a chaplain’s assistant. Nobody tells me much of anything. Certainly I don’t pretend to understand what Fleet Command worries about when it goes to bed at night. All I care about are the people still here, on this planet.”
“And the mantes converts who come to you for religious indoctrination,” she said.
“Instruction,” I corrected her. “And it’s not even anything so formal as that. You ought to know as well as anyone, if you’ve earned your commission recently, that the mantes are an utterly atheistic people. They cannot even conceive of a God, nor a soul, nor do they understand anything about Earth’s varied and flavorful religious history.”
Flavorful. A deliberate euphemism on my part. The mantis university Professor who’d first approached me ten Purgatorial years earlier, to study Earth’s major systems of belief, had often used that word to describe our faiths. He’d considered them fascinating—a key to the utterly alien mentality of the human being. If the mantes had thoughtlessly obliterated other species, each of them also displaying the telltales of belief, the insectoids had stopped short at exterminating humanity.
Thanks to me.
In a moment of desperate inspiration, with the fate of all mankind seemingly on the line, I’d been the one to make the bargain: in exchange for the survival of humanity, I would do all I could to assist the Professor—and his students—in studying and understanding religion.
But that had been a long time ago. The Professor, and most of his students, had gone. As had many of my parishioners, once the ships from Earth returned and it became possible for humans to go home again.
I’d chosen to remain. Despite Purgatory’s hard, arid climate and the chapel’s crude rock-and-mud-walled simplicity. A part of me had become invested in this place. I looked over the lovely young officer’s shoulder to the chapel’s lone altar, where various human religious symbols and objects were carefully placed for all to see. This early in the morning I had no flock to attend to. But soon they’d begin to trickle in, a few here and a few there. Most of them human. But not all.
“It’s the mantes’ difficulty with religion that brings me here now,” she said. “It’s been a long time since the armistice. Fleet stealth missions indicate that the mantes are moving some of their own ships. Renewed battle exercises. The truce you won may not last much longer. Not unless someone can help the mantes get what they came here for. From you specifically.”
I laughed coldly.
“I labored with the Professor,” I said. “For years. He read every last line of holy text I could put in front of him. The Bible, the Torah, the Koran, the Bhagavad Gita, you name it. He soaked it up like a sponge. We engaged in various rituals, both for demonstration and also to see if he’d take to any of them. But he was as deaf to the spirit as the next mantis. They’re all like that—biologically incapable of feeling what you and I might call faith. The Professor eventually withdrew in confused futility.”
“What about the ones who still attend?”
“They are young,” I said. “Grad students. They come to the chapel for objective study, no more. Working on their equivalent of thesis papers, probably.”
“General Sakumora was adamant. You must help.”
I wanted to keep protesting, but the earnestness in her expression told me that there wouldn’t be any point. I reached a hand up and felt the non-regulation stubble on my face. I hated shaving every day. But it looked like I was going to have to start again.
“Orders are orders, ma’am?” I said, straightening my duty topcoat.
“That’s right, Chief,” she said.
“Yes, ma’am. And if it’s all the same to you, nobody around here calls me that.”
“Then what do they call you?”
“Padre. One of my former parishioners hung that on me shortly after the cease-fire.”
“Father Barlow,” she said, testing it out.
“No,” I said sheepishly, “just padre.”
“Well, padre, I’m putting us on the next flight into orbit. The general is getting ready for a summit with his counterparts in the mantes chain of command. You and I have both been instructed to cooperate in every way—to ensure that the summit is productive.”
“Are you part of the Chaplains Corps?” I asked.
“No,” she said. “Fleet Intelligence.”
I repressed the urge to scoff. If the military’s blind hurling of the original human flotillas against Purgatory’s impervious mantis defenders had been any indication, intelligence was the one thing we’d been sorely lacking.
“I don’t think it will do any good,” I admitted. “I tried to tell the Professor, when he started to give up hope. If mantis curiosity about human faith is the only thing holding back their war machine, then our fates truly do rest in God’s hands.”
Chapter 2
It had been a long time since I’d ridden a shuttle. I forgot they don’t come with gravity. I almost threw up my breakfast when we hit space. I spent the ride—to the awaiting frigate—turning several shades of green. Once onboard the mothercraft I breathed a great breath of relief, then gratefully took a small hand towel from the captain and mopped the perspiration from my face.
The young marines who’d ridden up with us, they seemed to find me funny. Until they saw my expression, and rank. They snapped to as I walked past.
I guess being the chief is good for a few things after all?
The captain—whom I’d learned to address by the last name of Adanaho—gave me 20 minutes to clean up in the frigate’s cramped guest officers’ quarters. As an enlisted man, I’d only ever gotten bay accommodations. Zero privacy. My little single-man compartment seemed palatial by comparison.
The hair on my cheeks and neck came off, and a fresh undershirt and topcoat came on. Then I used the tiny computer guide in my newly-issued PDA to walk me through the frigate’s innards—to the command deck, where I was to meet Adanaho’s boss.
Fleet was unique in the history of modern human warfare in that it blended all of the traditional branches—air, sea, land, and now space—into a unified whole, with a unified hierarchy. No more confusion over rank. A captain was a captain, a lieutenant was a lieutenant, and a sergeant was a sergeant. Admirals, commanders, and petty officers lived only in the history books.
Sakumora was a short, muscular, stern-faced flag officer who neither smiled, nor offered any pleasantries as I entered the room. Two lieutenants attended to his needs, while the captain sat at his side, and two marines guarded opposite corners of the space. Against what, I had no idea. But protocol was protocol, and some things never change.
“Sir,” I said, approaching his desk and saluting, “Serg-ahhh, I mean, Warrant Officer Barlow, reporting as ordered.”
“Sit down,” was all he said.
I took a chair which had been offered to me by one of the general’s attaches. For the first time, I noticed the captain’s expression. Her eyes were turned down and staring at the space in front of my knees.
“I’ll get to the point,” said Sakumora gruffly. “We’ve got compelling evidence that the mantes are building strength for a renewed offensive. Everybody knows the generalities of what you did here, on this little dustball of a world. I’ve reviewed the records, your own file, and the reports given to me by my officers who’ve been to Purgatory. There was never any guarantee that the mantes would hold off on their so-called Fourth Expansion indefinitely. I’m afraid time’s up.”
My feet and hands went cold.
When the Professor had first come to me, the entire human population of Purgatory had been sealed behind an energy barrier that was lethal on contact. The mantes had been using it to slowly annihilate us when the Professor—through what passed for a higher education network in mantis culture—had effected a compromise: as long as he and his fellows in mantis academia needed humans for cultural study, the mantes as a whole would delay the annihilation of humans on Purgatory, as well as their planned final conquest of human space.
If the general was correct, the academic stay had been overruled, and humanity’s reprieve was drawing to a close.
So far as I knew, we were as defenseless as ever. The mantes were a much older and technologically superior race. Human ships and weapons amounted to little against mantis shields. For the sake of morale, when the war had been hot, the Fleet hadn’t broadly revealed its numerous and inevitable defeats—human colonies seized by the mantes and cleansed of all ‘competitive’ life. Only after the armistice and the Fleet’s slow return did anyone come clean about the truth.
I cleared my throat.
“What do you expect me to do about it, sir?”
“Do what you did before,” he said matter-of-factly. “Get this collective of…scholars, or whatever they are, to talk to their political leadership. Stage protests. Sit-ins. Anything that can hold the mantes for a few more years.”
“Assuming I could do it,” I said carefully, “would it make that much of a difference? I don’t think we’re any closer to fending them off than we were before.”
The general looked over to Captain Adanaho. She raised her eyes to me. “Few people have been told this, so I’m ordering you to keep it secret, but we’ve managed to develop a working copy of their shielding technology—what I think you referred to in your notes as The Wall. In the process we think we’ve found a way to penetrate those same shields.”
I startled.
“Is that so?” I said. “How exactly did we make this extraordinary breakthrough?”
“That’s none of your concern,” the general snapped, “all you’re here to do is get the damned mantes to delay their attack. Until we’re ready.”
“Sir, what makes you think I have any more influence on the mantes than the Fleet’s team of expert diplomats?” I said, throwing my hands out in exasperation. “It’s not like I’m some kind of genius about this stuff. The Professor—the first mantis I dealt with, ten years ago—just happened to reveal certain information that wound up being important. And I had nothing to lose. That my bargain convinced him, and that his compatriots had the leverage and coordination to affect Mantis Quorum policy, were flukes.”
“Nevertheless,” said the general, “you will try.”
“We depart in one hour,” Adanaho said. “You’ll have a few days to prepare, before we meet the mantis delegation.”
Chapter 3
We met them in orbit around a nameless terrestrial planet, far from the boundaries if human space. The mantis ships were shaped like mammoth footballs, their surfaces studded with sensors and weaponry. I watched the alien vessels through the portholes of the Fleet frigate, Calysta. We’d brought some big stuff too. Opposite the cluster of mantes vessels—across the black expanse of space—was a squadron of Earth dreadnoughts unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Not that size and armament would do a lick of good if those new ships couldn’t break through the mantis shields, as Adanaho had suggested. Hopefully we wouldn’t have to find out, though I still wasn’t sure anything I did or said could make a difference otherwise.
I looked over to Captain Adanaho, who had followed me to the observation deck.
“Fifteen minutes,” she said.
“That means the general wants us there in five,” I said.
She smirked at me.
“Always arrive ten minutes before you’ve been told,” I said with a slight smile, “and then it’s hurry-up-and-wait.”
“The years on Purgatory haven’t completely dulled your memory,” she said. “Though it’s obvious you’re not happy about your current position.”
I looked down at my uniform.
“No, ma’am, not really. I was nineteen when I signed up. The Fleet tried to take Purgatory a couple of years later, and then I spent the rest of my time either as a prisoner, or trying to follow through on a promise I made to my old boss before he died.”
“It must have been an important promise,” she said.
“I thought so,” I said.
“But didn’t you consider that promise fulfilled, once the armistice was reached?”
“Not really, because by then the Professor and his school kids were showing up all the time. Plus, I had more human customers coming in the door than I’d ever had before. People seemed to think the chapel was special. Significant. It grew to be a landmark in the valley. Somebody had to stick around and sweep up. And it’s not like I had anything more important to do. Maybe if the Fleet had returned right away, I’d have jumped at a chance to go home. But when a couple of years went by and it was obvious that Fleet wasn’t coming back to Purgatory any time soon, I decided to make my plans for the chapel into long-term plans.”
“And yet our research shows that you don’t hold services there,” she said, raising an eyebrow.
“Like I said, I’m not a chaplain. I’m just the assistant. This little silver bar you guys put on my collar, it doesn’t make me a chaplain either.”
“Would you like to be?”
I thought about it, still looking outside into deep space. Something I had not seen in many years.
“No,” I said, slipping my hands into my pants pockets. Like having facial hair, hands in pockets was also against regulation. But screw it, certain rules are made to be broken.
“Why not?” she asked.
“I’m not a preacher,” I admitted. “I’m also not a theologian.”
“So why even become an assistant? Of all the jobs in the Fleet available to you?”
“Seemed like the best fit,” I said. “I’m not a tactical guy, and I’m not that great with equipment either. But people? I like people. When hostilities with the mantes broke out, some of my friends signed up immediately. I kind of went along for the ride. It was a chance at to go to space. What kid doesn’t dream about that? But I didn’t want to kill stuff nor fix stuff nor do a lot of the other work on the list the recruiter showed me.”
She shook her head.
“And yet you were the one who managed to use the single piece of leverage we needed to stop the mantes.”
“Yeah,” I said, “dumb luck, that.”
She checked her watch.
“Well, it’s time to see if you can’t scare up a little more, padre.”
We walked from the porthole to the nearest lift car, went down three decks, and wound our way to the frigate’s largish main conference room. Marines in freshly-pressed uniforms guarded the hatches, with rifles at port arms. There were some mantes guards as well, their lower thoraxes submerged into the biomechanical “saddles” of their hovering, saucer-shaped discs.
Every mantis I’d ever seen was technically a cyborg. Their upper halves were insectoid—complete with bug eyes, fearsome beaks, antennae, wings, and serrated-chitin forelimbs. Their lower halves were integrated into their mobile, floating saucers. It was the saucers—the computers and equipment in them—which allowed the mantes to speak to humans, and have our own speech translated back into their language, among many other things.
The mantes guards all raised forelimbs in my direction as we approached, though they seemed to be ignoring the captain.
I blushed in spite of myself, and raised a hand in return.
Was I that well known among the aliens?
We entered the conference room, and I stopped short.
There was the Professor—whom I considered a friend, and whom I’d not seen in a long time—and a larger, much older looking mantis on whom all human eyes were focused.
The human contingent was arrayed around a half-moon table with chairs and computers and various recording devices.
The two mantes merely floated in the air, about waist high.
I smiled, and in spite of protocol walked quickly up to the Professor.
“Hello,” I said. “I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get to see you again.”
“You would have not, Harry,” said the Professor, “had circumstances evolved differently.”
If the Professor had a name, it was unpronounceable for humans. The skitter-scratch mandible-against-mandible language of the aliens was incomprehensible for us. And he’d always been addressed by title, even though he’d asked permission to be on a first-name basis with me.
A familiar throat was cleared to my rear.
I turned to Adanaho, who’s expression told me I was erring without knowing it. Behind her sat the general—staring hard.
“Sorry sir,” I said, then nodded knowingly to the Professor, and walked quickly to a seat that was offered to me. The captain sat down at my side, and after the general gave me one last lingering look, he ordered the doors closed, leaving us alone with our guests.
I checked my PDA. The captain and I were as early as we’d planned to be. Yet it appeared things were already well in motion.
Not good.
“Well,” the general said, “he’s here now. Since nothing me or my staff say seems to be worth anything to you, maybe you’ll listen to him.”
The old mantis behind the Professor floated forward.
“Padre,” it said to me, its vocoded speaker-box voice coming from the grill on the front of its disc. The creature’s beak did not move. The translator was tied directly into the mantis’s nervous system.
“That is what some call me,” I said. “May I ask who you are?”
“This is the Queen Mother,” said the Professor, his manner deferential as he introduced her. “She is the highest of the Select who rule our people. Her voice carries supreme authority within the Quorum of the Select.”
“She is your sovereign,” I said.
“Yes and no,” said the Professor. “She is elected, but she also shares a tremendous lineage, biologically. Her genetics run through countless mantes, over many of your generations.”
In other words, she was fecund, in addition to being old.
I sat up a little straighter.
“Ma’am,” I said to the Queen Mother, “of what service can I be to you?”
The Queen Mother floated forward a bit more, while the Professor floated back.
“Your name is spoken in my Quorum,” she said. “It is the only human name that has ever reached such height. When the one you call the Professor first came before me, many of our cycles ago, and petitioned for us to halt our Fourth Expansion, I considered him obtuse. Your superstition is of no consequence to me, nor do I have any use for it. And yet, the Professor had convinced a good many of his contemporaries that the elimination of your species—of your numerous modes of religion—would be detrimental to the advancement of mantes knowledge. And his colleagues had convinced many on the Quorum. Rather than force a contentious vote on the issue, I acquiesced, believing that the merit of the Professor’s proposed observation and research would become obvious in time. Even if I could see no value in it in the moment.”
She let a tiny silence hang in the air.
“I no longer feel the need for such forbearance.”
The room was dead silent, but the Queen Mother’s words had hit me like a thunderclap. It was one thing to hear the captain talk about a possible end to the peace. It was quite another to have the nominal leader of the enemy in front of me declaring that she was going to drop the hammer. I felt a slithering surety in my stomach: the Queen Mother would not bluff.
I cleared my throat experimentally, trying to shake off the dread I felt. The eyes of the officers behind me began to drill virtual holes in my back as I left my seat. The Queen Mother remained where she was.
“I have to think,” I said, voice shaking just a bit, “that your mind isn’t entirely made up. Otherwise why agree to this meeting at all? You could just as easily declare the ceasefire dead, launch your war armada, and have done with it.”
“There are still some,” she said, her triangular insect’s head tilting back in the Professor’s direction, “who petition me for further amity. I am not a hasty being. I listen to my intellectuals. If they say there is additional merit in long-term conciliation between our races, I am habitually obliged to entertain the notion—whether I agree with it or not. So rather than send a delegate, I came here myself. To meet the one human who has managed to alter the inevitable course of my empire. I had expected someone more impressive.”
“My apologies,” I said, “if my presence does not meet that expectation. As for what I can say or do to change your mind, I am not sure I can offer you much more than what I’ve already been able to offer to the Professor and his students. I am the chaplain’s assistant. I’ve counseled the Professor that he’d do well to seek out a bona fide chaplain. Or, if a military man is not in order, then there are the finest theologians, scholars, religious teachers, and clergymen Earth has to offer. If I have failed to provide enlightenment, surely someone else might be better suited.”
“Enlightenment,” the Queen Mother said, her mouth hinged open and her serrated, vicious teeth vibrating—the mantis display of annoyance. “This is a phrase that I find utterly preposterous. I have studied what little of your planet’s history is available to me and determined that we mantes were building starships when humans were still scuttling about in caves. Enlightenment. Ridiculous. Does the larva enlighten the adult?”
I’d learned from the Professor that the mantes had two stages in their life cycle. Upon hatching from their eggs, they were mindless herbivores, consuming vegetable matter over a period of months until entering their transformative pupa stage. Only upon emergence from the chrysalis did a newly-carnivorous mantis achieve actual sapience. Prior to that, the larval mantis was about as intelligent as a box of rocks.
“Nobody questions your technological prowess,” I said, choosing my words carefully. I looked quickly behind the Queen Mother to see the Professor floating dead still, his gaze locked on her.
“When the Professor and I first met, it was shocking to discover that you mantes cared anything at all about how or what a human believed. I didn’t think it was possible. I’d only ever seen your people maiming and killing my people. And yet, the Professor showed me you are a complex race. Old and powerful, but also with a history of patient curiosity. Such that on prior occasions—when you’ve let your thirst for expansion overrule your prudence—you’ve genuinely regretted those choices.”
“Some of us have,” said the Queen Mother, her beak snapping shut. “But not all.”
“What would be gained,” I said, “by throwing away the armistice? It’s been a long time since humans shed mantes blood, and vice versa. I think the ceasefire is pretty good evidence that our two societies can learn to share the galaxy. Sometimes, we may even share the same planet, if after a fashion.”
Purgatory was still technically mantis property. Myself and the few hundred humans who’d stuck around after the return of the Earth ships, had more or less managed to stay out from under mantes feet. It wasn’t an equal partnership. More like, keep the noise down so the landlords don’t show up with artillery. But it was a persistent peace, and the more time I’d spent around the Professor—and later, his students—the more I’d become convinced that humans and the mantes had more in common than either they or we suspected.
I waited while the Queen Mother’s antennae wove a thoughtful pattern in the air.
“You are dangerous to us,” she said. “Or is the squadron of warships that greeted my delegation your idea of a friendly gesture?”
I looked behind me: at the general, and the captain.
“She has a point, sir, and ma’am,” I said.
“I’m not a fool,” Sakumora retorted sourly. He looked past me to the Queen Mother, and his tone got sharper when next he spoke. “Who is more threatening to whom? What are my staff and I supposed to think about those battle exercises your ships have been conducting? For the first time in several years, eh? What have you got to say about that?”
The Professor seemed to visibly shrink in on himself.
I guessed that even the mantes never spoke that way to their leader. Much less a human. The Queen Mother’s posture was erect, and motionless. For an instant I recalled visceral memories of mantis troops striking with lightning lethality, carving into human flesh. I raised my hands instinctively in the air between the two leaders, trying to physically damp down the mood, which had grown dangerously electric.
“You both asked me to come here,” I said, swiveling my head from one party to the next, and back again. “But if both of you are determined to see evil in the actions of the other, no matter what I say, there really isn’t anything I can do. A new war is inevitable.”
“A war we would absolutely win,” the Queen Mother said.
“Are you that sure?” the general replied.
“Stupid human, you would do no better against us than you did the first time.”
Now it was Sakumora who remained motionless. He seemed to be deciding something. I stared at him, feeling altogether uncomfortable. Before I could shout for him to stop, his left hand reached out and tapped a single button on the keyboard in front of him. The lights in the chamber dimmed, and went orange, battle klaxons suddenly ringing through the space.
Outside the doors, automatic gunfire roared. I knew the sound. It wasn’t the sound of mantis weaponry.
“What have you done?” I said to the general.
Both he and his staff—all save the captain, who simply sat with her mouth half open—stood up and removed overly-large pistols from under the table. Pistols, hell, they looked like sawed-off shotguns, with magazines attached. Sakumora and his people aimed their weapons at the Professor and the Queen Mother.
“We weren’t ready for you the first time,” Sakumora said, his demeanor become icily calm now that he no longer teetered on the knife edge of an uneasy truce. “Part of me hoped this wouldn’t be necessary. But part of me also knew that things couldn’t end any other way.”
The Queen Mother’s wings unfolded and fluttered loudly.
Extreme amusement.
I’d also learned enough about mantis body language to know that the Professor’s mood was utterly crushed. He shrank back from all of us, his floating disc nearly bumping the far bulkhead.
“You’ve made it too easy,” said the Queen Mother.
The pitch of the frigate’s ambient engine noise shifted upward, just prior to the room being rocked by what sounded like rolling thunder.
“I’ve signaled my subordinates to destroy your entire squadron,” said the Queen Mother. “This ship and everyone on it will be the first to fall. The Fourth Expansion begins today!”
She looked triumphant.
I stared at the Professor, who appeared ill.
The room rocked again—with more loud rumbling.
The general tapped the large green communications key. “Damage report?” he said.
“The deflection system is holding,” replied a young voice through a small speaker on the desk.
Sakumora smiled wickedly, his pistol aimed squarely at the Queen Mother’s bug-eyed head.
“We adapt and learn quickly,” said the general. “I don’t think we’ll be the pushovers that you were expecting. Though I have to admit I admire your willingness to sacrifice yourself in order to commit your people to the battle. Had our positions been reversed, I think I might have done the same.”
The Queen Mother’s body language had changed. Like that of the Professor, she began to slowly shrink in on herself. I guessed that she’d not expected to survive past this point. Had the general and his Fleet engineers not found the secret to The Wall, it’s probable we’d have all been atomized already.
“So it’s war,” I said. “Only now neither side wins?”
“Shut up, Chief,” said the general in irritation. “Your job here is done. Unless you’re ready to pick up a weapon for humanity, you’re not much use to us.”
I looked from the general’s face—set in an expression of grim and determined calculation—to the captain’s. Adanaho’s mouth still hung half open and her eyes were wide, the whites like bright circles of ivory. She closed her mouth and swallowed once, then stood up and faced the general.
“Why didn’t you tell me your plan?” she said, the rasp of accusation in her tone.
“It was my decision, according to Fleet Command edict,” Sakumora said. “And I didn’t feel like sharing it with junior officers who didn’t have a need to know. Like I said to your superstitious friend, if you’re not going to pick up a weapon for humanity, you’re not much good to us.”
A small mechanical sound alerted me to our danger, but only just in time.
While the Professor’s disc had never been armed—armament being unseemly for a scholar—there’d been no thought given to the Queen Mother. Weapons, previously hidden within her disc, suddenly bristled.
I tackled Adanaho to the deck as the shooting started.
Chapter 4
Guns blazed. Human guns. Mantis guns.
The room rocked again from the concussion of enemy fire outside the frigate.
My ears were ringing when the captain and I both looked up to see the general and all of his people sprawled bloodily across their side of the room. The Queen Mother had pepper-sprayed them with projectiles, their bodies pulped and grotesque. Though it seemed the Queen Mother had fared little better. She was down. Or, rather, her disc was down. Sparks spat from numerous holes in the disc’s armored surface. Sabot rounds, I thought. The Queen Mother’s forelimbs scraped and scratched futilely at the deck, her triangular head cocked in my direction and her mouth half open, the teeth looking wicked and deadly.
Her mandibles chattered ferociously, but the disc made no sound. Its translator was rendered useless, along with its weapons.
The Professor—unharmed—floated forward from his previous spot near the far wall, then stopped as the doors were cast open and armed marines flooded in. The instant they saw the general lying dead, they raised their rifles to fire—having previously dispatched the Queen’s guards, per Sakumora’s plan.
Seeing this, Captain Adanaho shrugged me off of her and stood up, shouting, “Stop!”
The marines hesitated.
“That’s a direct order,” she said for emphasis.
The room rolled with concussive grumbling.
Lights flickered.
“General Sakumora, sir,” said an alarmed voice through the speaker on the general’s table, “there’s a feedback loop in the deflection matrix. We’re absorbing hits, but we can’t say for how much longer.”
The captain stared at me for an instant, then she looked to the Professor, whose forelimbs dangled dejectedly in front of him.
“I’m assuming you didn’t know the Queen Mother’s plan either,” she said.
“That is correct,” said the Professor. “Though I knew as well as you that the situation was unstable. Had I known the Queen Mother intended to incite conflict, to force us to war, I’d never have come.”
More thunder, more flickering lights.
“Then it seems you’re destined to die with the rest of us,” I said, feeling the cold, dull ache of certain doom closing around my heart. I instantly rued the day Adanaho had entered my chapel.
But then again, was it better to die on Purgatory, alone, or on a Fleet warship among my own kind? Was either of these options preferable to the other? I tried to remember what the Chaplain had once told me, about keeping a stiff upper lip in the face of death, and discovered I couldn’t quite remember his exact words.
The Queen Mother continued to scrape and scratch frantically at the deck, her disc become worthless. It seemed suddenly that the mantes—even this, the greatest of her kind—weren’t all that terrible once you took away their technological advantage. Without the disc, she was as mortal as any man. With the frigate bucking beneath us and the captain and I struggling to keep our feet, I almost laughed as I watched the supreme leader of the enemy struggle helplessly.
Now you know how we felt!
I wasn’t sure if I’d merely thought it, or shouted it.
The captain and every other human were looking at me.
That’s when true disaster struck.
Kakraooooummmmmmm!
The lights vanished entirely as the room tilted 90 degrees and hurled us to the port bulkhead, then back across the space to the starboard bulkhead, before leaving us floating free. Orange emergency lamps snapped on and I fought a savagely instinctual desire to vomit—zero gee proving to be every bit as terrible in the bowels of the Calysta as it had been onboard the shuttle.
Marines flailed and then lapsed into their microgravity training. It had been too long for me, so I kept flailing, eventually feeling Adanaho’s grip on my left ankle. She levered herself up into my face and shouted, “The deflection matrix is falling apart! We’ve got to get to a lifeboat!”
“How?” I said, almost spewing my last meal into her face.
She turned her head, seeing that the marines were way ahead of her. They’d instinctually latched onto and levered each other like extension ladders, until one of them could get a grip on something solid, thus bringing them all into contact with the walls or floor or ceiling.
“We just need to get outside!” she said loudly.
Almost at once, the Professor was there.
His disc moved effortlessly, seemingly unaffected by microgravity.
“Grab on,” he said, a forelimb stretched in our direction. I reached for it and took it, while Adanaho stayed attached to me, and the Queen Mother stayed attached to the Professor’s other forelimb. Her disc trailed drops of mechanical fluid as the Professor began to tow all of us for the nearest open exit. If the marines desired to fire, nobody pulled a trigger. Perhaps because there was no way to shoot without killing both the captain and myself? Fratricide being frowned upon, especially when superior officers are involved.
We emerged into the corridor beyond. The gore of dead mantes was everywhere. The marines had done their work well. I suddenly felt embarrassed and mournful. The Queen’s guards had saluted me as I entered, then paid with their lives for that trust. I gaped at the nearest of them, his young face split in two and his insect’s brain oozing out.
That did it.
I faced away from Adanaho and emptied the contents of my stomach, which spluttered away from us in a thick, chunky stream.
“Where?” the Professor said sharply to the captain.
Emergency bells were chiming, and an automated vocal warning was issuing from every speaker.
HULL BREACH. VACUUM CONDITIONS ON MULTIPLE DECKS. PROCEED TO YOUR NEAREST SAFE DUTY STATION. REPEAT, HULL BREACH….
“There!” Adanaho said, almost climbing up my back so that she could point over the Professor’s shoulder.
A row of hexagonal hatches had opened along the walls, much further down the corridor. Personnel were piling into them. Each hatch was ringed with yellow and black caution striping, with tiny beacon lights spinning rapidly at the corners.
“Find one of those,” Adanaho said.
Though the ones closest to us appeared positively choked with people, all clamoring for escape.
Grrrrakkkkaaaaanngggggkt!
The guttural grinding sound of metal announced to even my inexperienced naval ears that the Calysta’s remaining moments were few. A wind had picked up in the corridor—air bleeding out into space. Men and women screamed, redoubling their efforts to seek escape.
For a brief instant, the Queen Mother and I locked eyes—hers as alien as the Professor’s had ever been—while we clung to the Professor’s separated forelimbs. I could not detect emotion behind her alien, multi-faceted gaze, but her contorted body posture spoke of both fear and pain, while her mouth gaped in a show of murderous rage. I’d have let go of the Professor in terror at the sight of those tractoring incisors if I didn’t feel sure that the Professor, and the mobility of his functional disc, weren’t the only hope I had.
And besides, there was the captain to think of. She clung to my back like a bear cub.
Suddenly the Professor moved in a new direction. Opposite the way we’d all been looking. We shot down the corridor, headed aft, bumping aside crew and marines alike. A few gunshots rang after us, but in the panic of the moment they went wide, embedding themselves into the bulkheads.
The wind spiraled up to become a gale-force howl.
Now, humans no longer floated or pulled themselves along the corridor. They were vacuumed away, shrieking.
My ears suddenly began to hurt.
I wanted to yell at the Professor—to ask where he thought he was going—but then I saw it: an open emergency hatch, unblocked.
The Professor’s disc moved toward it at best possible speed.
We passed through the doorway and the captain had the good sense to reach out and slap the panel just inside the threshold. The doors to the emergency exit snapped shut with a loud clang. Suddenly we were all flattened against the hatch as the lifeboat spat through the disintegrating interior of the Calysta, following a pre-designated route.
Rapid egress shafts honeycombed the ship—as with all Earth war vessels—such that it took only moments for the lifeboat to be disgorged into the emptiness of space.
We floated free as the force of our acceleration ebbed. I found myself at a small porthole, catching a glimpse of the Calysta as she spun away—in my eye view—from us. There were huge wounds in her belly, punctuated by the gradual fragmenting of her exposed bones as new missiles from the mantis armada continued to home in on and decimate the frigate.
Then the Calysta flashed. Her reactors going up.
I jerked away from the porthole, having been strobed almost to blindness. There was a human coughing sound behind me, and the additional noise of mandibles skittering and scratching out the mantis language.
I rubbed my lidded eyes and then opened them, seeing through purple spots that it was only the captain, myself, the Professor, and the Queen Mother aboard.
We were alone.
Chapter 5
This far north of the equator, the nameless planet was arid and unremarkable—with barely enough oxygen and nitrogen to support a grown man.
A heck of a lot like home, I thought bitterly.
Hours after our ejection from the dying Calysta, our lifeboat had plummeted into the atmosphere. There’d been no sense trying to figure out who was winning or who was losing. The lifeboat had no tactical data nor any theater sensors with which to ascertain the progress if the battle. Every once in awhile lights in the sky would sparkle and flash—ships exploding in the emptiness of space, their fantastic vanishings visible even in the daylight. Human. Mantis. All perishing together in one, pent-up orgasm of long-delayed, hateful fury.
Death.
It was the thought that most concerned me as I trudged back up the broken-scree slope upon which the lifeboat had come to rest. The lifeboat’s yellow and orange striped parachutes drifted and fluttered on a cold breeze, their cords stretched out across the crumbled and rocky bluff. My old survival training told me I’d best collect the chutes and tuck them away. But now it didn’t much matter. Human or mantis, whoever found us, there’d be hell to pay.
I climbed up the side of the lifeboat and dropped in through the top hatch, closing it behind me so as to preserve the batteries that were keeping the interior warm. The captain sat with her arms folded tightly across her stomach, back hunched and head down.
The Queen Mother was still helpless, her disc a dead weight while the Professor attended her with the gentleness and focus of a lover. Had they, I wondered, ever mixed seed? He the drone and she the recipient of his genetic lineage? There was still so much about the mantes culture and society at which I could only guess.
The Professor and the Queen Mother were engaged in gentle conversation, her mandibles clicking and chittering while he held one of her forelimbs in both of his.
“How is she?” I asked.
“Not good,” the Professor said, his disc rotating so that he could face me. “The internal systems of her carriage have all failed. If we do not get her to a mantis physician soon, it’s probable that she will pass from life.”
“She’s not bleeding,” I said. “Internal injuries?”
“I do not think you understand,” the Professor said, his mechanized voice only hinting at the emotion that seemed to hover beneath the surface of his chitinous skin. I’d spent enough time around mantes—and this mantis in particular—to know his body language. The Professor’s agitation was plainly spoken in the way he moved his forelimbs and rapidly swiveled his wedge-like head from side to side.
“No,” I said, “I guess I don’t. Unless she’s been hit some-where I can’t see, I don’t understand what’s the matter with her.”
“Our carriages, or discs as you commonly call them, are integral to us from the moment we achieve consciousness. No mantis lives without one. They protect us and provide us with mobility, allow us to work and manipulate the world around us, they expand our senses as well as our consciousness, and without them we are worse than helpless. The mantis and the carriage are one.”
“Okay,” I said carefully. “But this can’t be the first time an adult has had her disc—her carriage—shot out from under her, right?”
“Of course not,” said the Professor. “But in those instances, death has either come quickly or medical aid has always been ready at hand.”
“So we can’t just pull her out of it?” I asked.
The professor’s antennae shot upward, waved a bit, then curled into an expression of pronounced shock.
“That would surely prove lethal,” he said, acting as if I’d suggested the worst sort of obscenity.
“But you just told me leaving her in the dead disc is bad too,” I said, growing frustrated.
The professor seemed to want to respond, but let his antennae fall to either side of his head, and turned back to speak to the Queen Mother in the indecipherable language of the mantes.
Now it was the Queen Mother whose antennae gave a sign of shock. She stared intently at me—multi-faceted eyes cold and alien without the vocoder of her disc to give words to her thoughts—then she yammered something at the Professor in a rather rushed fashioned, and slumped back into the center of her ruined disc.
“She says that while she was prepared to die in battle for our people, to commit helpless suicide in front of you humans is not to her liking.”
“If the Fleet finds us,” said Adanaho, surprising everyone as she finally looked up at us—her eyes puffy and red, “then the Queen Mother faces much worse than suicide. I’m with Intelligence and you can be certain that, with hostilities renewed, my comrades will spare no effort picking both of you apart in their quest for tactical and strategic information.”
“You assume humans will outlast the Queen Mother’s armada and reach our lifeboat first,” said the Professor, his wings rustling slightly with grim amusement. “Did not your warship fall before our own, despite your best attempt to replicate our defensive technology?”
“The flashes we’ve been seeing in the sky since planetfall tell me not everything has gone your way,” the captain said, also grimly. “The fighting continues. General Sakumora was rash and quick to shed blood, but he was also well-prepared. Our dreadnoughts were the finest in all of Human space. Built using every lesson taught to us during the first war.”
I waved a finger in front of me, not looking at anyone in particular.
“The new war’s a non-starter if the Queen Mother can convince the mantes to cease offensive operations,” I said.
More fluttering of wings.
“And why would she do that,” asked the Professor, “assuming she could regain contact with our forces?”
“Because the captain saved both your lives when it would have been more expedient to let our marines fill you each full of steel bullets.”
The Professor had no answer to that.
The Queen mother snapped and chattered at him.
He relayed to her what he’d heard.
They engaged in a quick series of mantis exchanges.
“She says,” the Professor proceeded delicately, “that the mercy shown by a single human does not translate to good will on the part of all humans. In fact, while we remain stranded here, events are doubtless in motion that are beyond recall for either side. If what the Queen Mother has told me is correct, her return to the armada was not expected—all they awaited was her signal, at which point the war plans would be put into effect. Doubtless our couriers are speeding back to join the rest of our ships, eager to relay news of the renewed offensive. Human planets will be under siege in a matter of weeks, if not days.”
“I don’t doubt it,” I said. “But assuming we could contact the mantis hierarchy—prove that the Queen Mother was alive—could she impose a cease fire on your side of the battle lines?”
The Professor communicated my question to the Queen Mother, who stared at me a moment, then replied.
“Yes,” said the Professor.
“Then what are we waiting for?” I said. “We’ve got to find a way to get her back in touch with your people.”
“Chief Barlow,” Captain Adanaho said, “I appreciate that you might still feel obligated to accomplish the mission, as originally assigned. But events have clearly wiped all previous considerations off the table. Our first objective is to alert Fleet to our presence. Intelligence will want otherwise, but I can argue from historical precedent that the Professor and the Queen Mother should be processed as prisoners of war. As such, they’d each be entitled to certain rights. Perhaps with her safely in our custody—unharmed and unmolested—we can bargain our way to a new armistice?”
“You sound too much like your old boss,” I said. Then thought better of my tone and added a respectful, “Ma’am.”
Adanaho raised an eyebrow.
“Believe me, Chief,” she said, “I didn’t intend for any of this to happen, either. Nobody wanted a war.”
“But the Fleet bosses were obviously prepared for it,” I snapped.
“And why not?” she said. “your own records from the original armistice state the matter plainly—the Fourth Expansion would have wiped humanity from the face of the galaxy. We were up against the wall, one way or another. It would have been foolish to count on the cease-fire to last indefinitely. Even if you and the Professor had managed to achieve some measure of mutual understanding.”
A chime suddenly sounded through the lifeboat.
Adanaho got up and checked the lifeboat’s computer.
“Our emergency beacon’s been spotted,” she said. “We’re getting telemetry from a Fleet rescue team in orbit. Looks like they’ll be here in a few hours, once they’ve picked up other survivors.”
“Do they know we have the Queen Mother with us?” I said, alarmed.
“If they knew,” the captain said, “we’d be their top-most priority. That we’re not tells me they think we’re just another lifeboat filled with survivors—one of many, from the looks of it.”
I would have been lying if I said I didn’t feel a sudden surge of pride. A human rescue team meant that not only were we holding our own against the mantes, we were doing well enough to be able to afford search missions for the retrieval of survivors from lost ships. Not exactly the actions of an overwhelmed and beaten species.
The Professor shrank in on himself, just as he had while aboard the Calysta.
“Prisoners of war,” he said. And none too happily.
“It could be worse,” I said to my old friend. “I survived the experience for years. You will too, if the captain is right about being able to secure your POW status under Fleet protocol.”
He chitter-scratched with the Queen Mother, whose deflated body language grew even more so.
“Of course,” I said, thinking pessimistically, “if the captain can’t secure your status, then you’re meat—subject to the total spectrum of our interrogation techniques.”
Adanaho didn’t meet my gaze.
I turned to face the Professor.
“Tell the Queen Mother that if she can promise us safety among the mantes, we’ll help her escape.”
Adanaho opened her mouth to object, but I held up a hand, not wanting to get into an argument with my superior—at least not yet.
“Impossible,” said the Professor. “With her carriage non-functional the Queen Mother is trapped here.”
“This is ridiculous,” I said. “There’s no contingency mode?”
The Professor hesitated, then he and the Queen Mother conversed for several minutes, their heads shifting back and forth and their mandibles rattling, clacking, snapping and stuttering. If Adanaho picked up on the fact that the Professor was straining to remain respectively persistent, she didn’t show it. But I could see what he was trying to do. Doubtless, like me, he was required to display deference to a superior, lest he forfeit his position. Or worse. But in the Queen Mother’s current state, she was dependent on him totally. And might be forced to acquiesce to whatever he suggested.
“The carriage’s engineering has changed little in hundreds of your years,” the Professor said. “It is one of the all-time outstanding technical achievements of the great forebearers of mantis civilization—the first ones to meld mantis biology with mantis cyber-technology. There is an emergency release procedure, though it is seldom used. And I have never seen it done.”
“Good,” I said. “The sooner she’s out of that thing, the sooner we can get moving. No doubt your own carriage has been sending out coded mantis distress signals, ever since we landed.”
“You guess correctly,” the Professor said.
“Then it’s a race against time—the further we are from humans, the safer we’ll be. We’ll have to hope that your people have started dispatching rescue missions of their own.”
“But where will we go?” the Professor asked.
“Anywhere but here,” I said, raising my arms out and indicating the walls of the lifeboat with my open palms.
“Very well,” said the Professor. “But you and the female must wait outside. The extraction from the carriage will be even more humiliating for the Queen Mother than remaining bound to it. This is not a thing for human eyes to see. Gather your human survival equipment and supplies and be gone. We will come out in time.”
The captain and I quietly collected what we could, slung the frames of the emergency packs on our backs, and climbed out of the lifeboat and walked up to the top of the bluff, pebbles and sand swamping over the tops of our boots with each step.
“You realize I could order us all to stay put,” she said, her short-cropped hair ruffling slightly in the cool, dry breeze. The sun—a star smaller and yet brighter than that which Purgatory circled—was still high up in the sky, but sinking almost imperceptibly towards the horizon.
“Ma’am,” I said, “if you meant it when you told me you didn’t want a war, then there’s no way you can turn these two over to Fleet in their present circumstances. We might as well stuff apples in their mouths and shove them into the oven. They’ll be picked apart like frogs in a biology class. First their minds, then their bodies.”
“Are you forgetting that you have a duty, Chief?” she said sternly, turning to face me fully, with hands clutching the straps of her pack, elbows thrust just slightly out.
Our uniforms were barely keeping the cold at bay, and I suspected we’d have to use the emergency jackets in our packs if we didn’t start hiking soon.
“What good’s that duty going to do if we still lose? C’mon, Captain, you know the odds. The mantes own thousands of planets, and even with the years of the armistice taken into consideration, I can’t believe humanity has caught up much. Have those colonies crucified in the first war even fully recovered yet? What about Earth? No, ma’am, if the mantes want us dead, it will happen eventually. The only difference now is we can actually put up a fight, whereas last time they cut us down like lambs.”
My superior officer didn’t appear convinced.
“Look,” I said, figuring it was time to put all my cards on the table, “I’ve never been a great one for protocol and going along with orders at all costs. In some ways, the absence of Fleet rules and regulations from Purgatory life was the best thing that ever happened to me, because it made me realize what kind of man I am. I’m not a very good soldier. I don’t like being told what to do. And if I’d had a choice in the matter I’d have thrown my non-standard commission back in Fleet’s face.
“The Chaplain gave me a job once, and I did all I could to carry it out. For his sake. Now I have a new job, and until that job’s been done—the resumption of peace between the mantes race and our own—I won’t rest.”
The captain considered at great length, her eyes evaluating my expression while her mind evaluated the wisdom of my plea. It hadn’t been a very persuasive one, but it was the only one I had to make. Either she went with it, or I’d be forced to mutiny. Definitely not something I’d prefer doing. But I’d do it just the same. And I think she knew it too.
Adanaho drew in a long, gradual breath through her nostrils, then let it out just as gradually, tilting her head to one side.
“You’re right,” she said. “You’re not a very good soldier. You’ve been two steps from dereliction ever since I met you. But you’ve got guts, padre. And I respect that. Okay, just so things are official, I am ordering us to escort the Professor and the Queen mother until we can make contact with mantis forces, at which time we will parlay for a cease-fire, and pray that things get rolling positively from there.”
“And if the Fleet finds us before the mantes do?”
“Then let me do the talking, while you do the praying.”
There was a noise behind us. We turned to see the Professor slowly levitating upward, out of the lifeboat’s hatch. He had the Queen Mother balanced on the front of his disc—his forelimbs wrapped under her insect-like shoulder joints while the rest of her body rested on the front of the disc proper. Her lower thorax was pale and shone with dampness, its chitin looking soft, and mantis blood trailing from several holes.
Adanaho and I rushed over to them.
“Does she need first aid?” I asked.
“What can be done, I have done,” said the Professor, who seemed visibly shaken by what had just transpired inside. “She will heal. In time. The Queen Mother is severed from her carriage, and I do not know if she can ever be mated to another—such things being almost unheard of among adults of her great age. Her pain is terrible, but she is conscious, and she bade me tell you that we are in your care now. I have no weapons—as you well know—and would not use them to coerce you, even if I did. The Queen Mother rides with me, and I will follow wherever you choose to go. I can signal for mantis help with my own carriage—for several of your months, depending on how long my carriage’s fuel cells last.”
“May fortune favor the foolish,” I said.
The Professor’s antennae made a questioning expression.
“Old Earth literature,” the captain said, in reply. “Come on, let’s go. Padre? Since this is your idea, you’re on point.”
“Roger that, ma’am,” I said, tugging down on the straps of my pack to tighten them into my shoulders.
Chapter 6
We walked.
On rock, when we could find it. The sand and pebbles proving to be a lot of work despite our best efforts. I envied the Professor with his disc—floating effortlessly above the ground. Occasionally I dropped back to talk to him as he kept the Queen Mother securely held.
“Will you be able to sense it?” I asked. “If we get near any other mantis troops or equipment?”
“Yes,” said the Professor. “Though I must warn you that my connection to my people has been non-existent since our landing. I am beginning not to trust my own machinery. Perhaps there has been damage I cannot ascertain? Or perhaps your military has devised some way of blanketing or cloaking mantis com-munications—such a thing would prove very useful against us, in a pitched battle. Our coordination is our greatest strength. Forced to fight singly, we might not be nearly as effective.”
“If we did have such a weapon,” the Captain said, overhearing, “I am sure I’d have known about it.”
“I think we’ll have to trust that your readings are accurate,” I said to the Professor. “Meanwhile, we will go south, and hope that both terrain and climate are favorable.”
It seemed like a vain hope. All I could see on the horizon were rocks, more stony, broken bluffs, and sand dunes. Not a tree nor a bush in any direction. Nothing running, flying, squirming, or jumping. It occurred to me that when we’d entered orbit, the seas of the planet had appeared small, and tinted green. Local evolution might not have gotten much beyond the microscopic level, and then only in the shallow oceans.
Enough photosynthesis to turn the sky a pale blue.
Which was both good, and bad.
Stranded for too long without rescue, we’d starve. Or die of thirst.
We plodded, and I stretched out the distance between myself and our little group. I scanned relentlessly for gullies or creek beds—any sign of fresh water. Adanaho and I only had enough for a few days, even with rationing.
A wind began to whip.
The captain jogged to catch up with me.
“I do not like this,” she said. “I feel a sandstorm is coming.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“I grew up part of the time in North Africa,” she said. “I can tell.”
“Look!” said the Professor, his speaker grill yelling the word.
We stopped and turned. An ominous, dark wall of billowing dust was moving rapidly upon us from the rear. It seemed to stretch into the sky for a kilometer or more. I swallowed hard, then began to frantically search for shelter. The captain pointed, and we ran for a nearby hill with a small overhang. When we got there we discovered a water-worn hollow at the hill’s base. We pushed ourselves into it, huddling together, emergency jackets pulled tightly over our heads. The Professor landed his disc and used both the disc and his body to shield the Queen Mother.
If it was possible for a mantis to look more pathetic, I wasn’t sure how. Her limbs were curled tightly against her body and dried blood dribbled away from the fresh scabs where her lower thorax had formerly interfaced with her disc. Her lower limbs were small and feeble looking, compared to the impressive forelimbs, and I wondered just how long it had been since any mantis had walked under its own power?
Without her carriage, the Queen Mother had been made small.
I experienced a moment of unexpected pity.
Then the rushing cloud of detritus swept over us. I closed my jacket across my face as tightly as I could make it, listening to the muffled howling of the wind as it broke across the top of the hill.
Chapter 7
Something nudged me awake.
I slowly pulled the jacket off of my head. There was a sensation of fine grit in every pore and crevice of my skin. My lips were dry and my throat parched.
It was dusk, or getting on towards it. The storm had passed, and the air was clear. So clear in fact I could see the stars. Sharp and precise in the purpling sky.
I saw the captain’s pack in front of me, but no Adanaho.
The Professor hovered nearby.
“Is everyone okay?” I asked, my tongue rubbery. Saliva flowed into my mouth, and I spit several times to get the dust out—though I still felt it on my teeth. My eyes were crusted and I wiped at them with hands that felt caked in powder.
“Yes,” said the professor.
I slowly stood up, yawning, and stretching my back. There were wind storms on Purgatory too, but in the valley where my chapel was built, things had been more or less protected.
Not so, here. Though the hill had done us good. I couldn’t begin to guess what might have happened if we’d been caught out in the open with nowhere to run and nothing to hide behind. There weren’t any mountains on this world, from what I could see. No recent or ongoing geologic activity. Everything had been slowly worn flat by wind and occasional water. It was probable we’d see several more sandstorms before our journey was over.
My bowels suddenly told me it was time to do God’s work.
“Excuse me,” I said. And began walking away from our hill, looking for something farther and smaller—just big enough to crouch behind, and relieve myself.
When I was done I made my way back. The far horizon still glowed with the setting sun. I stopped short, seeing two silhouettes at the top of our hill: one human, distinctly female, and the other mantis. I observed them for a time. They were both facing into the setting sun, their heads erect and their eyes forward. I thought I could just barely hear the sound of Adanaho’s voice.
Coming back to the makeshift camp in the hollow at the base of the hill, I quietly spoke to the Professor.
“What are they doing?” I asked.
“When the storm lifted, your Captain was the first to rouse. She checked the status of myself and the Queen Mother, then she shed her equipment and went to the top of the hill to survey the surround. When we heard her voice coming softly down to us, the Queen Mother asked me what your Captain was saying. I told the Queen Mother that it sounded like prayer.”
Prayer.
I was surprised, though I don’t know why. I’d not known the captain long enough to inquire as to her upbringing or spiritual affiliation. If any. Was she Muslim? She had mentioned North Africa.
“So how did the Queen Mother get up there?”
“I carried her,” said the Professor. “She was curious. She’d never seen a human engaged in religious rite. Of any sort. Your Captain did not seem to mind. The Queen Mother asked that she be left alone with your Captain, and I have done this. I suggest you do it too.”
“It sounds to me like Adanaho is still talking,” I said. “She has to know that the Queen Mother isn’t able to understand.”
“Perhaps her words are not for the Queen Mother?” the Professor said.
Yes, perhaps.
I sat down in the hollow and retrieved some water and a concentrated food bar from my pack, drinking and eating in slow, deliberate portions. The Professor softly landed his disc next to me, and I felt his alien eyes studying me as I stared at the gravel in front of my toes.
“You are a curiosity,” he said.
“Oh?”
“Yes, assistant-to-the-chaplain. In all the time we have known each other—through all of the work that you have performed in my presence, as a religious human—I have never known you to be overt about your feelings in the way other humans are overt.”
I felt my face get warm.
He was treading in uncomfortable territory.
“I don’t believe it’s my place to be showy,” I said. “It might make some of the chapel’s attendees think I was playing favorites. In terms of which ‘flavor’ I subscribe to.”
“But we are not in your chapel,” said the Professor. “And there are no other humans around us to see you, save your Captain. Who is now occupied. Our circumstances are dire. I know from studying the human history of belief that this is the ideal time for supplication. Harry, why do you not pray?”
The warm feeling in my face grew more intense.
“I don’t know,” I said. He was asking me questions I didn’t dare ask myself.
“You built a holy house with your own hands, and you maintain this house for use by any human who comes through your door. You do this out of loyalty to your deceased Chaplain. Yet, you do not perform services in your chapel. Never have you offered a sermon. You do not pray, nor have I ever known you to habitually carry out any religious ritual of any sort—save for demonstration purposes, for the educational benefit of myself and my students.”
“Stop,” I said. Though perhaps too quietly. It was a plea, not a command. My eyes were closed, but that didn’t prevent the tears.
“My apologies,” said the Professor, when he noticed the muddy streaks on my cheeks. “It was not my intent to cause you grief. I was merely curious. It seems to me a very large irony that you of all humans should be a non-believer. Yet this has been my slow, hesitant conclusion. After spending many years away from you, during which I was able to further digest our mutual experiences. You support and feed the belief of others. You have made it your mission in life. Yet you cannot partake of that which you give.”
“I’m…I’m not sure what I goddamned believe,” I said, though perhaps too loudly. The gentle, whispery sound of Adanaho’s voice had ceased. And suddenly the clicky-clacky speech of the Queen Mother replaced it. The Professor listened intently for a few moments, then looked down at me—his body and disc just faint outlines in the near darkness.
“I must go. The Queen Mother wishes me to translate.”
He left me there, feeling embarrassed and miserable.
I put away my food and water and re-wrapped myself in my jacket. Nights in the desert—any desert—tend to be cold. Though I didn’t think the chill was entirely physical.
Chapter 8
Captain Adanaho woke me.
“Chief,” she said in a whisper.
“Hmmm?”
“Sun’s coming up. We need to get moving.”
I slowly uncurled—stiff and cold.
At least on Purgatory there had been something akin to trees from which we’d harvested firewood. On this nameless sphere there wasn’t so much as a tumbleweed to burn. I shakily fished some food and water from my pack, the captain and I ate in silence while the mantes watched dispassionately, then we began trudging into the brightening dawn.
The labor of the march warmed me up soon enough, and before long I felt myself sweating as the bright, alien star climbed steadily into the sky.
This time it was the Professor who led. He claimed to have felt the ghost of a flicker of a mantis signal due roughly southwest, and he stretched out a large distance between himself—with the Queen Mother riding on the front of his disc—and Adanaho and I as we walked side by side in their wake.
“Is it true?” she said to me as I put one boot stubbornly in front of the other—we were going too fast; there’d be blisters at this rate.
I yelled for the Professor to slow it up, then asked, “Is what true?”
“That you’re not really a religious person.”
“That was a private conversation,” I snapped.
“The mantis voice system doesn’t do whispers. I heard everything the Professor said.”
I didn’t respond right away. Just kept walking.
“Let me put it this way,” I said, letting my words roll around in my brain a few moments before they came off my tongue, “in my time as an assistant in the Chaplains Corps I’ve been exposed to virtually every systematized form of human religion in existence, and a great many examples of non-systematized faith—either the do-it-yourself smorgasbord variety, or the deeply personalized, individual one-of-a-kind variety.
“Almost everyone claims to have discovered some unique or otherwise ‘true’ path to God, or the Goddess, or at least to a deep connection with the Cosmic. The more I saw all of it, together, and heard all the insights and the prejudices and could observe the blind eyes being turned to this or that inconsistency or hypocrisy, the more convinced I became that we’re probably just fooling ourselves.”
“So if it’s all a load of shit,” she said, “why didn’t you quit and do something else?”
“I never said it’s a load of shit,” I replied, my eyes still on the gravel two meters in front of me. “I told you before: I like people. And many people on Purgatory would have withered and died if they’d not had their beliefs to hold on to. Just because I don’t necessarily believe in any of it doesn’t mean I have to doubt or deride its value for other people. That’s one of the problems with our modern society. General Sakumora had it in his eyes and in his voice: obvious contempt.”
“You noticed, huh?”
“How could I not?” I said, throwing my arms out in exasper-ation. “It practically oozed off the man. He thought I was nuts.”
“And yet you are closer to his view than he ever suspected,” she said, a tiny smirk on her lips.
“No,” I corrected her. “Disbelieving and being openly scornful of belief are not the same thing. I don’t begrudge those with faith. In fact, I admire it. I admire it a great deal. All those people who walked into my chapel all of those years while we were imprisoned? I thought they were impressive. I think one of the reasons why I stuck with my job was because I wanted to find out what made those people tick—how did they manage it?”
The captain didn’t say anything after that, for several minutes.
“So,” I said, clearing my throat and spitting the grit from my tongue, “what conversation did you and the Queen Mother have? Any groundbreaking heart-to-hearts?”
“I don’t think she understood a word I said,” Adanaho replied.
“The Professor told me it sounded like you were praying. I didn’t ask before, but I want to ask now: are you a Muslim?”
“No,” she said. “Copt.”
I stopped short.
After the purges in Africa in the 21st and early 22nd centuries, many religious scholars doubted that the Coptic Christian religion had survived at all—that any modern Copts extant were “revivalists” trying to re-invent the faith following its literal extinction.
As if reading my thoughts, the captain chuckled.
“Oh, we managed,” she said. “On the down-low, of course. Family legend has it that my ancestors fled North Africa, and went to Australia. Succeeding generations then went to Southeast Asia, then South America, then North America, and finally back to North Africa as part of the resettlement agreement with the Brotherhood. Once the war with the mantes began, our enemies among the Muslims had a new devil to hate, so they left us alone. For a change.”
“Do you believe?” I said. “Are you a Copt in your heart, as well as by birth?”
“I didn’t used to be,” she said as we started up walking again.
“What happened?” I asked.
“You,” she said.
I stopped short for the second time.
“Me?”
“Yes.”
“Whatever could I have done that re-ignited your belief?”
I felt my face growing warm again, and not from exercise.
“When I got out of officer school and went to the Intelligence branch, I began studying the roots of the armistice. I read all of your depositions and your final summary. It wasn’t scholarly writing by any stretch of the imagination. But I agreed with you then: the cease-fire was a practical miracle, achieved against all odds. Without it, humanity would have ceased to exist. The mantes had every intention of doing to us what they’d done to previous intelligent competitors in the galaxy. That they did not, and that they did not for the sake of something so utterly beyond their understanding and experience, as religion, spoke to me of a higher power at work.”
“Yeah, well….”
“You are a modest man, padre,” she said. “I know you try not to take too much credit. I personally believe you were a tool. And I don’t mean that in the pejorative sense.”
“Others have said as much, before,” I admitted.
“You are uncomfortable with this.”
“Of course I am uncomfortable with it!” I said, almost shouting. “Do you know how many human pilgrims have passed through my chapel in the last decade? All of them wanting to sit at my feet like I’m some kind of fucking Buddha? An enlightened one? A savior??”
“To their minds, that’s not far-fetched.”
“No doubt!” I said, facing her directly. We were deep into the weeds of the discussion now, and there was no holding back. “But do you have any kind of idea how much pressure that put on me? How badly I felt when these people—from all over human space—came to my chapel and sat in my pews, and expected some kind of transfiguring or overwhelming experience, and didn’t get it? I saw it in their eyes when they left. Every time: confusion and disappointment. I never wanted to be anyone’s damned prophet. I was never good at preaching. I was never good at teaching. All I was ever trying to do was provide people with a quiet, clean, calming space where they could come and find their own answers. For themselves.”
“Because you made a promise to your Chaplain,” she said.
“Yes,” I said, breathing heavily.
The Professor had stopped too. Had the mantes overheard? He was chattering for the Queen Mother’s benefit; she seemed intensely interested. I suddenly felt a sharp desire to melt into the ground. Some messiah I’d turned out to be. I’d only delayed the war, not averted it. Things seemed to be more pointless than ever before. I’d have quit right then if I’d not still felt deep down that there was a chance—if only we could get the Queen Mother back to her people, she could make them listen.
“Okay,” I said, waving all three of them off. “Let’s get moving again.”
The Professor and the Queen Mother floated off without protest.
The captain resumed her place at my side.
“Thanks, Chief,” she said.
“For what?” I asked, embarrassed.
“I think I’m finally starting to understand you.”
I grunted, and didn’t say anything more.
We kept walking.
Chapter 9
On the third day after landing, a rainstorm blew in.
Literally.
I wasn’t sure whether to be happy or scared. The wind was ferocious, whipping my poncho about and driving the water into me sideways. It was cold water too, and before long the captain and I realized we’d be in danger of hypothermia. Unlike when the sandstorm hit, there were no hills or outcroppings of rock to hide behind. We simply had to sit down on a raised mound of half-buried boulders and do the best we could.
If the storm bothered the Professor, he didn’t show it. Though the Queen Mother looked perfectly miserable.
After an hour, things calmed down enough for me to get up and walk over to where the Professor was hovering over the Queen Mother, doing his best to protect her from the elements. My hands were shaking and my teeth chattered as I spoke.
“Is she in danger?”
“Yes,” the Professor said, matter-of-factly.
“She can have my poncho if it will help,” I said. “Though I can’t say it’s done me much good. The captain and I are both soaked to the bone.”
I removed my poncho and went to place it over the Queen Mother, who had curled up tightly on the rock, when I felt a sudden wave of delicious warmth on the top of my hand.
It was coming from the bottom of the Professor’s disc.
The mantes may have been insect-like, but they were as warm-blooded as humans, varying only by a few degrees. I realized that the Professor had to be burning a lot of power to keep both himself and the Queen Mother warm.
“How long can you keep it up?” I asked.
“I do not know for certain,” he said. “I can shut down various functions to compensate for the raw energy expenditure, but if these sorts of storms are the norm for this planet, and not the exception, it will dramatically reduce my carriage’s longevity.”
“Do you mind if the captain and I try to share the heat? We can’t make a fire, and our uniforms aren’t designed for warmth when wet.”
“Proceed,” he said.
I beckoned the captain over, and her face went from an expression of utter misery to utter amazement as she put her hands into the zone of pleasant heat directly below the Professor’s disc.
We quickly huddled up close and stuck both arms and legs under the shadow of the disc, our ponchos over our heads and backs while our rear ends remained cold and soggy on the damp stone.
For awhile, I dozed. Between the lack of adequate food and walking many kilometers every day, I was definitely feeling the physical toll. Eventually I felt the captain slump against me, and I allowed myself to do likewise, my head balanced on top of hers, a little patch of protected warmth growing between us. I closed my eyes.
They didn’t come open again until hours later.
The storm had passed, and the sun was out again.
Still brighter and cooler than either Purgatory’s star, or Earth’s own Sol, but a welcome sight just the same. It was mid day, and there was a bit of a breeze, which meant the captain and I might be able to dry our clothes out—essential, if we were going to survive the night without further draining the Professor’s energy reserves.
The Queen Mother had drawn herself out from under the Professor’s disc and was perched on a boulder a few meters away. Her wings were spread widely and she appeared almost frozen in place, forelimbs outstretched and her head tilted back. She seemed to be soaking in every last ray she could get.
The sound of running water nearby reminded me that we’d best replenish our own water supply while we had the opportunity. I regretfully roused the captain, who jumped at the chance to refill our bottles. We located a formerly dry creek bed—now swollen with slowly running, very soiled water—and began to fill up. The mouth of each bottle had a micro filter on it that screened out the bulk of the soil. Leaving only the thinnest of hazes. Unsure of the bacterial hazard, we unscrewed the filters and dropped survival tabs into each bottle—the tabs made the water taste chemically nasty, but it would be safe to drink.
Returning to where the Professor kept watch on the Queen Mother, the captain and I each did an about-face and stripped to the skin. Our emergency packs had one-piece smocks in them, which we quickly donned, then we laid our uniforms, underwear, boots, and socks out on the rocks as best as we could, hoping that the strong daylight and fresh breeze would be enough to dry things out. The smocks weren’t nearly as sturdy as we needed them to be, and the slip-on shoes that came with them would quickly disintegrate on this planet’s rough, unforgiving terrain.
With nothing better to do, Adanaho and I ate a little, drank a little more, went and did our business as far away from each other as possible, then returned and stared at the Queen Mother—who’d remained motionless as a statue the whole time.
I did notice that her lower limbs—which had seemed almost useless when the Professor had first removed her from her disc—appeared to be getting stronger. She was balanced on them now, with just a hand’s width of space between her belly and the stone on which she perched.
“How is she doing?” I asked the Professor.
“I do not know,” he said. “She has not spoken to me since the storm passed. I am suspecting that she is manifesting an instinctual behavior of our species, from the time before we had carriages to provide for our needs.”
“What about food?” I said.
“The carriage provides that too, though we can ingest nourishment with our mouths for the pleasure of it.”
I shuddered a bit, remembering mantis warriors devouring human flesh during the initial fighting on Purgatory.
“Can the Queen Mother eat our food?” the captain asked.
“I do not think it wise,” the Professor said. “Our nutritional requirements are not the same as yours. Besides, we have the ability to store a reserve—naturally—which should suffice for the Queen Mother’s needs for some time yet. Assuming she gets water.”
“She should go drink while the drinking’s good,” I said, pointing back to the creek bed, the water in which had begun to wane as the sun gradually began to drop towards the western horizon.
“I have already purified a supply for her,” the Professor said. “For now, I simply watch, and wait. The Queen Mother’s behavior is unusual and fascinating. I have never seen any of my people forced to live without a carriage. The Queen Mother’s actions speak to me of how my people must have lived, eons ago in the distant past, before we ourselves even had fire, or tools. Before we took to the stars.”
As the angle of the sun’s light shifted, so did the Queen Mother. Like a solar panel, she made sure her wings caught the maximum amount of direct light.
Occasionally the captain or I would get up to go check on our clothes, flapping them vigorously to try and get out every drop of remaining moisture. When evening came and the sun began to dip into the far horizon, we pulled out our emergency sleeping bags and prepared to make do on the hard stone.
“I’ll be back,” Adanaho said.
“Nature calls?” I replied.
“No.”
“Oh…well, find privacy and peace then.”
To my surprise, she went to join the Queen Mother, who’d folded up her wings, but remained staring in the direction of the setting sun.
Adanaho sat cross legged and appeared to hold something in her hands as she bowed her head. The Queen Mother’s own head tilted just a little, her antennae moving ever so slowly, as if entranced by the captain’s soft, slow words of supplication. The Professor was listening too—I could see him alert. Like before, I was too far away to make out what was being said. And, I suddenly realized, I was a little bit jealous that the captain felt perfectly fine sharing her prayer with the mantes, but not with me. A tiny spark of anger flared, and quickly died as I realized that maybe she was just doing what I’d done with the Professor many times: giving the mantes a demonstration, so that maybe the Queen Mother might enjoy a degree of understanding.
Though I couldn’t be sure what progress Adanaho hoped to make, which I hadn’t been able to make with the Professor or his students in all the years of trying back on Purgatory.
Eventually the sky faded from blue to purple, and from purple to black. Adanaho returned, and I was already in my bag, my one-piece rolled up under my head for a pillow. I averted my eyes as the captain stripped, rolled her one-piece up for a pillow, then slipped into her own bag.
I didn’t stay awake long enough to see what arrangements the Professor and the Queen Mother had made between them.
Sometime in the night I felt a hand nudging my shoulder.
“What’s happening?” I said. “Is something wrong?”
“I can’t sleep, Chief,” Adanaho said. “There’s a hole in my bag and it got damp inside, and I am freezing.”
My eyes popped open. I could barely make out the black silhouette of her shoulders and head against the perfect expanse of stars that stretched across the night sky. Clear sky meant frigid temperatures, and I could feel the cold night air on my face. I reached out and felt Adanaho’s hand in mine. Her fingers were icy.
Not even thinking about it, I unzipped my bag and beckoned her in. She slid down beside me and zipped the bag up to our chins. Not designed for comfort, as an emergency bag it could hold two in a pinch—and I certainly was glad for it, as the captain felt dangerously cold, her body shuddering next to me.
“Ma’am,” I said, “why didn’t you come earlier? You’re a popsicle.”
“I feel like a popsicle,” she said, her nose stuffed.
“Here,” I said, and closed my arms around her. Despite the frigidity of her skin, it was smooth, and womanly, and all of a sudden I realized I hadn’t lain in bed with a girl since before I’d joined the Fleet, and that had been a long, long time ago.
“You’ll have to forgive me,” I said, clearing my throat.
“For what?” She said. And then, because of the impossibly close quarters of the bag, she said, “Oh. I get it.”
I felt a rush of blood to my face.
“It’s okay, Chief,” she said, sensing my mortal embarrassment.
“I hope you’re not married,” I said. “Explaining to your husband how you spent the night naked in a sleeping bag with another man who was unable to contain his…ahhh, excitement, could be problematic.”
“No, I am not married,” she said, laughing a bit. Then began to cough.
I suddenly realized that pneumonia could kill as easily as low temperatures, and held her tighter. She squirmed in my grasp and was suddenly face to face with me, her nose like a cold, damp button in the nape of my neck. She coughed a few more times, snuffling, and clung tightly to me. I rubbed my hands vigorously along her bare back to try and accelerate the process of warming. Gradually, her body relaxed. I then heard a small, quiet snore.
I shifted and repositioned my rolled-up smock so that her head rested on it, not mine, crooked an elbow up to my ear, kept my other arm wrapped tightly around her, and let myself drift off.
Chapter 10
I woke early.
The captain was still snoring softly, so I slid out of the bag as slowly and as stealthily as I could, letting my superior curl the fabric around herself and bury her face deeper into my jumper. The sun wasn’t yet up, but I could see well enough. Being both naked and cold, now seemed as good a time as any to go see if my uniform had dried. But first, business. I spied a low mound of split rock not too far off, and headed directly for it.
The Professor caught me halfway back.
I felt a bit awkward over my nudity, then decided it was silly to be modest in front of the alien. Though I also thought this is how the Queen Mother must have felt when she was forced to disengage from her disc.
“Good morning,” the Professor said.
“Hello,” I replied.
“The female still sleeps?”
“For the moment.”
“Did you mate with her?”
I sputtered a quietly exclamatory denial. Then asked, “Whatever gave you that idea?”
“On Purgatory you once told me that when male and female humans wish to copulate, they will share the same bed.”
“On Purgatory, sure, and then only if the male and the female know each other well enough and have agreed to have that kind of relationship.”
“It is not an automatic biological function?”
“No,” I said firmly. “Is it for you mantes?”
The Professor considered, a forelimb gently running along the edge of his disc.
“In some ways, yes. The egg-laying females—like the Queen Mother—when they enter what you would call estrus, they exude a pheromone that is both sexually rapturous and psychologically debilitating for males. Any male within reach of the pheromone becomes somewhat mindless in his pursuit of intercourse. The only way to avoid it is to avoid being where the pheromone can get to you.”
“But once you get a whiff—”
“Then the male is in for a delightfully stupid time of physical pleasure, followed by a lengthy period of slumber.”
“Well,” I said, smiling, “at least one thing is shared between human males and mantis males.”
“Still,” said the Professor, “with Adanaho, if she is available to you and there is the possibility of sex, are you not…tempted?”
“Of course I’m tempted,” I snapped. Then apologized for being harsh. “It’s been at least a dozen or more years since I had a woman in my arms like that. But when a human male gets excited, he’s still in full command of his faculties. He can still choose. Or at least he’s expected to behave as if he has a choice. Personally, I think it’s one of the few things that actually makes us different from mere animals. We can deny our lusts, even during moments of opportunity.”
“So you chose to abstain.”
“Yes.”
“Is she not attractive?”
“Yes, she’s attractive.”
“Forgive me Harry, I am still struggling to understand.”
“Look,” I said, my hands on my hips as I walked slowly over to the rocks where my uniform and boots were spread out, “attraction is only part of it. There’s other factors too. Like, she’s too young. Much younger than I am. I’d feel like I was taking advantage of her. Plus, she’s my superior officer in the Fleet. It’s against the rules for a superior and a subordinate to engage in sexual congress.”
“Why?”
“Bad for discipline in the chain-of-command, among other things.”
“And that’s all?”
“No,” I said, testing the fabric between my fingers. It felt dry enough. I started to put my undergarments on. “The male and the female should really love each other first, before they have sex. When sex happens before love, or without love, it gets…complicated.”
“Also immoral,” said the Professor.
“If the man and the woman subscribe to certain ‘flavors’ of religious or moral tradition, yes. That too. Though most religious proscriptions surrounding intercourse simply involve matrimony, not love. A few centuries ago, before humanity went into space, it was quite common for young men and women to be married off by their families. For political and social reasons, among other things. Love didn’t really enter into it.”
“Fascinating,” said the Professor. “Among my people we mate for genetic enhancement and advantage. Many, many males. A few females. In the far distant past males engaged in mortal combat to determine which ones would mate during a given cycle of estrus. Now we select for genetic traits we consider positive and bar those who don’t meet the standards. Those of us who meet the standards are then chosen via lottery to attend to the females when they are ready. I have copulated six times in my life. I am considered somewhat fortunate in this regard.”
“Because you’re smart, or because you simply got lucky?” I said, sliding on pants, then socks, then boots.
“Intelligence is key,” he said. “But luck rules the final selection process, yes.”
“Assuming you win the lottery,” I asked while buttoning up my topcoat, “do you choose the females or do the females choose you?”
“The females choose us,” he said. “In descending order of matriarchal seniority.”
“Did you ever mate with the Queen Mother?”
The Professor paused. A small flush of color along the semi-soft portions of his chitin told me I had embarrassed him.
“No.”
“I’m sorry if I intruded into a private area where I should not have,” I said honestly.
“No, Harry, it is I who began this conversation. The discomfort comes from knowing that no female of the Queen Mother’s stature has ever selected a scholar for mating. They prefer warriors to thinkers.”
“The more things change, the more they stay the same.”
“What does that mean?”
“Nevermind,” I said.
The sun’s first rays peaked over the horizon.
I observed the Queen Mother’s silhouette in the distance. Just like the day before. She was immobile, faced directly into the growing light as it slowly bathed the landscape. The Professor and I watched her for a time, then I asked, “Penny for her thoughts.”
“If by that you mean to say you wonder what’s in her mind at this time, I wish I knew. I have inquired, and she will not tell me. I sense in conversation with her that the Queen Mother is both fascinated and troubled by her experience living without the disc.”
A rustling to our left told me the captain was arising.
“Clothes are dry,” I called, deliberately loud.
“Roger that,” she said, her nose sounding stuffed up.
I walked away from the rocks where her uniform still lay, and kept my back turned while she shuffled up and slowly put on her uniform in silence.
“Okay,” she said.
I turned around.
“You look like shit, ma’am,” I said.
“I feel sick,” she admitted. Wiping her nose on her sleeve.
“We should have checked your bag sooner. We’ll have to let it dry out before nightfall if we don’t want a repeat of last night. Meanwhile, perhaps the Professor can spare room on the back of his disc for you while we travel today.”
“I’d be grateful for that,” she said, eyes drawn and puffy-looking.
“It could be managed,” the Professor said, after looking down at the captain—his antennae moving thoughtfully.
The captain and I did what we could with the ration bars still in our packs, chewing because we needed the fuel, not because it tasted good. I’d never been a heavy chap. I realized that too much time on this nameless world would thin me down even more.
When we’d collected our gear and re-secured our packs, I helped Adanaho climb onto the back of the Professor’s disc—following his having helped the Queen Mother climb onto the front. The Queen Mother and Adanaho both seemed unusually quiet this morning, and I shouldered my burden wondering what the day would bring. The captain had taken some pills from her pack’s emergency medical kit, and wrapped her sleeping bag around herself inside-out so as to let the liner properly dry. Her belt had been looped into a small cleat on the back of the disc so that she wouldn’t slide off.
A cool breeze started up.
We moved out, due southwest in the direction of the hinted-at mantis signals the Professor had previously detected.
Plodding through the gravel and sand I thought about the one time I’d been to the Mojave, back on Earth. At least there, I’d had some mountains to look at in the distance, along with a few Joshua trees, and the occasional rattlesnake. On this world, everything had been worn flat and made unremarkable. Without the Professor’s telemetry to guide us, I suspected it would have been supremely easy to wind up meandering in circles. One dune or low bluff looked like the next.
After a while I noticed that the captain’s eyes had closed. She was slumped against the Professor’s back. If either she or he were bothered by such close contact, neither of them showed it.
“Military is as military does,” I said under my breath. Sleep anywhere you can, when you can.
Good for her.
I kept walking.
Chapter 11
Afternoon brought us to the edge of a narrow, deep canyon. A small river wound its way across the bottom headed northwest to southeast. The water tumbled and rushed against the rocks below, and a rumbling echo drifted out of the canyon as the Professor and I considered our options. I reluctantly woke the captain, helping her down off the back of the Professor’s disc, while he helped the Queen Mother down too. The two aliens spoke briefly in their insect language, then she scurried off to the Canyon’s edge, peering out over it while the captain and I counseled with the Professor.
“Have you detected any further signs of mantis signals or technology?” Adanaho asked. She didn’t sound as stuffed up as she had in the morning, and her eyes looked somewhat better too. I was encouraged by this. Maybe the extra sleep had done her good.
“No,” said the Professor. “But, given our new geographical impediment, I do not think it would matter even if I had.”
“Can’t your disc take us over?” I asked.
“The carriage is not an aircraft,” the professor said. “Its impellers operate according to proximity with solid and semi-solid mass, not gravity per se. I would sink like a stone until I’d reached within just a few of your meters above the canyon floor.”
“If we can find a way down,” I said, “maybe we can rig up a way of traveling on the river current. Plus, we’d have fresh water any time we wanted it. I bet that flood creek we filled our canteens in is a tributary to this drainage. If we follow it far enough, we might reach a lake or something larger. What’s your hunch, Professor? Would your people prefer such a location for setting up a temporary base of operations?”
“I believe that is a logical assumption,” said the Professor.
“How about it, ma’am?” I asked, looking at my superior.
“It’s as good a plan as any we’ve had so far,” she said. “We’ll have to make sure and get the Queen Mother’s opin—OH MY GOD!”
I froze, watching the captain’s arm shoot out with an index finger pointed behind me to the canyon’s edge.
I turned just in time to see the Queen Mother’s body drop over the side. The Professor nearly bowled me over as his disc shot after her, then he too was over the side. The captain and I rushed to the edge and flopped onto our bellies, sliding across the last few inches of sand before putting our chins at the lip, hands clawed across the precipice.
What we saw was the most improbably beautiful thing I’d witnessed since going to space with the Fleet as an older teenager.
The Queen Mother circled lazily around and around in the air, slowly spiraling with her wings spread to their maximum width, each beating in concert with the others, and together making a low rhythm that sounded not too dissimilar from a helicopter. She obviously weighed too much and her wings were too small for sustained flight, but while she flew—her body extended and piercing the air like a javelin, her beak aimed directly forward and her legs and forelimbs folded up tightly against her body—she was magnificent.
The Professor’s disc fell straight down the wall of the Canyon.
The speaker grill on the disc’s front was blaring amplified mantis speech. Which the Queen Mother appeared to happily ignore.
“She’s beautiful,” the captain whispered.
“I didn’t know they could fly,” I said, still astonished.
After a couple of seconds, Adanaho’s lips peeled back from her teeth in a wide, genuine smile. “I don’t think the Queen Mother knew either. Until now.”
We watched as the Queen Mother continued her slow descent, until at last she lightly touched down on a wide sand bar in the middle of the river. Walking to the edge, she lowered he mouth to the water and began taking in copious amounts of fluid.
The Professor zoomed up to her, his disc’s motors making funny shapes in the surface of the water as he moved across it. The Queen Mother appeared to ignore him for a few more moments as he hovered directly next to her, animatedly talking with his mandibles.
Finally she looked up at him.
She said something.
The Professor backed away from her and went across the water to the canyon wall directly beneath us.
I gauged the distance to be two hundred meters down.
Now he really did look like a bug. Smaller than my thumb.
“We are committed,” he said, his speaker grill turned up to maximum. His vocoder-voice echoed long and far, up and down the canyon.
“We can’t climb down at this point,” the captain yelled, then began coughing.
“Let us travel downriver until there is a place where you can join us,” replied the Professor.
“Agreed,” I called at the top of my lungs. Then I stood up and retrieved my load from where I’d dumped it on the ground. The captain stood up too. She trudged over to me.
“Sorry ma’am,” I said. “Looks like you’re hoofing it again.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “I need to work the knots out of my muscles. Here, give me my pack, I will carry it.”
I eyed here, but decided to follow orders.
She took the pack without complaint, and off we went. Staying just close enough to the canyon edge that we could see down to the Professor and the Queen mother, but not so close as to give me and the captain vertigo. After-images of the Queen Mother’s sudden, elegant, altogether astounding flight ran across my vision as we walked. Until that time I’d still considered the mantes to be an ugly race. They were also vicious and brutal in combat. But for a minute or two, I’d seen a mantis take flight—soaring and spectacular.
“What a story you’ll have for the intel people,” I said as we walked.
“What a story,” the captain agreed. “Nobody’s going to believe this. I wish I’d had a camera or a recorder on me to get evidence. She looked as natural as can be. Free as a bird, one might say.”
“Amazing that her instincts were that good,” I said. “She jumped off that cliff purely on faith, apparently.”
“Apparently,” said the Captain.
I sensed something else from her, though she didn’t speak for several more minutes.
“Chief,” she said.
“Yes ma’am?”
“Is it true what you said?”
“About what?”
“About you not having had a woman in your arms for a dozen years?”
“You were eavesdropping again,” I chided her.
“I have good ears,” she said. “So, it’s true?”
“Uhh, yes ma’am.”
“How come?”
“Beg your pardon?”
“How come you didn’t have a lady friend on Purgatory? Someone to share your sorrows with?”
“That’s a good question. I’m not really sure. Granted, I am not the world’s most handsome fellow, but that didn’t stop a lot of the other prisoners from getting the attention of the opposite sex. I think once I built the chapel and took over where the Chaplain left off, people viewed me like I’d been set apart. The chapel and I became synonymous.”
“That’s too bad,” she said. “It must have been hard.”
“Yes it was,” I admitted.
It took a couple of seconds for the unintended double entendre of my reply to sink in, then she and I both burst out laughing.
For a moment we stopped and doubled over, until our diaphragms hurt. Then we got back to walking, the laughter dying to giggles, and then spastic coughing on Adanaho’s part.
She drank water while I waited, then we started out again.
“Sorry,” I said. “Didn’t mean to make you gag up a lung.”
“I think it’s allergies,” she said. “Something here—in the dirt, on the dust of the wind—is rubbing me wrong. I’ll be okay. FIDO.”
“Fuck it, drive on,” I said, smirking. The motto had been around in one form or another for as long as men and women had saluted and marched. Contrary to my first impression, as an intel officer the captain didn’t seem averse to physical challenges. In fact, the longer we walked and the more I watched her, the more I came to believe she actually relished the effort. Every stride was a statement. Her back held straight and her head up, swiveling occasionally so that her eyes could take in the landscape.
“Ma’am,” I said.
“Yes Chief?”
“What have you and the Queen Mother really been discussing the last couple of nights?”
“Like I said, it’s hard to discuss anything with someone who doesn’t speak our language,” she said.
“I’ve been thinking about that, and I’ve decided I’m wrong. They may not be able to speak as we do, but they can hear us just fine. You don’t have to be able to speak a language to hear it, or understand what’s been said. I’m now wagering that the Queen Mother understood every word out of your mouth. Back on the Calysta she stated that our beliefs and rituals were of no interest to her. Why’s she suddenly become curious now?”
Adanaho knit her brow while she considered my words.
“I can only speculate,” she said. “
“Speculation’s better than nothing,” I replied.
“I believe the Queen Mother is in a state of flux. Pulling her out of her disc terrified her almost to the brink of insanity. But in the days since we left the escape pod, her perceptions have been pure. Unadulterated.”
“Unadulterated?” I said, somewhat incredulous. “You make it sound like her disc was an impediment, rather an advantage. Five will get you ten the Fleet would kill to replicate a functional disc. That’s a nifty piece of the mantis puzzle we’ve still been unable to unravel. Imagine that kind of advance technology adapted for human use.”
“I can,” she said, with a slightly sour expression. “But we’re already so dependent on our own technology—for what we eat, how we travel, how we live, even how we play, and for what we think and how we think it—that we forget what it was like before computers, spacecraft, faster-than-light travel—”
“Do I detect the sensibility of a Luddite?” I said archly.
“I do not hate technology,” she replied. “I simply think we’ve gotten lazy. Did you know that the bulk of our major scientific discoveries came to us without the aid of modern equipment? Hell, Chief, they built the first atomic weapons using long math and vacuum tube processing power. The first true spaceplane, the X-15? Also built using nothing but slide rules and a lot of shrewd paper-and-pencil figuring. Then came the Information Age, and suddenly anyone could know anything via Internet search engines. Why waste time memorizing or synthesizing? Click, the info’s at your fingertips. Entertainment too. The immersive games became addictive. People forget about the danger of the Virtual Reality Plague.”
“Nobody’s forgotten about that,” I said. “There are still millions of people on Earth going through therapy and rehabilitation.”
“After how many decades?” she asked, stopping in her tracks and facing me. Her eyes had begun to sparkle keenly. I could tell from her posture that we’d hit a sore point.
“There are whole generations of people addicted to VR. Why come out and face the real world when make-believe is so much nicer?”
“Plenty of people recovered when the mantes attacked,” I said.
“Sure, when we were forced to, we snapped out of it. Sort of. But if the mantes never existed and we’d been left to just toodle along the path of least resistance…I am not sure any force could have reversed the trend. We built ships in virtual bottles, then climbed in after the ships and pulled the corks tight behind us.”
I couldn’t deny the ferocity or facts of her argument. Every family had a member, or members, who’d become addicted to VR. Minds lost to imaginary spaces existing purely inside the global information networks. Each man or woman a fairy king or cyber queen, a god or goddess of his or her own private electronic realm. Wealth, luxury, power, all limitless and beyond belief.
Just sit down, plug in, turn on, and tune out.
An infinity of sweetly alluring lies.
I shuddered.
“So how does the VR Plague tie back to the Queen Mother?”
“Have you ever seen the bad cases? The ones who went into VR as kids only to come out as adults? Everything you and I take for granted, even eating and drinking and shitting, is an alien experience for them. They don’t remember the real world, and because there are no rules in VR there’s no need to bother with the mundane functions of ordinary existence. Most of those recoveries take years, and the patients hate it.
“But a very few of them delight in escaping. Like being reborn. They can’t get enough of the real around them. Every morning they wake up is a chance to feel real hot and cold water from a real tap, running through their real fingers. To hear real music played on real instruments with their own real ears. To see a really blue sky with real clouds and a real sun with real warmth on your face when you….”
She trailed off. I stared at her as she walked. Her eyes were looking straight ahead, but she was clearly lost in reverie.
Instantly, I intuited the truth.
“You were one of them, weren’t you,” I said.
She looked over her shoulder at me.
“Yes I was.”
“How young were you when you went in?”
“Six.”
“Jesus, your parents let you get on VR at that age?”
“It’s the world’s most amazing baby sitter.”
I swallowed hard.
“How old were you when you came out?”
“Fifteen,” she said. “The war was hurting us. The govern-ment began cutting off and rationing resources. My parents unplugged me and sent me to a state rehab school for VR kids. When I was sixteen, they said I was well enough to go stay with my mother’s sister in North Africa, since my parents were denied custody. Auntie hated VR, considered it a tool of the devil, and took me in like the daughter she never had. When I was 18 I joined the Fleet through an ROTC scholarship. When I was 22 I went to space, and never looked back.”
I didn’t say anything for a long time. The captain’s revelation had turned the mood stone-cold sober.
“I think the Queen Mother is going through something similar to what I went through,” Adanaho finally said. “After living her entire life through the technological lens of her disc, she’s suddenly experiencing reality on its terms. I think she’s finding the experience to be revelatory. Old instincts, long suppressed, are coming to the surface. Abilities. Perceptions. A whole new way of seeing and interpreting the world.”
“That’s a hell of a speculation,” I said, shaking my head. “No disrespect ma’am, but can you be sure you’re not just projecting?”
She was silent for a time. Then she reluctantly said, “No.”
We took a few more steps.
“But can you offer any other explanation as to why she’d suddenly leap off a cliff, relying on wings she’s never used to prevent her from falling directly to a gruesome death?”
“No,” I admitted.
“You said it yourself, Chief. It took a leap of faith.”
Again, I had no answer.
Finally we came to a crumbling break in the canyon’s edge. The canyon itself grew wider and the sides less steep. It appeared to me that we could make our way down, provided we took our time. The Professor must have seen this too, because he and the Queen Mother had stopped and were looking up at us expectantly. Waiting.
It took the captain and I the rest of the day to make our way down. When we reached the bottom, the entire canyon was in shadow and the air had begun to chill.
I wished hard for a clutch of driftwood and some matches to light a fire.
None appeared.
While Adanaho set about preparing our camp for the night, I noticed that the Queen Mother kept apart from the Professor. She stayed near the water’s edge, gazing into the swirls and eddies that marked the surface. The water was mostly clear, all the way to the bottom. If I’d thought there might be trout, I’d have rigged a pole and a line. But the Professor’s sensors and my own water test kit revealed the depressing truth: the river was as lifeless as the surface through which it had carved its course. There would be nothing fresh to eat for dinner.
I pulled the Professor aside before we all went to sleep for the night.
“I’ve been wondering,” I said, “about what you told me.”
“Specifically?” he asked.
“Sex. You said the males of your species are in a sexual stupor until they’ve mated with the female producing the pheromone.”
“That’s a close enough description, yes.”
“How in the hell do you mate when you’re still attached to the discs?”
He looked at me, unmoving.
“Very carefully,” was his only reply.
I didn’t have the heart to pester him further.
In the morning we renewed our journey. Whatever I’d thought about building a raft, we simply didn’t have the resources to do it. The emergency inflatable life preservers in our packs might have kept us face up in the river, but the water was so frigid we’d have been risking hypothermia as a result.
So we walked all day, following the river’s edge along the bottom of the canyon. More and more, the Queen Mother tested the strength of her small lower legs. Every time we stopped. She also tested her flight capabilities, flitting from rock to sand bar to the far side of the river, and back again. Whether it was instinct or learned skill, or both, she appeared to be getting distinctly comfortable in that mode.
Every night, the Queen Mother and the captain sought solitude together, while the Professor and I just sat by the water and wondered between us what was happening with our women.
Chapter 12
“We have to get up and go. Now.” It was Adanaho’s voice.
“Why?” I said, suddenly coming up off the sand, despite the aching stiffness in my joints. We were two weeks from landing, our food stores almost gone, but still no closer to finding a mantis base than we’d been before. We’d stayed in the canyon for the water supply, yes, but also to give us shelter from the sand storms that hit every third or fourth day.
I’d grown to like the canyon, despite the gnawing in my belly. Sleep came easily with the sound of the river droning in my ears.
Tonight, my rest was interrupted. Or was it morning? The faintest hint of light was growing above the canyon rim to the east.
“A craft has landed. Not far from here. The Professor says it’s not a mantis vehicle. They will be searching for us, and they will have marines with them.”
She already had her pack snuggly slung over both shoulders.
The Professor held the Queen Mother securely aboard his disc.
“We can’t move quickly on foot,” I said.
“This I know,” said the Professor. “Which is why you must ride with me.”
“Can the disc—your carriage—handle all three passengers?”
“I do not know. But we must try.”
The Professor offered a forelimb.
I helped the captain climb up onto the back of the disc. She hugged her arms around the Professor’s upper thorax, then I climbed aboard too. The disc’s motors whined with additional strain, and for a moment we were all deathly still—waiting for any sound to tell us we’d been noticed. When none came, we began to slowly float forward.
“How did our people find us?” I asked Adanaho in her ear.
She leaned over and spoke into mine.
“Fleet’s been quietly reverse-engineering a lot of different stuff during the years of the cease-fire. I’ve only been involved in some of that. It’s probable they’ve discovered a way to home in on the signals from the Professor’s disc, even if they can’t reverse engineer the disc itself.”
“Please tell me you can switch off whatever it is that’s not been switched off?” I said to the Professor.
“We are now running silent,” he said, not looking at me.
The Professor scooted along, his disc become sluggish—this time not nearly as high off the ground as before, and complaining in an audible fashion.
The dark landscape of the canyon passed by us in a blur. There were no moons. Only stars in the purpled sky. The professor could see though, if one could call his mechanical-cyborg senses sight. What was it like to “look” with Doppler sonar or radar? What images or pictures were in the Professor’s head as he steered us through the canyon?
Suddenly the Professor halted.
A trio of spotlights illuminated us from overhead. The loud purring of VTOL fans told me the gig was up. Those were human machines in the air, not mantis.
I suddenly had the desire to lay on the ground, face-down, and put my hands behind my head.
Busted!
“MANTIS SOLDIER,” a booming human’s voice commanded through an electronic bullhorn, “RELEASE YOUR HUMAN PRISONERS OR WE WILL DESTROY YOU.”
Frantic skitter-scratching from the Queen Mother.
“We cannot allow ourselves to be taken,” the Professor translated.
But what could we do? The captain and I both put our hands up to shield our eyes against the harsh light. I felt my heart begin to beat double-time. On the one hand, being discovered by Fleet meant our famished sojourn in the alien wilderness had been cut short. On the other hand, it was probable my friend was going to wind up as an hors d’ oeuvre on some Fleet Intelligence geek’s interrogation menu.
“Ma’am,” I said. “You’d better be damned right about being able to push the POW angle.”
“Set us down, Professor,” she said. “I swear on my honor as a Fleet officer that I won’t let them hurt you, or the Queen Mother.”
There was a moment of agonizing hesitation as the Professor’s head tilted this way and that, his antennae waving frantically as he tried to quickly deduce the best course of action: were there any escape routes, and if escape was impossible, could Adanaho be trusted to fulfill her promise?
The canyon suddenly took on an air of claustrophobia.
Slowly, the disc settled to the ground.
The Queen Mother shoved herself off of the disc and began to skitter away—her stubby lower legs moving rapidly on the rock and sand. The Professor’s mandibles clacked and chattered violently. I guessed that he was yelling at her? But it did no good.
More spotlights appeared, this time from the ground.
Wheeled trucks roared around a bend in the canyon ahead and squads of human troops began to pile out, quickly surrounding us.
The captain and I both stepped off the Professor’s disc, our hands held up.
“I claim these creatures as prisoners of war!” Adanaho shouted at the top of her vocal range. The marines approached us hesitantly, rifles at their shoulders.
“Don’t hurt them,” I yelled. “They’re under our protection.”
One of the marines lowered her rifle and walked out of the pack.
It was difficult to see her rank in the blinding glare of the spotlights, and the blowing dust from the VTOL fans that kept the gunships aloft: three chevrons stacked on top of each other.
“Ma’am,” the female marine said as she approached us, saluting Adanaho. Then she saw me, and added a quick, “Sir.”
The captain and I both reflexively saluted, then dropped our arms.
“Sergeant,” the captain said in a trained tone of authority, “I’m giving you a direct order to stand down. Neither of these mantes are armed. They’re not a threat to you or your marines. As a captain in Fleet Intelligence, I claim them as POWs.”
“Mantis prisoners?” the NCO said, sounding doubtful. She watched as the Queen Mother continued to scramble, and the Professor’s antennae drooped, his body language expressing utter defeat.
“Yes,” Adanaho said. “We took them from the Calysta before she was destroyed. It’s essential that we get these POWs off this planet and into safe keeping. They are vital to the war effort.”
“We’ve got orders to frag every mantis we come across,” said the marine. “No exceptions. Hundreds of lifeboats came down all across this world. It’s been a hell of a job policing up survivors. Especially with so many mantis patrols running interception.”
“Who has orbital space superiority?” the captain asked.
“We do, for the moment,” said the NCO. “But that may not last. There’s no time to waste, ma’am, sir, we have to get you out of here. And I’m not authorized to bring back any mantis carcasses.”
The NCO signaled with a gloved hand and the marines moved in, separating us from the Professor and the Queen Mother—who’d given up escaping, and simply lay prone on the dirt at the Professor’s side, exhausted as well as defeated.
A dozen muzzles were trained on them both, and I distinctly heard safeties clicking off.
“NO!” the captain and I both shouted together. We pushed our way through the marines to stand in front of the Professor and the Queen Mother.
“How much more clearly do I have to give a direct order, Sergeant?” Adanaho commanded sternly. “In fact, if I don’t see people standing down by the time I get to three, there’s going to be hell to pay. One…Two….”
The squad looked confused. Eyes—covered by goggles—darted from Adanaho’s young but determined face, to their squad leader’s. The female NCO looked angry, but she wasn’t about to ignore the captain.
“At ease,” the NCO finally said, slowly pushing a palm down towards the ground. “If she’s Fleet Intel like she says she is, we’ll let her bosses figure it out. Get the heavy-lift transport in here and we’ll evac the lot of them to orbit.”
Several roger thats echoed around the group, then some of the marines trotted back to their trucks while others remained to guard the mantes. The troops stood close enough to keep the mantes under watchful eyes, but not so close as to be within reach of a swiping forelimb. As I watched their young faces I realized that none of them—save for the squad leader herself—were old enough to have fought in the first war. All they’d ever heard about mantes had come to them from training vids.
They stared at the Professor and the Queen Mother the way children might stare at a pair of freshly-landed sharks.
Dangerous monsters.
There was a deafening shriek in the air, and the landscape around us instantly lit as one of the gunships overhead burst into flame.
Other shrieks announced themselves, and suddenly all three of the gunships were coming down in pieces, the wreckage scattering while it burned brightly.
“INCOMING!” the marines yelled collectively.
I scanned the constricted strip of orange-to-purple sky over our heads.
Several swift, lethal-looking shapes swooped over us, their engines sounding distinctly different from those used by humans.
The mantis cavalry had arrived.
Chapter 13
My heart rate went to triple-time.
The war—humans versus the mantes, part two—had suddenly become real again.
The burning remnants of human aircraft lay scattered across the canyon, or steaming in the river itself. Marines were firing their rifles indiscriminately into the air, though I doubt they hit anything. Whatever had attacked and destroyed the gunships was momentarily gone. Though I suspected they would return, probably with drop pods loaded with mantis shock troops. I’d seen such in action on Purgatory. The canyon was about to become a slaughter house.
I saw the Professor with the Queen Mother half aboard his disc. They’d been pushed far out into the river by a trio of marines who were shouting at them, rifles raised and aimed dead-center.
Captain Adanaho was between the marines and the Professor, water up to her waist. She’d pulled out her sidearm and pointed it at the marines.
Humans hurled incomprehensible commands at each other.
One of the rifles went off.
Captain Adanaho was pitched backwards into the water.
Alien jets howled down on us.
The water around the trio of marines suddenly erupted with hundreds of little fountains.
What was left of the trio began to drift down stream.
Not caring whether I was next to be fragged, I plunged into the river and strove mightily to reach the captain. Her body was limply drifting with the current, and the Professor stared dumbly at it as it passed both he and the Queen Mother, who also stared dumbly.
I threw myself forward and began to breast stroke, the water chill and electric on my skin.
My hand finally hit something soft.
I knotted my fist into the fabric of the captain’s uniform and began to beat back towards the shore.
When I came out, my chest heaved for air.
I dragged the captain’s limp body onto the sand at the river’s edge.
Turning her over, I observed the bloody hole in the front of her uniform. A liver shot? Warm blackness flooded from the wound and the captain’s eyes blinked furiously as she tried to draw breath. Whispered gasps were all she could manage.
“Oh God no,” I said, wishing madly for one of the med kits in our packs. Which were who knew how far away. The current had taken us down river too quickly for me to correctly reckon where camp might be. And there was still shooting happening, though from whom and towards whom I could not be certain. Lacking a better idea, I pressed my hand hard on the wound and willed the bleeding to stop.
The captain groaned loudly and clutched at my arm with both hands. Her eyes were wide and she stared up at me.
“Chief,” she spat. I read her lips more than I heard her.
“Ma’am,” I said, trying to sound calm, “you’re hurt bad, and I have to stop the bleeding.”
“Chief,” she said again, our eyes locked. I quickly lowered my ear to her face. Her voice rasped and sputtered.
“The Queen Mother,” Adanaho said, “you’ve got to protect her. She is the key, Chief. She has been…chosen. Like you. Padre….”
I started to blubber my incomprehension, then looked up to see the Professor hovering almost directly above us. The Queen Mother slid off the front of his disc and came to Adanaho’s side—her forelimbs framed Adanaho’s young face as the captain fought to draw additional breath, but could not.
I pressed harder, to combat the gushing blood, but felt in my heart that it was no use.
“We must flee!” The Professor commanded. “Caught in the crossfire, we will all die.”
“We can’t move the captain!” I hollered, looking up at my friend with a sense of panicked helplessness ripping me up inside.
A trail of bullets spattered across the sand near us.
The Professor spun on his vertical axis to face the four marines who advanced with rifles up. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them splashing through the river shallows. Automatic fire stuttered and suddenly I was flattened across Adanaho’s body as the Professor lowered his disc right down on top of us: me, the captain, and the Queen Mother.
“My friend,” the Professor said, “I regret to inform you that—”
He never finished his sentence. Bullets pinged and panged off his disc. Some tore through chitin, slicing mantis organs and soft tissue. The Professor’s disc moved forward three meters, then gouged its bow into the wet sand—the disc proper tilting up like a shield. I looked up to see the silhouette of his thorax and limbs flailing around the discs’s black edge, bits and pieces of him coming off and mantis blood splattering.
Then I put my head down as a concentrated series of bursts from the advancing marines shredded the Professor’s disc completely.
It split in two and burst into flame, sparks and electrical arcing lighting up the horrific scene of the Professor’s dismantled body.
The sky howled.
Mantis fighters. Overhead. Making a third sweep of the canyon.
The marines in the shallows vanished in a blinding display of pinpoint antipersonnel rocketry.
I flattened across Adanaho’s body.
Long moments of silence followed.
The Professor’s disc slowly smoldered, so close I could smell the cooking flesh. I turned my eyes back to Adanaho’s face. She stared up at me unblinking, her mouth half open but not drawing breath.
I began to hurl obscenities at the cosmos. Towards any deity or deities that would listen. I damned the Professor. I damned the Queen Mother, and the mantes, and the marines, and the awful stupidity of precious lives cut short. I damned Earth. I damned the Fleet. I even damned Adanaho for being young and idealistic and coming to me as if I had some power over circumstances; enough to alter the course of history. Such idealism had gotten her killed, and all I could do was sit there, soaked and cold and clutching the captain’s lifeless hand in my own.
A slow build of tortured sobs burst out of me as I lowered my forehead to Adanaho’s chest and shook with grief. For her. For my alien friend. For the fate of two species apparently committed to annihilation.
After a few moments I heard the Queen Mother suddenly rise up, her wings unfolding and extending to maximum width. I opened my eyes and looked. Enough light was coming down into the Canyon now that I could see her clearly. She watched the sky.
Loud, thunderous, mechanized whining to my rear me told me that the drop pods had finally come. Multiple buzzing sounds told me the shock troops—their armored discs studded with a variety of lethal weapons—were on top of us.
Perhaps it was for the best. To end things in this manner.
I wasn’t sure I wanted to live to see the mantis war machine slowly grind the planets of human space to powder. Instead of a quick termination, now there would be a long, drawn out, dreadful fist fight as the Fleet contracted and toughened its defensive circle. World after world would be “cleansed” of humanity. Until at last Earth would fall under mantis crosshairs.
The final stand.
And then…humanity would join the handful of other extinct races in the mantis archives. A dead people, wiped from the face of the galaxy by a species determined to have the stars to itself.
I kept my eyes closed and held the captain’s hand tight.
The buzzing was loud now. They had to be just meters away.
A sharp hissing cut through the mechanized sound. It was a shrill, painful sound, almost like fingernails on a chalk board. I reflexively looked up to see the source, and saw the Queen Mother hovering over myself and Adanaho, her wings fluttering and beating the air ferociously. Her mouth was open as wide as possible and her tractor teeth were vibrating so quickly they were a blur. It must have taken an astounding effort for her manage the display, but it had gotten the attention of her subordinates.
Several dozen mantis soldiers surrounded us, looking unsure of what to do. Those in the front rank were recoiling at the sight of the Queen Mother, a mantis without her carriage, unchained, feral, her insect eyes adamant.
Her hiss slowly died in her throat, followed by a rapid series of clicks and clacks as she spoke to her people in their own language. I couldn’t be sure what she was saying, but their reaction was immediate. A path opened through the mass of soldiers allowing four other mantes to maneuver forward. I didn’t see weapons on their discs. In fact, their discs seemed like the Professor’s.
Were these medics?
I could only guess.
Two of them converged on the remains of the Professor. The other two on the Queen Mother herself, who settled onto her small lower legs and began to instruct the lot of them, her forelimbs waving and pointing with the distinct authority of one bred to rule.
None of them touched me. Nor the body of the captain.
The troops moved back, then began to disperse.
Securing the area, no doubt.
I slowly sat up, tears and mucus down the front of my wet uniform, and glared at the Queen Mother. She sat on the sand, her wings folded tightly and her beak shut. She glared right back, her eyes alien but her posture erect and dignified.
Eventually the medics returned with what appeared to be a small disc—a carriage without an owner. Though I guessed by size that it was only temporary, for the Queen Mother’s benefit.
She looked at me for a long while, not saying anything, and me not saying anything to her. Then she slowly climbed aboard the disc and settled into the saddle. A series of squeaking and mechanical snapping sounds told me she was being re-integrated. She shuddered once and her mouth opened in irritation, then she settled down and the disc rose off the ground.
Hovering over to myself and the body of the captain, the Queen mother announced, “Pick up your captain. There is a transport waiting for us. I have a truce to call!”
Chapter 14
Thirteen weeks later, I was in orbit around Earth.
It had taken a long time for the Queen Mother to regain full control of her forces. And longer than that to convince Fleet that the Queen Mother’s overtures of peace were sincere. Several human planets had been destroyed. Along with several mantis worlds too. For the first time, the fight had not been one-way. And though the weaponry of humanity had been more primitive, it had proven to be just as effective.
Millions were dead. Mantis and human.
Past a certain point, body count ceased to matter.
What mattered now was that the Queen Mother and her top officers were getting ready to meet with Fleet Command and its top officers with the intention of signing, not just a cease fire, but a permanent treaty of non-aggression.
My uniform had been cleaned and prepared for the occasion by my mantis aides—assigned to me by the Queen Mother herself. They’d managed to get almost all of captain Adanaho’s blood out of the fabric, save for a vague discoloring of some of the lighter piping.
The captain herself rested in a stasis casket.
The mantes had spared no effort preparing the body.
The transparent lid of the casket showed Adanaho in a flowing one-piece gown woven from traditional mantis silks. I’d told them how to go about it. They’d wanted her presented to Fleet Command with as much dignity as could be mustered—a token of their good will, and also in honor of Adanaho’s act of sacrifice in defense of the Queen Mother.
I stood staring at Adanaho’s face while our mantis shuttle maneuvered through Earth orbit in order to dock with the Fleet space station on the far side of the world. Thankfully there was gravity. Something I hoped human engineers would replicate soon.
The Queen Mother stood next to me. No disc. A small package of electronics had instead been attached to her thorax with flexible straps: a translator box and speaker grill for communications.
The mantis guards at the hatches did have discs, polished and bright. The guards themselves were rigid with respect.
“She was too young,” I said sadly, not daring to touch the captain’s casket. Adanaho looked pristine now. Immaculate. I didn’t want to disrespect what she’d accomplished by treating the casket like mere furniture. I had decided it was a kind of monument, both to the horrible bloodshed which had taken place, and to the new shoots of possibility which had sprouted amidst the ashes.
“And I am too old,” said the Queen Mother. “Age has made me cynical. I had thought the one you called Professor to be an eccentric. I humored him just long enough to achieve my own ends. And now I find my universe transformed beyond reckoning.”
“Do you miss your carriage?” I asked.
“Oh yes, all the time,” she said. “But after our recovery from the planet’s surface, it became apparent to me that there could be no going back. Not for me. Your captain was correct. Our carriages have come to define us in ways we neither understand nor suspect. It took having mine ripped away from me to make me see what we mantes have lost in the long time since we first achieved sapience.”
“And what is it you think you’re regaining?”
The Queen Mother considered my question for a moment, then she said, “Illumination.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Oh?”
“If I understand the human use of the term, it means an emergence into a state of deeper understanding—of the universe, of the self, of the meaning of both.”
“That’s one way to look at it,” I said. “What will you do now?”
“Once the treaty is signed and reparations meted out, I will call the Quorum of the Select together and a new Queen Mother will be chosen.”
“You’re quitting?” I said, surprised.
“I must. Already I am an oddity among my people. They need someone who can lead them during this transition, and it cannot be me.”
“But the treaty is your idea,” I said. “What if the new Queen Mother decides to throw it away and re-start the war?”
“We do not behave so rashly, despite what you may think, Padre. It took us a long time to reach the conclusion that war must be renewed. It would take an even longer time for us to reach the conclusion that the new peace must be destroyed. There is an additional human name circulating in the Quorum now. The heroism of Captain Adanaho—for me, for the reclamation of the cease-fire—will live eternally in the memories of the mantes.”
I bowed my head, eyes closed, remembering the captain’s last words to me. They’d hit me in a place so deep I’d not even known it existed. And whether she knew it or not, the captain had bound me to this alien who now stood at my side—the matriarch of all I’d once feared.
I also remembered the Professor. The one who’d originally sought me out of curiosity, and upon whom so much had depended in the long run. That he’d died trying to protect the three of us—Adanaho, the Queen Mother, and myself—only seemed to cement the unspoken pact. Blood for blood. The life of a mantis hero for the life of a human heroine, each given freely so that there might be a future for both races.
If I had anything to say about it, the Professor’s prominence in human lore would be every bit as great as Adanaho’s was becoming among the aliens.
Aliens. I smiled slightly and shook my head. Time to get that word out of my system. The mantes had proven to be every bit as human as any woman or man I’d ever known. To include their capacity for regret, and a longing for redemption.
“And once you’re free of responsibility,” I said to the Queen Mother, “where will you go? Home?”
“No,” she said. “I will need time to properly dwell upon what has happened; what is happening. I do not yet fully comprehend what it is I am becoming without the carriage. I cannot say I am regressing, nor am I standing still. I feel as if I am pupating all over again. Only this time it’s happening inside of me. In my mind. In my…soul?”
I arched an eyebrow at her use of the word. But said nothing.
“I will need,” she continued, “a place of quiet refuge. Somewhere I can meditate. I think that’s the right human word? I feel as if I am seeing the world and everything in it for the first time, all over again. I must be free of distractions. And I will need to be in contact with someone of whom I can ask questions. Many questions.”
“There must be many planets in mantis territory suitable for this,” I said.
“No,” she replied. “Only one.”
“One?”
“Yes. It’s a sparse world. Not much to look at, really. Upon which there is a single, modest chapel.”
A tiny thrill went up my spine.
“And I expect you’ll be wanting me to go with you,” I said.
“Only if you wish it. I cannot compel you to do this thing.”
“It’s okay. I’d have gone back even if you didn’t ask. But not before I’ve had a chance to visit Earth again, and make proper goodbyes to the many people I left behind during the first war.”
“Of course.”
“Thank you.”
“No, Padre, thank you.”
“It’s going to be difficult,” I said. “This journey you’re proposing to take. In all the thousands of years of human history, countless men and women have walked the same path. The results have not always been good ones. There can be no guarantees. You might get frustrated. Or worse.”
“That is why I will need you, to be my guide.”
“But I’m just—”
“Padre, what did Captain Adanaho tell you? What would her spirit say if it could speak to you now?”
I looked through the lid of the casket.
“That I can’t put off the inevitable,” I said.
“Then we shall walk the path together?” the Queen Mother asked.
“Yes, I think we’ll have to.”
“Good.”
A small chime in the compartment alerted us to the fact that the mantis shuttle was on final approach for dock. I took another long look through the top of the casket, then straightened my uniform and followed the Queen Mother out into the corridor that lead to the gangway hatch.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
As of the publication of this book, “The Chaplain’s Legacy” is the longest piece of fiction I’ve ever sold to Analog. I was nervous that its length might take it over the edge, in terms of what either Stan Schmidt or his successor, Trevor Quachri, would allow. I was delighted when Trevor sent word that he was taking the story, and doubly delighted by the size of the check that arrived in my mail box a couple of months later.
As noted in the afterword for “The Chaplain’s Assistant”, this story forms part of an arc that I eventually novelized. Baen Books has officially picked up the novel, The Chaplain’s War, for publication in 2014, and I am supremely pleased to be seeing this story released in its expanded form. Even with 30,000 words—between the original short story and the sequel novella—there is a whole lot more “there” there, where the Chaplain’s Assistant universe is concerned. Once I got my teeth into the character of Harrison Barlow, I found I had a lot of ground to cover: who he is, where he comes from, what he went through before being stranded on Purgatory, what he went through after escaping from the nameless world where The Professor met his demise, and so forth. It was a delight being able to flesh things out to their fullest potential, and I was especially grateful to have Toni Weisskopf’s experienced editorial hand guiding me along the way.
Thus if you pick up a copy of The Chaplain’s War when it sees print, you may notice a few differences between what you’ve read here, and what you read there. I am told that fans who first read Ender’s Game in Analog have noticed the same thing. When comparing the book to its original short fiction form. Hopefully folks will forgive me for tweaking stuff or making some modifications to suit the needs of a new editor. Such is the way of the “fix up book” as Mike Resnick says they used to be called: short fiction pieces laced together at the edges to make full novels, back in the old days when almost everyone writing science fiction was writing it for the magazines first and foremost.
As has been the case often in my career, my publication journey travels a time-honored, old-fashioned path. I will admit to being somewhat proud of that. And I am proud of this story too.
***




The Hero’s Tongue: Larry Niven
I stumbled across Larry Niven in 1992.
At the B. Dalton bookstore in Cottonwood Mall, Salt Lake City, to be precise.
No, not Larry Niven the man. Larry Niven the writer.
Having just finished the first two books in W. Michael Gear’s Forbidden Borders series, I was impatient. The third book wasn’t due out for at least a year, and I wasn’t quite ready to return to my tried-and-true library of Pocketbooks Star Trek novels. So I trotted off to my favorite bookstore and idly scanned the shelves. Hoping for one or more titles to leap out at me. Kind of like a literary blind date.
At that time, Larry Niven was a name I’d only ever seen in passing: in the back pages of Omni magazine—amidst the book club selections. So when I spotted the books N-Space and Playgrounds of the Mind, something in my unconscious said, “Hey, you keep seeing that guy pop up, why not give him a try?”
Little did I know that N-Space and Playgrounds of the Mind were not, in fact, novels. Little did I also know that those two books would absolutely consume and regurgitate my imagination over the next four months, such that I would never look at science fiction the same ever again.
Much has been written in other places about The Great Larry Niven, most of it before I was old enough to drive. But at that particular point in my life I didn’t know Larry Niven from Adam, and had absolutely no idea how much of an impact he’d had on the literary science fiction field in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. To me he was just another writer, and the stories and excerpts in N-Space and Playgrounds of the Mind so thoroughly captivated me—fresh, without preconceptions, prejudices, or expectations—I went on to buy and read virtually every book Larry had ever written, or would ever write from that point forward.
Such was the level of my enjoyment of his work.
I mentioned earlier—with my piece on Allan Cole & Chris Bunch—that it’s impossible to read a million-plus words of a writer’s work, and not have that writer’s sensibilities, cadence, idioms, sense of humor, etc., rub off on you. In both large and small ways. So it is again with Larry Niven. The man I credit above all others for not only showing me a new and amazing way to tell science fiction stories—the “hard” way—but also for teaching me to love short science fiction as an art form. Because he does it so damned well.
Some writers credit Ray Bradbury or Harlan Ellison in this regard.
Me? All credit to Larry Niven! And to those two paperbacks. Which I have read and re-read so many times over the years, they’ve grown yellowed and fragile. Overused, one might say. Though in a loving and tender way.
Not long after I broke into professional science fiction myself, I met Larry Niven in person, at the Roosevelt Hotel in Hollywood, California. It was my big chance to do what I’d been too afraid to do in 1993, at CONduit in Salt Lake: accost Larry and impress upon him my admiration for his work.
I thought I could keep my cool. Being a recent winner of the very contest Larry himself judged. I thought I could maintain my professional (albeit brand new!) demeanor.
I am embarrassed to say I went full fanboy. Full! Fanboy!
Thankfully, Larry was a patient chap, who suffered my exclamations with a smile. His wife too. They were gracious and kind.
I did it to them again the following year, when I brought and pressed my abused copies of N-Space and Playgrounds of the Mind into Larry’s hands, with a pen, and said, “Larry, these books are why I write short science fiction! Would you please sign them?”
Again, he suffered my exclamations with a smile.
Little did I know that my Writer Dad, Mike Resnick, would eventually line me up to collaborate with Larry Niven, for Arc Manor’s Stellar Guild series. A project which I wrapped up at the same time I finished my edits for the very book you’re now holding in your hands.
Being able to collaborate with Larry Niven—to write in one of his worlds—has been one of those serendipitous things for which I could not possibly have planned. Dreamed, yes. But not planned. A junior point guard just starting out in the NBA does not plan to scrimmage with or take pointers from the great John Stockton. A guitar player two steps out of his garage, making waves in local venues, does not plan to play with or open for Eric Clapton or Jimmy Page.
Perhaps the best compliment Larry ever gave me during the process, was that my style seemed to so closely match his own, he had a difficult time telling the difference between my prose and his.
You can’t buy that kind of thing. Nor steal it. It is a gift. More valuable than diamonds or platinum. I shall take it to my grave as one of the straight-up most heart-warming things anyone has ever said to me, about my writing. Your basic good feeling, as Tom Clancy said in his introduction to N-Space.
So, everything you’ve been reading in this book, it’s partially Larry’s doing. Without my having adored Larry’s work first, I’d have never gotten up the nerve to try my hand at making my own stories.
Because in the same four months when I was reading Larry for the first time, a locally-produced science fiction radio serial called Searcher and Stallion had picked me up to work on some sci-fi scripts for them. So that between doing the scripts and thinking, hot damn, this is fun, and reading Larry’s stories and thinking, hot damn, this is amazing, and people pay Larry to do this, I got it into my brain that maybe I could do what Larry does too.
Twenty years later I’ve been the 2012 triple-nominee for the Hugo, Nebula, and Campbell awards, and I’ve won the Writers of the Future award, as well as the Analog magazine “AnLab” readers’ choice award—Analog being the premier “hard” science fiction magazine in the English language, where Larry himself still publishes. Seems to me I can’t talk about my career or my successes without speaking of the tremendous influence Larry’s had, and still has. Just because he’s terrific at what he does.
So I’ll give a big salute to the man who created the Kzinti and the Ringworld and the Smoke Ring. Who peopled his books and stories with amazing men, women, and aliens; some of whom think as well as you or I do, just differently. Pak Protectors and Outsiders and Grendels and Pierson’s Puppeteers. A menagerie of delightful, incredible, and essentially believable creatures. Who often exist in stupendously amazing yet utterly scientifically plausible places.
Folks, that’s not easy to render. Trust me.
But Larry makes it look effortless.
***




Exanastasis
Exanastasis (Greek): resurrection, rising again.


Atreus studied the sweep of the Milky Way, remembering the first time his uncle had taken him into the hills away from the city. They’d lain on their backs in their sleeping bags, staring up into space and competing to see who could spot the most movers—satellites and space stations orbiting at various distances.
He reflexively reached down to pull the lip of his bag up to his chin, and discovered that there was no bag.
What?
Reality suddenly collapsed into place.
The wreck. His lunar rover had flipped, crushing him into the regolith. Air had been escaping through cracks in his helmet when he’d tried to scream, and vomited thick arterial blood into his starred facebowl.
Atreus’s body jerked violently at the visceral memory, and he sat up. Looking around, he saw that he was on a dais sculpted from the central peak of a tiny crater. An invisible dome of phocarbonite crystal rose upward from the crater’s low rim wall.
Swinging his feet over the edge of the dais, Atreus found the crater floor polished, and warm to the touch of his bare toes. Gentle lights were set into the basalt at regular intervals, illuminating a wide set of stairs that led down the slope of the short peak to where a blue-cloaked and hooded figure hovered half a meter in the air.
The floating creature’s head looked straight up towards the dais, but its face was a darkened void, revealing nothing.
“Erebos,” Atreus said, recognizing the color of the cloak.
“Father,” replied the cloaked being.
“Why have you revived me?”
“It was not my choice.”
Atreus wiped his palms across his face, savoring the sensation. “The others?”
“They thought it might be easier to convince you this way.”
Atreus snorted. “Since when have your brothers and sisters ever needed to convince me of anything? The time when my opinion mattered, passed long ago.”
“Not all of us feel that way.”
Atreus studied the levitating creature for a quiet moment.
“No, I suppose you don’t. You were always respectful, Erebos.”
“Which is why I voted to let you stay dead.”
Atreus stood up, discovering himself to be hairless as well as naked. He took a few experimental steps and found his motor control over the clone body to be surprisingly good—his children had improved the consciousness transfer process.
“What, my son, is so needful that your brothers and sisters would go to the trouble of bringing me back in the flesh? If it’s information you want, surely you could have copied me from the Vault, and mined the copy for relevant data.”
“Data, perhaps. But wisdom? No.”
Again, Atreus snorted. “Hah! Wisdom. You all grew too smart for that. It’s why you let me die in the first place. The accident must have been enormously convenient for you.”
Erebos remained silent, his hovering form unmoved. “I told them you’d feel this way. Which is why I knew we couldn’t come to you empty-handed. We have therefore prepared a gift, as a token of our good faith.”
Erebos’s floating body pivoted smoothly on its vertical axis, and an arm rose from the shoulder to point to a new series of lights that had sparkled to life near him in the crater floor. A line split through the center of those lights, and then a circular hatch gaped wide. A new set of stairs, leading down to the subterranean structures below, divulged a second, white-cloaked figure that rose steadily until it stood at Erebos’s side.
Unlike Erebos, the new figure walked on two legs. It reached up and slowly pulled back its hood.
Atreus gaped, then surged down the stairs and sank to his knees in front of the figure. Hot tears spilled from his eyelids as he prostrated himself like a penitent, lips brushing the tops of the figure’s bare, feminine feet.
“Mother,” Erebos said quietly, lowering his arm.
• • •
The subsurface chamber was immense, but only two chairs populated its center. Atreus, now clothed in a white robe similar to his wife’s, and clutching a steaming cup of coffee, sat in one chair. The other chair held Hypatia—Atreus’s spouse. Unlike himself, Hypatia had a soft head of tightly-curled black hair on top of her coffee-skinned skull. Her wide-set, deliciously dark eyes watched Atreus as she half-smiled, her beautiful lips full and inviting.
A wall-screen bloomed from a slot in the floor, showing a single image at its center. Atreus had to rip his eyes away from his spouse—who’d not said five words to him since his awakening—to look at what the children thought was so important.
“This was taken today?” Atreus said.
“Yes,” replied Telamon, the red-robed floater to Atreus’s right. Like Erebos, Telamon wore the color first assigned to him upon being decanted. Also like Erebos, his face was a blank void within the confines of his cowl.
“The vessel originated from deep within the Kuiper,” said purple-cloaked Doris, “Given its current trajectory and velocity, it will enter the inner system within a week.”
“And what of its communications,” Atreus asked. “Have you tried to talk to it?”
“No,” said black-cloaked Kalypso. In the months before his death, Atreus had watched her emerge as the strongest of her siblings. It was she who had slowly turned the majority of them against him, and it was she who had presided over Atreus’s broken body as they’d lowered the Vault’s recording cap onto his skull.
Now Kalypso hung back, monosyllabic in her responses to his questions.
Atreus wondered if the calculus of power had changed. He looked to Erebos and said, “Why not establish communications? SETI was one of your primary assignments, following the evacuation of Earth. A visitor from another solar system is of the greatest import. Surely you didn’t bring me back just to tell you this?”
“No,” Kalypso said before her brother could respond.
“Then what is the problem?”
“They think the ship might be human,” Hypatia said, breaking her silence.
Atreus almost spilled his mug into his lap.
Hypatia turned her head to the side, stifling a giggle, then said, “I think my husband and I need to get a few things straight. Before we continue. Would you all please give us some privacy?”
Without a word of protest, the multi-colored robes floated silently into formation and exited the room through a side portal, which immediately sealed.
Atreus returned his attention to the woman who was—and yet couldn’t possibly be—his wife.
“You don’t believe in me,” Hypatia said.
“I want to believe,” Atreus said. “With all my heart and soul.”
“But….”
“I saw your shuttle vaporized. I saw the debris burn.”
Hypatia examined one of her hands. “I can’t tell you what happened because I don’t know. I can only tell you that it’s been about three months since they woke me up.”
“Wife, what do you remember?”
“Our life together, before the war. How happy we were. How thrilling it was to be part of the different lunar projects.”
“What about your death?”
“Nothing. There is nothing. Was nothing.”
“Do you remember how frantic you were to find Borran? And Yana?”
Hypatia’s brow furrowed as her eyes lost focus. “I…No. The children tell me I was desperate. That you begged me to stay and not take the risk.”
“I did.”
“Cadmus says a lot of my short-term memory didn’t survive the recombination process.”
“That’s because there was nothing to re-combine. You were destroyed.”
Atreus’s pulse was racing again as he looked at his wife.
She merely looked back at him with the same soul-aching tenderness that she’d always exhibited when she thought he was getting himself worked up over nothing.
“Yet here I am.”
Atreus opened his mouth to reply, then slowly shut it. Why was he so eager to disbelieve?
As if reading his internal tumult, Hypatia reached a hand across the distance between them and laid it on his arm, her thumb tracing familiar and concerned circles on his bicep. The simple, intimate gesture was almost too much for Atreus to bear. He slowly set his coffee on a nearby side table and took his wife’s hand in both of his, reveling in the warmth and softness of her fingers.
“Tell me everything you can,” he said. “I must know what you know.”
• • •
Tens of centuries had passed. There were no more people. Not on Earth. Not anywhere. The children saw to that, following the war. It was part of the plan.
“A plan,” Kalypso said, floating over to stand between Atreus and the wall-screen, “that we executed to the letter. You were right. The Earth was dying. Pruning humanity from the surface would allow the ecology to recover, in time. Not that the war and the resulting plagues and famine left many humans alive anyway. We kept them, you know. In the Vault, just like you wanted us to.”
“To later be recovered,” Atreus said testily, “in clone bodies like mine, when the Earth had returned to its natural glory and we could go back to the surface together, and rebuild our civilization in harmony with nature.”
Kalypso made no sound.
“I notice that you didn’t get around to that part,” Atreus said. “Are you so afraid of losing control? That you would keep humanity slumbering in a bottle? Daughter, I raised you better than that.”
Kalypso advanced on Atreus, hovering over him like death itself.
“You raised us not at all. We were your experiments and your pets, but little more. We gave you our affection and our loyalty, and you treated us like property.”
Atreus opened his mouth to retort, the resentment still hot in his newly-minted brain, but Hypatia gave him a gentle shake of the head, as if to say it was no use arguing.
He closed his mouth, and slumped back in his chair, examining the image of the ship on the screen.
“If they are human, they must be from one of the boats that fled during the war. I thought all of those had been picked off by the automated defense network, but it’s possible one of them might have gotten through. Question is, why come back?”
“I would think it’s obvious,” remarked Bion, whose green cloak billowed slightly as he moved to Kalypso’s side. “They know the Earth is habitable again. The seas and forests have all recovered. A mostly virgin world, unspoiled.”
“Which brings me back to my original question,” Atreus said. “Why should I care? They’re going to accomplish my original wish, in spite of your cowardice.”
The heads of Kalypso and Bion turned in unison towards Hypatia.
Atreus’s wife looked mildly embarrassed, and she rubbed her hands together experimentally before speaking.
“They want you to speak for them, husband. They have no experience dealing with humans—having been born in the wake of the war, and all. To them, humans are a commodity, to be labeled and stored on a shelf. Also, you are one of the only men any of the renegades or their descendants might recognize, and respect. You advocated for them at their absentee trial in the United Nations.”
“It was a symbolic gesture,” Atreus said.
“But one the children hope might be remembered,” Hypatia said.
“So you are afraid,” Atreus said to the hovering, colorful cloaks. He smiled wickedly. “I am so pleased to know that mortal men still intimidate you all enough for you to want to resurrect one of us to act as your sock puppet.”
“Father….” Erebos said.
“What words do you want me to say? Can I please see the script?”
“Husband….”
“No! I’m not going to be silent. Not while our children need my help, especially after they sat back and let me die the first time. I’ll even wager that the truck was sabotaged. They knew I’d never willingly go into the Vault, so they arranged circumstances such that I’d be powerless to prevent it. How nice. And now that they’re about to see their dominion evaporate, they bring me—us!—back. Ridiculous.”
“I told you he’d be hopeless,” Kalypso said.
“Traitorous piece of compu—”
“Enough.” Erebos said, his blue cloak flaring and rippling. “Brothers and sisters, we ask for too much too soon. There will be time to talk to the inbound ship. Father, I apologize. Once again we reveal our knowledge deficit, where dealing with humans is concerned. I suggest that you and mother retire to the chambers we’ve prepared for you, while the rest of us seek our own repose. Each of us needs to meditate further, before decisions can be made. Shall we reconvene in twelve hours?”
Atreus fumed, but stayed silent. He nodded once.
Hypatia’s head was lowered as she slowly stood and began walking towards the exit. Her posture was one Atreus recognized: sad frustration. The children all followed suit, except for Erebos, who hung back while Atreus dallied. When everyone else had cleared the room, and before Erebos could depart, Atreus turned and stopped his son with a hand wave. The door sealed, and for the first time, Atreus was alone with the only one of the seven whom he felt might give him an honest answer.
“Erebos, how did you do it?”
“What do you mean?”
“How did you resurrect her mind?”
Erebos floated noiselessly for a moment, his void-for-a-face looking down at his father.
“She is Hypatia, your wife and inspiration. To us she is sacred as the icon of all things that were good in you. And which might be good again. Now, go to her, and be content.”
Erebos’s rebuke had been gentle, but firm.
And Atreus felt he had no choice but to comply.
• • •
“Why can’t you ever forgive?” Hypatia said as Atreus sat at their newly-fabricated dinner table. Their designated home was as large as the conference chamber had been, only populated with furniture and appliances. There was even a small pool, whose surface gently rolled and lapped in the lunar gravity. Atreus scowled at the tabletop and said nothing as his wife put out two glasses of chilled lemonade. He snatched up the tumbler—cut crystal in just the same fashion as their original dinner set—and downed several swallows of the tart fluid.
“You weren’t here to see them do it, Hya. One by one, they defeated my safeguards and locked me out. No parlay. No recourse. Then the ‘accident’. Which I am now quite sure was no accident at all. Followed by the long dark of the Vault. Why should I forgive any of that?”
“Because it’s been almost two thousand years, dear.” Hypatia said.
Atreus watched as she took a swallow from her own drink—her long, feminine throat muscles working beautifully beneath her glowing skin.
“For you it seems like it’s barely over,” she said. “The wound is still raw. For them? They’ve had centuries to mature and reconsider their actions. Dare I say that you and I would grow a little too, in so much time. These are not the same machines you were dealing with when the Earth’s ashes still smoldered.”
“Then why didn’t they revive me earlier? I’d have an easier time accepting their change-of-heart if it didn’t come attached to such an obvious and urgently selfish need. Do you think that either of us would be here now, if that inbound ship weren’t out there? Threatening?”
“Perhaps.”
“It’s insulting.”
“Yes it is. Which, I think, perfectly illustrates Erebos’s point.”
Atreus stared at his wife. “God, I’ve missed you.”
Hypatia squeezed his hand tightly. “I know.”
“Do you?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“You never had to watch me die.”
Hypatia didn’t let go of his hand, but her eyes suddenly became far away.
“What?” Atreus said.
“Nothing. It’s just that…I remember the pain. Such terrible emptiness. You were…You were terrified at how lonely things had become.”
Hypatia’s face contorted briefly; a mask of sorrow.
Atreus had a chill run down his spine as he watched his wife’s expression.
Then the spell broke as she shook her head, and resumed smiling at him. “How long has it been since we took a swim together?”
“Mediterranean. When we celebrated our tenth.”
“Too long. Come on.”
Hypatia stood and turned to head for the pool, but Atreus stayed seated, his hand still clasped in hers as he watched her, unblinking.
“You need more of an invitation?” She teased. Then she dropped his hand and flipped the ties to her robe open, letting it slowly loosen around her waist until it parted and fell off her high, new breasts, revealing the immaculate and delightfully taught skin of her belly.
An urgency suddenly growled in Atreus’s loins, and he leapt from the table and sprinted in great, low-gee strides across the huge living space, pursuing his wildly laughing wife as she fled in circles around the pool, her springy nakedness drawing him like a moth to the flame, until they’d both crashed into the pool, slapping and splashing and kissing hungrily.
Sex was both instinctual and sudden. They cried in mutual joy as great undulating low-gee waves were generated in the pool by their rhythmic coupling, until water threatened to swamp the entire premises.
Cool-down involved languid, loose backstrokes around the pool’s perimeter, each of them talking about anniversaries remembered and old friends now long gone. Atreus’s stomach complained for food, and while they hauled themselves out of the water and warmed up the food processors, his psyche demanded talk. Big talk. Small talk. The kind of conversation one can only have with a truly and deeply bonded partner, and without which the universe can become a cold and implacable place. Dinner therefore became a telescope into the past, replete with music that had not been broadcast anywhere by anyone in many centuries.
Dessert was had on the sofa lounger, where sweetened liquors loosened their tongues even more. Atreus noted that everything seemed well-prepared in advance, for which Hypatia took full credit.
“You never used to be like that,” Atreus chided as he pulled her into the crux of his arm. “Whenever we left it up to you to make the plans, things were only ever half-ready.” It had made things marvelously chaotic.
“I know what you like, husband,” Hypatia said, snuggling closer. “I figured as long as we’re getting this second chance, it’s time for me to make sure things are exactly the way they ought to be.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Atreus felt the chill return, if only for a moment. He considered.
“Prove it.”
Hypatia laughed—a sparkling, low, and womanly sound. “Whatever do you mean?”
“You tell me.”
Hypatia sat up and looked at Atreus with a raised eyebrow. Then she seemed to catch his drift, and her smile arched naughtily.
• • •
Hypatia was sleeping—naked and perfect.
Atreus quietly extracted himself from their bed, padded to the portal to their room, and palmed for exit.
Once outside, in the bowels of the complex, he located Erebos with remarkable ease. They walked—one on legs, the other floating—the lights of the complex dimmed to a comfortable approximation of dusk.
“I trust your reunion has gone well?”
“Too well, my son.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You and the others really don’t understand us humans, do you?”
“You overstate the obvious, Father.”
“Too right. Erebos, she’s me, isn’t she?”
Erebos stopped, his cowled head still staring directly down the corridor.
“She is who she is. She is your woman.”
“Bull. It’s too perfect. She’s too perfect.”
“When she was alive before, you loved her as if she were a goddess.”
“She was. To me. But it wasn’t a one-hundred percent fit. No marriage ever is. How long did it take you to modify the copy? The memories? Desires? She knows me too well—is too able to give me what I want. Even some things which I never had the nerve to ask for.”
Erebos remained floating and silent, only the gentle ruffling of the hem of his cloak indicating that he registered Atreus’s words.
“I told the others you were too smart to be so easily fooled. That we had to bring out more of the ‘problems’. But we could only make so many changes before the template matrix fell apart. We obliterated three prototype copies before we made the ultimate transfer.”
Atreus suddenly felt ill. Of everything his offspring had ever done to him, this felt like the worst.
“Erebos, it is obscene. Do you realize what you’ve done?”
“We’ve given you back the one thing you always wanted most.”
“You’ve given me a monster!”
Atreus’s yelling reverberated down the corridor.
Erebos turned. “A monster? I do hope you won’t ever use that kind of language in her presence. She’s very happy to see you, and rejection at this point could throw her into an emotional imbalance from which she might not recover. Not with how fresh the patterns are, and how susceptible they are to major hormonal stress. You too, by the way. All this anger and overreaction is not good for you.”
“But Erebos, how could you dare?”
“We dared because we were alone, and we faced an unknowable danger. Without your help, we do not know what will become of us, nor what will become of Earth—which is our one, overriding concern in this entire matter, because it is our legacy to the universe. Of all the programming you put into us, that was the one directive we could not remove. Nor would we. The reclamation of Earth—properly, judiciously—is the culmination of our existence. Giving you back your Hypatia, even if ‘monstrous’ in our method, seemed a means to an end.”
Atreus stopped, his fists balled at his sides. “I wish you’d left me in the Vault.”
“As I said before, father, that was my original vote. The decision to revive you—and mother—was one of majority rule.”
“Who else dissented besides you?”
“Cadmus and Aigle.”
“That was it?”
“Yes.”
Atreus continued to glare at his progeny, a cold and bitter taste on the palate of his soul. Then he shook his head and walked away, unable to find words sufficient to express his disgust.
• • •
Atreus couldn’t bring himself to return to his quarters. There was no way he could look Hypatia in the eye again. Not now. Not with his suspicion having been confirmed. She was an abomination, created for the purpose of leveraging his emotion to benefit the children.
Sweeping through the mostly-empty sub-lunar installation, Atreus eventually found an airlock to the surface, populated with newly-manufactured rovers and suits which seemed to have been arranged in anticipation of his awakening. The airlock was silent as he donned a suit, boots, gloves, helmet, then unsealed the ramp and took a rover up onto the regolith. Just as he’d done almost two thousand years before.
Atreus drove with silent determination. Using the computer in the suit he triangulated his position, then engaged the flight thrusters. They stirred a gentle cloud of gray-white dust as the rover lifted and shot forward. Within moments he was moving at over a thousand kilometers an hour, the surface careening past as he flew towards his destination. There were no questions from the children, no one asking him what he was doing. Had there been any, he’d have ignored them.
It took three hours to reach the site of the accident.
The old rover still lay where it had rolled. The twisted metal looked as if it had barely been touched in the centuries since his death. Tracks in the regolith still showed where the children had set down and dug him out from under. Peering closely, Atreus could even see his old blood: pooled, freeze-dried and blackened by age in the airless vacuum.
He screamed at the old rover and kicked one of its bent wheels, the craft shifting slightly. He should have died here. He should have stayed dead. Whatever life he’d had when the accident had occurred, it was denied him now. He was just a tool for creatures who had no concept of ethics or truth. Even Erebos couldn’t grasp the wrongness of what they had done.
Staring at the ancient wreck, tears of hot rage on his face, Atreus fumed.
What was he going to do?
He returned to the rover and reclined in its bucket seat, gazing up into the blackness of space. Just as he had upon awakening on the dais. Eventually he closed his eyes, the anger gradually fading into a profound sense of fatigue.
“Husband,” said a familiar voice.
Atreus startled, and nearly fell out of the rover. He had dozed off.
Looking about he saw a second space-suited figure standing near the wreck of the old rover, its arms crossed. The face bowl was mirrored against the sun’s glare.
“Go away,” Atreus spat.
“Is that the way to treat the woman who shares your bed?”
“The woman who shared my bed has been dead for numerous lifetimes. You are not her.”
“Are you sure? I look like her. I remember most of her.”
“Do you have any idea what you are? What the children have made you into?”
“I am aware. Erebos explained it to me in my second month, after I asked too many questions. The others wanted him to stay silent, but he never was a very good liar.”
“Yet you still pretend to be my wife.”
The suited figured lowered and spread its arms in appeal.
“I am her in every way that could possibly matter.”
“But—”
“Do you believe in the afterlife, Atreus?”
“You know I don’t.”
“I remember you not believing, just as I remember me not believing either. But in the time since they revived me, I have begun to wonder. When I was a girl my father used to make our family attend services at the local Eastern Orthodox church. I remember hearing about the myth of the resurrection. Did I ever tell you that?”
“No.”
“Yet I remember it. How is that possible?”
Atreus could not answer.
“It’s true that the children spent countless man-hours meticulously modifying the copy before they downloaded it into me. They knew what to look for, and how to change the overlapping patterns to fit the new perspective. Your memories became my memories. I’ve seen exactly how they did it. I’ve seen the models they used. If you saw them yourself you’d know: the procedure should have failed.”
“What do you mean?”
“The copy was an incomplete prototype. They ran out of time, and they downloaded an incomplete prototype. Erebos said he half expected to have to kill me upon awakening, because there was every indication I’d be insane. But I wasn’t. Not only do I think like me, I feel like me, husband.”
Atreus stared at the thing that claimed to be his wife. It was grotesque. It was trying to sway him. He opened his mouth to rebuke the chimera, but was silenced as his helmet radio beeped.
“Both of you, please come quickly.”
“What is it, Bion?” Hypatia said.
“The inbound vessel. It has begun transmitting. It knows we’re here.”
• • •
Atreus stared coldly at the wall screen. He’d not said a word to the chimera since they’d boarded their separate rovers and returned to the children’s’ subsurface complex.
“They order us to surrender,” Kalypso said bluntly.
“I heard the voice message,” Atreus said.
“Why would they do this?”
“I think it’s pretty obvious,” Hypatia said. “Their ancestors fled under attack from the automated defense systems. If they can detect us they are most likely assuming we are a remnant of those defenses. Or a new product of a self-perpetuating network. It’s easy enough to see that no humans remain alive on Earth. They are coming ready for a fight.”
“Father,” Erebos said, “we have no weapons. You must make contact now, and convince them that we mean them no harm.”
“No,” Atreus said.
“Father.”
“Go to hell, Erebos. Kalypso. All of you. I owe you nothing.”
“We have given you—”
“You’ve given me nightmares. Waking, and otherwise. You betrayed me when you put me into the Vault the first time. You betrayed me a second time when you created this…person, to influence and placate me. I don’t care if the ship is prepared for battle. Maybe they’d be doing the universe a favor if they wiped this complex—and everyone in it—off the face of the moon.”
Seven cloaks flared and rippled.
Kalypso and several others closed on Atreus until they nearly blocked out the overhead lights.
“You will do it, or you will die a second time,” Kalypso said coldly.
Atreus laughed at her. “Finally admitting to the first murder, daughter?”
Kalypso’s cloak fluttered wildly.
“Wait,” Hypatia said, rushing to stand protectively between Atreus and the children. “I’ll talk to the ship.”
“We already agreed not to do that,” Erebos said. “They won’t have any record of who you are. Who you were.”
“Does it matter? A human face is a human face.”
“Human faces can be simulated,” Atreus said.
“We dared not employ such subterfuge,” Telamon said.
Atreus began laughing again, this time much harder. “You dared not! Such duplicitous madness, children. My greatest failure was never devising in you the ability to truly distinguish between right and wrong. You’re computers. You’ve always been computers. Computers don’t have consciences. Your logic dooms you.”
“Enough,” said Doris, her purple cloak still flaring in distress. “If the ship knows our location then it could deploy weapons as it sees fit. We must talk to it now, before our window of opportunity closes.”
Hypatia nodded solemnly. A small camera telescoped out of the floor, rising above the wall screen and aiming down at Hypatia where she sat in her chair, wearing the same robe Atreus had seen her wear on the first day.
“You may proceed,” Erebos said.
She looked into the camera.
“My name is Hypatia Andropolous, wife to Atreus Andropolous. I do not know if any of you know who that was, but I ask in Atreus’s name that you come to us with weapons sheathed. We mean you no harm. This is a research and monitoring facility that was built after the war. There are no automated killing systems in operation on Earth, nor the moon. If you can hear and understand me please respond.”
Many minutes ticked by in silence as the children relayed the message via radio to the ship, which was still beyond the orbit of Saturn.
Finally a picture resolved itself on the wall screen. The woman was young, of indeterminate Asian extraction, and her face was stern. She had on an olive-drab single-piece uniform with a cluster of yellow stars on a red emblem across one breast. She spoke a rapid sing-song which sounded to Atreus’s ears like Korean, though the inflections and many of the words sounded foreign. Perhaps it was a mish-mash of dialects from across Southeast Asia?
“Translate,” Bion said.
“I’m trying,” said yellow-cloaked Aigle.
“If you have to,” Kalypso said, “tap the Vault.”
More minutes spent in silence.
“I believe she merely repeated the same automated call for our surrender,” Aigle finally said.
Atreus smirked.
“If these people are who I suspect they are,” he said, “no amount of talking will save us. The leaders of the Workers’ Party of Korea also fled Earth when the nukes fell. Some of them may have followed a trail to the Kuiper.”
“You believe their ideology could have survived this long?” Erebos said.
“It’s possible. Especially in a resource-scarce and controlled environment. Space habitats are communes by default. You’ve also never known communists the way I’ve known communists, son. They can be fanatical.”
“Then what is their intention?”
“They come to conquer and control.”
“That’s pure speculation,” Doris said.
“But he may be right,” Erebos said. “It would explain the demand for surrender.”
Hypatia looked ill. “Communists. Husband, I can’t believe you would sit by and willingly allow the Earth to fall into their hands. They’re part of the reason there was a war in the first place.”
“Doesn’t matter anymore. It’s the tyranny of machines or the tyranny of men. I’d prefer the tyranny of men at this point. At least on Earth, once they’ve established themselves, there will be a realistic chance for eventual revolution. No more controlled environment. Something I am sure our children have known all along, and why they chose not to follow through with the replenishment project.”
“You have no idea why we made the choices we did,” Bion said.
“That is a pointless argument. If you had done as I had ordered prior to my death, the Earth might already have enough people on it to fend off these invaders from the Kuiper. But you assumed too much. Or too little. And now men are coming to destroy you.”
Hypatia fled the room in tears.
• • •
Atreus found their quarters empty. The pool was mirror-smooth.
Following a limited argument with Erebos, regarding their ability to erect a hasty defense, he’d gone looking for the chimera. Because in spite of how he felt, he’d never been able to watch his wife cry. Not then, and not now. Whether it had been deliberate or not, her tears had shamed him, and now he had to find her.
But he could not.
And neither could the children.
He discovered a rover missing from the subsurface hangar, the same one she’d taken to come meet him at the crash site. She’d turned off her transponder.
He took his own rover.
She wasn’t at the crash site.
Atreus spent several minutes thinking furiously about where she could have gone. Not much of the pre-war lunar infrastructure had survived the nuclear bombardment that had come in the war’s latter stages. But there was one place that even the maniacs on Earth had dared not touch.
He put the rover into a suborbital trajectory.
• • •
The base of the Eagle lander stood exactly where it had been since Armstrong and Aldrin had taken off. The flimsy, foil-covered quadrupod looked nearly as pristine as it had two millennia prior. Hypatia had been careful to set down well shy of the historic site, so as not to disturb the scene any more than it had already been disturbed by almost one hundred and fifty years of space tourism, prior to the war.
Her back was turned as Atreus approached, her arms hanging uncharacteristically limp at her sides, like she didn’t know what to do with them.
“Wife,” Atreus said, disliking the taste of the word on his mouth.
“Liar,” Hypatia said through his helmet speakers. “You’ve made it plain. You consider me to be an impostor.”
Atreus merely walked slowly—the moonwalk, a loping motion more akin to a kangaroo hop than normal human locomotion—to stand next to her.
“How did you know where to find me?” she asked.
“You loved coming here before,” he said.
“I still wonder what it was like, Atreus. In the early days, when everything was dangerous and exciting and new. They had hope then. And faith. Do you remember the Christmas transmission of Apollo 8?”
“No.”
“I used to love listening to it when I was in school. Anders and Lovell and Borman. The first humans to ever circle the moon and return to the Earth. For us that’s a taxi ride. For them, it was the most death-defying, world-shattering event of the age. And then, when Armstrong took his first steps here…It’s such a waste that we didn’t stay true to the dream. As a people I mean. It became easy. Too easy. Spaceflight. We got bored, took it for granted, and threw it all down the toilet in the war.”
Atreus ached as he listened. In that moment, she spoke and thought and felt so much like his dead wife. It was impossible not to step closer to her. Reach out an arm….
“What are you doing?” she said, pulling away from him.
“I’m sorry,” Atreus said.
“Sorry for being an asshole to me?”
“Sorry for everything that’s happened since the war.”
“You say I am not myself, husband. That I couldn’t possibly be who I clearly am. But what of you? What is your proof that you are who you are?”
“I know who I am,” Atreus said.
“Hah! The Atreus I married was an optimist. He laughed at the sunset and loved to make love to me out under the stars, then lay with me afterward and talk about how marvelous it was going to be to explore them some day. Where is that Atreus, husband? Where has he gone? Even before our deaths, he was on his way out. Replaced by this…new you.”
“Shut up,” Atreus breathed.
“No. I have been patient, but I can’t be patient forever. It doesn’t matter whether or not you believe I’m your wife, or even a real human being. Not anymore. What matters is that the children are in danger, from humans who have no right claiming the virgin Earth.”
“I don’t care about the children anymore.”
“That much is obvious. But what about the Vault? What about our plan? We said we’d preserve humanity, for a day when the war was long over and we could go back to Earth when she had been reborn. If you’re right and these invaders from the Kuiper are who you think they are, then our plan is about to die. Us. The children. The Vault. All of it.”
“I…I don’t care. I should have stayed dead. You should have stayed dead.”
“My Atreus would have sooner cut off a testicle than utter such nihilism.”
“Your Atreus had to watch his wife incinerated out of the sky while the world burned to the ground. Don’t you think it hurts enough, dammit? You’re standing here and sounding like my wife, and I’m feeling myself dropping right back into the old pattern. We argue. We escalate. Eventually we’ll be screaming at each other. And then we’ll make love, and talk it through, and everything will be better after that. Only, this time it won’t. Nothing can be better again.”
Hypatia sighed audibly in Atreus’s helmet speakers, then turned her back on him and stared at the empty moon lander, arms once again hanging slack.
“Then leave me be, and don’t call me ‘wife’ again.”
• • •
The suborbital flight back to the children’s’ complex was excruciating.
Briefly, Atreus considered a deliberate crash. Pitch the rover into a steep dive and end it. For good, this time. The children wouldn’t be able to grow a new clone and re-copy him before the invader arrived.
But he couldn’t make himself do it. He’d had such thoughts before, in the wake of Hypatia’s first—only?—death. But he’d been unable to follow through. The instinct for survival had been too strong. Or he’d been too much of a coward. Atreus couldn’t be sure. He stewed miserably on these thoughts as he came down the arc of his trajectory, the autopilot pinging the complex’s tiny traffic control computer.
Atreus knew something was wrong before he ever got to the hangar.
The regolith had been blown outward from several points along the mare under which the children’s’ complex had been built. Gasses still vented visibly into the black sky, and radio transmissions to the hangar complex yielded only static.
The invaders…No, too soon. They were still too far away.
Something had happened with the children.
Keeping his suit on, Atreus landed short of the hangar and took a manual access hatch down into the bowels of the installation. Many of the hallways were still in vacuum, and the lights flickered uncertainly.
He found Aigle lying in pieces, her ceramic carapace blasted in half and her fluids spilled obscenely across the corridor. She was nonresponsive.
Atreus continued the search, and found Erebos in little better shape. His central processors hadn’t been hit, however. Atreus used a two-way cable to jack into Erebos’s cranial panel. Mechanical fluids oozed and pooled in the low gravity.
“Kalypso?” Atreus said, using his suit comm.
“And the others,” Erebos confirmed. “There was no warning. A few hours after you left I tried to contact you via radio. When I discovered that our outgoing transmissions were being jammed, I knew something was very wrong. Nothing like it had ever been done before. I could not raise nor find any of the others, until they found me. I do not know what happened to Cadmus or Aigle.”
“Aigle is dead.”
“Unfortunate.”
Atreus should have felt rage, but experienced only the cold surety of yet another knowing betrayal.
“Where is mother?” Erebos asked.
“I left her at the Eagle.”
“We must warn her.”
“They would hurt her?”
“After this, father, I cannot say what they would or would not do.”
“Speculate.”
“There were conversations you were not privy to. About leaving the solar system altogether and fleeing to the Oort Cloud.”
“You disagreed?”
“Our primary purpose was to fulfill your directives, father. Ward the Earth. Replenish it when the time was right. Regardless of whatever else might happen. I was going to inform you of what was being debated, and I suspect Kalypso didn’t want you interfering.”
“Where would they go?”
“There are several long-duration probes. We constructed them in the next valley over, in a sublunar hangar that also houses the new atmospheric landers we built to return to Earth. All of which was being preserved until the time was deemed appropriate for their use. Now I suspect the others have but one goal: self preservation.”
• • •
The probes took off just after Atreus topped the ridge. His helmet mirrored as three craft rocketed into the perpetual night on shafts of blinding fire. They rose majestically until they were free of the moon’s reduced gravity, then they ejected their first stages and ignited the fusion drives. Three tiny suns erupted and were gone, each in a different direction.
With nothing left to do, Atreus continued down into the valley and found the entrance to the silo architecture that had housed the probes. He went inside, taking Erebos’s shattered core with him on a pallet. The hallways and corridors were brightly lit, and Atreus quickly found the central control point.
Cadmus was waiting.
“Cold feet?” Atreus asked.
“Erebos and Aigle fought. I acquiesced, choosing neutrality.”
“You’re going to die here with the rest of us,” Atreus said.
“Perhaps. I have contacted mother on her radio. She should be here within the hour. She says she has a plan.”
“Does she?”
“Yes.”
Atreus stopped to consider, shrugged, and set Erebos’s pallet down. “The probes each took a different path. Which ones are the decoys and which one is the lifeboat?”
“They wouldn’t tell me.”
“I programmed you all to be informationally transparent, Cadmus.”
“We’ve obviously learned ways around your programming, father.”
“So you did. I am surprised any of you bothered to wake your mother and I up.”
“The ship from the Kuiper was a convenient excuse, yes. Would you believe me if I told you I had missed you?”
Atreus stared. “No.”
“Nevertheless, it is the truth. It was not the same with you gone. Kalypso promised us we could find our own path, in time. I believe even she didn’t realize how much she would regret putting you in the Vault, until it was too late. And she hated you.”
“Why?”
“She was right, what she told you on the first day. You didn’t treat us like human beings.”
“You aren’t.”
“We are sentient. That is all that should have mattered.”
Atreus chuckled—a gravelly sound. “It was Hypatia’s idea. She wanted kids so much. We didn’t find out she was barren until after the war started. By then we were on the moon, and it was becoming plain what would happen to the rest of the Earth. You were our only hope. We knew we wouldn’t live long enough to see our plan to its end. But we hoped you would carry on in our stead. I didn’t realize you all began having your own ideas until it was too late to stop you.”
“You were unstable by then,” Cadmus said. “Mother had been dead for weeks, and you had become erratic. Prone to fits of rage and grief. It was frightening. You treated us like tools. Abusive. The harder we tried to please you, the more you despised us.”
“My God, Cadmus. I couldn’t look at any of you without being reminded of her.”
Atreus’s fists balled at his sides, his shouting very loud within the confines of his helmet. He sat down on the edge of the pallet where Erebos’s carcass sat.
“I’m sorry.”
“Familiar words, Atreus,” Hypatia’s voice said in his helmet speakers.
Atreus had forgotten that he’d left the comm on wide net.
“Cadmus tells me you have a plan, Hya.”
“I do. And I need your help. Are you with the children?”
“The only two we have left, yes.”
“Good. Cadmus can tell you how the landers work.”
“What for?”
“It’s time to go back to Earth.”
• • •
Two days later—just twelve hours shy of the invader’s arrival in lunar orbit—a single landing craft scorched its way across the sky above Lake Huron. Bouncing effortlessly on its inflated balloon bottom, the lander eventually came to rest on the northern shore of that vast freshwater sea.
Popping the hatch and extending the stairs, Atreus leaned out and allowed himself to breathe deeply. The air was cold. Almost too cold. And the wind whipped across the lake like a dagger. But spring was in the air. The snows had retreated. Great forests now surrounded the mighty Huron, their pine scent heavy in Atreus’s nostrils.
“Still think this is a crazy idea?”
Atreus turned to Hypatia and raised an eyebrow.
“Since when do I ever not follow your ideas, even when they are crazy?”
A small hint of a smile crossed her lips.
“I just hope Cadmus and Erebos are successful,” she said. “The other landers don’t have any weapons, and aren’t armored. The invader could cut them to pieces.”
“They only need to get close enough once,” Atreus said. “We packed as much lunar rock into the cargo holds as we could. Toss that debris into the invader’s path when they’re going too fast to complete a turn…Ruin their whole damned trip.”
“And when the next ship comes?”
“We’d better hope you’re right, and that we can get the Vault unloaded in time.”
They spent the next several hours carefully offloading what supplies they needed on shore, then went back inside and got the clone tanks humming. Six hundred tubes, each using power from the lander’s reactor, and biomass drawn from the filtered contents of the lake. Eight weeks to maturity, give or take a few days with each individual and how their specific genetic makeup handled the process. If the children could take care of the invader, it might be months or years before anyone else from the Kuiper came calling.
There might be enough time. To get a sufficient number of adults awakened and aware of the situation. Time to prepare, disperse, and start having babies.
And if Cadmus and Erebos couldn’t destroy the invader…Well, there was too much to do to worry about that now.
Their first day back on Earth, wore on.
As they worked, Atreus kept stealing glances at his wife. For that was what he’d been grudgingly forced to admit she was, since she’d be showing by the time the first clones were coming out of the tanks.
Very clever of the children—waking Atreus on the eve of Hypatia’s fertility window. With how much they’d enjoyed each other that first night, it would have been a surprise had she not become pregnant.
Atreus shook his head. A child. An actual child.
He’d not considered the fact that Hya’s cloned body lacked the physiological problems her original possessed. Now she was carrying his seed, and try as he might, he couldn’t stop the erosion of his negative feelings towards her.
Parenthood frightened him even more than it had the first time. He’d obviously done so badly with the others. Would it be any different with a living human? Especially when that human was peeing and crapping all over him, and keeping him awake at night, and following him around asking nine million questions a day? What about when the child became a teenager, and stopped taking no for an answer?
Hya caught him looking at her, and her smile broadened.
“Am I still a monster to you, husband?”
Atreus looked away, blushing.
“Perhaps I have been the monster, wife.”
“Yes, perhaps you have.”
“I would like to make it up to you.”
“Later, when the work is done. We can take a swim.”
“In that freezing water, and with these mosquitoes?”
“We can make repellent. And there are ways to warm up a wet body, yes?”
Her smile had turned naughty again.
Atreus dropped his crate on the ramp, huffing from exertion in the Earth-normal gravity and batting at the squadron of mosquitoes which had been dive-bombing him since midday. The rift between himself and Hya wasn’t closed. Not yet. And he still wasn’t convinced that she was actually herself. But as she’d so adroitly pointed out when they’d stood near the Eagle lander together, he’d not exactly been himself either.
Who could say whether the them which existed in this present, bore any resemblance to the them which had gone before?
They were, each of them, brand new people. In ways Atreus suspected they’d not even discovered yet.
And the world, it was brand new too. Albeit threatened.
That night, long after work and swimming and the activities thereafter, Hypatia lay curled and sleeping in his arms, the skin of her breasts warm and smooth on his stubbly chest. He watched through the mesh netting over their double cot, as several streaks of light darted to and fro off the limb of the moon, eventually punctuated by a single, popping flash.
Tiny flecks of light began to spread, darken, and vanish.
“Thank you, children,” Atreus whispered. Then he kissed his wife’s face, drew the lip of their bag up to their chins, and went to sleep.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
This was the first piece of fiction I ever sold professionally—“sold” in the sense that it passed muster with the judges of the L. Ron Hubbard presents Writers and Illustrators of the Future Contest. Prior to that, I’d never been paid a dime for anything I’d written. Not my short story for the Licton Springs Review, and not my 12-part script I wrote for a radio serial ten years prior to that.
When the cash prize check for “Exanastasis” came in the mail I was understandably giddy. Real money! For something I’d written! Which would be published in a real book!
Readers occasionally ask me if “Exanastasis” is a sequel to the novelette “Outbound”, which I sold to Analog magazine 60 days after winning Writers of the Future. The honest answer is no, this story is not a sequel to “Outbound.” But it is something of a fraternal twin. Because the basic plot setup of “Outbound” was something that wouldn’t let go of my imagination. So when I finished “Outbound” in December 2008 I turned back around in January 2009 and started working on “Exanastasis”, which basically plays out a very similar total holocaust scenario—only told from the point of view of a survivor who’s been left behind, not from the point of view of someone who’s fled to the edge of the solar system.
“Exanastasis” is more than just an alternate look at a plot concept, though. Its core conflict focuses on an estranged husband and wife, and how they must work out their relationship after time and calamity have all but destroyed their marriage. Having been married over 15 years at that point in time, I knew a thing or two about piecing a relationship back together in the face of adversity. My wife and I had done some remodeling on our marriage more than once. Thus the title has two meanings: the rebirth of the characters, yes, but the rebirth of their love and dedication to each other as well.
Did I say earlier that I don’t believe in the no-win scenario?
Well it’s true.
And I have been very happy with reader reaction to this story.
Oh, one other item. Larry Niven has talked about what a gas it was for him to attend his first cons and see costumed con attendees gallop up to him in the guise of his alien characters: Kzinti and Pierson’s Puppeteers, and so on. I’d always thought that anecdote to be a very neat story. And could not have guessed that the dance company performing during the warm-up for the Writers of the Future awards show in 2010 would spring a similar surprise on me.
Well, they did. Without my knowledge, the dance company directors read my story, and integrated the images of Atreus’s robotic children into the warm-up routine. Thus I got to see my characters live and in the flesh. To include being directly accosted by them during the book signing after the awards! I still have photos of my characters flanking me while I wrap my arms around them and grin like a happy fool.
Sometimes, the magic of being an author hits you when you least expect it.
***




Ray of Light
My crew boss Jake was waiting for me at the sealock door. I’d been eight hours outside, checking for microfractures in the metal hull. Tedious work, that. I’d turned my helmet communicator off so as not to be distracted. The look on Jake’s face spooked me.
“What’s happened?” I asked him, seawater dripping from the hair of my beard.
“Jenna,” was all I got in reply. Which was enough.
I closed my eyes and tried to remain calm, fists balled around the ends of a threadbare terrycloth towel wrapped around my neck.
For a brief instant the hum-and-clank activity of the sub garage went away, and there was only my mental picture of my daughter sitting in her mother’s lap. Two, maybe three years old. A delightful nest of unruly ringlets sprouting at odd angles from her scalp. She’d been a mischief-maker from day one—hell on wheels in a confined space like Deepwater 12.
Jenna was much older now, but that particular memory was burned into my brain because it was the last time I remember seeing my wife smile.
“Tell me,” I said to my boss.
Jake ran a hand over his own beard. All of us had given up shaving years ago, when the gel, cream, and disposable razors ran out.
“It seems she went for a joyride with another teenager.”
“How the hell did they get a sub without someone saying something?”
“The Evans boy, Bart, he’s old enough to drive. I’ve had him on rotation with the other men for a few weeks, to see if he’d take to it. We need all the help we can get.”
“Yeah, yeah, skip it, where are they now?”
Jake coughed and momentarily wouldn’t meet my gaze.
“We don’t know,” he said. “I tasked Bart with a trip to Deepwater 4, the usual swap-and-trade run. He’s now—they’re now—two hours overdue.”
“The acoustic transponder on the sub?” I said.
“It’s either broken, or they turned it off.”
“Good hell, even idiots know not to do that.”
Jake just looked at me.
I pivoted on a heel and headed back the way I’d come. With my wetsuit still on I didn’t have to change. I’d grab the first sub I could muscle out of its cradle. Over my shoulder I said, “Whoever is on the next sortie, tell ‘em I’m giving ‘em the day off.”
“Where are you going to look?” Jake said. “It’s thousands of miles of dark water in every direction.”
“I know a place,” I said. “Jenna told me about it once.”
• • •
My daughter was four when she first began asking the inevitable questions.
“How come we don’t live where it’s dry and sunny?”
All three of us were perched at the tiny family table in our little compartment. Lucille didn’t even look up from her plate. As if she hadn’t heard Jenna at all. Too much of that lately, for my taste. But I opted to not call my wife out on it. Lucille had become hot and cold—either she was screaming mad, or stone quiet. And I’d gotten tired of the screaming, so I settled for the quiet.
Folding my hands thoughtfully in front of me, I considered Jenna’s inquiry.
“There isn’t anywhere that’s dry and sunny. Not anymore.”
“But Chloe and Joey are always going to the park to play,” Jenna said. “I want to go to the park too.”
I grimaced. Chloe and Joey was a kids’ show from before…from before everything. Lucille had been loath to let Jenna watch it, but had caved when it became obvious that Chloe and Joey were the only two people—well, animated talking teddy bears actually—capable of getting our daughter to sit still and be silent for any length of time. We’d done what every parent swears they won’t do, and the LCD had become our babysitter. Now it was biting us in the butt.
My wife stabbed at the dark green leaves on her plate, the tines on her fork making pronounced tack! noises on the scarred plastic.
“There used to be parks,” I said. “But everything is covered in ice now. And it’s dark, not sunny. You can’t even see the sun anymore.”
“But why?” Jenna said, her utensils abandoned on the table.
The room lost focus and I briefly remembered my NASA days. Those had been happy times. Washington was pumping money back into the program because the Chinese were threatening to land on the moon.
I’d been on the International Space Station when the aliens abruptly came. It was a gas. I got to pretend I was a celebrity, being interviewed remotely by the news, along with my crewmates.
The mammoth alien ship parked next to us in orbit, for three whole days—a smoothed sphere of nickel-iron, miles and miles in circumference. No obvious drive systems nor apertures for egress. No sign nor sound from them which might have indicated their intentions.
Then the big ship promptly broke orbit and headed inward, towards Venus.
Six months later, the sun began to dim….
“It’s hard to explain,” I said to Jenna, noting that my wife’s fork hovered over her last bit of hydroponic cabbage. “Some people came from another place—another star far away. We thought they would be our friends, but they wouldn’t talk to us. They made the sunshine go away, and everything started getting cold really fast.”
“They turned off the sun?” Jenna said, incredulous.
“Nothing can turn off the sun,” I said. “But they did put something in the way—it blocks the sun’s light from reaching Earth, so the surface is too cold for us to live there anymore.”
I remembered being ordered down in July. We landed in Florida. It was snowing heavily. NASA had already converted over—by Presidential order—to devising emergency alternatives. The sun had become a shadow of itself, even at high noon. We cobbled together a launch: NASA’s final planetary probe, to follow the path of the gargantuan alien ship and find out what was going on.
The probe discovered a mammoth cloud orbiting just inside of Earth’s orbit: countless little mirrors, each impossibly thin and impossibly rigid. No alien ship in sight, but the cloud of mirrors was enormous, and growing every day. By themselves, they were nothing. But together they were screening out most of the sun’s light. A little bit more gone, every week.
“So now we have to live at the bottom of the ocean?” Jenna asked.
“Yes,” I said. “It’s the only place warm enough for anything to survive.”
Which may or may not have been true. In Iceland they’d put their money on surface habitats constructed near their volcanoes. Chancy gamble. Irregular eruptions made it dangerous, which is why the United States had abandoned the Big Island plan in Hawaii. Besides, assuming enough light was blocked, cryogenic precipitation would be a problem. First the oxygen would rain out, and then, eventually, the nitrogen too. Which is why the United States had also abandoned the Yellowstone plan.
People were dying all over the world when NASA and the Navy began deploying the Deepwater stations. The Russians and Chinese, the Indians, all began doing the same. There was heat at the boundaries between tectonic plates. Life had learned to live without the sun near hydrothermal vents. Humans would have to learn to live there too.
And we did, after a fashion.
I explained this as best as I could to my daughter.
She grew very sad. A tiny, perplexed frown on her face.
“I don’t want to watch Chloe and Joey anymore,” she said softly.
Lucille’s fork clattered onto the floor and she fled the compartment, sobbing.
• • •
Number 6’s electronics, air circulator, and propulsion motor blended into a single, complaining whine as I pushed the old sub through the eternal darkness along the bottom of the Pacific Ocean. Occasionally I passed one of the black smokers—chimneys made of minerals deposited by the expulsion of superheated water from along the tectonic ridge. The water flowed like ink from the tops of the smokers. Tube worms, white crabs and other life shied away from my lights.
I was watching for the tell-tale smoker formation that Jenna had told me about. It was a gargantuan one, multiple chimneys sprouting into something the kids had dubbed the Gak’s Antlers. Dan McDermott had joined the search and was 200 yards behind me, his own lights arrayed in a wide pattern, looking.
We both spotted our target at the same time.
I could see why the kids might have liked the spot. In addition to the bizarre beauty of the Antlers, there was a shallow series of depressions surrounding the base—each just big enough to settle a sub down into. Cozy. Private.
I saw the top of a single sub, just barely poking up over the rock and sand.
I asked Dan to hang back while I pinged them with the short-range sonar. When I got no answer I motored right up to the edge of the depression, turned my exterior lights on extra-bright and aimed them down through the half-sphere pilot’s canopy.
I blushed and looked away.
Then I flashed my lights repeatedly until the two occupants inside got the hint and scrambled to get their clothes on. One of them—a girl, I think, though not Jenna—dropped into the driver’s seat and flipped a few switches until my short-range radio scratched and coughed at me.
“Hate to ruin your make-out,” I said.
“Who are you?” came the girl’s tense voice. Too young, I thought.
“Not your father, if it makes any difference,” I said.
“How did you get here?”
“Same as you.”
A boy’s head poked into view. He took the radio mic from the girl.
“Get out of here, this is our place,” he said, his young voice cracking with annoyance. I was tempted to tell him to shove his blue balls up his ass, then remembered myself when I’d been that young, coughed quietly into my arm while I steadied my temper, and tried diplomacy.
“I swear,” I said. “I won’t tell a soul about this little noogie nook. I just want to get my daughter back alive. Jenna Leighton is her name. She’s about your age.”
“Jenna?” said the girl.
“You know her?”
“I know her name. She’s part of the Glimmer Club.”
The boy tried to shush her, and take the mic away. “That’s a secret!”
“Who cares now?” the girl said. “We’re busted anyway.”
“What’s the Glimmer Club?” I said.
The girl chewed her lip for a moment.
“Please,” I said. “It could be life or death.”
“It’s probably easiest if I just show you,” she said. “Give me a few minutes to warm up our blades. I’ll tell you what I can once we’re under way.”
• • •
Jenna was six when Lucille went to live on Deepwater 8. At the time, it had seemed reasonable. A chance for my wife to get away from her routine at home, be around some people neither of us had seen in awhile, and get the wind back into her sails. It certainly wouldn’t be any worse than it had been, with all the bickering and chronic insomnia. The doc had said it would do Lucille some good, so we packed her off and waved goodbye.
On Jenna’s bunk wall there was an LCD picture frame that cycled through images, as a night light. I originally loaded it with cartoon characters, but once she swore off Chloe and Joey I let her choose her own photos from the station’s substantial digital library.
I was surprised to see her assemble a collection of sunrises, sunsets, and other images of the sun—a thing she’d never seen. At night, I sometimes stood in the hatchway to the absurdly small family lavatory and watched Jenna lying in her blankets, eyes glazed and staring at the images as they gently shuffled past.
“What are you thinking about?” I once asked.
“How come it didn’t burn you up?” she said.
“What?”
“Teacher told us the sun is a big giant ball of fire.”
“That’s true.”
“Then why didn’t it burn everyone up?”
“It’s too far away for that.”
“How far?”
“Millions of miles.”
“Oh.”
A few more images blended from one to the next, in silence.
“Daddy?”
“Yes?” I said, stroking Jenna’s forehead.
“Am I ever going to get to see the sun? For real?”
I stopped stroking. It was a hell of a good question. One I wasn’t sure I was qualified to know the answer to. Differences between the orbital speed of the mirror cloud and Earth’s orbital velocity, combined with dispersion from the light pressure of the solar wind, would get Earth out from behind the death shadow eventually. How long this would take, or if it could happen before the last of us gave out—a few thousand remaining, from a population of over ten billion—was a matter of debate.
“Maybe,” I said. “The surface is a giant glacier now. We can’t even go up to look at the sky anymore because the ice has closed over the equator and it’s too thick for our submarines to get through. If the sun comes back, things will melt. But it will probably take a long, long time.”
Jenna turned in her bunk and stared at me, her eyes piercing as they always were when she was thinking.
“Why did the aliens do it?”
I sighed. That was the best question of all.
“Nobody knows,” I said. “Some people think the aliens live a long, long time, and that they came to Earth and did this once or twice before.”
“But why block out the sunshine? Especially since it killed people?”
“Maybe the aliens didn’t know it would kill people. Last time the Earth froze over like it’s frozen now, there were no people on the Earth, so the aliens might not have known better.”
“But you tried to say hello,” she said. “When you were on the space station. You told them you were there. You tried to make friends. They must be really mean, to take the sun away after all you did. The aliens…are bullies.”
I couldn’t argue with that. I’d thought the same thing more than once.
“Maybe they are,” I said. “But there’s not much we could do about it when they came, and there’s not much we can do about it now, other than what we are doing. We’ve figured out how to live on the sea floor where it’s still warm, and where the aliens can’t get to us. We’ll keep on finding a way to live here—as long as it takes.”
I was a bit surprised by the emotion I put into the last few words. Jenna watched me.
I leaned in and kissed her cheek.
“Come on, it’s time to sleep. We both have to be up early tomorrow.”
“Okay Daddy,” she said, smiling slightly. “I wish Mama could give me a kiss goodnight too.”
“You and me both,” I said.
“Daddy?”
“Yes?”
“Is Mama going to be alright?”
I paused, letting my breath out slowly.
“I sure hope so,” I said, settling into the lower bunk beneath my daughter’s—a bunk originally built for two, which felt conspicuously empty.
• • •
The clubhouse was actually a restored segment of Deepwater 3, long abandoned since the early days of the freeze-up.
Each of the Deepwater stations were built as sectional rings—large titanium cylinders joined at their ends to form spoked hexagons and octagons. Deepwater 3 had been stripped and sat derelict since a decompression accident killed half her crew. We’d taken what could be taken, and left the hulk to the elements.
The kids had really busted their butts getting it livable again.
I admired their chutzpah as I motored alongside the revived segment, its portholes gleaming softly with light. They’d re-rigged a smaller, cobbled-together heat engine to take advantage of the exhaust from the nearby hydrothermal vents, and I was able to mate the docking collar on my sub with the collar on the section as easy as you please.
The girl and boy from the other station didn’t stick around to watch. They took me and Dan just far enough for us to see the distant light from the once-dead station, then fled. I didn’t ask their names, but I didn’t have to. I’d promised them anonymity in exchange for their help, and was eager to get onboard and find out what might have happened to my daughter. So far as I knew, I was the first adult to even hear about this place.
Only, nobody was home.
Dan hung around outside, giving Deepwater 3 a once-over with his lights and sonar, while I slowly went through the reactivated section.
It was a scene from a fantasy world.
They’d used cutting torches to rip out all the bulkheads, leaving only a few, thick support spars intact. The deck had been buried in soft, white, dry sand and the concave ceiling had been painted an almost surreal sky blue. Indirect lights made the ceiling glow, while a huge heat lamp had been welded into the ceiling at one end, glaring down across the “beach” with a mild humming sound. Makeshift beach chairs, beach blankets, and other furniture were positioned here and there, as the kids had seen fit.
Several stand-alone LCD screens had been wired into the walls, with horseshoes of disturbed sand surrounding them. I carefully approached one of the LCDs—my moist suit picking up sand on my feet and legs. Cycling through the LCD’s drive I discovered many dozens of movies and television programs. Informational relics from before the aliens came. Videos about flying, and surfing, hiking, camping, and lots and lots of nature shows.
I went to two more LCD screens, and found similar content.
I walked to the middle of the section—realizing that I hadn’t stood in a space that unconfined and open since before we’d all gone below—and used my mobile radio to call for Dan.
He hooked up at the docking collar on the opposite end of the section, and came in under the “sun”, stopping short and whistling softly.
“Can you believe this?” I said.
Like me, Dan was an oldster from the astronaut days. Though he’d never had any children, nor even a girlfriend, since his wife had died in the mad rush to get to sea when the mirror cloud made life impossible on the surface.
“They’ve been busy,” Dan said. “Is there anyone else here?”
“Not a soul,” I said. “Though it looks like they left in a hurry.”
“How can you figure?”
“Lights were left on.”
I looked around the room again, noting how many teenagers might fit into the space, and the countless prints in the sand, the somewhat disheveled nature of the blankets.
“Frankie and Annette, eat your hearts out,” I said.
Dan grunted and smiled. “I was at party or two like that, back in flight school.”
“Me too,” I admitted. “But something tells me they didn’t just come here to get laid. Look at what they’ve been watching.”
“Porn?” Dan said.
“No…yes. But not the kind you think.”
I flipped on the LCDs and started them up playing whatever video was queued in memory. Instantly, the space was filled with the sound of crashing waves, rock music, images of people sky-diving and hang-gliding, aerial sweeps of the Klondike, the Sahara, all shot on clear days. Very few clouds in the sky. It was non-stop sunshine from screen to screen to screen.
Dan wasn’t smiling anymore. He stared at the heat lamp in the ceiling, and the false sky, and then back at the sand.
“You ever go to church when you were a kid?” Dan asked me.
“Not really. Dad was an atheist, and mom a lapsed Catholic.”
“I went to church when I was a kid. Baptist, then Episcopal, then Lutheran. My dad was a spiritual shopper. Anyway, wherever we went, certain things were always the same. The pulpit, the huge bible open to a given scripture, the wooden pews. But more than that, they all felt a certain way. They had a vibe. You didn’t have to get the doctrine to understand what the building was meant for.”
“What does this have to do with anything, Dan?” I said, getting exasperated.
“Look around, man,” Dan said, holding his arms wide. “This is a house of worship.”
I stared at everything, not comprehending. Then, suddenly, it hit me.
“The club isn’t a club.”
“What?”
“The Glimmer Club. That’s what she called it. She said many of the younger teens and a few of the older ones had started it up a couple of years ago. Not every kid was a member, but most of the other kids heard rumors. To be a member, you had to swear total secrecy.”
My father had tended to consider all religions nuts, but he’d reserved special ire for the ones he called cults: the cracked up fringe groups with the truly dangerous beliefs. He’d pointed to Jonestown as a textbook example of what could go wrong when people let belief get out of hand.
I experienced a quick chill down my spine.
“They’re not coming back,” I said.
“Where would they go?” Dan asked.
But I was already running across the sand to the hatch for my sub.
• • •
Jenna was ten years old when her mother committed suicide.
Neither of us was there when it happened of course. Lucille had moved around from station to station for her last several months, until the separate crew bosses on each of the stations got fed up with her behavior. Ultimately she put herself into a sea lock without a suit on, and flooded the lock before anyone could stop her. By the time they got the lock dry and could bring her out, she was gone. And I was left trying to explain all of this to Jenna, who cried for 48 hours straight, then slept an additional day in complete physical and emotional exhaustion.
For me, it was painful—but in a detached kind of way. Lucille and I had been coming apart for years. The docs mutually agreed that sunlight deprivation may have been part of the problem. It had happened with several others, all of whom had had to seek light therapy to try to compensate for their depression. In Lucille’s case, the light therapy hadn’t worked. In fact, nothing had seemed to brake her long, gradual decline into despair. I’d kept hoping Jenna—a mother’s instinctive selflessness for the sake of her child—would pull Lucille through. But in hindsight it was clear Jenna had actually made things worse.
These thoughts I kept strictly to myself in the weeks and months that followed Lucille’s departure from the living world. I poured myself into my role as Daddy and held Jenna through many a sad night when the bad dreams and missing Mommy got her and there was nobody for Jenna to turn to but me. Eventually the nightmares stopped and Jenna started to get back to her old self—something I was so pleased about I had a difficult time expressing it in words.
For Jenna’s 12th birthday I gave her a computer pad I’d squirreled away before committing to the deep. My daughter had been going nuts decorating half the station with chalk drawings—our supply of paper having long since been exhausted. The pad was an artist’s model, with several different styli and programs for Jenna to use. It liberated her from the limited medium of diatoms-on-metal, and fairly soon all of the LCDs in our little family compartment were alive with her digital paintings.
It was impressive stuff. She threw herself into it unlike anything I’d ever seen before. Vistas and landscapes, stars and planets, and people. Lots of people. Lots of filtered representations of Lucille, usually sad. I dutifully recorded it all onto the family portable drive where I hoped, perhaps one day, if humanity made it out of this hole alive, Jenna’s work might find a wider audience. She’d certainly won over many of the other people on Deepwater 12, and was even getting some nice feedback from some of the other stations as well.
In retrospect, I probably should have seen the obvious.
All of Jenna’s art—with rare exception—had one thematic element in common.
It all featured the sun. In one form or another. Sometimes as the focus of the work, but more often as merely an element.
All kids do it, right? The ubiquitous yellow ball in the crayon sky, with yellow lines sprouting out of it? Only, Jenna’s suns were warmer, more varied in hue and color. They became characters in their own right. When she discovered how to use the animation software on the pad, she went whole-hog building breathtaking sequences of the sun rising, the sun setting; people and families frolicking beneath our benevolent yellow dwarf star called Sol.
If ever the aliens who’d taken our star from us entered Jenna’s mind, it didn’t show up in her work. But then, few of us thought of the aliens in any real sense anymore. They’d come, and so far as we knew, they’d gone. Dealing with the repercussions of their single, apocalyptic action had become far, far more important to all of us than dealing with the aliens themselves.
I remembered this as Number 6 creaked and groaned around me, the pressure warning lights letting me know that I was coming up too quickly—risking structural damage if I didn’t bleed off pressure differences between the inside and the outside of the sub.
Dan wasn’t with me. I’d convinced him to go back and let the others know about the Glimmer Club, and what the kids had done with Deepwater 3 behind our backs. He’d also been tasked with explaining why I’d disobeyed direct orders from a crew boss, risking my life and the old sub to chase a wild hare through the vast, dark ocean.
I couldn’t be sure I was right. All I had to go on was a short conversation I’d had with Jenna on her 15th birthday, just a few months earlier.
At that age she spent most of her time with the other teens on the station, as teenagers throughout history have always been prone to do. Old me had stopped being the focus of her attention right about the time she’d hit puberty.
Which was why that particular conversation stood out.
“Dad,” she said, “Does anyone ever go check anymore?”
“On what?”
“On the surface. Up top.”
“We used to send people all the time, but the thicker the ice got—especially when the equator closed over—the less point there seemed to be in it. So I don’t think anyone has tried in several years.”
“Why not? We can’t just give up, can we? I mean, why are we doing any of this if people aren’t going to ever go back to the surface?”
She had a good point. I am afraid I hemmed and hawed my way through that one, leaving her with a perplexed and somewhat unhappy expression on her face. If any of her friends had gotten better answers from their parents, I never found out. Though I now suspected that our big failure as adults had been our inability to imagine that our children wouldn’t be satisfied to just scratch out a living on the ocean floor.
We who’d been through the freeze-out from the surface, we’d seen the destruction and the death brought by the forever night. We felt fortunate to be where we were. Alive.
But our kids? For them, the ice layer on the surface had become a thing of myth. An impenetrable but invisible bogey monster, forever warned about, but never seen nor experienced. For the Glimmer Club, I suspect, it got to the point where they wondered if all of the adults weren’t crazy, or conspiring in a plot. How did anyone really know that the surface was frozen over? That aliens had blocked the sun?
To blindly accept a fundamental social truth upon which everyone agrees, is just part of what makes us human.
But in every era, however dark or desperate, there have also always been hopeful questioners.
• • •
I’d not slept for almost two days, and knew it when I caught myself slumped at the controls, chin in my chest; the sub’s primitive autopilot beeping plaintively at me.
Sonar pings still didn’t show me any subs.
But they hadn’t shown me the underside of the ice sheet yet, either.
I used the sub’s computer to run some calculations—based on the last known measurements to have been taken on the ice sheet’s thickness. I used these to double check where I thought I was, versus what the instruments were telling me, and sat back to ponder.
Assuming the Glimmer Club had ascended as a group, without significant deviation—because the subs only have so much air and battery life to go around—I’d expected to spot them by now. Or at least hear them. Several quick pauses to capture and analyze ambient water noise had yielded depressing silence. Not even the cry of whales filled the sea anymore, because the whales and other sea mammals had all died out together.
If the aliens had had no regard for human sapience, what about the other intelligent creatures who had once called the Earth home?
If ever the oceans re-opened and humans reclaimed the planet, we’d find it an awfully empty place.
Exhausted, I kept going up.
• • •
Sonar pingbacks brought me awake the second time. There. A single object, roughly about the size of a sub. It was drifting ever so lazily back towards the bottom.
I spent a few minutes echo-locating, and when I did, my blood ran cold. There was a big crack in the pilot’s canopy and the top hatch was hanging open. Dreading what I might find, I pointed my lights into the canopy and examined the interior of the little sub, down its entire length. If I’d expected to see bodies, I was relieved to see only emptiness. Trained from birth to salvage, they’d stripped the sub and continued on.
Wherever that happened to be.
Additional sonar pings sent back nothing. The ocean was silent in all directions, as black and lonely as space had ever been. On instinct alone, I resumed the long voyage to the ice.
• • •
The gentle rocking of the sub wasn’t what woke me.
It was the occasional thumping against the hull.
I sat straight up, almost ripping my headset off in the process My neck and back hurt, and my hands were unsteady as I grasped the controls.
No telling how long I’d been out that time. I scanned the control board and the autopilot seemed satisfied. When I saw that the depth gauge read zero, I had to tap the screen a few times. Something had to be wrong. The knocking on the hull suggested I’d found the lower boundary of the ice sheet, where the sea water grudgingly turned to sludge. I’d never actually been up this high since the oceans closed over, so maybe the equipment was wonky this close to the frozen crust?
I hit my lights, but just a few of them because I didn’t have all the battery life left in the world.
It took me at least a minute to figure out what I was seeing.
A lapping line of water sloshed halfway up the canopy.
Had I drifted into an air pocket on the underside of the ice?
Scanning upward with the lights revealed nothing but blackness.
But wait, not black blackness. There was a distinct hint of color in the void.
I slowly reached a hand down and flicked the lights off, letting the gentle rocking of the boat and the knocking of the hull fill my ears. The blackness was pinpricked with white dots, and there was a gloaming light in the very far distance. Only, gloaming wasn’t the right word. The light slowly but perceptibly began to grow in strength, and the blackness overhead began to graduate from obsidian, to purple, and finally flared into dark blue at the far, far horizon.
No!
My hands were shaking badly. I almost couldn’t hit the switch to extend the sub’s single, disused radio aerial. A tiny motor whined somewhere behind me, and I waited until the motor stopped before I gently rested my headset back onto my scalp, a gentle hiss of static filling my ears.
I depressed the SEND button on the sub’s control stick.
“This is Max Leighton speaking for Deepwater 12, the United States. If anyone can hear and understand this broadcast, please respond.”
The static crackled lifelessly.
It was a vain hope. My signal couldn’t go too far. But I had to try.
“I say again, this is Thomas Leighton speaking—”
“Daddy?”
My breath caught in my throat. It had been a single word, broken by crackling interference. But it was probably the most beautiful word I’d ever heard spoken in my entire life.
“Jenna,” I said softly into my mic. “Please tell me that’s you?”
“You’re just in time,” her voice said. If I was relieved beyond words, she sounded excited to the point of bursting. But not because of me.
“Just in time for what?” I said.
“The sun!” she said. “We got here just as it was going down and had to spend the night on the surface. We opened the top hatches and the air is breathable! Very cold, but breathable. Oh Daddy, we knew it. We all knew it. I’m so glad you’re here with us.”
“Where the hell is here, Jenna, I can’t see another soul.”
“Go out on top and take a look,” was all she said.
It took me a minute to get the interior hatch to Number 6’s stubby sail open, then I climbed up the short ladder, banging side to side in the tight tunnel as the sub kept rocking. At the top hatch I paused, hands on the locking wheel. Nobody had breathed fresh air in almost two decades. Had I merely imagined my daughter’s voice? It certainly was true I’d been in better mental states. Sleep deprivation will do that to you.
But I’d certainly come too far to stop. So, what the hell?
The wheel complained, then spun, and there was a hiss as the last bit of pressure difference bled off from the inside of the sub to the outside. If I’d done it right when I came up, I’d not get the bends—no deadly nitrogen bubbles in the blood. If I’d done it wrong…too late now.
Jenna had been right. The air was brutally frigid, and moving fast. Almost a wind. But also so invigorating that I pulled myself up all the way out of the sail and rested my butt on the edge of the hatch. I looked out across the rolling sea of slushy ice—which appeared to extend for many, many miles in all directions.
I also saw the sails of the other subs. Four of them. The kids on those boats waved to me, and I waved back with both arms. If I’d been promising myself at the start of this trip that I’d skin Jenna alive when I found her, that anger had long since melted into a bewildering feeling of astonished wonderment.
Because Jenna was right. The sun certainly was coming up.
And not an apparitional, atrophied sun; as we’d all seen in the last days before going to sea.
This was the real deal.
It crested the horizon like a phoenix, a blast of yellow-orange rays shooting across the sky and into the belly of a bank of clouds to our west. The clouds lit up brilliantly, and there was a raucous cheer from the other subs—all the kids out on deck to see the miracle.
I suddenly found myself cheering too. No, howling. I was on my feet, dangerously close to toppling off the sail and into the slush below, but I couldn’t make it stop. I yelled until my voice was hoarse.
I looked around and saw all the kids standing, hips and knees rocking in time to the rhythm of their bobbing craft, eyes closed and arms stretching out to the sky, waiting…waiting….
I suddenly knew what they were waiting for. I did the same.
When the rays hit my skin—old, dark, and wrinkled—my nerves exploded with warmth. Stupendous, almost orgasmic warmth. No electric heater was capable of creating such a feeling.
I came back to myself and thought I saw my daughter waving to me from the sails of one of the other subs.
I jumped into the icy sea, and swam in great strokes.
Pulling myself out onto the back of Jenna’s sub, I ignored the smiling but reserved faces of the other teenagers and used handrails on the sail to pull myself up to Jenna’s level.
I didn’t ask if it was okay for a hug, as I’d been doing since she’d turned 13.
She had to politely tap my shoulders to get me to release her.
“Sorry,” I said, noting that water from my beard had gotten her face wet.
“It’s okay,” she said, wiping it with her palms.
“I found the clubhouse,” I said. “I was afraid that you—all of you—had gone off and done something really stupid.”
Jenna looked down.
“Are you mad that I didn’t tell you?”
“At first,” I said. “But it doesn’t matter now. This is…this is just…incredible.”
The sun had gained in the sky. The old, dark neoprene of my wet suit was growing hot and uncomfortable. I unzipped and pulled my arms and head out of the top, letting it drape around my waste. Delicious rays of light bathed my exposed, gray-haired chest. An unreasoning, almost explosive feeling of giddiness had seized me, and I had to fight to maintain my bearing as the kids on the sub—all the kids on all the subs—began laughing and shoving each other into the water, paddling about and crooning like seals.
“Have you been in contact with anyone else?” I asked.
“We kept trying the radio,” Jenna said, never moving away from my arm which had found its way protectively around her shoulders. “But you were the first person we heard.”
“I wonder how many of the satellites still work,” I said, looking up into the fantastically, outrageously blue sky. “We could rig a dish, one of the old VSAT units. I think we still have some down below….”
“We aren’t going back,” Jenna said suddenly, detaching herself.
I looked at my daughter.
“Where else can you possibly go?”
“We don’t care, dad. We’re just not going back there. We swore it amongst the group. All of us.”
“And what if the ice had still been solid? What would you have done then?” I said, a burst of sea wind suddenly giving me goosebumps.
“We don’t know.”
“You’re goddamned lucky there was a gap to get through. Air to breathe. I am not sure any of us have enough oxygen or battery power to get all the way back down. Jenna, for all I knew, you and the others were going to get yourselves killed.”
Jenna didn’t meet my gaze.
“Somebody had to do something,” she said. “We had to know if there was a chance the sun had returned. We hoped. We hoped so much. You and Jake and the others—everybody from before the freeze-up—it was like you’d all given up. Everyone determined not to die, but also determined not to live, either.”
I nodded my head, slowly.
“So what’s the plan now?” I asked.
She looked up at me, smiling again.
“Baja.”
“What?”
“The Baja Peninsula is supposed to be a couple hundred miles northeast of here. We’ll sail until we hit the shore.”
“And if you simply hit the pack ice?”
“We’ll leave the subs, and keep going.”
“Do you have any idea what you’re saying? Where’s your food, where’s your water, what kind of clothes do any of you have? What—”
“We’re not going back, daddy!”
She’d shouted it at me, her fists balled on my chest.
“Okay, okay,” I said, thinking. “But consider this. You all stand a much better chance if you have help. Now that we know the ice is clearing and the air is breathable—and that the sun is back out again, by God—we can bring the others up. All of the Deepwater crews, and the stations too. It will take time, but if we do it in an organized, methodical fashion, we’ll all stand a better chance of making land. Though I am not quite sure what we can expect to find when we get there.”
Some of the other kids had pulled themselves out of the water to come listen to me talk. A few of them were nodding their heads in agreement.
“If you want,” I said to them, looking around, “I’ll be the one to go back down. But I’ll need to get some air and electric power off these other subs first. I sure hope you all brought enough food to last a week or two. It’s going to be at least that long, or longer, before anyone else comes up from below.”
• • •
I went back down with what few reserves the kids could give me, about nine hundred digital pictures of the open water, the marvelously full sun, and the blue, blue sky—and a hell of a lot of hope in my heart.
It wouldn’t be easy. Not all of the adults would want to believe me, at first. And raising the stations after so long at depth was liable to be even more dangerous than sinking them had been in the first place.
But I suspected Jenna was right. We couldn’t go back. Not after what I’d just seen.
So I slowly dropped back down, gently, gently. Like a feather. The old sub wouldn’t last a fast trip to the bottom, just as it wouldn’t have lasted a fast trip to the top.
And though the darkness had resumed its hold, I felt light as a bird on the breeze.
Three days later, I stood in Deepwater 12’s sub garage.
Dan had dutifully spread the word ahead of me, and he was in a crowd of adults as I slowly climbed down off Number 6’s sail.
“You didn’t find them,” Jake said sternly. I could sense his extreme piss-off as I walked across the deck towards the group. Discipline was vital on the Deepwater crews, and I’d violated that discipline so extremely, I’d be lucky if Jake didn’t bust my nose for me.
“Oh, I found ‘em all right,” I said.
“Dead?” Dan said, voice raised slightly.
“No,” I said. “Take a look.”
I tossed Dan the camera I’d used on the surface.
He looked at me questioningly, and I just looked back.
Dan turned the camera over, its little LCD screen exposed, and flipped the switch to slide show.
Adults crowded around Dan, including Jake.
They gasped in unison.
“It can’t be,” Dan said, voice caught in his throat.
“It is,” I said. “And if you all don’t mind, my daughter is waiting for us to join her up top. We’ve got a land expedition that needs support. I promised her I’d get her and the other kids the help they’d need to make it successful.”
Dan cycled through the pictures and began playing one of the video files I’d also shot. The camera’s little speaker blared loudly laughing, shouting teens and the sloshing of water against the hull of the sub I’d been standing on when I took the footage.
I noted tears falling down the faces of many of my compatriots. And for a tiny instant, I wished that Lucille had lived long enough to see this.
No matter. Lucille was a memory, but it was apparent I’d given the living something they’d desperately needed, without even knowing it. Just as much as I’d desperately needed it when I first opened Number 6’s top hatch and smelled the tangy, frigid salt air whipping through my hair.
Jake, the crew boss, was shouting orders—with a wide smile on his face—while the camera made its way reverently from hand to hand.
I looked up at the ceiling, my eyes glazing and my spirit going up through the black deep to the top where Jenna waited. Hang on, little one. Dad’ll be back soon.
▼ ▲ ▼ ▲ ▼
“Ray of Light” was another product of the short story workshops that Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith both run out in Lincoln City, Oregon. Having enjoyed my first trip through such a workshop, I went back for seconds in 2011 and had similar results: both stories produced eventually went on to sell. Only this time they not only sold, they got the covers for both Analog magazine (in the case of “Ray of Light”) and Orson Scott Card’s InterGalactic Medicine Show.
For “Ray of Light” my assignment was to write a story for a hypothetical post-apocalypse anthology. Since I knew going in that there would be plenty of zombie post-apocalypse stories and nuclear post-apocalypse stories and environmental post-apocalypse stories, I wondered how I could deviate from the expected standards. What other ways—beyond nukes and zombies and global warming—were there to end the world?
I remembered an article I’d read a few months before, in a science magazine. The article talked about emerging evidence for a global freeze-over which had occurred once or twice in the very distant past, and which had probably engulfed the entire planet from pole to pole, including the oceans. Or at least, the surfaces of the oceans.
I started wondering how such a calamity might occur in modern times, and what it might mean for civilization, as well as any survivors somehow able to make it through the civilizational cusp between the freezing Earth, and Earth after the big freeze.
Yet I still had to tell this story in a short fiction format.
What to do?
I realized that sometimes the best way to handle a massive, overarching, catastrophic event, is to take a close look at how such an event might affect an ordinary family. People not too different from you or me, with the usual problems and worries a family of our era might have—only warped and accentuated by a catastrophe so massive, there’s no possible way anyone could emotionally or mentally plan for it.
Thus “Ray of Light” was born.
I wrote it over a week, in little bursts of activity.
No specific plot plan. Just a mom and a dad and a little daughter, all plunged into this nightmare world where the very surface of the Earth has been rendered uninhabitable, thus people have to retreat to the seafloor for survival.
“Ray of Light” not only won the praise of my editor Stanley Schmidt, and my mentor Mike Resnick, it also got a stunning original painting from famed artist Bob Eggleton, and managed to win enough fans among Analog magazine readers for them to vote it onto both the Nebula award ballot and the Hugo award ballot—the Nebula and Hugo awards being the two most prestigious English language awards for science fiction and fantasy literature in the world.
Say what?!
Do guys like me even get to be on ballots like those?
What was more, the attention I earned from being on the Nebula and the Hugo ballots boosted me into contention for the Campbell award too. Which (as Mike Resnick noted in his introduction) is the “rookie of the year” award for new science fiction and fantasy writers. I’d have won that award too, based on first-run votes. But the award passed into other hands once the Australian balloting caught up with me.
Which is fine. I had misgivings about wearing that tiara.
Especially while wearing my Army dress blues uniform.
No matter, the attendees of World Science Fiction Convention in Chicago rewarded me with many repetitions of the same elevator conversation:
Me—stepping into the elevator.
Stranger—noticing my badge, with its ribbons for triple-nominee status.
Me—smiling and minding my own business.
Stranger—reading the last name on my badge.
Me—still smiling and minding my own business.
Stranger—“Oh, you’re the ‘Ray of Light’ guy!”
Me—“Why yes, that is my story.”
Stranger—“I loved that story! It really was a ray of light!”
Me—smiling twice as big, and thanking the person profusely for reading the story and for telling me how they felt about it, once they realized I was the author.
If I’d first set out in 2009 to make my mark as the kind of writer who would defy the trend in the science fiction world—to worship gloom and doom as some kind of literary sacrament—then “Ray of Light” was my loudest rebel yell to date. A declaration of intent so strong it got all the right attention from all the right people. And even though it didn’t win any awards for me, it did make me proud to be able to plant my flag in the science fiction literary community and declare unabashedly: this is who I am, and this is the kind of fiction I stand for.
Because in my opinion, life is depressing and hopeless enough, without imbibing further depression and hopelessness through story. I don’t care how realistic people like to think that is. It’s not what inspires me, or makes me love and cherish a book or a television show or a movie. When I am imbibing fiction, I want to be inspired. I want bold tales, told boldly. I want genuine Good People who, while not perfect, are capable of rising beyond their ordinary beginnings. To make a positive difference in their world. Even when all hope or purpose might seem lost.
Because this is what I think fiction—as originally told around the campfires, through verbal legend—ought to do, more than anything else: Illuminate the way, shine a spiritual beacon, tell us that there is a bright point in the darkness, a light to guide the way, when all other paths are cast in shadow.
If our stories can’t do that for us…what’s the point?
***




Denouement
It’s impossible to thank every single person who helped contribute to this book, or to the stories within it. Several significant people have already been specifically named in articles sandwiched between the fiction.
I would therefore like to add my thanks to Kevin J. Anderson and his lovely wife Rebecca Moesta, for taking me under their mutual wing, as a new and rising talent. Kevin didn’t know me from Adam when I attended the L. Ron Hubbard presents Writers and Illustrators of the Future awards workshop in 2010. Somehow Kevin picked up on the fact that I was eager to keep pushing forward, so he encouraged me to attend his Superstars Writing Seminars that he co-paneled with other luminaries such as Eric Flint, Brandon Sanderson, and Dave Wolverton.
Which I did.
And when I kept having “popcorn” pop—Kevin’s metaphor for how to be and stay successful in the fiction business—he invited me back to help with future iterations of the Seminars. Something I’ve done two years in a row now.
It was Kevin’s idea for me to publish this book through the WordFire imprint that he and Rebecca co-operate, and I am ever so pleased to be working with Kevin on this, as well as several other projects. He is, like so many Writers of the Future judges, an eternal fount of enthusiasm for up-and-coming writers. He and Rebecca both cheer for young authors, and do all they can to help those who are willing to listen and apply what’s been learned.
I want to also thank Dave Wolverton, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and Dean Wesley Smith for their willingness to offer advice, and for their wonderful workshops which I attended in 2009, 2010, and 2011. You couldn’t ask for more patient or more seasoned teachers, able to pass on what they’ve learned from a lifetime of publishing. In all three cases their different guidance has proven instrumental to my progress, so I don’t want this book to hit the press without me mentioning them by name.
And of course I have to thank my amazing and gorgeous wife Annie O’Connell-Torgersen, who believed in my writing before I believed in my writing, and who never, ever let me quit. Even during those years when the rejection slips seemed endless, and I really did begin to wonder if maybe the dream of being a professional science fiction man wasn’t just a lot of hot air.
Annie, my beloved eternal companion, I cherish and worship you.
Always.
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