Area Seven

Robert Onopa

Non era ancor di la Nesso arrivato,
guando noi ci mettemmo per un bosco

che da neun sentiero era segnato.

The datadarm squeded like afrightened smal animd. The ship shuddered as we braked and the com
screen went blank for an instant, then kicked back up. Servos whirred in the nose below us.

We d been dipping dong at an dtitude of athousand metersin one of C Survey’s mapping skiffs. I'd
been adeep, off duty.

“Your turn,” Tessasaid. Thetired way sheleaned over her console, her face pinched in the palelight,
seemed an image of the strain she' d been under.

“I went out yesterday,” | said. “Christ, don’t you remember?’ Tessaand | had ahistory that went back
before we were posted to crew-on the way out, we' d even talked about something more permanent
between us-but it was affecting me too, a corrosive presence that had dogged the survey sncewe' d
entered the system. In the past few weeks |’ d gotten so melancholy I’ d taken to paging throughRational
Death and imagining cryogenic nights that never end.

Youthink I'm kidding. | wish.

“A motility sensor tripped theadarm,” she said evenly. “ And you' rethe exo, Serge.”

| scanned the data. “Movement’ sin the box for atmosphere,” | said.

“Something replicates.”

“Crygasreplicate,” | muttered. | studied an image from the planet on the belly camera, zoomed in.

On agloomy, mottled surface, trunk-like formsrosein avaguely regular way, like asurrea forest.
“Wherearewe?’ | asked.

“Fair question. The com link cut out as | was running the program to clear waypoints. There saglitch-it's
been happening al over the fleet. Now that we re darkside, we won't get another fix until the planet’s
rotated or we can do the astronomy. Area Seven, | could say that, we' rein Area Seven. But whereis
Area Seven? We can't exactly say that.”

“Nice” | sighed.
“Warm down there”

| remembered a place on aholo. It tugged at the edge of my memory, but | couldn’t quite pull it into
focus. “What happensto the surface in the direction of the equator? We' ve got the astronomy for that.”



She toggled video from thefirst flyover, and the screens displayed aplain of burning sand. “Mélt the
skids,” shesad.

“In the other direction?’

The screenswent dirty red. “ Some of the surfaceis moving up there-little surges, unstable. Seethat?
Denseliquid. And that color. Like unheslthy rust.” Tessapursed her lips. “ Creepy.”

“Let’shover, do therest of the astronomy and get adecent fix. I'll suit up and go down.”

| didn’t like the drugged deep I’ d been getting. The neurologicas gave me vivid dreams. That cyclethe
dreams had been bleak memories from the home planet, the blasted landscape of atropica volcano: a
high caldera streaked with recent lavaflows, cinder cones, afire pit. And | saw what | hadn’t been able
to remember: apath among trees inundated by ash, snaking through gnarled forms. It had anameon a
weethered Sgn: Desolation Trail .

When my boots touched the surface, | picked up a sound-indistinct, distant, busy, like the noise on the
Daeda us bridge when C Survey shipped out. “Tessa. Y ou hear that?’

“All I hear isyour breathing. Would you believe meif | told you it makes me think about how we used to
keep each other warm at night?”

She' d kept both of uswarm. For months, back when we were staging on Beta Proculis, for example,
she’ d nursed me though one exatic virus after another, jury-rigging IV linesto keegp my fluids up, cooling
my forehead, running samplesinto the upload trays. When | finally got back on my feet after two months,
| felt smothered. | just wanted to push everything away.

For awhile, she' d been dl there wasto push.

The planet’ s gloom was palpable. | checked my uplink, the atmosphericsin my suit. Stll, the
murmuring-unintelligible, yet dmost human. “Don’'t you hear . . . way in the background? Maybe from
another crew?’

“Serge, dl | hear isyour breathing.”

Y ou don't go around insisting to your shipmates, or your former lovers, or both, that you' re hearing
voices. | hed my tongue.

“Roger that,” | said. “I'll start the report.”
“Mak.”

“Planet’ s surface appears to be a smooth basdltic flow, cat-six origin, nonfriable, solid under my boots,
reticulated. I'm standing among these angular, branching forms. One to three meters high, threeto nine
segments, rough-surfaced-with shalow furrows-like. . . like nothing I’ ve ever seen before.” Whatever
they were, they stretched into the distance, hundreds, perhaps thousands of them, to amisty blue horizon.
| made amenta noteto do agrid count. “ Experiencing spurious audio.”

| raised my specimen hammer-l wastrained asageologist, and my first impulseisto chip awvay abit and
look benesth the surface. But that day | hesitated, then touched the strange shape before me with my
glove. “Structuraly variated skin,” | said. “Not metallic or obvioudy minera. Y ou can get your fingers
around small segments. .. .”



Tessa svoice- “Need any instrumentation down there?”
“Letmefirgtrytojudt. .. collect asample”

Beneath my thick gloves, | felt arough section, haf the sze of my hand, give dightly, then snap through,
like boxwood.

It was the strangest experience |’ ve ever had in space. The background murmur I’ d been hearing
became a voice, and the voice became comprehensible.

Why do you break me?it said.
“Tessa,” | said, “did you copy that?’

A pause. She sounded exhausted. “Copy to, ‘ collect asample.

| stepped back. Where I d fractured the trunk, ared liquid oozed like quicksilver. While | watched, it
filled the bowl of the wound and darkened, likeblood in air.

Asit did so, | heard the voice again, agirl’ svoice.
Why do you tear me? Isthere no pity in your soul?
“Your vitasare spiking,” Tessasaid in my hemet.

“No problem,” | lied, feding my skin crawl. I'll tell you how far gone | was-| didn’t want to talk to
Tessa | didn’'t want to talk to anybody. In that bleak place, | just wanted to sink into the blanketing,
gpocayptic darknessthat | heard in that voice, some qudity in it that touched melike the song of anicy
Siren. “Something | want to . . . sort out here,” | mumbled. “ Shutting down audio.”

“Serge....

| found the line and toggled out.

“Anyonethere?’ | whispered, and touched the wound with my hammer.
We wer e beings before we were changed into sticks.

Your hand might have been more merciful

Had we been souls of rats or ticks.

As| watched, my mind was flooded with another home-planet memory. We were camping, the night had
become chilly, and my younger brother had put alog into thefire, agreen log that had been set asideto
dry. When one end started smoldering, heat forced sap bubbling out the other, dripping and hissing. In
just that way, both fluid and words together sputtered from the wound in the strange shape before my

eyes.

| was so startled that | dropped my hammer. My mouth was so dry it was a struggle to speak. “Who are
you?”

We took our lives. Now each dawn in the sun’srising light,



Heat breaks us. We moan, we bleed, we speak, but do not move.
Oh, traveler, what strange love brings you in harrowing night?

At the edge of my vision, the ship’s com light began flashing on my helmet array. | toggled up audio.

“I'm pulling you up, Serge. | don't know what’ s going on down there, but I'm pulling you up.”

“I"'m going back for another sample,” | told Tessa

“You'recrazy. Your vitasare al over the place. | checked your support gasses. Trace anomalies, but
what else would explain it? Problem’ s got to bein your backpack.”

“Nothing’ swrong with my suit,” | said. “I told you, I’ m hearing voices down there. Don’t you remember
Takahishi’ sreport from the skiff on the second planet? They thought they were getting someweird
geomagnetic overlay. The datathey were pulling up-Takahishi mentioned voices.”

“And what arethey telling you?’ she asked petiently.
“Thevoice. . . Shesaid they were-they dl were-suicides”
Tessalooked a me mournfully, pulling on thelocket | had given her. “Are you being ironic?’

“No, no. | brokeoff a. . . section, and . . . it began bleeding, the trunk began bleeding, and whileit bled,
it gooke. | thought about it in the air lock. The way ahuman suicide communicatesis through spilling

blood. The process, the mechanism, makes akind of sense. A suicide expresseshimsdf ... or hersdf . .
. through the flowing of hisor her blood, thet’ s the way they spesk to us. There' s something familiar. . . .”

“Serge...?
| rubbed my forehead. “ Anything on the sensors?’
“Nothing. The datafrom your suit’ sthe only anomaly.”

“I'll wear my other suit. Y ou do the chemigtry. I’ m going down again as soon as the backup’ s ready.”

Two hours later, despite Tessa' s protests, | picked my way across the surface again. Asthey had before,
the murmurs surrounded me like the blue haze that obscured the skiff. This second deployment was
different-of course, it's aways eerie stepping across dien crugt, but, thistime, | was gripped by the
knowledge that each note in that solemn chorus could be that of a separate being. The forms stretched to
apurple horizon. When | garted to lay out areference grid, | registered the enormity of what | saw, and
felt overwhelmed, disoriented. In amoment of panic | swung around awkwardly, looking for the skiff. |
sumbled, and fell.

Ah, no! Please let me die!

Another woman’'svoice. | looked around and at first saw nothing. Then | looked below my kneesand
redized that | had fractured adim trunk with my fal. Thick red quicksiIver oozed from along fracture.

“Forgiveme,” | murmured as | pushed mysdlf up.



Raped by troops at Montaperti, | wept hot tears.
They cut the hand that held the flag!
Drowned am | and shamed ten thousand years.

The place she had named, Montaperti, | recognized it! Now | knew what seemed familiar-a battle lost
because the arm of a guidon bearer had been hacked through by atraitor, an army of sixty thousand
daughtered for want of direction.

She was a character from the Hell of Dante’ sInferno , from thefirst realm of The Divine Comedy , a
world of suffering, regret, and timeless punishment.

| know, it soundsimpossible. But as| stood there, my senses alive with aclarity | had never experienced
before, | took in alandscape in which al the piecesfit: the ssgmented forms-like lesflesstreesina
haunted wood-the speaking blood, the suicide victim from Montaperti. | could fix my place even more
precisay: | was gpparently within the region of the Violent, in the ring of Dante' slnferno reserved for
those who had violated their persons by taking their own lives. Only those sinners were punished by the
peculiar transformation | beheld before me.

I’d read the poem at the academy. We' d been given a passage, and I’ d gotten lost in the story and
devoured the whole thing, my imagination swept away by an inspired professor.

Sputtering words and blood, the sad spirit before me described a feud between two great houses-an
innocent girl jilted, left standing at a chapel dtar-the very feud that had shaped Dante’ sworld.

| stood there transfixed, listening for time out of mind, mesmerized by the soft velvet of her voice asshe
incanted the lines. thejilted girl was avenged by her brother, who murdered the groom. The groom was
avenged by the murder of the girl. Thewar that followed ravaged the countryside, bled generations, and
destroyed the great ancient city of Florence. Eventudly her words grew quiet and | recognized that the
broken breathing | was listening to was my own. When | looked, the fracture had al but healed.

| checked my com gtatus. dl the ship’s channdswerelit like holiday decorations. Without thinking, | had
cut mysdlf off from Tessaagain-but what could | tell her?

“I"m getting alow-frequency crawl from the other skiff on the planet,” Tessasaid when I"d toggled back
into the ship’s com system. Her voice was clipped with anxiety. “They’re caling in an ‘ emergency event.’

“Any detals?’

“No, but ligen to this. A skiff’slost on thefirst planet. Some kind of geomagnetic disturbanceistripping
up rescue-al sorts of equipment down. Survey teams across the fleet reporting very strange data.”

| could havetold her then, and perhaps | should have, but words would just not come. How could |
convince her that what | had heard, what | had seen, was redl without triggering an emergency of my
own?1 checked my life support. Gassesin the nomina range, though | was building CO2 too
rapidly-hyperventilating? | had only an hour left in Area Seven, a the outside.

“I want to come down and get you.”

The thought of Tessa on the surface, of both of uslosing track of time, made me shiver. “Just . . . afew
more minutes,” | said. “Whatever you do, stay with the ship. We need someone to stay with the ship.”



“Serge....

“Tessa, dtay with the ship.”

From other suicides | heard more war stories-one from afoot soldier who ran from battle but ironicaly
found the courage to dit his own throat rather than face his sergeant. A large, doubled form, Situated on a
low rise, the smaller shape entwined around the larger, turned out to be the painful twin suicide of an
exiled father and son.

Further north, they told me, lay the spirits of the conventiondly violent, the murderers, the terroridts, the
thugs, wallowing in ariver of ancient, boiling blood. South of us, towards the planet’ s equator, on aplain
of sand so hot that it suggested planetary processes fleet had never encountered before, resided those
guilty of morerefined versions of the Sin, the perverse, the fasfiers, perpetrators of violence against
nature on its most fundamental level.

When | findly turned back toward the skiff, an even taller shape caught my attention. It stood apart, afull
meter higher than anything e'sein Sght, erect, with akind of stately bearing. My life support was hovering
near reserve, but | made my way over.

| ran my hand over its surface. | used my hammer to pry a section free. Inits place on the trunk the
blood-red quicksilver bubbled out, asif under pressure.

“Speak tome,” | whispered. “Tell mewho you are.”
A sad voice answered:

| was the next to rule.

| held the keys to the noblest heart

Of all thelords. Envy turned all against me,
Envy was the start.

He had been regent and it was said of him that he knew hislord’ s mind even before his master did. The
old inner circle grew jedlous, whispered of hiscomplicity with ariva faction, tiesto an exiled
commander. They had him arrested.

Oncein the damp prison, he was tortured. When he would not reveal hislord’ s battle plans, they took a
fine hot wire and pierced hiseyes. The pain, he said, wasinexpressible.

Locked in hiscold cdll, without even acord to hang himself by, he marshaed his strength and began to
best hishead againgt thewall. He beat and fell, and rose and beat again, crushing his skull against the
gtone until he felt nothing, saw nothing, and heard nothing at all.

| swear, that never in word or spirit did I,

Peter of the Vine, break faith with my lord.

Oh traveler, vindicate my memory!

| remembered him from Dante! Pier ddlaVigne, Peter of the Vine!

It moves me even now to think that, though many there had ended their lives out of shame, or cowardice,



many others had done so in asearch for honor or in pursuit of relief from unfathomable pain. Yet they dl
shared the punishment by the means| saw before my eyes, and pain inhabited every shape. How could |
understand their Sn? A failing in each of them, aturning away from life, from the heart of things? Story
after story suggested it, each half fairy tae, hdf tragic history, life stories from afantastic world of lost

beings
| wasaware| was running out of time from the visuas| was getting from Tessaon my helmet array. In

the end, | toggled down even that display, listening to my own bresathing and the hypnotizing voices of the
figuresbeforeme.

| don’t know what broke the spell-the light on the horizon, rising voices, Tessa singstent callson the
override com circuit. At some point | toggled the skiff back online, but only to silence the suit darm.

“Serge, we are listing emergency event. Please respond. Repesat. Emergency event. Planetary rotation
critical and dangerous. Repeat. Emergency event. Y our life support numbers are degrading and surface
time' s gpproaching terminus. Repest, Serge, surface terminus. Thisisurgent. Whatever minutesyou' ve
got, when you see the sun, the temp’ s going to exceed your suit’s cap. Please respond.”

| swayed, fought for balance, as the blue world seemed to spin around me. My experience had shriven
my soul-now my own problems seemed inconsequentia, my own depression trivial and saf-indulgent. |
felt | had been granted avision, but would | be able to make sense of it?

| knew it wastoo late now for Tessato launch arescue. Had |, | wondered, come down to enact my
own suicide? Wasthat what it al meant?

Thelight on the horizon was resolving into abright pillar of fire. A risng heat, beyond the already
elevated temps of the planet, had begun fracturing the shapes. Around me, the murmuring was coalescing
into cries and weeping, appeds and rants. Another memory from the home planet: lavafdling from alow
cliff into the sea, boiling waters, the awful rending cry of atorn landscape-1 thought | heard it now on a
risngwind.

That’ swhen | made out Tessa s voice on the com channdl, throaty with desperation and fatigue. In my
mind seye| could see her inthe dim light. “Oh, Serge, it’stoo late now. | don’t know why you' ve been
50 sad. | should never have let you go. | should have come down. | can only tell you how much | love
you-l wish you'd get it, Serge, wish you' d understand. | need you. Y ou dways thought it was the other
way around-Ineedyou . | don't know what I’ m going to do without you. . . .” Shewent onfor a
while-and then dl | could hear was quiet weeping.

Something . . . snapped inme. It fdt it likeasmall dectrica charge, and from that tiny impulse | struggled
agang inertiaand finaly turned back toward the skiff. Tessawasfiring off seismic roundsto get my
attention, but | have to tell you, they weren’t what made me move.

| credit Tessahersdlf, the quality of her heart. It waswhat | could hear in her weeping, her willingnessto

reach out to me even after | seemed lost. She saved me that way, | think, touched my own heart, turned

me away from the sad desth | was surrounded with and was sinking toward, turned me back toward the
ship. I’ ve thought about it alot sincethen. Redlly, it was Tessawho saved me.

| stepped heavily toward the lift cable. My suit felt asif it had turned to lead. | could see heset rising
around mein visible wisps from the surface, shapes running with blood, | could hear arising chorus of
voices, howling asone. . . .

Eventualy, the sunlight was S0 bright, so shot through with high-frequency yellows and pale, shimmering



blues, that it was asif | was passng through flames themsdlves, asif my body was stepping through the
heart of some strangefire. Voices screaming around me, white light devouring my sight, | found the heavy
cable and clenched it in my hand.

That very day they pulled us out. They pulled usall out, al the skiffs, the whole C Survey. Only when we
were al assembled for the journey back did we come to understand the depth of the trouble we' d been
in. Two crews had been lost out of twenty-two, two entire skiffs. Think of it-almost one out of ten of us
didn’'t make it back. Welost tons of instrumentation and equipment. All for nothing-navigation errors
corrupted every bit of the data. Besides the serious stuff, there were dozens of accidents, accounts of
bizarre experienceslike mine. Asyou know, the survey’ s become something of alegend. Y ou hear about
itinthe service bars, in the NCO clubs. All sorts of wild stories-asif what happened wasn't wild enough!

Theofficid lineisthat crews suffered under akind of mass ddusion, that some set of circumstances
stressed us callectively. It caused us, as skiff crews, to trandate our responsesinto the discourse of
Dante simagination.

But the data s not that coherent. | don’t think onein ten of us, of the crews on station, had actually read
the poem. It hadn’t been on my mind for years.

Takahishi has an dternate explanation. He thinks that we stumbled onto one of the cosmos' gallery of
amazements, an aien race who took the transmissions that we humans have been flooding the galaxy with
for athousand years now-al the great works of art, our genome, our technology, our languages and
works of literature, the details of history and daily life-and reconstructed amedieval Catholic milieuto
test us once we arrived on their doorstep.

| don’t know. Why Dante? Why would they be so specific? Still, maybe Takahishi’ sright. Extraordinary
events require extraordinary explanations. Imagine for amoment that Takahishi’ sexplanationistrue-a
sun with three planets on which strange intelligences live out eternities enacting ideas that come from such
aprofound distance. Who could these intelligences be?

Persondly | think the truth lies between the two explanations, that it’s stranger than even Takahishi
imagines. Perhaps what happened to us can be seen as amessage from the beings of that system. They
accessed our computers, looked for a set of stories to describe usto ourselves. Maybe they knew what
we had in mind for them-we d come looking for planetsto rearrange and terraform, after dl. It could be
that they took our inner lives, dramatized punishments for our mission, made them persond, and cast us
away. | don’t know.

Of course, the way we re finding minerasin the Arcturus sector nowadays, it’'ll be along time before we
get back to that three-planet system to figure out what reglly went on. Tessaand | have talked about it a
lot. Shethinksit’ll be at least athousand years before we get back there. Morgan agrees. The system’s
out of the way, he says, and there' s just no percentage in going back.

Now, if you'll be seeted, Tessawill bring you some refreshments, and I’ Il tell you some of the other
storieswe heard. We ve got quite abit of materia from the fragmentary data, from the transcripts, from
the reports. About the first planet. | don’t know much about the other two. That data s been classified
from the start. Morgan claims that the third planet-where we lost those two crews without atrace, first
one crew and then the other that was sent to look for them-was aversion of Paradise. Perhapsthey’rein
somekind of heaven, or maybethey died only thinking they wereliving out their fantasies.

Anyway, asfor the planet Tessaand | were scouting, the first planet, we have some images to show you
aswdl. Thank you, Tessa. Seeif you can make out the human shapes punished in what looks like anicy



storm, or bodies ravaged by the swipes of snarling beasts. | know theimages aren’t quite clear, but these
arethings survey crews claimed they saw, or heard, much as| did the bleeding suicides. The reports
especialy shake the soul-we have one of awoman, her intestines spilled from her body, who holds her
severed head by itsblack hair like alantern. | don’t remember her from Dante. At the planet’ s south
pole, Morgan claims he saw living shapes ripped and gnawed by packs of hydra-headed mongters. Is
this apeek into the alien world? A hidden part of Dante’ s? Ours? What a savage place the imagination
can bel



