Two Dreamson Trains
Elizabeth Bear

From Gardner Dozois - The Year's Best Science Fiction 23rd Annual Collection (2006)

Elizabeth Bear shares a birthday with Frodo and Bilbo Baggins and owns a pair of Acme cowboy
boots.

The needle wore a path of dye and scab round and round Patience's | ft ring finger; sweltering heat
adhered her to the mold-scarred chair. The hurt didn't bother her. It was pain with afuture. She glanced
past the scarrist's bare scalp, through the grimy window, holding her eyes open around the prickle of
tears.

Behind therain, she could pick out the jeweled running lamps of amassive spacdighter diding through
clouds, coming in soft toward the waterl ogged sprawl of a spaceport named for Lake Pontchartrain. On
aclear night she could have seen itstrain of cargo capsules streaming in harness behind. Patience bit her
lip and looked away: not down at the needle, but across at awal shaggy with peding paint.

L ake Pontchartrain was only aname now, a sat-clotted estuary of the rising Gulf. But it perasted—Ilike
the hot bright colors of bougainvillea grown in wooden washpails beside doors, likethe Mardi Grasfloats
that now floated for real—in the memory of New Orleanians, as grand alegecy as anything the
underwater city could claim. Patience's hand lay open on the wooden chair arm asif waiting for a gift.
Shedidn't look down and she didn't close her eyes as the needle pattered and scratched, pattered and
scratched. Thelong Poplar Street barge undulated under the tread of feet moving past the scarrist's, but
his fingers were steady as agin-soaked frontier doctor's.

The prick and shift of the needle stopped and the pock-faced scarrist sat back on his hedls. He set his
tools aside and made a practiced job of applying the quickseal. Patience looked down at her hands, at
the pam fretted indigo to mark her cagte. At thefiligree of emerald and crimson across the back of her
right hand, and undernegath the trangparent sedlant swathing the last two fingers of her |&ft.

A peculiar tightness blossomed under her breastbone. She started to raise her left hand and pressit to
her chest to ease the tension, stopped hersdlf just in time, and laid the hand back on the chair. She
pushed hersdf up with her right hand only and said, " Thank you."

She gave the scarrist ahandful of cash chits, once held stripped his gloves and her blood away. His
hands were the sIt color held been born with, marking him atradesman; the holographic dips of poly she
paid with glittered like fish scles againg hisskin.

"Won't be long before you'll have the whole hand done." He rubbed a palm across his sweat-dick scap.
He had tattoos of hisown, starting at the wrists—dragons and mermaids and manatees, arms and chest
tesseraed in oceanic beadts. "Y ou've earned two fingersin Sx months. Y ou must be studying dl thetime.”

"I want my kid to go to trade school so we can get berths outbound,” Patience said, meeting the scarrist’s
eyes o squardly that he looked down and pocketed his hands behind the coins, like pelicans after fish. |
don't want him to haveto sdll hisindentureto survive, likel did." She smiled. "I tell him he should Sudy
engineering, be aprofessond, get the green and red. Or maintenance tech, keep hishands clean. Like
yours. He wants to be an arti<t, though. Not much call for painters up there.”

The scarrist grunted, putting histools away. "Therés moreto life than lighters and cargo haulers, you



know."

Her sweeping gesture took in the little room and the rainy window. The pressurein her chest tightened, a
trap squeezing her heart, holding her in place, pinned. "Like this?'

He shrugged, looked up, considered. "Sure. Likethis. I'm afreeman, | dowhat | like." He paused.
"Y our kid any good?’

"Asan atis?" A frown pulled the corner of her lip down. Conscioudy, she smoothed her hand open so
she wouldn't squeeze and blur her new tattoos. "Real good. No reason he can't do it as a hobby, right?"

"Good? Or good?'
Blood scorched her cheeks. " Real good.”

The scarrist paused. Sheld known him for years: six fingers and a thumb, seven examinations passed.
Three moreleft. "If he kegps his hands clean. When you finish the caste’—gesture at her hands—"if he
il doesn't want to go. Send him to me."

"It's not that he doesn't want to go. He just—doesn't want to work, to sacrifice." She paused, helpless.
"Got any kids?"

He laughed, shaking his head, as good as ayes, and they shared alingering look. He glanced down firt,
when it got uncomfortable, and Patience nodded and brushed past on the way out the door. Rain beaded
on her nanoskin asit shifted to repel the precipitation, and she paused on decking. Patchy-coated rats
scurried around her as she watched alighter and train lay itsdlf into the lake, gently as an autumn leaf. She
leaned out over the Poplar Street Canal asthe lights taxied into their berth. The train's wake lapped
gently at the segmented kilometers-long barge, lifting and dropping Poplar Street under Patience's feet.
Cloying rain and swesat adhered her hair to the ngpe of her neck. Browning roux and sharp pepper cut
the reek of filthy water. She squeezed the railing with her uninjured hand and watched another train
ascend, the blossom of fear in her chest findly easing. "Javier Alexander,” she muttered, crossing a
swaying bridge. "Y ou had best be home safe in bed, my boy. You'd best be homein bed.”

A city like drowned New Orleans, you don't just walk away from. A city like drowned New Orleans,
you fly away from. If you can. And if you cant . . .

Y ou make something that can.

Jayve lay back in apuddle of blood-warm rain and seawater in the"borrowed" dinghy and watched the
belly lights of another big train drift overhead, hulls silhouetted againgt the citylit sdlmon-colored clouds
likeastring of pearls. He amost reached up a pale-skinned hand: it seemed close enough to touch. The
rain parted to either sdelike curtains, leaving him dry for the ingtant when the wind from the train'sfans
tossed him, and came together again behind as unmarked asthe sea. "Beautiful," he whispered. "Fucking
beautiful, Mad."

"Youinthere, Jayve?' A whisper in hisear, stutter and crack of static. They couldn't afford good
equipment, or anything not stolen or jerry-built. But who gave adamn? Who gave adamn, when you
could get that closeto a starship?

"Thet last one went over my fucking head, Mad. Areyou in?'
"Over the buoys. Shit. Brace!"
Jayve dammed hands and feet againgt the hull of the rowboat as Mad spluttered and coughed. Thetrain's



wake hit him, picked the dinghy up and shook it like a dog shaking adishrag. Slimed old wood scraped
his palms; the cross brace gouged an 0ozing dice across his scalp and salt water stung the blood from the
wound. The contents of the net bag laced to his belt dammed him in the gut. He groaned and clung; strain
burned histhighs and triceps.

Hewas ill in the dinghy when it came back down.

He clutched his net bag, half-panicked touch racing over the surface of the insulated tinswithin until he
was certain the wetness he felt was rain and not the gooey ooze of etchant: sure mostly because the skin
on his hands stayed cool instead of doughing to hang in shreds.

"Mad, can you hear me?

A long, gut-tightening silence. Then Mad retched like held swallowed seawater. "Alive" he said. "Shit,
that boy put his boat down abit harder than he had to, didn't he?"

"Just atad." Jayve pushed his bag aside and unshipped the oars, putting his back into the motion asthey
bit water. "Maybe it's hisfirst run. Come on, Mad. Let's go brand this bitch.”

Petience dawdled along her way, staling in open-fronted shops while she caught up her marketing,
hoping to outwait the rain and the worry gnawing her belly. Fish-scae chits dripped from her
multicolored fingers, and from those of other indentured laborers—some, like her, buying off their
contracts and passing exams, and others with indigo-stained paws and no ambition—and the clean hands
of the tradesmen who crowded the bazaar; the coins fell into the hennaed palms of shopkeepers and
merchants who walked with therolling gait of sailors. The streets underfoot echoed the hollow sound of
their footsteps between the planking and the water.

Dikes and levees had failed; ther€'s just too much water in that part of the world towall away. And
there's nothing under the Big Easy to sink apiling into that would be big enough to hang a building from.
But you don't just walk away from a place that holds the grip on the human imagination New Orleans
does.

So they'd amply floated the city in pieces and let the Gulf of Mexico roll in undernesth.
Smply.

The lighters and their trains came and went into L ake Pontchartrain, vesselstoo huge to land on dry
earth. They sucked brackish fluid through hungry bellymouths between their running lights and fractioned
it into hydrogen and oxygen, sdt and trace e ements and clean potable water; they dropped onetrain of
containers and picked up another; they taxied to sea, took to the sky, and did it al over again.

Sometimes they hired technicians and tradesmen. They didn't hire laborer-caste, dole-caste, pdms
stained indigo asthose of old-time denim textile workers, or criminalswith their hands stained black.
They didn't take artists.

Petience stood under an awning, watching the clever moth-esten rats ply their trade through the market,
her nanoskin wicking sweet off her flesh. Thelamps of another lighter came over. She was cradling her
painful hand closeto her chest, the straps of her weighted net bag biting livid channelsin her right wrist.
Sheld stalled aslong as possible.

"That boy had better bein bed,” she said to no one in particular. She turned and headed home.
Javier'sbed lay empty, his sheets wet with the rain drifting in the open window. She grasped the sash in



her right hand and tugged it down awkwardly: the apartment building she lived in was hundreds of years
old. She'd just straightened the curtains when her tel escreen buzzed.

Jayve crouched under the incredible curve of thelighter's hull, both pamsflat againgt its centimeters-thick
layer of crystdline sedant. It hummed againgt his palms, the deep surge of pumpslike a heartbest filling
itsreservoirs. The shadow of the hull hid Jayve's outline and the silhouette of his primitive watercraft from
the bustle of tenders pedling cargo strings off the lighter's stern. "Mad, can you hear me?"

Static crackle, and hisfriend's voice on alow thrill of excitement. "I hear you. Areyou in?'
"Yeah. I'm going to start burning her. Keep an eye out for the harbor patrol.”
"Y ou're doing my tag too!"

"Havel ever let you down, Mad? Don't worry. I'll tag it from both of us, and you can burn the next one
and tag it from both. Just think how many people are going to see this. All over the gdaxy. Better than a

gallery opening!”

Silence, and Jayve knew Mad waslying in the bilgewater of hisown dinghy just beyond the thin line of
runway lightsthat Jayve glimpsed through the rain. Watching for the Harbor Police.

The rain was going to be a problem. Jayve would have to pitch the bubble against the lighter'sside. It
would block his sightlines and make him easier to spot, which meant trusting Mad's eyesto be sharp

through the rain. And the etchant would stink up theinside. He'd haveto dia the bubble to maximum
porosity if he didn't want to melt hiseyes.

No choice. The art had to happen. The art was going to fly.

Black nano unfolded over and around him, the edge of the hiker's bubble seding itself against the hull.
The steady patter of rain on his hair and shoulders stopped, asit had when the ship drifted over, and
Jayve started to squeegee the hull dry. Hed have to work in sections. It would take longer.

"Mad, you out there?"
"Coadt clear. What'd you tell your mom to get her to let you out tonight?*

"I didn't." He chewed the insde of his cheek ashe worked. "'l could havetold her | was painting at
Claudette's, but Mom says there's no future in it, and she might have gone by to check. So | just snuck
out. Shewon't be home for hours."

Jayve dipped atechnician's headband around his temples and switched the pinlight on, making sure the
goggleswere seded to hisskin. At least the bubble would block the glow. While digging in his net bag,
he pinched hisfingers between two tins, and stifled ayep. Bilgewater doshed around his ankles, cregping
under his nanoskin faster than the skin could re-osmose it; the night hung againgt him hot and sweety asa
giant hand. Heedless, heart racing, Jayve extracted the first bottle of etchant, pierced the sedl with an
adjustable nozzle, and—grinning like abat—pressurized thetin.

Leaning asfar back as he could without tearing the bubble or capsizing his dinghy, Jayve examined the
gparkling, virgin surface of the spaceship and began to spray. The etchant eroded crystalline sedlant,
staining the corroded surface in green, orange, violet. It only took afew momentsfor the chemicasto
scar the ship'sintegument: not enough to harm it, but enough to mark it forever, unlessthe corp that
owned it waswilling to pay to have the whole damn lighter peeled down and resedled.

Jayve moved the bubble four times, etchant fumes searing hisflesh, collar of hisnanoskin pulled over his



mouth and nose to breathe through. He worked around the beaded rows of running lights, turning them
into the scales on the sea-serpent's belly, the glints on itsfangs. A burst of static came over the crappy

uplink once but Mad said nothing, so Jayve kept on smoothly despite the sway of the dinghy under his
feet and the hiss of the tenders.

When hefinished, the scamongter stretched fifteen meters dong the hull of the lighter and six meters high,
ariot of sensudity and prismatic colors.

Hesgnedit jayve n mad and pitched the last empty bottle into Lake Pontchartrain, where it sank
without atrace. "Mad?'

No answer.

Jayve's bubble lit from the outside with the glare of ahundred lights. His somach kicked and he
scrabbled for the dinghy's magnetic clampsto kick it free, but an amplified voice advised him to drop the
tent and wait with his handsin view. "Shit! Mad?" he whispered through atightening throat.

A cop'svoice rang over the fuzzy connection. "Just come out, kid," she said tiredly. "Y our friend'sin
custody. It'sonly avandaism charge so far. Just come on out.”

When they released Javier to Patience in the harsh light and tile of the police barge, she squeezed his
hands so tight that blood broke through the sedlant over his fresh black tattoos. He winced and tugged
his hands away but she clenched harder, her own scabs cracking. She meant to hiss, to screech—but her
voice wouldn't shape words, and he wouldn't look her in the eye.

She threw his hands down and turned away, sted decking rolling under her feet asawave hit. She
steadied hersaf with alifetime's habit, Javier swept along in her wake. "Jesus,” she said, when the doors
scrolled open and the cold light of morning hit her acrossthe eyes. "Javier, what the hell wereyou
thinking? What the hdll. . . ." She stopped and leaned againgt the railing, fingerstight on stedl. Pain tangled
her left arm to the elbow. Out on the lake, alighter drifted backwards from its berth, refueled and full of
water, coming about on agtately arc asthe tenders rushed to bring its outbound containersinto line.

Javier watched the lighter curve across the lake. Something green and crimson sparkled on its hide above
the waterline, along sinuous curve of color, shimmering with scales and wise with watchful eyes. "L ook

at that," hesad. "Therunning lampsworked just right. It lookslikeit'swriggling away, squirming itself up
into the sky like adragon should—"

"What does that matter?' Shelooked down at hishands, at theink singeing hisfingers. Y ou'll amount to
nothing.”

Patience braced against the wake, but Javier turned to get a better look. "Never was any chance of that,
Mom."

"Javier, |—" A stabbing sensation drew her eyes down. She stared as the dark blood staining her hands
smeared the rain-beaded railing and dripped into the estuary. Sheld been picking her scabs, destroying
the symmetry of the scarrist'slines.

"Y ou could have been something,” she said, asthe belly of the ship finished lifting from the lake, pointed
into asunrise concealed behind grey clouds. ™Y ou ain't going nowhere now."

Javier came beside her and touched her with abandaged hand. She didn't turn to look at the hurt in his
eyes.



"Man," hewhispered in degp satisfaction, craning his neck as his creation svung into the sky. "Just think
of al the people who are going to see that. Would you just look at that baby go?'



