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Almost any struggle is as much internal as external... 

* * * *

I’d always wondered what it would be like to be dead. Not that I’ve been in a big hurry to find out. And certainly not three times in one day.

Obviously, I’m not talking about dead dead. Not yet, anyway. I’m talking about that “Oh crap, this is it,” feeling that (I now know) is the closest I’ll ever get to having my life flash before my eyes. The type of feeling my parents must have had in San Francisco, when the Big One dropped half the Terra Bank Tower on them and a whole street full of others. Only in their case, that really had been “it.” I was seven at the time, but I vividly remember learning, when the clean-up crews finally dug out the bodies, that they’d died right next to each other, apparently holding hands. That’s the type of thing that haunts a kid’s dreams: knowing they’d had at least a couple of heartbeats to see what was coming and realize there was no escape.

In my case nothing was falling on me, though it kind of looked like it as the red-orange surface of Titan rushed toward me, way too fast. It was like a scene from Hell: dirty-orange sky, duller orange clouds. Orange-brown haze merging into the distance; orange and black shapes below. All of it no better illuminated than a ship cockpit, dimmed for direct-view navigation. Only now, there was nothing between me and all that orangeness but a skinsuit and a lot of ... well, can I call it “air” if it’s four times thicker than ship-normal, laced with methane, and at a temp of ninety-five Kelvins? If it is air, it’s air that would probably freeze me faster than it would asphyxiate me if I was unfortunate enough to still be alive when the impact ripped a hole in my suit.

My name is Floyd Ashman, though that’s just the handle I was born with. Most people call me Phoenix, because it’s one of the places I come from, and the play on my real name is kind of clever—though right now I certainly wasn’t rising from anything.

Moments earlier, I’d been dangling from a parachute, light as a feather. Then there’d been a sickening lurch, and here I was, no longer dangling but back in free fall, which this close to a planet’s surface isn’t a good thing—even if my spacer reflexes were insisting that rather than me being the one who was moving, it was the planet that was reaching up like a giant flyswatter, about to whack me out of the sky.

Not that it made any difference. Impact is impact. Though it was weird how it all seemed to be happening in slow motion, with way too much time to wonder, for what I figured was the final time, what exactly my parents had thought as they watched all that plate glass shower down in a deadly rain of knives. I even had time to wish I had someone to hold hands with, although I guess that would mean she’d be about to die, too, so maybe it was a good thing I’d never been the type to put down roots, even temporarily.

* * * *

All told, the fall took about three eternities, though I couldn’t have said whether they were milliseconds or years.

Then we hit.

I’m a spacer, not a ground rat (at least, not for a long time), so when the tumbling ceased, I had no idea why I was still alive. Though one thing was obvious: it was my lucky day. I’d survived the demise of my tug and a dicey entry into the atmosphere in a damn cargo canister. Then, since the canister had been designed for a twenty-gee impact and I wasn’t, I’d been forced to jump with a jury-rigged parasail, cobbled together from the canister’s stabilizing chute in the way-too-few minutes Brittney and I’d had to try to figure out if there was a way to survive a drop onto this forsaken smog ball.

Now, somehow, I was down alive. So it was either the luckiest day of my life or the worst, depending on how you looked at it. If I lived long enough, maybe someday I could sort out that type of philosophical stuff. Meanwhile, I just wanted to know why I was still around to think about it.

Happily, I didn’t have to figure it out myself.

“Bull’s-eye!” a perky voice said, sounding like it was right in my ear. Brittney can do any mood she likes, but perky is her favorite. “Though it would have helped if you’d bent your knees and braced for impact, rather than screaming all the way down.”
I thought I’d been remarkably calm, but I’ve learned not to argue with her about things like that. She has a nasty tendency to have recordings.

“You mean you did that deliberately?” I asked instead.

From the moment we’d touched atmosphere, Brittney had had control of our descent. Not that there’d been a whole bunch to control. Once the canister had dropped its heat shield and was down to a reasonable velocity, it was mostly a matter of popping the hatch and leaping out.

In the panicked preparations back on the tug, there had been time (barely) to give Brittney radio control over the servomotors that ran the smart-chute’s shrouds—though without the weight of the capsule, the whole contraption had proven about as steerable as a feather in a hurricane. I’d also given her control of the chute release, so we wouldn’t get wind-dragged if we actually reached the surface alive. But I’d never expected her to trigger the damn thing when we were still I-don’t-know-how-far up.

“Sure.” Brittney doesn’t actually speak, though it seems like it. In theory, she could use the suit radio, but her voice usually comes to me via a nerve implant in my right ear. “We were heading toward a lake, so I dropped us on a big dune. We hit the slip face, which cushioned the impact just enough to keep you with me.” She was chattering, as in the aftermath of adrenaline shock, even though she has no adrenaline and should damn well be immune to mine. “I’ll admit it was a bit iffy for a moment. In one-seventh gee with four standards air density and way more wind than there’s supposed to be, the drift radius was a bit wide.”
I’d never heard of drift radius, though I got the idea. “Wouldn’t the lake have been softer?”
I’d swear she sighed, though technically, that’s not possible. “And what do you think the lake is made of?”
Brittney is my symbiote and lives in a distributed chip network beneath my ribs. She keeps telling me she’d be safer in my skull, which might be true, but I’m not letting anything share space with my brain. Until she went sentient, she was the best investment I ever made, if a drunken wager of everything I owned qualifies as an investment. Since then, she can be a real pain. I keep threatening her with reprogramming; to start with, there’s nothing like mixing your consciousness with something that sees itself as a seventeen-year-old girl to put the kibosh on ever having a real person with whom to hand-hold while facing imminent death. But Brittney’s terrified of personality adjustments, even though other AIs tell her they’re no worse than memory upgrades.

Telling Brittney to shut up is useless. Partly it’s the age thing. It’s kind of like dog-years, I guess. It was only ten months ago that she went sentient; now she thinks she’s on the verge of adulthood. Who am I to argue? When she goes pedantic on me, it’s easier just to play her game.

I considered what little I knew of Titan. Not much, I’m afraid. I’d been kicking around Saturn since I’d come here from Jupiter, two years ago, but my knowledge of its largest moon could be summed up in a few sentences. Big gravity hole. Dense atmosphere. Great for parachuting supplies down to the scientists, who thought it was the coolest place ever. But scientists always think that about anywhere, so I’d not paid much attention. One of my contracts is to catch supplies E-railed to them from Earth orbit and line up the canisters to parachute to the surface. It takes a couple of weeks per annum, pays well enough, and is one of those great jobs where nobody bothers you unless you screw up. Good stuff, in other words, for an orphan whose psych profile probably said things about attachment disorder or whatever they call it when you think alone is the best place to be.

It also had to have been one of the dullest jobs in the System until something smacked me good—probably a comet chunk on a hyperbolic slingshot from outer nowhere. Then it got way too exciting, and I’d been forced to drop myself along with the supplies. Or more precisely, without them, because they were still in the damn canister. Right now, all I had was myself, my skinsuit, and Brittney ... who, in whatever it is that passes for AI adrenaline shock, was babbling about lakes. Someday I really will have her reprogrammed.

In the meantime, though, I had to live with her, so I forced myself to think. Methane atmosphere. Lots of sunlight at the top. Smog central at the bottom. Something that would be liquid at ninety-five Kelvins. I’d read about that, long ago. Hell, it was probably back in grade school. It’s amazing how that type of stuff sticks. I could still name the capitals of half the member states of the U.N, and I’d not been on Earth in nearly twenty annums.

“Liquid ethane? Hydrocarbons of some sort.” Anything else would be frozen solid. Hell, the dune I’d landed on was probably ice grains, dirtied by something orange and chemically weird. But it sure looked like good, old-fashioned sand. A bit coarser than Earth-normal, but sand nonetheless.

“Not bad,” she said. “Most likely methane. Or a mix. Any guess what would happen if we hit a lake of methane?”
I swear, I really am going to reprogram her. “We’d go splash?”
“Well, yeah. But then?”
“Swim?” The skinsuit was designed for vacuum or atmosphere, but would probably keep me warm in liquid, at least for a while.

“Not likely. What are you made of?”
“Damn it, Brittney...”
“Okay. The answer, genius, is water. Mostly, anyway. Specific gravity, 1.0, give or take a bit. Ethane has a specific gravity of 0.57. Methane’s worse. Something like 0.46. It doesn’t matter that this is a low-gravity world; the ratio’s the same. The point is, we’d sink like a stone. Right now, you’d be walking around on the bottom of a methane lake, trying to find the way out, and I do not give either of us a good chance of that.”
Okay, so maybe I won’t reprogram her. Though it would have been nice if she’d told me what she was doing before cutting us loose from the chute.

For that matter, where had the chute gone? Not that it made any difference. What I needed was the canister. Somehow I had to find it with the suit’s short-range com and its supplies, survival-rated for twenty-four hours average EVA—plus whatever Brittney had learned about Titan from my ship’s library while I’d been jury-rigging the chute and shoving everything I could lay hands on into the canister.

The dune was nearly a hundred fifty meters tall and steep, which was why I’d rolled forever when I hit. Based on the furrow I’d plowed at one point, there’d even been an interlude when I’d been more or less body surfing. When I was eight, I’d done that on the Kelso Dunes in the Old Mojave Desert—the part of the desert that had existed before global warming expanded it across big chunks of four states. Those dunes, which had been there since the last ice age, had incredibly fine sand piled at just the right angle that you could slide headfirst on your belly, propelling yourself with breaststroke-like swimming motions. If you did it just right, the sand would emit this wonderful bass tone that would persist until the slope abated and swimming turned into useless flapping. The guidebook said they were one of the world’s few “booming” dunes, though the tone I got sounded more like an oboe.

I loved those dunes. I think it was the first time I’d been happy after my parents died, and I ran up and slid down all day, until it got dark and my foster parents took me away, saying they were never going to let me near a sand dune again. They weren’t mean people; they were merely way too conventional for a kid who craved open spaces where there was nothing to fall on you and no people who could up and die on you, because there were no people at all.

At least, that’s what the shrinks said when they green-lighted my tug license but felt obliged to warn me I was running “away,” not “to,” and that until I reversed that I’d never find what I craved.

Well, now I was about as far away as one could get. And unfortunately, not only was I out of practice on dunes, but I’d not been doing more than minimal strength training for years, which meant that one-seventh gee might be all my muscles were adapted for. After all, muscles were for ground rats. And my ground-rat days, I’d thought, were long gone.

* * * *

The sand was weird stuff. Not because it really was strange but because it looked so normal. Even the color wouldn’t have been all that out of place at Kelso, at least in the tail-end dusk of the perfect sunset that ended that glorious day. Who knows, maybe an eight-year-old could make these dunes boom, too.

They were also just as hard to climb.

Halfway up, I wondered if maybe I was doing it the hard way. To cushion the impact, Brittney had dumped me on the steepest spot she could find, so it stood to reason that there might have been an easier way. I was kind of surprised she’d not said anything, but maybe she too was anxious to see the view. On the ship, she could tap into any properly telemetered interface; now, all she had was the ear implant and a feed from my optic nerve. She didn’t even have my other senses because, useful as she was, there was only so far I was letting her into my mind. For the same reason, I speak to her aloud, via the ear implant. A subvocalizer might be more private in a crowd, but I’m seldom in crowds and there’s too much risk of subvocalizing your thoughts.

It probably took less than five minutes, but my heart was going like a trip-hammer when I finally ran out of “up.” Bent over, gasping, I crested the dune—and damn near got blown off my feet. No wonder the chute had been so hell-bent on landing in the lake. In this atmosphere, that wind packed a serious punch.

“For heaven’s sake,” Brittney’s voice pierced through the hammering of my heart, “would you look up? All I can see is sand!”
It was my lungs that were on fire, not hers, but I compromised by sitting down so I could recover while we scanned the view.

* * * *

The lake was out there, just as she’d said. Wind kicked up weird whitecaps on its surface. It had been years since I’d left San Francisco and never again gazed on an ocean, but something about the waves seemed wrong. Too steep? Too slow? The wrong spacing? I couldn’t place it. The dune had looked remarkably earthlike. The lake did not.

Brittney either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Oh, cool,” she said. “See the chute? It’s that white blotch, a few hundred meters out. I’d have expected it to sink, but maybe it trapped a bubble. That’s more or less where we’d have wound up if it weren’t for the dunes. And see that beachlike area between us and the lake? What do you bet it’s saturated with liquid? Kind of like quicksand or mud. Super nasty to walk through. We really did hit the right place!”
The lake was big, but not huge, because I could see hills on the far side: wrinkled slopes that seemed to float above the horizon like a damn mirage. I thought it took heat to produce that, but maybe it was the curvature of the planet. Brittney would know or be able to work out the physics from scratch, but I needed her to calm down and concentrate, or neither of us was getting out of this alive. She’d last a bit longer than me, but she needs me alive and twitching to power her piezoelectrics. Not that she doesn’t know this. She’s never going to forget how close she came to dying that time the geyser went off under us on Enceladus and I became the first person in history to get knocked unconscious inside a pressure suit and live to tell the tale. I didn’t wake up for a week, and after she linked to my ship to call for help, she had to conserve power for days until the rescue crew got to us.

That was when she’d truly been born. Nobody knows why a few AIs achieve sentience, while most, like my ship’s computer, are nothing but imitation intelligences. Really good at what they do, but with nothing to go with it but artificial personalities. In Brittney’s case it had happened when she was waiting for rescue. By the time the doctors eased me out of my coma, she’d named herself and become a chattery twelve-year-old. However those AI dog-years work, they’re not linear.

It’s odd how her childhood, if I can call it that, mirrors mine. A true mirror, that is, in which things are partially but not completely reversed. In her case, she was the one who got to watch for days (an eternity in AI time) as death closed in. For me, death came when I wasn’t around, and it was only afterward that I got to think endlessly about it.

For months, she’d harangued me for bigger batteries, so she’d have a longer survival time if something again immobilized me. Then she refused them when I finally gave in. She wouldn’t explain why, which is odd because normally, Brittney will yammer about anything and everything as though she thinks that’s synonymous with life. I talk, therefore I am. Eventually, I realized that if there’s one thing she fears more than a power failure, it’s being alone. Which makes us a truly odd pair.

The lake wasn’t the only thing I found confusing. The dim light, haze, and relatively distant horizon made it hard to get a feel for the scale of this place.

“That’s because Titan is about ten times bigger than the moons you’re used to,” Brittney said. She never mentioned Enceladus unless she had to. “But it’s only one-third the diameter of Earth. From this elevation, the horizon’s going to be about—”
“So what you’re saying,” I said to cut off the inevitable lecture in spherical trigonometry, “is that this place is big, but not as big as Earth?”
She hesitated, which meant I’d hurt her feelings. “Yeah.”
“Where’s the canister?” I hoped like hell it was somewhere high and dry, because she had me thoroughly spooked of lakes. Wading on the bottom, indeed. In the dark. Too much like having a building fall on you, even if we weren’t talking about anything sharp and heavy. If I was going to die, I was damn well going to do so up here, where I could at least see. Or sort-of see. Which raised another question. “And how long do we have until night?”
I think Brittney grew up another year right then. I was expecting some kind of sarcastic what-do-you-think-genius comeback, pointing out that by necessity she hadn’t seen anything I hadn’t, so I could damn well guess where we were. Which was true, but she could calculate descent paths and wind drift and heaven knows what far better and faster than me.

“We’re tide locked to Saturn,” she said, instead, dealing with the second question first. “So the day’s the same as the orbital period.” I knew that much, but this time I bit my tongue and was rewarded by having her cut straight to the chase. “It’s afternoon here, but we’ve still got at least seventy-two hours of light.”
“And the canister?”
“Over there somewhere.” Then she realized that without an external interface, there was no way to point. “Okay, turn around, about a hundred fifty-five degrees.”
I did a near one-eighty, to my right.

“Oh, damn”—I’d never heard her swear before—”I meant the other way. You usually turn counterclockwise. No, don’t turn back. See the ridge off to the right, the one that looks like a sleeping alligator? Not that one, the one next to it. No, now you’ve overshot. Don’t move, let’s figure this out. Right now, I’d give my eyeteeth for a way to point.”
“Not much of an offer.” It was the closest I could come to apologizing for shutting her up earlier. “Given that the only teeth in the vicinity are mine.”
“Yes, but you love figures of speech.” In other words, Apology accepted.

“What if—” I started, but she was ahead of me.

“Okay. All I’ve got to work with are your eyes. So, scan the horizon slowly to the left, and I’ll tell you when you’ve got it.”
It, when I found it, didn’t look much like an alligator, but then I’ve never had that type of imagination.

“So the canister’s up there?” I had no idea how far away the ridge was. Five kilometers? Ten? I shouldn’t have shut off her trig lesson, but I had too much pride to admit it. It looked walkable. No lakes, and the dunes got progressively smaller until they gave way to something that, from here at least, looked firm.

Then Brittney burst my bubble. “No, that’s just the direction. Give or take a bit. We went through a couple of major wind shifts on the descent, and it’s hard to figure out exactly how they would have affected the canister. The only thing I’m sure of is that it’s heavier than we are, with a lot less chute-per-mass. So it had to come down faster, which puts it somewhere over there.” She gave a very humanlike pause. “Unless something weird happened. We left the door open and that will have produced some oddities in the drag. Without better data”—again the pause—”it’s just an educated guess.”
Uh-oh. Though if I had to trust my life to someone’s educated guess, Brittney’s was better than mine. “How far?”
“I’m more sure of the direction than the distance. We opened the hatch way too soon.”
That had become obvious when we’d spent the better part of the past two hours riding the chute down here. The problem had been that we’d stolen the canister’s stabilizing chute, which meant that the canister was going to come down faster than normal. How much faster required all kinds of technical data that wasn’t available, and ... well, with no telemetry and nothing but Brittney’s back-of-the-envelope calculations to go on, I’d been really gung-ho on popping the hatch earlier rather than later. At least we could look outside. Then, the canister had started swaying wildly and there was nothing to see but cloud, which might or might not end before we hit the ground. We’d argued a bit, but whatever else Brittney controlled, she didn’t control my muscles, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to die in that damn can. So we jumped. Then we’d drifted forever.

“How far?” I asked again.

“Surface winds on Titan usually aren’t over a couple kilometers per hour,” she said, in the same not-quite-talking-about-it manner she uses for Enceladus. “But we seem to have come down in the middle of what passes for a gale.”
I watched sand particles skitter across the dune. “So what is it, fifteen or twenty kilometers?”
“Uh-uh. The winds were stronger, higher up. I don’t know how fast we were going before we dropped below the clouds, but the total drift could easily be eighty klicks. Maybe a hundred and twenty. Somewhere in there.”
Uh-oh, indeed. If I’d kept up my ground-rat muscles, an eighty-kilometer hike in low grav probably wouldn’t have been too tough. Even a hundred twenty might not have been all that bad. Assuming we could even find the canister. As it was...

I took a deep breath, like a swimmer preparing to dive, or an actor trying to dispel the butterflies.

“Yep,” Brittney said. “Time to get this show on the road. You walk; I’ll give you landmarks to steer by.” She was chattering again—more of that AI adrenaline stuff, I suppose. “Once we got low enough to see it, I did my best to map the terrain. The main things to worry about are box canyons. That and lateral drift. That’s when, walking a compass line, you always veer in the same direction around trees. Of course we don’t have a compass and there aren’t any trees, but the canyons’ll cause the same problem....”
* * * *

Thirty minutes later, I was still slogging through dunes. Well, not quite slogging: I clearly didn’t have full ground-rat strength, but I wasn’t as weak as I feared. As best I could tell, I had half-gee strength, which on a one-seventh-gee world was like being able to tote around a hundred or so kilos, back on Earth.

Long ago, when I really was a ground rat, I’d carried some heavy packs into some pretty remote places. Here, at least, I only had my own reduced weight, plus a few kilos for the suit. But soft, windblown sand is soft, windblown sand. If you try to run, it sucks the energy right out of you.

At first, I tried for some form of the old lunar shuffle, but it just didn’t work. Every time I’d pick up a decent amount of speed and start to find the rhythm, I’d hit a supersoft spot and trip. In low grav you still have full momentum, so the result tended to be a nasty combo belly flop and faceplant.

After about a dozen of those, I gave up and remembered what I knew of soft surfaces from my backpacking days on Earth, which is basically that fighting them doesn’t do anything but wear you out. But I’d never been in a situation like this before, where each step was a metronome, clicking away what little remained of my life.

Patience has never been Brittney’s strong suit either. It’s probably got something to do with the difference in our internal clock speeds. I think in terms of seconds, but she’s got the ability to work in femtoseconds, or maybe something smaller yet.

For most purposes, she adjusts quite well. Talking to me, for example, she’s very good at acting, at least, as though she’s thinking in real time. Most likely, she actually is; even nonsentient personality interfaces require a humungous amount of processing time. She also has the ability to use variable-speed processing to make conversations more natural. But if she’s obsessing about something—well, let’s just say that there are a lot more femtoseconds in a second than most people have seconds in a lifetime.

“We’re never going to make it at this pace,” she said, just as we were finally reaching the end of the sand.

“Hopefully, we’ll speed up.”
“It’s not speed I’m worried about.”
“What, then?”
“Life support. As best I can figure, you’ve done about four kilometers. But you’ve used up a lot more than four percent of the air. And you’re using water even faster.”
“I was thirsty, damn it.” I could see the gauges as well as she could. The suit carried two liters of water; I’d drunk a tenth of it. In a pressure suit, that would be no problem; it would just recycle. Here, I was breathing bone-dry O2 and venting excess water vapor along with CO2, through the selective permeability membrane in the suit’s skin. Not much I could do about it.

“Look,” I said, “I may not be able to do spherical trig in my head, but I know a thing or two about deserts.” And even though this place was colder than Hell, it certainly looked like a desert. “Rationing water doesn’t work. Trust me, you just get tired sooner. The best approach is to drink what you need until you run out.”
Then of course, you have no choice but to suffer, which is why everyone is so desperate to save the last drops. But physiologically, that’s counterproductive.

“Trust me,” I said again, mostly to reassure myself.

“How do you know all that?”
“It doesn’t matter. I just do.”
She surprised me by accepting that. “Okay. But water’s not the main problem.”
“No kidding.”
“Hey—”
Damn. I’d hurt her again. Hell, it wasn’t her fault the ship had hit a rock. It was mine for not having upgraded the sensors. It’s just that rocks like that are so incredibly rare, and there’s never enough money to go around, so I’d bought the skinsuit instead. Which was good, given that we had hit a rock, but not hitting the rock would have been better.

If you start playing that kind of what-if, though, you can chase yourself in circles forever. Whatever psychological quirks the license-board shrinks thought they’d found in me—and I’ve never met a solo-boat pilot without a few—getting caught up in the what-if game isn’t one. If I’d been prone to it, I’d have found a hundred and one ways to blame myself for my parents’ deaths and probably never have made it out of childhood alive. I’d come close enough, as it was.

I knew what I needed to say, but couldn’t form the words. “Yeah,” I said, in what was at least an acknowledgement I’d been off base. “Tell me about the air.”
When we’d left the ship, I’d topped off the suit to a full charge of compressed gas. It really was a state-of-the-art suit, which meant it carried the air in monomembrane bladders behind my back, shins, thighs, etc. They left my joints free to move but made me look like a gene-freak bodybuilder. I did not want to think what would happen if one of those bladders burst; I’d probably shoot off like a punctured birthday balloon, leaving my heirs with one great lawsuit against the manufacturer. If I’d had any heirs to notice I was gone.

Brittney was slow to answer, and it dawned on me that she was wrestling with a whole new level of feelings. “You’ve been using it kind of fast,” she said at last.

I checked the gauge for the umpteenth time, but it was still pretty close to full.

“Specifically,” she said, “you’ve used 7.3 percent of your oxygen for only five percent of the minimum possible distance.”
I stared again at the gauge. “You can read it that accurately?” It was a simple dial, ticked off in hash marks. Fancier gauges exist, but too many spacers have died from a surfeit of numbers. Good, okay, not so good, get the hell home. For most stuff, that’s all you need.

“No, the suit’s telemetered. It took me a bit to find the wavelength, and it would have been nice if you’d had time to hook up the medical stuff, but there’s all kinds of technical info, including instantaneous airflow. Thanks for getting it for me. In other circumstances it would be lots of fun.”
I’d been continuing to walk, but that last comment almost caused me to break stride. For the first time, I found myself really wondering what life looked like from Brittney’s perspective. Maybe the little-girl thing and my own I’m-going-to-reprogram-you threats had had me fooled. I knew she was alive in a way few computers achieve, but I’m not sure how strongly I’d ever really felt it.

Hell, I’d not had a chance to use the skinsuit before and didn’t even know it was so well telemetered. The idea that it might matter to Brittney had never occurred to me.

“You’re welcome,” I said, hoping it didn’t sound too much like an afterthought.

* * * *

We walked in silence, while I thought about Brittney and oxygen, and tried not to think about death.

Ahead, her alligator hill rose closer, looking more like a mountain than a hill. Though without trees or people for scale, everything tends to loom large.

“Okay,” Brittney said as we stepped off the last of the sand onto rounded stones that weren’t a whole bunch easier to walk on. “We don’t actually want to climb that thing. Veer left and go up the gully.” Again the pause. “I hope.” More pause. “My map’s not all that good.”
“It’s not your fault I couldn’t see much,” I said. Or that I’d not had time to rig any kind of decent instrumentation for her, like radar. She’d been doing everything by dead reckoning. If we lived, it was going to be because she was very good at it. If we died, it would be my fault for getting the suit rather than upgrading the ship. And she thought I’d gotten it as a toy for her. Crap. “Do the best you can,” I added. “That’s all anyone can ever ask.”
She was silent for about ten paces. “Thanks.” More paces. “I mean it.”
If I’d been on Earth, I’d have described the stones as river cobbles. Brittney’s gully was thirty meters wide, with multiple scour channels and more of those rounded cobbles underfoot. In the Old Mojave, I’d have called it a “wash.”
In the desert, washes are a mixed blessing. Sometimes, they’re like highways, but they’re tricky because it takes amazingly little to stop you cold. Brittney had mentioned box canyons, but a boulder jam or a two-meter ledge is all it takes. Well, in this gravity, maybe a bit more than two meters. But I’d rather not have to test my leaping ability.

Nor are washes the easiest places to walk, though on Earth, the footing tends to get easier as you climb. Luckily, that worked here, too. Lots of small, ankle-twisting stuff down low. Bigger, firmer stuff as we went—I guess I’ll call it inland. Still, I wasn’t managing anything faster than a sort of bouncy walk.

As in the dunes, I couldn’t believe how familiar the landforms appeared. “It looks like it flash floods here,” I said. “Frequently.”
“I wouldn’t worry about it. Mars has river channels. It hasn’t rained there for a while.”
“Good point.” I’d not really been worried, but Brittney had been unusually subdued, and there was no harm in letting her talk a bit. “Rain here must be pretty damn weird.”
“Liquid methane. And those cliffs over there that look like granite?”
“Yeah?”
“They’re probably ice. A lot of these uplands are cryovolcanoes.” Again she surprised me because that’s all she said. In the old days—gads, was it only this morning?—she would have carried on for twenty minutes about the details of cryovolcanoes, when she damn well had to know that I knew the basics. Pretty much like earthly volcanoes, except that the lava was ammonia-water slush that was only hot in climates like this.

I found myself puffing harder and glanced back. Hard to tell, but from the glimpse I could see of distant sand, V-ed in the notch of the canyon walls, it looked like we’d ascended quite a bit.

“How are we doing on air?” I asked.

Brittney must have been waiting for the question. “Better, but still unsustainable. Initially, you were making six kilometers per hour, with a maximum range of sixty, assuming no rest breaks, which seems unlikely. You’ve upped it to eight or nine kilometers per hour, but you’re burning gas at the same rate, so your range is still under a hundred. And this gully keeps curving back and forth, so not all of those klicks are in the right direction.”
“In other words, this isn’t going to work.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“No, I did.” I stopped and sat on a boulder. Or a big ice cube. Gads, how can a place so familiar looking be so weird?

I knew what I had to do, but first I wanted to deal with another problem.

Most of my life, I’ve been alone. Now, I was with someone who depended on me, whether I liked it or not. Someone who could think in femtoseconds and had way too many of those in which to worry. But someone who’d synched her pace of life to mine, which meant that when she thought about the air running out, it wasn’t simply a bazillion femtoseconds away, it was ... well, tomorrow, for her as for me.

What she needed was something more to do than study a fuzzy map, watch my air, and worry that she might be leading us to our deaths. It would be even better if I could make her believe it was useful.

“Do you know what a MET is?” I asked.

“Uh, no. Should I?”
“No, it’s not spacer stuff.” I sighed and stood up. The wash here was too steep for what I had in mind. Hopefully I’d not waited too long; having to backtrack would be a disaster.

“It’s basically the amount of oxygen you’re consuming at rest.”
“Zero?”
“Very funny.” Actually, the joke was a good sign. Maybe she wasn’t as disheartened as I’d feared. “Okay, the amount that I consume. How precise is that telemetry?”
“Moderately. Right now you’re using 980 milliliters of oxygen per minute. It’s been as high as three liters.”
That would have been when I was killing myself, trying to get up that dune. “What’s the lowest?”
“When you were resting, it dropped to 320 but it was still going down.”
“Okay. Let’s say 250; for my body size it should be somewhere in that vicinity.”
“That means you’d last about sixty-four more hours, sitting on a rock. Maybe more if you fell asleep.”
“Good. You’re getting the idea. At twenty METs, we’d have a bit less than three and a half hours.” Not that anyone could sustain that pace. “At ten”—which once upon a time I could sustain for quite a while—”the air would last twice as long.”
“Okay. Now, you’re up to 4.7, but you’re barely doing seven klicks per hour.”
“That’s because the terrain’s getting rougher.”
I was getting very nervous about the wash. I didn’t care if it was formed by a methane river carving through cryovolcanic ammonia-water ice, it was narrowing and getting steeper, and those were not good signs. An unclimbable ledge was a very real risk. Hell, maybe we’d find a waterfall with a pool of stagnant methane at its base. Even if it didn’t rain very often, it must take the stuff forever to evaporate. I guess I could nerve myself to wade a small pool if I had to, but wading and boulder clambering would be slow, hard going.

“So that’s your job,” I said, though really all I’d done was give her a new number to play with. “Help me find the effort level that gives the biggest bang for the buck.”
“I can tell you right now that that wasn’t the first hour.”
“Of course not! We were on sand.” And those damn cobbles in the lower part of the wash. My turn to pause. “You won’t like the next bit either.”
Ahead, the wash was choked with boulders the size of the supply canister. On Earth, I’d never get through without a rope. Here ... well, I’d rather not have to try. It looked too much like the type of place where things might fall on you.

What I’d been looking for was a nice sloping rampway, but everything was surprisingly steep. If I slipped and started tumbling, it was going to hurt, even in low gee.

Brittney had figured it out. “You’re going to climb out?”
“Yep.”
“You’re going to burn a lot of air.”
“Yep.”
I’d said she wouldn’t like it.

* * * *

It wasn’t too bad at first. Underneath, the mountain might be made of solid ice, but its surface was covered in fallen rocks and coarse, soil-like material. The result was a lot of nice steps. Steep but manageable.

But cryolava apparently comes in layers, just like ordinary lava. As I climbed, I encountered cliffs, like tiers in a wedding cake. Each time, I had to traverse loose scree, looking for breaks that offered climbable chutes. Weird, weird, weird. Basalt produces such landforms. But ice?

Several times, I had to resort to hands to pull myself to the crest of a particularly steep layer—only to find yet another tier above. The higher I climbed, the smaller the rocks became and the more they tended to roll at the slightest touch. Once disturbed, they went forever, tinkling in slow-moving avalanches until they disappeared over the lip of a cliff.

“Why the hell does everything move like this?” I exploded, at last. The climb was taking forever, and each time I had to fight bad footing, I squandered oxygen. “Why doesn’t the low gravity make it more stable?”
“The angle of repose is the same as on Earth,” Brittney said. “That’s the steepest slope at which you can pile rocks without having them start to roll. When you run the math, the force of gravity cancels out, at least on first order. It’s not what they call intuitively obvious.”
“Intuitively obvious?”
“A phrase. For your benefit.”
Like hell it was. Brittney’s as capable as I am of being surprised. The only difference is that for things like this, she’s really good at figuring out the answers.

* * * *

It took twenty-six minutes at slightly better than nine METs to reach the top. A nasty dent in my oxygen supply, for essentially no progress toward the canister. Other than reporting the number, Brittney said nothing. I said nothing. Had it been worth it? Time would tell. Still, I felt a new lease on life: an emergence from claustrophobia into a realm where you could at least see the horizon.

We were higher than I’d expected; apparently the cryovolcano humped up inland. Brittney’s alligator ridge was somewhere below us, unrecognizable from this angle.

“This thing’s big,” I said.

“Yes. Out here, its edges are chewed up into a lot of ridges and gullies, but from what I could see on our way down, its interior might be what the volcanologists call a pancake dome. Some of those are more than a hundred klicks across. If we’re lucky, the canister’s somewhere up on top.”
That wasn’t as reassuring as she meant it to be. “And if we’re not?”
“It’s down in some canyon. Or off in more sand dunes on the far side.”
Not reassuring at all. The only way we were going to find the canister was if we got close enough for Brittney to talk to it via the suit’s short-range com channel. That was going to take line of sight. If it was down in a canyon, we could walk right by it without knowing. If it was far out in the sand, we’d never reach it before I ran out of air.

Well, there’s one thing about life as a spacer. I’d long ago learned that when things go sour, you concentrate on the things you can do. As for the others, you either try to pretend they don’t exist or pray about them, depending on your orientation. Me, I wasn’t in the praying camp. I’d presumed Brittney was the same, but you know, I had no idea why. Another thing we’d never discussed.

Nor would we now. “Which way?” I asked.

The hesitation was longer than ever. Maybe she was praying.

“Best guess,” I said. “The only wrong answer is ‘stay here.’”
“Thanks. Really. This is awful.” She needed to be able to truly sigh. Or gulp, or something like that. “Okay, do a slow three-sixty. It was hard to keep my bearings down in that canyon. And climbing out was worse.”
I complied. What I could see of the pancake dome was a broad mound, forming the horizon in the direction I’d been calling inland.

“All right,” she said. “Look a bit to the left of the highest point. That’s it. Let’s go that way. The good news is that I think you climbed several hundred meters. The elevation won’t hurt when it comes to getting a signal from the canister. But we’ve got at least sixty kilometers to go. And it could be a hundred.”
Sixty klicks. In one-seventh gee, but with spacer-weak muscles. At least the footing was good. The ridge top was smooth, as I’d hoped, almost as though it had been wind blasted. Too bad Brittney hadn’t thought to tell me about pancake domes before we’d started walking the wash. Washes aren’t the only highways.

* * * *

Ten minutes later, I was trying to remember how long it had been since the last time I’d run. Running is impossible in zero gee except on a centrifugal wheel, and not only was my ship too small, but wheels always make me feel like somebody’s pet gerbil. I preferred stationary cycling. Unfortunately, that doesn’t use quite the same muscles.

That said, I was making good time. “Twenty-one klicks an hour!” Brittney sang out. “Seven-point-eight METs! That’s 2.7 kph per MET. Is that the right unit?”
“As good as any.” I’d only given her the job to keep her busy. “What really matters is that I’m doing a pace at which I can carry on a reasonably normal conversation.”
“Doesn’t that waste air?”
“No. Where’d you get that idea?” You often find that old myth on vids, but other than the small amount of energy it takes to use your vocal cords, talking simply moves air in and out. The oxygen’s still there.

“From Ship,” she said, vaguely. She always referred to my tug’s computer that way, as though she hoped someday to positive-think it into sentience. Thankfully, she hadn’t succeeded. Two Brittneys would have been one and a half too many. “How do you know so much about this stuff?” she added.

Damn. I’d forgotten about her idea of normal conversation. I stalled, trying to figure out whether I was willing to talk about this.

“Have you ever heard of ‘To Build a Fire’?” I asked eventually. Silly question. I was talking to an AI. Why would she care about things like that?

But I really hadn’t spent enough time thinking about what it meant to be a sentient AI, with nothing much to do at night but scour Ship’s library and hope I didn’t die in my sleep. “Yes,” she said. “That’s the Jack London story about the gold prospector who freezes because his hands got too cold to strike a match.”
I was impressed. “Right.” I paused. Why didn’t I want to talk about this? Just because it was a reminder that we might die, too? That was impossible not to think about. “Okay. The part that struck me was the image of him collapsing, unable to take another step. I kept thinking, how can you not be able to take one more step? And if you can do that, why not another, and another?”
“Uh, there’s an obvious flaw to that reasoning.”
“Of course.” I knew that, in theory at least. “But there were a few years when I was obsessed with endurance.” Or, at least, with the idea of endurance. “I kept trying to find that limit in myself: the point where you really can’t take another step.”
Long pause. “Did you?”
“No.” Not in six marathons and a couple of Ironman triathlons. Not in a three-day, 1,200-kilometer bicycle race. I’d found times when I didn’t want to go on, but none when I couldn’t.

“Good.”
It crossed my mind now that maybe what I’d really been obsessed with was whether my parents might have been able to will themselves to live another second. Or a femtosecond. And then another, and another after that, until finally they were rescued. That the only reason they weren’t with me now was that they hadn’t wanted it enough. Silly, but that’s how it is with obsessions. Along the way, I’d picked up quite a bit of exercise physiology, though I couldn’t see how it would help me now. The marathoning was a different matter. I might be out of practice, but I was hitting my second wind. Maybe I’d just been tired from the long scramble to the ridge top.

“Two point nine kph per MET,” Brittney said. “Good job.”
* * * *

The running remained easy, and gradually the ridge merged into a flat, uninteresting plateau—though under the circumstances, uninteresting was a great word. So was flat. While going downhill would be easier, the longer until it happened, the greater the chance I’d still be in uninteresting terrain when I found the canister. Brittney said we’d covered thirty-four kilometers since the sand dunes. If our luck held, we might just make it.

She didn’t try to start another conversation. Other than progress reports and a periodic “How’s it going?” she pretty much left me to my thoughts. Normally, I’d have appreciated that, but at the moment, I wasn’t too fond of them. Too much unanswerable history. Not enough ... not enough what? It wasn’t as though I hated it out here on the dark edge of the Solar System. The scientists were right; it’s a pretty cool place. Though I’d rather not die here.

“Slow down,” Brittney said suddenly. “And try taking shorter steps.”
“What?” Even though I’d never been fast enough to win one of those long-ago races, I’d taken pride in coaxing my body to the best it could do. And now, Brittney—a bunch of code who had no idea what running felt like—was telling me I was screwing up. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Maybe. But you’ve been gradually speeding up, and your kph per MET has been dropping. Not a lot, but enough to reduce your range by several klicks.”
I’d not paid much attention to sports since I’d left Earth. Now, as I forced myself to comply and not argue with her, I wondered what the rules were about AIs in the Olympics. If Brittney could do this by dead reckoning, what could she do with real data? In fact ... “How the hell can you measure my speed?” I asked. Or distance, for that matter.

“Retroactively. Any time we reach a landmark, like that big rock over there, I can tell how large it is. Then I rewind to when you first saw it and calculate out how far away it was. I also count steps. It’s not super accurate, but it ought to be good to within about ten percent. More importantly, it should be pretty consistent, so I can tell if we’re speeding up or slowing down.”
“Very slick. I had no idea you were recording all of that.”
“You never know when something might come in useful.” She gave me another of those odd pauses. “Like Jack London. It’s nice to know more about what makes you ... you.”
* * * *

The run continued. Monotony, with life and death hanging in the balance. And increasingly, pain. Not long into the second hour, my second wind deserted me. Balance required more concentration. Sweat lathered the inside of my skinsuit before my body heat vaporized it and drove it away. I felt as though I was running in a sauna, which was weird, given how cold it was only millimeters away.

I was also increasingly aware of the density of Titan’s atmosphere. It magnified every puff of breeze to buffeting force. The storm had abated considerably, but it still felt like running through molasses. I slowed again, and felt oddly reassured when Brittney didn’t comment, one way or the other.

At the two-hour mark, I broke to a walk and sipped some water. Three-fourths gone. The last part of this trip wasn’t going to be fun. While I was at it, I took a few swallows from the suit’s food tube. It was another of those things I’d not had the opportunity to test before my life depended on it: I had no idea what it was. Brittney had searched the specs, but come up blank; the food was whatever the suit manufacturer had filled it with in the factory. All I knew for sure was that it was sweet and had a near infinite shelf life. Sweet was good. Not having to worry about food poisoning was better. But the syrupy goop was running out quicker than the air or water.

Brittney didn’t comment directly. “You’ll make it,” she said instead. “You’re doing good.”
For some reason, that bugged me. Maybe because however well I was doing now, good wasn’t a likely prospect for the future. There’s a huge difference between taking another step, and doing so quickly. In my endurance-envelope-chasing days, I’d sure as hell learned that one a time or two.

“Wha’d you do, read a damn cheerleading manual?”
Brittney was silent for quite a while. Long enough that I could feel my breathing rate drop to something more reasonable. Long enough that I wondered if I might have knocked the perkiness out of her forever. Long enough that I again found myself wondering what life looked like from her perspective.

“Why did you go to space?” she asked eventually.

“Because Earth was getting too filled up,” I said, though it wasn’t really true. That’s why I’d left Jupiter. I liked to think it was also why I’d left Earth, but the world’s population had been stable for decades. I’d just given up trying to fit.

“So if you don’t like company,” Brittney said, seeing right through my pretense, “why did you get me?”
Because at the time, she’d just been an AI. An “it,” not a “who.” I had no idea she’d be the one in ten thousand that went sentient.

“Not sure,” I said. “You do calculate a mean trajectory.”
It was an invitation to shut up, but she ignored it. “I don’t do anything of that type that Ship can’t do.”
“Well, Ship got clobbered by a meteor.” Along with the radio that might have called for help, and about ninety-five percent of everything else useful.

I glanced at the suit’s wrist chrono. I’d been walking for five minutes. Five-minute walk. Ten-minute run. That was a good formula, for as long as I could keep it up. “Time to run.”
Again, she didn’t argue: didn’t suggest that six minutes’ rest might be better. Or four minutes. Or five minutes and one second. In fact, for the next hour or so, she again didn’t do much but keep me posted on numbers: METs and oxygen and how much farther we could go before I gasped my last—things like that. Why the hell had I gotten her? It didn’t take an AI to do that stuff; a much simpler symbiote could do the same. And it for sure didn’t take a sentient AI, though I have to admit I never thought of that prospect when I wagered everything to secure her.

* * * *

The rest breaks were getting longer, the runs shorter. We’d crested the summit and were going down, but I wasn’t going any faster. My efficiency was dropping: 2.9 kph/MET, 2.8, 2.5, and most recently, 2.2. My legs felt like lead, my breathing was coming in ragged pants, and the run/walk cycle had dropped from ten on/five off to two on/one off.

“How far?” I gasped for what must have been the tenth time in the last hour. I wasn’t sure which was worse: not knowing, or discovering I’d not even covered another half klick. I couldn’t believe how hot it was in the skinsuit. The damn thing was built to keep me warm on the dark side of ... well, Enceladus or pretty much anything else airless and cold. It could also reflect sunlight and keep me pleasantly temperate in the full glare of Earth orbit. What it was not designed for was continuous hard work.

“Coming up on sixty-two klicks,” Brittney said. Anywhere from three-fourths to half of the way, depending.

“Air?” I’d not asked that for a while. I could always just check the gauge, but it was too easy to imagine big changes.

“Sixty-four point three percent down.”
In other words, if my chute had drifted a hundred twenty klicks, I was dead meat. If it had been under a hundred, we might still make it if I didn’t lose more efficiency, which wasn’t likely.

* * * *

Sometime later, I checked my suit chrono, but could no longer remember when I’d taken my last walk break. I felt giddy, floating for oddly prolonged intervals between strides, then striking heavily and off balance. I concentrated harder. If you can take one step, you can take another. If you can take that one, you can take the next. Do it enough times, and Brittney will tell you when to rest. Artificially intelligent chrono, that’s why you got ‘er ... Sentient chrono, gonna send us to the chronister. Chronister? ... Canister. CAN-IS-TER ... Canister, clamister. Caterpillar ... Gonna crawl to the caterpillar. One foot after another. Lots of feet; just put one after the other.

I must have said some of that aloud.

“Whoa! Stop!” The voice seemed to be floating between strides, just as I was. I looked at the chrono, but it was just being a chrono.

“Stop, stop! You’re babbling. And weaving. Take a break, now!”
“‘Kay,” I said, and tried to sit down. But it was too much effort, so I just kind of flopped over and let the gravity drop me to the ground. The simple act of not running was making the brown haze spin above me. Or maybe it had been spinning all along and I’d not noticed. I closed my eyes, but the spinning continued. One more step; but I was lying down, not walking, and nothing happened.

So this really is it, I thought, though there was nothing falling on me. Instead, it felt as though I was the one who was falling, upward, into the spiral.

There was something important I wanted to do, while I could. Something about caterpillars and chronometers, something I could do even if I couldn’t take another step. But I was having trouble thinking. I opened my eyes, but it wasn’t out there. Then, through the spiraling, it came to me.

“I don’t know why I got you,” I said, fighting to keep my speech from slurring. Then in a moment of clarity—one of those things I’d heard sometimes precedes death—the answer flitted before me. Something about a companion who couldn’t die on me, though I guess I had to amend that to unless I did. There was more to it than that, but the moment passed before I could fully grasp the rest. “But I never regretted it,” I said. Except for bringing you here, I tried to add. But it was too late; the spiral had claimed me.

* * * *

I woke to an explosion in my spacesuit. No, that wasn’t right; the explosion was in my head.

I’d been dreaming of my mother. “Rise and shi-ine,” she was saying, sounding way too much like Brittney at her perkiest. “Come back, Floyd. Pleeaaase come back.... “Then, while I was trying to figure out whether she was calling me to the Great Beyond or imploring me not to go, my head went pop.

For a spacer, there’s nothing scarier than sudden noises. My mind felt like treacle, but even before I managed to open my eyes, I was listening for the rush of air. At least I didn’t have to ask where I was, though I guess the orange-brown sky was a pretty good hint.

“What the hell was that?!” My head hurt from being jolted awake. My body hurt from everything. My eyes felt gummy. I wanted to rub them, but that was a luxury that didn’t lie in the foreseeable future.

“At last!” Brittney said. “I thought you were going to sleep forever. I kept calling and calling and you wouldn’t wake up. I was getting sooo desperate.” She was babbling, but for some reason that made me happy. I couldn’t quite figure out why, but most of my recent memories were rather vague. I’d been running, and now I wasn’t.

“The noise?” I repeated. It was hard to shake the notion that any moment I’d be breathing Titan. In fact, the suit felt chilly, though maybe that was just my imagination.

“I, uh, snapped my fingers.”
“You don’t have fingers.” My head still hurt, but my mind was returning to at least half speed.

“True. And according to Ship’s vid library, it would have been better to throw water in your face. But this I could fake. And it did work.”
I couldn’t argue with that, though it might have been nicer if she’d been a bit more gentle. “How long was I asleep?”
“Well, I wouldn’t call it ‘asleep.’ Two hours, but we used more air than that.”
My eyes went to the gauge, but I couldn’t remember what it should read. Right now, it was well into the not-so-good zone. Twenty percent? Maybe a bit more.

Above me, the sky looked brighter than before. About halfway up from the horizon was a hazy dot, like a docking beacon from fifty or a hundred meters. Brittney would be thrilled; even a dim sun would help her keep her bearings. The wind had abated. Obviously, the storm had passed.

“What happened?”
“Heatstroke or something close to it. It’s hard to be precise without full telemetry. I overrode the suit’s safeties and had it partially flush you with outside air a whole bunch of times. I had to do it in small doses to keep from frostbiting you. And you kept coughing, so I was afraid I was freeze-drying your lungs, but I think it was just some trace chemical. There’s a filter that should have gotten rid of the worst of them. It was the only way I could think of to get your temperature down. The medical manuals said to put you in an ice bath. This whole thing’s my fault. I keep replaying my recording of our departure from Ship, and there was time to hook up the medical sensors if we’d made it a priority. Here you’ve got all this great stuff in the suit, but most of it’s disconnected...”
“Whoa.” I had a bizarre desire to hug her. “You did good.” Hell, she’d just saved my life. “And the things we did back on the ship made sense when we did them, so forget about it.” Now that was an interesting thought. “Can you just erase that recording?”
“Yes.” Another of those hesitations. “But I won’t. It might come in useful. Besides ... would you erase your bad memories if you could? Aren’t they part of you, too?”
Too philosophical for me. I stood up, if the groaning motion of levering myself off the ground could be dignified by that term. My muscles felt like mush, and even that much exertion set my heart beating too hard. “Just how much air did we use?”
“With all the suit flushings? The equivalent of five METs for the whole two hours.”
Crap. That was ten klicks’ range, gone forever. If she wanted to blame someone, she should blame me. My failure to see the symptoms closing in had cost us a lot of air. Would I like to erase that knowledge?

“Aim me in the right direction,” I said instead.
“Okay.” She hesitated. “But first, maybe we both need to learn a lesson from Esther.”
“Who?”
“A biblical character. One of the things I found in Ship’s library was the Bible, and I read about her, though I didn’t understand her at the time. Now, I think I do. ‘I will go to the king,’ she said, ‘and if I perish, I perish.’”
“Huh?”
“I’m paraphrasing. The context is complicated, but she was nerving herself to intercede with the king in a situation that was likely to get her killed. She thought about it a while, then just kind of shrugged and decided to just do the best she could. She lived, but what caught my attention was her attitude.”
I was trying to absorb the notion of a computer citing scripture to me, let alone a Bible story I’d never heard of before. “Have you gone religious on me?” Earlier I’d wondered if she was praying. Could an AI be religious?

“Not the way you mean. But death to me looks the same as it does to you, so of course I wonder. No, this was just something I found. The point is, it’s a good alternative to Jack London.”
* * * *

Fortunately, venting my suit was an oxygen-inefficient way to keep me from overheating again.

I say fortunately because I really didn’t want to have to breath the outside air when I was awake. Instead, I had to keep the pace down, which meant walking, not running—not that running was much of an option anymore, anyway. My skin felt gritty from all that dried sweat, and chafing was becoming a serious problem. I was out of food and starting to bonk. I was also thirsty, even after I drank what was left of my water.

To distract myself, I told Brittney about the Kelso Dunes. Which, as with her story of Esther, made more sense in context, so I told her about my parents. Maybe sometimes, talk really is life. Or maybe it’s the quality of the talk that matters. I’d not done any quality talk in a long time.

“My foster folks never did bring me back to the dunes,” I said. “Though whenever I ran away it was always to the desert.”
“Whenever?”
“Yeah, there were several times. The first one that really mattered, we were living in Arizona. Somehow, I managed to hitchhike my mountain bike down to the start of the Camino el Diablo.” That old route crosses 230 klicks of terrain as nasty as the name implies. In its heyday, before the Dominguez brothers rediscovered cold fusion and the whole of Mexico got rich, it must have been swarming with Border Patrol agents. But when I biked it, it was just me, the coyotes, a lot of very rough gravel, and the ruins of the Great Mexican Wall.

“I was about halfway to Yuma before someone found me. They said I was very lucky they did.”
“Would you have made it?”
“Maybe. I’d not thought to bring a spare tube, so I was just one flat from a long, dry walk. The next time I ran away, I was fourteen, and that time I did walk. I got all the way to Idaho before I got caught.”
“So that’s why you came out here from Earth. You were looking for sand dunes.” She paused. “Metaphorically, that is.”
* * * *

Five hours later, it was no longer metaphorical.

Earlier, the smooth crest of the pancake dome had begun to break into ridges and canyons. And then, at last, the canister answered Brittney’s hail.

“Oh yes!” she said. “Yes, yes, yes! Now we just have to find it.”
Getting a bearing proved surprisingly easy. At Brittney’s request, I descended a few meters down one side of a ridge, then the other, while she monitored the strength of the signal she got back from her queries to the chute servos or whatever it was she was talking to. Later, she had me play ring around the Rosie with a large ice boulder.

Then, just before our ridge degenerated and I had no option but to slip/slide/stumble down the least dangerous slope I could find, she spotted the canister’s chute. I couldn’t see it, but she assured me it was there, right on the edge of what she could see in her image enhancement of what my eyes had caught in the dunes below.

The last few klicks were hell punctuated with memory gaps. My tongue felt like cotton. My steps were awkward lunges, and I know I fell down several times, including once when I simply tried to rest. My air supply had long ago gone from not so good to get the hell home. I was sure Brittney had turned down the oxygen mix on me, but she said that was like trying to save water: it didn’t do any good and merely made you miserable. By the end, if you’d asked my name, I’m not sure I could have told you.

Through it all, Brittney practiced Esther mixed with Jack London. Left foot, right foot. Stand up. Keep going. Stand up again. We’ll either get there or we won’t, but don’t quit. I now knew what would happen if I pushed the envelope too far. My legs, arms—even my abs—kept cramping in quick little spasms that made me stagger. There really was a limit: it would come when I took one step too many and was immobilized by a full-body Charlie horse, lying in rigor until I finally ran out of air. An awful way to die, if ever there was one.

And then, I crested a dune and there was the chute, spread out before me like a beacon, flapping in what remained of the breeze.

For a long moment, I was hypnotized by it. Then, finally, I realized that the chute wasn’t what I really wanted ... and there, a few meters from it, was the canister, lying on its side. That was followed by an endless interlude in which somehow I kept taking one more step while wondering how it was that I could keep walking toward the canister without ever getting closer, until suddenly I was there, trying to figure out what to do next.

“Air,” Brittney said.

Oh yes. I stared blankly at the canister, then realized that I needed the hatch. Luckily, it was on the other side, not underneath, because digging for it wasn’t in my repertoire.

Inside, the canister was a mess, but I’d thrown in lots of oxygen bottles, and a couple minutes later, I’d found one and was recharging my suit. Water and food came next, though they were a bit harder. There were plenty of food and water packs, but most were frozen solid. Finally, I found some that weren’t and downed them as I clipped a second oxygen bottle to my suit’s recharge nozzle.

Made it, I thought. Then I didn’t think much of anything for a good long while.

When I woke, I felt, if anything, worse. I tried to stand up, but pain shot through my legs, intense enough to make me scream. I definitely would have given those eyeteeth Brittney jokes about for a massage. Hell, I’d have given Brittney for a massage. No, that wasn’t true, at least not until she started running down a list of chores that needed to be done as soon as possible.

“Hold it,” I said. “I know you don’t know what it’s like to have a body”—let alone one she’d severely abused—”but did anything in my entertainment library give you even a remote sense of what I might be feeling like, right now?”
“Oh.”
I concentrated on figuring out a way to get to my feet without having to bend my legs. “How long until help arrives?”
The canister had no radio, but it did have a locator beacon. The scientists would be wanting their supplies; maybe they were already en route.

I’m not sure how a disembodied voice can fidget, but Brittney pulled it off. “Nobody’s coming. When Ship got hit, the canister must have gotten peppered with shrapnel. According to its activity log, the beacon worked intermittently at first, then conked out after half an hour, while we were still in space.”
“Can’t they find the canister the same way we did?”
“We knew approximately where to look. But the collision knocked everything way off course, so they won’t have a clue. I’m not sure exactly where we are, but we’re at least five hundred klicks from the base, maybe a thousand.”
My turn to say “Oh.”
Still, now that I’d gotten my body moving, there really were things to do. I didn’t need Brittney to tell me that top of the list was taking inventory of what we had to work with.

My own supplies were strewn about, higgledy-piggledy, like one of the Old Mojave’s worst packrat middens. By contrast, the canister’s cargo was in neatly stacked crates that filled the available space as though they’d been made for it. Which, of course, they had been. Pack tight: that’s the shipper’s mantra. Of course, that had left no room for me, so I’d had to leave a lot of the crates behind, thanking my lucky stars for the redundancy—think of the engineers who’d clamped each tier tight to the walls. I mean, so long as the canister was full, its cargo couldn’t shift—but clamps are cheap, so why not make doubly certain? Hurrah for engineers. Without the clamps, I’d have had to unload everything, and there probably wouldn’t have been time. As it was, I’d had to chuck two entire tiers of crates to make a safe hidey-hole. For all I knew, I’d jettisoned something I’d really like to have now, like a radio.

Brittney could find out what we had (and what I’d thrown out, if I wanted to know). But first, I needed to switch on the cargo manifest, located in a recessed panel near the hatch, so she could talk to it via the suit’s com channel. After that, my job was to dig through the midden for any more food and water that hadn’t already frozen solid and do whatever I could to keep it from doing so.

I knew we’d lost at least one important item. When I’d popped the hatch and the canister had started swaying, I’d watched a ten-liter thermal flask fly out as though on a perfect bounce pass. Other supplies had undoubtedly gone the same way. Now I discovered that all of my remaining thermal flasks had ruptured on impact. Apparently, they weren’t any better suited for high-gee landings than I was.

Food packs and smaller bottles were intact, but while vacuum is a pretty good insulator, the dense air down here is anything but, and they’d not been in the expensive thermal bottles. All told, I had a lot of very cold ice cubes, a nice collection of frozen foods, and what little water was left in my suit from last night. I also had air for a couple of months. Perfect for a nice, slow, lingering death.

“We’re going to have to melt some of that food and water,” Brittney said.

No kidding. “Any suggestions?”
“Actually, yes. Open the third crate on your right; the one labeled FRAGILE, HANDLE WITH CARE. Though it’s not really that fragile. Or at least, it better be well packed or it’s already broken.”
She was enjoying being mysterious. Normally, I’d have told her to get to the point, but fun was hard to come by at the moment, and there was no reason not to indulge her.

Ignoring continued protests from my legs, I moved a couple of crates, heavy even in the weak gravity. Outside, Titan’s long day was fading toward sunset. Inside, it was dimmer yet, but my suit lights would only last a few hours, and I’d been saving them, knowing I’d have to use them sparingly if they were to survive until dawn.

Something in addition to FRAGILE was written on top of the crate, but I had to pull it into better light to read it. Even then, the details were barely discernable. But there was no mistaking the name: “Dominguez Bros., LTD.”
I stared for a long time, trying not to hope. Then, finally, I flipped the latches and lifted the lid.

The fusor lay in a bed of foam. Newly minted, fresh from the factory. A small, portable unit, not much bigger than a suitcase, but capable of generating more energy than I would ever need. Enough to melt all the water I could ever drink.

I found a button labeled “tech manual” and activated it, then lifted out the fusor while Brittney talked to the manual. In the lower part of the case was a weird array of attachments, ranging from cords and power converters to a nozzle that looked like a vacuum cleaner.

“Where’s the fuel tank?” I asked. Fusors need hydrogen. They don’t actually fuse a lot of it, but nuclear catalysts are extremely inefficient, and most of the hydrogen escapes. It’s possible to recycle it, but there has to be a tank somewhere.

“It doesn’t need one,” Brittney said. “It’s a custom model, designed to run on any gas containing at least a few hundred parts per million hydrogen. Really cool.”
“That’s nice,” I said. “But...” Titan had lots of atmosphere, but hydrogen wasn’t a significant constituent. Mostly the air was nitrogen, but there was also the methane, and ... “Oh.”
“Yeah,” Brittney said, and I knew that if she had a face, she’d be grinning just as I was. “There’s enough hydrogen in the methane to make it work.” She paused, while I gave a mental hats-off to those Hs in CH4. “Wait a sec. Let me check out the details. Sorry. The manual’s immense, and your suit wasn’t designed for this. It’s like trying to pour an ocean of data through an itsy bitsy funnel.” A longer pause. “Kinda like what it must be like to be human, I suppose. There are times when I can’t imagine how you handle it.” Yet another pause. “Oh damn. Damn.”
“Brittney...” Finding things to swear about was another of the not-so-good parts of being human.

“Sorry. I can’t believe it. This thing will run just fine under ambient Titan conditions. But it needs a richer source of fuel to start. Damn, damn, damn. A bottle of hydrogen would be fine, or any hydrogen-containing liquid, but there’s nothing like that on the manifest. If we could find another lake, that would probably work, but I didn’t see one. What it’s expecting is water. Liquid water.”
“How much?”
“A couple hundred milliliters.”
“What if I peed in it?” The suit’s waste pouch held at least that much.

“Nice idea, but the sodium would poison the catalysts. And don’t even think of removing your helmet and trying to empty your water tube into it. You’d never survive.”
In other words, I had in my hands a device that would provide enough power to melt all the drinking water I wanted—but only if I already had some to start with. There was a name for that, but I’d forgotten it.

Brittney hadn’t. “The perfect Catch-22,” she said.

* * * *

A few minutes later, I was sitting in the middle of my packrat midden, cradling the useless fusor as Brittney ran through the list of other items on the manifest. There was even a bottle of aspirin, which I would have appreciated.

“Your suit manual says the food-intake valve is designed for pellets up to nineteen millimeters,” Brittney said when I commented on it. “Aspirin should fit.”
I actually laughed, however briefly. Trust the manual geeks to make it sound like feeding rabbits. “The bottle would need an injection nozzle,” I said. “And it’s probably an off-the-shelf pharmacy bottle.” Complete with childproof cap, no doubt.

Brittney droned on. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands of items, and I wasn’t paying a lot of attention, though I didn’t want her to stop, either. I suppose it’s another way in which talking is life: a thumbing of the nose at the powers of outer darkness, which at the moment were becoming an increasingly literal reality. Or maybe Brittney and I were meeting in the middle. Either way, I found her voice soothing. As long as I could hear it, I was alive. When I couldn’t, I was dead. Or at least alone. I’d never feared alone before. Or had I? Maybe my long quest for solitude had been like my one-step-more fascination: another form of prodding the limits. Maybe that was why I’d gotten Brittney: because having an AI was a great way to not be alone while maintaining the illusion I was. Then she’d gone sentient and wrecked it.

Or maybe I was again getting too philosophical. Maybe I needed to talk to Brittney about things like this, rather than listen to her recite an endless list of useless items. Except for energy, I had everything I needed to stock a hab, but it would be difficult to convert the canister into one, even if I wanted to hole up here for the rest of my life like some kind of sand-bound Robinson Crusoe. To start with, the canister leaked like a sieve. It was designed that way, vented to equalize pressure with the outside, so it could be made of the lightest possible materials. Even if I did manage to make it airtight, there was no airlock, which meant I’d never be able to go outside again.

Brittney continued to run through the supply list, probably no more mindfully than I was listening. With no vocal cords and a mind that could easily do two things at once, she could put tasks like this on autopilot and neither get bored nor tired.

She’d been listing hydroponic supplies, which was probably what had gotten me thinking about habs. Now she switched to specialty foodstuffs, mostly spices and flavorings. She’d segued from the obvious (salt, pepper, cumin, oregano) to the not so obvious (anchovy dust, vanilla cognac Kahlua, burnt Cajun extract, key-lime concentrate, mango martini powder), and I was on the verge of cutting her off to ask how much philosophy she’d read in her nocturnal researches, when something in that list tickled a couple of semiattentive neurons.

“Why do we have to fuse methane?” I asked. “Why not burn it?”
“Because the air has no...” Again, I wished I could see the expression she’d be wearing if she had a face. “...oh wow. Like really, wow! It just might work.”
“Why shouldn’t it? We’ve got lots of oxygen. We just open a bottle and burn it in the methane. Kind of like a Bunsen burner in reverse. All we need is to melt enough water to start the fusor.”
Of course, it wasn’t quite that easy. To begin with, we didn’t have matches. Fire’s not normally a good thing in space.

“But we’ve got lots of battery-powered electronics,” Brittney said, “so it should be easy to make a sparker. The problem is that the air’s mostly nitrogen. The LFL for methane’s somewhere around four or five percent, but I don’t have the precise number. I should have downloaded more chemistry.”
“LFL?”
“Lower flammable limit. It’s the lowest concentration that will burn. On average, Titan’s about two percent, which is too low, but methane tends to condense at the surface, kind of like dew or fog. Fifty-fifty there’s enough.”
* * * *

Titan’s methane humidity was likely to be at its highest late at night, but unfortunately, night here was eight days long, and I didn’t have that much water. So, a few hours later, I was on the first of two trips, lugging the fusor and a bunch of other equipment across the dunes.

We were on Titan’s Saturn-facing side, which meant it wasn’t totally dark. But it was dim enough that beyond the beam of my suit lights, I could barely see where I was going. I’d found an inertial compass and a couple of other navigation aids, though, and the one thing Brittney was confident of was that we wouldn’t get lost.

I’d spent much of the intervening time sleeping. But with Brittney’s help, I’d also been scavenging equipment. Making a sparker was simply a matter of finding a gadget with a big enough battery pack. I didn’t have enough power to weld wires onto the battery terminals, but if I pulled off the suit’s outer gloves, I could hold the wires in place with one hand while tapping the ends together with the other. One of the reasons I’d gotten the suit was that the inner gloves permitted that kind of dexterity, though I had to work fast or my hands would freeze.

Brittney had also located an honest-to-goodness cooking pot, and I’d wrapped its top and sides in vacuum padding. I’d even rigged a stand to hold it, plus a windscreen that wouldn’t get knocked over in that slow-but-thick breeze.

The methane should be at its densest at the mouth of one of the gullies coming down from the highlands, where liquid would percolate into the ground after each flood. If we were lucky, some might still be there, making its way back to the surface as gas. Even a little might be all it would take to push us over the brink from no fire to fire.

The dune trudge was only two kilometers, but seemed longer. In the hope of avoiding it, I’d insisted on first trying to light a fire near the canister. I’d gotten a good spark, but no flame, even when I’d shifted gears and tried to burn the fusor’s packing foam. No doubt it was fire retardant. Freeze-dried food would probably be more flammable, but I couldn’t get it to ignite, either, though I did get an interesting mini-explosion from a mix of pepper and pure oxygen. I was all for trying that again with more pepper and maybe something nice and fluffy, like oregano, but Brittney was adamant that this scored high on the all-time list of very bad ideas. Eventually, I let her persuade me that it would be methane or nothing. I just wished I could carry everything in one trip. If this didn’t work, maybe I’d wait out here to die rather than walking back. I wondered which was worse: running out of air or dying of thirst.

The gully met the dunes in an alluvial fan similar to the cobbly one I’d walked up ... however long ago it was. It couldn’t have been more than three days, Earth time, but it felt like a lifetime.

Brittney directed me to a broad, flat area where I unpacked my equipment, feeling as though I was preparing for history’s coldest picnic.

Brittney was optimistic. “The first Titan lander came down in a place like this,” she said, “and it found lots of methane.” But she also had a practical suggestion. “Before you start, scuff up the ground in case there’s a crust trapping methane below the surface. It probably doesn’t matter, but it can’t hurt.”
Actually, it could hurt, but not the way she meant. I gritted my teeth against the jarring of abused muscles and started kicking furrows, wishing I had a shovel or a hoe or even a tamping rod—not that there’d been anything of the sort in the canister.

“Use an oxygen bottle,” Brittney said. “They’re a lot sturdier than your foot.”
Not long ago, the word “dummy” would have featured prominently in that suggestion, but now I could barely hear an echo of it. “Good idea,” I said.

A few minutes later, I’d scraped a crosshatched pattern in the soil upwind of my ersatz stove. Time to strike a spark and see what happened.

Suddenly, I found myself wanting to stall. The odds were that if this didn’t work, nothing would. But delay was counterproductive. If my excavations had found any extra methane, it might even now be dissipating. So I turned on the gas, peeled off my outer gloves, and picked up my homemade sparker.

“Here’s to Esther,” I said.

There was a puff of flame, then something that looked like a hollow candle, then nothing at all.

“Too much gas,” Brittney said. “You don’t need a lot; it simply dilutes the methane below the flammable limit.”
I turned down the flow and tried again. Again I got the hollow flame, but this time it was stable. I turned down the oxygen again, and the flame condensed but brightened.

“And here’s to Jack London,” Brittney said, and I knew she wasn’t talking about one footstep after another, but the triumph of mankind’s oldest tool, now burning before us.

* * * *

Melting water for the fusor was a tedious, uncertain process. Partly it was because I had to put my outer gloves back on to avoid frostbite. The sparker was the only tool I absolutely couldn’t manipulate with them on, but that didn’t mean everything else was simple. Mostly, though, it was the difficulty of keeping the ice from refreezing after I melted it. But the vacuum padding was good stuff, especially when I resisted the impulse to lift the lid on the pot every couple of minutes to check how it was doing.

The tensest moment came when I poured the precious liquid into the fusor. The device was made to be started outdoors and its innards were supposed to be well enough insulated, but it was cold as hell in there, and I had no idea how to unjam it if the water froze back to a solid lump. But the insulation was as good as promised. Five minutes later, I attached the vacuum cleaner nozzle and the fusor was running off the atmosphere.

* * * *

Cold fusion is a bit of a misnomer: turned up high enough, the fusor would have made a dandy space heater. But it wasn’t designed as a hot plate, especially under these conditions. And it was stupid to waste oxygen by melting more ice with my stove. Now that I had unlimited electricity, there was all kinds of ice-melting equipment back on the canister, including a distillation unit designed to produce water from Titan sand or gravel. Thank goodness that hadn’t been in one of the crates I’d ejected.

Air was now my limiting factor. In theory, I had enough power to make oxygen by electrolyzing Titan water, but in the remainder of that long night, Brittney and I could do nothing but concoct increasingly hopeless schemes for capturing that oxygen and getting it into my suit. The bottom line was that when my air supply ran out, I was dead. In the interim, I either had to wait to be found or walk out.

It was a nasty choice. The problem with waiting was that it was unlikely anyone would be looking. I wouldn’t be the first spacer to disappear without a trace: that’s what you expect if something goes wrong too fast to call for help. But to walk, I needed a lot of food, water, and air, plus the fusor, plus the distillation unit, plus ... Basically, there was no way I could walk hundreds of klicks carrying the supplies I needed to go hundreds of klicks. An ancient conundrum, but no less frustrating. What I needed was a packhorse, and those seemed in short supply—though I loved the mental image of a horse in a skinsuit. When you’re facing lingering death, there’s a fine line between desperation and silliness.

* * * *

Meanwhile, I was too sore for a long hike. Long ago, I’d run marathons that left me achy for days, sluggish for weeks. This was worse—bad news because I couldn’t wait forever to recover.

At the same time, I was getting cabin fever. I would have thought piloting a tug would have schooled me in long waits, but sitting in the canister was different. In the tug, I could see the stars. Even when I was merely coasting, there was the sense of going somewhere. Now, it was too much like my parents’ final moments, except that I had more than a couple of seconds in which to contemplate my approaching demise. It was as though they’d gotten to watch what happened to them in femtoseconds.

It was even worse for Brittney, cut off from the ship’s library and all of the other information that could be beamed to it from any library in the System. Here, the only things for her to read were tech manuals. One of the crates had a cache of entertainment chips, but if there was a viewer, it wasn’t in the manifest.

Other than concocting useless survival schemes, she’d continued her newfound quietness. Pensive? Depressed? Or just bored? There wasn’t anything to do until dawn, when we hoped to figure out how far we were from the science base by getting a fix on the rising sun. Maybe her guess was wrong and it was only a couple of hundred klicks. I might be able to manage that, even on sand.

As the night progressed, I modified a pair of vision-enhancing goggles to fit my suit helmet, along with a holographic projector that allowed Brittney to display images to me. I also scavenged whatever other telemetry I could for her that was compatible with my suit. She still couldn’t read my medical signs, but she could look around on her own in wavelengths both visible to me and not. One of the sensors I’d found would allow her to see the rising sun well enough to determine the precise moment of sunrise. From that and its direction, she hoped to pin down our position by finding our cryovolcano on a map.

What we didn’t have was an interface compatible with the entertainment chips.

“Can you hibernate or something?” I asked. Back before she went sentient, she’d had a standby mode, but the first time I’d tried to use it afterward, the howl of protest would have done a human teenager proud. I’d never tried again, but presumably she could do something similar on her own.

“What if I missed something important?”
“Like what? Rescue? A meteor falling on us?” They were probably about equally likely. “Pick a code word or something, and I can wake you.”
She was silent for a while. “Nah. If it gets too dull I can always try to beat myself at chess. Or watch a vid in real time. I downloaded a few from Ship, just in case.”
* * * *

Finally, the world outside began to lighten. Dawn was going to take forever, but missing sunrise would be unforgivable because we didn’t have anything remotely like a sextant if we didn’t catch the sun at the horizon. So I loaded my suit with supplies, made sure the fusor was happy, and headed for the nearest dune, which was nowhere nearly as steep or tall as the ones we’d first encountered.

“I must down to the seas again, to the lonely sea and the sky,” Brittney said as we stepped out. “Only in this case, the seas are made of ice grains, and we need to go up.”
“Huh?”
“A literary reference.” She was silent a moment. “Why did you have all that stuff in Ship’s library, anyway? You never read it.”
“It was free.” And why was I feeling so defensive? I knew she spent a lot more time in the library than I did. I’d just figured it was the femtoseconds thing on the long midnight watches. I’d had to limit her budget for long-distance downloads or she’d have bankrupted me. Now I wasn’t so sure that boredom had been her only motive. There were other ways she could have kept herself occupied.

Brittney was still thinking about poetry. “The next line is the famous one. ‘And all I ask is a tall ship and a star to steer her by.’ It fits, so long as you count the sun as a star.”
“Though we no longer have a ship.” Tall or otherwise.

“Well, nothing’s perfect.”
I reached the top of the dune and sat down, facing east.

“You know,” Brittney said, “we could watch vids together, or even read a book. I can project the ones I downloaded. The best are like Esther.”
“What, fatalistic?” That was the last thing I needed.

“I’d rather say worry-easing. But that wasn’t what I meant. I read a bunch of biblical scholarship, and a lot of folks don’t think Esther actually existed. What’s interesting is that it didn’t matter to the people who wrote the story. It’s like Jack London. It’s false, but true.” There was a long pause. “Kind of like you, actually.”
“How’s that?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

She hesitated again, and I wondered if she was regretting the comment. “It’s hard to explain,” she said at last. “There’s a lot more to you than you’re willing to let out. It’s like the poetry thing. You go off to these desolate, lonely, beautiful places—and then try to hide your soul as though you’re afraid of the power you sought out. I can’t put it any better than that. The best of the poems and vids and books and music are the same way. You obviously knew them when you were young, so you know what I’m talking about. They make your soul ache, but it’s a good ache, and I’d rather die here having ached, than never have known otherwise. It’s like what they say about—” she broke off. “Oh.” Hesitated again. “Damn.” Then she was silent for a long time as the eastern sky turned from dark orange to not-so-dark orange.

It still looked like Hell to me.

* * * *

An hour passed as the slow dawn crept onward. On little cat feet? Or was that fog? Brittney was right. I had studied that stuff. And then I’d run away from it, along with everything else, and the only reason it was part of my library was that it had come with the entertainment package.

Finally, I was the one who broke the silence. “Why are you female?”
Before she’d gone sentient, she’d had many interfaces, varying in age and gender, but the Brittney persona hadn’t been among them.

“Why are you male?”
“That’s easy. An X chromosome and a Y chromosome. It just happened that way.”
“I think it just happened my way, too. Maybe it was random. Maybe I was reacting somehow to the way in which I was created. Or maybe I was just playing opposite to you.”
“So if you were a person, what would you look like?” I’d never asked anything like this before. I’d never wanted her to be that human. “Pick an avatar and let me see it.”
There was a long pause, then an image appeared. Blonde. Blue eyes. Ponytail. Athletically trim, but with a slightly preppy look. Good Girl on Good Behavior.

“Is that how you see yourself, or how you want me to see you?”
“I don’t know. Sometimes I’m the heroine in one of Ship’s stories. Sometimes I’m a theoretical physicist. I don’t have an image of the me who talks to you. If you don’t like that one, how about this?” The blonde winked out, replaced by a dark-skinned brunette wearing spangle beads and precious little else.

I’d seen plenty of women like that; hell, I’d even known a few. Some even had brains. But they were not Brittney. This relationship was weird enough without visuals. Brittney was my daughter, protégé, mentor, and life companion all rolled into one. I’d be distressed if she wasn’t attractive, and weirded out if she was. Definitely a no-win situation.

“Bad idea,” I said.

* * * *

Eventually, the sun peeked over the horizon. Or Brittney said it did. I couldn’t see anything.

“Well,” I said, “what’s the bad news?”
“Worse than I’d hoped. Eight hundred forty-five klicks, plus or minus fifteen. And unless you go way out of the way, it’s sand for the first seven hundred.”
“Crap.”
“Yeah. The good news is that finding the base wouldn’t be a problem. When you get close, the terrain is pretty well mapped.”
On Earth, with resupply every few days, a trip like that would take a month, maybe more. As it was, I’d need so much gear I’d probably never get a kilometer. Or I’d be ferrying supplies in leapfrog fashion until I ran out of air, probably only a fraction of the way there. But what other option was there? At least walking offered hope. And the companionship of doing something together, rather than just standing there watching the shards come tumbling down.

Suddenly I knew why Brittney had shut up when she was looking for an analogy. Because she’d been thinking about loving and losing ... and handholding in the face of death, rather than facing it alone.

Somehow, despite every endeavor to avoid it, I’d found somebody to hold hands with. She just didn’t have any hands. Instead, she offered vids.

* * * *

I suppose I should have gone back to the canister and started packing right away. But I continued to sit, partly feeling sorry for myself, partly prolonging the last moment of inactivity I was likely to live long enough to see.

Below, a gust of wind tugged at the parachute, still attached to the canister. I flapped my hands in the sand, creating mini-avalanches and remembering the Kelso Dunes. Before I died, maybe I’d have to try to make these dunes boom, too. Brittney was right: one of the things I’d run away from was my own soul. Or maybe all those years ago, I’d left it, out on the sand.

I tossed a handful into the air and watched it drift, thinking again that I ought to rise and start figuring out how to act as my own packhorse. But inertia held me. Sitting here, I wasn’t using much oxygen. The self-pity was passing. What remained was the closest to peace I’d felt in a long time. There’s something soothing about sand in a breeze.

My dune was part of a ridge that ran as far as I could see, more or less in the direction of the research base. According to Brittney, the incessant breeze was caused by the sloshing of Titan’s atmosphere due to tidal forces from Saturn. It wasn’t much of a wind, but with the light gravity and dense air it was enough to build these dune fields of long, corduroy ridges—vast enough to stretch most of the way to the scientific base. Vast enough...

An idea began to take shape.

“Brittney,” I said. “What do you know about sandboarding?”
* * * *

Not much, it turned out, but she got the idea quickly enough. Still, it was nearly seventy-two hours before we were ready to depart, and we’d never have made it without the fusor and the supplies bestowed on us by the canister.

The best construction materials proved to be the crates, which I cut into strips with an electric torch. Brittney worked out a “sand-dynamic” design, to which I added a tiller and a keel-like strip down the bottom that might allow us to tack—though she thought it might be easier just to sit tight and wait, if we got headwinds. “Mostly, the wind will be behind us or slightly to our starboard quarter,” she said, sounding very much the old salt. “I designed it for maximum efficiency at that point of sailing.”
Her main concern was abrasion. In theory, I should wax the base with something or other, but if there was a slippery concoction that could be made from reconstituted Cajun extract and key-lime concentrate, we didn’t know it.

“Use several thicknesses of plates,” Brittney said. “We’ve got a superabundance of sail, and we’ll be mostly following ridges rather than climbing across them. The extra weight won’t matter much.”
Next, I liberated a few clamps from the canister walls so I could equip our sled with cargo crates. I cut a hole in one crate to make a snorkel for the fusor, stuffed its remaining space with supplies, and set the fusor at a level where its waste heat would keep them from freezing. The other crates got oxygen, the distillation unit, tools, and anything else that might come in handy. I also tossed in the vid chips. The science base would have a viewer, and Brittney wouldn’t be the only one to appreciate them.

Then, using bands cut from someone else’s very expensive skinsuit, I rigged a chairlike harness so I could nap while Brittney was at the helm.

After that, it was just a matter of shrouds and servomotors, plus a lot of spare cables in case the power feeds from the fusor broke. I could trim the sail by hand if I had to, but then we’d have to stop when I needed to sleep.

Finally, it was time to cast off. Attaching the sail, there was a tricky moment when I was afraid the sled would take off without me. Not that it mattered; Brittney had radio control over the servos, and the breeze was light. But still, the idea was disconcerting.

The plan was for me to spend most of the time on the sled, resting and conserving oxygen, getting off to walk when I got too cramped or restless or if we needed to lighten the load to manhandle it up a big dune.

We started off up a trough between dunes, then slowly climbed to catch the stronger wind on the crest. Looking back, I could see the silver hull of the canister, surrounded by castoff equipment and packing-crate scraps. Messy, human, home away from home, but overall, a place I was very happy to see the last of. I wondered how long it would take the sand to bury it.

Then we were on the crest.

“Whee!” Britney said after playing around with the servos. “Two klicks an hour. Unless we get another storm, that’s about as fast as this baby will go.”
At that rate, it was going to take nearly two Titan days to cross the sand. Longer, if the wind changed. An entire Earth month. Plus several days of walking afterward. At least by then, I could abandon most of the gear. With the help of the torch, I might even be able to fashion a crude Santa’s sack from pieces of the sail, so I could carry everything I needed in one load. But until then, Brittney and I were on a month-long sand voyage.

I settled into my chair, watching the wind fill my sail. Would we make it? For the first time, the odds were in our favor, and there was nothing I could do to stack the deck any better. Not to mention that win or lose, we were doing something nobody had ever before attempted. How often do you get to make a claim like that?

In full gravity, the seat would have been uncomfortable, but here the webbing absorbed the sled’s bounces and wobbles with a gentle, almost hypnotic sway. It wasn’t perfect, but it was definitely okay.

At the crest of the dune, Brittney had changed course slightly to follow the terrain, rather than fighting it. Behind, the pancake dome was an orange-and-black mass, already receding. Ahead, dunes melted into the horizon.

I leaned back, thinking about vast, spreading distances. About the difference between loneliness and open space, between solitude and being alone.

“How many of those vids did you download from Ship?” I asked. “Pick one and show it to me.” I stretched, trying to make myself as comfortable as possible. “Make sure it’s a good one.” Beneath us, the dune hummed.

It didn’t exactly sound like an oboe, but that was okay, too.
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