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| phased A Long Way From Home from the void and brought us down on Nova Charon for a period of
cold testing.

“Why the CT now?’ Karrie my engineer asked, staring through the viewscreen at the outermost planet in
the Antares system. Stark, ice-grey craters and serried peaks stretched across the horizon beyond the
concrete gpron of the spaceport.

“I"'m considering taking the ship to the Epsilon Centauri system,” | told her. “ All the planetsthere are way
beyond the Goldilocks Limit.”

Karie sared a me. “ They’ re inhabited by Shlocken,” she said. “Y ou' re not thinking of trading with
them?’

“Who said anything about trading, Karrie? We' re a salvage ship, remember?’

“And we do ahit of trading on the sde. Why ese would you take usinto Shlocken territory? Surely not
to salvage their ships? The shrimps have got their own—"

“I' know, | know. And they don't like outsdersinterfering.”

“S0...7" she asked, jerking her head forward and staring at me with wide eyes.

| told her what I’ d kept to mysdf until now. “I’ ve been talking with Ella about arumor | heard way
back.”



“Ella?’ She pronounced the name asif it tasted of Lyran poison-weed. There was no love lost between
my long-time engineer and the latest recruit to the team. “What rumor?’

“I heard agtory. | wasin some bar in the Ophiuchi system and this spacer wastelling atale about an old
colleague of his, who'd heard it from an old timer he' d worked with on the lanes.”

Karrie stared at me. “Heard what, for chrissake?”’

“That ahundred years ago a Terran ship entered Shlocken territory before we' d had contact with the
shrimps, and it went down with drive failure on a sequestered moon. Everyone aboard was killed.”

Karrieleaned back in her ding and regarded me. “ And what does Ellaknow about this?’

| pointed at her. “Ellaknowsthat it's more than astory. She hasrecordsin her files of areport sent by
the captain before the ship waslost.”

Karrie sneered. “Lost starships just happen to be another hobby of super-girl, Ed?’

| shrugged. “ She has access to information we can only dream of.”

“S0...” Karrie laughed. “We breeze in there, under the nose of the bellicose shrimps, and salvage the
wreck. Nice dream. But what if the shrimpsfind us?’

“The Shlocken aren't that bellicose, Karrie. Only if you crossthem. Terran shipsaren’t excluded from
their system. And anyway, the moon is so far out and insignificant that they don't patrol it.”

“And,” said anew voice, “the Shlocken know nothing about the crashed exploration vessdl.”

Ellapulled hersdf onto the flight-deck, and it was dl | could do to not to stare at her perfection. Thereis
beauty, and then thereis Ella—which is something of aparadox because my co-pilot isn’'t even human.

“Anyway,” | said, “inamonth we regoing in. If wefind the ship, manage to get it back, it'll beworth



millions”

“And if the Shlocken find uswe |l be dead.”

Ellagtared a Karrie with her vast Venezudan eyes, and said coally, “That is amistaken assumption,
Karrie. They will merely expd usfrom the system. Y ou humans have a saying: nothing ventured, nothing

Karrie bit back her frustration. “We haven’t even voted—" she began. Then: “Okay, okay. But I'll be
going under protest, got that?’

| nodded. “ Anyway, to answer your question: that’swhy we' re on Nova Charon. We're cold testing the
ship”

“Andwhilewe rehere)” Ellaputin, “I'll be cold testing myself, too.”

She did into the co-pilot’ s ding and regarded the bleak scene outside.

| could see that Karrie was considering whether to ask Ellajust what the hell she meant by that, but she
restrained herslf. Instead she jumped from her ding and climbed down the ladder from the flight deck,
muttering dl theway.

* k% k %

“Cold testing yoursdlf, Ella?’ | asked when we were done.

Dammit, but when | wasin her company my stomach fluttered like some lovesick schoolboy's.

Sheturned lustrous eyeson me. “ Y ou find that surprisng, Ed? | am, after al, an Al.”

“But...” 1 gestured beyond the screen. “Y ou mean you can withstand ... that?’



“Theair isbreathable, Ed.”

“But it sfifty degrees below out there!”

“I need to determine exactly what | can tolerate. It might be necessary, once we land on the Shlocken

| nodded, even though the thought of Ellaout therein the dementsdidn’t sit well with my love-struck,
macho desire to protect and cherish my co-pilot.

Through the viewscreen | watched as asmal maintenance vehicle, for dl theworld like atrilobite, zipped
from the termina building and approached us. The com chimed and | accepted the call.

“WE' reready to begin just as soon asthe main drive and auxiliaries have cooled,” an engineer said. “ That
okay with you?’

“A-OK,” | said. “She'sdl yours.”

“While we re working on the ship, perhaps you'’ d care to sample Nova Charon’ s hospitality? We have
an extengve subterranean hotel complex at the disposal of visting crews.”

“We'reon our way,” | said, and cut the connection.

| smiled at Ella, but she didn’t respond. She was staring through the viewscreen at the ice fidds with eyes
that only appeared human.

* * * %

“ Approximately ten thousand years ago,” said the tour guide, asmal woman in atrim red uniform, “Nova
Charon’ sorbit of Antareswasthree AUs closer to its primary. The mean temperature on the surface of
the planet was twenty degrees higher than it is now, and the planet sustained a native sentient lifeform
cdled the Kreath.”



Wewere gralling ong insde aglass tube that extended from the hotel complex into the hive of warrens
and dien living-hollows that riddled the near surface of Nova Charon. Through the curved glasswe
dared at the Kreath tunnels, adorned with frescos showing the anthropoid aiens going about their
everyday business. We d passed through severd living-hollows, vast chambers pocked with holes that
were the entrances to Kreath dwellings.

We were agroup of fifteen, the crews of various ships currently in port and a couple of rich tourists.
Karrie had deigned to come aong, muttering that she had nothing better to do. Ellawas at my
sde—which gave me acheery glow—murmuring her own commentary to fill in the gaps|eft by the tour
guide s.

“The Kreeth were what you term hunter-gatherers,” Ellamurmured to me. “ They lived on the surface of
the planet, but as millennia passed and Nova Charon moved further from Antares, to protect themselves
from the increasing cold they migrated underground.”

Karrie huffed and moved away from us.

The guide said, “Archaeologica work has been ongoing benegth the surface for dmogt fifty years, aslong
asthe Cold Testing station has been situated on Nova Charon. In that time, experts have learned much
about the life of the dliens. They were atechnologicaly primitive people by our sandards, though with a
rich culture of arts and acomplex spiritua avareness.”

We moved aong the tube, passing through more living-hollows and Kreath access tunnelstoward the
surface. The brochure I’ d scanned in my room had boasted a moving climax to the tour on the surface of
the planet.

One of the tourists asked, “What became of the Kreath? Did any of them survive?’

The guide turned to us and smiled. “ Sadly, they were unable to overcome the irrevocable outward drift of
their planet. They retreated ever deegper beneath the surface, but with the constant winter gripping thelr
world, cropsfailed and food became scarce.”

Ellasaid, accessing fileswithin her inexhaugtible cache, “ They were anoble people who disdained
warfare, and went to their deaths—to ‘life beyond thisreddlm,” asthey had it—with dignity. Many
committed mass suicide before their food suppliesran out.”



We broke through the surface of the planet, the digphanous tube emerging on a plain surrounded by
distant peaks. Around us could be seen the faint footprints of Kreath buildings. Above the horizon, a
billion milesaway, Antareswas atiny pinprick of light in the darkness.

The glass tube terminated in alarge dome, the whole reminding me of the cul-de-sac shape of a
thermometer. The guide escorted usto aviewing platform overlooking the plain.

She gestured. We stared.

Ten metersfrom the curving surface of the viewscreen, | made out ahumanoid statue: an upright grey
figure whose definition had been lost benesth the accretion of ice and surface regolith over the millennia.
It appeared to be reaching out for something.

One of the crew memberssad, “An art work?”’

Beside me, Ellawhispered, “It isnot agtatue, Ed.”

| looked at her. “Then what...?’

The guide went on, “The figures before us are the last two members of the Kreath race.”

Only then did | seethefigure beyond the first one. It was perhaps a hundred meters distant, asmaller,
humanoid shape facing the first and reaching out with itsarms.

The sight produced in me asudden welling of sadness, and | felt my throat congtrict.

“Experts have interpreted this moving tableau as the ritud suicide of a mother and daughter, thelast of the
Kreath. Xenologiststhink that it was aritud of sacrifice to their gods, ameans of appeasing their deity
and s0 easing the way into the next life”

Wetook thisin. Then avoice amongst us broke the pensivereverie. It was Karrie.



“Of course, that's merely an anthropocentric reading of the Situation, surely?’

The guide blinked. “ Ah ... experts have suggested that the Kreeth, as adeeply religious people without a
proscription againgt suicide, regularly took thisway out.”

“But | read the literature back at the hotel,” Karrie went on. “Isn’t it true that the Kreath’ s written word
isindecipherable? So therefore much of the Kreeth' s beliefs and customs are still opaque?’

“That istrueto acertain extent,” the guiderallied. “ But the experts have pieced together enough evidence
to put forward aworking hypothesis.”

So,” Karrie said, gesturing to the mother and daughter tableau, “dl thisistheory?’

“Based on expert understanding,” the guide parried.

Ellamoved toward the dome, touched fingersto the doping glass, and said, “ The Kreath were a
warm-blooded, humanoid people, and dl the evidence isthat they had emotions anal ogous to the human.
| surmisethat the xenologists interpretation of the tableau has much substancein fact. Though asto
whether these two were indeed the last individuals—"

Karrieinterrupted, “ And what would you know about emotions, Ella, since yours are smulated programs
awyway?’

Ellaturned to her and blinked, and | felt suddenly sorry for her—which wasridiculous, | reminded
mysdif.

Shesad, “I have anintdlectua awareness of the basis of al human emotions, Karrie.”

My engineer just stared at Ella, then snorted and strode off.

“Ah...” said the guide, attempting to get things back on track. “| suggest abrief tour of the artifact
museum before a breek for lunch.”



* * * %

After lunch | took anap in my room and awoke in the late afternoon, following the diurna pattern we' d
established aboard A Long Way From Home.

| decided to find Ellaand seeif shewould like adrink before our evening medl.

As| approached Ella’ s room, the door opened and Karrie dipped out. “Oh!” She stopped short, amost
calliding withme.

| said, “Y ou were making up with Ella, Karrie?’

She looked at me contemptuoudy, thought about saying something, then shook her head and continued
aong the corridor.

| waited until she turned the corner, then rapped lightly on the door. It irised open and | stepped inside.

Ellawas gtting tiffly by the viewscreen, spine vertical, and Staring out across the surface of Nova
Charon.

Shedidn’'t look around as | entered and sat on afoam-form ameter from her. | cleared my throat and
sad, “What did Karriewant, Ella?’

She turned those eyes on me, eyes which suggested so much humanity, but whose very warmth only
served to mock the artificidity of the sentience behind them.

“She cameto argue with me, Ed.”

“Argue?’

“The essence of her opinion wasthat I, asan Al, had no grounds on which to theorize on the subject of
emotion.”



| shifted uncomfortably. | wanted to reach out and take her smal hand. “What did she say, exactly?”’

She blinked a me, “ Exactly, EJ?’

| nodded.

“Okay,” Ellasaid. Shefroze, eyes glazed, and opened her mouth dightly. What happened next sent a
shiver down my spine. I’d never seen, or heard, anything likeit.

Her lips did not move, but sound issued from between them. It was Karri€' svoice, saying, “ Ah, there
you are.”

Then came Elld shusky voice, replying, “ Karrie, hello. How can | help?”

“Help?” Karriesaid, “ You could help by walking out into the ice and freezing your transistors.”

“l intend to walk out onto the ice. But | do not have transistors. And anyway, how would that in
any way hdp you?”

| stared at Ella, transfixed, as she replayed the conversation. Her face was eerily ill, frozen.

“So fucking literal, aren’t you?” Karrie had said. “ What do you know about emotions, anyway?”

“l am programmed with a comprehensive cache of emotional responses, and an intellectual
under standing of the complexity of such emotions.”

“But do you fed ?” Karrie asked.

“Fed,” replied Ella, “is a very subjective term. How might you define it?”



“What do you feel, for instance, about Ed?”

Ridiculoudy, | colored at the sound of my name.

“Fed?” Ella svoiceissued from her perfect ventriloquist’ slips. “ Ed is the captain of the ship, my
commander. | feel a debt of honor to Ed for hiring me, an obligation to discharge my duty to the
best of my ability.”

“No friendship, affection?”

“| feel that Ed is my friend, yes. Affection....”

“Yes?” Karriesaid.

Ellaresponded, “| ama Mark 111, series XBa Al with an integral empirical self-programming
sub-routine. | am, technically, a little over two yearsold. | amlearning all thetime.”

Thendlence.

Ellaturned her face to me, suddenly reanimated.

| nodded. “And that’sit?’

“Karrieleftimmediady,” Ellasad, her lipsmoving thistime.

All the more | wanted to take her hand. | said, “Y ou'retwo, Ella, you'relearning al thetime. Don’'t let
anything Karrie says make you fed...” | was about to say, “inferior,” but instead said, “fed that you
aren't valued, okay?’

| wanted to tell her that | felt affection for her, awarm fedling whenever | thought about her. And | told
myself that these fedings had nothing to do with the fact that she looked like a beautiful twenty-year-old
Venezuelan Indian, the somatype with which her manufacturer had issued her.



She nodded. “Very wdll, Ed.”

“Anyway,” | said, standing and clapping my hands breezily, “1 was going dong to the bar. | was
wondering if you' d care to accompany me?’

Shelooked at me. “Yes,” shesad.

* k% k %

The bar overlooked the spaceport. A Long Way From Home stood on its akimbo stanchions, nosein
theair. A host of nano-mechs swarmed over it, while engineersin white protection suits jacked
diagnostic comsinto the portsthat dotted its silver carapace.

| ordered awhisky. Ellasipped an orangejuice.

Without my prompting, Ellasaid, “It' saparadox, Ed. | know so much about the universe out there, but
little about the people with whom | spend my time.”

“What would you like to know?’

She looked a me. “How long have you had the ship, Ed?’

“Ten years. Before her | had arustbucket | picked up cheap from ayard out Acrab way.”

“And Karrie has been with you how long?’

“Almogt nineyears now.”

“Youmust be... close?’



| shook my head. “We refriends. She' sagood engineer, one of the best.”

Ellaspped her juice. “It iscommon for humansto have amate, to marry. Have you ever married, Ed?’

“I ... not married, no. While | was studying for my captain’s papers, there was someone. We lived
together a couple of years, before sheleft.” | shrugged. “ Since then...”

“YS’?’

| didn’t want to tell Ellaabout thewomen I'd “known” in various ports across the Expansion. “There's
beennoone” | finished lamely.

Shenodded. “ Areyou loney?’

“Ah...” | thought about it. “No. | mean, sometimes | get abit lonesome. Don't we dl?’ | shrugged. “But
then I’ ve got you and Karrie to keep me company, haven't 17’

She nodded, and | ventured, “And you? Do you ever get lonely?’

Shelooked at me. “Lonelinessisaconcept | have yet to experience, Ed. When | am aone | access my
files, assmilate information, and learn.”

Why did | want to gather her into my arms, tell her that everything would be dl right, cherish her and
protect her and lavish upon her al thelovel knew | had within me?1 cursed myself for an old fool and
went to the bar for another drink.

When | returned, Ellasaid, “I’ ve arranged with the authorities to leave the hotel complex. | will crossthe
plain where the figures stand, as | would like to inspect them more closdly. At the sametimeI’ll be
monitoring my performance.”

“Takecare, Ella | wouldn't want...”



Sheinclined her head and said, “1 will return before any mafunction might occur, Ed. | will ensurethat |
don’t put you to the expense of having to repair me.”

| opened my mouth, but no words came.

A littlelater, sherose and sad, “1 have an gppointment with atechnician at exit seven in ten minutes.”

“I'll comewith you and watch, if you don’'t mind.”

* k k %

| could tdll from the tech’ s manner that he’ d never met an Al as beautiful as Ella, or anyone—human or
Al—who’ d wanted to cold test themsalves outside the dome. He stared at her as she removed her flight
jacket and passed it to me. She wore only her blue one-piece now, inadequate protection against the
minusfifty degress outsde.

“Y ou ready, miss?’ the tech said as he keyed the code into the hatch.

Ellanodded, smiled at me and stepped through into the airlock. The tech closed the hatch behind her.
“Takecare” | said before the hatch sealed completely.

| watched her through aviewscreen in the hatch. She turned and raised a hand. Behind her, the outer
hatch cracked and siwung open ponderoudy. A cold wind raced in, lifting astrand of Ella’ s midnight hair.

Sheturned and walked outside.

“She knowsthe entry code,” the tech said. He indicated ared panel beside the hatch. “Pressthat if
there san emergency and I’ [l come running, okay?’

He moved off down the corridor, and | took afew pacesin the opposite direction so that | could watch
Ellathrough the curving glass of the observation dome.



Shelooked tiny in that immenseice-grey landscape. The width of the plain, and the colossal night sky
above, worked to reduce her to the size of adoll as she strode across the tundratowards the first of the
dienfigures

| pressed my hands against the warm dome and stared at her, willing her to look up and back and see me
there, watching her. | wanted her to know that | cared.

Shedidn’t look back, but stared straight ahead as she marched up to the figure of the mother and halted.

The gght of Ellaout there, so warm and vitd in alandscape so inimical, pulled a something within me
and | wanted to cry out to her to come back. | glanced at my watch. Just three minutes had el apsed since
her exit.

| stared at her for thefirst Sgn of the effect of the cold, shivering limbs or blueflesh, but shedidn’t even
hug hersdlf. By now, ahuman out there would have been on hiskneesin frozen agony.

She stood and stared at the mother figure, for dl theworld asif shewere saring at an exhibitina
museum.

“Quitesomegd, our Ella” Karriesaid.

| turned. Karrie was watching Ellathrough the glass, her expression neutrd.

“What are you doing here?’

Shedidn’'t look at me. “ Just making sure your investment doesn’'t come to any harm, Ed.”

| let asecond passbeforel said, “1 don't see Ellathat way, Karrie.”

Under her breath she said, “And haven't | noticed....”

“Andwhat,” | said evenly, “do you mean by that?’



She laughed. “Y ou think | haven’t noticed the way you look at her, Ed? Sometimes| don’t know
whether to help you close your mouth or mop up your sdiva”

“If you think | hired her because—"

“I think you hired her because we needed aco-pilot,” Karrie said. “But since then you' ve let biology
override your brain. Ed, for chrissake, it'san Al, arobot. Okay, it might look like sex-on-legs, but
underneath that it’sjust amore powerful version of the ship’s smartware core.”

| said, “1 don't think so, Karrie.”

Shejust looked a me, pityingly.

“She might have started out as nothing more than a series of integrated circuits,” | said, “but she' sgained
something over the past month.”

“Something?’ she sneered.

“Humeanity,” | said.

“Jesus Chrig, ligento him.”

“And,” | went on, “that’ swhy I"’m concerned about what’ s happening to her out there.”

She placed ahand on my shoulder with patronizing mock-solicitude. “ Oh, Ed, don’t be concerned.
Look, if it freezesto death we just unfreezeit, reboot it, and it’ [l be asgood as new. Or if itsbod
becomes acorpsicle, we just go back to the manufacturer and order another one—one with bigger tits, if
you want.”

“Fuck off, Karriel”



“Grow up, Ed. | don't like seeing you act like afourteen-year-old.”

| closed my eyesbriefly. “Just go away, Karrie. Leave meaone.”

She held up pdmsasif hating ataxi-ing shuttle. “Hey, I'm going. I'm gone. Givethe girl abig, warm hug
when she gets back, okay?’

| turned back to the glasswall and stared out, my pulseracing.

As| watched, astrange thing happened out there on the ice. From her giff, frozen posture, Ella moved,
and | redlized what she was doing. Her pose imitated that of the alien mother asit reached out in the
universa gesture of supplication toward its stranded infant.

She held the pose for perhaps a minute, then moved suddenly and paced across the tundratoward the
smaller dien form. She turned, facing the dome now, and held out both armsin aslent, physical echo of
the petrified dien child.

| lifted ahand and held it againgt the screen, wanting her to seethat | was ill here.

| wondered what she was doing—if, as| guessed, she was attempting in her own way to empathize with
the plight of the dien beings some ten millenniadeed....

Then she broke the posture, turned on her heel and began walking away from the dome. | checked my
watch. She' d been out there for more than twenty minutes.

| wanted to call her back, tell her that enough was enough, that it wastimeto call ahdlt.

She waked and walked until she became atiny diver of sky blue against the blackness of space, and
then she disappeared over the horizon and my heart began alabored thudding.

| waited, expecting at any second to see her emerge over the horizon and walk back towards the dome.



| looked at my watch again. Thirty minutes.

Infiveminutes, | told mysdlf, if sheisn’t back by then I'll hit the darm pandl.

The minutestrickled past, with no sgn of Ellaon the horizon.

| could stand no more. | hit the darm.

* * % %

A minute later the tech came running, as good as hisword, and Karrie was with him.

“Thought you couldn’'t giveashit?’ | said.

Shelooked a me. “I don't liketo seeyou like this, Ed. What happened?’

| explained the situation and the tech nodded. “ There' sabuggy in the garage aong the corridor,” he said.
“There sacouple of suitsin the buggy if we need to get out.”

We were already hurrying along the corridor. We came to a hatch and the tech keyed the code. The
door did open and we stepped into a cavernous chamber.

Karrie hadted on the threshold. “I’ll stay here, Ed. She'll be okay, okay?’

| looked &t her. “Do you care?’

“Ed,” shesaid, “I care about you.”

| turned quickly and climbed into the buggy beside the tech. Seconds later he revved the engine and
nosed the vehicle from the garage. Asit bucked over the frozen, uneven surface, | found an atmosphere
suit and sruggled intoit.



“Where' d you say you last saw her?’

| indicated the horizon and we doughed around, spraying aspindrift of ice crystas, and accel erated
towards the point where Ella had vanished.

We climbed adight rise and cameto the crest. The buggy halted. | leaned forward, heart in my mouth,
and scanned the desolate plain that stretched away for miles below us.

“Therel” | cried.

Shewasadot of color in an otherwise empty plain.

The tech gunned the engine and the buggy surged down the incline, kicking spray. My heart was thudding
and | stared at thetiny figure, willing it to move. She was very gill and, worse, | saw as we gpproached
within acouple of hundred meters, she was on her knees.

So Ellawas astate of the art Al, and what Karrie had said was right, wasn't it? That whatever damage
Ellasuffered out here would be fine because she was, when dl was said and done, merely amachine
which could be repaired, rebooted...?

But | knew that was garbage. Ellawas athinking, fedling intelligence, abeing who learned from
experience ... awoman who strove to comprehend the emotions of others—even diens—so that she
might come to some understanding of what it was to be caring and compassionate, so that she might,
ultimately, become humean.

Or was| kidding mysdlf?

The buggy approached her, and she was as till as the frozen aiens back on the plain, and aterrible
thought occurred to me. What if the cold had redlly killed her, not just her body, but her mind; what if it
had wiped the identity of the being | knew as Ella?

The tech braked the buggy and | cracked the hatch and legpt out. Even the atmosphere suit did nothing
to amdiorate the first shock of the cold—it hit melike awall of stedl. | gasped a breath through the mask



and sumbled over to Ella

She was blue, her head flung back and her lips open, her eyes wide and staring, shattered with the effect
of the extreme cold.

| held her, and she moved. She stood and came into my arms, and weeping | carried her to the buggy
and laid her out asthe tech revved the engine, turned and raced back towards the hotel complex.

| hed her, willing life back into her. With her frozen eyes she sared a me blindly.

“Ed...” Shesad, her lipsmoving dowly. She whispered, “Compassion ... love ... empathy ... words, Ed.
They mean ... they have meaning.... | wastryingto...”

“Yes?' | sad, cradling her.

“There ssomething ... something | didn’t tell you, Ed.”

| just stared &t her, my heart racing. “What?’ | said.

“What | told Karrie, back in my room....”

“What?' | ssid again.

“We spoke for longer than | origindly replayed to you.”

| said, “What did you say, Ella?’

She opened her mouth, and her lips didn’t move as she relayed the dia ogue between hersdf and my
enginesr.

Ellahad sad, “1 amlearning all thetime.” A pause, then, “ You asked if | could feel affection. Well, |



am learning to feel affection, for Ed. | can respond.... If he evinces affection toward me, then
maybe | can reciprocate.”

| stared at the unmoving lips, the cheeks to which color was returning.

Karrie had made astrangled gasp, and then al was silent.

“Ella..” | said.

“I’'m sorry, Ed,” she said now.

“Sorry?’ | asked through tears of joy.

“For ... for doing what | did. For stranding myself out here. You see...” sheturned her head, her eyes
garing at me, and | wondered if some sensors within her skull could apprehend me then, “you seg, |
wanted you to come for me.”

“Ella” 1 said, pulling her to my chest and rocking with the motion of the buggy.

* * % %

Two days later welifted off from the cold testing port and orbited Nova Charon.

| lay inthe pilot’ sding, and Ella climbed onto the flight deck and sat beside me. | glanced at her,
something kicking in my heart.

She' d spent aday in the hospital on Nova Charon, then afurther day in her cabin, plugged into a
rejuvenation pod. We' d had no time aone to talk about what had happened out on theice, or inthe
buggy on the way back.

Now | reached acrossto her, but she withdrew her hand.



“Hlg?

She sad, “Whilel wasin the rejuvenation pod, Ed, | ran ascrubbing program.”

| stared at her. “What...”’

“An erasure procedure,” she explained. “The version of Ellabefore this one thought long and hard about
what happened. ‘I’ wanted it banished. ‘I’ wanted al memory of what had happened out there on theice
erased from my cache. ‘I’ |eft areminder to mysdlf to tell you, Ed. ‘I’ said, ‘sorry.””

“Ella” | said, achasm opening in my chest.

“And something else*I’ wanted to tell you. The old Ellasaid, ‘ To be humanisto know pain.” Doesthat
make sense, Ed?’

| stared &t her, at her full lips, at her Indian eyes, at the sablefall of hair around her shoulders, and |
nodded. “Perfect sense, Ella,” | said, and turned to look through the viewscreen at the bl of ice that was
Nova Charon. “I know exactly what she meant.”

“Good,” Ellasaid, and smiled.

Seconds later Karrie swung hersaf onto the flight deck and took her ding. “Main-drive engaged,
auxiliaries sepping down.”

“Shdl | take usout of here, E?’ Ellaasked matter of factly.

“Lay in the co-ordinates for Epsilon Centauri,” | said, and stared into the void as we phased out.






