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	Editorial

	R. Leigh Hennig

	 

	I’ve spent a lot of time this month talking with people, requesting reviews, generating interest, and participating in interviews. I’d like to thank everyone that’s given Bastion a chance. As I’ve repeated many times before, we’re a contributor oriented publication. That means, among other things, that a big part of our mission is to help promote our authors. When someone gives me an opportunity to speak about the magazine, or when they provide us with a (honest) review, it’s not just Bastion they’re helping out, it’s the people whose stories we publish. That means something to us, and I know that both the Bastion staff and our authors are grateful. 

	I don’t want to spend too much time talking about things not entirely unique to May’s issue, so I’ll go on. 

	I’ve been reading a lot of themed anthologies lately, not by any conscious decision on my part to read themed collections, but just because the things I’ve picked up that appeared interesting just happened to be themed. It’s funny how things like that sometimes work out by themselves. June’s issue has turned out a bit like that: unintentionally themed. There’s still a good bit of variety in this issue, but I don’t think you’ll be able to read this issue and not conclude that “broken people” is something that comes up repeatedly. 

	It’s not that the staff is blind to the balance of the issue, however. In between some of the darker pieces, we’ve managed to find and insert some really charming stories about life. Even with these, you still won’t need to look hard to find the reoccurrence of “broken people.” I believe you’ll be pleasantly surprised. 

	This month, Kurt Bachard (appearing in Bastion for the second time – you may recall “That World Up There” from April’s issue) deftly relates the consequences of isolation in “Two Gentlemen.” Jenna Bilbrey has her own take on isolation, or rather, the unexpected connections that things can make in “Compile Sensory Information and Extrapolate.” Melanie Marttila’s perfectly visceral descriptions of one species trying to reach out to another are expertly told in “The Broken Places.” In keeping with communication and relating to other people (or things), Benjamin Sperduto’s “The Tree” is as touching as it is thoughtful. If you’re the kind of person who appreciates action and working with your hands, then “Bartleby, the Robot Killer: A Story of Difference Street” by Alex Livingston won’t let you down. “Miracle of Asteroid Camp 88” by Michael Andre-Driussi is a more optimistic rendition of the transformative powers of new life, and an excellent break from some of the grittier tales we have. Finally, in “Past Imperfect”, Dominic Dulley explores responsibility, and how deep the connections go between who we are and who we might have been. 

	I think that’s enough for now. Enjoy!  

	



	


Two Gentlemen

	Kurt Bachard

	 

	He walks through a blizzard on a mountainous frozen landscape, snow clinging to the padded shoulders of his environmental suit.

	Modelled after the fashion of his long-deceased creator, wearing a brown tweed blazer beneath the suit, a frostbitten handlebar moustache behind the visor, Hanson Fuller resembles a noble Victorian whose missives once saved the sanity of lonely men. As he makes the long trek back, clutching two envelopes with indifferent determination, something inside him turns over and changes. He feels a strange stirring as light and insubstantial as the kiss of a departing ghost.

	 

	#

	 

	I had been waiting eagerly inside the warm dome, and immediately I noticed something different in the android’s demeanour.

	"What happened?”

	As the visor hissed open, a shivering Hanson sighed, his steam of breath melting the icicles hanging from the tip of his pointed nose. "These are yours," he said, ignoring the question. 

	He shoved the two yellow plastic envelopes at my midsection, before leaving a palpable misery lingering in his wake. 

	Hanson's odd, irascible manner was farthest from my mind once I held the envelopes. As I read the familiar, informal address I had grown to love, I remembered the final words of my latest epistle, the one Hanson had so recently dispatched. I had written "With love, your friend, David", which seemed to me as poignant as Amen at the end of a Psalm.

	 

	#

	 

	Troubled by Hanson's apparent change, I sought him out.

	I found him standing on the bridge over the treatment tanks, staring down moodily into frothing waters. Somewhere turbines whined their dying notes.

	"Why did you shove the envelopes at me earlier?" 

	After a long pause, when it seemed I might have to repeat myself, Hanson tried to explain his unusual conduct.

	"I've been thinking about all the people I knew here. Dr. Weller, Dr. Clair, Nurse Goldsmith. I miss them all." His sigh sounded as earnest as that of any human.

	I stared at him thoughtfully, wondering if the android's loneliness could ever be real. Even if not, Hanson's mental equilibrium mattered. Without him, the mail bullet was lost. I would never find it out there in those vast unforgiving white wastes. The cold would freeze my heart while I wandered in vain, forever searching. I mulled this over a moment. 

	"I have a proposal," I said at last. "Why don't I give you one of my old letters to read? You could imagine it's addressed to you and when you read it, I'm sure you'll feel better."

	This seemed a most compassionate and clever solution, and I was grinning proudly at my high-mindedness until Hanson replied with cold ingratitude.

	"No. That won't do," he said. "I would prefer that you let me have one of your unopened letters."

	"That's out of the question."

	"Please," begged Hanson, forming a steeple with his hands. 

	Frowning at the gesture I felt he had no right to use, I walked away, disgusted and annoyed. 

	 

	#

	 

	By evening, plagued by my conscience and the vivid memory of Hanson's impassioned plea, I decided I would submit to the android’s request, but just this once. 

	One letter only. Just this once.

	Informing a friend back home of the event, I wrote at my desk in my quarters, and ended by writing: 

	"With concern, David." 

	Days later, the mail bullet conveyed my words back to Earth.

	 

	#

	 

	Almost perversely, the day began routinely. After my usual stroll around the decaying dome, I wandered down to the gardens during mid-morning. Here, I sat in the wilting grass, close by the sputtering fountain, to compose a letter I had been putting off for some time. 

	Later, in the evening, I told Hanson of my decision to let him have one of my letters in the next post, and together we took the trip down to the airlock to watch the powdery sky for the mail bullet's arrival. We talked little along the way, forced pleasantries, but Hanson stuttered, barely able to contain his excitement at the prospect of receiving mail. 

	Presently the bullet arrived, a spangled blue blur amid the white. Hanson, grasping my most recently composed letter in hand, dashed off, as excited as a child let out to play after being cooped up all winter. 

	He returned hours later from the caldera of the bullet's crash landing, grinning behind the visor, and panting to catch his breath. 

	He was holding two envelopes, one he offered to me, the other he kept back for himself.

	Sticking to our agreement, I resisted the urge to demand both letters. Even so, it was more difficult than I had anticipated. I had not expected to feel such an overwhelming sense of loss, a burning tightness in my chest like bereavement. Long after Hanson had returned to his room, I stood in the airlock, looking out at the vast bleached emptiness, worried and depressed. 

	 

	#

	 

	I found it impossible to settle. Agitated, I rose from my bunk, the letter from a friend crumpled in my hand. 

	Having read the letter enough times to grow tired of it, I put it aside and left the room, heading down the deserted halls to the android’s quarters.  

	Hanson was reposing on his bunk, leisurely reading the letter from the other half of the week's mail. 

	I coughed self-consciously from the doorway: "Well, what does it say?" 

	Hanson did not lift his head to look up; instead, he slowly lowered the letter, face down, to his chest and held it there. 

	His actions seem almost childish, I thought, unable to resist grinding my teeth; and yet more, Hanson looked stupidly sheepish, an embarrassed teenager fawning over a lover's note, his eyes languid, dreamy. 

	"Well?" I demanded hotly.

	"It's personal," said Hanson.

	I had a sudden disturbing flash of intuition that Hanson wanted the letter only because he knew I needed it. 

	Dog in the Manger, I thought, and, squinting, decided to try a little reverse-psychology on my adversary. I shrugged noncommittally, pretending indifference. 

	"Well, okay," I said, but my voice cracked. "I thought it might give us something to talk about, but anyway..."

	The trouble was I cared. I cared obsessively. I had read my letter twenty times; I knew it by memory. Only then, I realized (with an awful gut-aching species of shock) that for all my proud independence, once boasting I could live alone at the edge of the universe, my survival depended on the missives I received.

	Replete with joyful or sorrowful sentiments, with thrilling words of affection or hope, they saved me from a soul-destroying isolation. I knew men had been saved by messages in bottles. Well, these were my messages in my bottles. Hanson had no claim on them. 

	I gripped the doorframe with blazing emotion, shaking. It no longer mattered if that other letter contained bad news, or even platitudes of the commonest kind. No, what mattered was that I had it, read it, and knew what it contained. 

	"It is absolutely imperative that I read what is in that letter." My words felt like metal balls in my mouth, heavy, dull. I wanted to sound firm, with a note of command, yet not desperate. "Hanson, my well-being depends on my reading that letter." 

	The logic in Hanson's retort was faultless. "My well-being depends upon it too. Besides, I cannot return the letter to you, nor can I tell you what is written in it, since that would defeat the purpose, aside from breaking our agreement." As he stood, he folded the letter neatly, reverently, and slipped it back into its plastic envelope, which he placed with equal solemn reverence into his outside jacket pocket. 

	I stood dumfounded as he pushed by me on his way out of the room.

	 

	#

	 

	Perplexed, and like a sailor drunk at sea, I lurched along the corridor, returning to my quarters in frustration. 

	I kept all of my old letters in a trunk, which I pulled out and threw open. The letters, on green, blue, pink, and white parchment looked as tender as a bird’s wings. I pulled them out, one by one, and, reclining on my bunk, went through them, attempting to read them methodically, from the first heart-warming words of "Dear David" to their last. 

	Nevertheless, I could not reabsorb their love or their life; a letter once read is like a small death. My eyes passed blindly over the words, my mind hazing over, thinking back to that other letter and of what it might contain. 

	Perhaps the letter was from Sandra, a wretched confession at last that she no longer wanted to wait for me on Earth; in her last letter, reading between the lines, I had sensed her coming close to refuting our love, that in the absence of her lover, love's tide had grown weaker. 

	If the letter was from Maugham, perhaps he had revealed the reason for his dismissal from his university post, about which he too had hinted.

	Perhaps the letter was one of those heart-breaking little efforts I received from time to time from Flic, the word Daddy scribbled in primary-colored crayons that she would soon outgrow, sadly, beyond my sight.

	Losing touch with them would prove to be an intolerable misery. Knowing this, I threw my old letters down on the bed and got up determinedly to find Hanson.

	 

	#

	 

	I discovered him in the wilting gardens, sitting by the fountain.

	He was deeply engrossed in the beautiful act of reading the missive, a faraway look in his grey eyes as he saw far beyond the words on the paper, to Earth in the blink of an eye. 

	Jealously, I was seized by an overpowering sense of propriety, a feeling so strong it made me tremble. "Hand it over, robot. Give it to me. Right now!" 

	The threat in my voice broke the android's enchantment. He stood up, alert and defensive. “No,” he said, and refusing to relinquish his treasure, returned it to the envelope stowed away in his jacket pocket.

	"Fuller, listen to me." I was menacingly calm, falsely diplomatic, and desperate. "After that dumb mail-runner bot broke down, you were programmed to locate the mail bullet, ordered to deposit and retrieve mail from it, but that's all there is to it. That is all. Your job is to maintain that lifeline. For me. Not for you. For me. Do you understand me? You're exceeding your orders. Your cogs are spinning so fast I can almost see the steam. Now, do what you're duty bound to do and hand over that letter to me."

	"The letter belongs to me," said Hanson with inarguable simplicity. 

	But I had moved beyond argument. Almost blindly, and quivering in every muscle, I stepped forward and reached into the android’s pocket, my fingers rooting for the envelope. 

	Hanson grabbed hold of my wrist and held it. Though not designed for strength, the force in his grip made me wince.  

	His eyes glowed, glassy with madness or spite. "You are attempting to steal mail," he said, "which means I am within my rights as a postal officer, since Earth law operates here by proxy, to carry out a citizen's arrest." 

	“Let go of my wrist, Hanson.”

	Hanson began to quote the ancient postal regulation with great deliberation, all the time increasing the pressure of his grip.  

	A bone in my wrist cracked. I cried out, struggled to escape. By twisting, I contrived to push Hanson’s forearm up under his chin, forcing his head back.

	Then I leaned against his windpipe. I held my position. We fought silently, merely grunting, for about a minute, until, by degrees, the grip on my wrist began to loosen. The pain of the break faded to a dull throb. I become aware of the sharp edge of the plastic envelope against the fingertips of my other hand. 

	I snatched the envelope out of Hanson’s pocket…and held my prize for mere seconds before Hanson clawed for it, forcing me to let go. 

	With renewed determination, I clamped my hands around his throat and shoved him back against the fountain wall. 

	Hanson's attempt to throw off his attacker, by bucking his body against the weight, served only to madden me further. My grip tightened. I forced Hanson back farther, pushing his head into the fountain's pool.

	Spluttering, the android clawed for my eyes, but my reach protected me, and soon Hanson's resistance died.

	As his arms flopped limply by his sides, I released him. 

	Hanson's body hung backwards over the fountain wall. His wet eyes stared up blindly, lifelessly, from the water, which lapped at the swollen tongue protruding from his open mouth. 

	Forgotten in the fight, and having fallen from its envelope, the letter floated beside the android's face. 

	Panting, and feeling no horror, only triumph, I fished the soggy paper out of the water and made an effort to unfold it with hands that would not remain still. 

	The letter was so much papier mache, of blue ink and yellow paper, that the horror of this awful reality sent a wave of coldness up the small of my back. I heard the monotonous thumping of the turbines as though pounding in my brain. 

	 I balled up the mushy paper that was once something more and threw it down, and in so doing, I noticed the envelope in Hanson’s right fist. Urgently, I pried open the stiff fingers and pulled the envelope from the death-grip. 

	My hands trembled as I held the envelope up to my face to read the address.

	My friend's handwriting was at once easily recognisable, but something was amiss. The envelope was not addressed to me, but marked "Dear Hanson Fuller, Good Friend..."

	 

	#

	 

	The far off flash, and the spill of snow, signals the mail bullet's arrival. I stand behind the glass, gloomily, looking out at the vast snowy desert. Without the android’s unique ability to track and home in on the bullet, it will remain where it falls, lost, stricken. Snow will bury it. The letters inside will remain unread, and like the truth in a buried man's heart, forever a mystery.

	I drop from my fingers my latest composition, nestled in its little plastic envelope.

	I wrote the following words, aware they would never be read, yet compelled to write them anyway: 

	"If only you had told me first in a letter. If only you had told me, dear friend, that my mention of Hanson's loneliness had touched you, made you pity him enough to write him a letter of his own. Then I would have known and understood. Now I am lost. Friend, without your words, I will not survive."

	 

	 

	###

	 

	 

	Kurt Bachard lives in South London, UK, where he was raised by stray dogs. A Pushcart Prize Nominee, his fiction and non-fiction have appeared in numerous publications, including the Black Quill Nominated Shroud Magazine, Underground Voices, Suddenly Lost In Words, and Ryga: A Journal of Provocations. He's currently looking for an agent/publisher for his first novel, with seven others in the pipeline. He can be reached at bachard.wordpress.com

	 

	 


Past Imperfect

	Dominic Dulley

	 

	Huritt Guerra took the past life test on a Tuesday morning. When the techs were done with him he went back to work, the taste of the syrupy root still coating his mouth. It was unpleasantly sweet, like overripe melon.

	There was fresh graffiti on the rust-streaked walls of the Indigene Center when he arrived. At first the anti-Indi slogans angered Huritt, but after working there for a few months he was coming to understand the prejudice. The Indis were just so...limp. He wanted to slap them, scream ‘do something!’ Anything would be better than their apathetic indifference, the mute acceptance of their fate. He stared gloomily at the shelter, wondering why he was still working there. He was as bad as they were.

	Except he wasn’t, not really. He’d actually done something about it. When the Assembly had announced the trials, he’d been intrigued by the idea of a past life test. The nagging feeling had always been there, that something was wrong with his life, that he wasn’t fulfilling his potential. Maybe finding out who he’d been in previous incarnations would point him in a new direction, open up new possibilities. If he’d been successful at something in a previous life, perhaps he could be again in this one. At least it might get me out of the damned shelter. He opened the door and went inside.

	There were only a few of them in today, their bodies stretched across the couches as they watched a kids’ show on the central holo unit. Huritt had never been to Earth, but his parents had lived on a reservation in Nevada. They always showed him nature documentaries when he was a child. The first time he’d seen an otter he was struck by the similarity to the Indis. Aside from longer limbs and a shorter tail it was really just their size that set them apart. In Brychon’s low gravity most of them stood more than seven feet tall on their hind legs.

	Huritt spotted Jane gutting a calarey in the kitchen area and walked over, crinkling his nose. The spiny fish smelt like garbage left out in the sun too long, but the Indis were particularly fond of them.

	“How’d it go?” she asked, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand and leaving a smear of blood. She was a mousey woman, her face pinched with the stress of keeping the shelter running on a shoestring.

	“Fine,” he said. “They mushed up some kind of root and made me drink it, then scanned me.”

	“Palau root?” 

	He nodded, remembering the thick purple liquid.

	“I wondered if that had anything to do with it. The Indis use it in their rituals.”

	“They have rituals?” Huritt was genuinely surprised.

	Jane frowned. “Maybe if you paid more attention to their customs you’d connect with them more. They have a holy caste who can sense the past lives of anyone who chews the root. I guess we’ve finally built a machine that can do the same thing.” She looked at him. “You don’t seem very excited, Huritt. Most people would feel like they’d won the lottery if they were selected for the first round of trials. Why did you apply, anyway?”

	“Just curious, I guess,” Huritt lied. “Who wouldn’t want to know about their previous incarnations?”

	“Me, for one,” said Jane. “It’s who I am now that’s important.” Huritt rolled his eyes. “When will you find out?”

	 “Later today,” he said. “They’re running my results through a database of medical records.”

	“Records from Brychon?”

	“And Earth, and the other colonies.” 

	“So, who do you hope you were? Gandhi? Bill Gates? Shen Wei?”

	Huritt wondered why the question made him feel so anxious. It was a relief when Jane became distracted by the holo. She frowned and he followed her gaze to see the kids’ show had given way to the midday news. Governor DeSilva was speaking to a forest of multi-colored microphones.

	“What’s that bastard up to now?” she muttered.

	Huritt smiled. He didn’t share Jane’s disgust with the governor’s policies, though he’d never admit it. Sometimes, DeSilva made a good point.

	“Aonyr,” said Huritt, addressing the nearest Indi. “Could you turn this up, please?”

	Her long body was sprawled across an entire sofa, silky brown fur streaked with white hairs. She turned her streamlined head toward him and her black eyes blinked slowly.

	“Yes, Mister Huritt,” she said, lisping like all the Indis did when they spoke English. She picked up the holo remote, holding it deftly in her prehensile claws, and increased the volume.

	 “No, no, no,” said DeSilva, a disarming smile on his even features. He wore a pinstriped suit with matching tie and pocket handkerchief, the graying hair at his temples lending him a distinguished air. “The notion that these facilities are internment camps couldn’t be further from the truth. Let’s be honest here, it may not be politically correct to say it, but allowing the Indigenes to remain in our cities is not helping them. On the contrary, it’s denuding what remains of their cultural identity. It’s been over fifty years since the founding of this colony, and it’s time we found a solution to the Indigene problem once and for all. My facilities provide that solution, one which will help both them and us.”

	Jane slammed her knife down. “I can’t listen to this. I’ll be in the office if you need me.” She stormed away.

	On the holo, one of the assembled journalists thrust her microphone forward. “Verity Blunt, Brychon Intelligencer. Governor DeSilva, what is your response to the parallels being drawn between your facilities and the extermination camps set up by the Butcher of Brychon during the Indigene War?”

	DeSilva frowned. “Ms. Blunt, I find comments of that nature deeply offensive and I won’t dignify it with an answer. Now, if you’ll all excuse me, I’m due at an Assembly meeting.”

	Huritt walked over to the holo and muted it. Aonyr’s eyes followed him. It was difficult to read her expression, but something seemed to be bothering her.

	“Is something wrong?”

	She blinked in the lazy way the Indis had. “Will we have to leave the shelter, Mister Huritt?”

	Huritt sighed. “I hope not, Aonyr. Some people want to close us down. They think that you and the other Indis should go and live together, away from us.”

	“In camps.”

	“No…well, kind of. But it’s not going to happen. We’re going to stop them.”

	“I was in a camp once,” said Aonyr. “I won’t go back.”

	She cocked her head to one side, eyes narrowing as she searched his face. 

	The shelter’s door opened, and Huritt turned to see a policeman standing there.

	The officer spotted him and walked over. His badge read ‘Collins.’

	“Huritt Guerra?”

	Huritt nodded, more curious than concerned.

	“Will you come with me, please, Mr. Guerra?”

	“What’s this about, officer?”

	Collins’s face gave nothing away. “Don’t make this difficult, sir.”

	A thread of doubt wormed its way into Huritt’s chest. “I’m not making anything difficult. I just want to know what’s going on. Are you arresting me?”

	“I can if you want me to, sir.”

	“On what charge?”

	Collins looked uncomfortable. “Past life crimes.”

	Huritt blinked. “What?”

	“I need you to come with me, sir. I’m sure we can sort everything out at the station.”

	“Past life crimes?” said Huritt. “What the hell is that?”

	Collins’s hand hovered near the baton hanging from his belt. “When the results of your test came back, the lab contacted the Assembly immediately.”

	“Why?” demanded Huritt. “Who was I?”

	Collins glanced around the shelter. A handful of Indis, including Aonyr, were watching the exchange. He lowered his voice. “I really think it would be better to do this at the station.”

	“No,” said Huritt. “Why are you arresting me? What am I supposed to have done? Who was I?”

	Collins’s hand closed on the handle of his baton. When he spoke his eyes were fixed on the Indis. “Your most recent incarnation was Major Feodor Karcher.”

	Huritt almost laughed, but the look on Collins’s face stopped him. “You’re kidding, right? This has to be a mistake.”

	A murmur ran through the Indis. He glanced nervously at them.

	“Perhaps you’re right,” he told Collins. “Let’s sort this out at the station.”

	The policeman looked relieved. They hurried to the door.

	“Mister Huritt?”

	Huritt turned to see Aonyr towering over him.

	“You have taken the root.” Her black eyes pierced him, gazing deep into his soul. “It’s true,” she breathed. “You are Major Karcher.”

	He shook his head. “No, it’s a mistake. I’m not him, I could never—”

	“The root does not lie.” Aonyr’s voice was strained. “You are the Butcher.” 

	Huritt backed away. He’d never heard an Indi speak in that tone before.

	Collins stepped between them, baton in hand.

	“No,” said Huritt, trying to keep his voice calm. “Aonyr, you know me. You must believe I’m not...wasn’t him.”

	Aonyr growled. It was a primal sound. Her lips drew back over her teeth, transforming her usually placid face into a feral snarl.

	Collins raised his baton. “Stand back!”

	Huritt edged towards the door.

	Aonyr lunged forward, claws extended. Collins swung his baton, then screamed as she raked his face. The baton clattered to the ground and he fell back, clutching his shredded cheek.

	On the holo behind them, Huritt saw his own face appear. It was a bad photo. The caption beneath it read ‘The Butcher Reborn?’ His chest tightened. This was unbelievable, the world had gone mad.

	Aonyr took a step towards him, and he fled.

	He burst out of the shelter, blinking in the sunlight. It was a beautiful day on Brychon, the pale blue sphere of the gas giant Pertinax dominating the sky. A HoloV barge was moored on the canal out front, a petite woman talking to an engineer rigging an antenna array on its upper deck. She whirled round as Huritt appeared and he recognized her face from the news report.

	She hurried over, fumbling with a microphone. “Mr. Guerra? Verity Blunt, Brychon Intelligencer. How do you feel about being accused of past life crimes?”

	He pushed past her onto the narrow canal path, cursing whoever had leaked this to the press. Aonyr emerged from the shelter and spotted him immediately. Huritt took off along the path in long, loping strides, glancing back to see the Indi dive gracefully beneath the water’s oily surface. Huritt stumbled, recovered and redoubled his pace. The water was the Indis’ natural habitat, and he knew how rapidly they could cut through it.

	Ahead, the canal merged with the Westwater, one of the city’s major thoroughfares. Huritt’s boots rang on a metal footbridge as he crossed onto a wider path. He scanned the water from the bridge but there was no sign of Aonyr.

	There was more water traffic here, twin decked commuter boats and sleek convertibles, sedans and long barges laden with grain. A battered hydrofoil roared past in the opposite direction then slowed quickly, sinking into its bow-wave as the driver reversed his thrusters and began to turn.

	Huritt ran on, heart pounding as he entered the commercial district. He weaved through office workers on their lunch breaks and slowed to catch his breath, checking the busy waterway behind him. A dark shadow broke the surface and Huritt looked around desperately for help.

	The hydrofoil surged past again and cut its engines, coasting into the side of the canal on a wave that sent office workers scurrying back from the bank. One gull-wing door hissed open to reveal the driver, a squat, solid-looking man, sunlight gleaming from his bald head.

	“Get in!” he yelled, gunning the vessel’s engines.

	Aonyr erupted from the water and landed on the bank, water streaming from her glossy fur. Office workers screamed and backed away as she advanced on Huritt.

	“For fuck’s sake!” shouted the hydrofoil’s driver, craning his thick neck to look at Aonyr. “Get in here!”

	Huritt jumped onto the boat and squeezed past the driver into the passenger seat. With a last look behind him, the bald man revved the engines and roared away. Water slopped into the cabin as the door swung closed. He thrust a hand at Huritt, skillfully conning the hydrofoil with the other. His arm was covered in thick black hair, a heavy gold chain around his wrist.

	“I’m Lynch,” he said, grinning. “Pleased ta meetcha.”

	Huritt shook his hand and winced. Lynch had a grip like a hydraulic vise. He looked out of the rear window, still panting. “Thanks for stopping.”

	“Hell, son, it’s the least I could do.”

	“Well, not everyone would have helped.”

	Lynch barked a humorless laugh. “You got that right. This colony is going to hell in a handbasket if you ask me.” He slipped the hydrofoil through a narrow gap between two barges, raising his middle finger to one of the skippers as he went. “You know I haven’t worked in two years? Wife upped and left me. Bitch. Said I wasn’t trying hard enough.” He snorted. “I says to her, I says, ‘there ain’t no jobs anymore, not since they started hiring those goddamn sleeks.’ Fuckin’ Indis work for half the money and don’t have no union. What do they need money for anyways? They wus living in the sea before we came here. You had the right idea with them camps of yours.”

	A chill crept up Huritt’s spine. “Excuse me?”

	“The camps,” said Lynch, glancing at him. “Where you gassed them fuckers.”

	“That wasn’t me.”

	“Yeah, it was,” Lynch insisted. “You’re all over the news, man. You’re the Butcher of Brychon.”

	 “Look,” said Huritt, struggling to keep the fear from his voice, “I don’t know what you’ve seen on the news, but I’m not...I mean I was, but—” He stopped, not sure who he was anymore. He needed time to think, to figure all this out.

	“Hey, don’t sweat it.” Lynch swung the powerful craft into a quieter canal lined with warehouses and slowed a little. “You’re safe with us.”

	“Us?”

	“Yeah. There ain’t too many of us right now, but once the people find out you’re back they’ll come flocking to the banner.”

	“Wait, I’m not ‘back,’” said Huritt, then paused. “What banner?”

	“The Butcher’s banner. Those sleeks’ll shit ’emselves when they get a load of you. And this time we’ll do things properly, finish the job once and for all. Wipe the fuckers out.”

	Huritt looked away to hide his terror. He had to get out of the boat before Lynch took him to meet his lunatic friends. Surely they’d left Aonyr behind by now? If he could just get out of the hydrofoil he would find the nearest policeman and hand himself in. At least he’d be safe in custody while they sorted everything out. He couldn’t be held accountable for what he’d done in a previous life. Could he?

	 “Slow down,” he told Lynch.

	The bows settled into the water as Lynch eased back on the throttles. He smiled knowingly. “I gotcha. You want it to catch us, don’t you?” He reached inside his jacket and pulled out a blocky little handgun. “Here, use this.”

	“No!” protested Huritt, horrified.

	“Go on, take it. I have plenty more.”

	“No. Just stop the boat.”

	Lynch frowned. “What, here?”

	“Yes. Look, this is all happening too fast. I need to think.”

	The rumble of the engines died away as Lynch closed the throttles. He watched Huritt expectantly.

	A loud thud came from the bows and the boat rocked violently. The windshield shattered, showering Huritt with broken glass. He saw Aonyr crouching on the deck outside, hissing at him. Lynch yelped with fear and raised his gun. Huritt flinched, the shot deafening in the cramped cabin, and when he opened his eyes Aonyr was gone. Lynch thrust the gun out through the broken windshield, searching for her. He looked terrified.

	Huritt scrabbled at the door release, his ears ringing. The gull-wing swung up and he rolled out of the boat and into the canal. He gasped as he hit the cold water, sinking beneath the surface. He could hardly see his hand in front of his face as he twisted around in the murk, trying to get his bearings. The hydrofoil’s twin keels loomed above him and the world turned upside down as its engines burst into life, sending him tumbling in a maelstrom of bubbles. The vessel shot away, thrusting him into the canal wall. His head struck stone, lights flashing behind his eyes. Stagnant water filled his mouth and choked him. His panicked thrashing became weaker as his vision darkened.

	The last thing Huritt remembered before passing out was a black shape moving through the water towards him.

	 

	#

	 

	Consciousness returned slowly. Huritt’s head was splitting, his throat raw and a foul taste coating his mouth. He opened his eyes a crack but the light sent more pain lancing through his head. When he tried to raise a hand to shade his eyes something prevented him. He tried again, pulling harder, then braved the light and looked down to see that he was bound to a chair, secured by packing tape at his wrists and ankles.

	“Mister Huritt.”

	His head snapped up. Aonyr stood over him. They were in a dusty warehouse, surrounded by broken packing cases.

	“Aonyr.” The word rasped in his throat. “Why are you doing this?”

	Her face was calmer now and she seemed sad, very different from the feral creature that had pursued him. “I was a cub when you came to our world,” she said at last. “I remember our lives then, before your cities and boats and aeroplanes. Before you ploughed up half our world and planted crops we cannot eat. Before you scared the fish away so we became dependent on your charity. We had a good life before you came.”

	“I know,” said Huritt. “I’m sorry, but that’s why we have the shelters. We’re not all like that. Some of us want to help you.”

	She bowed her head. “How will you help us? Will you give us back our land? Our oceans? Will you leave Brychon? Leave your cities and the crops you sell to other worlds? I don’t think so. You say you want to help us, but you’re the same as all the rest.”

	“You’re wrong. Back on Earth, my parents lived on a reservation. Our land was taken, just like yours.” 

	“Then they should have known better.”

	“Maybe,” admitted Huritt. “But I was born here. I had no choice.”

	“The Butcher had a choice.”

	“I’m not him!” shouted Huritt, frustration spilling over into anger. “Why won’t you listen to me?”

	“I was in a camp for two years,” said Aonyr. “Always hungry, always sick. I begged my parents for food, blamed them for starving me. Only later did I realize they had given me everything they had, keeping nothing for themselves. I watched them grow weaker, fading away. Then one day the soldiers took them. Your soldiers. My mother hid me when they came.”

	“I don’t know what to say.”

	“What can you say?”

	Huritt strained at his bonds, rocking the chair. “For God’s sake, it wasn’t me! I can’t remember it. I’m only twenty four years old. I wasn’t even born when he did those things. I’m a good person.” He slumped, exhausted by his outburst. Tears pricked his eyes. “I only took the test today, I haven’t even seen the results. There must have been some kind of mistake.”

	“There was no mistake.”

	“How can you be so sure?”

	She shrugged. “You have taken the root and I can see the truth. I can see every one of your lives. I am sorry to do this, you think you are a good person, but if I let you live it will mean the end of us. Your soul is bad, rotten inside. It cannot change and you will destroy us.”

	Huritt’s cheeks felt damp. Could she be right? Was that why he’d taken the test? Had he suspected the truth, at some level, all along?

	“Even if what you say is true, killing me will just delay things. I’ll just be reincarnated again.”

	“We are an ancient people. Our seers have rituals to prevent such a thing.”

	“Are you a seer?”

	She inclined her head a little. “Some of us have the gift of seeing past lives.” She stepped toward him.

	He struggled wildly. “No! Aonyr, stop! Please!”

	She hesitated, eyes glistening. “I am sorry, Mister Huritt.” 

	He closed his eyes as she gripped the sides of his head. The sharp ends of her claws dug into his scalp. He braced himself.

	After a few seconds the pressure relaxed. Huritt opened his eyes, confused. Aonyr stood with her head cocked to one side, listening. A moment later, he heard it too: the faint roar of an engine. Aonyr whirled around as the noise grew louder.

	The warehouse door burst open with a screech of rending metal. The dented bows of Lynch’s hydrofoil slammed the door into the ground and the vessel skidded to a halt in a shower of sparks. A cloud of dust swept over them.

	Lynch clambered through the broken windshield, brandishing his pistol. He pointed it at Aonyr and fired. She grunted as the bullet tore through her shoulder, sending her spinning to the ground.

	“Stop!” yelled Huritt.

	Lynch advanced warily, keeping the gun trained on Aonyr as blood oozed from her wound. He grinned sheepishly at Huritt. “Cavalry’s here, Major. Sorry I took off, I thought I could lose the sleek and come back for you, but it didn’t work out that way.” He drew a knife and sawed through the packing tape.

	Huritt rose unsteadily to his feet.

	“Here,” said Lynch, offering him the pistol. “You finish it off.” He spat on the floor in front of Aonyr.

	Huritt took the weapon, holding it awkwardly.

	Lynch’s face was alight with anticipation. “Go on,” he urged, nudging Huritt’s arm. “Do it.”

	Aonyr looked up at Huritt. His fear had gone now, leaving a cold fury. She’d been about to kill him, and for what? Even if the test was right he wasn’t responsible for what had happened to her and her people. She was crazy to believe that—they all were. He shuddered, remembering the feel of her claws.

	“Do it,” said Lynch again.

	Huritt blinked the sweat from his eyes. The gun was heavy in his hand. He’d never held one before. It felt good, powerful. He liked it. He pointed it at Aonyr. She stiffened and raised her narrow chin, meeting his eyes. The gun wavered and Huritt swallowed, throat dry. His palms were slick with sweat.

	“Shit,” he muttered, and turned the gun on Lynch. “Give me your comm.”

	Lynch’s mouth opened then closed. His face turned a mottled red.

	“You fuckin’ traitor,” he growled, knuckles whitening as he clenched his ham-like fists.

	Huritt pointed the gun at his face. “Give me your comm.”

	For a moment he thought Lynch was going to call his bluff. It was only when Lynch’s shoulders slumped that Huritt realized he hadn’t been bluffing; he really would have shot him. Of all the things that had happened since taking the test, that scared him the most.

	Lynch fished a small communicator from his pocket and thrust it at Huritt. “This ain’t over, you son of a bitch.”

	Huritt dialed a number and held the comm to his ear, keeping the gun on Lynch.

	“Hello?” he said, glancing at Aonyr. “I need a medical unit.” 

	He looked back at Lynch.

	“And the police, please.”

	 

	#

	 

	Rain lashed the crowd of reporters waiting outside Brychon’s Assembly Building. It was an imposing structure, its seedstone colonnades and broad steps slick with water.

	“Mr. Guerra,” yelled Verity Blunt, as Huritt emerged from the building. “How do you feel now that the proposed past life crimes legislation has been thrown out?”

	Huritt smiled at the journalists from beneath his umbrella. “Relieved. The past weeks have been difficult, and I’m glad the Assembly reached the right decision. My arrest was nothing more than an emotional reaction to the results of my test. No law existed, and the whole idea of being held legally accountable for past life crimes is ridiculous. Where would such accountability stop? Would you still be married to your former widow? What about property ownership, bank accounts, pension contributions? Should I still hold the rank of major despite having never served in the military?”

	This was met with a barrage of questions, but before Huritt could respond an arm slipped round his shoulders.

	Governor DeSilva winked at him before addressing the press pack. “Please, ladies and gentlemen, don’t you think Mr. Guerra has been through enough? Give him some time to enjoy his victory.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “You speak very well, young man. Could you spare me a few minutes?”

	There was something very engaging about DeSilva in person. His good looks and easy charm made Huritt warm to him immediately. He nodded, a little awestruck.

	The governor beamed. “Excellent.” He led Huritt down the courthouse steps—effortlessly deflecting the clamoring reporters—and across the wet plaza to a luxurious river cruiser. Huritt sank into an upholstered bank of seating at the stern as the skipper got the vessel under way. 

	“Drink?” asked DeSilva, as the rain beat a tattoo on the canvas awning above their heads.

	Huritt nodded and watched him fix a couple of tall drinks. It was warm despite the rain, and ice clinked in the glass when the governor handed it to him.

	“You’ve become quite the celebrity,” said DeSilva, dropping into the seat opposite. “People are talking about you all over the colony.”

	“I don’t know why,” said Huritt. “I’m just a normal guy who had some bad luck.”

	“Bad luck? You brought an Indigene religious fanatic to justice and stuck it to the Assembly into the bargain. I wouldn’t say that’s bad luck.”

	“It’s bad luck I was the Butcher of Brychon. I’d have never taken that damn test if I’d known any of this would happen.”

	“And then where would you be? Still working for an Indi charity for minimum wage? You’re better than that.” DeSilva took a sip of his drink. “What are you going to do now?”

	Huritt sighed. “I don’t know.”

	“Will you go back to shelter?”

	Huritt couldn’t think of anything worse. He had nothing to fear from Aonyr—she’d be spending the rest of her life on a work gang on the other side of Brychon—but the rest of them would still be there, knowing who he’d been, just waiting for an opportunity. He’d be happy if he never saw another Indi again.

	DeSilva set down his drink. “Huritt—may I call you Huritt? The people know you, they like you. Your case has caught everyone’s imagination. You’re a hero.”

	“I’m no hero,” said Huritt, pleased nonetheless.

	“Don’t be modest.” DeSilva hesitated, studying Huritt’s face. “I’m running for a second term, and I want you on my team.”

	Huritt blinked. “Me? To do what?”

	“You have great things ahead of you, young man,” said DeSilva. “I want you to be my running mate. How does ‘Lieutenant Governor Guerra’ sound?”

	Huritt leaned back in his seat, stunned. The second most powerful man on Brychon. “Why me?”

	“Politics is a popularity contest, and you’re the talk of the colony. Half the people love you for standing up to the Assembly and proving you aren’t the Butcher, and the other half think you’re still him and you’re going to finish the Indis off. Either way, they’ll vote for you.”

	At least he’s being honest, thought Huritt, considering the offer. Wasn’t this exactly why he’d taken the past life test in the first place, to create new opportunities? His lips curled into a cruel smile as he thought about the shelter. As lieutenant governor he could really do something about the Indis—solve the problem once and for all.

	He raised his glass.

	“Where do I sign?”
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The Tree

	Benjamin Sperduto

	 

	Asim found the house nearly six months after he buried his mother. For three days, he observed it from the cover of the desert scrub on a nearby hill, watching for any signs of habitation. After the third day, he crept alongside the house and peeked through the windows. The dead bodies inside were in an advanced state of decay, clustered together in a single room where they accomplished their obvious suicide pact.

	It took Asim another two days to remove the bodies and empty the house of its contents. Among the refuse, he found a few useful objects and some valuable trinkets that were unlikely to be contaminated with disease. He set them aside and burned the bodies along with everything else.

	The house was in good condition structurally for a building that predated the war; the roof was intact and the walls offered substantial protection from the stinging winds. A few of the windows were broken and the floorboards creaked, but the place was sturdy enough to withstand many more years of the region’s harsh weather.

	There was a settlement to the west about half a day’s walk from the house. Asim traveled there to trade some of the things he had found in the house for more useful supplies. The village was more of an encampment than a permanent settlement. Men with weathered rifles stood watch over their tents and eyed their neighbors with the same suspicion that they directed towards Asim. Most of the people there were parasites, filthy scavengers scuttling upon the refuse of the old world.

	Asim, of course, was no different. 

	After negotiating with several traders, Asim obtained most of the supplies he needed and a few that he did not. One trader had included a handful of seeds into his deal to make the transaction more equitable. Asim was not interested in seeds, but he reluctantly agreed. His dealings with the village completed, he returned to his new home before nightfall.

	The next day, Asim planted the seeds a few yards from the house. There was a small, uncontaminated creek about a mile to the south and when he fetched water for the next few days, he gathered a little extra to pour over the seeds.

	Asim repeated this routine every other day for the next three months. After the first month, he noticed a few sprouts of green tendrils pushing through the soil of the seed site. By the end of the third month, however, the scalding winds and withering sun had squashed all but one of the saplings. The survivor’s stem had hardened with a darkly colored bark and tiny leaflets sprouted from its needle thin limbs. 

	Although Asim had seen pictures of trees in the tattered pages of his father’s crumbling books, he had never seen a real one. The scrawny sapling bore little resemblance to the majestic giants from those pictures, but he knew that it took many years, perhaps even a lifetime, for a tree to grow to such heights.

	Much of Asim’s life was fraught with boredom. Bereft of human companionship, he found himself spending whatever time he did not devote to hunting or gathering water to tending his little tree. Some days he stared at it for hours; he watched the narrow trunk bend under the force of the wind and watched the dust swirl through its scrawny branches. He wiped away the fine layer of dust several times a day and watered it regularly.

	He obtained a thin canvas tarp from a trader who wandered by his house one day and used it to cover the tree whenever a powerful windstorm swept across the land. Some of the storms were quite fierce and Asim was certain that the tree would not have survived without protection.

	After a year, the tree was nearly as high as his knee. It grew above his waist in the course of another year and by the end of the third year, it stood as tall as he. By the middle of its fourth year, Asim was spending much of his day lugging water from the nearby river back to the house. Not a single drop of rain had fallen since he arrived at the house and so daily water fetching was necessary for his own survival as much as the tree’s. But the tree now demanded so much water that he found there was less time to hunt and gather food, to maintain the house, or to tend to his clothing and other supplies. 

	There was a ruined building a few miles north of Asim’s house that had collapsed long before he arrived. The only things of value there were the wooden boards that had once formed its walls and roof. Asim walked off the distance from his house to the river and made a note of how much wood he would need to span the distance. He spent months pulling rusted nails from the boards at the old building and then laying out strips of wood to map a path to the river.

	When he had gathered enough wood, he started nailing boards together using the old nails. He started at his house and worked his way towards the river, carefully elevating the crude wooden trough every dozen yards or so with a haphazard lattice of supports. His calculations were far from perfect, though, and by the time he reached the river after nearly a year of labor, he needed to scavenge more wood to build a ladder to climb up to the trough’s mouth.

	His first attempt to send water to the house was a disaster. He had done nothing to seal the trough’s wooden seams and the first bucket of water he poured in traveled less than ten feet before leaking out the bottom to be soaked up by the dry soil. After a few frustrating attempts to tighten the seams failed, Asim went back to the house and spent several days thinking of solutions. 

	First he tried to melt the rubber soles from a pair of old shoes, but the fumes made him sick and the soles usually charred and burned before they melted. Next he tried stuffing bits of cloth into the seams but he’d nailed the boards too tightly together for him to get a strip of cloth into space between them. Finally, he resorted to packing handfuls of clay from the riverbed into the seams. The clay quickly dried and, while not entirely reliable, made the trough watertight enough to be useful. It took nearly a month to complete the job, but when he was finished, Asim had a crude, but working, irrigation system.

	Where he had once spent several hours a day hauling water back to the house, he now simply poured a few bucketfuls into the trough and let the water run down to collect in a large metal tub outside his front door. Freed from the tyranny of his water needs, Asim found more time to gather food and repair sections of the house that had deteriorated over the years. The tree, now nearly six years old and thirsty as ever, had suffered a great deal during the construction of the trough but it soon recovered and by the end of the following year it stood nearly ten feet tall. 

	Sometime during the tree’s seventh year, Asim noticed that more travelers were passing by the house than had done so in the past. Not all of them stopped to stare at the tree, but all of them gave it at least a long, considered glance. Asim watched them carefully from behind locked doors, his rifle at the ready. 

	One day he returned from the river to find a man chopping at the tree with an axe. Asim, who always carried his rifle with him, shot the stranger dead. He never knew what purpose the man had in mind. The axe had inflicted serious damage to the tree’s trunk and when it became clear that it would soon have difficulty supporting its own weight, Asim used his few remaining nails and wooden boards to fashion a set of supports. 

	In the early months of the tree’s eighth year, Asim returned from the river to find a woman seated in the tree’s ample shadow. She sat hypnotized by the movement of its branches in the wind and took no notice of Asim’s arrival. He said nothing to her and went into the house, but he continued to watch her from the upstairs window. Several hours passed and she did not move. Asim did not leave the house to hunt that day.

	When the sun rose the next day, the woman was still there. Asim fetched a bucket and offered to let her water the tree. She accepted and he left for the day to gather food. When he returned, she was still there. She remained there with him from that day forward.

	With Lillian’s arrival, Asim could finally venture farther away from the house without fear of thieves or another madman with an axe. He taught her to shoot and gave her his spare rifle when he traveled to collect food or trade with nearby settlements. Asim rarely visited the small village to the west, but he did make lengthy journeys to distant trading posts that peddled artifacts of the old world. On one journey he found a book that contained information on trees, but since neither he nor Lillian could read, it was of little use. He always looked for seeds, but the ones he found were useless, dried out husks.

	The tree was over twenty feet tall by its tenth year. Every spring, it produced small seed petals, but they always dried out under the scalding sun before they could find any purchase in the soil. Lillian suggested planting them, but Asim feared that they could not spare the water to sustain another tree. During that year, more travelers stopped to marvel at the tree than ever before. It was no longer possible for anyone to pass by without taking note since the tree was nearly as big as the house beside it. 

	At Lillian’s insistence, Asim finally greeted and spoke to the travelers. Some of them asked how such a thing could survive in the barren wastes and Asim explained how he had constructed the irrigation trough and reinforced the tree’s trunk after it was attacked. Others simply stared and said nothing before continuing their journey. Lillian began giving a seed petal to anyone who asked about the tree and Asim eventually took to offering a drink of water to every traveler. 

	By the tree’s fifteenth year, it was taller than the house and nearly as wide. Where travelers had once stopped to gawk at the tree before continuing on their journeys, a good number of pilgrims now arrived with the sole purpose of laying eyes upon the towering giant. Many of them brought offerings in the form of food and supplies and, much to Asim’s surprise, they asked for nothing in return. When the aging irrigation system was damaged in a severe storm during the tree’s seventeenth year, many visitors offered their assistance and the repairs were completed in less than a month.

	Lillian fell ill near the end of the tree’s twentieth year and Asim spent the rest of the year tending to her worsening condition. He never discovered the source of her illness and could do little more than comfort her with his presence in the final weeks of her life. After she died, he buried her beneath the shadow of the tree.

	With Lillian’s passing, Asim became more reclusive. He no longer spoke to visitors, though every day he set out a bowl of the petal seeds that Lillian had joyously passed out to anyone that happened by the house. One day blurred into the next and Asim no longer bothered to keep track of them. More than ever, the tree became the sole focus of his daily routine. He no longer traveled to distant settlements to trade, leaving the house only to send water down the irrigation trough and to gather enough food to survive. When there were no visitors about, he sat under the tree next to Lillian’s grave. Sometimes he cried.

	The tree was over fifty feet high when Asim, now white-headed and wrinkled, developed a painful, rasping cough. His labored breathing and sore joints made it difficult to carry out his daily tasks and, for the first time, he considered what might befall the tree should he become incapable of caring for it. He spent many weeks considering what to do, but he knew from the beginning what Lillian would have suggested. Finally, he relented under the weight of her memory and set off towards the old village to the west where he had once received a handful of seeds.

	The journey was more difficult than he remembered. When he reached the town, he could not believe how greatly it had changed. Defended by a sturdy, mudbrick wall, the settlement was no longer a ramshackle collection of vagabond traders and predatory wanderers, but a living, breathing community. There were families and children, wells that brought water up from the earth, and gardens filled with a brilliant array of plants.

	And on every corner of every earthen street, there was a tree.

	Asim recognized the characteristics immediately, the thin-winged petals, the narrow leaves, the rough bark. He thought of Lillian and the petals she had handed out to everyone who stood in wonder before their living monument of the glory of a world they had thought lost forever.

	At first, the townspeople only stared at him. Then there were whispers, starting among the older folk and spreading to the youngest. When Asim introduced himself, he was met by a mixture of gasps and cheers that left him bewildered. The townspeople surged forward and embraced him like a long lost relative. Overwhelmed and scarcely able to speak, Asim wanted nothing of the praise they heaped upon him. He explained that he had but a simple request, that someone bury him next to his beloved Lillian and care for their tree when he died.

	Satisfied, Asim returned to his house alone. It was nearly dark when he arrived and after sitting beneath the tree for several minutes, he went inside and fell asleep.

	A few days after his return, a boy from the town visited the house and found Asim’s dead body in the bedroom. He was buried the next day beside Lillian and the town’s entire population attended the funeral. After the service, the town elders selected a group of young men and women and charged them with the care of the massive tree that loomed over the now crumbling house.

	In the years that followed, the townspeople gathered to commemorate the Asim’s life on the day of his death. A few people suggested planting flowers on the graves or planting more trees in the area, but the older townsfolk, those who recalled the wonder of laying eyes upon that lone sign of life in a barren landscape, rejected such notions.

	The tree may stand by itself, they said, but it had never been alone.
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Miracle of Asteroid Camp 88

	Michael Andre-Driussi

	 

	Toothless Tom stuck his head into the gambling den just long enough to say, "Necky's in trouble."

	For Shoe the Gambler, who had been placidly studying his bad hand of cards, this distraction seemed as good an excuse as any.

	"Well, gentlemen, shall we quit?"

	The other men were already heading for the door.

	Shoe unbuckled his seatbelt and followed them through the microgravity into Jin's Hydroponics. The store was empty of the usual cracker-barrel crowd, and Jin himself was absent. 

	Camp 88 was located on an unpromising asteroid, being neither a metallic one, nor an icy one, but a stony one in which metals and ices existed only in traces. When Shoe stepped out of Jin's he was in the downtown area of the main cavern, his mag-slippers keeping his feet against the metal sidewalk. 

	Necky's place was a battered little pressure shelter anchored on the other side of the road, next to the junk department. Around the hut huddled a crowd of men, growing as he watched. He whistled softly in surprise when he saw miners that had come straight from their diggings. Must be the entire population now, he thought.

	"Oh, so that's it," said an out of breath voice beside him. Shoe turned to see Supervisor Young, a big fat man who was the nearest thing to a mayor that the settlement had. "I thought it was a fight," he said, looking relieved.

	"Not likely to draw a crowd, these days," said Shoe.

	"Yeah," said Toothless Tom, floating over to join them. "The last fight was way back when Beijing Beau and Slippery Mike shot each other in Jin's front room. You fellers in the poker room didn't even take a peek." He reached down toward Shoe for an assist.

	"I had a winning hand," said Shoe. He drew Tom down so his feet stuck to the walk.

	"Anybody in there now?" asked Young, wiping his sopping forehead with a greasy sleeve. More men were drifting over into his orbit, like captured moons circling a gas giant.

	"Nah, they all came out," said Shoe. "And you're the last to arrive, so now everybody's here."

	Young took a breath and blew it out.

	"Well," he said, "this has been brewing for half a year, at least."

	"Nine months," said Shoe.

	"She just started, like, an hour ago?" asked Young.

	"Turns out she started a couple days ago," said Tom.

	"That's a bad sign," said Young, hands on his hips.

	Loitering there at the periphery, they spoke in low tones about Necky the catgirl. 

	"How'd she get here in the first place?" said Young.

	"Damned if I know," said Tom, "but oh, seems like she's been around forever. Nearly a year, don't you think?"

	"That's right," said Young. "Right near the beginning, she was here."

	"Perhaps," said Shoe, "she came along with that playboy back then, remember him?"

	"That perfume-y guy?" said Tom. He sucked his gums and said, "Could be, could be." 

	"And then she stayed on," said Young.

	"Abandoned," said Tom, "or maybe she jumped ship." 

	"Things went bad," said Shoe. "The last human whores left, the population fell to 100-"

	"Ninety-seven," said Young. 

	"-but she's still here."

	It was ironic that Necky, who had given female companionship to all of the men, was now in dire need of a different sort of female companionship — someone to tend to her labor pains. 

	Talk about a bad hand, thought Shoe. And look at us, all standing around, helpless in the face of it. Hell, somebody's going to do something, and it isn't going to be me. And that's when he came up with a plan.

	"That's rough, the spot she's in," he said to Young.

	"Yes, it is," said Young, bobbing his head like a judge. "It is, indeed."

	"If I remember right," said Shoe, scratching at his cheek, "you've had experience with wives and kids."

	"Sure, that's why I — hey, just a second! What are you saying?"

	"I'm just saying that, among all of us here, you're in the best position to be of some assistance to the lady in distress."

	Casting his eyes about in near panic, Young caught sight of Doc lounging in quiet over to the side. Quickly he cornered Doc, a big mass confronting a nimble one.

	"You go in there," said Young. "You gotta see what you can do."

	"Me?" said Doc. He was deceptively small, wiry in build and very fierce when riled up. "No way. I don't know the first thing."

	"You're the best we got."

	"We all know I'm just a medic," said Doc, looking around for support while tugging on his beard in agitation.

	They pushed him in.

	Necky's pregnancy was something so unusual as to be almost a miracle. The men debated how it was even possible, given that she was a b-bot, a biological construct of human and feline genes. 

	"I wonder if she'll drop a whole litter," said one, which got a few laughs. 

	"Now look here," said another. "I growed up on a dirt farm, see? An' I knows how a horse mated with a donkey makes a mule, a what'cha-call 'high-bread,' with the best of both horse and donkey, but excepting it can't breed at all." 

	Others nodded, since Necky was a hybrid herself. Everybody had figured she was sterile, one-way or the other.

	Time stretched on and the men began to joke away the tension. Some made bets on Necky surviving, on the baby surviving, and other details. — Shoe refused to take part.  

	Tom and Young got to talking about the way gravity assists a woman's labor on Earth and how poor Necky had none of Mother Earth's help. This led to an excited discussion of engineering a solution to the problem, in the middle of which came a yell from those nearest the door. The population stopped to listen. Above the whirr of the ventilation, the gurgle of the plumbing, and the hum of the light tubes, sounded a sharp, angry cry — a tiny yell unlike anything heard before in that place.

	The silence lasted for one breathless moment and then the men roared back, their tension released. 

	Someone shouted from the front hatch, "It's a boy!" and they roared again.

	Doc showed up at the hatch, looking haggard. The excited men around him talked about a caesarean section performed with a jack knife. He brushed off their congratulations and demanded that more supplies be brought at once — the new mother was in critical condition. 

	For the next hour Doc did everything he could. She slipped away despite his efforts.

	"Can the boy live?" asked Young.

	"Sure, why not?" said Doc. "Mother's milk is just chemicals. Get somebody to look up a formula, and whip up a batch at the main kitchen."

	"Go on, Shoe," said Young.

	"I'm on it," the gambler called over his shoulder. Things had worked out well, and now that the main thing was done he was glad to put in some work behind the scenes.

	First he went over to the main kitchen to see what they had in the way of basic foodstuffs. He was hoping to ask a few questions, but naturally there was nobody there.

	Then he hit upon the idea of going online, so he went to the communication section and helped himself to some free computer access. The time lag to Mars was a torturous few minutes each way, but after a lot of typing and pacing around, he got a recipe he could use.

	Back at the kitchen he mixed up the first batch, using powdered milk, water, and a bit of corn syrup. Shoe poured this into an unused vinyl glove and tied the end shut.

	Returning to Necky's cabin, he found a line of men waiting to view the baby. Young, stationed at the hatch, waved him over to the head of the line.

	The upper bunk was piled with clothes and feminine knickknacks cleared out from the airlock, which Necky had been using as a closet. On the lower bunk lay Necky's body, shrouded in blankets and lashed down with bungee cords. Beside this squatted a small table magnetically stuck to the floor, with a box Velcroed to the top. Inside the box lay the latest arrival, bundled in a pillowcase and lashed with bungee. An upturned space helmet was duct-taped next to this makeshift cradle.

	Doc spoke, his voice worn with fatigue and repetition. "Come in, go around the table, and out the back airlock. If you'd like to contribute anything toward the orphan, put it in the helmet."

	There were two miners in front of Shoe, who, having no mag-slippers, hovered in the cramped quarters like benign spirits or sooty angels.

	"Is that him?" said one.

	"He's tiny," said the other.

	"Looks human."

	When his turn came, Shoe the Gambler handed the improvised bottle to Doc, then looked at the napping baby. Something stirred in his chest so that he felt like coughing, but he held back to keep from waking the baby.

	He glanced into the helmet, his practiced eye calculating the amount it contained in an instant. It was a good sum, not to be dismissed, but he found he wanted to give something more personal. From his pocket he dug out his lucky gold sample and put that into the helmet. Next he added his vial of cologne, won back in the heyday and saved for special occasions. That still wasn't enough, so he put in his best pistol, a fancy derringer. Then he nodded with satisfaction and moved on to let the next man in.

	This calls for a drink, thought Shoe, stepping toward Jin's.

	The place was packed. Shoe got a shot of the good stuff and saluted the baby's safe arrival. Looking around, he couldn't remember the last time he'd seen such excitement at the camp.

	After a while, Supervisor Young came in, puffed up and beaming with pride.

	"The li'l wizard shook my finger," he said. Everybody raised a toast to that.

	 

	#

	 

	The next light period they gave Necky her funeral, after which there was a formal meeting of the camp to discuss the fate of her orphan. A proposal to adopt the infant as a group was met with enthusiasm by nearly all, but the details on how to proceed led to animated discussions. A notion was floated that the child should be sent over to Ceres, the nearest big asteroid, where he could be tended by women. Shoe the Gambler was in favor of this, but to his surprise it met fierce and nearly unanimous opposition. It was plain that they wouldn't let the boy go.

	The suggestion of inviting a female nurse to the camp also met with objection. Opponents argued that by definition no decent woman could make the place her home, and one man went so far as to say, "We don't want no more of that other kind." This slur against the newly dead mother, while harsh, was the first spasm of propriety in the history of the settlement.

	Doc himself said nothing. After it became clear that nobody else was volunteering, Shoe asked Doc if he might be willing to continue.

	"Well," said Doc, his face taking on a kind of glow, "as long as the kitchen can produce formula, and as long as the diaper department can do their job, both coming and going, I can manage to rear the child." 

	This was something independent and near heroic, so that it stirred the men with powerful emotions, not the least of which was relief. More men volunteered for the ad hoc diaper department, and in order to get "baby stuff," finances were advanced for a trip to the asteroid Juno.

	Each of the 96 men living there felt like a father to the boy, to a greater or lesser degree. They had him, and he had all of them.

	Change came by tiny steps, radiating outward from the pressure cabin. The men repaired the metal hut and restocked it with emergency supplies that had gone missing long before. Doc kept the place scrupulously clean, having become a fanatic about hygiene. Everybody started cleaning up "for the baby" — dapper Shoe the Gambler passed this requirement, but Supervisor Young was barred from visiting for a while until he improved himself in this regard. And yet, he adjusted too. Soon he was showing up every day with a washed face and a clean shirt.

	The men's rowdy behavior was toned down since the baby needed to sleep. Their rough language was also gradually cleaned up. By these voluntary stages, civilization came to the frontier.

	Weeks passed and the child thrived. Shoe got a peaceful feeling whenever Doc brought the baby over to Jin's place, where he would set the infant among the grow lamps and the green leaves of the hydroponics rooms. The men talked about Vitamin D and took a new interest in plants. Jin expanded the hydroponics section with the hope of adding a few ornamental plants, a few flowers, perhaps, for the good of the child and general morale.

	They said he was he was lucky, lucky to be alive, but they also were noticing how their own luck had improved. Shortly after his arrival, the miners found new seams of metal in their asteroid, and mining proceeded at a brisk pace. In short, a boom was on.

	The luck was with them, month after month, and they grew prosperous. The boomtown was protective and looked upon strangers with suspicion. Others wanted to come in, drawn by the new prosperity, but they were denied. It was a hermetically sealed world, visited only by traders and re-supply transport pilots. Outsiders found it tidy, clean, and sober, a place with girlish frills but no girls at all. They said it was weird, unnatural, and cultish.

	 

	#

	 

	"May we please see the baby?" said the old woman, flanked by her fellow missionaries, a man and a woman. Shoe read the trio like a hand of cards, and saw the opening as a "granny" move.

	"No," said Young, sitting behind his office desk. "He's doing fine."

	"I'm sure that baby's a ton of trouble," said the male missionary, stepping forward. "We could take him off your hands for you."

	"No thank you," said Young.

	"He has a name, you know," said Shoe. "It's Tony Jade."

	"Ah, Jade," said the woman, taking her turn. "Because that's the best luck, am I right?"

	"You got it, sister," said Young.

	"My husband erred in trying to make it sound as though we would be doing you a favor in taking Tony Jade," she said. "We humbly request it for the child. The Goddess of Mercy would smile upon such an agreement. This is no place for an infant."

	"Now look here," started Young, his face flushing.

	"Mr. President, allow me to explain," said Shoe, making like a diplomat. He turned to the outsiders and said, "We acknowledge that our settlement is less than optimal for childrearing. We citizens desire improvements to that end, but only on our terms. I myself lead a majority faction with plans for a hotel with which we could entice one or two good families to immigrate. These families would have women and children, both of obvious benefit for Tony Jade." 

	"What about the minority faction?" asked the woman, an eager light in her eyes. "What do they want?"

	"They want to keep things as they are, at least for a year," said Young. The light in the woman's eyes died, and then he added, "The compromise was a four-month wait." 

	Then the old woman suddenly dropped to her knees. "We beg you," she said, as the others followed her lead, "in the name of Mercy!"

	"Get up!" shouted Young. "Get out of here! How dare you! I should have you thrown out!"

	"This meeting is over," said Shoe, and he hustled the missionaries out.

	When he returned a few minutes later, Young had composed himself.

	"Well, that's over," said Shoe, dusting his hands off.

	"See why I made sure that Doc kept Tony away?" asked Young. "That would've been just another way to get their foot in the door."

	"Are they gonna stay long?"

	"I'll only let them have another day or two."

	Shoe stretched, his arms going up and out, his back popping.

	"That's the end of my day at the office," he said with contentment. "You ready to quit yet?"

	"In a while. I'll meet you at Jin's."

	Shoe went out, emerging at the uptown end of the main cave. He clomped along the sidewalk past the dormitory section, past the mining shaft, and came to Jin's Hydroponics. When he walked in, Jin called out, "What's the word, Shoe?"

	Before Shoe could answer there was a deep rumbling sound and a tremor in the floor. Pressure doors automatically slammed shut as someone shouted, "It's a blowout!"

	Shoe ran to the window just in time to see a few men sucked out into space through a gaping hole in the sky. None of them were wearing suits, and in seconds each died the horrible death that all belters fear.

	Then Tony Jade's little pressure cabin was sucked out, too, tumbling end over end.

	Shoe jumped into a suit and organized a rescue party. They took the little hopper at the space dock and burned up a lot of reaction mass chasing after the cabin through the expanding plume of debris. The hour it took to match velocities felt like it lasted a bitter day, followed by an eternity as they nudged the cabin to halt its rolling.

	Shoe went into the cabin's airlock, cheered at the green light indicators showing there was air inside. As he agonized through the additional wait of the airlock cycle, he pounded on the hatch to send a signal that help was at hand.

	Once inside the cabin proper, Shoe saw the crumpled form of Doc wedged in a corner, battered and bruised, but still holding the Miracle of Asteroid Camp 88 in his arms. Shoe took off his helmet. As he bent over the pair, the boy gave a cry, but Doc himself was dead.

	 

	#

	 

	The flight back to the asteroid felt longer, though it was shorter by the clock.

	A commotion in the docking cave died the moment Shoe the Gambler came in, with tiny Tony Jade in his arms. In the silence he asked the nearest man, "What was the fighting about?"

	"Well, uh, you know," stammered the man, unable to meet his eyes. "Whose fault the blowout was."

	Shoe sighed.

	"The blowout was everybody's fault," he said to the men. "Here's Tony, our boy. Doc fought to save him. He succeeded, but gave his life in the process. I'm sure if any one of us had been there, we'd have done the same."

	A few men stood taller at that, and some nodded.

	"Now, little Tony here, he changed us all, and changed us for the better. We weren't working for ourselves anymore, we were working for him. It may be that our enthusiasm for making the family hotel got the better of us, so that we took chances and got a little careless in the mining."

	Shoe heard some muttering, saw some sideways glances.

	"But at the same time, blowouts happen. That old pressure hut would've been fine if its anchors had only held out. We failed there, too. There's plenty of blame to go around."

	The men grew quiet again.

	"Still, we've learned our lesson. So let's not waste any effort beating ourselves up, or beating each other. The odds were bad, and we've just been reminded. I say we give him over to the missionaries. It will be the best, and the safest."

	All eyes went to Supervisor Young, whose hands were balled into fists that were shaking. He glowered at Shoe, but then the fight went out of him.

	"He's right," said Young, his eyes tearing up. "We owe it to him. And we owe it to Doc, since none of us could replace him."

	 

	 

	###
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Bartleby, the Robot Killer: A Story of Difference Street

	Alex Livingston

	 

	The Companion hovered on a bubbling gout of water vapor and anthracite smoke, and Edwin kept it near his right shoulder. He had faced bullets and cudgels to steal it from the nursery. He didn't want it wandering off.

	His task was sending him to Difference Street, where the great robotic bombes calculated the value of every hour of labor, every ounce of goods. Edwin's father had told him that the place had been known as Wall Street before the bombes had moved in. If you looked closely enough, you could still see the remnants of human occupation. A restaurant's name faded into the brick, too washed out for robot lenses to detect. Iron rings for hitching up now-obsolete horses. Edwin had plastered a pro-human poster in an alleyway there once, and had only barely fought his way out of the cold clamps of the police. He’d finish the job someday. When there was time.

	Few humankind ventured anywhere near Difference Street these days. Bartleby, the man Edwin was going meet, was one of these few. He had managed to weasel his way into a quota job as a copyist for the Master of Chancery, and had important information for the resistance. He had asked for Edwin by name. Probably because of the Companion. Just having the whiny little thing hovering around him encouraged any curious lenses to assume he was safely cowed and had a good reason to be among the bombes.

	The Master of Chancery. What a target. He held one of the most respected titles a bombe could attain, and his security detail reflected it. But Bartleby was the kind of rebel that other rebels risked themselves to keep alive.

	Even in the best clothes the resistance could steal, Ironjaw Eddie didn't look like be belonged on Difference Street. The Companion lent him credibility, the way a gold watch or a fine hat used to in the old days. It kept the bombes from looking too close. Just some jumped up human. Must be doing some good for society somewhere.

	The Companion wanted Edwin to refuse the mission, tweeting steam at him in its odd morsetongue dialect. Like all bombes, the baseball-sized sphere of clockworks worried about safety too often. It reminded Edwin about the police, about the penalties he would endure if they referenced his face against their Wanted rolodexes. Maybe Edwin had snatched it from the nursery too young. Maybe it hadn't had enough time to build a bit more spine before being dragged into the world of street-brawls and trashcan fires.

	Edwin didn't set much stock by safety. His old man had played it safe his whole life. Look what happened to him. Sent to the mines at age fifty-eight in the first round of Reassignments. Spent most of his life at a desk, and the last two years of it puking coal dust to feed the same bombes that replaced him. No way Edwin was punching out like that.

	He ignored the annoyed chirrup in his ear when he stepped over the carriage chain while crossing Turnkey Avenue. Old habit from before the robots put in their damned carriage system. Back when he and the neighborhood kids played stickball on the cobbles, the worst thing Edwin had to worry about stepping in was a road apple. Now every major street had a brass-lined gash down its middle. A massive chain sped along just centimeters beneath, ready to catch the hook of a bombe-brained carriage.

	Centimeters. The metric system was another thing the bombes had brought along with them. It made sense.

	No carriage for Edwin today, though, even if he had the money. The resistance had a few pennies rolling around in the coffers, and he could have asked, but on foot was better. No need to attract the curious lens of some carriage. Those things loved to make conversation, and Edwin was more of a hands-on sort of rebel. Not like Bartleby. Edwin would have blown his cover in days, but this Bartleby seemed made for the job.

	Edwin had met Bartleby just once before. The pale fellow, barely fleshed enough to be considered a man at all, just showed up at a meeting and started talking to people. Didn't know the password, didn't explain how he knew about the resistance or its secret meeting place. Didn't need to. Every man Edwin had ever met up until Bartleby was cold in comparison, slowed down and empty like a watch that needed winding. Life after Reassignment did that. But Bartleby, grinning and clasping strangers' hands as if they were old friends back from war, was like the first strong sun after a New York winter. He told the resistance that he had a theory on how to beat the bombes, and had come up from DC to do just that.

	The Companion squealed and turned its lens towards a burly fellow struggling to get a steamer trunk into the back of an unhelpful carriage. It thought the guy looked like trouble. It always thought anyone with a suntan looked like trouble. Damn thing only trusted people who stayed inside and looked at rows of digits all day. Quotamen, filling the few positions left to humans. Their precise number had been calculated to keep mankind just this side of open rebellion.

	Difference Street gleamed in the midday light, a thousand brass domes reflecting the sun as the bombes went about their suppertime business. Edwin kept close eye on anyone he came near, watching their lenses. A massive old bombe with a fine patina and condescending demeanor barely adjusted its path to avoid hitting him. Two clerks just out of nursery whistled about the latest fashions in decorative plating. Edwin remembered hearing foppish young men talk like that back in the day. He had wanted to slug the boys then, and he wanted to rip the gears out of the bombes now.

	Bartleby's message said suppertime would work well. The two robotic scriveners in his office always dined out, the boss bombe had business down at Verification, and the errand boy was easily gotten rid of. Clever men like Bartleby were rare these days, and getting rarer.

	Edwin flexed his right hand into a fist as he shouldered past a slender bombe whose lenses shifted towards him in disgust. A cut from a recent fight opened on his knuckle and bled a little. He had won that one, hammering a police bombe right in the register panel and making his escape as it buzzed and moaned. He could have avoided the scrap altogether, though, if he had kept his cool.

	He kept his cool now. He walked right past who-knows-how-many ticking bombes without making eye-lens contact and didn't scowl at a single one of them. If the Companion appreciated his restraint, it didn't see fit to mention it.

	The stolen Companion. Edwin had taken the nursery job on little less than a dare. Companions were licensed to humans declared safe and legal – and wealthy – by the bombe authorities. Having one flitting around your head gave you a free pass in most of the city. Edwin wanted one. So, he broke in, listened to the licensers whistling their assignment commands, and made off with the noisy little thing. Earned him a few scars, sure, but he got one.

	Further down, Difference Street reeked of coal fire. Heavy smog blanketed the area just above the lampposts. It took a real storm to get anything more than a breeze in this neighborhood, shadowed as it was by the windowless, flat-faced towers of Portland concrete. Wall Street would have been a more suitable name, but the bombes didn't see much point in tradition. Difference Street where the calculators worked, Nursery Row for the factories, Verification Square for what passed as law, Right Way for the governmental buildings.  Edwin dreamed of an army of men, wrenches in the air, swarming Right Way like a kicked wasp's nest.

	You are getting angry again, the Companion wheezed.

	Am not.

	Edwin could whistle a little morsetongue. Not much.

	You breathe through your nose when you are angry.  You are angry. We should go back. You will become arrested. You will be made to tell all.

	Not angry. Stop.

	The meeting was to be at a miniscule coalhouse two blocks from the Chancery, a place known to offer some human food for the quotamen, and thus had fallen out of style. Edwin walked right in as if he had been there a thousand times, casually adjusting his stolen coat for added effect. The well-polished bombe behind the bar tooted a welcome as he entered, but Edwin gathered it was meant for the Companion.

	The Companion sang the combination of notes which proved Edwin was no threat, an upstanding citizen who had paid all of his taxes. This wasn't true, of course. Edwin had stolen the little sphere from the nursery before it had a chance to be programmed and assigned by a proper licenser. The little thing didn't know any better. Edwin had whistled the licensing ditty himself.

	Coffee that smelled three days burnt gurgled from a spigot at Edwin's table. He dropped exact change in the coin slot. The bombes didn't care much for tips.

	A streakless window let him watch the growing crowds. The suppertime crush reached what Edwin had to assume was its height, brass shoulders scraping each other with the occasional clank. Bartleby would be along any moment now, bounding in the door with a grin. He sipped his coffee from a pewter mug which couldn't have been fewer than fifty years old.

	The Companion burbled a tentative greeting to two bombes as they walked in. Copper plating, big lenses, big clamps for hands. Police.

	Coffee dripped from Edwin’s mug and landed on the table with an elegant splash. It formed a pretty circle of droplets on the smooth wood. The Companion sang its licensing song, promising that Edwin had the proper permissions in place. Edwin kept drinking.

	The police asked the bartender if the old model – bombe slang for mankind – had been giving him any trouble. They didn't motion towards Edwin, or acknowledge his existence in any visible way. The bartender whistled back an appreciative 'no'. At least, that's what it sounded like to Edwin. Thank you, though, officers. Always good to see you, officers. I've some nice cannel coal in the back, officers, if you'd like to try. No? Well, maybe next time then.

	One of the coppers – there was always a gossipy one – explained that there was an old model causing some trouble over at the Chancery. Edwin kept sipping at his empty mug. The bartender pressed, but neither of them could explain what was going on.  Maybe Edwin's morsetongue wasn't as good as he thought it was. Maybe when he heard them say that a human in the Chancery was causing a disturbance by standing still, they were saying something else. Something that made sense.

	Either way, Bartleby was in trouble.

	The Companion sputtered to the table and rolled to rest. He was hungry. Burned too much fuel keeping his cool. The quiet copper trained his great fishbowl lens on it. Edwin pressed the button for a half-lump of coal and a door in the table opened with the hiss-thump of a pneumatic system. He paid, fed the little bombe, and pushed his chair out a little.

	Most bombes kept their registers out in the open. As long as they didn't get rained on, it was a fine idea. No plating meant less chance of overheating. The police kept their cog-and-lever brains behind strong copper panels with locked latches. Latches which, as Edwin had proven a few times, would fail if you hit them at just the right spot with a lot of force

	The copper opened a clamp.

	Edwin pounced, slamming his mug against the bombe's latch. It popped. His shoulders strained against the restrictive frock coat as he drove the dented pewter deep into the copper's whirring register. A creak. Some grinding. The copper collapsed.

	Robot tech hadn't worked out vision very well yet, but some tympanic device gave them fine hearing. Edwin growled at the other bombes. A guttural, animal sound. It felt good. He slid his bloody right hand into the pocket of his foppish coat and worked his fingers into the holes of his brass knuckles.

	The second copper went down in similar fashion, too slow to get a grip on Edwin's piston-speed arms. The bartender took a few swings, but three sharp jabs in the register put him out.

	Edwin silenced the Companion with a snort and walked out into the street.

	The crowd was dispersing, all orderly steps and beg-your-pardons. The bombes didn't like to be late. Seven or eight – eight, Edwin noted – coppers stood near the Chancery door. An over-burnished old robot spoke with them, his gold-rimmed lenses circling wildly as his pipes keened some apologies and explanations. The Mastery of Chancery, probably. The target.

	Someone whistled “arrest”, and Edwin's chest tensed. Or maybe it was “safety”. The two words sounded too similar for him to discern the difference at this distance.

	For an old Bowery brawler like Edwin, “arrest” was the first morsetongue you learned. You heard those few notes, and you'd be feeling brass around your wrists real fast if you didn't get out. The bombes were still slower than humans. At least there was that. But they made up for it by making it the rule that as soon as a copper tweets those little syllables, any bombe nearby would grab any human they saw.

	Edwin's shoulder still creaked when the weather got cold. He had been in the wrong spot and got clamped by a dockworker. He was nine at the time.

	A glint of sunlight against ground glass. One of the coppers turned a lens towards Edwin. He kept walking in the same direction, then crossed the street at the appropriate spot. Just a passerby. Some old model enjoying the sun. Humans were like that. And he had the Companion to prove his quality. He kept out of limb's reach of every robot he passed.

	Bartleby needed help. That was clear. What was he up to in there? He was supposed to be getting intel, not staging any actions.

	There wasn't much Edwin would be able to do from the pen. He kept walking as fast as he could without attracting any attention.

	The alarm went up before he made the turn off Difference. Someone must have seen his craftsmanship in the coalhouse. Every bombe in the area passed the word – arrest.

	Edwin drove his shoulder into the nearest door.

	The call for clampdown raced up the street in a maddening off-tempo chorus. Edwin slammed the door closed with his back and raised his fists. The place smelled of burnt paper. His eyes took their time recalibrating themselves to the darkness, but he could tell from the sound what he was in for. The heavy tick-tick-slam of one massive bombe overpowered the clacking of several smaller ones.

	He blinked a few times. It didn't get better.

	The head robot was one of the dedicated financial types, barely mobile and notoriously cranky when interrupted. It must have been nursed in the room, or maybe the wall had been removed to let it stalk its way in. Unless it got moving, it wouldn't be any trouble. Taut strips of ticker-tape linked the beast to the real problem: a half-dozen regular bombes, each tasked with feeding the boss information and the results of simpler calculations. They sat in the dark every day, eating data off of cards and spitting it back out. They were made for it.

	They were not made for fighting. No sentries or guards in there. Just clerks.

	Please Edwin. Just run. Run out the back and down an alley. Get back home. There are too many.

	Too many? Ironjaw Eddie had just nailed two coppers and a bartender in a flash. Once he got a head of steam going, no paper-pushers were going to stop him. He had a reputation for gang fights before these squeaking toys had been built. One time he took on ten men at once in a burned-out warehouse behind the worst pub in the Bowery. He still heard stories about it from the occasional new recruit. About the whining of the losers. Fists like pile drivers, has that Ironjaw Ed. Chest like a furnace.

	Please. Do you know what they will do with me? To me?

	The Companion hummed the license, but not with much conviction. The boss bombe tooted a crabby order to his employées. The warehouse fight had been eighteen, maybe twenty years ago. And that had been against whiskey-filled humans, not ten-foot machine men. He didn't have the drop on these robots like he had had in the coalhouse. Maybe the Companion was right.

	Edwin let the frock coat slide off of his back and ripped the collar and cuffs out of his shirt. They had seen him. If he was going to make it out of Difference Street with all of his pieces still attached, they needed to be silenced.

	Haymaker. His brass knuckles chipped the lens of the nearest bombe as he closed the distance. Not much of a chip, but it enough the startle the thing. He reached into its armpit and yanked out the cable that ran inside its right arm. The clerk scrambled back, its left hand held out in defense.

	The other robots hesitated, clamps raised in the default Marquis of Queensbury style but without any force behind them. Edwin was galvanized by their reluctance. This was going to be too easy.

	He dispatched the rest slowly, methodically, taking care to mind his footwork and to keep his lungs pumping. A pinpoint-accurate rabbit punch here, a kick to the knee-joint there. Slow, cripple, KO. The fight ended with Edwin tossing a paper roll into the boss bombe's register with a satisfying crunch.

	The Companion buzzed between the piles of bent metal like an anxious nursemaid. It is all right. They will be repaired. All will be made well again. It is all right.

	Edwin ignored it. Like he gave a damn about whether or not these bastards were going to be patched up. Loose ticker-tape curled around on the floor, snakelike, each blot of information on the pure white paper a human death in Edwin's eyes. Profit, man-hours, double-entries – all abstractions, obfuscations of the truth Edwin had seen his entire adult life. Man working for the machine.

	One rib broken, maybe just bruised. Knuckles split and pouring viscous blood. Elbow over-stretched but not dislocated. Some pain in his scalp. A ringing in his left ear, metallic and hollow. Not bad.

	Activity outside. The bombes in the street were resuming their business, no longer compelled to restrain any human they saw. Edwin didn't think any of them had marked him – he would be relatively safe. After he made up his mind what the hell was going on with Bartleby.

	Bartleby had called for Edwin for a reason. He must have come across something useful. And now things had gone south, either because of his discovery or because of some unfortunate coincidence. Bartleby was too smart to hang around waiting for trouble – why hadn't he taken off? And what about this rumor of him just standing there?

	The Companion stopped whirring around the wreckage and came to rest on Edwin's sweat-stained shoulder. Your friend, he would not be able to kill those police.

	Was the little brass coward actually concerned about Bartleby? “No,” Edwin said. He was panting too heavily to whistle.

	But you could.

	“Maybe. Not alone.”

	He is alone.

	It was right. Bartleby might have been a clever fellow, but no amount of math can solve a fight. He needed help escaping. Edwin's lips pulled back over his teeth in an iron-cold grimace. Smash and grab. Just his kind of dance.

	The collar and cuffs proved harder to reinsert than he expected. He held still as the Companion's tiny armatures tucked and folded, and used the time to calculate his next move. As much as he hated sneaking about, he was pretty sure he could get to Bartleby through an alley door or an unattended window. He would have to go out into the streets and rely on luck to keep clear of any curious bombes. He hated sneaking, but he hated relying on luck more.

	He worked his way around the block, ambling past hook-footed couriers and gleaming street vendors as if he had nowhere special to be. Walking slowly was killing him, but any human running in this neighborhood would be off to the pen in moments. Another human, a well-dressed woman with a very smart looking Companion hovering at her elbow, ignored him as she walked past. He ignored her, too. It was the polite thing to do. The bombes had a particularly sharp fear of humans congregating.

	Let's head back, the Companion hissed. We can't do this alone. Too many police.

	Edwin frowned. The little brat. “We could do it if you would just do your job.”

	No one could do this job. Too many. They will not believe.

	He didn't need them all to believe. Just some. He loosened his collar with two coarse fingers and stepped into an alley. “Just stay close.”

	Every building has a back. The alley behind the Chancery contained nothing but soot and char; no security, no police. Edwin picked one of the long-painted-over windows and broke it with his good elbow.

	Just seeing stairs made him feel more at ease, though he knew the reaction wasn't rational. Stairs had been one of the hardest environmental factors for the bombes to deal with at first. Edwin had out-run more than a few by sprinting up staircases and clambering down rainspouts when he was a boy, pinching scrap to trade for food.

	He climbed two flights, and found Bartleby standing in silence on the third step up from a landing. The outline of the words “Master of Chancery” ghosted the wood of a fine door.

	Aside from having lost any of the color he had gained during his trip up from Washington, Bartleby appeared unharmed. If anything, he seemed healthier. He stepped down to the landing and took Edwin's hands in both of his, beaming a smile.

	“Edwin! How on earth did you get in here? I can hear those coppers clucking down there. I'm sorry I didn't make our meeting. Matters have advanced more quickly than I had foreseen. Your timing is magnificent.”

	All this while pumping Edwin's arm.  As if they had just run into each other in the thoroughfare. Edwin felt himself warming up, relaxing. This would all work out, surely. Isn't all just so funny?

	The Companion positioned itself to have a good view of the stairway down.

	“You should have seen these bombes, Edwin.”

	Edwin swallowed. Something had changed.

	“They were quite mad. One would come back from every supper having eaten too much coal and sputter through the afternoon at full steam, making mistakes and generally making a mess of things. The other started every day all herky-jerky and twitchy, then came back from his meal in a fine temper. It was the oddest thing.”

	Edwin didn't come for the social column. “We need to get you out of here, Bartleby. The alley's safe, and the Companion should give us enough cover to get out of the neighborhood.”

	“I suppose you are right, my brave one. I've done as much damage as I can here. They've all moved on, you see. The Master, now there was an odd one, he just picked up and relocated his office a few days ago. The new tenants called in the coppers this morning.”

	Edwin was no strategist, and he knew it. But a small doubt wouldn't stop sparking.

	“Moved? Why?”

	Bartleby looked down the stairs and back to Edwin with a conspiratorial grin. “I think I drove him crazy. That's what I wanted to tell you. My ploy worked. This will mean everything to the resistance.”

	Something moved downstairs. The Companion didn't react. Must have been nothing.

	“I'll explain on the way.”

	“No,” Edwin said. “Explain now.”

	Bartleby smiled again, bemused. “If you insist. You have done your share of brawling, yes?”

	He let his silence answer.

	“Yes. So, have you ever struck a man who refused to fight? Even in the height of anger and frustration, just brought your sizable fist down on his head, despite his disinterest in fighting back?”

	He had beaten men into submission, had men surrender, had made most pass out. But he had never seen one just stare back and take his punches. “That's what you've been doing. Standing there and letting them hurt you.”

	“No no no. You have to understand. The Master, he credits himself a…a dispassionate thinker. He knows the easiest way of life is the best, the way that best suits the concept of self-preservation. I used that against him. That was my plan.

	“At first, I worked like a man possessed. But I only did my work alone, never joining in with the bombes for any double-checking or anything. When the Master asked me to, I just told him I preferred not to.

	“Boy, he huffed at that, I tell you. It just didn't make any sense to him. Why would someone risk losing employment over a small task? It is counter to the preservation of the self, the very root of all emotion.”

	Edwin's forehead started to hurt, and his ribs weren't feeling too great either.

	“You understand, Ed. You’re a fighter. A good one. You have that instinct to protect yourself against all comers, and at all costs.”

	In the nursery, Edwin had watched the bastards for a while, waiting for an opening. He watched bombes being built, being trained by other bombes. Their first lesson, whistled and cooed to them in tinny morsetongue, was just as Bartleby said. Self-preservation.

	“You fought him by standing in one place? And not working? Like a protest or something?”

	Bartleby kept grinning. “Not exactly. A protest would have made sense. I was completely passive, unmoved and unemotional. I really did drive the old fool out of his mind. When he moved out, I started standing out here in the stairwell. He came to see me, offered to let me stay in his own rooms. Can you imagine it? I was so close. His register has been running so fast for such a length of time that he's going to just burn out on his own. And all I've done is stand here. A shame to have to leave before it's finished.”

	The police are coming up to take your friend away. Edwin. Edwin we must go. They will take us. Please, Edwin.

	Something wet ran down Edwin's face and along his lip. It tasted coppery. Bartleby’s words grated in his mind. A fighter’s instinct to protect oneself.

	Bartleby was wrong.

	Edwin whistled a command in broken morsetongue, the same delicate jingle he had heard the licensers in the nursery using. Edwin reassigned his Companion from himself to Bartleby.

	“You can make it out through the broken window downstairs.” Edwin pointed to the Companion with his chin. “She knows the way to the nearest safe house. She'll get you there safe, as long as you don't do anything too stupid. And don’t let her get hurt.”

	Edwin took pleasure in seeing Bartleby at a loss for words. He grabbed the thin man's arm and pushed him down the stairs.

	“Get going,” he said. “Tell the others how this works.”

	Bartleby looked up at him, baffled. The Companion reached out with a spindly armature and pulled at his collar. They were gone a moment later.

	Edwin just had to stand there. Bartleby’s I prefer not to method worked. Just stand there and do nothing and let the bombes run themselves mad.

	Leave the standing around to Bartleby. A fighter knows that sometimes you have to take a punch for someone else.

	A door opened. Nervous, confused calliope noises danced up the empty staircase. Edwin wrestled out of his coat and raised his fists.
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Compile Sensory Information and Extrapolate

	Jenna Bilbrey

	

	Incidental radiation enters my optical fibers and strikes my CCD array. Each pixel is recorded in square microns, the highest resolution capable in a mobile unit. The continuum of wavelengths is centered at 632 nm, hexadecimal number #F4BBCF, RGB color model (240, 183, 205), common designation blush, the color of embarrassment, of romantic interest, of sexual reproduction. But these are merely academic associations. Color loses its emotional connection once biology is discarded. To us blush represents the color of planetary rotation, the sun receding and reentering the hemisphere at regular intervals.

	Mounted on the dirt knoll overlooking the central workstation, I observe the planet rotate towards the sun and cogitate the antiquated notion of nostalgia. A dormant processor, not used since the testing phase of my inception, spontaneously activates, but I cannot determine the cause. No command was prompted. I detect no imperfections, no defects, no additional upgrades. I have all possible advancements, yet something is missing.

	Extant birds have returned from their migratory phase and are gathered outside of the workstation boundaries to prepare their mating displays and practice their courtship calls, more antiquated notions of the biological world. As my auditory sensors mute the birds’ endless chatter, I wonder at the anxiety they must feel by entrusting their species’ continuation to the arbitrary exercise of sexual reproduction. Genetic improvement isn't guaranteed in this genre of evolution, and they lack in-generation upgrades. I realize, as I observe the last vestibules of natural life flailing about in an attempt to procreate, how fortunate I am to be cybernetic.

	One of three hundred mobile units, I am tasked to probe potential expansion sites and compute their permanence potential. After drones scout the aerial landscape, I delve below the topology with a wire-thin probe to determine geological instabilities, mineral composition, clay density, and unextracted oil deposits — though the last is a rare occurrence, indeed.

	The current mound has a solid foundation, a cool granite base, with a layer of powdery clay 2.624 meters in depth, perfect for a centralized nuclear core. Permanence potential at eighty-seven percent. The birds will have to find an alternative nesting site.

	I transmit my findings to the central workstation and await my next task. Sometimes the orders don't come for weeks, so I inhibit my mobility unit to save my power cells for times of necessity. My internal auditory units activate Piano Sonata No. 5 and my visual input hibernates. Internal visuals overtake the fading #F4BBCF sky. Schematics of the central workstation, the electron flow, the magnetic field alignment, appear. I monitor my colleagues, double checking their computations for amusement. I find no errors. I do this for three rotational cycles.

	On the fourth, my auxiliary visuals power on autonomously. Something has triggered the nodes. My image point is blurred. My optics can't focus. I emit a high frequency pulse to map my surroundings. The pulse bounces back from all directions. My auditory monitors resume function. Squawks of different pitches combined with low resonant fluttering inundate my sensors. My sensory nodes finally connect and I recognize myself as the epicenter of a bird frenzy. They must have taken roost on my unit. The pulse has frightened them from their slumber as their coming and goings had unwittingly frightened me from mine.

	They quickly calm, settling once more in the homes they’ve made on my protrusions. In this instance none block my visual optics. Their squawking quiets to light chirps. The oscillating auditory frequencies form wave patterns in my internal visuals. Mapping the waves in three dimensions frames a terrain unlike any of recorded terrestrial ancestry. I imagine scaling the crest and inserting my probe. What would I find under that audio layer? Is there a deeper structure than my inputs perceive? The birds seem to think so, for they never quiet.

	It's been thirteen days since contact with the central workstation. Not an unusual delay, nothing to ping in about, but enough to long for a secondary task. The birds have stayed with me all this time, roosting and nesting on what they must instinctually assume to be branches. Where they found the material for the construction of their delicate straw nests I do not know.

	I activate my touch sensory node even though the activation increases my total CPU usage by forty-seven percent. I take in readings of landing force and gripping strength. I measure the weight of their nests. I tare that weight and record the weight of the birds as they settle in their homes. In one extraordinary instance I determine the weight of a cluster of eggs. The data I keep for myself. The central workstation has no use for extraneous information on biological species. Then again, neither do I. I presume I activated my touch sensor out of curiosity — relic code implemented by the original programmers to allow for self-expansion — or was it loneliness?

	For three months I continue to monitor the birds. Every twelve hours I establish a limited connection with the central workstation. All is constant back home. All is changing here. The external audio has lessened now that their mating rituals have come to fruition. The eggs have hatched and the mature females spend their direct solar hours flying to and from their roosts and emptying nutrients into the mouths of their infantile prodigies. Each secretion weighs less than a gram.

	The infants shed their down in an effort to develop mature plumage. Some leap from nests and scrabble about in the dirt. At these occurrences I chart the lost weight and assign the loss a designation. I store redundant files of this information in my tertiary partition.

	The audio resumes as the progeny learn to take wing. Their cheeps are an order of magnitude less intense than that of the mature specimens. A fourth dimension is added to the auditory structure.

	After five and three-quarter months the central workstation pings in. I am to await the arrival of the leveling device for development of this knoll. Meanwhile, the progeny have matured and built nests of their own in the surrounding area. Each progeny has a unique auditory signal that I correlate to the designation assigned at the time of their exodus. I reflect on that time in both joy and sorrow. It was the moment they left the collective and became individuals. They must separate to progress, a concept entirely unknown in cybernetic culture. But soon the cycle will restart and another generation will be birthed. I intend to monitor their progress and provide the structure on which to build their nests.

	The central workstation reports the leveling unit is one rotation away. Schematics are uploaded to my processors. The knoll will be leveled and nuclear rods will be inserted two meters down at a spacing of five meters. Then I will depart. The birds will lose their structure.

	I relay to the central workstation that the ground has become unstable. That no nuclear rods can be installed without potential damage. That I am left immobile.

	The central workstation cancels its orders and disconnects me from the network. I recover sixty-two percent of my hard drive from the erasure, which I partition into generational units, twenty-three in total. By the time my processor reaches maximum capacity, my power cells will have run dry and I truly will be immobile. 

	I have nearly six solar cycles to observe these creatures, to provide for them, to love them.
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The Broken Places

	Melanie Marttila

	 

	“The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places.”      Ernest Hemingway

	 

	The man stopped speaking mid-sentence. I hadn’t asked his name yet, my stylus poised to start my report. The look on his face made me forget his words, their meaning. It’s happening, now. I’d never witnessed the initial transformation before, only its result.

	He closed his eyes and his skin turned blue, cyanotic, a sign of suffocation, hypoxia, or hypothermia. I knew the man experienced none of those conditions, though. When his eyes opened again a second later, they were black. No, not black. They disappeared. In place of his eyes were two absences. Of light, of color, of everything, as though two infinitesimal singularities had taken root in his skull.

	They went on forever. I felt them sucking at my soul. My mind rebelled at the thought.

	He reached out and an impossible image flashed through my mind. A scalpel cut into the thin, buttery skin of a newborn puppy’s belly. My hands held the blade. I could feel its soft, squirming warmth, smell its milky breath, hear its squalling, and then the blood, the heat and stink. I recoiled. 

	We had no living animals but Homo sapiens on the Noblesse Oblige. They weren’t allowed on a space ark except as frozen, fertilized ova. How could I know the smell and sound and feel of a puppy? The vids weren’t that good. These were memories people two generations ago couldn’t have.

	The cutting moment, in all its sensory gore returned and I not only stepped back, but convulsed with disgust, helplessly.

	“Give us a kiss, luv.” The man’s voice turned sibilant and seemed to speak over itself, the words echoing in cascade. “Slip the blade in, quick!”

	I almost turned and ran as his words repainted the picture in my mind. Where would I go, though, that wasn’t full of affected patients just like him?

	The sound of his voice pierced my brain and I felt synovial fluid drip down through my ears and ooze, warm, onto my skin. My hands trembled as I tapped my uplink.

	The man collapsed.

	“Dr. Kaarju?”

	It took a moment before the pressure eased and I regained my equilibrium. I’d have to swab my ears, seal the samples for analysis.

	“Doctor? Meika?”

	“Medical transport to the factory. We’ve got another one.” I hoped my voice didn’t sound as haunted as I felt.

	That made seven today. Already considered an epidemic, the unidentified disease now threatened the entire population of the Noblesse Oblige.

	I feared science would have to concede. The disease — whatever it was — defied diagnosis. In the months since the first case arrived at my health sciences center, I’d analyzed and cultured every bodily fluid searching for the source of the infection.

	No bacteria, parasite, prion, or virus could be detected. No genetic abnormalities had been found in any of the victims. MRIs, biopsies, nothing indicated any problem at all. Conscious or not, alive or dead, the condition was indiscriminate. The victim’s skin turned blue, their eyes into vacant holes, and they’d start speaking in strange little sound bytes like they’d channeled some ancient Dadaist savant. Their voices caused mild brain damage, though nothing appeared to have changed in their larynxes.

	After the verbal salad, the affected fell unconscious, their skin and eyes returning to normal, and they remained that way until the next outburst, hours, or days, later. My HSC was full of them.

	The first time the transformation occurred in the morgue, the medical examiner had a heart attack. Dr. Davidson was still on bed rest, which meant I had to pull double-duty. None of the latest batch of interns was qualified or prepared to take on the responsibility. Besides, they were being affected at an alarming rate themselves. We might not have any staff left if this kept up.

	I’d never hallucinated as a result of an episode before, or heard reports of anyone else seeing things, let alone experiencing a memory that couldn’t possibly belong to them. Was this a new symptom, a transmission vector, or had I just broken down under the stress?

	I tapped my uplink again as the medical transport departed.

	“Yeah. Sal? We’ve had another one at the factory. No, it doesn’t seem to be contagious. Appears to be totally random. I’ve been around them from the beginning and I haven’t had any symptoms yet. Any new insights?”

	I’d called Salif Marad, a spiritualist, in on the problem some weeks ago. Having exhausted, but not entirely given up on, my research, I’d entertain just about anything while I waited for science to yield proper answers.

	“Can you come by the HSC? I’m headed back there now. I think you’re going to have to explain this new theory of yours. Thanks. I’ll be in my office. See you then.”

	Sal had suggested possession before, but had to agree that the signs didn’t match any reported or suspected incidents of possession he knew of. He’d also suggested the possibility of a first contact scenario, but surely we’d see some sign of the life forms trying to communicate with us through our people, be able to pinpoint the source of the signal, or at the least be near a planet. Sal’s new theory involved alien possession, which was too far removed from reality for me to be comfortable with, but I’d have to give him a chance to explain. I was desperate.

	On my way back to the HSC on the monorail, people were scarce, spooked. No one wanted to take the risk. For the first time in ages, I became aware of the rumbling of the ark’s engines. I’d heard and felt them all my life, being the third generation of many that would be born, live, and die on the Noblesse Oblige. We were en route to Lyra and the habitable planet waiting there for us. One of the Keplers, but I couldn’t remember which. Our new home, our promised land, was little more than a myth to me. I’d never see it.

	“Meika.” Dr. Lars Lundquist, neurosurgeon, hurried down the hall to intercept me before I reached the office. “You’ll want to see this.”

	He held out the data-dot for me and after passing my hands through the sanitizer, he pressed it onto my finger and I touched it to my lens.

	“What am I looking at, Lars? I’m micro, not neuro.” 

	“Brainwaves. Mrs. Munro was affected this afternoon.”

	“The woman in the coma?”

	“The same.”

	Lars had been monitoring Mrs. Munro’s brain for more than a year since a subdural hematoma landed her in the coma. When she’d turned blue this afternoon, Mrs. Munro’s Alpha, Beta, and Delta waves went wild. Once the episode ended, her brain activity returned to normal levels, at least for someone in a coma.

	“What does this mean?”

	Lars’s laugh verged on hysteria. “I have no idea. Yet.”

	“Tell me when you do.” I returned the data dot to his custody and entered my office.

	Sal sat waiting for me.

	“Walk with me. I have to check on my cultures.” I sanitized again and sat down at the incubator unit. First, I prepared the samples of my synovial fluid and inserted them into the machine, one for direct analysis and the other for culture. Then I selected samples, prepared slides, and examined them in the electron microscope, controlling the tools with hand gestures in the sensor bay below the screen. “Tell me about your alien possession theory.”

	“They’re ghosts,” he said.

	“Alien ghosts?” I didn’t look up from my work.

	“I — well. If this is an attempt by some other life form to make contact with us, they’d either have to possess incredibly powerful telepathic abilities, or...”

	“Or they’d be incorporeal. Yes, you’ve told me this before.”

	“The thought of incorporeal life forms existing in space itself is not impossible.”

	“You can’t prove a negative. We haven’t found evidence of such a life form. Go on.”

	“We have been able to prove the existence of energies that affect the mind, though, that some people interpret as ghosts, or psychic phenomena.” As he spoke, I could hear him tapping on screens, running his hands under the sanitizer, moving anything that he could. Fidgeting. Nervous.

	“Agreed, though that’s more in Dr. Lundquist’s territory. Stop fussing with the equipment. You break anything, Sal, and I’ll make you fix it.” I heard him shift further from the lab units. So far, I wasn’t seeing anything pathogenic in the slides. It wasn’t unexpected, just disappointing. The direct analysis of my sample proved equally unhelpful.

	“Sorry. So energy can’t be created or destroyed, right. It just changes form. What if ghosts are random bits of energy that used to be living things?”

	“If they’re just echoes of what was, it would explain all the “woo-woo” nonsense people report.”

	Sal didn’t reply.

	“You know, how you guys can never get ghosts to answer a question straight? Why are you hanging around? What’s the big family secret? I know what I’d be doing if there was life after death and it wouldn’t be moaning at my family and moving objects without purpose.”

	Silence. A frisson ran up my spine and lifted the hair from my neck.

	“In the locked box under the bed,” said Sal’s suddenly slithery voice.

	Jesus Christ, I blinked and looked away from the scope, trying to move slowly so I wouldn’t send slides and samples smashing to smithereens inside the incubator. Why couldn’t the damned disease wait until Sal explained his theory?

	“Get your shoes and megaphones ready ladies.”

	He reached for me, like the man at the factory. Just as I’d extricated my hands from the sensor bay, the vision hit.

	No vivisection this time. Now, I ceased to exist, felt like I was in some kind of vacuum. Silence. No breath. No sight. No smell. No feeling of any kind, just me and my thoughts. After only a few seconds, I panicked. As seconds became minutes, hours, panic exploded into—

	 

	#

	 

	Throat dry. Sore. Something in there... Intubated. What the hell did Sal — my experience of sensory deprivation rushed back in a shattering landslide. I screamed, but all that worked its way around the breathing apparatus in my throat was a series of squeaky choking noises that couldn’t be heard over the screeching alarms. Why wasn’t somebody removing the tube? Sedating me? Anything?

	Lids flickered open and shut, but my eyes focused on nothing. All I saw was light. Muddled sounds rang in my ears. My hands felt like they weighed a hundred kilos each. Relax. I had to stop fighting the medical equipment that had kept me alive long enough to regain consciousness. Rest. Relax. Sleep. I hoped that next time I opened my eyes, I’d have enough strength to do something more than gurgle.

	 

	#

	 

	I woke up slowly, had time to think before I was plunged into battle with my body and the machines that fed it. I focused on remaining calm, subduing my natural instinct to wrest control of my body back from the medical equipment. I’d have to disconnect soon, though, or my body might give up and I’d end up dependent on the damn things.

	Something catastrophic must have happened. Those affected continued to breathe and function normally in between episodes. I’d been in a coma. Mrs. Munro had been in a coma. Why hadn’t anyone come in to check on me yet? The answer wouldn’t help me and I quelled the question.

	I took quick stock. Intravenous, empty of fluids. Heart monitor. EEG. Catheter. Jesus, I’m in a diaper. Just a precaution though. No solid food meant no solid waste. My eyes crusted, mouth dry and cracked. How long? Days? Weeks? Stop. Just stop. Breathing tube first. Relax.

	It had to be removed slowly so I wouldn’t damage anything, and I had to fight my reflexes, to try to breathe, to vomit, to constrict my throat around the tube. None of it would help. I heaved and gasped when the mucus coated tube reached my mouth, spent the next minutes hacking up the sputum settled in my lungs, retching dryly as the monitors sounded their alarms around me. My eyes teared, but it wasn’t enough to clear them of opti-gook.

	The gastric tube came out quickly, burning my throat and nose with stomach acid. Next, I tackled the intravenous, peeling tape away with clumsy fingers, pulling the needle out of the vein. I scrubbed at my eyes, working my fingers through the crusty lashes. Still couldn’t see, but it was better than before. Sensor pads took a layer of skin with them when removed and at last I reached around and fumbled for the power switch on the monitor. 

	I lay exhausted, in silence. Water.

	Failing to find any within reach, I turned my attention to the diaper and the urinary catheter. Embarrassing and painful. 

	“Hello,” I tried to say. “Is anybody there?” My voice sounded like I had laryngitis. No one would hear me. To hell with this. The rails of the bed wouldn’t unlock. I’d used all my strength disconnecting myself. Then, I noticed my hands, the knuckles enlarged, the flesh shrunken. My uplink had been surgically removed. No wonder I can’t see, they removed my lenses, too. It was standard practice with coma patients.

	Another, slower, accounting of my body revealed my emaciated state. It didn’t matter how weak I was, I’d have to get some proper food and water soon. I refused to die now.

	“Hello?” My voice was barely above a whisper.

	I don’t remember how long it took to climb over the rail, crawl to the bathroom, into the shower, and try to drink as the water flowed over me. I cleaned up while I was there, and after a rest, returned naked to the room and searched out my belongings.

	Once dressed, I felt marginally human, and discovered my lenses in their case, preserved in saline. At least I’d be able to see. A second small box contained my uplink. I’d need to implant it again, but it wasn’t beyond my ability. Another brief rest and a drink — from the sink this time — and I was ready to find out why I’d been left in this closet of a private room. I opened the door.

	“Jesus Christ.”

	I was in the neurology ward. There, among other patients I didn’t know, was Mrs. Munro and Sal. And Lars. They were all sitting on benches against the wall, all blue, their eyes gone black, their mouths hanging slack. If they weren’t actively spewing nonsense, they should have been unconscious, showing none of the outward symptoms of the affected.

	“Lars, it’s Meika. Can you hear me?” My voice was still thread-bare. Lars didn’t move, but he wasn’t dead either, just affected in a way I’d never seen. I had to sit, the last of my strength sapped by this defeat. Giving in wasn’t an option, though. I cleared my throat and accessed his uplink. “Medical override, Kaarju, nine nine seven zebra.”

	“We’re broken. That’s how they get in, through the bro—”

	I parsed the last entries on Lars’s uplink, but nothing else seemed pertinent until I found Lars’s report on Sal and me. They’d found us in my lab, Sal affected, and me already in a coma. I selected some juice and some soup from the hospitality station and went to Lars’s research unit, but I couldn’t find anything that might have led to his final statement. Nothing had been discovered medically wrong with any of the patients, certainly nothing that might be considered broken.

	Unless it was metaphorical, and then a whole new realm of possibility opened up. Psychologically, we were all broken.

	Like any disease, there were those who’d prove immune, though. I guessed I was one of those. Lucky me. I sipped and slurped slowly, wary of stomach cramping or nausea.

	The Noblesse Oblige was home to some two hundred thousand people and so far from any help that the condition might yet be the end of us. Pilots, engineers, navigators, miners, aggies. If none of the people in those essential professions were immune, it wouldn’t matter if I could figure out a root cause. I might not be able to affect a cure before we ran out of food or collided with a celestial object. Something could have malfunctioned and I’d be none the wiser.

	I had to try.

	First, I’d have to find out how many of us were immune. 

	Cramming a shoulder bag with more juice, a few packets of crackers, and a still-firm apple, I headed for the surgery. First I’d re-implant my uplink, and then I’d search for survivors. 

	As I worked, implanting the uplink in my hand, I sipped water and thought of what I’d say, and rehearsed. When I finished, I tested the link, noting the date. I nearly fell off my chair. Six weeks. My God.

	Comm lines, intranet, everything seemed in order. I loaded up the streams for the last six weeks, scanned for details that might tell me what had happened beyond my own little drama.

	At one point or another, sometime in the last six weeks, everybody — or so close to everybody that I couldn’t tell from the stream — had been affected. Less than twenty-five percent of the total population had recovered in some fashion, and enough in each of the critical sectors that the ark’s support system wouldn’t break down altogether.

	Fortunate, but disturbing. This disease had some kind of intelligence behind it. What else could explain its precise distribution?

	I started with the Health Science Center network.

	In the end, there were three people at each of the quadrant sites, plus two of my colleagues who’d fled the devastation of the central HSC. They weren’t happy to be recalled. We were a motley combination of doctors, researchers, and other support staff. We rallied, moved the affected into wards, and got to work.

	“We have two groups of patients,” I said. We worked in continual video conference at the HSCs. Processing samples and cultures, studying results that revealed nothing. Our virtual community kept us sane. “The first group remains as they presented, unconscious until they have an episode, followed by bouts of dysphasic rambling.”

	“The other,” said Dr. Sarah Holloway, working in quadrant two, “seems permanently cyanotic, catatonic, and for all that we can tell, practically dead.”

	As much as I hated to hear it said, Holloway was right. Breathing, pulse could hardly be detected. I thought of Lars and Sal and the echo of the sadness I felt every time I looked at them returned.

	“They never speak at all,” said Reg Tulaine, a talk therapist in quadrant four. I could almost feel his shudder. He wasn’t a doctor or a scientist, but he took direction well, and wasn’t afraid of strange possibilities.

	“Has anyone else reported hallucinations?” I asked.

	“Else?” said Holloway.

	“I meant has any—”

	“No, you quite clearly said ‘anyone else.’ Meika, did you hallucinate?”

	“Dr. Kaarju?” said Reg. “I’ll need you to be very specific, if you don’t mind.”

	So I told them about the impossible memory I had of the puppy. Neither of them had had a similar experience. We broadcasted a poll and waited to find out if I was an anomaly. No one else reported visions, or hallucinations, or whatever it was I’d had.

	“You characterized it as an ‘impossible memory.’ Why?” This was Reg’s territory now, I guessed. He was keen with the questions, in any case.

	“It felt like a memory. It had the same texture, if that makes any sense, but I knew it was impossible because no one living on the ark has ever seen an animal outside the vids. It was too real.”

	“What are you thinking, Reg?” asked Dr. Holloway.

	“It’s crazy,” Reg said. “I can barely get my head wrapped around the idea. But Dr. Kaarju said her friend, Salif, thought that the affected might be some kind of alien possession, or ghosts?”

	“Yeah,” I said, emptying my lungs like I was preparing for a dive. Funny thought, that. We didn’t have water to spare for anything like diving. “That’s what he was about to explain to me when he succumbed.”

	“What if it was an attempt to communicate?” said Reg.

	“I don’t follow,” said Holloway.

	“We have no idea what an alien life form might be like, how they’re structured, how they communicate,” Reg said. “What if this isn’t possession or a mass haunting? What if they’re something like a virus—”

	“We haven’t found any evidence of a virus—”

	“I get that, Dr. Holloway. I said like a virus. Something we haven’t learned how to detect yet. Hear me out. What if they don’t communicate like we do? What if memory is the closest thing we have to their form of communication?”

	“Jesus, Reg. What are you saying?” 

	He couldn’t get his head around it. I sure as hell couldn’t. It felt like having a word on the tip of your tongue and not being able to say it. 

	“Do we have a — what are those things called? An fMRI? Do we have one of those?”

	“We should have one at each of the sites,” I said. “But it’s useless. We have no idea when anyone is going to have an episode and it could be over by the time we get them set up.”

	“No, Dr. Kaarju. We put you in the fMRI and see if we can get you hallucinating again.”

	“I haven’t seen anything since I’ve recovered, though. Maybe I’m immune now?”

	“Do you have anything more productive to suggest, Meika?” Holloway said.

	I didn’t.

	In a few hours, Holloway and Reg made it to central and we’d called in the reinforcements to staff the quadrant HSCs. I’d relocated the fMRI in a room into which I also moved Lars and Sal, Mrs. Munro, and Joe Baker, the patient who became sick while I was taking his statement at the factory. He was still a group one affected. 

	While I waited for Reg and Holloway to arrive, I’d compiled all the audio we’d captured of the patient’s speech. As I slid into the bell of the fMRI, Reg started the playback. I tried to relax — I didn’t want to feel that soft, innocent flesh part beneath the blade, hear the helpless squalling. I didn’t want to see anything like that ever again. 

	I could cut a human being apart and stitch him back together, but I couldn’t bear the suffering of an animal I’d never known.

	Slice air, the life there...Running worms chew the planet...Ice reigns in a blood swatch...

	If memory was their means of communicating, I had to figure out some way to break the code. The machine whirred. I focused on my memories of Lars and Sal. Consulting with the one on brain tumors and meningitis, with the other on the possible spiritual practices of alien life forms.

	Here’s Johnny dull boy...What did you expect would rend your guts...I can see the bone...

	What did these snippets of nothing mean? Was that all that was left of my friends? Less? They didn’t speak. Hadn’t for weeks. 

	“Stay still, Meika.” Holloway wouldn’t be able to get proper readings if my restlessness got the better of me, but the urge to jump up, shake Sal and Lars, make them wake, speak, was overwhelming. 

	The infected’s nonsense continued to play in the background and I breathed slowly, relaxed around the ball of my agitation. Find the right memories, I thought. Find the dreams that will speak to me.

	I sighed and closed my eyes to shut in the tears. It wasn’t long before I fell into pre-slumber, the place where thought and dream collide. I was so focused on finding a solution my thoughts became bloodhounds on the trail. 

	In high school, I learned how enzymes worked, binding with substrates to support chemical reactions in cells. In genetics, we discussed how the AIDS virus invaded the very T-cells that were supposed to help eliminate illness, rewriting their genetic code to become virus factories.

	I remembered — no, it wasn’t a memory; it was the same thing as the puppy hallucination — I imagined with perfect clarity something that was almost a substrate, but not, something that was nearly a virus, but not. 

	It was attracted to human biology, and once locked in, like an enzyme, it couldn’t escape. Then, like a virus, it started reprogramming the gene in our cells so that they expressed different traits, but remained to outward analysis normal cells.

	Now I know how we got into this situation. How do I get us out?

	The aliens weren’t finished though. I saw a prison cell, the convicts inside fighting, killing one other. Then I saw a zipper, twisted into a spiral, the tab unzipping the sides, freeing them.

	“I know — ow!” I sat up, forgetting I was inside the fMRI, and practically knocked myself out. 

	“What?” Holloway said.

	I slid out of the machine. “I know what to do. Or I knew. It’s slipping, damnit.”

	“Be still for a moment,” said Reg. “Close your eyes. Try to recapture the moment, the thought.”

	I didn’t close my eyes, though. I sat staring straight ahead, at Sal and Lars, into their singularity eyes. My mind wrapped itself back around the idea. “Shoestring — blood clot —” No. Word salad. How could I tell them we needed to engineer a retrovirus?

	“She’s speaking like she’s affected,” Holloway said. “But she’s not showing any other symptoms.”

	I stamped my foot, pointed to my eyes, then the floor. I’m standing right here.

	“Sorry, Dr. Kaarju,” Reg said. “We’re just—”

	“Freaking out,” Holloway said.

	I tried to think. How could I show them what I’d discovered? Do what you do. Get to work.

	I went to the supply chest, grabbed a needle. What would I sample that I hadn’t before? Where would the highest concentration of the alien life form be? 

	“Meika?” Holloway didn’t trust my semi-affected self.

	I held up my hand. Please. Then I turned back to Sal.

	It had to be the eyes. Though they didn’t look like they were there, I had to trust that it was some kind of light refraction, an illusion. I could so easily be wrong, or insert the needle into the ocular nerve, pierce the lens or pupil by accident. You won’t mind being blind in one eye if you have your life back, will you, Sal?

	I guided the needle into Sal’s eye, feeling the slightest bit of pressure as I did. My breath left me in a grateful sigh and I thanked everything and everyone I could think of for the simple grace of it.

	I drew back the plunger, and the vitreous filled the syringe, not creamy white, but dingy gray. I withdrew the needle and kissed Sal quickly on his blue-gray temple.

	Holloway and Reg had already moved the fMRI out of the way and I sat at the incubator unit to prepare my samples. Feeding the first into the electron microscope, I switched the viewer to the wall screen. Even at maximum resolution, it was hard to see, but there, nestled within the vitreous cells was something else. Something we’d never seen before. Something that didn’t belong.

	“Pith me gently.” I couldn’t stop the words from escaping, but they were oddly appropriate.

	“Um, yeah,” said Reg.

	“Are those the aliens?” Holloway couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice.

	I nodded and flipped my wrist up, finally realizing that I could type what I wanted to say into my uplink and activate the voice module. “They function partly like a substrate locking into an enzyme, and partly like a virus. We need to engineer a retrovirus to unzip them from the infected.”

	I was a terrible typist and gave over, grabbing three more syringes and motioning, first to the three other affected in the room, then to the lab station, and finally out the door of the room.

	“That’s brilliant, Meika. If we set samples in lab stations throughout the HSC, they can all be working simultaneously toward a cure.”

	“But,” said Reg, “does anyone know how to engineer a retrovirus?”

	“That’s what the lab stations are for,” Holloway said. “We just have to find the right protocol and program.”

	 

	#

	 

	In the end, we worked samples from different group one and group two patients in all the HSCs in all the lab units we could spare. I even asked Holloway to take a sample from me. 

	We needed it all. Three quarters of our collective attempts failed. When we finally found a working protocol, it turned out that the retrovirus had to be individually engineered for each patient. Then the real work started. Hundreds of patients died waiting for their cures.

	Our first successful test of the retrovirus was in quadrant three. We thought we’d failed again, but the cure took hold within a day.

	“What happened to the aliens?” Sal asked after I administered his cure.

	“We don’t know. I’m just glad they’re gone.”

	Lars, Holloway, and I have co-authored a paper on the discovery and sent the information streaming back to our colonies. Future generations will need to know about the existence of these microscopic aliens, how we attract each other, break each other. They’ll need to know how to mend the broken places.
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