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The Discotheque
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Nyla had a large glass of water in front of her. Though she had technically been alive over the span of . . . what was it . . . about forty years? She was only twenty-six because she’d been in stasis on and off for the last twenty years. 

It made medical appointments interesting. Height: 5’7; Weight: 160 lbs; Species: human; Age: . . . that always made the doctor pause because the age didn’t add up with the date of birth, and it was protocol for them to tally the age in between stasis and that left Nyla sitting, waiting, wondering when they were going to take her blood sample already. 

“You should really have some juice,” Elysia said. When Nyla looked up, she saw the owner of the Discotheque looking down at her. Whereas Nyla had a mousy look about her, filled with the nervous energy of someone going into stasis tomorrow, Elysia had the confidence and poise of a business owner looking to make a sale. “Or even a whiskey.” Nyla’s eyes were immediately drawn to Elysia’s sequinned jumpsuit. She was confident, gorgeous, and quite gregarious. 

“I’m going on a long-haul mission tomorrow,” Nyla said. “But thanks.”

“You had blood taken,” Elysia said. “You should have some juice, at least. I’ll give it to you for the same price as water if that’s your concern.”

She’s trying to upsell me, though I just don’t know how yet . . . Nyla thought. I’m a botanist, not a businesswoman. “I’ll take a juice then.” The doctor did take a lot of my blood about an hour ago. 

Elysia pat Nyla’s shoulder on her way back to the bar. Loud nu-wave disco music played while about twenty people danced on the open floor. Though it was a beautiful club with bright, neon lights coming from every corner, it was only at half capacity. 

“One orange juice for you,” Elysia said. “Drink up, and then when you’re done, get dancing. Exercise is good before a long-haul trip in stasis.”

“Thanks for the advice,” Nyla said, passing her card to pay. 

“At least three people at the bar would love to dance with you,” Elysia said as she took the card, processed the payment, and handed it back. 

“I’ll finish this and see where I am.”

“Are you single or just sad?” Elysia helped herself to the seat across from Nyla as a waitress passed her a large, fruity drink. Elysia took a sensuous sip from the straw, her eyes looking Nyla up and down. On closer inspection, Nyla saw that Elysia’s eyes had special sparkles. 

She’s a Quangel, Nyla realized. Quangels were genetically enhanced, and while Elysia was possibly human, she was also quite perhaps another species modified to look more human. She may smell pheromones on me, knowing all the chemicals emitting from my body. 

“Well?” Elysia asked. “I know you want to talk about it. I think I have a good guess why you came to the Discotheque for a glass of water and a peek at other people having fun while dancing.”

“Your club was open.”

“Others are, too,” Elysia said. “This is Exo Station. Lots of places are open, even well into the night. That includes restaurants, juice bars, and even a store or two where you can pick up a bottle of water and enjoy it in your quarters. You came to the Discotheque because you wanted to be around people.” 

“And I am. Around people, that is . . . though I guess I’m a disappointing customer,” Nyla said. That’s why you’re talking to me, right? 

“You’re an interesting customer,” Elysia said. “Happy customers are better for business, though, which is why I want to talk you into drinking, dancing, and diving into some new romantic prospect.” 

“I am happy. But thanks for stopping by,” Nyla said. 

“No, maybe you think you’re happy,” Elysia said with a smile before pointing to the people on the dance floor. “They come here to be happy. You came here to be happy adjacent—surrounded by happiness, though you’re too scared to experience it yourself.” At that moment, she took a pensive sip from her glass. “I see it a lot from people like you. You go into your career, give everything to it, and in return, your career takes everything from you. How are you supposed to have friendships, romance, and a real life when you go into stasis for years at a time—then, you return years later, still young while the world around you has aged?”

“It’s difficult,” Nyla said. 

“Clearly,” Elysia said. “So you’re wondering . . . how much do you like this science stuff? Is it worth it?”

“Is it?”

“You tell me.”

“You’ve been telling me who I am for the last ten minutes,” Nyla said, “I just figured you would know.”

Elysia gave a long sigh and looked at some of the other patrons. “Look, sweetie, you’ve got two paths. You can either commit to science for the rest of your life. Find some joy in the rush of seeing new places and things. Learn to love long periods of stasis and delight in coming back to everything being different. Or, you can find a new passion, something else you can commit to, come back to Earth and grow old in real time. Who knows—maybe you can come back to Exo Station and stay in the future.”

That was when Elysia stood up and walked back to the bar, throwing a cute little wink over her shoulder. 

Nyla remembered hearing rumours that Quangels might be empathic, telepathic, or even psychic with some precognitive abilities. In the books, they had enhanced natural, scientific abilities. That probably helped Elysia—she had moved to another unsuspecting patron at another table and was trying to talk them into having a good time.

Nyla looked around the Discotheque, noticing the people at the bar Elysia had pointed at. Sure, they were attractive people of various species and different genders, and all looking around for a match. I guess I’m looking for a match, too, Nyla thought as she finished her juice and left. 

Or, at least, I was. 

It was time to go to sleep. 

Big day tomorrow.
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The docking bay at Exo Station was usually a loud place. 

Every space that might be filled with silence instead boomed with commotion. People would see off their loved ones. 

“When will I see you again?”

“Take care of yourself.”

“Make sure to send me messages as often as you can.”

You know—the things people said when they were saying goodbye to someone they wouldn’t see for years.

It was also the last chance for love confessions. 

“I always loved you.”

“Please, take care and, when you get back, maybe we can see each other?”

Maybe it was also a chance to get in the last jab in an argument. 

“I hope you die out there.”

As Nyla walked through the station, slightly refreshed from a couple of hours of sleep, she overheard all the conversations.

No one was coming to see her off, and that was fine—she was busy looking for the gate where the S.3.M. Prospect was docking for its long-haul flight to the outer regions of known space. Walking through crowds would be so much easier if I didn’t have these heavy bags, she thought to herself as she adjusted her grip. One bag was filled with her science equipment, and the other with personal effects. 

Her entire life was in those two bags. Do I love botany and space exploration this much? she wondered to herself, remembering the conversation with Elysia the night before. 

SMACK!

The sound of a hand hitting flesh cut through all the noise, alarming Nyla, jerking her head around as she looked for the source. 

In the corner, several men stood around a Dante android. Their laughter made Nyla sick to her stomach as one of them—clearly the ringleader—pulled his hand back for another hit. 

The Dante had his hand to his face. Dante androids were humanoid in every way, right down to the artificial flesh covering their metallic alloy bodies. They were top-of-the-line a couple of decades ago, hailed for their keen management of deep-space military vessels. These days, they were mostly in circulation for low-end science vessels. Any year now, they would be recalled—at least, that’s what Nyla heard. 

The last Dante model Nyla had seen was at least seven years ago. At first glance, one might pass for a human. But the robotic lilts to their voices and the slow movements of their eyes that showed they were processing gave them away. Plus, everyone knew what in-circulation android models looked like—how could you not? You’d see five of the same person walking around a ship or a space station, wonder how it was possible, and then remember that android models were designed to look the same. 

SMACK!

The Dante android staggered backwards, his eyes wide, glass-like, as he processed what was happening. 

“Maybe if we break this one, we can get one of the hot lady androids for the Prospect,” the ringleader said through laughs.

Disgusting, Nyla thought as she marched over to the group, dropping her bags at her feet. “Stop it!” Nyla ordered as the ringleader pulled his hand back for another smack. Suddenly, seeing how she wiped their smiles off their faces, she wondered if she had gotten into trouble. They look ready to kill me . . . and now I’m in between them and the android. 

The three men looked down at her. She was shorter than them but still had the fierceness of a woman who grew up with five older brothers. 

“What?” the ringleader asked. “You want a turn smacking ol’Dante over here?”

“No,” Nyla said. “Get lost.” 

The three laughed at them. “He doesn’t mind, do you, Dante? We were just having fun. Right?”

Nyla looked over her shoulder at the Dante. His skin was artificial, but it was still turning red where he was hit before. “It’s okay,” Dante whispered to Nyla. His soft, deep voice cut through all the noise. 

“No,” Nyla said, turning back. “It’s not okay. If you want to hit him, you’ve got to go through me.” 

The three men laughed again before their ringleader said, “Okay, fine by us —”

There was a loud whistle sound just as Nyla closed her eyes and felt the Dante’s hands grab her from behind. When Nyla opened her eyes, she noticed she was quite safe: Exo Station’s chief of security, Peace Officer Clay, was fast approaching. 

Clay was in his 50s and from a humanoid race called the Dahlid, hailed for their keen regenerative abilities. His eyes were intense.

Nyla looked up to see what had happened: the Dante android, seeing she was going to be hurt, had pulled her back and put himself between her and the danger. Strangely, though Nyla generally didn’t like being grabbed or held like this, she felt . . . incredibly safe. He let go of her when he saw the trouble was dying down.

“Ted, Stone, Link,” Peace Officer Clay said, reading from his black tablet, “according to my records, you three already have three counts of vandalism. You’d better not make it a fourth, or you’ll be too busy in the brig to make it off the station. And, might I add, it’s a hefty fine if you hold up the Prospect’s departure—or miss it altogether.”

Ted, the ringleader, looked at his two goons. Then, he gave Nyla a look that said, I’m coming for you. 

When they were out of earshot, Peace Officer Clay told Nyla, “My advice: don’t get in the middle of those three. An obsolete android isn’t worth the trouble.”

“They were hurting him,” Nyla said, feeling the awkwardness of talking about the Dante model as if he weren’t even there. 

“If you have some sentimental attachment to it,” Clay stated, “you could always cite the destruction of personal property. Threatening vandalism charges work every time for those jokers. Stay safe on your journey.”
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