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Introduction to 

The Close at Hand

 Science Fiction Tales

 

 

This is my third little volume of science fiction tales. As I write this introduction, it’s January 2022, and it’s a gray, cloudy, unpleasantly frigid day. I live in the mountains above Kobe, which means there’s some lovely views, but the cold just seeps into my bones. The one bar heater is not exactly warming the room terribly well.

This is an eclectic group of stories, written over a period of ten years or so. Some are set in the far reaches of the universe, some are set within a world very like the one we inhabit now.

Each of them touches upon themes such as reconciliation, whether with others or with ourselves, liberty, when the dilemma of choice pushes the importance of what living really means to the fore, and also betrayal and redemption.

These are huge themes, ones which we circulate through fiction over and over, for good reason. These are not stories with answers, they are stories which pose questions, answers, and possibilities.

And, for that alone, I am grateful.

Enjoy!

 

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

January 2022


Introduction to The Close at Hand

 

The Close at Hand is a generation starship type story. I always enjoyed stories of that sub-genre as they always asked interesting questions.

They posed premises in which whole generations have existed on starships which may, or may not, have a final agenda or destination. Within that scope, whole cultures, rivalries, and wars can emerge. So, the genre tends to ask questions about the nature of humans within societal structures.

How do we create the frameworks of civilization? Are they always likely to arrive at similar forms? Is there a way in which this can be engineered?

In this story, the generation starship has set off with a particular agenda, but changes occur within the starship, and also within our main character which provide a lens in which we can also view our own world.

 

Thank you.

David Rees-Thomas

Nishinomiya, Japan

January 2022


The Close at Hand

 

Santha is not the pilot of the starship, The Close at Hand.

She walks a narrow pathway deep within the starship, high in the air, between two openings on opposite sides of a wide tube. Cascading waterfalls of machinery seem to drift down from pure metal surfaces, and the silence is intense. She feels and hears the blood in her head, her organs gurgling and processing inside her, the background noises of human biological maintenance, which people would never otherwise notice.

There is no water here, but the smooth surface of the cylindrical tube she traverses seems to shimmer and rush downward as if all the walls housed the same machinery, constantly purging itself in a stream of dead data.

Santha is not the pilot, but she is the most important human on The Close at Hand, at least from her and Gideon’s perspective, perhaps from the perspective of the machine itself. She has a sacred place within this data, but Santha knows it’s simply something already written, something programmed. She is not special. She reminds Gideon, her younger brother, of this often, but he doesn’t listen.

She enters the chamber at the far end of the walkway, her world falling more silent still, not even the faint rustle of flesh against cloth.

She heads straight to the only object inside the room, a padded chair, and a machine with a space on top designed for her hands. Her hands only. She calls it, The Link. The Machine doesn’t care.

Santha places her hand against the panel with which she completely aligns. Inside the filtered interface of the dataplex implanted in the flesh of her brain, billions of other human minds pause for a billionth of a second to allow her the path of association with Anu. Anu, The Machine which Guides, or as Santha and the other members of the Unit call it, The Machine. 

The Close at Hand is like real life inside. It carries humanity, a vessel full of hope and promise for each culture category. She feels it vibrating against her flesh, tingling in her soul as all the tiny particles of their shared/not shared universe re-align in a fraction of time

The Machine tunes itself to the thought processes of these scattered, separated billions. It molds its virtual architecture, and creates tailored weather patterns, atmospheres, temperatures. Each culture lives within its own set boundaries, few choosing to connect with the other cultures on board The Close at Hand.

Santha disconnects from all these minds once the pathway with Anu is established. She breathes in the strange air of the chamber. It’s supposed to be a room of purity, the chemical balance in perfect alignment with Santha’s biological needs. There should be no odors, not even her own, but she senses it anyway, like a faint acrid burn, like machine processes, tired, in need of repair, working beyond capacity. 

The human populations on board cannot be allowed to perceive the structural mechanics which control their lives. The safety of the mission depends on their continuing ignorance. This is her code, the code of generations before her.

Santha knows full well she doesn’t require the mind patterns of all the billions of humans anymore to reach within the Machine’s core, but she wants them, she needs them. Needs them in a way which Anu could never understand. 

She nearly lifts her hand away, sensing that Anu would never even seek to understand. This fear of Anu is natural, part of her life since she was a child, and her mother took the same role, and her father before. And on and on, backwards through the generations, to a point where patterns merely repeat.

The vastness of RS100101 (it's proper name, derived from a series of prototypes and minor modifications) is far too complex and abstract for one person, or even a crew to handle alone. The Unit handles the logistics on a low level basis, but Santha is the only bridge between the humans and Anu, the programmed logic of the colonization framework apparatus, designed to locate and reformat planets for the suitable use of each human culture.

She peers within the enclosures inside The Close at Hand, the discrete worlds within this vast starship which house the thousands of separate cultures. Santha, through The Machine, sees them all. She forces herself to pause each time she interfaces with Anu, to take the time to view them, however remotely. A reminder of the human elements, a reminder of why they’ve been journeying through the Universe for so many millennia.

Religious orders, like the True Light of the First Word, carve out a world where only dark stone cells abound, where only brackish water trickles, where only hard bread and pulses are served. And though their life seems barren and hard, Santha longs to fall into their realm, to exist outside of her functionality, even if just for moments, precious moments.

Some cultures do mix with others, some openly, some only with secret diplomatic missions between the leaders, the true nature of The Close at Hand kept invisible from their populations. 

But, some, like The True Light, have an exclusion zone surrounding their order. No one else on board can perceive their environment in the same manner.

The environment is managed on a symbiotic basis. Modes are memorized by the ship, so if different people come into contact, the world around them will adapt accordingly. Each person can share a little of the other's life. If desired. If allowed.

There are artist colonies on board, each lost within their work.

Families of all varieties carve out narratives which exist only for them, and their wider culture. Politics is minimized, controlled by Anu and the tiny group of psychocrats in The Unit, of which Santha is the principal organizer. 

Only she is permitted to interface directly with Anu. 

On some decks, the space is given over to worlds of water, or vast plains with horses where people dwell in villages, their technology deliberately restrained. And, Santha dips her mind into these worlds also.

On others, there is nothing but silence, a library which stretches to the horizon, each book available after the desired amount of searching.

Some groups entered their environment at the start of Anu’s journey thousands of generations earlier, and programmed themselves at the time to forget everything they knew before they boarded. 

They seek to recreate their societies in the near-perfect conditions afforded them on the ship. It doesn't always work. Some societies have already crumbled, forgotten except by The Machine. 

For Santha, it's different. 

She refers to it as the mission, sometimes, the project, something she’s inherited from her family. She understands the language of her role. Words are necessarily fluid. Sometimes, she watches the more stringently observed cultures, and ponders how terrifying their certainties are for her.

Santha is not the pilot. 

There is no pilot, but, Santha works for the machine, for Anu. She exists in the Underneath. 

She sees The Close at Hand for what it truly is. 

Anu is the guardian of all the humans who live within its massive structure, its massive growing structure. It steers and propels the ship, being the only aspect which still has knowledge, even memory, of the original plan.

Alone, Santha looks deep into Anu, the Machine, the beating heart of The Close at Hand, at a new focal point, one which she’s never seen before. 

And, it's jarring, it terrifies her. 

Because, impossible though it is, the Machine appears to be weeping.

 

##

 

Santha pulls away. Her hand still tingles, flesh electrified and brittle. 

She is human, she knows this much. 

And, she belongs. This is also true. 

She belongs to the Underneath, the vast gulf of humanity that maintains the machine, and executes its directives. She belongs to The Unit, a sub-section of the Underneath, a much smaller group, dedicated to understanding Anu, to continuing the colonization project. 

All this, for the sake of those who booked their passage on the ship, who coveted a future where they would be free to create, destroy, and recreate. The Close at Hand tolerates the failure and even the degradation of societies. It learns, it gathers data, it nudges in the next iteration.

Santha enters the Underneath, feeling aching in her bones, like tiredness wrapping itself about her physical body. There are drugs she can take, of course. Sometimes, she just yearns to sleep.

Gideon rushes to meet her, running through the crowded streets like a child. 

The Underneath is unadorned, functional. Housing is provided for the workers, and they live within the communities they work beside. Sanitation block, basic maintenance, coding regulators, genetically engineered to process the distinct languages of the machine, some programmed only with the knowledge of eradication, directing bad coding to archives.

The Underneath is not a distinct culture according to the dataflow of Anu. 

And, in these archives, other humans are directed to collate, assess, and determine. Nothing is destroyed. Everything is cross-referenced.

Catering. Education. Medicine. Disposal. Entertainment. Thought.

The determination boards assess the project, regulating which human from the Underneath will be best served in which essential area. Some of this is pre-planned, genetic qualifiers determined before birth.

A tiny cluster perhaps, but still in the millions, all sifted, navigated, and controlled.

And, Santha watches it all.

The Underneath has no need of overlays. Everything simply looks the way it looks. 

Homes have spaces for eating, for sleeping, for solitude. 

Streets have spaces for navigation, for simple transportation. 

Buildings protect the functionality within. A school. A hospital. A recycle unit.

Metal dominates the Underneath. Dull metal, gray and unimpressive.

And sometimes, when Santha enters, she takes in the scene, breathing in the constant balance of human odors, her eyes widening as her gaze sweeps across the great plain, lights dazzling off the reservoirs, great blasts of sound as shifts start, or end.

Most of the Underneath people have no access to the rest of The Close at Hand, most don't even comprehend a world beyond these doors, much like the cultures on the other side. Access to the higher levels is restricted, except for some. Only Santha can speak with Anu.

She watches Gideon, her younger brother, evolved in the same batch as Santha, but years apart. He's destined for the social programming unit, and something close to sadness pulses in Santha's gut when she thinks about this. 

She watches him now, running, just like a child. Alive with possibility. And, one day, it will all be stripped away, and he'll change. She won't know him anymore. He'll be sequestered to a sector of the Underneath where he'll nudge the millions in the Underneath into living their lives in harmony, and in turn, they’ll perform the tasks necessitated by Anu for the continuation of the project.

She'll never see him again once they take him.

Even she's not allowed to interfere in work which requires such fine balances.

“Gideon,” she says. “Be careful. You might break something.”

He launches himself at her, clutching her legs. “I passed,” he says.

Santha smiles, then looks away. She knows everything. The time of parting is coming soon. But, Gideon knows nothing, and when they take him, he'll change, he won't remember. It will be exactly like it was his choice.

“That's wonderful,” she says. “Of course you passed. I always knew you would.”

She can't tell him he's programmed to pass, that every little nudge in his life has led to this point. She can't tell him what would have happened if he hadn't passed all the other tests all the way through his life.

“Let's make dinner, and you can tell me all about it.”

They head down the street, a street much like all the other streets, all across the Underneath.

Santha feels a prickling in her scalp, her connection with the Machine wavering. She's used to operating
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