
  
    
      
    
  



    
        
          Slow Lightning

        

        
        
          Future Boston, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Steven Popkes

        

        
          Published by Fantastic Books, 2026.

        

    


  
    [image: fb-logo-3inchsquare.jpg]
  

 

 

 

 

Slow Lightning

A Future Boston Novel

by Steven Popkes


  Copyright

 

© 1991 by Steven Popkes.

Originally published by Tor Books, 1991.

 

            This novel is a work of fiction. All the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in it are likewise fictional, and any resemblance to real people, organizations, or events is purely coincidental.

 

            All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

 

Fantastic Books

1380 East 17 Street, Suite 2233

Brooklyn, New York 11230

www.FantasticBooks.biz

 

Print ISBN: 978-1-5154-8526-1

 

First Fantastic Books Electronic Edition, 2024


  Dedication

 

 

This work is dedicated to the Cambridge Science Fiction Workshop, now in its tenth year.

 

The members of the workshop who contributed most to this work are:

 

Jon Burrowes

Steven Caine

Resa Nelson

Alex Jablokov

Geoff Landis

David A. Smith

Sarah Smith

 

Without these people this work would never have been written.


  The Egg: 2035 AD

 

 

            The rusty, pitted steel was soft but sharp as a knife. It was thirty or forty feet back to the beach. I didn’t really want to climb back down; I didn’t even have to look to convince myself. I knew how far it was. I tried rehearsing things I could say to my Aunt Sara: “Once I got that high, I had to keep going. It was too far to get back down,” or “I was just trying to go up a little ways, but then I got stuck.” I shook my head. Didn’t wash. She’d never told me not to come here, but the wreck was the kind of thing she thought eleven-year-old boys Should Not Mess With.

            Wasn’t my home anyway.

            I stretched my neck trying to see over the hull to the upper deck. I’d seen the wreck with Aunt Sara’s binoculars a couple of weeks before. Well, Gray’d seen it and pointed it out to me. I’d needed the binoculars, not him. His eyes are a lot sharper than people’s eyes. It had taken me a couple of weeks to figure out how to get over here—two condemned bridges and an old mud flat’s worth of time.

            It was a big ferry, forty meters if it was anything. It was called the Hesperus—I’d got that much from my cousin Jack before he decided I was too young to talk to. I stood there and looked at it. The pontoons had of course collapsed and rotted away—the wreck had been there about five or six years. There were broken-all-over tubes like so many snakes. These were the pressure fittings to fill up the pontoons, I think. Some of the blue and white paint was still showing in places on the housings, and where the brass fittings were still there and not all corroded and crumbled by the salt, you could still see a little yellow shine. It must have looked grand, running passengers and cars across the harbor, maybe pulling the whistle at some of the larger ships going up to Maine or over to Europe or Africa—the kind of thing I’d read about happening on earth since I was a little kid.

            I heard sort of a whisper from the beach and looked down. It was Mama. She stood on the sand staring at me, eyes frowned and crinkled at the edges, the way mothers get when they’re worried. You know. She’d done that even when she was alive.

            I said, “You worry too much, Mama.” I looked up again. It wasn’t that far. I looked back to the ground to tell her that but she was gone. I wished she’d stay in one place for a while.

            I kept my balance by holding the edge of a warped hull plate. The ledge was narrow, rotting like an old log, but it carried me over the pontoon housings. The wind blew from inland. It went right through my jacket. Cold. I shivered like I was almost dead—the way the swamp miners shake when they cough back home. Home. That was something. This was supposed to be home, now. All my life I’d heard how good it was going to be on earth. Well, you could have earth as far as I was concerned. It wasn’t worth a dog’s hind leg to me.

            The upper hull wasn’t crumbling like the housings, but it was slick from the greasy harbor water. I’d heard tell of the Boston Harbor Cleanup, but I didn’t believe in it.

            The wreck had two bridge towers. One of the automobile gates had fallen inward, and the other was held up by just one rusty hinge. It was so heavy it didn’t move with the wind. But sometimes it made these echoing cracks like gunfire a long way off. Let me tell you, I know what guns sound like.

            The inside of the ferry was a hollow cave that smelled like the sea at low tide. You know the smell? I didn’t then. It’s like something died and was pickled in gasoline. I followed this dark stairway from the auto bay to the passenger deck. You could see Boston from there, the domes looked like the foggy blue crystal glasses Mama had on the shelf at home. I don’t know what happened to them. They must have been auctioned off to pay for my ticket here. Anyway, the high buildings were just a bunch of sticks. I could see the boats just outside of Revere. I shaded my eyes but I couldn’t pick out Aunt Sara’s.

            On the inland side of the wreck, I found a narrow little ladder that looked like it went up to the bridge. It shook some when I started to climb it, but I thought it was okay.

            Halfway up, the ladder shifted. I stopped.

            “Don’t do this to me,’’ I said softly. “I got enough problems.’’

            The ladder creaked again.

            “I said don’t!”

            The old rivets popped out of the hull. I grabbed on as hard as I could. Slow as a dream, the ladder pulled away from the hull and I began to fall. I cried out.

            The ladder stopped in midair. I choked on the yell and looked down.

            Gray stood below me, two arms holding the ladder, four arms holding the hull, and the remaining two ready to catch me. I grinned and relaxed. “Hey there!” I called down to him.

            Gray pushed the ladder back against the hull. “Ira, come down.”

            “I want to look at the bridge.”

            “It is not safe.”

            “You’re here, now, right? You’re not going to let anything happen to me.”

            Gray considered for a moment. He didn’t move at all when he did that, just still, like a big gray leather rock. “True. Go to the top of the ladder and stand on the ledge. I will follow.”

            I climbed to the top and stood away from the edge. Gray ripped the ladder entirely away from the boat and threw it over the side. Then, he leaped the thirty or forty feet to the upper deck and sat down to keep from bumping his head.

            When he was alive, Papa described Gray like this:

            “Well, he’s huge, close to nine feet tall and a quarter ton in weight. You can’t think of him as a whole, but only in pieces. Like, he’s got the body of a bear but with these overlapping plates of leather of a rhino. His limbs are thick like the legs of an elephant, blunt at the end but with maybe a dozen small fingers, as hard and supple as the legs of a spider. His head is scaled to the rest of him with two wideset eyes and a little mouth in the center, like the face of a buffalo. There are bumps and protrusions around his face that belong to nothing on earth.

            “He’s not ugly—in fact, he’s kind of beautiful—but he’s strange.”

            I don’t know whether he’s strange or not—I grew up with him and he always looked normal to me. But that part about the animals is right. I looked them up myself.

            “This relic is dangerous,” he said. “I wish you had invited me.”

            I looked away and felt a little guilty. “I wanted to see it for myself.”

            Gray was silent a moment. “Just so. I had forgotten you are getting older. You must use your own judgment, of course. Should I go?”

            I leaned against him. His hard body was cold for a minute, but as I lay there, it grew warmer and softer. Gray was all the home I needed. Which was good, since I didn’t have one anymore. “No. It’ll be more fun with somebody to talk to.” And Aunt Sara wouldn’t be able to yell at me. “Let’s look at the bridge.”

            The windows were broken and there were these different sized holes in the boards where the instruments had been. Gray didn’t say anything while I looked but followed me down the other side to the passenger compartments. There, the top had caved in and the open space was sunny. Pieces of metal and wire and chain were all over the floor. Old mattresses and rags were piled up against the walls. “Looks like dynamite in a mattress factory,” I said and giggled.

            “Adolescent parties, perhaps.” Gray pointed to one wall. “Look at the graffiti.”

            I nodded but I wasn’t much interested. There was a crazy smell here, sour-sharp like ammonia or lemons. I had never smelled anything like it, and it made me curious. Rags were piled against the bundle of chains in the comer and the smell seemed to come from there. I reached towards the pile and Gray stopped me.

            “Wait a moment,” said Gray.

            I held back. He never did anything without a reason. He’s funny that way—not like people, you see. He always knows what he’s doing.

            He delicately pulled apart the rags. In the center was an egg the size of a basketball.

            “Huh.” I stared at the egg. It was wrinkled gray, with smears of yellow and red on the sides.

            “What kind of egg is it?” I leaned over Gray’s arm.

            “I have no idea.”

            “It could be anything!”

            Gray nodded.

            “It could be dragons. Or griffins.” Gray just looked at me. I grinned at him. “Well, okay. It could be aliens nobody has ever heard of. It could take us somewhere.” Somewhere different. Better.

            “The universe is a large place. It could be many things.”

            “Can we hatch it?”

            Gray replaced the rags, then turned to me. “If you wish.”

            The sun was getting low. I could feel the chill in the wind. The cold might be bad for the egg. Dragons. Griffins. Gray never said there weren’t any; just that they were hard to find. “Should we take it back to Aunt Sara’s boat? It’s going to get cold here.”

            Gray was silent. “It was put here on purpose. Something thinks this is the best place for it.” That made sense. “I’ll come back and check it tomorrow.”

            Gray stood. “It is getting late. We should go back.”

            “Okay.”

            Gray helped me down the side of the wreck and walked beside me. “Ira,” he said suddenly.

            “Yes.”

            “Let me come with you when you visit the egg.”

            I shrugged. You could trust Gray. You could trust him with anything. “All right.” We walked on a little further. I felt cold and tired. “Carry me?”

            Gray did not answer but picked me up and held me close against his belly with a middle set of arms. Gray’s belly grew warm and I got sleepy. For a second, I thought I could hear my mother but it was just a night bird.

            “Mama was watching me climb the wreck.”

            “Did she say anything?”

            I shrugged. “No. She was just worried.” I liked the feel of Gray’s arm, the muscles under the thick leather. Like elephants or rhinos. I’d seen pictures, like I said before. “I miss them.”

            “I do, too.”

            I could see Papa walking next to Gray. Then, it got too dark, but I could still hear him walking. I felt sad and sleepy and about to cry. “Papa?”

            I don’t think he heard me, but in a minute he began to sing:

            I dreamed / saw Joe Hill last night,

            alive as you and me.

            I said, “Joe Hill you’re ten years dead.”

            “I never died,,” said he.

            He used to sing that to me at night, when I couldn’t sleep.

            Gray was quiet. I snuggled deep into his arms. I felt warm and safe and I didn’t feel I had to cry for a while. Pretty soon, I fell asleep.

* * *

            Damn.

            Sara Monahan hated boats.

            Boats wobbled, wiggled, and writhed to the beating of the sea. Boats were dirty. Boats smelled.

            She cut the motor in the whaler and let it drift the last five or six meters to the dock. It was time enough for her to light a cigarette and cough, ready the line and toss it over the cleat on the dock and pull the whaler in. She didn’t think about it. Sara Monahan had been a boat person all her life. She’d been conceived and born on a boat. She’d grown up the daughter of a fisherman, grown into a young girl in the flooded city of Hull, amidst the squalor of that place. Sara shuddered at the memory. She’d never blamed the police when they bombed Lat Do, just her father when he wouldn’t leave and her mother for siding with him.

            They’d never made it out of the firestorm.

            She’d dragged Roni wailing to the whaler and gunned the ancient motor, praying it wouldn’t die, and gotten out just ahead of the police fighters. Sara and Roni had kept watch at the casualty lists in the refugee camps for nearly a year just in case. Nothing.

            Screw Boston. Screw the police.

            They’d made their way to Revere and lived on their inheritance: the Hercules. Sara had scraped by, studying for the welding certification exams and started working laying steel in the new building boom. Roni had boned up on the merchant marine and had emigrated as soon as she had passed. They’d barely written to each other for ten years.

            Christ.

            She looked up suddenly. It was nearly sunset. Never get anywhere if she kept thinking like this. She smelled her singed hair and the burnt metal on her jacket. A shower. She thought about Roni and Roni’s kid: Ira. And Ira’s nanny: Gray.

            She groaned and got out on the dock. It rocked—lord how she hated things that rocked. She boarded and clambered inside the Hercules. Sara threw her mask into a chair and leaned against the hull, waiting to see in the gloom. Nobody here. You could tell an empty boat. Something in the way it moved.

            There was a grubby note from her son, Jack, that he’d gone to Kendall’s for the night. Great. First a long drink, then a shower. She coughed again. A photograph on the wall attracted her attention. It was Roni and her husband, Gilbert, on their wedding day. Sara opened the bottle and stared at the picture for a long minute. Gilbert was a little fat and wore glasses.

            She upended the bottle and took a long drink, turned back to the photograph.

            “I have better taste in men than you do, honey,” she said to Roni. “Look at that guy. I’ve seen better faces on kitchen doors.”

            But mine stayed, her sister seemed to answer. He didn’t leave me pregnant with a son. Where is Mike now?

            “God knows, Roni.” Sara drank some more from the bottle. “But when he touched you, you remembered it. Could you say the same?”

            Roni didn’t answer.

            Just as well. If Roni could still talk, the first thing Sara would have asked was: where did she dig Gray up?

            “Sara?”

            “I’m not here.” She stared at Roni. How come you look so miserably happy? You’re dead.

            “It’s Sam.”

            Sam?

            “Sam!” She capped the bottle and looked out on deck. There he was, little and bald and bearded. “Damn you for a fish. Sam! I haven’t seen you all summer.”

            Sam grinned at her. “Been out to George’s Bank, fishing. Just got in this morning. Came over to see how you were.”

            “We’re fine.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him inside. “You’re just in time to save me from drinking alone.”

            One eyebrow cocked at her. “A young woman like you drinking alone? Shameful. I’ll have to help. I’m civilized. I need a coffee cup to drink from.”

            “Bless you.” She laughed.

            They sat at the galley table, the bottle between them.

            Sam nodded towards the dock. “Where is everybody? It’s all empty slips.”

            Sara shrugged. “Looking for work, mostly. I was lucky to get a job in town. Most of them took off for Marblehead or Quincy—some new buildings, some dock work.” Sara was almost giddy with the drinks she’d had earlier and with seeing Sam. “It’s good to see you. I’ve been here mostly by myself this summer. Me and the kids.”

            Again, the eyebrow. “Kids? Have you been naughty?”

            She grinned at him. “Hardly.” Then, she remembered and the smile left her. “It’s bad news, Sam. It happened while you were away. My sister and her husband—well, they got caught in one of the union riots on Maxwell Station.” Sara smiled faintly and shrugged. “Her kid and his— nanny, I guess—came to live with me.”

            Sam took her hands. “Sara. I am so sorry.”

            “Yeah.” She turned back in to the galley. “It happens all the time, right? To other people.” Sara shook her head. “I still can’t believe it, you know? It’s been months but I keep expecting them to show up.” She lifted a hand and let it fall, helplessly. She shrugged and looked at him, gripped his hands hard. “But it’s good to see you, Sam.”

            They shared the bottle.

            Sam looked around. “Where are they?”

            Sara scratched her hair. To hell with a shower.

            It was worth it to see Sam. She lit a cigarette from her previous one. Sam watched her without comment. “Jack’s over at Kendall’s staying the night. Ira’s out with Gray.”

            “His nanny?”

            She giggled. “Yeah. Nine feet tall and looks like a rhino with eight legs. My sister got Ira an alien nanny.”

            “Jesus.”

            He looked owl-like with the twilight reflecting off his big eyes.

            “Jesus,” he said again. “It must have been crazy on Maxwell Station.”

            “Crazy enough to kill them both.”

            “Don’t talk that way.”

            She took the bottle and killed the last of the rum. “You don’t know what it’s like. I—Roni was my sister. She went off and we didn’t talk much, but still—now, she’s gone off and got herself killed.”

            Sam shrugged. “It was pretty bad there. I read they had something called rotlung—”

            She ignored him. “So I get this stupid telex from the staff at Maxwell Station that Gilbert and Roni had died in the ‘disturbances.’ I had to claim their bodies. I had to sign for them like a goddamn parcel post. And for Ira. And for Gray. And then, the funeral.” Gray hulking over the mourners, always seeming to reproach her. Ira huddled against his legs, taking comfort. The tears started to fall down her face. “I’d a sent him packing. But he’s in the will. Do you understand that? I have to keep him or I don’t get Roni and Gilbert’s estate.” She shrugged. “Not much, anyway. But it’s a little bit.”

            Sam reached across the table and took her hand. She stopped as if struck. What am I talking about? She smiled at him, embarrassed, and shook her head. “I’m a little drunk, Sam.”

            “Hush, Sara. It’s all right.”

            She suddenly realized she was crying and wiped her face in her hands. “Jesus, Sam. I’m sorry.”

            Sam sat in shadow now. She could only see the faint shine of his eyes. “It’s all right.”

            They were silent a long minute, then Sara withdrew her hand. “Know anything about aliens, Sam?”

            “Not a thing.”

            She stood up and got them both glasses of soda. Enough drinking for a bit. Sam didn’t protest.

            “Well.” She sipped the soda. The bubbles tickled her nose and she had to stop herself from sneezing. “Gray’s a spatien. I haven’t been able to find out much about them. They’re supposed to be great workers, but they don’t hang around much in this neck of the woods. Not enough work, I guess. All I know about Gray is that Roni and Gilbert found him somewhere out there, and now he’s theirs.”

            Sam shrugged. “I don’t know anything about it. There are lots of aliens in Boston, though. They’re all cleared and called safe, anyway. Gray must be cleared, too.”

            “I suppose. I wish I knew more about him.”

            Sam smiled at her. “Roni trusted him with her kid. That’s something.’’

            Sara nodded.

            Sam opened his mouth to speak but they heard a heavy tread on the dock. In a moment
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