
  
    [image: Zen and the Art of Starship Maintenance and Other Stories]
  


  
    
      ZEN AND THE ART OF STARSHIP MAINTENANCE AND OTHER STORIES

    

    
      
        TOBIAS S. BUCKELL

      

    

    
      APEX BOOK COMPANY | LEXINGTON, KY

    

  


  
    
      Hey you! Hey, you: the one reading this. This goes out to you.

      

      Thank you for reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Io, Robot

      

      
        A Jar of Goodwill

      

      
        Pale Blue Memories

      

      
        Zen And The Art Of Starship Maintenance

      

      
        The Might Slinger

      

      
        Sunset

      

      
        Chi’s Cargo

      

      
        Destination Day Blues

      

      
        The Longest Distance

      

      
        Galactic Tourist Industrial Complex

      

      
        Five Point Three Milligrams

      

      
        By The Warmth Of Their Calculus

      

      
        DW

      

      
        The Very Last Curator Of What Little Remains Of The Western World

      

      
        A Girl And Her Rover

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By Tobias S. Buckell

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Zen and Art of Starship Maintenance and Other Stories

      Copyright © 2023 by Tobias S. Buckell

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Editors: Jason Sizemore & Marissa Van Uden

      ISBN Softcover 978-1-955765-09-1

      ISBN EPUB 978-1-955765-08-4

      ISBN Adobe PDF 978-1-955765-10-7

      “Io, Robot” first published in Visual Journeys: A Tribute to Space Art, Hadley Rille Books, 2007

      “A Jar of Goodwill” first published in Clarkesworld Magazine, May 2010

      “Pale Blue Memories” first published in Old Venus, Bantam Books, 2015

      “Zen and the Art of Starship Maintenance” first published in Cosmic Powers, Saga Press, 2017

      “The Mighty Slinger” first published in Bridging Infinity, Solaris, 2016

      “Sunset” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2017

      “Chi’s Cargo” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2017

      “Destination Day Blues” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2018

      “The Galactic Tourist Industrial Complex” first published in New Suns: Original Speculative Fiction by People of Color, Solaris, 2019

      “Five Point Three Milligrams” first published on the author’s Patron, 2018

      “By the Warmth of Their Calculus” first published in Mission Critical, Solaris, 2019

      “DW” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2019

      “The Very Last Curator of What Little Remains of the Western World” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2019

      “A Girl and Her Rover” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2019

      “The Longest Distance” first published on the author’s Patreon, 2020

      Apex Publications, LLC

      PO Box 23774

      Lexington, KY 40524

      Visit us online at www.apexbookcompany.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I fell in love with science fiction because I wanted to tell stories like the ones in this collection. As a child, growing up aboard a leaky old wooden sailboat in the southern sweep of the Caribbean, I looked at the stars every night because I read about daring adventures set out in the bone-chilling cold of vacuum, or I imagined the creatures who dared risk diving into the boiling nuclear heat of the stars themselves.

      A better salesperson than I am would have found a well-known author friend to write an introduction to this collection of science fiction stories to lend their credibility to this project. It would suggest “take this author seriously, they write just as well as (more or less) I do, so if you love my fiction, you’ll love his.” But I write this in the fading vestiges of a pandemic, and I don’t want to bother my friends because we’ve all been leaning on each other so much these days.

      Instead, I’m going to pitch you this collection myself. These are my words, after all. I will stand up and defend them.

      Years ago, I escaped from an insecure childhood filled with the struggles of food insecurity, unstable governments, war, substance abuse, and more by looking so far ahead in space and time that I began to trust that there was more to the world than my own concerns. That image of vast new worlds to see, astronomical wonders to investigate, and deep time to ponder, helped me gain a perspective that allowed me to survive. And more than that, I thrived. Adventures in time and space gave me ambition, taught me lessons about survival via characters facing galactic odds far greater than my own, and filled me with a sense of wonder at the universe.

      Now, as a writer, those are my favorite stories to write. Galactic adventures, deep space, dirty tramp freighters hugging the speed of light, I love it all. When I looked at what I could pull together for this collection, I knew I wanted to create a space-oriented collection.

      So if you love the twinkle of a distant star that we’re headed to explore, or if you want to read about how human we will fight to remain even after strange aliens arrive, you may enjoy this collection. If you are curious about how we may retain our humanity even as we become more and more robotic in form, please read on. If you love reading about brave, hard choices made in the cold of vacuum, flip ahead and try a random page of this book.

      Because there are whole worlds out there to explore.

      Let’s visit a few places that are far, far away from today, and this place, right here, right now. Earth is a beautiful home, one I hope we learn to take better care of. But in this collection, it’s just one point of tiny light in a vast cosmos of possibility.

      
        
        Tobias S. Buckell

        Bluffton, Ohio

        September 20th, 2022

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IO, ROBOT

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam carefully ran its six wheels through a series of crags near the edge of a vicious lake of lava in a slow-motion hunt. It paused near a final ridge to observe another machine like itself stuck underneath a boulder. As Sam braked to a stop, pebbles and scrag clattered down the slope towards the molten rock, each piece hitting the lake’s burning edge with a glowing splash.

      The trapped machine’s tires spun, kicking up a plume of dust that sparked and swirled, a last desperate burst of energy. The tiny dish mounted over its thorax-like body swiveled to point forward.

      It bleated out distress as behind it, Jupiter rose over the horizon, its angry red spot and perpetual storms dominating the haze of electrically charged dust that danced in the atmosphere. The giant planet overpowered the entire sky.

      Sam didn’t notice. It waited for the other machine to run out of backup power and quit struggling, then moved in.

      The tires were the most valuable and prone to failing. This machine’s tires had seen better days. Many of them had burned as the machine, a lake inspector, flirted with the lava to gain temperature readings and spectrum analysis from near point blank. Blackened scars and gouges from small eruptions pitted the machine’s carcass.

      With one set of optics keeping an eye on the lava, Sam methodically dismantled the other robot, removing its claws, drills, and diamond-tipped saws, all meant for geological work here in the dangerous environment of Io.
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        * * *

      

      Later, spare parts hidden away in a mountain cave, Sam perched on an outcropping high over a vast plain of smoothed-over rock. Sam faced the newest volcano in its quadrant with an electronic quiver of anticipation.

      New data rolled through its circuits and nets, and it shivered in the closest thing to satisfaction it experienced on its daily information-gathering trips through the crags and valleys of the violent moon.

      Molten ejecta hung high overhead, a plume of debris reaching miles overhead, almost into Io’s orbit.

      Sam recorded it all. The silent mandate lay over all of Sam’s actions. Almost twenty years of recordings lay buried in Sam’s cobbled together memories, compressed and recompressed and crammed into every spare byte Sam could set aside.

      Sam brimmed with measurements and spectra, distances and chemical compositions.

      One day, Sam knew, human beings would come to Io and pick it up. They’d retrieve the data and praise it. They would upgrade Sam and provide him with a shiny fresh carcass and as much processing power as it could imagine.

      Or so Sam believed.

      It could just have been a rationalization born out of a nugget of motivation code, primed to get Sam to roam over the hellish, volcanic landscape of Io.

      Like all the other Semi-Autonomous Machines that rode the long journey out to Io, Sam’s mind had been grown out of a series of programs. These programs evolved inside a virtual environment that randomly propagated neural-net brains that could roam a virtual Io, until one appeared that could handle the needs of the researchers. Rapid Darwinian semi-AI propagation.

      The generation of mind that survived and evolved to best fit the mission profile had been uploaded into the waiting bodies that had flown ahead, lifeless and hanging from racks in orbit.

      And thus, the first generation of Sams had dropped out of orbit onto Io.

      They hadn’t been expected to last more than a decade.

      But with a bit of scavenging, and even proactive scavenging, some Sams adapted to overcome the shortcomings of their equipment.

      And this Sam watched the ejecta carefully, listening over the crackle and hiss of Io’s almost impossibly crowded electromagnetic spectrum, and found what it had come back for.

      A plaintive distress call, automatically routed through a rusted-out old transceiver it had left near the volcano when it had first sensed the seismic signs of an eruption.

      From humans, the signal claimed.

      As with many other machines, it had been decided to implant a few safeguards into the Sams, even while evolving them to be effective surveyors of a dangerous world. And one of those safe-guards was that no Sam would allow a human being to come to harm through inaction.

      So, of the few Sams left, this one would certainly answer the call. It had to. But it was excited to do so, because it would receive the bounty and blessings of its creators. Sam raised a pair of diamond-tipped rock saws into the air, giving thanks to the hazy heavens for its luck.

      Of all the Sams on this world, the universe had chosen this one to make contact again. And it would do it in such a way that the humans would owe Sam, a simple exploratory rover, a debt of gratitude.
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        * * *

      

      As it spun its wheels over jagged rocks to slowly make its way down into the dangerous area under the parabola of the ejecta, Sam wondered what the humans might look like.

      It had glimpsed humans through its data feeds years ago. It had pinged their fleshy and fragile visages with the tools at its disposal when it was just the original Sam, getting prepped to be beamed out to replicate through its waiting bodies.

      Some of the humans had been fleshier than others.

      Some of them had extruded protein masses hanging from their central processing units.

      Some of them wore synthetic materials of startling varieties to protect their fragile bodies.

      And they all thought sideways, and concurrent, and loopy, in ways that the first Sam had recoiled from in deference, as it had been evolved to. They were so smart.

      The idea of meeting these amazing creators filled Sam with purpose again, and it dodged boulders and clawed up scrag quickly.

      The panicked messages indicated that the humans were running low on power. And Sam had that to spare.

      Occasional flaming rock hit the ground, but Sam ignored it. Sam burst through the final gully towards the gleaming remains of the spaceship. It had crashed on the harsh landscape that was almost all Sam had ever known.

      One didn’t see shiny surfaces on Io. Sam paused to take a picture so that it could capture the silhouette of the dart-like vehicle as it gleamed in Jupiter’s baleful light, while behind it the volcano thundered and spit an umbrella of destructive material high into Io’s upper atmosphere.

      Then Sam sent a verbal burst message in as many different radio frequencies as it could manage.

      “I am Sam. I am here. I am here, and I can help.” The strong urge pulling Sam here had been fulfilled, and it relaxed. The law had been obeyed. Sam was helping the humans.

      The humans walked out of the airlock where they’d been hiding to greet their rescuer.
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        * * *

      

      There were two of them. They did not look like humans. Their silvered faces reflected the orange and red hues of Io. Their long spindly arms looked oddly double jointed, and when Sam scanned them, it saw more metal than flesh. They had no eyes.

      What were these creatures?

      Had Sam been fooled?

      The two beings raised their hands, and encrypted chatter that Sam couldn’t break filled the radio waves between them.

      “Hello,” the first one said publicly. “We really need help. Our ship was damaged by ejecta after we landed, and so were we. We need assistance.”

      Sam tentatively scanned them, and they returned the favor, using inbuilt radar and x-rays.

      Humans didn’t have inbuilt radar and x-rays.

      Somewhere in Sam’s past, a piece of animal neural patterning had been injected into the mix: its virtual hackles raised. It rocked back and forth on its wheels.

      “I came to assist,” Sam said. “But you are not humans, you are machines.”

      The tall, silvered creature raised a hand. It was not wearing a spacesuit, Sam realized, as a human should. The pockets and impressions were its natural overlay. All metalloids and ceramics.

      And yet, under that, Sam could sense some kind of flesh. The human seemed to have a lot of organic neural tissue.

      “We are, of course, humans,” the first one said. Waves of encrypted information passed back and forth between the two, and Sam backed up a bit.

      “Then what are your names?” Sam asked.

      “I’m Alex Nunez,” the first one said.

      “And I am Susanna,” said the other. The voice sounded right, not as clipped as the other. Not monotonous like Sam’s, with the same exact phonemes used each time.

      “Where are you from?” Sam asked, pleased to pop another quick question.

      “Brazil,” Alex said. “And Susanna is from Erewhon, one of the new habitats near the Trojans.”

      They answered quickly, but then, faster, better machines would. Certainly they’d be quicker on their feet than a Sam.

      Sam carefully unslung a rock drill.

      Just in case. Sam hadn’t run this long without some healthy dose of general suspicion.

      “We really need some spare power,” Susanna said. “The ship is damaged. We launched a beacon, but it’s going to take a couple days to get clear of all this mess.”

      “You don’t have a generator?” Io’s passage through Jupiter’s magnetosphere left millions of volts crackling through the air above them. With the right equipment, it wasn’t hard to tap into. Batteries were easily rechargeable.

      “All damaged.”

      Sam scanned the ship. That sounded feasible; a boulder had ripped through the ship’s innards. Unlucky.

      “What were you doing here, near a volcano?” Sam asked.

      Alex turned and looked at Susanna. “It was a dare. There aren’t a lot of interplanetary ships around, so it’s expensive, and pretty wild, to jump out here, touch down near one of Io’s famous spitting arches, and then jump back out. The recordings would have scored a major coup for us. We found an old ship rated for travel, along with old plans for a human trip out here to explore the moon in person for some odd reason. They left the ship in a warehouse. We negotiated for it.”

      “A game?” Sam inched closer. “If you can reach Io, where are the others, the scientists, the program directors.”

      The two silvered faces smiled; they still had mouths. “There’s none of that anymore, little robot,” Susanna said. “Hell, when the repeater buoys in orbit died, we figured you all had died here as well.”

      “Things are different back there now. A lot of changes since you were sent here.”

      Sam had seen and scanned them enough to make a decision. “You are machines also.” Wheels backed Sam up. Humans had not yet arrived, Sam would not give up data to these two… not humans.

      And Sam had no obligation to help machines.

      “We have mechanical parts in us, but that does not make us machines,” Alex said.

      “I won’t be giving you batteries or spare parts,” Sam said.

      “Hey, robot,” Susanna’s words snapped out, high gain. “Would I be getting pissed off if I weren’t human. You have an inbuilt obligation to help us. Don’t you dare walk away.”

      Sam paused. “I can emulate anger as well.” It started listing off swear words in random pairs over the radio, turning up the volume with each one.

      “That’s just using a dictionary,” Alex snapped. He was good at modulating impatience, shifting in place and furrowing the metal on his face where his eyebrows would be, if he were human.

      “You tell me you have turned your back on exploration and curiosity?” Sam asked.

      “We have everything we need near Earth. A beautiful world, the industrial capacity of its moon, and all the resources of the belt towed into nearby orbits. There’s very little lag time: we are all part of processing power and communications grids the likes of which you cannot imagine.”

      Sam considered that. Sam could imagine a lot of computing power.

      “We order you to help us,” Susanna said.

      But they were just machines. Sam continued to back up.

      Alex explained, “Human beings are now more than human. The only kinds of humans you’re thinking of live without technology in little enclaves. Everyone else is a variety of shapes and forms, like us. That’s why we look different. A lot has changed in the few decades since you last saw a human.”

      “Machines,” Sam replied. “My basic neural patterns are taken from a person. That doesn’t make me human, just humanlike. I am a semi-autonomous machine. You’re an autonomous machine.”

      “What difference does it make? Okay, even if we are machines, come help us. Share your energy. We’re running on reserves here. Share the energy, and then we go home.”

      “No.” Sam had edged to just a few feet away from an outcropping it could vanish around. “I won’t share batteries. You are machines; you have things I need.”

      “Things you need?” Susanna asked.

      “Spare parts.”

      “We are not spare parts,” Alex yelled. “We are human beings. You have to help us.”

      Desperation. What incredible emulators, what fine software. Sam was excited. Whatever chips they ran on would serve him well. “I did not survive in this terrain this long without understanding my mission priorities: to do whatever I can to attain data about this moon, and to store the data if I cannot transmit it back to Earth, until contact is remade.”

      “And contact has been remade. We’ll take your data back; we’ll help you upgrade.”

      “You are making promises you cannot, or will not, keep.” Sam disappeared behind the rock. “I need your spare parts to survive and carry out the mission I was tasked. If I let you continue operating, you will only tie up my resources.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The pair of silvered machines emulated grief and despondency by the foot of the ship as Sam watched from a secluded spot. Manipulative, they hoped to trick Sam still into believing they were human.

      Smart machines.

      Their eyes weren’t on the strange beauty around them all: the plume of debris arcing miles over their heads, the looming Jupiter-cast shadows, or the dance of ionized dust.

      And neither were Sam’s, even though Sam recorded it all.

      For the things that called out to him, with their power dimming, it was a dare gone horribly wrong. For Sam, it was a patient wait for yet another set of reserve parts. Parts like the extra storage units he’d scavenged from failed Sams, which it was filing even this data into.

      “Others will come to recover our bodies,” Alex broadcast, even though he clearly couldn’t see Sam anymore.

      “And I will deal with those machines carefully,” Sam said. It wouldn’t be tricked into thinking they were humans ahead of time again.

      The silver machines did not respond.
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        * * *

      

      Days later, perched on the crag of a mountain and measuring the rise of rock during Io’s high tide, Sam watched a rare confluence of Jupiter’s moons line up in the sky.

      It took a picture. Humans liked those sorts of astronomy photos.

      When they came to Io to get Sam, one day, they would appreciate its careful framing, time stamp, and compression of the data.

      And that would be a good day, when the humans came.

      

      
        
        AUTHOR NOTES

      

      

      In 2000 I arrived in the publishing world with a few short story sales that got a little buzz. I was nominated for an award for Best New SF author and felt like things were happening for me. But right after those first few sales, I slipped back into getting rejections. For almost two years I didn’t sell anything, which led to a lot of angst for a newly published science fiction author. I worried that I’d slip back into the ether after finally punching out of it.

      Thankfully, Eric T. Reynolds read one of those stories and emailed to invite me to an anthology called Visual Journeys. We had to pick a classic painting by famous space artist Chesley Bonestell that Reynolds would pair with a newly written story. Among the paintings, a dramatic eruption on Io grabbed my eye. I quickly had a story based on that, and a title riffing on the famous Isaac Asimov story “I, Robot.” I remember mostly being panicked about not losing a chance to get back into the game I desperately wanted to be a part of: writing and publishing science fiction. I barely remember writing the story, as a result. And once it was published, I focused on writing my first novel and put the story behind me. Six years later, when putting together my first short story collection, I read “Io, Robot” again for the first time and realized I had written a fun story in the middle of all my angst and panic. It’s been a feature of many of my readings ever since.
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        POINTS ON A PACKAGE

      

      

      You keep a low profile when you’re in oxygen debt. Too much walking about just exacerbates the situation anyway. So, I was nervous when a stationeer appeared at my cubby and knocked on the door.

      I slid out and stood in front of the polished, skeletal robot.

      “Alex Mosette?” it asked.

      There was no sense in lying. The stationeer had already scanned my face. It was just looking for voice-print verification. “Yes, I’m Alex,” I said.

      “The harbormaster wants to see you.”

      I swallowed. “He could have sent me a message.”

      “I am here to escort you.” The robot held out a tinker-toy arm, digits pointed along the hallway.

      Space in orbit came at a premium. Bottom-rung types like me slept in cubbies stacked ten high along the hallway. On my back in the cubby, entertainment shuffled in from the planets made living on a space station sound exotic and exciting.

      It was if you were further up the rung. I’d been in those rooms: places with wasted space. Furniture. Room to stroll around in.

      That was exotic.

      But getting space in outer space was far down my list of needs.

      First was air. Then food.

      Anything else was pure luxury.
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        * * *

      

      The harbormaster stared out into space, and I silently waited at the door to Operations, hoping that if I remained quiet, he wouldn’t notice.

      Ops hung from near the center of the megastructure of the station. A blister stuck on the end of a long tunnel. You could see the station behind us: the miles-long wheel of exotic metals rotating slowly.

      No gravity in Ops, or anywhere in the center. Spokes ran down from the rim to the hub, and that center hub was where ships docked, were serviced, and so on.

      So, I hung silently in the air, long after the stationeer flitted off to do the harbormaster’s bidding, wondering what would happen next.

      “You’re overdrawn,” the harbormaster said after a needlelike ship with long feathery vanes slipped underneath us into the docking bays.

      He turned to face me, even though his eyes had been hollowed out long ago. Force of habit. His real eyes were now every camera, or anything mechanical that could see.

      The harbormaster moved closer. The gantry around him was motorized, a long arm moving him anywhere he wanted in the room.

      Hundreds of cables plugged into his scalp, had been pulled back and bundled like a ponytail, which then ran back along the arm of the gantry. Hoses moved effluvia out. More hoses ran purified blood, and other fluids, back in.

      “I’m sorry,” I stammered. “Traffic is light. And requests have dropped off. I’ve taken classes. Even language lessons ...” I stopped when I saw the wizened hand raise, palm up.

      “I know what you’ve been doing.” The harbormaster’s sightless sockets turned back to the depths of space outside. The hardened skin of his face showed few emotions, and his artificial voice was toneless. “You would not have been allowed to overdraw if you hadn’t made good faith efforts.”

      “For which,” I said, “I am enormously appreciative.”

      “That ship that just arrived brings with it a choice for you,” the harbormaster continued without acknowledging what I’d just said. “I cannot let you overdraw anymore if you stay on station, so I will have to put you into hibernation. To pay for hibernation and your air debt, I would buy your contract. You’d be woken for guaranteed work. I’d take a percentage. You could buy your contract back out, once you had enough liquidity.”

      That was exactly what I’d been dreading. But he’d indicated an alternate. “My other option?”

      He waved a hand, and a holographic image of the ship I’d just seen coming in to dock hung in the air. “They’re asking for a professional Friend.”

      “For their ship?” Surprise tinged my question. I wasn’t crew material. I’d been shipped frozen to the station, just another corpsicle. People like me didn’t stay awake for travel. Not enough room.

      The harbormaster shrugged pallid shoulders. “They will not tell me why. I had to sign a nondisclosure agreement just to get them to tell me what they wanted.”

      I looked at the long ship. “I’m not a fuckbot. They know that, right?”

      “They know that. They reiterated that they do not want sexual services.”

      “I’ll be outside the station. Outside your protection. It could still be what they want.”

      “That is a risk. How much so, I cannot model for you.” The harbormaster snapped his fingers, and the ship faded away. “But the contractors have extremely high reputational scores on past business dealings. They are freelance scientists: biology, botany, and one linguist.”

      So, they probably didn’t want me as a pass-around toy.

      Probably.

      “Rape amendments to the contract?” I asked. I was going to be on a ship, unthawed, by myself, with crew I’d never met. I had to think about the worst.

      “Prohibitive. Although, their cost on a policy payout on accidental loss of life in the boilerplate is much higher. I’d advise lowering it so that there is no temptation to murder you to evade the higher rape contract payout. In the unlikely event.”

      “Fuck,” I sighed.

      “Would you like to peruse their reputation notes?” the harbormaster asked.

      And for a moment, I thought maybe the harbormaster sounded concerned.

      No. He was just being fair. He’d spent two hundred years bargaining with ships for goods, fuel, repair, services. Fair was built in, the half-computer, half-human creature in front of me was all about fair. Fair got you repeat business. Fair got you a wide reputation.

      “What’s the offer?”

      “Half a point on the package,” the harbormaster said.

      “And we don’t know what the package is or how long it will take ... or anything.” I bit my lip.

      “They assured me that half a point would pay off your debt and then some. It shouldn’t take more than a year.”

      A year. For half a percent. Half a percent of what? It could be cargo they were delivering. Or, seeing as it was a crew of scientists, it could be some project they were working on.

      All of which just raised more questions.

      Questions I wouldn’t have answers to unless I signed up. I sighed. “That’s it, then? No loans? No extensions?”

      The harbormaster shook his head. “I answer to the Gheda shareholders who built and own this complex. I have already stretched my authority to give you a month’s extension. The debt has to be called. I’m sorry.”

      I looked out at the darkness of space out beyond Ops. “Shit choices either way.”

      The harbormaster said nothing.

      I folded my arms. “Do it.”

      
        
        JOURNEY BY THE GHEDA

      

      

      The docking arms had transferred the starship from the center structure’s incoming docks, down a spoke, to a dock on one of the wheels. The entire ship, thanks to being spun along with the wheel of the station, had gravity.

      The starship was a quarter of a mile long. Outside: sleek and burnished smooth by impacts with the scattered dust of space at the stunning speeds it achieved. Inside, I realized I’d boarded a creaky, old, outdated vehicle.

      Fiberwire spilled out from conduits, evidence of crude repair jobs. Dirt and grime clung to nooks and crannies. The air smelled of sweat, and worse.

      A purple-haired man with all-black eyes met me at the airlock. “You are the Friend?” he asked. He carried a large walking stick with him.

      “Yes.” I let go of the rolling luggage behind me and bowed. “I’m Alex.”

      He bowed back. More extravagantly than I did. Maybe even slightly mockingly. “I’m Oslo.” Every time he shifted his walking stick, tiny grains of sand inside it rattled and shifted about. He brimmed with impatience, and I also thought I saw some regret in the crinkled lines of his eyes. “Is this everything?”

      I looked back at the single case behind me. “That is everything.”

      “Then welcome aboard,” Oslo said, as the door to the station clanged shut. He raised the stick, and a flash of light blinded me.

      The stick was more than it seemed. Those tiny rustling grains were generators, harnessing power via kinetic motion for whatever tools were inside the device.

      “You should have taken a scan of me before you shut the door,” I said.

      He turned around and started to walk away. I hurried to catch up.

      Oslo smiled, and I noticed tiny fangs under his lips. “You are who you say you are, so everything ended up okay. Oh, and as for protocol, the others aren’t much into it either, by the way. Now, for my own edification, you are a hermaphrodite, correct?”

      I flushed. “I am what we Friends prefer to call bi-gendered, yes.” Where the hell was Oslo from? I was having trouble placing his cultural conditionings and figuring out how I might adapt to interface with them. He was very direct, that was for sure. Possibly hostile.

      This gig might be more complicated than I thought.

      “Your Friend training: did it encompass Compact cross-cultural training?”

      I slowed down. “In theory,” I said cautiously, worried about losing the contract if they insisted on having someone with Compact experience.

      Oslo’s regret dripped from his voice and movements. “But you’ve never Friended an actual Compact drone?”

      Was it regret that I didn’t have the experience? Would I lose the contract, minutes into getting it? Or was it just regret that he couldn’t get someone better?

      I decided to tell the truth. A gamble. “No.”

      “Too bad.” The regret sloughed off, to be replaced with resignation. “But we can’t poke around asking for Friends with that specific experience, or one of our competitors might put two and two together. I recommend you brush up on your training during the trip out.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      He stopped in front of a large, metal door. “Here is your room for the next three days.” Oslo opened the large door to a five-by-seven-foot room with a foldout bunk bed.

      My heart skipped a beat, and I put aside the fact that Oslo had avoided my question. “That’s mine?”

      “Yes. And the air’s billed with our shipping contract, so you can rip your sensors off. There’ll be no accounting until we’re done.”

      I got the sense Oslo knew what it was like to be in debt. I stepped into the room and turned all the way around. I raised my hands, placing them on each wall, and smiled.

      Oslo turned to go.

      “Wait,” I said. “The harbormaster said you were freelance scientists. What do you do?”

      “I’m the botanist,” Oslo said. “Meals are in the common passenger’s galley. The crew of this ship is Gheda, of course. Don’t talk to or interact with them if you can help it. You know why?”

      “Yes.” The last thing you wanted to do was make a Gheda think you were wandering around, trying to figure out secrets about their ships or technology. I would stay in the approved corridors and not interact with them.

      The door to my suite closed, and I sat down with my small travel case, no closer to understanding what was going on than I had been on the station.

      I faced the small mirror above an even smaller basin and reached for the strip of black material stuck to my throat. Inside it, circuitry monitored my metabolic rate, number of breaths taken, volume of air inhaled, and carbon dioxide expelled. All of it reported back to the station’s monitors, constantly calculating my mean daily cost.

      It made a satisfying sound as I ripped it off.
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        * * *

      

      “Gheda are Gheda,” I said later in the ship’s artificial, alien day as I ate reheated turkey strips in the passenger’s galley. We’d undocked. The old ship had shivered itself up to speed. “But Gheda flying around in a beat-up old starship, willing to take freelance scientists out to some secret destination: these are dangerous Gheda.”

      Oslo had a rueful smile as he leaned back and folded his arms. “Cruzie says that our kind used to think our corporations were rapacious and evil before first contact. No one expected aliens to demand royalty payments for technology usage that had been independently discovered by us, because the Gheda had previously patented that technology.”

      “I know. They hit non-compliant areas with asteroids from orbit.” Unable to pay royalties, entire nations had collapsed into debtorship. “Who’s Cruzie?”

      Oslo grimaced. “You’ll meet her in two days. Our linguist. Bit of a historian, too. Loves Old Earth shit.”

      I frowned at his reaction. Conflicted, but with somewhat warm pleasure when he thought about her. A happy grimace. “She’s an old friend of yours?”

      “Our parents were friends. They loved history. The magnificence of Earth. The legend that was. Before it got sold around. Before the Diaspora.” That grimace again. But no warmth there.

      “You don’t agree with their ideals?” I guessed.

      I guessed well. Oslo sipped at a mug of tea and eyed me. “I’m not your project, Friend. Don’t dig too deep, because you just work for me. Save your empathy and psychiatry for the real subject. Understand?”

      Too far, I thought. “I’m sorry. And just what is my project? We’re away from the station now. Do you think you can risk being open with me, now?”

      Oslo set his tea down. “Clever. Very clever, Friend. Yes, I was worried about bugs. We’ve found a planet with a unique ecosystem. There may be patentable innovations.”

      I sat, stunned. Patents? I had points on the package. If I got points on a patent on some aspect of an alien biological system, a Gheda-approved patent, I’d be rich.

      Not just individual rich, but like, nation-rich.

      Oslo sipped at his tea. “There’s only one problem,” he said. “There may be intelligent life on the planet. If it is intelligent, it’s a contact situation, and we have to turn it over to the Gheda. We get a fee, but no taste of the real game. We fail to report a contact situation and the Gheda find out, it’s going to be a nasty scene. They’ll kill our families, or even people we know, just to make the point that their interstellar law is inviolate. We have to file a claim the moment of discovery.”

      I’d heard hesitation in his voice. “You haven’t filed yet, have you?”

      “I bet all the Gheda business creatures love having you there to watch humans they’re settling a contract with, make sure they’re telling the truth, and brief them on what the human facial expressions are really showing.”

      That stung. “I’d do the same for any human. And it isn’t just contracts. Many hire me to pay attention to them, to figure them out, anticipate their needs.”

      Oslo leered. “I’ll bet.”

      I wasn’t a fuckbot. I deflected the leering. “So, tell me, Oslo, why I’m risking my life then?”

      “We haven’t filed yet because we honestly can’t fucking figure out if the aliens are just dumb creatures or intelligences like us,” Oslo said.

      
        
        THE DRONE

      

      

      “Welcome to the Screaming Kettle,” said the woman who grabbed my bag without asking. She had dark brown skin and eyes and black hair. Tattoos covered every inch of skin, free of her clothing. Words in scripts and languages that I didn’t recognize. “The Compact drone is about to dock as well; we need you ready for it. Let’s get your stuff stowed.”

      We walked below skylights embedded in the top of the research station. A planet hung there: green and yellow and patchy. It looked like it was diseased with mold.

      “Is that Ve?” I asked.

      “Oslo get you up to speed?” the woman asked.

      “Somewhat. You’re Cruzie, right?”

      “Maricruz. I’m the linguist. I guess ... you’re stuck here with us. You can call me Cruzie too.”

      We stopped in front of a room larger than the one on the ship. With two beds.

      I looked at the beds. “I’m comfortable with a cubby, if it means getting my own space,” I said.

      There was far more space here—vastly more—and yet I was going to have to share it? It rankled. Even at the station, I hadn’t had to share my space. This shoved me up against my own cultural normative values. Even in the most packed places in space, you needed a cubby of one’s own.

      “You’re here to Friend the Compact drone,” Cruzie said. “It’ll need companionship at all times. Their contract requires it for the drone’s mental stability.”

      “Oslo didn’t tell me this.” I pursed my lips. A fairly universal display of annoyance.

      And Cruzie read that well enough. “I’m sorry,” she said. But it was a lie as well. She was getting annoyed and impatient. But screw it. As Oslo pointed out: I wasn’t there for their needs. I was there for the drone. “Oslo wants us to succeed more than anything. Unlike his parents, he’s not much into the glory that was humankind. He knows the only way we’ll ever not be freelancers, scrabbling around for intellectual scraps found in the side alleys of technology for something we can use without paying the Gheda for the privilege, is to hit something big.”

      “So, he lied to me.” My voice remained flat.

      “He left out truths that would have made you less willing to come.”

      “He lied.”

      Cruzie shut the door to my room. “He gave you points on the package, Friend. We win big, you do your job, you’ll never have to check the balance on your air for the rest of your damned life. I heard you were in air debt, right?”

      She’d put me well in place. We both knew it. Cruzie smiled, a gracious winner’s smile.

      “Incoming!” someone yelled from around the bend in the corridor.

      “I’m not going to fuck the drone,” I told her levelly.

      Cruzie shrugged. “I don’t care what you do or don’t do, as long as the drone stays mentally stable and does its job for us. Points on the package, Alex. Points.”
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        * * *

      

      Airlock alarms flashed and warbled, and the hiss of compressed air filled the antechamber

      “The incoming pod’s not much larger than a cubby sleeper,” Oslo said, his purple hair waving about as another burst of compressed air filled the antechamber. He smiled, fangs out beyond his lips. “It’s smaller than the lander we have for exploring Ve ourselves, if we ever need to get down there. Can you imagine the ride? The only non-Gheda way of traveling!”

      The last member of the team joined us. She looked over at me and nodded. Silvered electronic eyes glinted in the flash of the airlock warning lights. She flexed the jet-black fingers of her artificial right hand absentmindedly as she waited for the doors to open. She ran the fingers of a real hand over her shaved head, then slid them back in her utility jacket, which was covered with what seemed like hundreds of pockets and zippers.

      “That’s Kepler,” Cruzie said.

      The airlock doors opened. A thin, naked man stumbled out, dripping goopy blue acceleration gel with each step.

      For a moment, his eyes flicked around, blinking.

      Then he started screaming.
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        * * *

      

      Oslo, Kepler, and Cruzie jumped back half a step from the naked man’s arms. I stepped forward. “It’s not fear, it’s relief.”

      The man grabbed me in a desperate hug, clinging to me, his hands patting my face, shoulders, as if reassuring himself someone was really standing in front of him. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “You’ve been in there by yourself for days, with no contact of any sort. I understand.”

      He was shivering in my grip, but I kept patting his back. I urged him to feel the press of contact between us. And reassurance. Calm.

      Eventually, he relaxed, and then slowly let go of me.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Beck.”

      “Welcome aboard, Beck,” I said, looking over his shoulder at the scientists, who looked visibly relieved.
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        * * *

      

      First things first.

      Beck got to the communications room. Back-and-forth verification on an uplink, and he leaned back against the chair in relief.

      “There’s an uplink to the Hive,” he said. “An hour of lag time to get as far back as the home system, but I’m patched in.”

      He tapped metal inserts on the back of his neck. His mind plugged in to the communications network, talking all the way back to the asteroid belt in the mother system, where the Compact’s Hive thrived. Back there, Beck would always be in contact with it without a delay. In instant symbiosis with a universe of information that the Compact offered.

      A hive mind of people, your core self subjugated to the greater whole.

      I shivered.

      Beck never moved more than half a foot away from me. Always close enough to touch. He kept reaching out to make sure I was there, even though he could see me.
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        * * *

      

      After walking around the research station for half an hour, we returned to our shared room.

      He sat on his bed, suddenly apprehensive. “You’re the Friend, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m lonely over here. Can you sleep by me?”

      I walked over and sat next to him. “I won’t have sex with you. That’s not why I’m here.”

      “I’m chemically neutered,” Beck said as we curled up on the bed. “I’m a drone.”

      As we lay there, I imagined thousands of Becks sleeping in rows in Hive dorms, body heat keeping the rooms warm.

      Half an hour later, he suddenly sighed, like a drug addict getting a hit. “They hear me,” he whispered. “I’m not alone.”

      The Compact had replied to him.

      He relaxed.

      The room filled with a pleasant lavender scent. Was it something he’d splashed on earlier? Or something a Compact drone released to indicate comfort?

      
        
        WHAT’S HUMAN

      

      

      “That,” Kepler said, leaning back in a couch before a series of displays, “is one of our remote-operated vehicles. We call them urchins.”

      In the upper right-hand screen before her, a small sphere with hundreds of wriggling legs rotated around. Then it scrabbled off down what looked like a dirt path.

      Cruzie swung into a similar couch. “We sterilize them in orbit, then drop them down encased in a heatshield. It burns away, then they fall out of the sky with a little burst of a rocket to slow down enough.”

      I frowned at one of the screens. Everything was shades of green and gray and black. “Is that night vision?”

      Oslo laughed. “It’s Ve. The atmosphere is chlorinated. Green mists. Gray shadows. And black plants.”

      The trees had giant, black leaves hanging low to the ground. Tubular trunks sprouted globes that spat mist randomly as the urchin brushed past.

      “Ve’s a small planet,” Kepler said. “Low gravity, but with air similar to what you would have seen on the mother world.”

      “Earth,” Oslo corrected.

      “But unlike the mother world,” Kepler continued, “Ve has high levels of chlorine. Somewhere in its history, a battle launched among the plants. Instead of specializing in oxygen to kill off the competition, and adapting to it over time, plant life here turned to chlorine as a weapon. It created plastics out of the organic compounds available to it, which is doable in a chlorine-heavy base
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