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“I noticed her as soon as
the transport docked and I knew, right away, she would give me
trouble. Don’t ask me why I picked her out of the crowd. It’s not
like she was unique, at least not then. She was just a face, one of
a thousand gray, wide-eyed, empty faces, pressed against the plexi,
peering out through the steam and laser guides, trying to get a
sense of what to expect. It’s understandable; everybody wants to
know what’s around the corner, catch a little glimpse of their own
future if they can manage.

The thing is, if you’ve never been to Nadir,
there’s no way you’re going to be prepared, Not for the sky filled
with what looks like billions of bits of mica and stone flowing
around the planet like unbound rivers. Not for the landscape that’s
like an endless sheet of bubbling liquid slate, dotted with our
lifedomes on the planet’s heatside.

There’s no way in hell they can picture the
sun. But they always try and they always fail. You can see the
disappointment in their giant bottomless eyes and in the way the
corners of their mouths don’t quite curve down.

This is not what I
expected, the faces say.
This is not what I wanted.

We see thousands of transports every year,
streaming in like pods of metallic whales, belching their grey
eyed, slack-bodied cargo into our midst. We see them all so we
know. We know and, after a time, we stop caring about them. Not in
the way that is dismissive of them or the pain that brought them
here. No one could be that heartless. But there are so many of
them, coming in constantly with the one goal in mind, you have to
get steely about it. You have remember that this is their choice
and whatever happened that led them to Nadir, however tragic it
might have been for them, is done. It’s just the catalyst. Once
they get here they are, basically, sheep.

Oh, we don’t kill them. We don’t hurt them
at all. Once someone comes to Nadir they are past all that. After
the thin and icy non-sleep of their ride to this place, you might
even say we treat them kindly.

I’ve been in cold sleep a
few times in my life, each time worse than the last. They call it
that because, for short distances, say, like hopping between Sol
and Centauri Cygnus, it’s a lot like sleep. You slide into the
travel couch; the gate comes down; the place floods with
E2;
your conscious mind disappears. You wake up with a little tingle in
the skin, a bit of a tickle in the throat and, inside an hour,
you’ve forgotten the whole thing.

You can get away with calling that cold
sleep when the effect is so small. But, when you’re pushing the
rim, when you’re making jumps so big you need Breach technology to
thin down the parsecs, you don’t call it sleep, cold or otherwise.
You don’t give it a name at all.

It’s not sleep, for one thing, which you’ll
know if you’ve done it. It’s like being dead. It’s like being dead
and aware of it but only from a distance. It’s like being dead and
watching yourself dead and not caring and hating yourself for
not.

Nadir is right on the Rim. It takes three
hops to get here. Three hops with just enough time out of the sleep
couches to dread being sent back in. People go mad from it
sometimes. I’ve seen it. They fight like rabid animals not to be
put back in and have to be tranqued or worse to make them settle.
But you have to because, as gut-wrenchingly awful the Sleep is,
staying awake in the Breach is worse. No one who’s seen that will
talk about it and I, for one, don’t need to hear it.

I’ve done three rotations to Nadir. That
means fifteen times in and out of Sleep so far and another three
waiting when my remaining months here are done.

There are two sorts of people who come here.
There’s the ones like me, who need the cash this sort of duty
generates and have the kind of mind that doesn’t break on distance
and loneliness and have no ties at home. Since the war with the
Mercanti you’d be surprised how many of us there are, willing to do
just about anything to keep body and soul together. The other kind
are those who come to stay.

The war did ugly things to all of us.
Everybody lost someone. Too many of us lost everything. You could
say I’m in that last group.

Both my brothers died when
the Epoch was
lost, fighting a Mercanti seedship. Both my folks went not long
after. Pop contracted Beck’s Palsy
and quickly withered to nothing the way leaves do
in the autumn. Mom took a walk into the Pacific and never came
back. I guess one son left wasn’t good enough.

The other kind of person who comes to Nadir
is what we call a Diver.

“Transport in dock,
solid,” said the overcom. “Ushers stand to, prepare for
disembark.”

The ground rumbled underneath my boots and I
could barely feel it through the thick treads. I watched the
massive ramp doors fold down to the gangway, pushing the steam
ahead of them like the unclasping hands of one of those ancient
gods. Zeus, maybe.

I couldn’t hear the noise, of course. When
we’re outside the domes, our protective gear insulates us against,
well, pretty much everything you’d think. We can move around okay,
do the little bit of work it takes to open a few doors and get the
slidewalks going for the new arrivals. We can see what’s directly
in front of us through the slit they machined into the helmet but
that’s it. We don’t spend much time outside.

Nadir isn’t a friendly place, in case you
haven’t guessed. Oh, it’s not like it’s trying to kill us, not on
purpose. It’s just a hunk of rock doing the same dance the planets
at Sol do. It’s about ninety million miles out, like Earth. Like
Mercury it shows one face to the stars and one to, well, what would
be a sun if we had one. It’s got enough mass left for just under
Earth-normal g and spews just enough of itself up on a constant
enough basis in those big bubbling eruptions to create atmo. Don’t
think about breathing it. It’s mostly ethane, they say, nothing our
lungs can process, or our skin for that matter, but you need the
pressure pushing down just as much as you need the gravity so the
techs score it a win.

They say Nadir might have been the core of a
Jupiter-sized gas giant once-upon-a-time. Now it’s heatside and
darkside and it looks like a half-eaten snow cone. Technically
Earth has terraformed worse places than this but they all have
something Nadir doesn’t.

“Ushers, stand to,” said
the overcom. “Alphanumeric groups to disembark in primary arrival
pattern. Take all precautions.”

They call us Ushers. I don’t think it’s
meant to be ironic. Certainly it’s not jokey. There’s not much
smiling on Nadir. Not much to smile about.

We get outfitted with the protection suits,
assigned a bunk, a cubby and our list of duties and safety
precautions; the rest is pretty much clockwork. The transports come
at their assigned times; we stand by until the doors open, wait
until the border walls rise up to keep the worst of the wind at bay
and then, when they come down the planks, we take charge of our
specific clusters.

There’s no difference between them. They’re
broken into groups of fifty, one Usher per, then herded like the
cattle they are into the processing node.

Whatever they were back on Earth or whatever
colony world spawned them, by the time they find Nadir, they are
just remnants. Not really human anymore aside from their basic
physical resemblance to their old species, they’re really just the
implications of people, the last whispered memory.

The girl I’d noticed ended up in my group,
still nothing special to her beyond the caprice in my own mind that
drew me to her in the first place. Closer now, I could pull out a
few more things, minimum clues to her past that, under normal
circumstances, I wouldn’t have bothered to catalogue.

She’d been youngish, maybe as young as
twenty-nine. Someone had molded her long hanks of black hair into
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