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MacFie scanned the ice and stone surface of
the asteroid, Hope. A slow, gray blizzard of ancient dust and ice
crystals sparkled in the beam of his helmet lamp.

"One more crystal," he said to the dust.
"One more, and I go home." He shuffled forward, feet pushing the
glittering cloud ahead of him. "Going home," he muttered.
"Home."

A bird landed in the center of his light
beam. Iridescent blue plumage and a cobalt-blue hood and crest
violated the uniform grayness of MacFie's world. It fluffed its
feathers, raised some dust, and screeched.

"Steller’s Jays don’t live on asteroids."
MacFie's helmet faceplate fogged with the breath of his words.

Knowing the bird was a hallucination didn’t
make its blue feathers ugly any more than vacuum muted its
scolding. The bird reminded him of his madness—madness that made
him an asteroid miner isolated from the rest of humanity.

"Just one more," he said. "I'm going home."
He fought the chafing of his spacesuit and lunged against the
weight of the mass pack that held him to the surface of Hope.

His boot descended.

The bird hopped aside.

Dust and ice engulfed bird and boot. When it
settled, the bird still stared, head cocked to one side.

"Git," Bracken MacFie said. "Go away."

The bird screeched.

I don't think it likes Boojum
hunters. The words came from behind him.

Bracken fought suit and pack to spin and
face the ghostly voice.

His weight settled. He gasped to catch his
breath. Mist on his faceplate obscured the boundary between the
blackness and the gray dust illuminated by his light. He recognized
the voice. "I’m alone," he said. "You're dead." In the thin air of
his helmet, his own voice sounded fragile and distant.

Looking for Steve was as insane as seeing
the bird. "You're dead," he repeated. Warm, greasy dampness spread
from his eyes across his cheeks. He brought up his gloved hand to
wipe it away, but his glove hit his faceplate.

The bird scolded.

He looked up at the clouds of stars in his
black sky. "I'm mining," he said. "Going home."

They sought it with thimbles, Steve
recited, They sought it with care; They pursued it with forks
and hope; They threatened its life with a railway share; They
charmed it with smiles and soap.

"Nonsense—a poem about a thing that never
was."

That's the point, isn't it? You're chasing
the shadows of someone else's dreams.

"You're a dream. The bird's a dream."

Maybe the bird is the stuff that dreams
are made of. Steve's rasping laugh echoed in MacFie's helmet.
Not me.

MacFie closed his eyes and recited his
conditioned incident recovery mantra. "Random synapse firing due to
faulty reuptake mechanisms and overproduction of
neurotransmitters."

Bracken, I’m cut deep. Dr. Craig trained us
to hunt crystal together. We were boojum buddies.

MacFie ignored Steve's sarcastic pun. He
scanned ice and dust. If he wanted to live, he had to find one more
crystal.

The bird flew around him and fluttered into
the light again. It settled its wings, cocked a critical, black-ice
eye, and squawked.

MacFie kicked up a spray of ice and cosmic
dust. It passed through the bird and disappeared into darkness.

Maybe his nest is nearby, Steve
said.

"It’s cold enough to freeze nitrogen."

He doesn't look cold.

"There’s no air."

The bird screeched.

Lungs seem okay.

"Shut up. You're not real."

Maybe me and the bird are real and
you’re not.

"Leave me alone."

Maybe me and the bird are sitting in a
spring meadow on a red-checkered blanket with a beautiful
woman. We’re eating peanut butter and pickle sandwiches and making
you up.

"Birds don't like pickles."

You know the bird better than I thought. He
only eats the bread.

McFie lunged again. This time, his boot
caught the bird dead center.

It vanished. For a moment, MacFie savored
the silence of his suit.

In a petulant tone, Steve said, That bird
was my friend.

MacFie screamed at the sky. "Shut up! You
dropped your mass pack and launched yourself. You’re a space
mummy—a damn satellite!" He gasped for breath. He choked on his own
body odor. His suit fans whined.

Don’t bust a vein. I’m just keeping you
company.

MacFie recited. "Aural hallucinations
represent aspects of my own subconscious."

So we’re our own best friends?
Steve’s voice tore at the insides of MacFie’s head. I'm your
only friend in this cold universe. Give up. Drop pack and come
party with me and the bird.

MacFie pulled in a slow, meditative breath.
He cleared his mind and concentrated on the flow of air into his
lungs. He shuffled forward, eyes scanning for the weird shimmer of
one more PBM crystal.

If you look, you can’t find, Steve
taunted.

MacFie stopped moving.

Steve was right.

Looking didn’t help. You had to already know
where the PBM was in order to find it. He nodded in his suit. Steve
didn't know he'd gone cold turkey on his anti hallucinatory
drugs. Steve didn't know that he'd doubled his production. Steve
didn’t know anything.

Of course, no meds meant birds, trees,
sunrises beyond the orbit of Pluto—and it had doubled Steve's
taunting.

"If I leap," MacFie said, "we’ll both be
space mummies. Who will you haunt? You'll be dead twice."

Where's my body, Bracken? How do you know
I'm dead?

"I won't kill myself, Steve. I’m going
home."

If I'm a part of you, then part of you wants
to stretch and leap.

"Most of me wants to be left alone."

If I'm not real, you are alone. You've
been alone a long time. Steve's words dripped with false
sympathy. Join me. Herr Doktor Mister God, Maxwell Craig, and
his whitecoats won't let you go back. You're a lab rat. PBM is your
cheese.

"If I see Craig again, I’ll kill him for
taking Astra."

He didn't take your wife; you gave her to
him.

"Screw you!"

Your whack-job wife is dead. If you love
her, join her.

"She’s perfect. She could touch the mind of
God. She's a pilot. She’s not dead."

If pilots were stable, they wouldn't lose
starships faster than you can find the rock that makes 'em go.

"Astra's alive."

Five years channeling her hallucinations
through boojum rock, and you think she’s alive?

"I can feel her."

She liked shiny things. Steve mocked
Astra. Oooh. Pretty. Pretty, MacFie. Me and MacFie.

"No! Craig trained her himself."

Get real! She dreamed a shipload of fool
whitecoats right into the heart of a star.

A chill grew in his gut. "I set her free,
Steve. I set her free."

Yeah. Sure, Dr. Craig. I'm sure
she's fine.

Steve knew him too well. MacFie was
repeating Craig's lies, and they both knew it. But he couldn't say
it—couldn’t let himself believe she was. . .

He had to keep her alive. Had to find her.
"She’s a pilot," he whispered.

Uh-huh.

He took a deep breath. Cold and clear, he
said, "She travels the stars."

Bullsh—

"She's alive! She's alive! She's alive!"

Geeze, Buddy. Get a grip. Okay. Okay. She's
alive. She's a pilot. She's free.

Silence filled MacFie's helmet again. He
shuffled forward and began to count his breaths. One in. One out.
Two in. Two out.

You’re not. . .

Free. Silently, MacFie finished
Steve’s sentence then fell to his knees in the dust. He whimpered.
"Shut up. Please, just shut up."

You're a glorified slave. You might as well
be dead. You’re just too stubborn to admit you envy my freedom.

MacFie whispered another mantra. "Rituals
are tools. Checklists dispel hallucinations."

In self-defense, he followed the memorized
advice of Dr. Maxwell Craig and his hated whitecoats. He opened his
link with his station computer. "Temperature?"

"Minus 220 C, Mr. MacFie," the sedate
machine voice answered.

"Solar distance?"

"48 AU, sir."

Too far for hope, Bracken, Steve
said. Flex and stretch for the stars. It's an easy hop. You
always wanted the stars, didn't you?

MacFie screamed. He dug his hands into the
icy dust. "I'll find her." He clawed through layers of ancient ice.
"I'll find her or die trying."

The station responded to the danger keyword,
die. "Do you require assistance?"

"No! I know what I'm doing."

Steve's laugh echoed cold and far away.

MacFie's left knee burned where it chaffed
against his suit. The pain cleared Steve's laugh from his mind.
Rage and desperation shifted ever so slightly and became calm
clarity—certainty. MacFie closed his hand around the stone he
needed.

He pulled his fist from the dust.

In his fist, he felt the shifting edges of a
hypercrystalline fragment of PBM. He thrilled to the infinite
potential trapped within the fragment of matter from the pre-birth
of the universe.

"No assistance," he said. "Log
position."

Think that’ll
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