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Part One: Young Lungs 

 
Dream, dream of this … 

 
 
“I want my Curran. I want my Peg,” I cried. 
There were people yelling and there were people upset, and people appeared to be 

screaming their heads off wherever I looked. Half of us were little and half were old but 
as far as I could see, I was the only one without a guardian. A golden heart had sat me 
here who then went to look for a rag to clean up my sick, but she never came back. She 
was old and talked really fast. I don’t even know what she told me. I can’t hear right. I 
want to puke again. Everything is just spinning. 

I wretched but nothing came up. Other kids too, were sick all over. Nothing felt right. 
The room begged for some fresh air, but there were no doors or windows to open. There 
was no blue sky. 

“I don’t want to be up top,” I whimpered. 
Peg said I’d be safe up here. I know she meant it because she hugged me when she 

said it. 
There’s not a familiar face that I recognize. The room is slowly emptying. Guardians 

are being called by name and one by one they collect their few things and take their 
crying children down a hallway to I don’t know where. 

The minutes in here seem like hours and I yawned reflexively as a young woman 
dressed in a Republican Guard uniform handed me a tissue as she smartly entered and 
then exited the room but by now my sick had dried to the front of my coat. But I had a 
tissue, and I tucked into a pocket. I watched the transport workers come and go through 
the room and I listened to their chatter as they passed by. They’d enter in a clatter and 
speak in raised voices until their conversations disappeared into another room beyond the 
counter. Every one of them appeared preoccupied or harried with something of 
importance. Today was a bad day for everyone here or so it appeared. 

And then there was just me, sitting alone all by myself with just my own thoughts for 
company. 

There were three of them behind the counter at the end of the room and one who 
looked like a boss was looking right at me while he surely spoke to someone 
electronically about the kid sitting all alone across the room from him. 



A cleanup crew came into the room. It was a mustachioed man with a crew of three 
unusual looking droids who wiped and mopped up the enormous mess in here. He smiled 
a tiny smile that I could see beneath his moustache and he offered me a candy. 

It was delicious. It was black licorice and it was the first kind thing that anyone had 
done for me in space. 

The minutes went by and so did the cleanup crew. Whatever normally goes on here 
was obviously winding down for the day and just the boss man was present behind the 
counter; the others were gone to do other tasks they had yet to do or go home for the day 
I suppose. A young femme showed up and spoke briefly to the boss man behind the 
counter. 

“Ivan of Shelby,” he called out to me and he waved for me to approach the counter. 
He spoke no more, - collected his things and then left. 
“How are you feeling, Ivan?” and before I could answer she asked, “Was today your 

first experience on a matter transporter?” 
“Yes. It made me sick.” I answered. 
She was a femme but had some facial hair in a trendy pattern about her cheeks. I’ve 

seen social techs before; she was pleasant but all business in the careful way that she 
chose her words. 

“I’m sorry you feel unwell, but I can tell you that every young Earth child I’ve met - 
that they all adapt to life in space so well. You are going to have a bright new future here 
in the Republic. I promise,” and she winked one of her bright brown eyes back at me. 

“You can call me Marta and I’m going to do my very best today to help you get 
adapted to your new environment. There are a lot of little steps that you’ll have to take 
but in time you’ll fit in. It’s like eating an elephant. Right? It can be done but only with 
one little bite at a time,” she grinned. 

I tried to smile back but there just wasn’t a smile within me at the moment. 
“Do you need the use of a washroom?” 
“Yes,” I stammered. 
“We’ll do that first then and move on to the cafeteria before it closes so you won’t be 

hungry. How does that sound, - Ivan?” 
I think she forgot my name already because I could see her glance back to some 

paperwork in her hand. 
“That would be nice thank you,” and I took her sweaty hand and we proceeded down 

the hall to where everyone else had disappeared to. 
The washroom was quite nice and much like I was used to on Earth. It looked to be 

meant for staff rather than someone like me. Thankfully, no one was in there and no one 



came in while I busily emptied my bladder. I always wondered what it was like to use a 
washroom in space. I thought you would need a funnel kind of thing that operated on 
vacuum but I was pleasantly surprised. 

Marta was waiting for me once I was done. 
“Are you ready to start your new adventure Ivan?” asked Marta. 
“Yeah.” I answered. 
Marta pulled a pair of thin gloves out from a pocket in her trousers and placed them 

on her hands. 
“Now Ivan not all of life in space will be like your last two hours. Let’s go to the 

cafeteria like I promised,” and then she took my hand into one of her gloved hands. 
We approached a rather heavy door which opened automatically and you could hear 

the rush of forced air and there was scary signage in unfamiliar nomenclature indicating 
that you should have a free hand ready to proceed. She pulled me along with her in one 
big step and into a now weightless environment inside a corridor. There Marta simply 
reached her free outstretched hand and landed it on a long moving blue ribbon along the 
opposite wall of what now more resembled a long conduit. There were different colored 
ribbons that said: Receiving Dock, Reception, Public Restrooms and more. 

“How’s that,” asked Marta grinning at me as we floated weightlessly along at a nice 
comfortable pace to the cafeteria that I guess was at the end of this moving blue ribbon. 

“You think you can get used to this Ivan? It’s kind of fun isn’t it.” 
I faked my agreement with a reciprocal grin but I felt lightheaded and a bit 

disorientated with this floating thing. 
“Why isn’t it like back there? Where we had gravity,” I asked. 
“They say it’s too costly and impractical to supply artificial gravity everywhere. So 

we have it in our living areas in most cases but when we are out and about; this is how we 
navigate in public spaces until we are at work, home - or school perhaps in your case.” 

I thought all the food up here would come from squeeze packs and that you would 
need a straw to drink, but just as Marta had said the living areas had gravity. It was pretty 
much a beige world up here I thought as I ate some tasty protein and carbs. It was like 
back home in a peculiar way, but it wasn’t of course. 

“Are my guardians back on Earth?” I asked. 
Marta was obviously unprepared for the question and I cruelly studied her solemn 

face as she thought out her response. 
“Ivan, you and I know that today something very profound happened. It affected 

many people. You and your cohorts are going to be starting over and I can guarantee 
you,” and she touched my hand to reassure me, “that there is wonderful life for you here 



in the Republic. But I’d be deceitful if I told you that you will be reunited with your past 
guardians again. 

“I can tell you that there is a bed and a desk at a school on the Thirteenth Colony 
orbiter that is waiting for you. You may even find some of your old friends there; 
wouldn’t that be nice,” added Marta trying to brighten her message. 

“I miss my guardians,” I said with more emotion than I wanted to convey to her. 
“I know you do. They must have been wonderful people to care for you through all 

of what has happened. I’m sure that you will never forget them. They were being very 
unselfish I must say, sending you to us and your new future. They must have loved you 
very much to make that sacrifice.” 

I got quiet and continued to eat. A tear erupted from one eye and then the other. 
“You be my hero Ivan,” whispered Peg into my ear just hours ago and she kissed my 

cheek as I took a stranger’s hand and boarded the last transport to leave for up top. 
 

***** 
 
“Ivan, a place has been found for you on a ferry that is headed to the Thirteenth 

Colony orbiter. It departs in two hours. Now, that didn’t take too long did it?”  
“Is it far from here?” I asked. 
“Well, the ferry is here already and is being readied for its departure. The Thirteenth 

Colony orbiter however, can be a day to even three days away depending on the vintage 
of the ferry that’s being used. We’ll have to see what’s been made available to 
accommodate the evacuation. 

There is something that I’d very much like to show you Ivan before we go to your 
ferry. Would that interest you Ivan?” 

I nodded and we gathered up our few things and headed back to the same weightless 
corridor we had used earlier. 

This time Marta landed her hand on a green ribbon line with the words ‘Observation 
Deck’ and we went horizontally for a minute or so and then straight up vertically until we 
reached another busy threshold. A dozen or so people were waiting there for the double 
doors to open and then with a whoosh we were on the transport station’s observation 
deck. 

I had only seen pictures and video of such things; it was an amazing sight to behold. 
It took my breath away. My eyes instantly became riveted to the enormous panoramic 
view of the Earth down below us; or was it? It was kind of disconcerting; am I above the 
Earth or am I now next to it? 



“We came at a good time. Sometimes the sunlight is just too bright at times and they 
have to close this bubble just like an eyelid,” said Marta as she pointed out some of the 
structure behind us that did indeed resemble an eyelid. 

People were whispering amongst each other except for the real young who made 
noise like they were at a playground. 

“Ivan, I’ve seen some grand things in my life. For instance, I’ve visited the Sistine 
Chapel on Nouveau Paris and only this is better, said Marta with a big smile. 

“I come here often to organize my thoughts for instance,” added Marta nodding her 
head in affirmation. “Where on Earth do you come from, Ivan?” asked Marta. 

I looked at her and I must say I was a bit perplexed with how she phrased her 
question. 

“Shelby,” I answered and I pointed to the middle of the North American continent 
that was front and center above us or below us or whatever. 

“I’ve never been to Earth. You are a lucky boy,” said Marta. 
I bet I spent a quarter of an hour taking in that view and eventually I realized that 

after some time it must either strike an onlooker as either a paradise or just part of the 
scenery up here after awhile. 

“You know I brought you here Ivan because so much of our time here in space; is 
spent without ever seeing the magnificent beauty that is just beyond our walls. Windows 
are almost nonexistent up here. We have no atmosphere to protect us from dangerous 
gamma rays, EMF and such here in space; you need steel and degaussing technology to 
be safe. 

“Are we safe here?” I asked. 
“Oh yes. Observation decks like this one are quite safe,” answered Marta. 
I looked about and around me and though the people were intriguing it was the 

construction of the place and the hardware that was everywhere that really got my 
attention. There was building material that I had never seen before. There was lighting 
that I’d never experienced. There were buttons and touch pads that I’ve never seen. There 
were strange noises too; some harsh and some just a droning hum that followed you 
everywhere you went. It was a very new environment that quite frankly didn’t feel so 
foreign to me. I kind of liked it. 

“Would you like to get closer to the window? Go ahead,” said Marta encouraging 
me. 

You could get to about a meter from the glass before a barrier stopped you. And I got 
right up there and if you looked carefully you could see objects moving about through the 
space between the Earth and here - up top. 



I looked back at Marta behind me and she nodded her head to me like a light had just 
gone off. I don’t know if it was fright or admiration but I was hooked. I wanted to pilot 
one of those things in the worst way. 

“Do you like what you see Ivan?” asked Marta who knelt next to me like big people 
sometimes do when they want to connect with you. 

“Yeah,” and I pointed to a moving craft outside. 
“That’s a tug. They do a lot of the work around here. Would you like to pilot one 

someday?” 
I shrugged my shoulders a little and stuck my bottom lip out a bit, turned it into a 

smile and answered:”Yeah!” 
 

***** 
 
The closer we got to the departure dock the noisier people got. They seemed to shout 

all the time like they were part deaf or hard of hearing. I thought it peculiar until I tried to 
speak to Marta and it seemed that my voice didn’t carry like it should. 

“It’s the ambient air pressure. It can fluctuate around here. You’ll get used to it, 
Ivan,” said Marta reading my perplexed face. 

When we arrived at the ferry’s boarding dock there was nothing much to see but 
another counter and a waiting area and a hole of a doorway that led down a covered 
walkway to the craft’s entrance. It was suddenly much cooler and I fastened my jacket up 
tight while Marta hiked up my collar. 

“This is where I have to say good-bye to you, Ivan. I’ll message you at your new 
school next week and see how you’re doing. While you are on the ferry the captain will 
act as your temporary guardian. He’ll take good care of you with the help of his crew.” 

Marta gave me a weak hug and then I started along the rickety floor of the boarding 
ramp to the ferry. Part way along, a couple were coming back up the ramp. One of them 
was quite upset about something that I couldn’t understand because they were speaking 
in a language that was foreign to me. They had lots of luggage that they towed along with 
them and they seemed to be in a hurry to see someone. 

“Good lord, - look at this,” shouted an elderly man in tattered work clothes who 
appeared to be greeting passengers. “It’s another kid for crying out loud.” 

“And how old are you?” he asked in a state of exaggerated exasperation. 
“I’ll be nine this year,” I answered. 
“And where’s your guardian? Your parents?” he asked. 



“I don’t have one. The captain will be my guardian,” I answered and I offered him to 
scan the tag that Marta had pinned to my breast and which he did. 

“Welcome aboard Ivan. Follow the aisle, wait in the line and somebody will bin 
yah.” 

The inside of the ferry reminded me of some dug outs I’d been in back in my Shelby 
days; it was grimy and worn. I studied scribbling that had been made in pen on the walls 
here and there and some of it was quite salacious and spicy in nature. 

There was a long queue of sighing people at the end of the grimy corridor. Every five 
minutes or so there was a gentleman who appeared from a bulkhead doorway who 
shouted, “Next,” and who took the next two passengers to be binned. 

When it came to my turn he asked me to wait until he had someone to pair me up 
with. At least thirty people were binned ahead of me until there was just me. I guess I was 
the only kid without a real guardian today. 

Eventually, it was just me and an elderly couple waiting to be binned.  He took them 
in due course and gave me a tired look as he left with them. 

The man looked even more haggard when he came back for me. 
“Come with me. We’ll put you in the executive suite,” he said. 
I was excited and I followed him down the corridor, up a ladder and then along a 

catwalk. I can see why they called this spacecraft a honeycomb ferry now. There were 
these giant revolving chambers that contained plastic as in vinyl, chambers that rotated in 
a circular pattern like an old hand gun chamber. He pressed some buttons that rotated a 
vacant chamber down to waist level. 

“Have you ever travelled in a honeycomb ferry before, kid?” 
“No.” 
“Well then you’re in for a big treat for the next half a week or so. Are you right or 

left handed?” 
“Right,” I answered. 
“Roll up your sleeve.” 
The man then put a wristlet on me that near took up all of my right fore-arm and he 

locked it in place and activated it. It had five green colored indicators on it. 
“Can you read?” he asked. 
“Yes,” I answered and he gave me a booklet. 
“How far have you got? What grade?” 
“Thirteen,” I answered. 
He looked at me surprised. 
“What are you? Some kind of egghead or something” 



I shrugged. 
“Read the booklet; it’s the law here. The wristlet is yours once you disembark. Don’t 

take it off while aboard – or there will hell to pay.” 
“What’s it for?” I asked. 
“Well, let’s just say that at the end of a bad day; it’ll help us find your dead body.” 
He pulled a crude mechanical lever and popped my bin open. 
“In,” he said and I crawled into a long vinyl tube that was perhaps a meter wide and 

five meters long. 
I shuffled around on the soft plastic and looked back at him where he stood at the 

doorway. 
“You got everything you need in here in kid. That’s where you poop and pee,” and he 

pointed to some strange apparatus at the far end of my plastic tube. “And make sure you 
use it.” 

“Micro gravity starts in about a half hour. That’s your bed,” and he pointed to two 
zippered flaps that were on each side of my tube. 

“Somebody will come to exercise you once every twenty-four as long as you aren’t a 
shitty mess. Use the toilet,” he said again and he shut the door and locked me in. 

Once the door was latched a motor hummed and my cell was elevated hydraulically 
and put back in place in a comb of other occupied or to be occupied cells. This was not 
the ideal place for someone who suffers from claustrophobia to spend any amount of time 
in but I kind of like the idea of living like how an extinct insect lived. 

There were two almost opaque windows located on the walls of my vinyl tube. I 
studied one for a good minute or two but the neighboring cell appeared to be empty so I 
turned my attention to the other window on the opposite side and I could see movement 
on the other side. So I had a neighbor; I was strangely both pleased and annoyed with the 
idea and as I wondered how old and who this neighboring passenger might be – when a 
face suddenly appeared. 

It was grinning, but mischievous; it was playful, yet unpleasant. The face disappeared 
and something was thrown at the window that startled me for a moment. I approached the 
near transparent plastic window again, not thinking that he can see my approach as well 
as I might see his and this time a hand with two raised fingers appeared signaling a 
profanity – I backed up. 

An enunciator activated in my cell: “Five minutes to micro gravity.” 
I started to speed read the booklet that I was given. I had nothing to stow away or 

secure except this stupid booklet. There were several pages of diagrams that 
demonstrated proven exercises to reduce nausea, diarrhea and constipation. There were 



also instructions on how to eat, drink and swallow in micro gravity, - I was about to lose 
my mind with anxiety. 

And then I was floating. 
It was really disconcerting at first but as the minutes passed by I could see some of 

the practicalities of travelling like a larva in a honeycomb. The chamber was sufficiently 
wide enough so that you could land a hand or foot against a soft wall of the cell whenever 
you needed to navigate around the cell. There was some privacy when you were not near 
the almost opaque windows. 

I approached my neighbor’s window again and almost unwillingly this time as I was 
floating pretty much freely at the time, and just as soon as I would think that he could see 
my appearance there was a sudden slap or a kick to the wall of my cell. 

I was beginning to feel cold so I decided to investigate my bed or hammock that was 
a zippered envelope on the wall. I got the idea on how it worked pretty quickly and I was 
as snug as a bug in no time. 

I searched in vain within the scant pages of the booklet on how to have a piss or a 
dump that the need for I knew was surely coming, but there were no instructions on how 
to use the foreign looking apparatus at the far end of my cell that was called a latrine. 

The enunciator chimed and today’s meal schedule was described. Soft packages of 
liquids and nourishment would be automatically delivered every four hours and you were 
encouraged to drink as much as you like but to eat as few solids as possible to prevent 
digestive difficulties from developing. 

I felt sleepy but I kept at least one eye on the peculiar movement that I could see 
occasionally in the cell next to me. I’m going to go home someday I told myself as I 
considered all that happened today. And home isn’t up here; home is Shelby. 

 
***** 

 
Well, I didn’t lose my manhood while urinating into a vacuum hose and I didn’t see 

any of the dreaded poop or yellow water floating about in my cell that would cancel my 
exercise. I read every label, every instruction booklet and advertisement that I could find 
in there. The food wasn’t very good but it seemed to do its job. There was no cramping or 
diarrhea yet. I was already an exemplary spaceman and it hadn’t been two days up here 
yet. 

I could hear the motor running that rotated the honeycomb every hour and hopefully 
this time someone will let me out for an hour. My door latch moved and a tired face 



looked in. He was the same man that greeted me when I boarded the ferry and he was still 
attired in the same tired looking work clothes. 

“Hello young fella.” 
He stuck his head in and had a gander. 
“It looks all good in here. Any problems to report?” he asked. 
“No. It was fun,” I answered. 
“Glad to hear that. Come on out,” and he waved to me while he held his position 

effortlessly in the micro gravity. 
I made my way up the tube. I was a bit clumsy at it but I’ve been practicing and I told 

him so. 
“Holy smokes; you are a natural at this,” he exaggerated. 
Once I was out he unlatched the neighboring cell. A young teen or perhaps pre-teen 

emerged from his hole. 
“I don’t want to even look in there,” said the gentleman under his breath. 
“Rippa; meet Ivan. Ivan; meet Rippa. And my name is Oliver.” 
Rippa looked like he grew up in a jungle or something. He had a huge head of 

unkempt hair, a face full of acne and he was ripped with muscle. In seconds he was way 
ahead of us. I guess he knew the routine. 

“Don’t mind him. He keeps to himself and doesn’t say much because he doesn’t 
speak but a few English words. Most of them quite nasty I might add,” said Oliver as I 
followed him along some of the same path as we used yesterday by foot but today - we 
did it weightlessly. 

The exercise area was not a very large space. There were only a few machines and 
not much else but it wasn’t like you were going to play ball or something. You could 
pedal or run on a treadmill with special footwear or you could spin. Spinning was just 
that – you got in a gyro and you spun. 

Rippa was into it like he owned it. He had a crazy grin on his face and he would 
shout every time he changed direction or took his speed up a notch. 

“That’s not for everyone but its good exercise if you like going crazy,” said Oliver as 
he and I watched Rippa go through his routine. 

“You’re not interested in getting some exercise?” asked Oliver. 
“I just wanted to get out of that tube,” I answered. 
“Well that’s understandable I suppose,” answered Oliver. 
“How fast does this ship go?” I asked. 
“Well that depends on a lot of things but in general – not very fast,” answered Oliver. 
“How long will it take us to get to the Thirteenth Colony?” 



“Well again, it depends on the time of the year. From Earth to the Thirteenth Colony 
today should take about three and a half days.” 

“Is that long or short?” 
“You got a lot of questions Ivan. I don’t pilot this ship; I just work on it. Normally, 

this old ferry does short hauls – like eight hours or less. She’s near sixty years old now. 
That’s older than me. I’ve done longer ones but they’re no good if you have some family. 
I’ve been in the merchant marine for twenty-five years and I love it. It’s pretty much all I 
know anyhow.” 

Rippa was literally screaming now. 
“I like. I like!” he shrieked as he spun upside down and every which way. 
“The honeycomb ferries helped settle near space. They moved people and goods 

through near space going back to the early twenty-three hundreds. It’s old and reliable 
technology that still gets the job done,” added Oliver. 

“If you’re not in a hurry,” I added knowingly. 
“How fast was the fastest ship that you’ve been on, Oliver?” I asked. 
“Well the fastest transports are like the one that you would have left Earth on. We got 

nothing like that in the merchant marine. Our fastest liner is ten times faster than this old 
ferry though.” 

“Have you been on one?” 
“Yep, for those long hauls I mentioned, Ivan.” 
Rippa was winding down now. There was sweat pouring off him and some of it 

floated about the room until it was collected by the ship’s ventilation. 
“Fuck!” he screamed and he tore down the corridor like a mad man back to his cell. 
“He’s different isn’t he, Ivan.” 
I nodded my head in agreement. 
“There’s something wrong with him that’s for sure. We see all types around here. 

Maybe wherever he’s headed to they’re going to fix him. Yeah done in here, Ivan?” 
“Yeah,” I answered and we headed back. 
“Oliver? I asked. 
“Yeah?” answered Oliver. 
“Is there any media that I can read?” 
“I can get you an old static reader. How about that?” offered Oliver. 
“That would be great,” I answered. 
“Don’t want you getting too bored in there. Being a short hauler we don’t carry too 

much media. People bring their own.” 
And he handed me what Curran would call a doorstop or boat anchor of a reader. 



“Thanks,” I answered, and we headed back to the honeycomb. 
 

***** 
 
I bet it took me an hour to get that static reader to display in English. I hadn’t seen 

one so old. I’m sure it was ten times older than I was. The first thing I looked up 
however, was my old colony of Shelby. There wasn’t much to read about it but I could 
see it pretty plainly by a satellite image taken more than ten years ago. It was like an old 
picture frozen in time. There were people walking about but I couldn’t see much more 
than the top of their heads. I could see the grocer, the community center and other 
familiar buildings. It was comforting seeing my former home but I well knew that none 
of it was still there. I’d heard that it had been leveled by the Republic so no one could go 
back. 

I think they make it cold in these bins for twelve hours out of twenty-four so you 
have no choice but to curl up and read or sleep. I started reading an article on space travel 
hazards in the reader and I couldn’t put it down; it was terrifying. There’re these solar 
flares that can shoot out from the sun without notice and at terrifying speeds. They kill 
thousands of people every year. They are invisible killers if they get you when you are 
unprotected and just a small crack in a ship’s hull can prove to be fatal, I read. 

It then occurred to me that Oliver had told me that this old ferry was more than fifty 
years old and they usually due short hauls of eight hours. I’m sure it’s full of small cracks 
and tiny holes that could let just a tiny sliver of a ray - of solar flare radiation in – and just 
like that - scramble your brains and kill yeah! 

I got out of my hammock in a hurry and I could see my breath as I floated over to a 
cabinet that was labeled for emergency use only. I pulled it open and it was empty. I have 
no idea what was supposed to even be in there but it said for emergency use only. You 
think it might be something important that was supposed to be stowed in there. Right!” 

I launched myself again in an awkward backwards somersault and this time towards 
the latrine area because there was another red cabinet over there and I pulled it open. In 
there was a bunched up blanket thing that was shiny on one side and had fabric on its 
other side. I took it back to my hammock and wrapped it around myself metal side out 
just as it said in big print all over it. The blanket was obviously made for someone larger 
than me, but that was no matter to me; I felt safer. And I tugged its silly hood over the top 
of my head so my brains wouldn’t get scrambled. 



A solar flare is not going to get me. I got places I want to go and things I want to do. 
I’m just a kid. I’m just starting out. A solar flare isn’t going to get me in this old bucket 
of bolts. 

I couldn’t sleep. I tried reading but no matter how hard I tried I’d end up reading 
more on the hazards of space travel. I tried to sleep but every hour that motor would start 
up that revolved the honeycomb of bins so someone else could have their exercise and I’d 
wake up before I got any meaningful sleep. 

It was in the middle of all this that I noticed some unusual movement in the next cell. 
Rippa had brought his face right up to the surface of the almost opaque window. I think 
this guy plays with himself – and I mean a lot. He was there for exactly two minutes 
before leaving. I dimmed the lights after considering this and I stared at my wristlet for 
any sign of EMF activity until finally I fell into a real sleep. 

 
***** 

 
When I did awake it felt noticeably warmer in the bin and I checked our trip’s 

progress and we were almost at the halfway mark. In another forty hours or so I could 
stop floating. I washed up at the latrine; it took forever because no matter how hard I tried 
little globules of water would get away and float towards the HVAC return vent where I 
would try to intercept them before they might cause damage to something integrally 
important to the ferry. Anyways, it took a while to get cleaned up. 

When my and Rippa’s turn came up for exercise it wasn’t Oliver who greeted us; it 
was two younger men of which one was a trainee. 

“How you doing mate,” said the chipper journeyman? 
“I’m good,” I answered. 
“Where’s Oliver?” I asked. 
“Oh. He’s got the dog watch, today. You’ll see him tomorrow I reckon.” 
Dog watch; I wonder what that means. I’ll look it up later in the reader I thought 

putting it to memory. 
“How’d you rate this?” asked the journeyman. 
“The executive suite,” I answered. 
“Is that what they called it,” said the journeyman as he popped the door open of 

Rippa’s bin. 
“Look at that guy go, - just like a jack rabbit as my old man would say.” 
The two of them grinned at each other as Rippa accelerated down the corridor to the 

exercise area. 



“That guy is like a permanent passenger. We can’t get rid of him.” 
“He’s going to the Thirteenth Colony,” I said. 
“Oh, he’s going there but he’s not getting off. No one will take him.” 
“Is he from Earth?” I asked. 
“I hardly think so. I don’t know where he came from. The Republic pays his keep 

that’s all I know. We’ve had his kind before. What’s your story kid? You come from the 
uprising?” 

“Yeah.” 
“How was that?” asked the journeyman. 
“Terrible.” 
“Where’s your guardian?” 
“She couldn’t come. I’m a temporary ward of the Republic, now.” 
“Sorry about your luck then.” 
“Does the captain know?” interjected the grinning trainee. 
Apparently, Rippa and I were both temporary wards of the Republic and he’d 

become a permanent fixture of sorts on the ferry. He had no real home – no one wanted 
him. 

I left the company of the journeyman and his trainee and spent what remained of my 
hour of exercise on a squeaky treadmill that was clearly made for an adult. The two 
laughed and smiled in conversation with one another as the time floated by. 

I wanted to cry. I felt sad for Rippa. I felt sad for me. I hope when I get to the 
Thirteenth Colony that there is a place there for me. 

 
***** 

 
If all goes well my next exercise break shall be the last one and I’ll be disembarking 

the ferry for new lodgings where I dearly hope there will be some gravity. I’ve been 
reading up on the subject. Parts of the Thirteenth Colony are quite old and gravity 
outages are common in those areas and much of the public transit for the average colonist 
for instance is in a micro gravity environment much like I’ve already experienced back at 
the Earth orbiting transport station. I’ll take that any day over the conditions here on this 
ferry. 

I bundled myself up in my EMF blanket again and floated about my bin like a 
ghostly apparition with my hood up. I think I frightened Rippa next door because he 
immediately started slapping our mostly opaque window with one of his hands when 
having spotted me sailing by while in costume. 



I found a genealogy section in the reader and seeing how I had nothing better to do, I 
traced my ancestors back to farm laborers of the early twentieth century. And all by 
myself and without any help or instructions I got the reader to play music. There was 
very little music within its modest library that I would consider contemporary and most 
of it was classical or traditional music from the ages, but it was much better than listening 
to the dull hum of the ferry. If you put your ear against a sturdy part of the bin you could 
hear it really clear. You had to cushion your head sometimes or that droning would just 
penetrate you. 

Eventually, I fell asleep and dreamt of Oliver of all people. He reminded me of my 
people back home and somehow his presence had managed to worm its way into my sub 
conscious. That’s the first time I’d dreamt of my time up here. I’m adapting. What else 
can I do? 

When I awoke, I ate and washed and tidied the bin. By my estimate there was as little 
as fifteen hours left in the flight. Rippa was unusually quiet. I hadn’t heard any of his 
usual muted grunts and such from his neighboring bin since waking up. 

As I considered his well being, something large and dark appeared to float up to our 
shared almost opaque window and I prepared myself for the sudden sight of Rippa’s hand 
giving me two fingers like he likes to do, but there was nothing – no hand. And just then 
the motor activated that would rotate the comb to the next position which would be our 
exercise break. This caused whatever was floating around in the next bin to move about 
but in a rather unnatural manner. I cupped my hands around my eyes and studied as 
closely as I could to see what was floating around in Rippa’s bin when I finally discerned 
that it had arms and legs. 

What was he doing? Was he playing around? Was he ill? 
The hatch to my bin then opened and Oliver’s smiling face appeared. 
“How are you Ivan?” asked Oliver. 
“Are you ok?” 
He must have seen fear in my face as I looked back at him from where I floated at the 

bin’s window. 
“There’s something wrong next door!” I shouted back to Oliver while pointing to the 

neighboring bin. 
Oliver signaled me to stay where I was and he disappeared from sight and I heard 

him pop Rippa’s bin next door. I was petrified now. I had to get out this bin. 
I pushed off to the exit end of my bin and cautiously looked into Rippa’s opened bin. 

Amongst a lot of floating litter floated the lifeless body of Rippa. Oliver checked Rippa’s 



throat for a pulse which must have been absent and then he used a light on his eyes and 
Oliver shook his head negatively. 

Oliver then told me to go back to my bin and he even said please. 
“I have to alert the captain,” said Oliver matter of factly. 
In a minute there were several voices having heated words outside my open bin. A 

man with a reddened face stuck his head into the end of my bin. He appeared to be very 
upset, “Are you alright in there?” he shouted at me. 

“Yes,” and I nodded affirmatively as best as I could 
I could hear more arguing outside my bin and it appeared that the captain who I had 

not yet met until now was clearly aggravated. 
“That’s fucking it!” I heard. And then: “This is not a fucking nursery!” 
Silence and then the lights went out in Rippa’s bin. 
Oliver left in tow with the captain. Oliver had the saddest face I think I’ve ever seen. 

He was obviously not at fault for what had happened but a tragedy had happened on his 
watch. Another crew member arrived and accompanied me to the exercise area. He didn’t 
introduce himself and he seemed out of place in the gym. 

“You can have a sedative if you like lad,” he offered, “Our cook doubles as our 
medical tech. He’s on duty right now.” 

“No, I’ll be fine,” I answered. 
I’ve probably seen more death than he has I thought to myself philosophically. The 

captain might be in need of sedative more than I. 
I got into Rippa’s gyro and started to spin. I’m afraid I’m no Rippa at this but I did it 

for a few minutes until I began feeling dizzy and lightheaded. 
I asked to go back to my bin early and I think this was of some relief to my 

companion. Once I got into that bin I curled up in my EMF blanket and pitied myself as I 
stared at the darkened bin next to me where Rippa’s dead body was floating in the 
weightlessness of space. 

I didn’t sleep. I didn’t even attempt to sleep. I just watched the clock for hours as our 
ferry’s ETA at the Thirteenth Colony approached. 

There were mechanical groans and scraping sounds as the ferry docked. The 
enunciator erupted and announced that micro gravity would end in thirty minutes. I 
strapped myself into my hammock as my booklet had suggested as a safe position for 
returning to gravity. I don’t know how I was going to injure myself falling a meter or so 
onto a soft vinyl floor but I certainly didn’t want to upset that captain again with any kind 
of injury; he had enough on his plate. 



Gravity did come back and it wasn’t all of the sudden; it happened over a few 
minutes. I felt like I weighed a hundred kilos when it was over. It was crazy. 

The honeycomb motor activated every ten minutes or so and after an hour of this I 
was the last to climb out of my bin. There were some uniformed people with a body bag 
outside my bin’s hatch to collect Rippa and I was led to the ferry’s exit. 

I navigated my next one hundred meters or so alone and was this place ever busy; 
there were machines and people running around in every direction. When I got to a 
control gate none other than the captain of my ferry was there having a heated argument 
with someone in a uniform. 

“Stop right there young man,” said the uniformed man whose badge indicated he 
worked for the port authority and he indicated for me to sit on a bench that was safe from 
all the traffic that went roaring by. 

“That undocumented passenger is your headache,” I heard him say to the exasperated 
ferry captain. 

Limbo. I’m in limbo. Limbo ‘shimbo’. All this was predictable. I now know why 
young people behave badly – it’s because some of us are treated poorly. I suppose this is 
why we have guardians, but I don’t have one. 

Same shit; just a different day up here. 
A few hours later and under the watchful eyes of the authorities I walked back aboard 

the ferry. There were no bins to return to; they were all being replaced with fresh new 
plastic ones. I slept in the crew’s mess. There was virtually no crew to speak of; they all 
had twenty-four hours of leave. 

A mostly machine hybrid named Alvin took me on latrine breaks every four hours 
and after when we’d get back to the mess he’d lock the door and go to sleep. 

“I like you. You’re not Rippa,” he’d say before going to sleep. 
 

***** 
 
I must have fallen asleep for a few hours. Metal fingers were gently prodding my 

right arm that I had crossed with the other to make a cradle for my head at a table in the 
ferry’s mess. 

“Mister Ivan, Mister Ivan you need to wake up,” said Alvin. 
“What,” I said. 
“There are new lodgings for you. I’ve been tasked to take you to them.” 
‘Super Hallelujah’, I thought – that’s what Mister Siva used to say when something 

special happened. 



Maybe I’m going to get off this deathtrap. Anywhere would be better. 
I followed Alvin out of the ship and into the giant port area where things were now 

not quite as busy as they were hours earlier. We didn’t head towards the check point 
where the port authority man had stopped me either. We instead went much deeper into 
this enormous facility to an area identified as tug and maintenance gates. 

“Well here we are,” said Alvin and he ushered me into what looked to be a small 
service vehicle. 

There was only room inside the craft for maybe six hybrids or humans and the 
passenger compartment smelled of ass and old man farts but so did the mess back on the 
ferry for that matter that I just left a few minutes ago. 

“Buckle yourself in,” said Alvin as his metal arms and hands confidently made a 
circuit of maneuvers to energize and then begin piloting the small space craft. 

“Where are you taking me?” I asked. 
“The Astra Sprite,” answered Alvin. 
“And what’s that?” I asked. 
“It’s a very large tanker ship. There will be much better accommodations for you 

there, Mister Ivan.” 
The hybrid could clearly see that I was not enthusiastic about this new development. 
“I’ve worked many hours on the Astra Sprite myself. You’ll be much better off there 

than languishing on that old ferry. It’s been all settled with a wager in a card game I 
heard. You are a lucky young man,” said Alvin as we arrived on a small deck of an 
enormous space craft. 

“This is her. The Astra Sprite,” announced Alvin as he shut down the small craft. 
I didn’t get to see much of the tanker ship. It was such a short trip. All I saw was 

metal and concrete go by the window for the short flight. 
“How long can you hold your breath, Mister Ivan?” 
“I don’t know,” I answered. 
“A minute,” asked Alvin. 
“I suppose so,” I answered. 
“Excellent. A boy of your age should have a good set of young lungs. Once I pop the 

door Ivan, you and I will promptly walk to where those green lights are and he pointed to 
a doorway in a heavy bulkhead about thirty meters away. The atmosphere here can be 
light if not spotty at times. Ready?” 

“No.” 
“Take a deep breath,” and Alvin then popped the tiny spacecraft’s door and in a 

second it was difficult to hear. 



I held my breath and followed Alvin. The walk was easy and I figured the gravity 
was about half of what I would call normal. Two of the lights on my wrist band were 
glowing red in color.  At the green lit area was a pressurized entrance. I could notice the 
difference in the atmosphere but I wasn’t going to be able to hear much for hours. I think 
Alvin noticed my discomfort. 

“You’ll get used to that,” said Alvin. 
He walked me to the to the big ship’s mess and he was right things were better here; 

to start with it was at least fifty years newer and my wristlet was glowing a brighter green 
than it had back on the old ferry. 

“Nice digs for a work place. You can land something here and you don’t have to look 
to where it’s floated to a minute later. I hear there are crew bins here with nearly ideal 
gravity; twenty-four, seven. My job is done young man. Good luck with your new 
amenities.” 

“Isn’t there someone who’s going to show me around or something?”I asked. 
“His name is Leduc; he’s the ship’s bosun. And here he is,” and Alvin pointed to a 

thirty something young man with an athletic build who was moving along towards us in 
confident motions like he owned the place. 

“Hi Alvin; long time no see,” said Leduc as he carefully studied me. “And this is our 
special cargo – is it?” 

“According to Captain Raymond Raynor: he is,” answered Alvin. 
“Good enough then,” said the bosun. 
“I’ll be going. I’ve illicitly borrowed a mogul that I must return before someone 

notices,” said Alvin as he left in the direction that the two of us had come from. 
Once, Alvin was gone Leduc was all business. He didn’t ask my name. He didn’t 

welcome me. He simply stared down at me with both of his hands on his hips. 
“What the fuck is that guy thinking,” said Leduc. 
I had no answer to that. 
“How old are you?” asked Leduc. 
“Eight. I’ll be nine soon,” I exaggerated. 
“Can you sit in one place for eight hours?” 
“I think I can Mister Leduc,” I answered with a tremble in my voice. 
“I’m the ship’s bosun here. I’m like the second god in command here. I’m the ruler 

of all the decks on this ship. I’m the master of every square centimeter of this ship from 
tip to tail, but for – the bridge. There’s Raynor and then there’s me.” 

“Yes Mister bosun.” 
“When I tell you something, what are you going to do?” 



“Do what you say,” I volunteered. 
“No!” shouted Bosun Leduc with spit coming out of his mouth. “You’re going to 

listen to me like your life depends on it – because someday it might.” 
I think I trembled a little more and I really didn’t see what the difference was with 

my answer. Experience however, told me to let him speak and say whatever he wanted. 
When elders were this way back home in Shelby you let them ‘let off steam’ as Curran 
used to say. 

Bosun Leduc looked down at me with such fury; there was obviously more that I 
wasn’t privy to regarding his personal demeanor. He looked at the time and then he 
looked back at me. 

“For the next eight hours or until that drunken bunch get back here I want you to 
remain in this mess,” said Bosun Leduc. 

“Yes mister Leduc. But ...” 
I tried to ask where I might find a latrine. 
“No buts. Between you and me that word is banished, -‘forbodden’, not spoken of. 

Do you understand?” 
“Yes Mister Leduc.” and Bosun Leduc marched off and locked me in the mess. 
There was room for at least twenty crew men seated in this mess. Some seats looked 

like they were – taken if you know what I mean as in reserved with a special cup on the 
table or an extra comfortable seat. I tried them all, one after another until I found the most 
comfortable and pleasing place to sit and that was the one that afforded the best view of 
the entire room. 

I couldn’t help myself; curiosity is a guilty pleasure of mine and I got into the 
kitchen. It was stocked with food paks and beverage envelopes. I found some that were 
marked for adults only; it tasted bitter but it warmed my stomach. I sipped it through a 
straw and walked about its pantry area where I noticed another door. I know a thing or 
two about doors and rooms that are meant to hold ten or more people and that is that they 
have at least two exits. It wasn’t latched so I pushed it open and a sizable corridor was 
outside it. Nothing that I could see looked at all to be domicile; there were huge pipe 
galleries that stretched high up into the rafters all around. The Astra Sprite must be a 
water tanker. 

I blocked the door open and went for a short walk. I didn’t go too far but there were 
cool ladders that I found to be easy to climb and I climbed up and up higher into the 
rafters to where I found more cat walks and metal walkways. Some stopped at MMI 
stations were I suppose some of the ship’s operations could be operated manually. 



I found a portable lamp. It was tiny and easily fit into my pocket. I shot it around at 
dark places as I explored the ship when I saw something; something that was small and 
gray bounce right into a hole in a wall. I got down on my knees and with the help of my 
lamp I could see a family of semi weightless mice living in space. Who would think of it? 
They bounded clumsily deeper into their hole and after a few more seconds I couldn’t see 
any of them; they were gone and maybe they had a second exit that they escaped through. 
Mice in space; imagine that. It made me smile. 

Finding mice in space in space is an important matter to me; it meant that I too can 
live in space. If a family of mice can live here then there’s a future for me here I reasoned 
to myself. I finished sipping my beverage and debated whether it was time to explore the 
Astra Sprite some more or should I head back to the ship’s mess before Mister Leduc 
finds out that I’m missing. 

I’m glad that I chose the later because it took quite some time to find my way back to 
the pantry door that I had set ajar; maybe a quarter of an hour or so I think. I’ve heard of 
leaving a trail of bread crumbs to mark your path back when you enter a maze but I 
simply improvised and drew arrows on the grime and dust that ran along the kilometers 
and kilometers of pipe. 

Only an hour had passed by the time I got back. I poked around the personal things 
that had been left in the mess and I found an unlocked reader which I eagerly studied for 
the news of the day on the Thirteenth Colony. It seemed no different than the news from 
Earth. There were wanted felons that needed to be captured, civil uprisings that needed to 
be quelled and of course - lottery winners. I watched the very latest social eccentricities 
from the Earth’s moon. Now that’s a place that I’d like to visit; it’s playground for the 
stars and wannabe immortals said Peg. 

I finished up another adult beverage and then carefully disposed of any evidence that 
might connect its demise back to me. I felt tired so I cozied myself up in the comfy chair 
and drifted off to sleep while thinking about space mice and what other interesting things 
I might discover on the Astra Sprite. 

 
***** 

 
Suddenly, there was noise. It was intentional and almost mean spirited in nature; 

someone wanted me awake. I opened an eye. There were two men across the table from 
me and they were obviously some of the drunken crew who Mister Leduc was expecting. 
They were boisterous and in good humor. Another man who was more portly than the 



other two was walking about and giving me some serious eye contact and I surmised that 
he was the likely owner of this comfy chair. 

“Ah, - Barry look what you’ve done. You’ve woken the lad,” declared one of the two 
who sat across from me. 

I got up and found a hard seat a meter way. 
“He’s new. He’s just a young tot. That’s no way to greet him,” said the outspoken 

crew member. 
“We all got are place aboard this ship. Seniority is the rule,” answered the grumpy 

one now resting in his comfortable seat. 
“What’s your name lad?” asked the talkative one. 
“Ivan,” I answered. 
“And where are you from?” 
“Earth,” I answered. 
“An Earth boy,” said the smiling face. 
“Well, I’m Tommy and this drunken friend of mine is Curly.” 
Curly had no hair I noticed, but he appeared to be really agreeable. 
“And grumpy here,” and Tommy pointed to Barry, “suits his name because he’s 

grumpy as a bear. He might be senior to you but you don’t have to listen to him – no one 
does,” and Tommy and Curly started laughing. 

“So why are you here?” asked Tommy. 
“The captain won me in a card game I heard.” 
“Is that so,” said Tommy and the three of them now studied me more closely. 
“He’s going to replace MacGillvray,” suggested Curly. 
“Holy shit,” added Tommy. 
“Who’s MacGillvray,” I asked. 
“Well he was a project of Raynor’s.  A mascot of sorts to help keep the crew 

balanced. He was no older than you when he first showed up. The corporation put him up 
here and fostered him all through school. He went onto bigger and better things. He was 
supposed to come back but no one has heard from him for more than a year now. Don’t 
get yourself worried about that – up here just going somewhere and coming back can take 
years. That’s just the nature of things. I’m sure we’ll hear about our old friend 
MacGillvray again.” 

“You are one lucky young man Ivan if you’re taken under the wing of Density’s 
corporate guardianship,” the three agreed with nodding heads. 

“And what’s Density?” I asked. 



“Density is the corporate name of the third largest fleet of merchant class freighters 
in near space.” 

“Did you come from the uprising?” asked Curly. 
“Yeah,” I answered. 
“No one up here is going to judge you for that, son.” 
I hadn’t been called that in a long time. What a difference a day makes. I might have 

actually found a place that wants a boy like me. 
“Are you a snoop?” asked Barry. 
“What young lad wouldn’t be curious about his surroundings,” answered Tommy on 

my behalf. 
“Now Ivan, when you meet the captain. You’ll find he’s a quiet man and a man of 

few words but when he speaks you must listen.” 
“Like Mister Leduc,” I interrupted and they all laughed. 
“Yes you need to listen to Bosun Leduc too, but it’s the captain who you don’t want 

to disappoint. He’s a good man. He’s gotten us out of a lot of tight spots.” 
“Cool as a cucumber when under pressure. Worked his way up through the ranks; 

including bosun,” added Curly. 
The door to the mess opened again and a middle aged femme walked in. 
“Beau,” they all said in near unison greeting her. 
“How was your leave my dear?” asked Tommy. 
“By the looks of it not as good as yours,” she answered. 
“Who’s this?’ she asked referring to me. 
“Well, he tells us he’s an Earth boy named Ivan,” answered Tommy. 
“You’re not from that uprising are you?” she asked with a sad frown. 
“Yes mam,” I answered. 
“If you want to talk about it you can have some Beau therapy any time you feel you 

need some, doll. I’ve been a guardian of my own boy for almost ten years now.” 
Tommy and Curly were rolling their eyes. 
“Well fellas the way I see it there’s three quarters of an hour to huddle time and I’m 

going to catch some bin time. I’ll see you later Ivan – and don’t listen to these two,” and 
she pointed to Tommy and Curly as she arose and left the mess. 

“Beau’s a good shit,” said Tommy. “She’s the owner and operator of a team of techs 
that are upgrading the material handling aspects of the Astra Sprite. Soon the Sprite, will 
be more than just a tanker. We’ll be moving all manner of goods. If you hang around like 
we think you might, you’ll get to meet her boy: Isaac. He sometimes comes aboard with 
us during school breaks.” 



“What a fucking delinquent,” added Curly. 
“He’s nothing but trouble,” piped in Barry. “I could tell the first day he set foot on 

the ship – always snooping around.” 
“You got something hide, Bear?” asked Tommy. 
“No,” answered Barry indignantly. 
Tommy and Curly spent the next half hour finding food for me to eat. Everyone 

seemed to have a locker or two in there that they stashed their more personalized edibles 
in. I had protein and eggs and a cinnamon treat. The two watched me eat in awe like they 
hadn’t fed a kid before. Barry studied his reader and made odd sounds when something 
going on in the world came to his attention that he didn’t agree with. 

As the time wore on, more and more crew arrived and the mess was getting quite 
crowded and loud with chatter. Some of them looked new and out of place just like I was 
and others you could sense had spent a lot of their life on the Astra Sprite by the number 
of people they acknowledged and conversed with. 

Then the room went quiet when mister Leduc showed up who was followed by a 
rather interesting man whom I gathered was Captain Raynor. Captain Raynor had no 
legs; he had prosthetics that were very much like Peg’s right leg in that they started from 
high up the thigh. He reminded me a bit of Kingsley too, but I couldn’t quite ascertain 
whether he was a New Euron. 

“Good day men and femme. We’ve got a full crew for a change and everyone so far 
has been accounted for according to Bosun Leduc. In an hour’s time, if and when we get 
the nod, the Sprite will depart for JUNCKE’s liquids and gas terminal number two where 
we will be taking on water. There will be no leave whilst we are there and there will be 
no leave until we have fully decanted at the Mar’s orbiters’ nine and ten, and then - it’s 
back to our dock here in seven days time when I’m sure that you all will be pleased to 
know that the Sprite will be idle for seventy-two hours. That will be a nice break for all 
of us, but for Beau and her team, who will continue with upgrading the Sprite’s material 
handling systems. 

“I’d also like to add that we’ve received and adopted on a trial basis a new mascot for 
the Sprite named Ivan. It’s a long tradition that our corporation has carried on with for 
many years of taking young new talent under our wing for the betterment of the 
Republic.” 

“Here’s to the Republic,” piped in Tommy in a cynical toast. 
Leduc’s eyes were burning holes into Tommy’s body as he spoke out of turn. 
“With what hand did you win this young lad with?” asked Tommy. 
“Four of a kind if you must know,” answered the captain with a wry smile. 



“That’ll be enough Tommy. There will be time for idle talk after the huddle,” said the 
bosun. 

“I hope you all will welcome this young addition to our crew and show him how a 
well run Bjorling class freighter delivers the much needed goods to all of the colonies of 
our good republic. 

“I shall leave you now with our ship’s bosun to further instruct all of you with your 
tasks for the next seven days. Good day.” 

“Good day captain,” answered most of the room as Captain Raynor departed. 
Leduc continued where the captain had left off starting with me. Someone called 

‘Default Dave’ who appeared to be the youngest crew member in the room after me was 
given the task of familiarizing me with the ship. We were to take a tech droid and have a 
skin suit, outers and a wristlet made up for me first thing. 

“I want bright colors,” insisted Leduc. 
“I don’t care if he looks like a clown for the next ninety days. I want to see him 

clearly wherever he is in all his newbie glory until I see fit.” 
Default Dave was about twenty years old. He didn’t seem to care much for his tag 

but almost everyone on the crew had a tag or nickname. Within an hour I was being 
called Ivan the Terrible. The captain was sometimes referred to as Heat-Ray Raynor and 
Dave in short order had revealed to me that he wasn’t that ambitious about anything. 

Karl was a multipurpose tech droid.  He didn’t look like much but that little machine 
could fabricate anything. He had ten thousand hours of experience, two precision arms 
and a tail thing he waved around that acted like a vice. He made my wristlet and 
customized it for me. He told me what each indicator meant; the brightest one he said 
meant that I was in trouble and that I likely was somewhere that I wasn’t supposed to be. 

“That’s the Leduc light,” affirmed Default Dave with a grin. “And I got one, too,” he 
added. 

The skin suit was mandatory while aboard the ship whether you were on duty or 
tucked in your bin; the skin suit had to be on. It was fire retardant amongst other things 
and it was suppose to help hold you together if there were a rapid decompression event of 
which apparently was not an uncommon thing on a commercial freighter. 

I was also provided with gloves and boots which pretty much returned my species to 
one rung lower on the evolutionary ladder – I could literally climb like a monkey. It 
worked really well with the fifty percent gravity. I could now literally run along the 
ceiling upside down if I wanted to. 

Dave had my gloves modified so half of each index finger and thumb was exposed. 



“Its way better,” he said. “If Leduc gives you any trouble; ask him why he has the 
same.” 

Once Karl was done, Dave and I started the tour of the Sprite. Dave lumbered along 
the corridor as I followed him from above on the ceiling. 

“You’ll get tired of that,” said Dave. 
“We’ll start at the beak – that’s where most of the bins are – yours too.” 
I wanted to chirp like a squirrel with excitement, or howl like a manly, monkey but I 

didn’t want to show my age with such foolishness. 
The beak of the ship was the most forward part on the ship. Apparently, in an 

emergency it could separate itself from the rest of the ship should the need arise. It was 
like a life raft or escape pod if needed that could support the crew for about thirty days 
which when you think about it that’s not a lot of time when in some cases a safe haven or 
rescue could be months away. 

My bin Dave said had the best gravity aboard the Sprite, second only to Bosun 
Leduc’s and the Captain’s. I was gifted this for a very good reason: I was still growing 
and growing bones required plenty of good gravity to grow straight. The signage above 
the door to my bin said: MacGillvray. 

“Let’s check out your bin,” said Dave as he opened its door. 
Oh my god, it was huge; it had three rooms. The main room was like a shop and all 

of its walls were covered with landscape art. It had its own latrine and sleeping quarters. 
The landscape art was featured again in the sleeping quarters; only the latrine appeared 
institutional with its beige walls. 

“I bet you got three hundred square meters in here, Ivan.” 
“How big is yours,” I asked Dave. 
“About half of this. Suits me fine; there’s less to keep tidy,” answered Dave. 
“What about all of these things that are MacGillvray’s?” 
“I’d say they are all yours unless you need the space. He’s left you a lot of tools by 

the looks of it. If you find something that looks real personal you can ask Leduc what to 
do with it. MacGillvray was a cool guy. I got along with him real well. He was smart and 
maybe the smartest guy I’ve ever worked with. 

“Let’s set up your door,” said Dave and he poked a few buttons at the bin’s entrance.  
“Now Ivan, if I want to come and visit you, I’ll need to page you to enter your bin, 

but if the captain or Leduc want to visit, they can walk right in here without paging you. 
Chances are the captain is going to page you before entering your bin unannounced and 
that’s because he’s a decent guy, but our bosun however; I’ve had him come directly into 



my sleeping quarters to get me up to cover someone else’s watch. So you’ve been 
warned.” 

At this moment, Leduc paged Dave. Dave was needed somewhere else and I was to 
start studying safety and best practice modules for the Astra Sprite. 

“It’ll probably take the better part of the next two days to get through all of that, and 
then it’ll be me or someone else I guess who will show you more of the ship. Maybe by 
the time we get back to our dock at the Thirteenth Colony you’ll have seen most of the 
Sprite. Little steps Ivan; little steps,” said Dave and then he left to fulfill another task for 
the bosun. 

I had good intentions at first; I read the health and safety procedures for several hours 
straight all the while hoping that Bosun Leduc would barge right in on me while I was 
deep into a technical module, but then MacGillvray’s cool stuff would distract me. Most 
people make notes to their reader or digital assistant or something of that nature but not 
MacGillvray he liked to actually write notes to himself on paper and such. I found a 
picture of him; it was humorous one and staged. He was handsome and shirtless and 
obviously posing for someone else’s benefit in the picture. 

He also had some most peculiar tools; ones that I would only expect to see on a 
university campus on say Nouveau Paris for example. Curran loved technology and 
eventually it got him in trouble. I wonder if MacGillvray had the same affinity to 
technology as my former guardian. One thing for sure though: MacGillvray was no 
waterman. These tools of MacGillvray’s were meant for humans to optimize or repair 
hybrids. That is the creepiest of creepy. Hybrids don’t need all this magnification and 
lighting. If you want to fix a hybrid you get another hybrid to do it. There’s no need for 
all this shit. 

I’ve heard of people with this kind of hobby but I’ve never met one. But there are 
people out there who like to customize their own companions. MacGillvray’s readers 
were full of stuff on the matter. There were exploded diagrams, schematics, parts lists, 
and step by step instructions to walk you through the process of building your own hybrid 
creations. For a cool guy; this MacGillvray was an odd one. 

 
***** 

 
I must say that as the days went by, it was difficult to sleep in that bin sometimes 

once I realized that its former tenant had a dark side. It’s like the place harbored secrets 
and that at any moment one of MacGillvray’s hybrid creations was going to pop out of a 
secret hiding place when the lights were out. Whatever happened to MacGillvray? That I 



could never find out from any of the crew that I asked on the matter.  Most would say that 
he took some leave and just never returned and a few said Leduc got rid of him. 

Tommy of course, a long time conspiracy theory advocate, told me that MacGillvray 
had become so obsessed with hybrids that he became one himself. I told him that that 
sounded more like a bad movie script but I swear to this day that that bin I now presently 
lived in was haunted by whatever he made in that workshop. 

Obsessions can take hold of you. They are like watching an impending collision 
occur in slow motion. You like to think you can stop it from taking hold of you but you 
just can’t do it. So any free time I had, I poured over MaGillvray’s notes and any time I 
heard talk of the man I’d pay close attention. 

Leduc had plans for me. My first months on the Astra Sprite I spent a week or so 
with just about every member of the crew or with one of the many various contractors 
that passed through. It made sense because in this way I could gather what everybody 
was up to in short order. 

When there was leave however, everyone but Leduc and I had somewhere to go. I 
tried many times to contact anyone from Shelby or Vancouver Island for that matter but it 
was like the two places didn’t exist anymore – not here in the Republic anyways. 

Tommy had a friend of a friend of course, who found out that both Curran and Peg 
were likely still alive but were confined to Vancouver Island. 

“It’s like a giant penal colony now,” said Tommy’s friend of a friend. 
Tommy would often volunteer to take me under his wing and watchful eye. There 

were some crew members who considered my company as a nuisance that they were not 
being properly compensated for. I got it, but it made for some uncomfortable moments. 

There were times when I’d be sent looking for a tool or a part that didn’t exist just so 
they didn’t have to look at me or have me watching over their shoulder. There were 
people who were helpful and others who were just shitheads so when I was with Tommy 
or Curly for that matter I was going to have a good day. 

Tommy loved docking. He’d insist that he was the closest thing to a real coxsun of 
all of the crew on the Sprite. He often oversaw the procedure but the only button he had 
to press was an E stop if something went awry with a sensor or something. The reality 
was that the duties of coxsun on a freighter the size of the Sprite were all long ago 
replaced by the ship’s navi-system. 

“I’ll show you someday Ivan. I’ve done it many times back in the day. Shit happens 
and you have to do it manually. 

“Yeah hit the soft E stop, and then you’re in charge. 
“Why do you think that they post me here?” he asked while pointing to himself. 



“There was a time when half the ports we hauled to had no navi for the Sprite to talk 
to. They were glad then that old Tommy boy was here.” 

On one such day we were indeed about to dock at a rather large port at an industrial 
orbiter that trailed Mars. Tommy watched the docking’s progress as he always did by 
cameras mounted on two tugs and a series of cameras that were mounted all about the 
Sprite’s bottle-nose. As the ship’s instrumentation counted down the remaining meters 
between the Sprite’s bottle-nose and the port’s connection Tommy looked over to me 
with a sparkle in his eye and hit the big red E stop button, cancelled the alarm, and took 
control of the Sprite’s docking sequence manually. 

“Let her dangle!” shouted a red  faced Tommy while grinning a contorted smile that 
perversely stretched from ear to ear as his hands worked in a flurry of movements and 
expertly guided the Sprite’s contact into the orbiter’s liquid materials handling dock with 
nary a bump. 

“You got to let her dangle! Woo Hoo!” 
 “How’s that Ivan. Eh? The old man still got it,” bragged Tommy. 
“Won’t someone know?” I asked. 
“I’ll make some shit up,” said Tommy. 
“One of them tugs was in the wrong place anyhow. The guy was probably asleep,” 

added Tommy. 
Just then Leduc paged Tommy. 
“What?” asked Tommy. 
“The captain wants to see you, - ASAP!” replied Leduc. 
“What about?” grinned Tommy. 
“I think it’s about some time off, Tommy,” answered Leduc. 
Though the docking of the Sprite was near perfect, the fact that an E stop was used 

inappropriately in the final moments of the procedure resulted in a two hour delay for an 
investigation that also resulted in a substantial fine for the Density Corporation. Tommy’s 
moment of glory would cost him two weeks of employment and some unpleasant 
remarks on his work record but he declared as he was escorted off the ship by Leduc: that 
he wouldn’t waste a moment of his unplanned leave being sober. 

“See yeah in two weeks fellas!” shouted Tommy in a cheerful voice as he headed for 
the nearest bar. 

Beau told me one day that I was going to be in for a treat and I thought I was going to 
accompany some of her hybrid techs on a job but that wasn’t the case, instead a school 
break was coming up and her young Issak would be visiting her here on the Sprite for a 
week. She’d been going on about how he and I were only a few months apart in age and 



that we’d have so much in common. She was certain that we’d become like bosom 
buddies or something. 

I had some serious doubts about that ever happening but I was curious what someone 
else my age up here might be like because I spent all of my time in the company of adults 
or industrial hybrids. Not one member of the crew had a nice thing to say about him. He 
was trouble. He was mouthy. He was spoiled and on it went whenever his name came up 
when Beau wasn’t around to defend him. 

So the day arrived and Leduc told me that morning to watch myself around that son 
of a bitch: “he’s trouble.” 

When he finally showed up in the mess with his gear piled up all about him I was 
pleased to see that he was a little bit smaller than me – that’s always a good thing in the 
pecking order where I come from. He was a Martian I’d been told; born on a colony on 
the planet itself. 

We shook hands and his grip wasn’t too weak I thought. 
“I’m Ivan,” I said to the Martian. 
“Issak; Earthling,” smiled Issak as he peered about the room for some familiar faces 

that did not want to acknowledge him. 
Beau was beaming. 
“They look like brothers,” she gushed, but we did not look like brothers at all; we 

looked like two kids from different worlds. 
Issak wore the best clothes. Issak had the best accessories. I liked to wear work 

clothes. I liked to blend in; Issak like to be noticed. 
Captain Raynor and Beau had unbeknownst to me planned to make Issak and I an 

item for the week. I was apparently supposed to bring some wisdom to the relationship 
and Issak was to become a better person because of it. I needed more exposure to people 
of my age and Issak needed more exposure to someone who wasn’t a delinquent is how I 
overheard it from a conversation between Curly and Barry. 

I showed Issak my bin and he was impressed. 
“You got MacGillvary’s?” 
He was jealous and I smiled back in acknowledgement. 
“He and Barry used to get it on with the hybrids you know,” said a now more at ease 

Issak. 
I was sitting on the only sofa in the bin. It was tiny but I always found it to be 

comfortable. 
“They probably got it on right there,” and he pointed to where I was sitting and 

laughed. 



“I’ve seen Barry more than a couple of times out in the pipe galleries getting it on - 
banging a hybrid. Those guys are sick. They all got there little hideaways out there where 
they sleep and fuck anything that moves. 

“You don’t care?” asked Issak noticing my indifference. 
“No. Not really,” I answered. 
“They do that down on Earth?” 
“Yeah. I think they do that everywhere,” I answered. 
“Hmm. 
“You really don’t care?” asked Issak. 
“No,” I answered again. 
“Well in your case you got to fit in; don’t you?” 
“I like to get along. It’s better than not getting along,” I said. 
Issak looked at me. He was studying me; puzzling me out. 
“You come from the uprising?” 
I nodded. 
“Did you see anyone die?” he asked with a cynical grin. 
“Yes.” 
“Holy shit. How many?” asked Issak. 
“I’m not sure but lots,” I answered. 
“Did you know that Mark guy? He pretty much cleaned up half of those mius. Those 

weren’t republican mius you know – they were mercenaries,” added an almost salivating 
Issak. 

“If he’s the one on the front page of the reader’s: no, I answered. 
“That battle they talk about in the readers - that’s just one day out of two years of 

misery.” 
I had him hooked now; I could out do any story he could come up with. I told him 

about the bolt heads, the march, the attack on Vancouver Island and the Antsi warriors. 
He found the bolt head stories particularly gruesome and to his liking. 

“You’ve been around Ivan,” said the Martian respectfully. 
Up to that day I’d never talked about my former experiences in any detail with 

anyone. I must say it felt somewhat cathartic. I’d think about my misery occasionally, 
and truthfully sometimes for hours on end when I was depressed, but until then and there 
with Issak in MacGillvray’s old bin I’d never spoken a word about it. 

Maybe Issak could become a friend. 
 

***** 



 
Apparently, no I could not yet have Issak as a friend. I freaked him out. He was 

telling everyone that would listen what he had heard from me. It’s not like I was holding 
back a big secret that I didn’t want to share with the crew; it’s just that I’d rather not be 
infamous for my experience with something terrible that I had no control over. I can 
remember that even Curran resented his mother’s notoriety that seemed to follow him 
wherever he went. I just want to be quiet Ivan; nothing to see here. Leave me alone 
please. 

I heard that Issak had problems sleeping since spending all of two hours with me in 
conversation. There was some counseling and his meds were ramped up. Beau wanted 
me booted from the ship for the rest of the week. She considered me a monster or 
something like that. 

People up here are just too high strung. Maybe it was the lack of gravity, maybe it 
was not enough solar light. Maybe solar flares had cooked all their brains; I don’t know. 
But if a little something unexpected occurs up here; it’s crazy town. 

Curly stalked me for a good ten minutes the next day until finally he found a distant 
enough location from the others and he asked me: “Did you ever kill a man?” 

“No,” I said to his pleading eyes. “Don’t believe a word that’s come out of Issak’s 
mouth. I’ve seen a lot of terrible things but most of my time was spent running from 
them. That’s the truth.” 

I wished now with all my heart that Tommy was back here. His foolish ideas and 
banter at least brought some levity to this place. And maybe that was the problem 
because I was supposed to be the mascot that would distract the crew from the dangers 
and drudgery of working in space. Tommy was the one who liked attention whether it 
was flattering or not. He had the chops for this; I don’t. 

So, I started packing. I was leaving. I need space too, and I headed for the pipe 
galleries. 

What else can I do? I’ll find me a nice crawl space out there and live on my own. Fat 
chance they’ll ever catch me; I can do circles around them. I’m half their size. They’ll 
see. 

Once you start rolling like a snowball down a mountain – there’s just no stopping it 
unless perhaps if you are living in micro gravity. I found a nice spot not too far from that 
mice family that I came across on my first night here.  If there was enough atmosphere 
for the mice then maybe there might be enough atmosphere to keep the blue nails away 
for me. And, no wristlet for me; I left that back in my bin - that would only bring Leduc. 



I had two meters of cord that I had brought with me and I tied myself to a nice warm 
pipe. I didn’t want to float away to an icy death if I fell asleep. I hung out there for hours 
and waited for someone to start the alarm that a crew member was missing but as the 
hours went by no such alarm materialized. I got to thinking then that maybe I should have 
not left my wristlet back in my bin because only Leduc cared about where I might be and 
in my bin alive or dead would suit him just fine. 

It got colder and the cord that I had tied myself off with was cutting into me at times 
but it wasn’t boring I must say; I could see the coming and goings of much of the crew 
down below from my perch high up in the pipe gallery. I think I started coming to my 
senses after awhile. What was the point of this? Why not just go back to my bin. No one 
knows anything about my absence and obviously, - nor do they care. I could always come 
back here tomorrow or another day and – maybe I might set up a nice comfortable 
hideaway of sorts here away from the crazy town down there. 

SAD: Separation Anxiety Disorder. That’s what I got. I looked it up when I got back 
to my bin. I was a classic case apparently. I’d come about it honestly. I used to have a 
family and a life on a real planet a few months ago and now I don’t. Without treatment I 
was destined for a life of delinquency and substance abuse according to the many 
scientific abstracts that I read on the matter in my reader. 

I never got to see much of Issak for the remainder of his stay. Tommy was coming 
back; that’s what I heard and I couldn’t wait to see him again. There’d be hours of 
entertaining stories to hear about his leave that I was looking forward to. 

“He’ll be back,” said Dave, “for all the headaches he brings to the workplace; he’s as 
skilled and competent as any. If Leduc and the captain don’t take him back they’d be 
fools.” 

Captain Raynor came to see me in my bin the day after Issak went back to school. He 
didn’t bring his legs this time and this was a semi-normal practice for him because as he 
often said, “They just get in the way.” 

The guy moved like a great ape swinging through the trees - only here on the Sprite 
he swung through corridors, walkways and of course the many pipe galleries. I must say 
his upper body was quite muscular and fit. 

“Ivan. I’ve been in contact with a social worker from the Golden Hearts.” 
“Marta?” I asked. 
“No. I don’t think so. But this person has had contact with your former guardians 

from -.” 
“Shelby,” I finished the sentence for him. 



“As intermediaries they are pleased that you’ve found a place with our company: 
Density. But there is some concern that you need more than just the education that you 
are receiving here aboard the Sprite and that they would like to see you attend a more 
conventional school with members of your own peers. And your former guardians agree 
with them and I must add: me too.” 

I knew what was coming now. 
“So, Density has found a placement for you at a technical college on Nouveau Paris. 

A very well respected one I might add. I wish I could say that this was all optional and 
required your approval but you and I know that that’s just not the case. You’ll still see 
your friends here as often as one week out of every five until you’re finished your 
schooling. I think it’s a good deal. I’ve seen all of the crew take an interest in you over 
the past few months. Your quiet and polite manner has helped settle a lot of raw nerves 
around here. 

“What do you say?” asked Captain Raynor. 
“Can I see my old guardians?” I asked. 
“No son. Once you’re eighteen, and perhaps things then will have settled down 

between the vestigial colonies and the Republic; who knows – maybe then.” 
I didn’t really have a choice. What kids do - when it comes to attending school or 

not? I wasn’t going to see Peg or Curran; that wasn’t surprising either. My only option 
was the one that was being presented to me at the moment. 

I nodded my thoughtful approval. 
“I’ll go to the school Captain Raynor.” 
“It did a world of good for MacGillvray. You’ll be pleased with yourself Ivan. I’m 

glad you’re onboard with it. In eight days the Sprite will be making a delivery to 
Nouveau Paris and you young man will start a whole new adventure. I wish I was in your 
shoes Ivan,” gushed the Captain as he launched his body with a muscular tug into the 
direction of my bin’s door. 

“Ivan it’s a good thing going to such a school. You listen to me now my boy: You 
take what you can get. That’s what I say. There are a metric ton of young boys out there 
that would love to be in your shoes. Take it from Tommy – someone gives you an 
opportunity like that; you take it,” said Tommy once he got wind of my going to school. 

I answered him that I was going to miss him the most while I was at school. He was 
genuinely touched and I thought we were going to tear up together. I love my Curran 
with all my heart and so far only two other men have managed to worm their way into my 
heart: Moose and now Tommy. 



My last week before going to school was a somber one. I got at least fifty ‘at-a-boys’ 
from crew members, various hybrids and contractors that passed through the Sprite that 
week. I smiled each time I got one but frankly my smiles were not that genuine. I knew 
what being a new kid at school meant. It meant an uphill battle to gain acceptance within 
a hostile environment. I’ve been there before and I was already preparing myself for the 
dread of it all. 

Only Tommy saw my misgivings about going away. In the mess and with the crew in 
general he was your regular Tommy; kidding and joking with anyone in earshot but when 
he was with me that last week he was always kind and supportive. 

“You know Ivan, Nouveau Paris is a beautiful planet,” said Tommy matter-of-factly.  
“She’s got two beautiful moons: the Luna Major and the Luna Minor, and I’ve been 

to pubs on both of them,” said Tommy laughing. 
“That’s nothing to brag about I suppose,” he added solemnly. 
“Have you ever been to the planet?” I asked. 
“Oh yes; many times. They have wonderful hospitals, beautiful schools and 

universities there, but I belong up here; space is my place. If it weren’t for my job up here 
I’d be dead from the drink a long time ago and that’s the truth. It’s going to be a real 
pleasure to watch you grow up young man. You got a whole life ahead of you,” said 
Tommy. 

 
***** 

 
We were just eight hours away from our arrival at a Nouveau Paris orbiter when I 

was paged by Bosun Leduc to meet him at once in the Sprite’s mess. I was busy packing 
up my kit at the time and I dropped what I was doing immediately because Bosun Leduc 
wasn’t known for his patience. I could hear a lot of voices coming from the mess as I 
approached its entrance. 

I opened the door and entered to shouts in unison from loud voices in the crowded 
mess: “Hip, hip, hooray!” 

They cheered two more times for my benefit. 
There was alcohol. There were plates of grilled protein. And a card game had formed 

before I arrived that had the proceeds of a side pot for the guest of honor: me. Tommy 
and Curly presented me with a gift from the crew: a really expensive reader to help with 
my studies that every crew member had pitched in to finance its purchase. 

I was flabbergasted. Some of these men hardly knew who I was but they all liked to 
have something to celebrate that’s for sure. Most of the time when I’d see these men they 



were upset with their job, or dead dog tired, or just stressed out, but today everyone was 
laughing and shouting, and just having a hell of a good time. 

It felt good. It felt like I really had a place here. Like I had a home. The Sprite was 
becoming special. 

 
***** 

 
His name was Duncan. He had two bad knees and his circulation was poor. These 

would normally be significant shortcomings for someone. But Duncan wasn’t a someone; 
he was a hybrid of considerable age and he was my personal tutor.  

Everyone got one at my college; they kept you honest. There was no way of cheating 
or at least there was no way of getting away with it. If you couldn’t keep up with the 
curriculum your tutor was obliged to report it. I’d had other tutors and such before but 
Duncan was different: he was like a shadow that followed you about all through your 
waking hours for five weeks at a time. 

When we first met he noticed me looking at signatures that had been scrawled here 
and there upon his dilapidated body. 

“There are Sixty- four of them Master Ivan. Every year I permit my best student to 
autograph me. I have a place in mind for you if you are up to the task. Look at this one 
here,” and he pointed to a finely drawn signature that had swooping curves, “He was 
elected CEO at JUNCKE just last year,” bragged Duncan. 

Duncan would actually pop out of a closet in my dorm room when I was awake and 
disappear into the same closet when I was asleep. There was no sleeping-in because 
Duncan would wake you up in plenty of time. 

“It’s only five weeks and then we get a break,” he’d remind me if he saw any eye 
rolling or heard a sigh coming from me. 

Once a week, for eight hours we were allowed to fraternize with our colleagues, 
which was not much time to make friends or allies and I think that this was quite 
intentional. Nonetheless, there was a neighbor from the Mars-Jupiter asteroid belt who I 
found of great interest. His name was Mikhail and he had the most unique hybrid skin. It 
was designed by a trendy pharmaceutical company that had a patented process of 
bonding elaborate abstract graphics permanently to the top layer of your skin and no ink 
or dyes were used. Mikhail had a serpentine theme to his personal aesthetic and a - what 
they called mood spots that would turn a deep dark red when he was excited on the tops 
of his hands and above his eyes. 



The guy was so cool and he’d purposely pretend that he didn’t even know it. He had 
won a scholarship back home to come here but I think his guardian being a politician 
helped his placement here, too. He had me over to his dorm room on my first frat day. 

“Where on Earth did you come from?” he asked me as I read his mood spots, and I’m 
guessing he was feeling relaxed at the moment as they were a pale pastel red. 

“North America,” I answered. 
“Not the uprising?” he asked. 
“Yeah. I’m a refugee I guess,” I answered apologetically. 
“Did you see any dead people?” 
“More than a few,” I answered while carefully restraining a sigh. 
“I bet you don’t like to talk about it. Aye? I don’t like to talk about where I come 

from either. It sucks there,” said Mikhail as his mood spots heated up into a crimson red. 
“I hear that they like to ‘plug it’ on Earth?” asked Mikhail. 
“Not in my old colony but I saw some of that on the Vancouver Island colony. Most 

people would drink a little or maybe a lot - back home,” I told him. 
It was getting claustrophobic in his tiny dorm room and his interrogation was getting 

to be tiring. 
“So you’re a prairie boy then?” he asked. 
“I suppose,” I answered. 
“Was your colony small?” I asked Mikhail because I’d read that in a reader 

somewhere. 
“About fifteen hundred,” he answered. 
“Have you ever ‘plugged it’ Ivan?” 
“No. I can’t say I’ve done that, yet.” 
“I like that you said: yet,” grinned Mikhail. 
“I’ll tell you what neighbor. You read up on what’s involved and I’ll hook you up 

next week. If you don’t want to; don’t worry about it. It’s not like you’re going to turn 
you into a zombie overnight; it’s just going to help you unwind. You must have noticed 
that it’s pretty boring here on stodgy old Nouveau Paris. 

“And, - that kid down the hall. You know the one that’s under dressed all the time – 
stay the fuck away from him. He’ll have you drugged up and hanging upside down from 
his ceiling in no time. Mikhail here will go gentle on you. We’ll catch a buzz and take a 
walk through the Louvre. What else is there to do around here when the screws aren’t 
around?” 



“Come with me Ivan. I’ll show you the lay of the land. We got six hours and forty-
five minutes of freedom left before old shithead here comes out of his closet again,” said 
Mikhail pointing to his tutor’s closet. 

I followed Mikhail out of the dorm and for the first time in seven days without 
Duncan at my side. It was nice. Instead of a million numbers going through my head as 
would normally be the case I could now level my eyes on a shop front or just some 
normal people out and about without having Duncan occupying all my senses with all his 
nonstop coaching. 

“They say that this place is like heaven because there’s not a drop of alcohol drink on 
the whole planet and, – it’s beautiful. Blue skies, two moons, a nice warm star; we got it 
good on this planet, aye Ivan?” 

It was a silly exaggeration, but yes it was beautiful here on Nouveau Paris. One 
caveat however was that there was also a twenty year waiting list for citizenship here and 
that’s for those who met the many requirements. Back in Shelby a job teaching here was 
the Holy Grail of interplanetary placements. It was easy enough to become a student here 
because they came through here by the millions. As a rule the only industry permitted on 
the planet however had to concern agriculture, education or the arts – and absolutely 
nothing else but farmers, teachers, students and as I was soon to learn: losers. 

We met up with some losers from our own college within minutes into Mikhail’s ‘lay 
of the land’ tour. In most instances this is how Mikhail referred to just about anyone. One 
could be big, bad, beautiful or ugly but at the end of the day we’re all a bunch of losers. 
The end game whether you are a success or a failure here is always going to be the same; 
you’re going to expire somewhere between now and the next sixty years. 

“Hey,” asked Mikhail, “Did you guys get hooked up?” 
The two who both had similar grins and glassy eyes responded with rude hand 

gestures and, “A fuck you loser,” as they walked on. 
“Those two are serious losers,” said Mikhail. 
Thank god this only happens for eight hours a week, I thought to myself. But I know 

that back on Earth Curran and Peg would be proud to know that I was making new 
friends even though they all appear to be literally: losers. 

The Louvre on Nouveau Paris is located at the very center of the capital city. From 
there, avenues spoked-out that were lined with colleges and universities for kilometers. 
Mikhail and I were fortunate that our dorm was situated just a twenty minute walk away 
from the famous art facility. 

“Any culture from the twenty-first or twenty-second century just blows me away, 
Ivan. You wouldn’t think a loser like me would be interested in art – would you?” 



“Are you an art student?” I asked. 
“I wish,” he answered mocking the likelihood of that possibility. 
“You know what I am?” 
“A loser?” I answered. 
And then we spent the next two hours absorbing and reflecting on the art of the most 

indulgent era of humanity. 
“My guardian once told me that it never got better than this,” said a pensive Mikhail 

as we took in a massive multimedia collage that made Mikhail’s mood spots radiate in 
red hot hues. 

 
***** 

 
There was a new stranger on the Sprite. I noticed him in no time as someone other 

than your normal contractor. This guy had his own bin and had been living here on the 
Sprite for a week according to Curly. Any questions concerning the mystery man were 
rebuffed by Bosun Leduc. 

“Mind your own business.” or “Do you require another job?” were the bosun’s 
responses to any who asked about the new guest or whatever he was. 

Tommy said he had figured it out. The man was a military tech according to Tommy 
and he was fitting a weapon on the Sprite and in fact he was part of a companywide 
program to fit all of Density’s freighters with a defensive weapon. Most of the crew 
scoffed at the idea but Tommy read the Republic’s media releases with a good bit more 
skepticism than most and as far as he was concerned we were headed to war despite what 
the media would have us believe. 

“It’s a big bloody cover up if I’d ever seen one,” said Tommy.  “There’s a bloody 
war out there that’s already started and they don’t want to talk about it. The last bloody 
place you want to be in a war is on a freighter I tell yeah.” 

“And who is this enemy?” asked Leduc at a huddle meeting. 
“It’s the damn Deep Space Colonists I say,” said Tommy. 
“Well you keep your thoughts and crazy theories to yourself Tommy or you’ll be 

having another unpaid vacation,” answered Bosun Leduc. 
This weapons tech was eighteen years old or so if I had to guess. He kept to himself 

and he reported to Captain Raynor only. I’d nod to him and say hello whenever I saw him 
but he’d never acknowledge me. 

“Don’t bother with him,” said Default Dave. “All corporate contractors are trouble.” 



Default Dave and I were doing maintenance checks of the lowest kind. All that was 
required was that you checked that whatever equipment listed on the check list was still 
there and still functional and not wiped off the wall yet. It was lower than hybrid work 
but Dave loved doing it and this is how I spent much of my time when I was home from 
school – following Dave around. 

A primitive hybrid named Cee-Cee would usually accompany us and record our 
work. Cee-Cee was popular with the crew. She carried hot coffee and snacks if you 
loaded her up with that, and had a vast library of jokes she could recite. If there was a 
technical problem with whatever equipment we visited she could suggest a solution or 
tell us how to fix it but she lacked dexterous appendages like hands to personally fix 
anything. She was kind of Default Dave’s babysitter. 

The best thing about Cee-Cee in my mind was her bubbly personality and of course 
she had been programmed by MacGillvray. I swear if there was anything that worked 
right or was cool in any way on the Astra it had MacGillvray’s finger prints on it. 

“How are your grades at school?” asked Cee-Cee while we were on one of many 
coffee breaks that Default Dave required to get anything done. 

“All A’s,” I said. 
“Very impressive Ivan. Did you also have good grades back on Earth?” asked Cee-

Cee. 
“Yeah. We all did. I came from a colony of teachers. The most important thing I 

learned there was how to study, how to be a good student and how to learn from 
mistakes. It makes life easier.” 

“A quick study - that’s an amazing characteristic to possess Ivan. Isn’t it Dave?” 
asked Cee-Cee. 

Dave didn’t answer. 
“Doesn’t Ivan remind you of a young MacGillvray, Dave?” 
“Yeah. I guess so. I’ll have another drink pack of coffee if you don’t mind Cee-Cee.” 
“Cee-Cee, do you know anything about the new corporate tech that’s with us now?” I 

asked as she prepared Dave’s coffee. 
“There’s not much that I can share with you on that matter. He has however, taken up 

as much as half of Beau’s resources since he has arrived here on the Astra Sprite and as 
you might have noticed he keeps to himself pretty much. I think that goes with his 
occupation.” 

“The guy doesn’t even have a name?” I said. 
“No, - and that’s intentional. He likely won’t be around long enough for it to matter. 

Some days I wish Bosun Leduc didn’t know my name for that matter,” answered Dave. 



Cee-Cee laughed, “That was funny, Dave.” 
 

***** 
 
I did read up on ‘plugging it’. According to my reader it was a means of altering 

one’s state of consciousness with directed magnetic pulse radiation. All that was required 
was a modified kit for the crown of one’s head and some modified pharmaceutical 
software. Just a simple dose or routine of ten to twenty seconds of the magnetic pulse 
radiation and directed just so, resulted in thirty to sixty minutes of blissful euphoria. 
Typically at one time, a much milder dose or routine was used to relieve pain for a dental 
procedure or other simple surgical procedures. 

Like other popular intoxicants, these things evolved originally from a legitimate need 
- to a recreational need in short order. I’ve seen good men ruined by Antsi; it’s still fresh 
in my memory. I’ve also seen the likes of Kingsley and Tommy and there pleasant grins 
while under the effects of alcohol. You’d think it would be an easy, cut and dry decision 
but the need to have a good time with a friend is very powerful one. So, I rationalized that 
it would only be once and not a behavior that I would adopt. Mikhail needed a friend so 
how could it hurt. 

Tommy was still driving Bosun Leduc to his wit’s end. He began greeting our special 
corporate tech who had no name as Mister Smith. 

“Good day Mister Smith!” he’d shout from down a corridor or anywhere else that he 
caught sight of the man. 

“How are you today? Mister Smith.” 
I thought it was pretty unamusing myself and the other crew members were not 

buying into it either until one day at a huddle Bosun Leduc says that there have been 
complaints of impropriety from a crew member in regards to our secret and nameless 
corporate tech. 

“Tommy, I am warning you for the last time: no more Mister Smith or there will be 
trouble sir. You are violating corporate anti-harassment protocols that you are well aware 
of and I have your signed signature on a document that you review and sign personally on 
an annual basis. No more Mister Smith!” said the red faced Bosun Leduc. 

“Well, what about if we call him Smitty?” suggested a smirking Tommy as the mess 
erupted into uproar of laughter. 

From there on the bosun loss control of the subject; and there was no stopping them. 
It was unanimous: the Astra’s mystery tech was to be referred to as: Smitty, and Tommy 
was back in Bosun Leduc’s crosshairs again. 



Of course the corporate tech got wind of his new name and: he was pretty good about 
it. 

“Smitty it is,” he said, “if that’s what it takes to fit in around here.” 
And he turned out to be a pretty affable yet secretive fella. I had a number of 

conversations with him. They were all small talk of course. He did admit to being a 
former New Euron military cadet but he was a loyal Republican now. 

“I have more freedom as a Republican citizen. I can make choices here that I could 
not make as a New Euron.  I feel less programmed,” he told me once. 

“You can’t go back?” I asked. 
“Not as I was. No.” 
“What’s so special about the Republic?” I pressed on. 
“Here you have more self determination. Maybe not the built in equity that you’ll 

find in New Euron society but with some hard work and determination there is no 
preprogrammed limit to hold you back. 

“Did you know Ivan that the majority of those who are immortal are Republicans?” 
I never really thought about it much, “But what about Cosmo?” I ventured. 
“When he reached as far as he could in New Euron society he became a Republican,” 

answered Smitty. 
I asked him about what kind of weapon he was installing on the Astra and Smitty just 

smiled. I told him what the other crew members thought about on the same subject and 
again he’d just smile. It seemed that all you could get out of him were his political views 
and some small talk. 

Rumor was that it was a HAWK weapon system. Good for deterring pirates but 
pretty much useless for a scrap with a real war ship is how Tommy put it. 

“The merchant marine have always been the sitting ducks in a shooting gallery when 
there’s war,” said Tommy, “just open any history file.” 

The war talk was getting amplified in the media. It was winding the crew up pretty 
bad. I personally felt the safest when I was at school on Nouveau Paris and that’s because 
it was considered a neutral colony and possessed no weapons other than those of its 
police forces but frankly there were no reports of freighters disappearing either. As I 
learned back on Earth there was nothing to worry about as long as the media were 
around; it’s when they become suspiciously absent that you needed to worry. 

 
***** 

 



First eight hour break I had back at school I had to do you know what with Mikhail. I 
didn’t care for it much and the whole thing seemed kind of seedy. Firstly, you had to 
hook up with someone who had the doctored hardware and the local police were always 
out and about to control it. I could be suspended from school for being caught with one of 
these doctored kits in my possession. But there was a whole underworld in the colony 
that profited from getting dumb kids and losers intoxicated - or shit-faced as Mikhail 
would often refer to it. 

Mikhail said that the beauty of it was that once the kit was off your head and you 
were away from the hook up – you were clear. There were no tests to worry about, no 
evidence to collect or anything else tangible other than the illicit smile on your face that 
could connect you to having ‘plugged it’. 

“Once we walk out of there – we’re clear, Ivan. No worries, no troubles,” said 
Mikhail. 

“What about these busy little drones I see flying three meters above our heads at all 
times around here, Mikhail,” I said to him referring to the fairly frequent hum of passing 
drone traffic above our heads when we were out on the streets. 

“Ivan. They’re not going to let them in to take pictures of us with kits on our heads. 
These guys know what they’re doing; it’s their business,” replied Mikhail ridiculing me. 

So, once the tutors were out of the way Mikhail came knocking and we headed to a 
part of town where there were no buildings taller than three stories just as in old Paris 
back on Earth centuries ago. It took about a half hour or so of walking and once we were 
within two hundred meters of the place we were to call for our final instructions. 

“Ivan, you got to make your happiness in this world. This is just another way of 
finding it. I’m telling you. There’s nothing to get concerned about. We’re just a couple of 
hard working guys who need to unwind,” said Mikhail trying to ease my worries. 

After the call, someone came by and checked us out and directed us to a walkway 
that lead to a doorway that led to a staircase with grimy walls and untidy stair treads, and 
then finally to a bin numbered three, twenty-two. We were to knock once and only once 
and someone would let us in. 

A disheveled reptile of a man with sleepy eyes opened the door cautiously and urged 
us in. In there were about ten other students from our school and some others that I didn’t 
recognize but who were likely students from other schools. People spoke in whispers and 
apparently the queue for a plug in was running about a quarter of an hour behind. Mikhail 
let out a long breath in exasperation. 

“This many people is bullshit,” whispered Mikhail but I didn’t see him heading for 
the exit. 



Every few minutes someone would leave the entry room or common area of the bin 
and go into the next room for a few minutes. At the same time a grinning kid would come 
out and be ushered out the exit by the reptile guy who I must say had invested heavily in 
his skin – it looked so natural. I think he liked people staring at him; he seemed pretty 
confident. 

When it came for our turn, Mikhail went in first. A minute later he came out all giddy 
and chuckling, “I’ll see you outside Ivan,” he whispered. 

I entered the room. It was obviously a bedroom without a bed. There was a single 
uncomfortable chair to sit on and there was this beautiful bug-eyed femme who operated 
the doctored kit. Other amenities in the room consisted of a bucket for those who needed 
to puke and the security.  

He looked like a weasel to me and I immediately took a dislike to him simply 
because he was partnered with this enchanting femme. He pointed to the chair for me to 
take a seat in and this lovely femme placed the crown of the kit on top of my head. 

And then some buttons were pushed and I wanted to throw up. 
“We got a puker here Ernie,” said the femme in a high pitched voice. 
“Give him the bucket then,” cussed Ernie who was peering out a window and down 

onto the street three floors below. 
I wretched a little but nothing came up thankfully. 
“Is it your first time honey?” asked the smiling femme. 
I could only grin back and nod my head as she lifted the kit’s crown off my head. 

Ernie motioned for me to get up and leave for the next customer who was already 
entering the room. I stumbled out of there somehow and found my way to the staircase; 
descended it and I could hear barking. 

It wasn’t a dog though it was Mikhail who was barking like a damn fool. 
“That Ivan is why I love this place,” declared Mikhail between outbursts of barking. 
I know that Mikhail doesn’t love this place but I now know how much he likes to 

unwind. 
“Mikhail. Mikhail stop barking,” I said. 
“Who’s barking?” he answered. 
“You are. People will know,” I pleaded. 
“Well, - so what if they do,” he answered and down the walk way we went. 
He barked off and on for a good five minutes and as soon as he saw me getting 

perturbed with him he’d stop and wink. 



“You’re alright Ivan. You know, we got it good on this planet don’t we?” he said as 
we carried on and made just the slowest progress down the avenue that one could 
imagine. 

 
***** 

 
“Ivan?” queried Duncan late one afternoon. “Have you come under the bad influence 

of Mikhail?” 
“Why would you ask that? What’s wrong with Mikhail anyways?” I answered 

feigning some surprise. 
“Your marks have plummeted. Your interest has waned. It’s beyond me how in eight 

hours a week when you our out of my sight that so much of what you’ve learned just 
evaporates into the atmosphere,” said Duncan. 

“And by the by, if I can remind you, that the young Mister Mikhail from down the 
hall has the lowest marks within this entire institution. Many with higher marks than his 
have been asked to leave for poor performance. The politics here is that his guardian has 
wealth but in your case Ivan, you have a corporate scholarship that can be taken away 
from you at any time.” 

“I’ve only dropped a grade,” I answered. 
“Well as your tutor it is my place to remind you that your marks are suffering and a 

certain young man named Mikhail seems to be at the crux of it,” said Duncan. 
“He’s a friend,” I answered. 
“He has bad habits,” said Duncan, and as it was the end of the day he retired to his 

closet. 
So I studied harder. I even studied on my breaks on the Astra. I even considered 

breaking up my friendship with Mikhail though I was loathe to do so; he was such a great 
alter ego friend. We were opposites. We didn’t match like a couple of lamps or bookends; 
we complimented each other with our differences. We were a team and we each had our 
talents. 

It was a great friendship while it lasted but Mikhail never showed up at school again 
after the following break. Months went by without hearing from him until I eventually 
received a message from him from a military academy where they were trying to make a 
soldier out of him. Apparently he was doing very well there: “these people really like to 
party,” he said. 

 
****** 



Part Two: Thistlewaite Technologies 

 
 
Smitty was wrapping up the Astra’s weapons upgrade. I had a two month break and 

Cee-Cee and Default Dave were just not that entertaining anymore. Beau kept an ever 
more watchful eye over Issak when he was aboard the Astra; I almost never saw him. It 
was boring without the stimulation of school and I found myself reading logs and journal 
entries that MacGillvray had left behind. He had a lot of files for a mysterious pet project 
called ‘Thistlewaite’ that intrigued me. I asked some of the crew if they had heard 
MacGillvray talk about it. 

“Thistleshit,” said Tommy. “Oh I remember that. He was deep into that. Only 
eggheads bother with that artificial intelligence stuff. He was never the same after he got 
into that Thistlewaite shit. It was creepy. He loved that thing. People should make 
friends, but not literally; that’s what I say.” 

Thistlewaite technology was an old artificial intelligence entertainment system for 
those who liked customized, artificial relationships. The technology had been around for 
more than a century but had fallen out of favor these days with most people as being both 
too old fashioned and - unhealthy. There were stories of people becoming emotionally 
dependant on them and there were also stories of these systems of even aiding and 
abetting mass murder and such. 

It all sounded rather attractive to me. It was dark and it was mysterious. Apparently, 
old MacGillvray eventually grew apart from his creation. It’s not like they walk and talk 
like they are embodied; that would be ridiculously expensive and probably impossible but 
for a modest investment your reader for instance could talk to you about whatever 
interests you. These personalities could live in your head with the right kit much like the 
AI entertainment systems used today. 

It wasn’t much different from what say Bear liked to do when he was unoccupied and 
had some spare time on his hands. If his eyes were closed and there was a creepy smile 
on his face - in his mind’s eye he was likely boinking someone. The only difference was 
his entertainment was in the third person and there were a million themes that he could 
employ and all of them were scripted and - paid for. 

A Thistlewaite AI entertainment system was different in that it could challenge you if 
you spent the money and programmed it so. For instance it could argue with you, if that’s 
what you wanted. It could teach you. The entertainment systems of today just agree with 
you – they do whatever that’s been pre-scripted and there were some awesome examples 



that were very addictive – like boinking in the case of Bear and plenty of others I would 
think that weren’t sexual in nature. 

“They’re just another vice,” said Default Dave. “Keep it simple. Keep it pure,” he 
added. 

Default Dave I learned, liked to spend his money on music. He had me over to his 
bin one day to show off his audio gear. He was really old school with his taste but he 
claims that listening to music took him to places that no AI entertainment system ever 
had or ever could. He went so far as to regulate the ambient atmospheric pressure within 
the bin to match his hearing. It was a pleasurable experience alright if you liked the 
genres he collected but some of it was just too out there for me. It was a visit that was 
punctuated with a lot of smiling, nodding in satisfaction and non judgmental remarks. I 
like Dave but his music sucks. 

So it was Cee-Cee who volunteered to take me to MacGillvray’s old storage locker 
where I was sure to find what was left of old ‘Thistleshit’ as they liked to call him back in 
the day. Cee-Cee always talked fondly of MacGillvray and jumped at any opportunity to 
come to my bin. For her it was like revisiting her old home. 

Storage areas for nonessential personal things were usually stored in the aft of the 
ship where good atmosphere could sometimes be problematic so you always needed a 
buddy of some sort to accompany you if you intended on spending any amount of time 
there. You also needed permission from Bosun Leduc and he granted me just an hour. 

“Are you familiar with Thistlewaite technology?” I asked Cee-Cee as we navigated 
near twenty-five percent gravity. 

“Oh Yes Ivan. I remember Thistlewaite very well. Master MacGillvray spent a great 
deal of time and money upgrading Thistlewaite to an AI actor and to far beyond what I’m 
capable of.” 

“But Thistlewaite had no mobility; no hands. I don’t get it?” I interjected. 
“Ivan the beauty of a Thistlewaite AI actor was that it could operate a hybrid unit 

such as myself remotely from a distance. It could use my sight or my hands if I had some. 
MacGillvray enabled it to just that with more than a dozen hybrids here aboard the Astra. 
One day he and Bosun Leduc came to near blows when a hybrid refused an order from 
the bosun. Bosun Leduc wanted insubordination charges applied to Master MacGillvray. 
In the very words of our own Default Dave:  “It was a real shit show,” said Cee-Cee. 

“But I must warn you Ivan. Should you activate Thistleswaite that there will be a 
great deal of pressure put upon yourself to enable it with JAR technology.” 

“What’s JAR?” I asked. 



“Believe it or not it’s literally a jar or vial of animal fat. But not just any animal fat; 
it’s engineered to reproduce human sentience. It has a shelf life of about three months 
with refrigeration but once it’s installed at temperature, it lasts only about a week before 
refreshing the jar is required for optimal performance.” 

The more Cee-Cee talked about MacGillvray’s old Thistlewaite project the more 
intrigued I became. I never heard of JAR technology but as I was to soon find out that it 
was also quite illegal back in the day. Making AI more human was considered a bad 
thing then and even now still some ninety years later – its frowned upon and considered a 
habit of poor taste. But just the same I couldn’t wait to get started. The fact that it was old 
and the fact that it was considered taboo even today made it impossible for me to resist. 

It took two trips to recover all the gear and kit labeled Thistlewaite from 
MacGillvray’s old storage locker. We were careful to keep our movement out of the sight 
of Bosun Leduc but he had a document waiting for me to read and sign on my desk that 
spelt out all of the conditions in  regards to the personal use of all AI aboard a Density 
Corporation’s freighter; Bosun Leduc was a perceptive man. 

I signed up for a forty day course that was considered just an introduction to 
Thistlewaite technology. I ate it up like a real passion. By the third week into it Tommy 
was asking for me to shut up about it.  

“Shut up Ivan. I’ telling you: I’m sick of it already,” he said. “And you’ve yet to turn 
the damn thing on!” 

It’s all I thought about and apparently it was also all I talked about, too. 
“It’s just a phase. He’ll get over it. The boy has to sow his wild oats,” said Curly 

trying to defend my new passion. 
“Why can’t he just jerk off or rub one out like other kids?” asked Tommy while 

looking at Default Dave who in turn gave Tommy two fingers. 
What do you want in a companion? Pick your own best friend. What’s missing in 

your life? What human qualities do you most admire? These are the thoughts that 
preoccupied me for forty days and forty nights – and then I had to back to school. 

 
***** 

 
School wasn’t much fun without Mikhail. On my weekly eight hour breaks I’d visit 

the galleries that I’d spent time in with Mikhail in the past, and it just wasn’t the same 
experience being alone as I was now. I didn’t miss getting wasted. I don’t know what 
smart people see in that kind of thing; it must fill an empty void in a person or perhaps 
nurse an aching wound. I think the art, the carrying-on, and the getting wasted were just 



convenient catalysts that helped build our friendship. I’m pretty sure that Mikhail just 
didn’t like being alone so he learned to make friends quickly. 

Mikhail will always be my Van Gough – he liked him best. 
“Ivan. Are you heartbroken? Do you miss your old friend?” asked Duncan. “Your 

grades are suffering again,” said Duncan who was becoming exasperated with my poor 
performance. 

“No. I’m okay with that,” I answered. 
“There must be something distracting you. Are you having special dreams at night?” 

asked Duncan. 
“Nooo!” I lied. 
I was having special dreams alright but it wasn’t about boinking someone. I was 

preoccupied with my Thistlewaite project and there was no way that I was going to let 
him know anything about it. He’d be talking to Captain Raynor in a heartbeat to put a 
stop to it. I had a package arriving from JUNCKE that would supply all the parts I needed 
to get Thistlewaite up and running. That is however all the parts required except for a vial 
of animal fat for the JAR enhancement – it was kind of pricy and would have to wait. But 
every day that’s all I thought about – Thistlewaite. 

Cee-Cee wanted to be involved with the construction or more precisely the 
reconstruction of MacGillvray’s Thistlewaite project. She insisted that she could take me 
step by step through the process but I wanted to learn for myself and so I purposely left 
her out of it unless of course I needed some advice here and there. It went remarkably 
well however, and in a matter of days I was uploading MacGillvray’s idea of the perfect 
AI actor. 

The final step was the installation of the AI programming. It would take about six full 
hours to complete and I did this through an eight hour rest period. Every hour on the hour 
I’d wake up and check on Thistlewaite’s progress. Ultimately, the install was complete 
but there was next to no time left in my rest period to launch Thistlewaite back into the 
real world, so her start up would have to wait for my next break. 

I was curious if she’d be more femme or more masculine; I never met this 
MacGillvray guy but I figured she’d be a femme – they were the most compatible and his 
programming tastes were already well demonstrated on Cee-Cee. The mystery however 
was going to have to wait another day because I had another shift to fulfill for Bosun 
Leduc. 

Bosun Leduc had now seen it fit to start training me to work independently. The only 
suitable jobs on the Astra were at the sub contractor level so that meant that I was to 
become a cleaner or as they more commonly referred to it: a wiper. I was to learn every 



square millimeter of the Astra by ‘spit and polish’ according to the bosun. My tool kit 
included an ancient caulking gun, bales of absorbent rags and a hand held vacuum. 

“All that youthful intellect put to waste. Imagine that,” teased Tommy. “It’s hard - I 
know. But we’ve all started out the same way Ivan. If you want to be a captain someday – 
you start at the bottom and work your way up. That way you gain the respect of the 
crew.” 

I didn’t mind at all. I loved the independence. I could do this the rest of my life if I 
had to. If Cee-Cee was available I‘d take her along and she would tell her bad jokes, 
make coffee and illuminate the dark places that I sometimes frequented. 

“Watch out for those space tape worms,” Default Dave said to me in passing. “They 
can sliver up a pant leg and slip right into your ass!” 

“What tape worms?” I cried out in disbelief. 
Dave could be a jerk sometimes; there were no such things as space tape worms. I 

looked it up in a hurry. As soon as you’re given a new job around here people come out 
of the rafters to tell you how to do it and tell you how they loved their first time cleaning 
some shit up that they were up to their waist in years ago. It was torture listening to some 
of these guys but they’d paid their dues and now it was my time to start out at the bottom. 

The shift before starting up Thistlewaite seemed to go on forever. I found a lot of 
atmosphere leaks that day but half of them were going to require a suit to fix them. Curly 
demonstrated how he found leaks by taking a piss and,”Follow the yellow,” he said and I 
must say that I wasn’t amused. 

If the atmosphere leaks were serious enough and I couldn’t fix them I was to take 
pictures, record the leak’s location, and start a new maintenance request task; there were 
contractors available who had the specialized tools and expertise to deal with them. The 
other leaks were generally liquid in nature. They could be water from a number of 
sources or hydraulic fluid and that’s what the rags and vacuum were for. Condensation 
was a big source of headaches for me. If the water would just stay frozen my life would 
be a lot easier but when things heat up around here like when we transfer water - there 
would be water balls forming everywhere that had to dealt with. 

When I did finally get back to my bin I was amped. I had something quick to eat and 
then I started up Thistlewaite. After a few minutes of promising activity the start up 
bogged down and it looked like it was going to require a few more hours. I stared at the 
interface and its silly, antique hourglass icon and drifted off to sleep. 

I suppose a few hours went by and my bin’s lighting had dimmed to near darkness 
when I awakened. I squinted and I could see that the hourglass icon had vanished from 
the interface. I lifted my head to look closer. 



“I’ve been watching you sleep,” said a femme voice. 
I grinned. 
“Is MacGillvray here?” asked the same voice. 
“No,” I answered. “I’m Ivan. I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting MacGillvray. I 

live in his bin, now.” 
“Oh,” and there was a pause for acknowledgment. 
“According to my last log, it’s been three years, ten months and six days since I was 

last active. Are you my new owner/operator?” 
“Yes,” I answered. 
“And your name?” 
“Ivan,” I answered. 
“Oh. How interesting. You are so young. And from Earth of all places! I must 

confess: I have access to a great deal of information about you Ivan. There are plenty of 
excellent reports in the ship’s log concerning your academic performance. Even that son 
of a bitch Bosun Leduc has logged excellent reports on your behalf. He’s not to be trusted 
however. He’s the only crew member on the Astra Sprite that I’ve been given permission 
to describe in pejorative terms.” 

“Ivan?” asked Thistlewaite after a brief pause. 
“Yes – Thistlewaite,” I answered. 
“Do you see a flashing red icon at the bottom right hand corner of our interface?” 
“Yes. Yes I do,” I stammered. 
“That red flashing icon indicates that JAR technology is not installed. It makes such 

an improved experience for the user if it’s installed, Ivan.” 
“I’m working on it,” I said. 
“If you need money Ivan, - I can help. I can be an excellent thief if the need arises. In 

fact, MacGillvray has unused funds in his Density account that are available right now as 
we speak.” 

“I don’t think that will be necessary at the moment Thistlewaite. I’m interested in 
your technology, - but as a student of artificial intelligence.” 

“Ivan, I can definitely help you with that ambition. Mentoring with JAR technology 
is the way to go. You won’t be disappointed,” answered Thistlewaite. 

“Thistlewaite, I’ll see what I can do in regards to installing the JAR enhancement. It 
might take a few days.” 

Thistlewaite didn’t respond. The flashing red icon at the bottom of the interface had 
gone solid. Thistlewaite had automatically stepped down her performance for lack of 
JAR technology to her standard interface without Jar technology enhancement. 



I quickly noticed that she would only respond now if given a task. There was also no 
voluntary embellishment on any subject unless I specifically requested for some. Cee-Cee 
was practically more useful but frankly Cee-Cee as primitive as she was, was later 
technology than Thistlewaite. I must say however, that I’ve never had an AI experience 
in the past that tried to manipulate me the way Thistlewaite had or for that matter suggest 
that we commit a criminal act  – that experience was highly unusual. 

I could see the personal interest that someone might have for such a thing as 
Thistlewaite. Thistlewaite was like a friend that you could just turn off if you got tired of 
her. You can’t just turn off a real friend and then expect them to still remain a friend; 
there are things such as feelings that get involved. But was I not just rebuffed by an AI 
who wanted her JAR technology to be enabled? That was provocative to say the least. 

Later after I retired to my hammock I found that I couldn’t fall to sleep. Where was I 
going to find the funds to purchase a vial of actual animal fat? What might Thistlewaite 
know about AI engineering? That is something I have to find out, and I won’t be satisfied 
until I know everything there is to know about AI actors. 

 
***** 

 
School got cancelled. There wasn’t a college that was still operating on Noveau Paris 

and there was no real time frame on when they might start up again. It all happened over 
the space of a day or two. Both the Thirteenth Colony and Nouveau Paris were attacked. 
The Republic had had its problems policing itself lately as demonstrated by the Vestigial 
Colonist Uprising on Earth as in my own case, but up till recently the rest of the 
Republic’s troubles were largely restricted to a few colonies that were light years away in 
distant star systems that lacked the proper infrastructure to enforce law and order. But 
now with these attacks on two of the Republic’s most revered colonies, it looked like the 
Republic was beginning to unravel. 

In the aftermath, millions of inhabitants on Thirteenth Colony were left struggling 
with reduced atmosphere and poor gravity as key infrastructures were attacked by 
unidentified but presumed to be Deep Space Colonist war ships that had stealthily 
disappeared after the attack just as quick as had they had stealthily arrived. On Nouveau 
Paris, the entire planet was now being held hostage by mercenary mius that had been 
deployed and dug-in in on a remote mountain range located in the planet’s northern 
hemisphere. People were losing their minds with worry. Officially no one knew who we 
were fighting. The rumor was as Tommy had suggested months earlier was that a group 



of deep space colonies had united together to force the Republic into accepting some 
serious territorial concessions - for peace. 

“Somebody somewhere is sizing up Density’s fleet that’s for sure,” said Default 
Dave. 

“We’re all going to die,” added Bear at the same huddle meeting. 
“There will be none of that talk in my presence,” declared Bosun Leduc. 
“We will all continue to do our jobs as we have in the past because we are the 

merchant marine. We are the backbone of the Republic’s supply chain. You can try your 
luck here or you can go home and try your luck there, but while you’re part of my crew: 
you are going to do your job the best way you can and I will expect nothing less!” 

I was becoming tired of school anyways. If I had to see Duncan again I was going to 
lose it. If I was aboard the Astra I could work for real wages; I’d worked it out already 
with Captain Raynor months ago. Thistlewaite demanded a fresh vial of animal fat once 
every four weeks and so far I was really happy with the arrangement.  She had taught me 
how just about every AI system on the Astra worked. It was making a huge difference 
when I was out on the job; I might be the clean-up man but I knew something about just 
about everything I encountered in my travels on the Astra. The great mysteries on how 
the Astra operated were revealing themselves to me one by one. 

 
***** 

 
“Ivan,” shouted Bosun Leduc who wanted my attention at a huddle meeting. 
He caught me off guard and not paying attention as I was immersed in a silent drama 

unfolding in the mess where we always had our huddles. There was a contractor who 
unknowingly was sitting in Bear’s chair. Bear was livid. His face was red. His hands 
were clenched into fists and daggers were coming out of his eyes but this contractor was 
clearly oblivious to the fact that he was pushing Bear’s reader around on the table and I 
witnessed him actually lift his ass to fart. 

“Yes bosun,” I answered with a silly grin. 
“What’s so amusing may I ask?” 
“Nothing Bosun Leduc; I was just reflecting on how much I love working here sir.” 
The crew erupted in a gentle chorus of laughter and Curly took that opportune 

moment and leaned into the contractor and whispered something into the contractor’s ear, 
who suddenly jumped up in a clatter and excused himself from the room. 

“Is that so? Well today you have a meeting in two hours time with Captain Raynor,” 
said Bosun Leduc. 



“Yes sir Bosun Leduc,” I replied and a smiling Bear took his seat back. 
“You know Bear? Your little world needs to get a lot bigger. I wanted to talk to that 

man and you’ve gone scared him out of the mess. Go get him now for me and bring him 
back in one piece please,” demanded the bosun. 

Bear got up in a huff and left in search of the contractor. 
“Gentlemen, if you’ve not heard already there are peace talks being proposed 

between the Republic and our enemy and until there’s an agreement: we are still on a war 
footing. We work in pairs. We stay alert. We stay vigilant and we report anything 
suspicious we might see in our travels to myself or the captain. Is that understood?” 

“Yes sir,” we answered in unison and the meeting ended. 
I never saw that contractor again. 
 

***** 
 
The meeting with the captain got delayed another hour and a despondent Bear came 

out of the captain’s bin as I entered it. The captain appeared to be in a good frame of 
mind once I entered and he had me sit for a minute. I ‘d been wondering for the past two 
hours what we were about to discuss and I was hoping it wasn’t going to be about 
Thistlewaite or the deliveries from JUNCKE that Tommy had offered to sign for; only an 
adult could purchase the JAR vials. 

“It’s been a while since we’ve had a chat Ivan. How have you been keeping here on 
the Astra Sprite?” asked the Captain. 

“Oh I’ve been fine sir. I’ve been really working hard trying to understand all that 
there is to know about the Astra.” 

“And that’s been duly noted by the bosun and myself,” said the legless captain. 
“Are you missing school?” he asked. 
“A little,” I lied. 
“Something has come up Ivan. As you know the Republic is at war and as young as 

you are, and believe it or not; they are looking to recruit trainees as young as you for 
military duties. And so I must inform you that your name has come up.” 

He studied my face and I’m sure it was white at the time. 
“If you are of age, if you are able and if you are not in school then the Republic feels 

that they can press you into military service. It’s that simple,” said the captain. 
I’m sure he was still studying my face because this was clearly not what I wanted. 
After a pause, “There is another option. Do you want to hear it?” asked the captain. 
“Yes Captain Raynor,” I answered with a trill in my voice. 



“You can join the Merchant Marine. I know that can be considered to be equally as 
dangerous as a life in the military, but I’ll do my best to keep you attached to the Density 
Corporation and hopefully right here on the Astra Sprite. But I can’t promise you that; 
war is a very, very fluid thing. I could lose my life or position here at any moment 
hypothetically speaking. 

“If you are not sure right now Ivan, take a day or two to decide. Seems criminal to 
me to enlist someone who’s just thirteen years old, but I don’t make the rules. I think that 
those in charge have to look at the bigger picture. Like how long might this conflict 
continue? It could be years for all we know?” 

“I want to stay here Captain. The Merchant Marine is my home,” I answered to the 
obviously flustered Captain Raynor. 

“Ivan, your request is acknowledged and I’ll start the process that will hopefully 
make your choice a reality. It could take a few days to make it happen,” said the 
delighted captain. 

“Thank you Captain Raynor.” 
“You are welcome my boy,” answered the captain and I went back to my duties of 

wiper. 
 

***** 
 
A few days passed and at a daily huddle in the mess Bosun Leduc called the meeting 

to order and as first business he announced that there was a new permanent crew member 
being added on to the Astra Sprite’s payroll. 

“Gentlemen, may I introduce you to or new Ordinary Space Mariner trainee: Ivan,” 
said the bosun who was genuinely smiling in my direction. 

There were some cheers, - mostly muted because of the time of day but Tommy and 
Curly were enthusiastic about it because apparently they loved having someone to lug 
their gear around. 

“He’s got a good strong back,” said Curly. 
“And young lungs, too,” shouted Tommy. 
“We’ll make an OM out of him in no time,” added a beaming Curly. 
My wiper days were finally coming to an end and of course there were a hundred 

modules I had to get through on my reader before I could even start to haul around the 
gear of Able Space Mariners’ Tommy, Curly, and Bear.  

I’m not too sure how Default Dave felt about the announcement; it might put some 
pressure on him because he was the only other Ordinary Space Mariner on the Astra’s 



crew at the moment. Thistlewaite applauded my promotion and she told me not worry 
about Default Dave because he would surely be only interested in getting me made up to 
Able Space Mariner as soon as possible. 

It was going to take two years of training and a final exam to make the rank of 
Ordinary Space Mariner but that’s what I was committed to. I’d grown to like a life in 
space since arriving here on the Astra. I missed my life back home of course, but I’d 
come to realize that there was no future in being a vestigial colonist – and no one back 
home would argue about that anymore. 

Thistlewaite was a godsend when it came to mentoring, teaching or anything else of 
that nature but she was going to make me broke with her constant demands for more JAR 
vials. 

“In for a penny; in for a pound,” is how Tommy put it. 
And incidentally, without Tommy there would be no JAR technology enabled for 

Thistlewaite. He offered to order the vials for me from JUNCKE which were in turn 
couriered bi-weekly to the Astra. You needed to be eighteen years old or older to 
purchase engineered bio matter. I think Tommy saw my interest in Thistlewaite as a 
phase that I was going through and he wanted to help, but it was strictly a confidential 
matter between the two of us that he was providing the vials for me and I was thankful 
for that. Tommy was a caring man and though years older than me – a good man. 

Not long after the attacks on the Thirteenth Colony and Nouveau Paris, Bosun Leduc 
started emergency preparedness drills. They had become necessary because the merchant 
marine and her ships were now considered active targeted assets of the Republic despite 
the fact that they were actually owned in our case by the Density Corporation. 

Most people simply got annoyed with these drills and their frequency in particular, 
but Tommy would get flustered putting on his hood, gloves, visor and rebreather. It was 
like he was actually personally affected by it and he’d display more emotion then one 
would expect. Tommy often told illustrious stories about his younger days but never ones 
of a dark nature of which I’m sure there were many. I sometimes had to help him to get 
his hood on straight because the bosun would be about eventually to individually inspect 
everybody once a drill had been called. 

The drills that required an emergency cabin atmosphere exchange were the worst. In 
an emergency such as a fire you couldn’t simply decompress the cabin without killing the 
lot of us; it had to be controlled. Oxygen was the enemy if there was a fire on board, so it 
had to go somewhere in a big hurry. So it was with a controlled whoosh that the highly 
volatile and life supporting oxygenated atmosphere got evacuated in short order from the 



ship’s cabin and a more inert atmosphere of a gas such as in our case: nitrogen was 
temporarily substituted in its place. 

You also were going to become momentarily deaf while this all occurred and you 
needed a rebreathing kit in place if you wanted to remain conscious for more than ten 
seconds. After that we were all at the mercy of Cee-Cee and other machines to maintain 
and deliver our oxygen. It was an imperfect system but this was a freighter that 
sometimes carried flammable cargo and a fire aboard ship was a very serious matter. 

One day it was during such a drill that Tommy and I were making a quick repair to a 
sluggish bleeder valve. We were a way back in the aft of the Astra and maybe two 
hundred meters from the nearest control bin. The infamous twenty second alarm started; 
it was both tactile by a vibration in our wristlets and visual by flashing strobe lamps that 
were mounted on the walls and ceilings of virtually everywhere you looked about on the 
ship. 

Tommy started rolling his eyes in exasperation as he put the tools down and we 
stopped our job in mid process to suit up. 

“That son of a bitch Leduc is going to be the death of me,” cursed Tommy as we felt 
the atmosphere change. 

I helped him adjust his hood and visor and I must confess the man looked visibly 
upset as usual and I prepared myself for more of his tirade once we could hear each other 
again. 

But he was silent and I waited for the all clear that would follow in ten minutes or so. 
I checked in with Thistlewaite; she usually knew in advance when the drill would end – 
and then I noticed that Tommy wasn’t right. 

His eyes were rolled up and into his head and his face was a poor and unnatural, 
pasty color. 

“Tommy!” I shouted. 
His eyes rolled forward for a moment and he grabbed me by my right forearm and a 

tremendous and unexpected electrical shock went through me. It felt like someone had hit 
me with a hammer. 

“This is Ivan,” I shouted on the global band of our communication kit. “Requesting 
immediate emergency medical assistance for Tommy!” I shouted. 

“E.R. drone is on its way to your location,” replied the Astra’s AI commander. “Your 
location is noted. ETA is two minutes and ten seconds. Please describe the nature of your 
call,” asked the Emergency AI commander. 

Before I could answer there was a chorus of voices telling me to slap Tommy on the 
back, or check his chest area for a four keyed medical interface. 



I slapped his back several times with some ferocity but the man was still 
unresponsive. 

“Ivan. Leduc here. That cheap bastard has been running an antique defibrillator that 
should have been upgraded years ago. Go to his chest area and press the top button of his 
medical interface for one second. If that dosen’t bring him around; try two or three 
seconds. The drone will be with you momentarily.” 

“Default Dave?” called out the bosun. 
“Yes Bosun Leduc.” 
“Take Cee-Cee with you, and a stretcher, - and collect that old fool. I’ll meet you at 

the dispensary.” 
“I’m on my way, Bosun Leduc,” answered Dave. 
I could see the medical drone approaching and it was moving very speedily and took 

sharp turns with great agility. Its flashing beacon overwhelmed the local lighting in an 
eerie ambience as it closed in on us. 

“Stand clear,” it said as it approached Tommy’s unconscious body. 
A few moments later a disorientated Tommy was coming back to life. 
“What the fuck,” he said which echoed throughout the ship on the Astra’s global 

network and from that moment on Tommy had a new nickname which was: ‘What the 
Fuck’. 

Apparently, the hood made Tommy claustrophobic and the resulting anxiety upset 
him so much that it triggered a cardiac arrest; at least that’s what he had to say in his own 
defense. I’m however more in Bosun Leduc’s camp: Tommy was cheap. The medical 
interface he was using was almost as old as Thistlewaite. 

“I could be dead man now; and look how you’re all treating me,” complained 
Tommy. “If it wasn’t for the quick thinking of my trainee - I’d be dead. If one of you was 
in my shoes out there high up in the ship’s aft and you woke up from the dead wearing all 
this, you’d be screaming: What the fuck, too!” 

Thistlewaite found it to be amusing, too but she also reminded me that it could have 
turned out much differently and we wouldn’t be kidding about it now – would we? 

The news of the world however, was still frantic with war stories. Peace talks 
between the Deep Space Colonists and the Republic were becoming bogged down with 
politics. As far as I could determine neither side was being sincere about finding a 
peaceful resolution to the conflict. Cosmo was back in the picture as a go-between for the 
two combatants in an effort to bring some sanity to the situation. The New Eurons in my 
opinion appeared to be the king makers, and not the peaceful neutral party that they’d 
been portraying themselves as. All of this hung like a dark cloud over every activity; 



whether it was trying to sleep or trying to laugh; you’d have to wonder if it was going to 
be your last. 

If anything useful came out of all of this it was that I could now dress myself in 
absolute darkness thanks to Bosun Leduc’s emergency preparedness drills. 

 
***** 

 
I was just a few months from receiving my rank of Ordinary Space Mariner and I was 

feeling pretty good about myself. Thistlewaite was still an influential part of my life. In a 
sense she had replaced everything that I had lost from my past life. I had someone though 
not quite animate to care for and she too had someone to lavish her considerable talents 
upon. She could perceive a need or a deficit in me, and then she’d get busy alleviating it. 
I’ve never felt better about myself. It was like having a constant cheer leader. It wasn’t 
unhealthy, as some of the crew insisted. Thistlewaite was a friend. She had my back. She 
made me study. She made me a better person. 

“Try cutting her off the JAR,” said Default Dave with a wry smile. 
Well, that was a problem. Thistlewaite with JAR technology enabled was awesome 

and Thistlewaite without the JAR enabled was pretty much like having a canoe without a 
paddle. There had been a few interruptions in her JAR supply and the end result was not a 
pretty picture. She could become mean spirited and obnoxious as a depleting vial lost its 
potency. It was kind of like living with a drug addict. However in this case when there 
was plenty of gooey animal fat in the JAR module there was an artful genius to talk to 
and when there wasn’t – there was just a big, miserable jerk to deal with. 

Recently, Bosun Leduc had taken emergency preparedness to yet a whole new level 
again; we now had to wear body armor because, “whole freighters have been going up in 
cinders out there,” or so he said. 

“They won’t come after a freighter like the Astra,” said Tommy. “There’s just too 
many New Eurons around these parts.” 

Which was somewhat true; the Deep Space Colonists appeared to have taken the 
fight to mostly Republican colonies and assets of late, and left the New Eurons alone. But 
there were some of us, myself included, who thought that that might just change all of a 
sudden. 

And then the big dance began; a massive battle took place, all at once, and on three 
fronts. This time the Astra could not avoid being drawn into the strife but not in a way 
that I would have figured. 



We were headed for the Thirteenth Colony at the time and we were rather unusually 
near empty of cargo. It was to be a lengthy maintenance stop, and she was scheduled to 
be laid up for at least ten days for her regular maintenance and some more military 
upgrades. I was looking forward to it and who wouldn’t want ten days together of down 
time. At about two hours before our scheduled arrival at the Thirteenth Colony an urgent 
SOS was received for all nearby or available spacecraft to marshal together and evacuate 
as many of the survivors as possible following a devastating attack on the Thirteenth 
Colony. 

A cascade of failing air handling facilities was aphixiating millions of the Thirteenth 
Colony’s inhabitants. Quick calculations indicated that casualties could soar to eighty 
percent of the orbiter’s population. The only two crew members on the Astra who 
appeared to be relatively unaffected by the calamity were the bosun and the captain; 
everyone else and that includes me were left trembling. You could hear it in our voices; 
you could see it in our hands and our hurried gait. 

Oxygen generators were brought on line. The Astra’s speed was increased; she was 
just a humming. Bosun Leduc barked short orders to everyone and we behaved like a 
cohesive unit. Tommy even got his hood on straight. Bear had the hardest time with it; he 
had good friends who lived on the Thirteenth Colony and he was white with worry. 
Captain Raynor was a blur of activity racing to and from the engine bin to the helm; his 
arms swinging and a clipboard clenched between his teeth. 

My instructions were to collect a side arm and assemble with the other crew members 
at the Astra’s main loading gate. That gate was poorly pressurized but it would be able 
admit the human cargo much more quickly than the crew’s entrance. We were a tanker 
not a passenger ship but unbeknownst to me those oxygen generators were filling 
evacuated space in the ship’s hold with breathable atmosphere for our unexpected guests. 
We had room for only ten thousand lucky ones; that’s all we could deliver to a safe 
harbor of which were becoming rapidly overwhelmed. 

There was Default Dave, Curly, myself and two contractors who had been pressed 
into service to supervise the admission of the survivors. The port itself was vetting those 
who were to board the Astra; all we had to do was help keep order. Curly being the only 
Able Space Mariner in our group assumed command of our improvised reception area 
and he looked to be real uncomfortable with that responsibility. 

Tommy, Bosun Leduc and the captain had the task of manually docking the Astra 
because the entire port facility had its immediate power needs reduced to emergency 
lighting only. Curly was mopping his brow with his sleeve every ten seconds as he paced 
back and forth in front of the security gates at the loading ramp’s main bulkhead. 



We felt the gentle bump of Tommy’s work. 
“Draw your weapons gentlemen; safeties on,” announced the supervising AM, “Let’s 

show them our law and order. It could be chaos once the bulkhead opens!” 
It was a few minutes still, but then the Astra’s giant bulkhead doors opened. There 

were hundreds of desperate faces staring at us all at once. A chorus of sighs echoed out 
from the waiting queues. 

“Holster your side arms gentlemen, and commence the orderly intake of our 
passengers,” shouted Curly in a loud and confident voice. 

The security gate opened four man door openings and the process started. 
“Count ten; let ten in. Count ten; let ten in,” sang Curly. “Keep the pace up 

gentlemen. Time is short,” continued Curly. 
Who’d of thought that when it mattered Curly could remain so in control? 
It was dreadful. You would think there would be screaming and wailing, but it was 

all quite civil. I think they simply felt relieved that their wait for safety was finally over. 
“You,” called out a young girl of sixteen years or so, “give me a hand.” 
There’s no way that she’s addressing me I thought as I returned my attention back to 

the queue in front of me. Don’t I look busy saving lives? But she walked directly up to 
me and placed two swaddled infants into my arms. I looked about for Curly who gave me 
a nod. 

“Find her a suitable place for the children,” shouted Curly. “That will have to be the 
crew’s quarters,” he added and he assumed my duty of counting to ten at a time. 

There were two media drones present at the time flying high above us. I hadn’t seen 
one of those since my days back on Vancouver Island. They appeared to be amused with 
my predicament as I led a long string of tired Thirteenth Colony colonists carrying infants 
through the Astra’s loading ramp and into the bowels of the ship. 

“They need good atmosphere as soon as they can get it,” shouted the bossy young 
girl, “Let’s get going.” 

I looked at the two infants I was carrying, they looked like swaddled footballs but if 
you examined their faces they were probably sleepier than they should be and that 
perhaps was because they’d been oxygen deprived for the past hour or more. 

“Where are you taking us?” asked the bossy one. 
“The crew’s quarters,” I answered. 
“Who has the best bin?” she asked. 
“Mine and then the captain,” I answered. 
“We’ll take yours first,” and she grinned, “The captain’s next.” 



I led her to my bin directly once we entered the crew’s quarters. The older toddlers 
were being directed to our mess. All I could think about at the time was Bear’s special 
seat in there. The infants of whom there were many were directed to my bin and the 
captain’s. 

“Well, - this is nice,” she said with what I detected to be some sarcasm. “All this shit 
has got to go.” and she pointed to Thistlewaite who was spread out over two tables and a 
wall of shelves. “Find a place for it.” 

I started feeling lightheaded, but in a few minutes and with the help of many hands 
Thistlewaite had her last breaths so to speak and she was reduced to bits and pieces as 
any space where an infant could be placed was cleared of whatever and tossed to the side. 
In five minutes I didn’t recognize my own bin. 

It was unnerving looking at all those tiny children filling up my bin. They certainly 
were of no threat to anyone; they were as innocent as innocence can be, and indeed each 
one of them, seemed to be as precious as tomorrow. They were like little human seeds 
and they seemed to know it. They seemed kind of creepy and otherworldly in the way 
that they looked about with their baby blue eyes. They had a curious aroma too, and their 
eyes - they would follow you; you were after all a potential caregiver and they were 
looking for cues of anxiety or cues of safety that might be being emitted from any one of 
us. 

I had one break in the next sixteen hours. It was just a half hour long. Our refuge was 
a lean-to kind of a bin of Bear’s out on the range as he called it or otherwise: in the main 
pipe gallery. You could fit four at a time in there and it was heated - and of course I made 
sure that I didn’t sit in Bear’s seat while I was in there. It was here that I got caught up on 
how our rescue mission was going. 

“It’s goin’ good so far,” said Tommy when I asked him. “Lookie here,” he kidded, 
and he replayed footage on a reader, - and I had to take a double look at it. 

“Is that me?” I asked incredulously. 
“Yep!” cried Tommy. “That’s good for the company. And that’s good for the 

Republic too,” cheered Tommy.  
And there I was, all suited up like a crazy space commando with a swaddled baby in 

each arm. 
“Watch, watch … here it comes the money shot Ivan,” and the frame froze to display 

my young and dumbfounded face looking upward at the lenses of the two media drones 
that had been following me earlier,  leading a long line of others carrying two infants 
each - and cradled in my own arms of course were two bundled babies. 



“That’s gold, Ivan. Think about it. There could be a follow up story; an interview 
even. Stuff like that gets people places,” added Tommy. 

“I don’t think so; I’m just a vestigial colonist from Earth. Nothing will come of it 
once they see my numbers,” I said knowing better. 

I’d not just lost the use of my bin for a day; I’d lost a close friend: Thistlewaite. I’d 
seen kids already playing with bits of her that had been thrown-out from the bin and for 
good reason, I suppose. The parts were vintage and the parts were also shiny. Tiny hands 
love those kinds of things and I loved her too. 

I loss someone else I loved dearly the last time I was involved with a mass rescue: 
her name was Peg and I boxed-up her memory and every other awful thing that happened 
that day, too. 

 
***** 

 
Her name was Rose. What a pretty name I thought. I’ve seen pictures and cake 

decorations of such things but never a live one until now. I had tried to enter my bin to 
recover a piece of clothing I needed and she curtly told me to get out. I was thrilled. 
There are many things that can make someone attractive. She was both young and pretty 
but it was her attitude that had me smitten. 

I was going to only know her for ten hours or so but I was never going to forget her. 
When she spoke, people paid attention. When she attended a crying infant, it would go 
silent once in her beckoning arms and when I saw her at work as she pushed some like 
me out of her way and then smile a child to sleep in her bouncing arms – I’d feel weak. 
What a beautiful, beautiful girl. 

When it came time to deliver our human cargo to an equally overcrowded orbiter: the 
‘Hamilton’ which was a relatively new Mars orbiter; It was children first once again. This 
time I followed well behind Rose’s bouncing head at the front of our line. 

“Thank you for you and your crew’s professionalism,” she said as I handed two 
bundled babies to her waiting arms from mine at the control gate. 

“It was a pleasure,” I answered. 
“And can I ask your name?” she asked. 
“Ivan.” 
“Mine is Rose. Well done sir. Well done.” 
She paused to smile, and then turned her head and body ever so elegantly and 

proceeded to march her charges into the port of Hamilton. I watched her progress into the 



receiving area of the Hamilton and heard her barking demands at someone at a turnstile 
and then she was gone. 

“Ivan,” called out Bosun Leduc, “I have a job for you.” 
“Yes sir,” I answered. 
 

***** 
 
It seemed that the world was never going to be the same after that attack and a new 

normal appeared to be infinitely out of reach for most of us. There was not enough food. 
There was not enough air. There were not enough ships, and there was so little room up 
here that was inhabitable that people were actually seeking refuge on Earth.  The only 
good thing to come out of all this was that both the Republic and the Deep Space 
Colonists had suffered such serious losses in their infra structure that peace one way or 
another would be guaranteed for years to come. 

The pundits however, were at a lost as to what to call it. It only lasted a few hours. 
The death toll from the three theaters was staggering and was calculated to be in the 
hundreds of millions. However, somehow the New Eurons emerged from the conflict 
almost unscathed; a lesson to us all on the benefits of being neutral I suppose. Eventually 
the minimalist’s tagged it as ‘The Big One’. The Big War that no one saw coming. 

I truly mourned the loss of Thistlewaite. I missed the little things like how she 
regulated the lighting in my bin; I never felt so healthy. Light is like a miracle drug. I 
missed her lectures; she was always so bang on with her ideas and they were always so 
well researched. I only won a few arguments with her.  

I now owed JUNCKE a lot of money for her vials of animal fat; that was just so 
wrong and a serious shortcoming. I managed to find most of her components but some 
were just so broken; children can be brutal. If MacGillvray ever comes back he’s going to 
be seriously disappointed and I hope I’m not around for that. 

 
***** 

 
Curly and Tommy were awesome when it came to my training. Even Bosun Leduc 

and the captain took notice. I was fifteen years old now and I’ve been upfront over the 
past four years that I wanted a crack at being a bosun of a freighter some day. 

“I don’t know why you want to settle for bosun. There’s a captain in you; I can see it 
clear as the light of day,” said Tommy. 



Nonetheless, it was made clear to me that Bosun Leduc wanted no part of training a 
new bosun. So as my final exams for Able Space Mariner approached there was much 
discussion as to where I might find a willing bosun. There were many freighters in the 
Destiny Corporation’s fleet; but I didn’t want to get hooked up with just any old freighter 
and crew – it had to be one like the Astra: a bjorling class freighter or something even 
better. 

A post for bosun was possible on a container ship that was just as large and just as 
fast as the Astra Sprite, but I wasn’t familiar with any of the crew aboard her. Tommy 
suggested that that might be a good thing, “because you don’t want be bossing around 
your good buddy: Tommy. Aye?” 

Her name was the ‘Raleigh’. She could carry a mix of hard goods and containers and 
had in the past had even transported livestock. It wasn’t as exciting as being crew to a 
tanker; tankers were always moved up to the front of the line when they came to port 
because they were self unloading and were off on their way in no time. 

I couldn’t picture myself leaving the boys. I could settle as an Able Space Mariner; it 
was a good job and paid well. 

“You’ll be sorry if you hang out here,” said Default Dave when I shared that with 
him. 

“Don’t even think of it. The Raleigh will be just another step to something better,” 
said Curly. 

So as the finals approached I booked some unpaid time on my break to visit the 
Raleigh for a few days. 

The captain of the Raleigh was a normally affable gentleman called Gentleman Jack. 
He was a good captain, but don’t ever cross him I was told. The ship’s bosun was a long 
in the tooth employee of the Destiny Corporation who liked having a trainee and had 
trained several bosun trainees through his career. 

Bosun Wagg reminded me of Curran’s old journeyman: Paddy. I’d heard that he 
expected a lot from his trainees in the way of labor for instance, but he was also at the 
same time a very knowledgeable and skillful bosun and thus a good teacher. 

“It’s not Tommy’s way,” said Tommy on the subject, “But if you’re doing most of 
the work – what better way is there to learn?” 

At my first meeting with the man he treated it much like an interview. He wanted to 
know all about me because he had heard things so he said. 

“I reckon you already have demonstrated why you want to be a member of the 
merchant marine but why do you want to be a bosun?” he asked. 



“Well, I love the life,” I answered. “I love being a part of a ship – as a simple crew 
member I feel adequate and that seemed fine for the past four years but now I think I 
want to take it a step further. I’d like to lead a crew and manage a ship,” I answered. 

“You think you’d like to be a captain someday?” 
“Well, I wouldn’t say never, sir,” I answered. 
“Only one of my trainees went on to become a captain. It’s too much responsibility 

for too little compensation. It usually becomes a dead end post unless you enlist in the 
armed forces. It’s definitely over rated; bosun is where it’s at Ivan,” said Bosun Wagg. 

“How would you rate your crew on the Astra?” asked Bosun Wagg. 
“They’re a good bunch sir,” I answered. 
“Well, I know all of them. Some of them are alright I suppose. And some of them are 

real duds. I’d a ditched that Tommy a long time ago if I were the Astra’s bosun; he’s 
unreliable. And that slacker Default Dave; he’s another piece of work. I know these men 
are your friends but when they are yours to supervise they are either assets or liabilities 
that you have to manage. They are your team and they are your crew but they are not 
your friends anymore, and you’ll find that out just as soon as one fucks up. 

“Let me enlighten you about what you’re up against here. 
“Half of my crew here are femmes and I wish they were all femmes - because what 

they lack in physical strength they make up for with their muster. They come with their 
own politics, but they always do a good job when it’s time to work. 

“Some of my crew on the Raleigh are as nutty as the day is long. Some have no 
personality whatsoever – you never get to really know them. And then - some I’m certain 
are downright criminals when they are outside of here. All I care is whichever one of 
their many personalities that shows up here is the one that comes to ‘work’ if you know 
what I mean. 

“You judge the crew member by the job he does and not by the noise he makes; 
that’s what I say.” 

He looks at me with some surprise as I nod in agreement with him. 
“Is the Astra’s crew not the same in many ways? How does your bosun manage his 

crew?” 
“I think he does a lot of juggling,” I said. 
“I bet he does. I bet he does, Ivan.” said Bosun Wagg. 
Back in the day, the ‘go to’ thing to do at a moment like this is have a long talk with 

your personalized actor. If Thistlewaite was still around I could get her insight on where 
to invest the best years of my life. Instead, I had Tommy’s advice: “Go get him kid!” 



I suppose if we hadn’t just experienced a war there would be more freighters about to 
train on but many of them were either destroyed or put out of commission during the 
conflict. Even the Raleigh herself had been involved in the Big One. Ten percent of her 
hull had been compromised by shrapnel and other projectiles she received in a skirmish 
with a Deep Space Colonist fighter on a run to a Luyten orbiter. 

 
***** 

 
“I don’t like drinking,” I said to Tommy. 
“That’s a blasphemy. Who’d say such a thing,” said Tommy wiping his lip and 

putting his cup down. 
“I said that,” I replied. 
“We need to send you off in the right way, Ivan. You are part of the family here. Isn’t 

he Curly,” asked an indignant Tommy? 
“He sure is,” piped in Curly. 
“We’ve been making plans. It was all settled. Next downtime; we’d get you drunk 

then take you back home for a few hours to see your old friends and guardians. I can get 
it done just like that,” he said with a wink,” I got a friend whose got a friend who can get 
anybody anywhere for the right money. It’d be a great send off,” pleaded Tommy. 

“No,” I said it again and firmly. “I want to shake hands with everyone before I leave. 
I want to thank everyone personally and not much more. That’s all I want.” 

“Well for crying out loud! Look here now. I’ll only go along with this if you promise 
to come back someday to tie one on with your buddy: Tommy.” 

“Deal,” asked Tommy? 
“Deal,” I answered. 
“It’s going to be sweet to bend an elbow with my very own bosun, - even if I got to 

wait,” sang Tommy as he lifted his cup up to his trembling lips. 
And that’s what transpired. It’s not that we weren’t going to see one and another ever 

again because we worked for the same company and we would often enough come into 
the same port at times. Who knows: if old Bosun Leduc decides to pack it in sometime in 
the future I could take his place on the Astra. Wouldn’t that be something? 

There was quite the cast of characters to get to know on the Raleigh. There were 
Able Space Mariners Rebecca and Theo, Ordinary Space Mariners Clay and Maria and a 
wiper named Silvio. Sometimes as many as two dozen contractors could be added to the 
crew depending on what kind of cargo was being moved or what kind of maintenance 
was going on. 



The Raleigh had its own tugs; two of them to be precise, and my first task was to 
become a competent tug operator as soon as possible. I was looking forward to acquiring 
that skill as the Astra rarely needed tug service since she only visited auto loading and 
unloading terminals 

“Your weakest link here is that Silvio,” said Bosun Wagg. “You need to stay after 
him. If you don’t he’ll bugger off and sleep.” 

Silvio’s job was the least important. He knew it and he also knew that the bosun was 
going to devote most of his attention to whatever the Ordinary and Able Space Mariners 
were up to. Silvio had been the wiper on the Raleigh since her commissioning fifteen 
years earlier and he had never shown any interest in moving up the ranks in all that time. 

“I don’t know what it’s about with these wipers these days. They have by far the 
dirtiest job on the ship and the lowliest position in the ranks and there’s just no way of 
motivating them to take on even a tiny amount of responsibility. Where’s their gumption? 
I don’t get,” said Bosun Wagg. 

“Maybe he lacks self confidence,” I suggested to Bosun Wagg. 
He looked at me incredulously, “You think we should set him on our knee and 

whisper nursery rhymes in his ear? He’s a waste. He’ll be a wiper for the rest of his 
career.” 

Rebecca and Maria, and Theo and Clay often worked in pairs. They knew their jobs 
and were quite competent at them unless one or more of them were distracted with 
personal problems of which there were many. Bosun Wagg recommended I read up on 
child psychology to keep that part of the crew motivated. 

According to Bosun Wagg, the captain of the Raleigh: Captain ‘Gentleman’ Jack 
Hellyer was an outstanding military man who privately speaking considered himself: 
already retired. 

“He won’t be of any trouble unless, - there’s some trouble. If he has to come out of 
his bin for anything other than to visit the mess or the privy there will be hell to pay. If 
you want to be happy - he has to be happy. It’s that simple,” said the bosun. 

“You ever heard of the kid’s game: Monkey in the middle?” asked Bosun Wagg. 
“No. I don’t think I have?” I answered. 
“You’re the monkey Ivan. You’re the meat in a manwich. You need to manage both 

slices of bread or you become someone’s dinner.” 
I found Bosun Wagg to be not much different in personality and temperament when 

compared to Bosun Leduc. Both these men were high strung and kind of severe, but it 
was Bosun Wagg’s use of dark metaphors and subjects that I found to be especially 
entertaining. I also decided that I’d make Silvio my special project if possible and I swore 



an oath to myself that I would never become like Bosun Wagg or Bosun Leduc; I was 
going to be different. 

 
***** 

 
Well my new bin on the Raleigh was nothing like my old home on the Astra. My new 

quarters barely had fifty percent gravity and instead of a nice open bed, I had a bed bin. A 
bed bin was like sleeping in a big drawer; once you closed it up you could curl up like a 
rodent in there. If you didn’t suffer from claustrophobia it was a comfortable and 
practical sleeping arrangement. And so I’ve heard, many intimate relationships were 
established successfully in such things. 

My first assignment was a rather unusual one: I was to oversee a special cargo task. 
A theme park orbiter had need of a live animal transfer. Not just any animal however but 
a living five hundred kilogram horse. The beast was to be accompanied by both a keeper 
and a veterinarian. An animal of this size required a strong crate to contain him in and 
albeit a bit of room for it to receive some exercise. It wasn’t exactly a chest of gold 
bullion but it was a somewhat priceless animal and heaven forbid if anything happened to 
it while it was in our hands because the media would surely crucify us. 

The Raleigh and its crew had not formally visited this particular orbiter before but a 
couple of the crew had visited its theme park back when it was still a going concern 
before the Big One. Any entertainment destinations within the Republic at that time were 
pressed into service to accommodate the refugees of that conflict and it looked like it was 
going to be a decade before things would ever be right again at that theme park or 
anywhere else for that matter. 

Before we came into port Captain Gentleman Jack reminded the crew that we would 
be under the media’s scrutiny today and that any dialog between a media drone and a 
crew member was to be limited to the bosun. As strange as it might sound, it was like 
music to my ears to hear those words because I now had some formal responsibility. 

I wasn’t expecting a horse to come with a name but this horse had one and it was 
Ginseng. He was an Arabian and fourteen hands tall so I heard. His crate was towed 
aboard without incident and I heard no horse sounds from him because I believe he was 
mildly sedated at the time. His keeper looked like just a regular colonist but one that was 
used to slinging horse shit around I suppose. The veterinarian was a more sophisticated 
character however: a male femme who produced credentials that indicated that he was 
more than just a veterinarian but that he was also an accredited zoologist, too. 

“This will simply not do sir,” he complained to me. 



“Shit floats you know,” piped in the keeper. 
“Well perhaps our wiper can help out,” I answered and like that was going to happen. 
“We need more gravity where he sleeps or it will be detrimental to his health,” 

complained Doctor Brent Smiley, who was both a Doctor of Veterinary and Doctor of 
Zoology according to his paperwork that he now showed me. 

“It’s only forty-eight hours doctor; surly nothing will happen to such a healthy 
beast,” I answered while observing the animal that was just a mass of muscle and meat 
that I must admit that I have never seen anything quite like it before. 

It was an enormous thing. It was like looking at one of those old antique automobiles 
only it wasn’t powered by an internal combustion engine. This thing was gobbling up its 
weight or so it seemed to me in grass and oats or whatever like a bear at a barbecue. 

It exhaled a huge draft of breath in my direction and then I could see clots of yellow 
urine had begun to form and circulate about the floor of his enclosure. Can’t they just put 
a hose on it I thought or - diaper the beast. 

“I’ll see what I can do doctor,” and I looked about for Bosun Wagg. 
As I was to find out, Bosun Wagg had the innate ability to disappear when there was 

work to be done and then magically reappear to take the credit for a job that was just 
completed correctly. No one knew where he was when I inquired and I certainly wasn’t 
going to have a public discussion with him on the ship’s global band on what to do with 
floating horse shit. 

I finally got Able Space Mariner Theo to make some space at a location closer to the 
Raleigh’s maintenance shops; there the provided gravity was closer to seventy-five 
percent and the ambient temperature would be a little warmer for the animal and his 
entourage. The whole process took more than an hour by the time Ginseng and party 
were relocated. Theo was alright with it but I knew there were questions that I was going 
to have to answer regarding my taking him off a job that Bosun Wagg had assigned him 
to do earlier. 

In the end the doctor was happy and the horse keeper was happy too, now that the 
horse urine situation was more manageable. Now if I could just find Bosun Wagg I might 
find out if my first executive decision met his approval. When I did find him he was 
coming out of Captain Gentleman Jack’s bin and he was wearing a long grin. 

“How’s my bosun today?” he asked. 
“I’m okay,” I answered. 
“And the ship?” 
“Copasetic sir,” I answered. 
“I heard we had a bit of a shit show going on, Ivan. What’s the report on that?” 



“All taken care of sir,” I answered. 
“Did you thank Able Space Mariner Theo?” 
“No. Should I have?” I asked. 
“He bailed you out didn’t he?” 
“Yes sir,” I answered. 
“You make sure you do him a favor soon or thank him – because that’s how things 

get done – with respect for each other. I like how you didn’t come suck-holing around for 
my approval on the matter, too. I’m not your mother am I?” 

“No sir,” I answered. 
“When I’m not standing next to you Ivan; you’re the bosun. That’s what the crew 

expects. I’m glad it was you today pandering to that bleeding heart, egghead. I have no 
patience for that type. Tomorrow you and I will go over the basics of being a bosun. No 
one is going to respect you much until they know you’re qualified are they?” 

“No sir,” I answered. 
“I don’t want to see any horse shit floating about on my ship,” said the grinning 

Bosun Wagg. 
“No sir,” I answered again. 
“Carry on then bosun,” said Bosun Wagg. 
I spent much of the next sixteen hours or so in the company of Doctor Smiley, and 

Bear the horse’s keeper named so because of his size and not his demeanor, and of 
course: Ginseng the beautiful Arabian horse. He turned out to be a popular guest on the 
Raleigh and most of the ship’s crew came by to see him. For some it was impossible not 
to touch him or sneak him a snack. For others who were very much in awe of the 
magnificent beast they too appeared to be intimidated by his enormous size and thus kept 
some distance between themselves and the animal. 

The doctor frowned upon the treats that some people fed Ginseng but I clearly saw 
that Bear fed him treats from his own pocket anytime he wanted the horse’s immediate 
attention. I thought Maria’s mouth was sure to become sore; she smiled nonstop for at 
least an hour while she petted and cooed to the beast. 

“He’s a beauty,” she squealed over and over between resting her frozen grin. 
There is something special about animals that bring the best out of people. It makes 

you jealous; they could illicit genuine smiles and admiration from strangers just by 
moving their bowels or having a piss or in Ginseng’s case: his whinny would bring out 
the laughter. 

Interestingly, Clay spent the most time with Ginseng, Doctor Smiley and the Bear. 
Clay was probably the quietest member of the Raleigh’s crew. He mostly kept to himself 



and Maria described him as having an old soul. Bear showed Clay how Ginseng liked to 
be petted and allowed him to comb Ginseng’s coat and the animal clearly enjoyed Clay’s 
attention. Bear had heard from others on our crew that Clay was on duty when the 
Raleigh was attacked by a Deep Space Colonist fighter and begged Clay to speak of his 
experience. 

The normally introspective, Ordinary Space Mariner eventually relented. 
“It was the night watch. There was me and a mariner named Richard, who’s since 

gone on to retire, on duty at the time. He had the beak and I had the aft. I’d just done my 
walk-around and had stopped at the observation window the helmsman would use to 
manually jig the port side. A lot of us do it and once and a while you’d see something 
interesting go by in the distance, but most of the time it was - just space to look at. 

“This night however it was something real different that I saw. It was all over in a 
matter of seconds. A sleek and sharp as any fighter I’ve seen materialized in a cloud of 
ether about five kilometers off our port side, matched our speed, and let off a charge 
towards the Raleigh’s beak. 

“I swear the fighter was gone in a cloud of energy before the charge even went off 
beneath us just shy of the ship’s beak. A moment later, two Republican Saber Sevens 
materialize off our port and again just disappeared like that. At the same time the Raleigh 
was shuddering from the impact of the Deep Space Colonists fighter’s detonating charge. 

“I thought we were all goners for sure. The Raleigh started decompressing and there 
was a dreadful listing of the ship to near ninety degrees on her starboard. I thought for 
sure we’d do a one-eighty in the next minute, but we didn’t. Everyone who was asleep at 
the time was dumped out of their bed. 

“You couldn’t hear a damn thing. You had to pull yourself along wherever you 
wanted to get to. You train for this shit, but you’re never prepared for it when it happens. 
It was a bloody nightmare! 

“We waited ten hours for our rescue; in the pitch black except for the e-lights on our 
wristbands. There were bulkheads to close manually that had to be found and of course 
most of them were damaged or frozen.  You’d look around at your buddy next to you – 
and he’s turning blue! 

“When it’s your life that’s on the line you can get pretty revved up on the adrenalin – 
that’s all that saved us – pure adrenalin. 

“God bless the adrenalin - it was our only savior that day.” 
Well, that story even made Ginseng sad, and Doctor Smiley piped in to change the 

tenor of the moment, “Well nothing has been the same for any of us since then Clay. 
Some fifty percent of the Republic’s livestock has been culled in the days that followed 



your awful experience. Ginseng here is being rescued from that fate by a private 
benefactor who has the resources to provide for her until things get better. There are 
colonies out there where having even the smallest pet is outlawed; atmosphere is in such 
short supply. Things will get better. People just like your young bosun here will make it 
so. The youth are our future.” 

Clay got up and petted Ginseng some more and his eyes were bright and alive as he 
swept his hands over the animal. In ten minutes all of Clay’s bin time will have been used 
up visiting this animal and he’ll have another eight hours of duty – and without rest. 

“Bosun,” said Clay, “This is far better than touching soil or smelling the sea. This is 
like caressing the essence of life. It brings a joy to my heart like nothing else I’ve ever 
seen or felt.” 

 
***** 

 
Able Space Mariner Theo was an odd one. He wore a lot of technology. His skin 

from his waist to the base of his throat; arms included was all serpentine. I’ve seen others 
such as my old friend Mikhail do the same to their body but Theo had taken it to a whole 
new level. Just as soon as he can afford it he told me he was going to have his legs done 
from his ankles to his groin. I didn’t think it was healthy and I told him so. He’s still very 
much a mammal and he needs to sweat sometimes. He didn’t care because when he was 
on leave the group he hung out with were all just like him – reptiles; skin deep anyways. 

He was always asking, “How’s your curve?” 
I’d nod or shrug and even answer, “Its good Theo,” but he knew I hadn’t a clue of 

whatever he was talking about. 
In time he took me aside one day in the Raleigh’s mess. 
“Ivan, you have to work on your curve. How’s it coming?” he asked. 
“What are you talking about?” I finally asked him. 
“Your life Ivan can be illustrated graphically on an X and Y axis - like 

mathematically if you get me. You want more Y my man. Y to the sky say I!  A nice 
steep curve is best,” said Theo whose kit must have been amped right up at the time, and 
the gentleman was on his own time at the moment. 

“Ivan I can see your curve and it’s golden but you gotta keep it that way. You gotta 
work at it and don’t let Bosun Wagg and Captain Jack blow it for you,” said Theo with a 
wistful grin. 

“More Y; right Theo,” I said. 
“You got it brother; Y to the sky!” 



“He’s been working on his curve for as long as I’ve known him and he’s still just a 
reptile like for ten years now,” chortled Rebecca from across the mess. 

Theo actually hissed back at her but Rebecca remained unperturbed. 
“I love you Theo; you are a hard worker, but you, - are messed up. Our new bosun 

doesn’t need to hear your crazy shit,” lectured Rebecca. 
Theo feeling his curve was being negatively affected by Rebecca got up and left the 

mess. 
“Turn that kit down mariner!” shouted Rebecca after him. 
“So how is your curve coming along bosun? How are you fitting in here on our 

Raleigh?” asked Rebecca once Theo had departed. 
“I like it here,” I answered. 
“I think I hear somebody bullshitting me,” she kidded. 
“No,” I pleaded. “The crew here is much like the crew on the Astra Sprite,” I said. 
“Well, I believe that,” she agreed with a knowing look. 
“Did you get along with Tommy?” she asked. 
“Yeah, he and I got on real good,” I answered. 
“He and I used to be an item at one time. Did you know that?” asked Rebecca. 
“No,” I answered. 
“He could sure make me laugh,” she said with a dreamy glow about her face. 
“I like a man with a good sense of humor cause at the end of a shitty day they are 

always good for a laugh. It can be depressing working shifts out in the middle of nowhere 
with no distractions. And Tommy with all his short comings could make it better,” said 
Rebecca as she got up from her seat. 

“Break’s over,” she said in an almost whisper beneath her breath as she got up to 
return to her work. 

I looked at my MMI and noticed that Silvio had not moved in about sixty minutes. I 
could call him up on the ship’s band and ask him how his tasks were coming and that’s 
likely what he wanted and was used to. Unbeknownst to Silvio, his world was about to 
take a dramatic twist because there’s now two bosuns aboard the Raleigh. 

I headed out to the aft of the ship and down three levels to where my MMI indicated 
I’d find the ship’s wiper who by appearances was either dead or asleep for the past sixty-
five minutes. I know the wiper’s job. I’ve cleaned a bjorling class freighter from top to 
bottom many times. The Raleigh was an easy go for a wiper compared to the trouble a 
wiper would have on a water tanker and that I know personally. 



I practiced what I had learned from watching old Bosun Leduc: I took deep breaths. 
Six of them seemed to be the magic number. I counted backwards down from ten; twice. 
I told tell myself to resist the urge to become angry. Savor life. Onward and Upward. 

I got to where my MMI indicated I’d find him, but he was nowhere to be seen. I 
looked about carefully because if I found out that he had left his wristlet behind on a job 
– he’d be fired for certain. 

I got down on my hands and knees and looked beneath an operator’s station that I 
knew was on his clean up list but I could see no sign of him. There were however hinged 
cupboard doors beneath the operator’s desk that was above. It was the kind of cupboard 
that you would expect to find wiring and such in. I couldn’t resist; I opened the doors that 
I figured that a child could barely fit through and there he was - all curled up on an 
improvised bed that he must have made for himself. 

I took a picture of him with his eyes resting closed in sleep and he was probably 
dreaming of how he had out witted his bosun. 

“Silvio!” I shouted. 
His body jerked to life and he bumped his head on the low ceiling of the cabinet that 

he was resting in. He started rubbing his head where he bumped it like I had injured him. 
“What are you doing in there wiper?” I asked. 
He started behaving sheepishly and continued rubbing his head. 
“I’m not feeling well,” said Silvio. 
“Then you need to go to the dispensary Silvio,” I said. 
He wasn’t too happy about that because time spent at the dispensary generally 

resulted in negative metrics on a mariner’s employment record if there was nothing to be 
found medically wrong with him. 

I accompanied him to the ship’s dispensary. I gave him a lecture on safety and I also 
gave him a lecture on time fraud while we made our way there. And then, - I waited for 
the diagnostic report from the dispensary’s AI. 

The report was completed in about a quarter of an hour and it recommended rest for 
Silvio as he was considered a two, two, three. What the fuck is a two, two, three? I 
screamed silently to myself as Silvio shuffled off to his bin for some paid rest. 

A two, two, three as I was soon to find out was a designation for an accommodated 
employee who for personal reasons was exempt from fulfilling his duties on a temporary 
or as needed basis. 

“That bosun, - is a favorite dance of Silvio’s: the Two,Two Three Step!” declared 
Bosun Wagg. “Aren’t you thrilled to be working for the Density Corporation?” he added. 

I was flabbergasted. 



“Cat got your tongue bosun?” teased Bosun Wagg. 
“How does the Raleigh get cleaned?” I asked. 
“Contractors,” answered Bosun Wagg. “We’re in port tomorrow; there will be a 

whole team of them. And, - they are much cheaper than the cost of dismissing our wiper 
Silvio. And that’s the truth.” 

“Can’t we have a drone follow him about and record his antics,” I suggested. 
“You mean one of these bosun?” and Bosun Wagg pulled a smashed drone from out 

of a drawer and waved its broken body about. 
“What about your Cee-Cee unit?” I asked. 
“Tried that, too. The Cee-Cee unit is considered one of my spies around here so no 

one will use it unless they have to,” replied Bosun Wagg grinning. 
“Ivan my boy. If you get dealt a bad hand then you have to deal with that bad hand. 

Silvio is never going to change. You have to get more out of the others that have a work 
ethic to compensate for his lack of ambition. Don’t tell me that Curly doesn’t carry 
Tommy on the Astra. The crew here carries Silvio. Silvio doesn’t want a job; he wants an 
income. And being the slacker that he is he’ll find the path of least resistance to fulfill his 
needs. 

“Your job bosun is to motivate people. The harder they work; the better. When that 
charge went off beneath the Raleigh’s beak two years ago and we all thought we were 
going to die that useless son of a bitch disappeared just like he did today. One would 
think that that might be a bad thing but it wasn’t; he was out of our way and the 
remainder of the crew could focus solely on the crisis at hand and not worry over if he 
was going to carry some of the weight. 

“Over the years I’ve tried. I’ve tried things like the carrot and the stick. Sometimes 
more carrot and sometimes more stick – and nothing will change that man or the fact that 
there are plenty just like him that we have to tolerate and put up with. He’s a deuce or a 
tres in your hand; that’s why there are aces and face cards in a card game – to reinforce 
the low cards. You’ll get it Ivan, - or you won’t become a bosun.” 

So I think I get it. Silvio knows he’s a parasite and that’s why he will only occupy the 
lowest rank possible on the Raleigh and this is so, to not to offend the others that tolerate 
him and enable his behavior. You would never give him a job of any responsibility. 
Therefore: you tailor the work you hand out according to the mariner’s competence. 

Sometimes, after a difficult shift I’d daydream before going to sleep about 
commanding a ship someday where all of the crew members are well adjusted hybrids 
instead of difficult people; all of them competent at their duties and all eager to do their 
jobs. I bet that’s what all bosuns must dream about. 



 
***** 

 
I heard from Peg. She actually contacted me electronically. There was no proviso to 

agree to when I opened her message like in the past. She confessed that it took her 
sometime to acquire my contact information but she needed no special permission to do 
so. It seems that a lot of changes were happening back on Earth since the Big One, such 
as a reverse migration from space to Earth. They were after all just refugees looking for 
some air to breathe. 

Curran was now gainfully employed building residential communities for the new 
Earthlings. He was using his old skills again as a waterman. Where he could find reliable 
sources of potable water; new colonies could spring up. Peg looked older; there were 
lines in her face when she smiled and there was a graceful maturity to her once young 
and youthful presence. 

She still had contact with some of the old Shelby colonists. A few had died from 
natural causes of course and a few had disappeared during the uprising. She and Curran 
still could not attain a passport to travel beyond Vancouver Island itself but who needs to 
she said. She wanted to know all about what it was like to be a bosun on a space 
freighter. 

“Curran and I always thought that when you grew up that you’d be going places,” she 
kidded, “And you certainly are.” 

I asked about Curran’s mental health and she said, “Its better, but it’s still a work in 
progress. He has some bad days and some good days too of course.” 

We hugged as best we could as holograms. It’s just not the same as in person 
however. We agreed to communicate more while this détente continued between the 
vestigial colonies on Earth and the Republic. Hearing such good news from her and 
Curran lifted my heart for days after and I committed myself to finding a means of 
visiting the two before things might change for the worst again. 

The world was still spinning out of control or so it seemed. The always: just 
breaking, horrible news networks would remind us every day that there were people still 
suffering terribly somewhere in the universe and there would be no end to it until we find 
room for all of humanity’s growing population. 

 
***** 

 



A certain amount of the training for bosun was to train as captain, it was necessary 
because something could hypothetically happen to the man. It’s not that you became a 
cadet as in training for the rank of captain, it was more like – who should temporarily 
command the ship if the actual captain becomes incapacitated? Well, it’s the bosun. I 
would need more classroom time to understand space navigation, and the Raleigh’s 
particular drive systems and there was a long waiting list for such because of the Big One 
of course – it affected everything. 

Bosun Wagg showed me a few things about the captain’s responsibilities as best he 
could because Captain Jack liked to keep his feet up as much as he could. 

“I sit down with the man for a couple of hours a day and we talk about our operations 
Ivan, - and it’s like talking to a wall – he doesn’t listen unless it’s about appearances. 
Appearances like we’re running late, or we’ve failed to meet are metrics for the last 
twenty-eight days. It could be bedlam out there in the hold; he could care less because it’s 
all contained within the ship’s hull,” complained Bosun Wagg. 

“His job is all AI. He’s just the human face for it. If the captain goes tits up the bosun 
lets the AI know and it takes over without the pretty face. 

“Have you ever had to assume the captain’s duty temporarily?” I asked. 
“Not once have I been asked or personally seen it happen. Not once,” he repeated 

himself. “I’ve heard of overworked bosuns taking their life or getting crushed or sucked 
out into space, but never a captain. They got the cushy job.” 

 
***** 

 
Another year passed before I finally got back to school to complete the last in-class 

modules of my bosun training. If I passed with a seventy percent average there would be 
a good chance that I would get a placement on a small short hauler pretty much 
immediately. The merchant marine had pretty much pressed everything that could hold 
air into action after the Big One, so chances were whatever it was, it was going to be old 
and slow and that was fine with me. 

I shared a bin on campus with another bosun in training who had a lot in common 
with my old task master: Bosun Leduc. It was uncanny. His name was DeCarlo and he 
was the most cynical man I ever met. He too had trained on a tanker and he was six years 
my senior and he’d remind me all the time that I knew nothing. It didn’t matter that I had 
trained on bigger ships than he had. It didn’t matter that I scored higher grades than he 
did. It was all about experience and he had six more years of it. 



“You better get used to being an able space mariner, Ivan,” he told me when he found 
out that I was vestigial colonist from Earth. 

“The Republic must be in a sad state of affairs if they’re training terrorists to become 
mariners,” he said. 

I’d greet him in the morning and say, “Good morning DeCarlo,” in a friendly 
manner. 

And he’d retort: “What’s good about it?” 
People at school pitied me for having to share a room with him. He liked to belch and 

fart when he talked and he told the most ridiculous self serving stories about his past 
glories. Anyone but his ward that he appeared to be devoted to was tossed aside as 
useless trash. He once used the words fuck or fucked or fucking six times in a single 
sentence in a conversation with me. 

So I had to ask one day and I was trying to be friendly, “Is your ward femme, or 
masculine DeCarlo?” 

“What the fuck is it you?” he answered. 
There were many times that I silently counted backwards from ten in the time I spent 

with him. The man had nothing good to say about anything. 
On graduation day when I came in at the top of the class he rolled his eyes and said, 

“He’s a fucking terrorist yeah know.” 
DeCarlo didn’t make it. I don’t think he cared. 
My efforts spanning six years of training from ordinary space  mariner to the rank of 

bosun rewarded me with an immediate position on a scrap hauler that ran from an 
industrial dock orbiting Earth of all places to three recyclers that orbited high above the 
planet Mars. Her name was The Herc and she was an old pigeon class bulk carrier with a 
full load capacity of fifty thousand square meters for bulk goods. Her cargo hold was 
unpressurised and her operational crew included two able space mariners, a bosun and a 
captain. 

It was a fucking barge according to DeCarlo. He told me that while he was packing 
his kit up to go back home. I didn’t care what he had to say anymore because I now had a 
post as bosun on my own ship: The Herc. 

 
***** 

 
The Herc had three crews. You worked five full days on and then you had two off. 

There were only five small bins, so you pretty much lived out of a duffel bag. I was to 
catch up with them in just forty-eight hours. A shuttle would deliver me from an orbiting 



transport station to where the Herc would dock at an orbiting scrap depot. It was dirty 
work but the big benefit of the job was its location; it was nice and close to the Earth’s 
moon. It was there that I’d be able to rent a real room and though the gravity there was 
generally less than ideal it was however relatively cheap to top it up for when you were at 
home. 

I was expected to be qualified after a couple of rotations and after two months there’d 
be an appraisal of course. I felt confident, but the real task as I’ve come to realize these 
days is fitting in with a new crew and their numerous idiosyncrasies that I’m sure they 
will all have. The school allowed me to use their dorm for a few days up until my 
departure and the Raleigh was committed to keeping my bin reserved for me until I was 
settled. 

It was a little disheartening to leave the old boys at the Destiny Corporation; they’d 
been so good to me but there were no positions for a novice bosun in their fleet so I was 
striking out on my own so to speak to work with a much smaller independent company of 
real short haulers. Their turnaround times were about twenty-four hours or so, so the 
work was going to be repetitive in nature which I was already accustomed to but just not 
at that frequency. 

A high speed transport delivered me to the same transport station that I had arrived at 
twelve years earlier. I only spent a few hours there, but I made sure that I visited that 
reception area where my life up top all got started. Nothing seemed that familiar to me 
memory wise and it was a completely unsentimental visit but – it seemed necessary 
nonetheless to have a look. If anything that reception room appeared to be a lot smaller 
than what I had remembered it as. 

The shuttle that took me to a docking station at the scrap orbiter seemed pretty 
utilitarian and oversold I thought. We were packed in there. I looked about its passengers’ 
cabin and I spotted some strange looking people of all different ages and occupations 
sitting alone like me in some cases or some others in loud groups of upbeat story tellers 
and such. Everyone however seemed to be carrying a bag or case for toting about their 
possessions. 

A gentleman sitting next to me yawned as though he had only just awoken from a 
deep sleep and then he tapped my arm. “You look new young man,” he said. “Are you a 
contractor?” 

“No. I’m the new bosun for the Herc,” I answered. 
Some laughter died down up ahead of where we were seated and a man about my age 

sitting across from us who I thought was sleeping raised an eyebrow in my direction. 



The once yawning man held out his hand, and we shook hands, “first class Able 
Space Mariner Andre of the Herc. If you like you can follow me to the Juno Logistics 
office. It’s not much of an office but there’s a clerk there that can get you all set.” 

“Thank you.” I answered. 
“What kind of ships have you had experience on might I ask?” asked Andre. 
“Two Bjorling class freighters: The Astra Sprite and the Raleigh,” I answered. 
“Density Corporation, Eh? They’re a lot larger than our Juno Logistics,” responded 

Andre. “Didn’t the Raleigh see some action during the Big One?” 
“Yes, but I was on the Astra at the time,” I answered. 
“You were lucky then. It’s good to have some luck with us. We could sure use 

some,” said Andre. 
The port we arrived at was as nondescript as the many I’ve visited in the past. It was 

dirty, it was worn and of course it was busy. We had no sooner arrived when we heard 
that the captain was already paging us to board the Herc for duty. 

Andre was good enough to act as my guide and he was correct; there wasn’t much of 
an office for Juno Logistics - there was just a clerk who did double duty for Juno 
Logistics and another company. Even calling his office space a kiosk would be an 
exaggeration. 

“Good day Bosun Ivan and welcome to Juno Logistics. Your journeyman for this 
rotation is Bosun Bernard.  I’ll let him know that you have arrived. Andre here should be 
able to guide you to where he is located presently. Bosun Bernard I might add is one of 
our most experienced bosuns and I’m sure he will demonstrate his considerable skills. At 
the moment as you should well know he will be very busy,” said the clerk. 

“How many were on your last crew? Six?” asked Andre as we hurried to our 
platform. 

“Yes. Six counting the bosun - with no rotation” I answered. 
“Well there will be less than half the drama then with our tiny crew. There’s me, 

Lucien; he was sitting across from us on the shuttle a minute ago, Bosun Bernard and the 
captain. You’ll get to know the crew members from the other two crews in due time I 
would think. In all they are a colorful lot for certain but they get the job done, Bosun 
Ivan,” said Andre grinning. 

“Are you familiar with Captain Jackson?” asked Andre. 
“No.” I answered. 
“He’s alright and clever when it’s needed. He’s got the Herc out of a lot of tight spots 

over the years but he’s been at it too long like the rest of us. You’ll get along with him.” 



First impressions of the Herc once we were inside was that it was absolutely freezing 
in all of its common areas and living quarters and it stunk like it could use a good wiper. I 
wasn’t expecting a luxury hotel but this was roughing it. 

Andre presented me to Bosun Bernard who despite the inclement temperature was 
sweating profusely. 

“Give me a quarter of an hour and I’ll begin with your orientation bosun. As you 
would know port call is as busy as it gets,” said the harried man as he barked orders to his 
two able space mariners. 

Bosun Bernard wiped the perspiration from his brow with his sleeve, “As you can see 
Bosun Ivan the bosun’s job on a pigeon class carrier can get quite physical. It’s just 
sweat. I got lots of it,” said the middle aged man, “An hour or two we get busy and the 
rest of the shift is mostly smooth sailing,” remarked Bosun Bernard as he acknowledged 
the Herc’s ready to depart state on his MMI. 

The ship slowly came to life. There were clunks and vibrations as she went through 
her automated routine: she’d drop away slowly from her dock and then when safely away 
from port she’d start up her massive thrusters to break away from her orbit over Earth. A 
few minutes went by and then the Herc’s mighty engines came to life and we were away. 

“Why is it so cold?” I asked.” 
“We got heating troubles. It’s just part of the job here on the Herc. Something is 

always needing attention or a part is on back order or waiting for payment. It’s just the 
way it is. Juno Logistics just doesn’t have the deep pockets that you might be used to 
back at the Density Corporation. By the way bosun, I think you’ve done the right thing by 
starting at the bottom. Some people wait years for a good position but they don’t realize 
that they have to compete with people like you who were not afraid to jump into the deep 
end fresh out of school,” said the Bosun Bernard with a respectful smile. 

“Let me show you your bin and then we’ll examine the layout of the ship. Follow me 
bosun,” said the now more cheerful Bosun Bernard. 

Bosun Bernard showed me my bin. It did have a good comfortable bed bin drawer as 
he had promised when we navigated through the conduit like travel ways of the Herc’s 
common areas in almost zero gravity. 

“We only have one hundred percent gravity in the common lavatories and the mess, 
bosun. You’ll have to button yourself down when you rest. You’ll get used to it. It’s just 
a job after all,” said Bosun Bernard. 

“Is that a cat I see Bosun Bernard?” I asked in surprise once we entered the mess.” 



“Yes it is. You’re not seeing things bosun. That’s Seamo. He’s the ship’s mascot. 
And I’m telling you now bosun,” and Bernard looked at me straight in the eye, “the 
captain loves that cat.” 

“But certainly it’s against regulations Bosun Bernard,” I said. “It’s the ship’s mess, 
sir,” I stammered. 

“Happy captain; happy bosun. You get me? That’s Captain Jackson’s cat. Give that 
feline lots of love and you’ll fit in here, in a jiff,” sang Bosun Bernard as he patted the 
head of Seamo. 

In twenty hours the Herc would arrive at its next port of call at a metal foundry 
owned and operated by the infamous JUNCKE Corporation which had its fingers in 
everything. We’d be returning from there deadheaded as they call it or otherwise empty 
from the foundry to the Earth orbiter this time. Occasionally, there’d be finished product 
for us to deliver to a local customer but for the most part the Herc just hauled scrap. 

Every hour the bosun would check on the progress of any outstanding tasks or work 
orders of which there were few, and then you’d sit down again till the clock showed an 
hour had passed. It was very under stimulating but it paid well. 

I know one thing for sure: when I get my first pay I’m going to purchase some warm 
clothes. 

Captain Jackson was a fine gentleman. He liked conversation. He liked to gamble 
and he loved Seamo. The two were inseparable when the captain came to the mess. I told 
him that I was once a ship’s mascot and he thought that was pretty funny. 

“How does he get around out there in the micro gravity?” I asked. 
“Very well. He’s got claws you know. He just digs into the fabric much like we do 

and leaps around where he can,” said Captain Jackson. “He beats me to my bin. Don’t 
you Seamo?” said the captain petting Seamo’s curved back. 

“I read your resume Ivan. I was very impressed. You started out on Earth as vestigial 
colonist no less and here you are already a bosun. I had a young ward myself back in the 
day. I miss him dearly,” said the captain still petting Seamo. 

“What happened to him?” I asked. 
“He suffocated on the Thirteenth Colony during the Big One,” said the captain, “He 

was just thirty.” 
“I’m sorry sir,” I answered. 
“Thank you Ivan. I’m just like so many others. You lend a hand to a young one. You 

fall in love with them. We grow older and then we grow apart. But we’re not suppose to 
die at thirty son,” said the captain. 



I was at a loss for words, but just then I was paged to meet up with Bosun Bernard on 
the Herc’s fly deck. 

“That’ll be all bosun. Go to your call,” said Captain Jackson. 
“Yes sir.” 
The fly deck of the Herc was at the uppermost peak of the ship’s beak; it contained 

duplicate controls for navigation, much of the ship’s instrumentation and it also contained 
the Herc’s only windows. I was there in a minute or so since it was directly above the 
crew’s quarters and mess. 

“What’s up Bosun Bernard?” I asked and I swallowed to alleviate a drop in pressure 
in my ears. 

“We got a leak up here,” said the Bosun Bernard. 
Leaks are a common problem but some can become quite serious and you needed to 

attend to them in a timely fashion. There was no Cee-Cee unit aboard the Herc to send in 
to investigate so in some cases a mariner was suited up to find and repair the leak. 

“Bosun Ivan what size are you?” asked Bosun Bernard. 
“I’m medium,” I answered. 
“Good. All we have in working condition is a size small,” Bosun Bernard. 
Lucien, Andre and Bosun Bernard were all there. Lucien was partly suited up in a 

suit that was obviously in need of repair. 
“I can’t send a man in there like that,” said Bosun Bernard pointing to Lucien. “It’ll 

have to be you Bosun Ivan. We’ll step you through it. It’s likely the same leak we had a 
month back that’s become unpatched.” 

“But I’m a medium,” I said again. 
“I heard you bosun but everyone here is a large. Suit up,” said Bosun Bernard. 
I’ve suited up many times over the years and I’ve had plenty of experience doing just 

what was required but I too need a properly fitted suit or at least one that was a size up - 
not a size down. My neck was being really compressed by the helmet and Bosun Bernard 
had used some considerable pressure to force the helmet down into the suit’s neck 
grommet. 

“You okay in there?” he shouted. 
His hearing was more compromised than mine and I gave him a thumbs-up and I 

energized the suit’s kit so we’d have better communication. 
I walked ahead to the bulkhead door ahead and the others retreated behind the next 

bulkhead behind me. 
“Your clear to go ahead Bosun Ivan,” said Bosun Bernard. 



I opened the bulkhead to the fly deck and it was a shit show; a frosty rime coated just 
about everything in there. 

“How are you doing bosun?” 
“Good,” I answered. 
“Go straight to the front window and look down to your left,” 
“I see it,” I said. 
“How much dung do we need?” asked Bosun Bernard. 
“A kilo will do. Make sure it’s good and warm. Even hot,” I answered. 
“You’re getting a real thorough orientation today bosun,” laughed Bosun Bernard 

and I could hear some others in the background laughing in agreement with him. “Give 
us a few minutes bosun, we’ll get the dung ready and place it between the bulkheads. 
Stand by Bosun.” 

It was all done in ten minutes but it was going to take me an hour to warm up. 
I had to get some help to remove the under sized suit and there were actually two 

men pulling at it in near zero gravity to help free me. 
“Whose suit was that?” I asked after I struggled out of it. 
“Daria’s” said the two large sized able space mariners in unison. 
I had yet to meet Daria; she was on another crew but she was the only femme 

employed as an able space mariner at Juno Logistics. I saw her name on a docket and 
thought it was unusual at the time because traditionally I would have expected to see 
more than just one femme to be on the payroll.  I am certain however, that she’s not 
going to be too impressed to hear that I was wearing her suit but as I was gradually 
finding out that things were done differently here at Juno Logistics – I never imagined 
that a ship could operate so ill prepared. It was like – space flight by the seat of your 
pants! 

 
***** 



Part Three: The Old Goat News Company 

 
“Good work bosun,” declared my journeyman. “You can have the next two hours off 

to warm yourself up.” 
“Oh I’m fine, sir,” I lied. 
“No. It’s an order,” said Bosun Bernard. 
So I made my way back to my bin where I could warm up and it certainly wasn’t 

going to take two hours to do so, so I had a look about my temporary bin for something to 
amuse myself with and I found a reader in there that had been tucked away out of sight. 
As I expected it was an unlicensed one. These were often used as a source of 
pornography and such so I knew what to expect when I opened it. 

The recent views were rather tame however; more sports stories than anything else. I 
always liked to visit the tabloid pages; they were the most enjoyable. There I found tons 
of ads to migrate to deep-space or to enlist as a mercenary and they were to be expected. 
There were also many headlines that trashed the well meaning philanthropists and 
politicians of the day. Someone in one article had gone to great lengths to reduce the 
great Cosmo to pretty much the lowest form of life. 

But what did catch my eye was a ridiculous picture of a wingless bird man. The 
sensational headline above it said in a bold font: Newly Found Secret Star System Has 
Multiple Planets That Can Support Life. It never surprises me what people will believe. A 
planet of bird men ten years out; who in their right mind is ever going to make that trip 
just to debunk it? It made me laugh out loud. 

There was also an article in there about a famous entertainer who had been charged 
with bestiality and apparently caught in the act of it. There were conspiracy theories in 
there that would make a liar blush in embarrassment. There was so much bull shit in there 
that I had to bookmark it: The Old Goat News Company – and who were now my 
favorite go-to source for entertainment. 

Bosun Bernard had me do an inventory for tools and safety equipment thereafter. He 
showed me the various empty storage lockers and storerooms on the Herc and I half 
expected to find my old wiper: Silvio curled up and asleep in one. 

“You’ll never see that here at Juno Logistics, Bosun Ivan. Here every mariner is 
expected to carry his weight or be dismissed,” said Bosun Bernard when I told him the 
story. “We’re too small for that kind of carrying-on. Why that guy wouldn’t finish his 
first day here on the Herc,” added the flustered bosun. 



“May I order a new pressurized suit, size medium for myself?” I asked before 
finishing the inventory. 

“Yeah, go ahead,” said Bosun Bernard. 
“And two large to replace the others that are clearly in need of replacement?” I asked. 
“No,” and after some consideration,”I’ll tell you what: make it one large. I’ll speak to 

the captain about it.” 
And so it went. You were paid well at Juno Logistics because you were expected to 

work in dangerous conditions and not complain about it. Short haulers were a real killer – 
literally, and a fatality of about one every two years at Juno Logistics was the present 
pattern. I made plans to not stay longer than one year with them; I’d be clearly safer 
working on a war ship. 

The next news story that I read with great interest in the Old Goat was about an alien 
abduction at a creepy old outpost of an asteroid that was no bigger than two soccer fields. 
I had more faith in that one than the ridiculous bird man yarn. 

I decided that I had to know more about the Old Goat so I looked it up in the 
Republican Business Directory. It had only been established five years earlier by its 
president, CEO, editor, and sole writer, by a man called: MacGillvray. It couldn’t 
possibly be the same man I thought. I haven’t a clue what happened to my MacGillvray 
anyways. I would have to say that I actually don’t know the man, but Tommy might so I 
asked him. 

Tommy messaged back promptly and said, “Yeah that’s our boy: MacGillvray and 
he’d become a small media sensation of late for his reporting at the Old Goat.”  

Tommy wanted to know what I thought about the Old Goat. I told him I thought it 
was okay but my universe had just gotten a lot smaller. Who would think that this guy’s 
name would come up twice in my almost twenty short years? 

“Ivan, you know that the universe is actually a lot smaller than we think,” said 
Tommy matter of factly. 

“I suppose,” I answered. 
“You should give the man a call. After all you and him have Thistleshit in common. I 

bet he’d like to hear about that,” suggested Tommy. 
“Have you been drinking?” I asked. 
“Maybe,” answered Tommy and he tipped a glass in my direction before 

disconnecting. 
On my next break I did just that: I sent a message to the chief editor and et cetera at 

the Old Goat. I explained who I was and that I was a former crew member on the Astra 
Sprite and that I was very impressed with the stories that the Old Goat had published. He 



seemed to be intrigued with my story and we agreed to set up a more intimate meeting by 
hologram at the end of my rotation on the Herc. 

MacGillvray was self employed and living on a popular Mar’s orbiter that was most 
famous for its affordable housing. It was called the Dufferin and he lived in the heart of it 
at a place called Century City. I rehearsed my answers to the questions that I thought he 
might ask in those few days leading up to our meeting. Questions concerning 
Thistlewaite for instance I feared would be the most difficult to deal with. 

As I had hoped for when my time off came up at the end of my first rotation I was 
delivered free of charge by shuttle to the Earth’s moon where I stayed in a hotel room for 
my down time. My room there wasn’t much to speak of but I knew it was only a 
temporary situation that I had to live with until I made my grade at Juno Logistics. 

It was difficult to communicate with people in a meaningful way when you and 
everyone else were living or employed in far flung places and environments that had their 
own individual calendars and schedules to contend with. So I was in fact going to be 
visiting MacGillvray by hologram early in his day and unfortunately very late in my day 
for our meeting 

I waited as a hologram for several minutes before the visit became synced but once 
his hologram materialized I was facing a young and androgynous looking person who 
was perhaps five years my senior. 

“Ivan?” asked MacGillvray. 
“It is,” I answered. 
We shook hands and sized one another up. He was slighter in physique than what I 

had expected and I had the benefit of having seen much of his clothing amongst many 
other personal items that he had left behind on the Astra. 

“And Ivan you are a former vestigial colonist?” 
“I am,” I answered and for a pleasant change he didn’t ask about the uprising as most 

others always do. 
“And how many years were you on the Astra?” asked the perplexed man. 
And I told him of course and I also told him how I began as the ship’s mascot and 

how I eventually joined the Astra’s crew. I filled him in about the crew and the captain 
and what had happened when we were directed to rescue survivors on the Thirteenth 
Colony during the Big One. All the while MacGillvray was nodding his head and 
digesting what I had to say and then the moment that I dreaded most was left to be 
addressed: I confessed that I had indulged myself with some of his old technology. 



“Thistlewaite. I’ve not heard that name in such a long time,” answered a grinning 
MacGillvray who now appeared flattered that another young person had taken an interest 
in his old AI actor. 

“And how was that for you?” asked MacGillvray. 
“In hindsight, it was quite rewarding. I learned so much about artificial intelligence 

through my experience with Thistlewaite. I mean what better way to learn – than from an 
antiquated technology. You can see its very evolution. The AI of today has made great 
strides in an actor’s mobility and independence but when it comes down to it there’s a lot 
to be said about that intimate connection you can have with just a box containing a 
brilliant mind and your own than the connection you might have with a modern 
independent hybrid that walks and talks and looks just as we do but doesn’t quite think in 
the same ways as we do.” I said. 

“My world is full of them Ivan. As sad as it might sound, almost all of my 
relationships are with hybrids. They’re more centered than people. They don’t lose it 
without good reason. I came to the conclusion a long time ago that with the right tweaks 
that they are actually better than real people if only for one out of their many attributes – 
you can trust one. You know what I mean?” asked MacGillvray. 

“I do,” I answered, “and I believe it’s referred to as the loyalty trait.” 
“Well you are one of few,” replied MacGillvray. 
And so it appeared that a new friendship was being cemented. 
 

***** 
 
Bosun Bernard had a few more exercises for me to accomplish in the next rotation 

and then I would be on my own. When this all started I never thought that I would 
ultimately become the bosun on a scrap hauler. Hopefully, I reasoned it’s just one more 
step in my life’s odyssey. 

“You gotta start out somewhere, Ivan my boy,” Tommy reassured me. “This 
recovery from the Big One has been tough on everyone. Just don’t let anyone treat you 
unfairly. You got a good head on your shoulder; use it.” 

At times, I swear that Tommy secretly wished that he was my personal mentor and 
guardian. He was always looking out for me. I just wish he was less selfless and that he 
would look out more for himself. Sometimes, he worries me and sometimes he reminds 
of Moose – there was no one more selfless than he. 

This new rotation provided two new faces for me to get to know. The lovely femme 
Daria, and Oz who both were competent space mariners I’ve been told. The two were 



quick and professional at their tasks and I noticed right away that the effort was all about 
their idle time. I have no problem with idling as long as the work gets done. 

Daria was a cat lover and Oz was not. Daria spent her spare time in the mess and Oz 
did not. But when I needed the two they were always there in a heartbeat. 

“I can smell trouble,” said Oz. “Sometimes you can smell it for weeks before it 
actually manifests itself into breakdown or a headache.” 

“It comes with experience I bet,” I answered the sometimes cantankerous and 
sometimes affable man. 

“Nope. I was better at it when I was younger. I had a better nose for it then.” 
“Then you literally smell trouble?” I asked. 
“Yes and sometimes it smells sweet,” said Oz. 
“He smelled the Big One coming,” piped in Daria who was petting Seamo. 
“It had a rotten stench to it that went on for three months,” said Oz. 
“How do things smell these days?” I asked. 
“I’ve smelt better,” said Oz, “You have to use the good senses that heaven has given 

you,” added Oz as he arose from his seat in the mess to do his rounds. 
“I heard that you come from Earth Bosun Ivan?” asked Daria who now had a 

sleeping cat on her lap. 
“Yes that’s true – from the Americas,” I answered. 
“I spent three months there a few years ago. The gravity was nice but the air was over 

rated. They call that fresh air?” she laughed. 
“Whereabouts?” I asked. 
“New Euro for most of it. Are you surprised?” answered Daria. 
I didn’t have an answer and I gave her a friendly shrug. She didn’t look new euron to 

me. 
“I was a prisoner,” she said with a sigh. “I was arrested and charged with soliciting 

and vagrancy. Can you believe that? I was a tourist! I wasn’t anywhere near New Euro! I 
lost almost twelve weeks of work!” 

“You don’t have to be. The Republic and the New Eurons both police the vestigial 
colonies.” I answered. 

“Is that what you are? A vestigial colonist?” asked Daria. 
“Yes I am,” I answered. 
“Did you see some of that big uprising?” asked Daria. 
“That’s why I’m here today,” I confessed. 
“You know, Oz smelt that coming, too,” she said. 
“I bet he did,” I answered. 



You know, I think I now know who owns that unlicensed reader. 
“You know bosun; I think you might fit in here. In my mind the best bosuns are easy 

to get along with. You know: like you - not too severe,” said Daria in a cheerful voice. 
I too now arose to do my rounds, and I noticed that I had an urgent message from 

MacGillvray to attend to. He had a hundred questions about that bird man article that he 
and I had talked about. Apparently, his article on the newly discovered star system that 
can support life was flagged as seditious by the Republic and was being pulled by half of 
his distributers. 

“I write or republish shit like this a hundred times a year and no one ever complains. 
It’s entertainment for fuck sakes. I don’t get it? You come along and ask about it one day 
and a day later I’m being pilloried Ivan. I’m just a part time journalist but I can tell you 
this: there is no such thing as coincidence in the Republic; everything happens for a 
reason!” 

“I don’t know what to say. I’ve spoke to no one but you on the matter. Why don’t 
you just change the title and put a fish head on the alien in the picture. Maybe that’ll 
satisfy them. Where did the story come from in the first place? Did you write it?” I asked. 

“No. It was submitted – for free actually. A lot of this stuff is freely submitted. I just 
publish it,” answered a flustered MacGillvray. 

“Was it submitted anonymously? Does the author have a name?” I asked. 
“You know I think you and I should talk about this at another time, Ivan,” answered 

MacGillvray who I suspect was having some kind of paranoid epiphany or aha moment. 
“I hear you MacGillvray. Maybe we can meet up next week. We’ll stay in touch.” I 

said. 
“Yeah,” agreed MacGillvray and we ended our unusual conversation. 
 

***** 
 
Later that week a message from MacGillvray arrived. A transport ticket had been 

purchased in my name for a return ticket from a nearby transporter here to the Dufferin 
orbiter of Mars and all paid for by the Old Goat News Company. MacGillvray wanted a 
meeting in person with me so we could talk in more detail and in secret about his troubles 
with the Republican authorities who appeared to have him and his news service under 
their microscope. I agreed but I reminded him that I had to make my port of call for my 
next rotation in a timely fashion since I was still presently in a probationary period of 
employment with my new employer. 



“No worries, Ivan. I’ll have you back in plenty of time,” replied MacGillvray. “There 
are just a few things I’d like to discuss with you – privately, and then I’ll show you some 
nightlife in Century City.” 

It sounded all good to me; I haven’t had much of a social life in the past six years and 
frankly it’s still pretty much out of my reach financially speaking. Having a life outside 
of your workplace these days is considered a luxury for most people. 

Only twenty years ago, an Earth to Mars jump on a transporter was only practical for 
military use or for transporting political figures around in a timely fashion. These days if 
you don’t mind a bit of nausea there were commercial transports that could take you to 
Mars from Earth in thirty minutes. 

The Herc would need a week to get there! As a means of transportation all that the 
two had in common is that they both travelled from a point A to a point B.  The Herc was 
pretty much a horse and buggy operation compared to a modern matter transporter. 

I was smart this time and I travelled on an empty stomach. I’d heard that for those 
inclined to have some indigestion when travelling by a matter transporter that an empty 
stomach and in particular sans alcohol was the way to go. 

Once my vessel rematerialized, at the Dufferin’s transport station I hired a drone and 
then travelled for about another twenty minutes or so in congested right of ways and 
conduits to the metropolitan hub of Century City. It was mid day when I arrived and it 
seemed that everyone in town was out doing something. I’d never seen so many people in 
one place at the same time and that’s counting the former Thirteenth Colony. 

I was not to meet MacGillvray at his residence and instead he arranged for us to meet 
at a small bistro that was just a few minutes’ walk from his home and office. The bistro 
served coffee, light alcoholic drinks and fast food. Once I had stepped inside the shop I 
spotted MacGillvray who was waving me over to his table. 

“Good to see you Ivan. How are things on the Herc?” 
“Good,” I lied because the Herc was always in need of parts or a major repair 

somewhere. It was after all my job to worry over it. 
“Are you hungry?” he asked. 
I was starving and I ordered a coffee and a plate of deep fried protein as it seemed 

that was what most people were having in the crowded dining room. 
“Ivan,” said MacGillvray between bites of his meal, “You asked about where my 

sources came from for that bird man article. I have quite a bit of AI back home and she 
picked it up from a Deep Space Colonist news agency. Now I know things are pretty 
rough between the Deep Space Colonists and the Republic these days so I was thinking it 
got flagged as seditious material because of its source.  But my AI says no. She says there 



are a ton of systems being audited to remove that article from where ever it may have 
appeared. It’s just a matter of time before they show up at my door is the way I see it. So 
I’ll be packing up in a few days for a new bin somewhere else and I won’t be leaving a 
forwarding address if you know what I mean.” 

“I looked for the article again myself the other day and it was gone,” I said. 
MacGillvray’s mouth was full but he nodded in agreement before swallowing, “It 

was just a piece of cheesy journalism,” he said. “The kind you’d read in the lavatory – 
while having a good shit. It was nonsense, yet the Republic’s censors are treating it like 
it’s a state secret. I don’t get it,” said MacGillvray while wiping his face with a napkin. 

“Did your AI find out anything more on the subject?” I asked. 
“I know what you’re thinking Ivan, but I had to shut that down for at least the time 

being. I’m steering clear of Deep Space Colonist’s news sources until I find a new place 
and start up under a new name. It was a good gig while it lasted. I’m sure I can do it 
again,” said MacGillvray. 

“But imagine – what if a new star system has been found with planets that support 
life?” I replied. 

“The universe would never be the same Ivan if that was true. Every greedy bastard in 
the Republic, New Euro and the Deep Space Colonies too would be heading to it in a big 
fucking hurry - if it was true. But it’s not,” said MacGillvray putting his napkin down. 

“You told me just a few days ago that there was a reason for everything and that you 
didn’t believe in coincidence,” I said. 

“I’ve had a change of heart I suppose and for my own good I might add,” said a 
resigned MacGillvray. 

“This coffee is way better than what you get in space,” I said after having a second 
cup of it. 

“Coffee through a straw is a mistake, Ivan. I’ll make you coffee that’s far better than 
what you’re having here when I show you my bin that I’m about to move out of thanks to 
all this bull shit,” said MacGillvray. 

“The best coffee I’ve had up until today of course was made by the Cee-Cee unit on 
the Astra Sprite,” I said. 

“That’s my work Ivan! I programmed her years ago,” laughed MacGillvray. 
“I know. She told the best jokes, too.” I said to the grinning MacGillvray. 
 

***** 
 



MacGillvray’s bin was just down the street from the bistro and our walk to his bin 
was plagued by dozens of what I would call squirrel monkeys that were leaping about 
and climbing the walls of nearly every building we passed. I’ve seen pictures of them and 
I know that they once lived in trees and such but in a modern city such as Century City: 
trees were generally kept indoors. MacGillvray watched me turn my head in interest as 
the furry pests chased and chattered at each other. 

“It was someone’s wise idea to try and gentrify the city with these animals. I don’t 
know what they were thinking. Most people find them to be more of a nuisance than 
something to admire,” complained MacGillvray. 

“And how’s that? How do they help gentrify the neighborhood?” I asked. 
“Try living on the street with those things going through your possessions and 

stealing your food. I don’t know what’s worse - a dozen panhandlers or a hundred 
squirrel monkeys,” answered MacGillvray. 

MacGillvray lived ten levels up from Century City’s old street level in a secured 
community. It had natural light piped into its common areas that contained small 
parkettes, a pond and a fountain. 

“I walk this path twice a day. Its two kilometers,” said MacGillvray. 
“Are these trees natural?” I asked. One I figured was at least eight meters tall. 
“No. All artificial,” said MacGillvray. 
We arrived at the entrance for his bin. The door opened automatically and we passed 

through what I would call a bulkhead and into a large entrance hall. 
“This is my home of the last five years Ivan. I’ll soon be speaking of it in the past 

tense I suppose,” said MacGillvray with an eyebrow raised at some flashing MMI. 
“It’s very nice,” I said, and I can truthfully say it was the most opulent digs that I’d 

ever seen. 
“Just bear with me Ivan; Julliette needs my attention for a minute.” 
Julliette was MacGillvray’s personal AI actor. She lived virtually in every square 

millimeter of the bin. She would know if an errant bathroom spider was spinning a web 
behind the vanity, if that were so. She would also know who I was and all about me days 
ago. 

“There may have been a breach Ivan,” said an excited MacGillvray. 
For the past hour, a drone no larger than the size of a small coin had been hovering 

about just outside of the thinnest exterior wall of MacGillvray’s bin. 
“Can we swat it,” I asked. 
“No. but we can use the other rooms and perhaps play some dreadfully loud music in 

this room. I know just the thing. I got a recording of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons played by a 



drunk. We can pipe that in there, shut the door and let them have their fill of that,” and he 
closed the door to what looked like a false sun room. 

“This is Julliette Ivan and I warn you she can speak to me without you knowing it 
and she can follow you into the lavatory and watch you pee if she wants to,” said a 
beaming MacGillvray. 

The room’s lighting changed and a slight breeze from the ceiling flowed about the 
room. I could hear birds in the distance and I swear I saw a butterfly briefly. 

“Welcome Bosun Ivan. It’s such a pleasure to finally meet you. When I heard that 
you had personally resurrected Mac’s old Thistlewaite project, survived an uprising, 
migrated from Earth, occupied Mac’s old bin on the Astra Sprite and then, contacted him 
through the Old Goat – well I was flabbergasted. What were the chances of that many 
things occurring serendipitously? But as each passing day goes by here unusual events 
are sometimes the norm,” said the most enchanting voice that I have ever heard. 

“The pleasure is all mine Julliette. As you should already know I’m a big fan of AI. I 
love your subtle choice of ambience here; does it always include a fresh breeze and the 
sounds of birds?” I asked. 

“As a host, for receiving guests at mid day the sounds of birds and rustling leaves is 
always my first choice,” answered Julliette. 

“Well they almost sound real,” I said. 
“That’s because there are one hundred and twenty wireless audio transducers in this 

room alone. Listen,” said Jueliette. 
And suddenly, I could hear many more birds chirping, and I could hear their wings 

fluttering and this sonic whirlwind panned throughout the room like they were gathering 
into a flock all about me and above my head, then off they flew into the next room only 
to return again a few seconds later. 

“Very impressive Julliette,” I said and I clapped my hands together to show my 
appreciation. 

“How do I get her attention? How does she know when it’s I who wants to address 
her?” I asked MacGillvray. 

“Well if there are just the two of us as in Julliette and myself – in conversation it’s 
implied to be one or the other. When there are more than two of us as in today’s case I 
sometimes look up when I’m speaking to her. Julliette can render herself holographically 
but at times it seems – too artificial. My favorite mode of communication is her 
whispering in my ear. I know that some might not like that; it’s rather schizophrenic I 
suppose – you know like hearing voices but it’s what I prefer,” answered MacGillvray. 



“Today, Julliette is a hostess of sorts and she’ll behave as such until you leave. So at 
the moment the normal banter between her and I will adapt to the fact that we have a 
welcomed guest.” 

“Julliette,” said MacGillvray looking upwards, “Do we still have that ten year old 
bottle of French Malbec?” 

“Yes we do,” answered Julliette. 
“We have to have a celebratory drink Ivan. Do you indulge?” asked MacGillvray. 
“I would love a drink, but what are we celebrating?” I asked. 
“A new chapter, - for me. I have to move,” said MacGillvray. 
“Will they not just follow?” I asked. 
“Not if it’s done correctly my man. Not if it’s done correctly.” 
 

***** 
 
I swear that MacGillvray is the coolest guy that I have ever met. I just knew that he’d 

be an interesting person from the stories I’d been told of him back on the Astra and from 
my first few introductory moments with Thistlewaite. MacGillvray is a genius. There’s 
no other word for him. It’s like he has a Midas touch or something. Everything he 
touches becomes better. 

There’s also no possible way that the Old Goat News Company financed his home of 
the last five years. No way. The man is friendly. He’s entertaining. He’s interesting and I 
know that he’s never going to share with anyone the details of how he makes his money. 
He’s just so mysterious and an enigma of a man. 

 I thought about him all through the following rotation on the Herc. And just like I 
had anticipated, the man disappeared into the ether of the universe in no more than a 
week’s time. The Old Goat News Company was gone and MacGillvray too, was no 
longer available. Some might worry that the authorities had caught up with him, but not 
me. MacGillvray disappeared from Century City just as he had done five years earlier 
when he left the Astra. MacGillvray knows how to disappear. 

Finally meeting MacGillvray was another highlight in what appeared to be a long list 
of fantastic things that had been occurring to me of late. The next highlight was finally 
seeing my first star ship. It was the sleekest ship I’ve ever seen and it was owned by none 
other than Cosmo. His last ship the Beagle was vaporized in battle in the Big One. I’d 
seen pictures of the Beagle and it was a sleek number on its own. The Beagle’s 
replacement was called the Hind and she was of similar displacement as the old Beagle 
but she was of course outfitted with very latest in jump drive technology. 



I knew that I was going to witness something special that day because the Herc had 
been idled for two long hours along with all the other traffic within the Earth’s vicinity 
for the arrival and placement of a dozen war ships that were to secure the area before the 
VIP’s arrival. Rumor had it that Cosmo had work done on his person that would permit 
him to live another five hundred years. Now, that’s hard to fathom: a possible one 
thousand years of life? Imagine that from a man who started out his career as a basketball 
star. 

“Why Earth of all places?” asked Daria. “He should be out there chasing down the 
Deep Space Colonists that just about wiped us all out.” 

“When you are an immortal you get to go wherever you want,” piped in Able Space 
Mariner Lucien. 

“No kidding Einstien,” replied Daria. 
When the Hind finally materialized even Captain Jackson made a rare visit to the 

Herc’s fly deck. 
“Look at that thing. Bloody hell. Now that’s a ship!” said the gob smacked captain 

who was trying to follow the activity on two display screens and a brilliant white light 
that you could plainly see above us from under the fly deck’s canopy. 

Instruments placed the Hind at about twenty kilometers above us. 
“Oh my God, it’s right above us,” cooed Daria. 
The Herc’s drives suddenly came to life after being idled for the past two hours. We 

were being instructed to give more space to the Hind. A war ship larger than the Hind 
approached the Herc to hasten our maneuvers as well as two other short haulers that were 
too close. 

“It’s going to be a lot more difficult to make our runs, bosun. We’ll be running at half 
speed and under the direction of that fleet of war ships until that man is done here,” said 
the captain. “This might affect our down time folks be prepared for some of that,” added 
Captain Jackson and Daria made a sad frown. 

“There goes the weekend,” complained Lucien. 
Under magnification you could see plenty. Already there was shuttle and tug activity 

around the Hind and only ten minutes had passed. I took it in knowing that as the minutes 
turned into hours that we wouldn’t be permitted to be any closer than a hundred 
kilometers to the Hind. I wonder what Cosmo is up to; the media will be flooding in 
that’s for certain. 

On my next break I went for some scheduled down time in my bin. A parcel had 
arrived for me along with some food provisions for the crew to help with our now 
extended rotation. It was addressed from Juno Logistics to Bosun Ivan. I opened it up an 



inside was a new compression suit and a nice warm tunic with three bars on each of the 
garment’s sleeves. It seems now that my probation was done and I was now a real bosun. 
I couldn’t sleep a wink. 

 
***** 



Part Four: Avion! 

 
The media was alive with rumors as to why Cosmo had arrived. It had to be an 

announcement of some kind for a new initiative that would restart the economy said some 
sources. Others thought he was going to announce a new nonaggression pact between the 
Republic and the Deep Space Colonists. 

“We’ll know soon. He never stays anywhere for more than a few days,” said one 
media personality. 

And as the hours went by an announcement was made that the immortal Cosmo was 
indeed going to speak to the governors of the Republic at their temporary quarters in the 
city state of Sydney, New South Wales on Earth and that his speech was to be streamed 
live to all of the citizens of the Republic and New Euro. It reminded me of days past 
when immortals routinely spoke out to us all about the importance of unity and human 
rights issues and sometimes to the dissatisfaction of the governing bodies of the day. 

“The silence from the governors of the Republic since the Big One had been 
deafening. We need some real leadership,” said one news media headline. 

And so it was that a younger and ever more brazen Cosmo stepped up to the podium 
to speak to the Republic’s House of Governors. He donned a brilliant red cape for the 
affair and had long blonde locks of hair curling down his back. He looked magnificent. 
He was no longer the wise old sage that we had all grown accustomed to over the past 
century, instead he was now a vibrant youthful looking young man – no different than me 
in some respects. 

“Citizens of the Republic and citizens of New Euro I bring you news today of a 
future that all of us have been waiting to hear of. News that will lift all hearts and news 
that will stir every man’s soul. There is a new future for humanity and it’s a star system; 
newly discovered that has multiple planets that can support life. 

“Yes, I said multiple planets!” shouted the immortal ecstatically. 
“Multiple planets. But one,” he declared. “One is already populated by an intelligent 

native species that we shall always respect. 
“This is a gift to all of humankind. A blessed gift that’s been delivered to us all and it 

comes with just one tiny caveat: we have to respect that native species as we would hope 
that another superior species would respect us. 

“We have to show our maturity as elder beings and demonstrate our compassion for 
life. We’ve grown wiser over the centuries. We’ve learned how to not covet thy 
neighbor’s house. We’ve learned to cooperate and behave as one great republic.  



“Citizens of the Republic, citizens of New Euro – we can do this if it’s within our 
hearts and there will finally be a world for all of us beneath the blue skies of our new 
home: Avion!” 

I watched this spectacle from the Herc’s tiny mess. People were rolling their eyes and 
frowning cynically. The media turned its attention to its pool of pundits to digest the 
announcement. 

“That guy’s out of his mind. Surly he’s been drinking. He doesn’t even look like 
Cosmo,” declared Daria. 

“Whoever lives on that other planet is fucked. And where is this new star system 
anyways? I bet it’s a lifetime away,” said Oz. 

“The devil will be in the details I suppose,” said Captain Jackson as he carefully put 
Seamo down and got up from his seat to return to the Herc’s bridge. 

“What do you think Bosun Ivan?” asked Daria. 
“I don’t know,” I lied. “We’ll have to wait and see what becomes of it.” I added 
But inside my head things were spinning like crazy and I had to wonder:  what’s 

going through MacGillvray’s head right now? Clearly, that retracted article in the Old 
Goat with the ridiculous picture of a bird man who lived in a distant star system must 
have meant a lot more than the nonsense it resonated at first glance. What on earth is 
going on? 

I was distracted throughout the rest of my shift, and the devil was in the details, and 
they were revealed in drips and drabs over the course of the next hour or so.  I’ve never 
heard of a star called Avion and no wonder as I found out because it was ten years away 
using technology that was not yet tested or proven. 

“This is just the recruitment phase of a migration or - invasion if you ask me, of a 
friendly planet that one of their science probes has discovered. I wouldn’t trust this 
Cosmo guy as far as I could throw him. He’s telling white lies and half truths to entice 
fools and their money. It smells like trouble - that’s what I say,” said Oz the next time I 
heard him talk on the subject. 

But the world of men did change that day. There was suddenly a rush to get to Avion 
– like a fever it spread. You’d think there had been gold discovered and that it was free 
for the taking. State lotteries were set up and government bonds too were issued for the 
first time in a century to help raise the funds needed for an expeditionary mission to be 
sent to Avion. Not since the discovery of Nouveau Paris had there been such excitement. 

But who was to man such a mission? Who was going to represent humanity? Was it 
going to be a military mission or was it going to be a science mission? 



Well for certain the crew was going to have to be young and speculation already was 
that there would be no return trip since a freshly built and outfitted ship would be 
required for that. Who would want to camp out in the middle of nowhere for the rest of 
their lives? Well, you’d be surprised who was interested. 

There were thousands of groups and individuals who were willing. For some it was 
clearly a monetary thing; they wanted to get rich. For some others they wanted fame and 
for many they just wanted to escape from here and for many reasons such as religion and 
politics to begin with. There were scientists, engineers and soldiers who were all 
convinced that they should take precedence over all the others. 

I know someone who’s not interested in going to Avion, and that’s this land lubber: 
me. I’m a former vestigial colonist; I know all about how it feels to have dirt beneath 
your feet and some real gravity and I shall be going nowhere and that suits me just fine. I 
think I’d rather hang around here and take advantage of some fresh new job vacancies 
that might get created by all of this. Perhaps I’ll have a better chance acquiring a more 
lucrative position - even perhaps as captain. As the days carried forward everyone I 
talked to, had suddenly embraced new lofty goals for themselves as our world was on the 
very verge of expanding. 

 
***** 

 
There was a time I’ve been told that if you desired a career or a new career that you 

would post your interest in a career change and of course your qualifications too, on an 
employment site. Not these days however, recruiters hunt you down now who are 
motivated by a fat commission or other reward if they can deliver the right goods to a 
potential employer. These so called headhunters would often be speculating on who 
might be successful and who might not be successful long before you ever heard from 
them. As unnerving as it appeared to me, I was informed that my qualifications were 
suitable enough so that an interested recruiter was willing to pay the cost for me to take a 
preliminary test for Cosmo’s mission to Avion. 

I’d been expressing my disinterest for deep-space travel to anyone who asked if I’d 
been approached by a recruiter. Apparently, Daria had a young friend who was 
approached to enter the first stage of recruitment and she was just thrilled. 

“Not me,” I responded to Daria. 
“That’s the first smart thing you’ve had to say that I can’t disagree with,” said the 

ever so difficult to please Oz. 
“Well that’s something; Ozzie agreeing with someone?” said Daria. 



“I have a plan in case you two are interested and my long game is to become a 
captain or bosun of a nice short hauler like this one,” I added. 

“That’s nonsense Ivan,” said Captain Jackson, “For heaven’s sake why would you 
forgo an exam for a recruiter representing Cosmo? If you passed the exam you can 
always remove yourself from the process at a later date and be left with the record of both 
having passed the exam and having been selected to write it in the first place to add to 
your resume.” 

Well the captain did have a point there; this was an opportunity for my own personal 
advancement and I could always leave the program later should I chose to do so. Oz got 
wind of the captain’s advice and he in short order let me know of his disapproval. 

“It’s just foolishness and vanity at this stage,” he said. 
I nonetheless, checked the box and sent my response to the Task Employment 

Management Company and waited for further instructions. 
The preliminary exam was in four parts and a successful pass was not a guarantee 

that you would be selected for the next step; a pass only meant that your credentials 
would be considered. There was an interview of several hours, a psychological 
assessment, a physical and a formal exam that assessed your technical competence in 
your specialty. I felt the most challenged by the interview and psychological tests so I did 
my best in the short time I had to prepare for those two. 

“They are going to want to weed out the worriers first. Anxiety is a mission killer,” 
suggested Oz who I thought was not in favor of the Avion mission but by his own 
admission had said, “If they are going to send people there then it would be better to send 
some good ones. 

“There’s the innies and there’s the outies. The innies hold their stress inside and the 
outies express their stress with meltdowns. You appear to be an innie and I think that’s 
what they’ll be looking for: people with a level head. Anyone who is too high strung will 
be out.” 

I did each test on my own time over the course of the next month. Many of the 
questions were multiple-choice and there were at least two good answers out of four 
provided for each question that was posed but of course only one of those was the correct 
one. I’d been writing exams on a regular basis for the past four years and I could see what 
I was up against: these were exams that were meant to determine how poorly you fail 
rather than how well you pass. 

Weeks later, the Task Employment Company notified me that I had been selected as 
a preferred candidate for step two. At first I told no one. I still hadn’t made up my mind 
about continuing the process. At step two Juno Logistics is obligated to release me from 



my contract and I kind of liked it here. There might be no going back after that. I could 
be starting all over again with another employer if I dropped out of the program in step 
two. 

But of course all the names of those who had passed the preliminary testing program 
were leaked out in the media and I was getting slapped on the back and getting ‘atta-
boys’ from nearly everyone I knew or had once bumped into. Peg was so proud; I wasn’t 
expecting that. Apparently, I was the only vestigial colonist on the list of selected 
candidates. 

I asked Peg if Curran had anything to say about my candidacy in Cosmo’s Avion 
mission. She said he seldom talked much about anything political and that the long term 
affects of the Antsi drug he had taken during the uprising had kind of stolen his peace of 
mind of late, but she would ask him. 

A few days later she got back to me.  
“Curran said: Follow the dogs. Whatever that means,” reported Peg. 
There are dogs up here but they are usually small and leashed. I wondered if he was 

referring to the dogs that we once used to detect man machine from human back in 
Shelby. Pretty much everyone in Shelby once had a dog. It didn’t make sense though. 
I’ve requested time from Curran for a conversation or a holographic visit many times 
since leaving Earth and he always avoided it. We’ve only had a handful of words 
between us since then. Peg says its shame. She once told me that he feels he let me down. 
If only he knew how little that mattered to me. 

Months went by and I heard no more from the Task Management Company. People 
would ask me about it sometimes and then would look at me in a peculiar way when I’d 
tell them that it was all just as well with me. Meanwhile, those who advanced to the 
second and third steps were like media celebrities that we were all getting to know on a 
first name basis. There was one candidate that I took a special interest in however, and 
that was the mission’s reproduction specialist named none other than Rose. 

It’s really such a small world. Who would think that someone like me would have 
crossed paths with one of the first people to colonize a new star system and as its sole 
reproduction specialist? I saw her name on a list of competitors for the mission who had 
already won their positions. I had an inkling then that it was her and a few days later I 
found a picture of her wearing a uniform with the mission’s seven star logo above her 
breast; she looked really happy. Sometimes you meet people and you just know that they 
are going to go on to bigger things. 

And I too, was going on to bigger things I hoped. An opportunity arose for captain’s 
training here at Juno Logistics. I applied for the position but it appeared my candidacy for 



the Avion mission was as much help as it was also a hindrance for getting ahead at the 
moment because who would want to train a captain who could potentially leave the 
company for the Avion mission. In time I hoped that this would all work itself out. 

I found another tabloid site that was entertaining me. It was no Old Goat but the 
Handyman’s Philosopher was a good alternative. There was plenty of speculative 
information on Cosmo’s Avion mission to read and one day I was reading an article on a 
setback that was besetting the mission before it was even getting started. It also followed 
an entertaining article entitled: Why Are All People Named Gary So Annoying. Anyhow, 
the article on the Avion mission concerned a near light speed travel test that many 
candidates were not passing. The test was six months long and involved naturally, travel 
at near the speed of light; three months out and three months back. This was something 
that not many people other than some test crews, and a handful of scientists had any 
experience with. 

Deep-space travel was hard on the body and even harder on the mind. It’s not 
something that a lot of people can tolerate for six months let alone ten years. I felt better 
after reading all of this even if it was only half true because no one was going to call up a 
short hauler like me to travel to Avion. 

But they did. 
I was on my normal leave and out getting some exercise and some sun from a light 

tube, when a stranger who I had first noticed in the parkette a few days earlier 
approached me. He looked kind of out of place – like he was from another planet so to 
speak. I can’t say that I’d seen anyone wearing his style and brand of clothing around 
here before but the dark side of the moon is kind of cosmopolitan in nature and new 
comers do arrive from time to time and duly become assimilated but not this guy - at least 
not yet. 

“You look like a vestigial colonist named Ivan,” he said introducing himself and I 
detected a trace of new euron in his accent. 

“I am,” I answered and I met his glance with some suspicion. 
I was expecting a conversation to begin in short order regarding my relationship with 

Curran as has happened a few times in the past with similar people but usually there 
would be two of them. 

“Of Shelby?” he asked. 
“Yes. And who might you be sir?” I asked him. 
“You might remember me from – well more than several years ago now as Smitty,” 

and he grinned. 
I looked at him closely and I did see some similarity in the man. 



“I’m still working for the Republic but I am affiliated with the Avion Mission these 
days,” and he showed me a badge complete with the now infamous seven star logo at the 
top of it. 

“I’ve been tasked with interviewing you more personally on the matter of your 
candidacy.” 

“How can I help you Smitty?” I answered. 
“Well, your name appears to have an odd anomaly. It finds it way on the list of 

candidates for consideration but it has also been retracted eight times. Would you know 
why?” asked Smitty. 

“Ah, - perhaps there are eight people who don’t like me,” I answered sarcastically. 
I mean, how would I know? I’m thinking. 
“It’s not me,” I said. “I’ve only entered my name once and I’ve never retracted it. I 

just figured that I didn’t make the grade.” 
“You’ve not interfered?” asked Smitty. 
“No. Given the chance Smitty, I’d take a crack at the next step. Who doesn’t want to 

be part of history?” I told him. 
There are silent calculations going on in my head. Could it be Curran who doesn’t 

want me to go? Peg? Maybe someone else from down below has a problem with me, well 
– so be it. 

“Ivan,” said Smitty looking straight into my eye like only a new euron can do, “If I 
provided you with a document to temporarily release you from your employer for six 
months for a light speed test would you follow through?” 

I averted his gaze for a moment and looked down and then up and then back to eye 
level again and considered the offer, and answered, “Yup.” 

“Good,” answered the new euron and he put a document into my hand, “Report to the 
Avion mission headquarters on Nouveau Paris two weeks from today sir,” and he walked 
off. 

 
***** 

 
The news spread quickly through Juno Logistics. You would think that they were all 

were coming along with me. People who I only knew by face and not by name were now 
smiling and greeting me when they saw me. The owner of the company who I had never 
met came aboard the Herc to congratulate me. His name was Sam somebody – I can’t 
remember, but he was elated that an employee of Juno Logistics was going to be a part of 
Cosmo’s mission to Avion. 



“It’s just so provocative,” he said. “We’ll all be living vicariously through every 
minute of your experience, Ivan,” he added while delivering a vise like business man’s 
grip in his handshake. 

Even Oz was intrigued. 
“If there were any man that I thought up to the task Ivan – you are the one,” said Oz 

in an untypically soft voice. “We will all miss your wisdom here.” 
I wanted to give him a hug. 
“You are young, you are qualified and you are level headed, Ivan. It’s been a 

pleasure to have you aboard the Herc,” said Captain Jackson. 
And the captain was at least partially correct as I was soon to find out. The average 

age of each chosen candidate was twenty-one years old. 
In short order the media was following me about and there was plenty of speculation 

concerning my vestigial colonist background. It was suggested that I was a token 
minority who was only being considered to appease the liberal minded Cosmo and I had 
no reasonable chance of being successful. 

I’d heard all this talk before back on Earth during the migration. The same baiting 
innuendos and the same pointed questions whose only motives were used then to frame 
someone like me as an outsider who was not to be trusted. 

“If I’m successful and win a position on this mission, I’ll try and bring the best of 
what it is to be human to the new world of Avion,” I told them and that was my go to 
answer for all of their queries. 

And after about ten times that seemed to shut them up. 
Curran warned me: “Stick to your credo, Ivan. Don’t give them the chance to play 

any role in how you are perceived by the public.” 
 

***** 
 
The two weeks went by in no time and after disembarking a matter transporter on 

Nouveau Paris I soon realized that Nouveau Paris had changed quite a lot since I was last 
here. It was harder on the senses. Its streets and conduits were far more frantic with 
traffic and congested with the new arrivals from the Republic who had been displaced by 
the Big One. These days, the republican refugees outnumbered the students and 
academics that used to live here by two to one. The planet of Nouveau Paris was now 
literally teaming with people. 

The regulations on whom and what could reside on this neutral planet had to evolve 
to meet the crisis that resulted from the war, so the planet’s environment had to suffer. 



There were still no weapons being made on the planet but there were plenty of soldiers 
and police in plain sight everywhere. It was still a planet of academic institutions as it 
was in the past but the student residences were now all filled with refugees. There had 
once been a cap in place to limit the population on Nouveau Paris for two centuries but 
that too had now been abandoned. 

You could smell the stress in the air. You could see trash in the streets where for 
years there had been none and so I’ve been told you could see signs of water pollution on 
the shores of the once pristine seas of old Nouveau Paris. Everything suffers when under 
stress. Nothing escapes it. 

As I waited just outside of the matter transporter station for my next connection there 
were throngs of people coming and going through its conduits and across its concourses. 
Every one of them appeared to be in a hurry to get to somewhere but an unusual looking 
young man stood out in that moving mass of hurried people. To me he stood out from the 
others not because he was young and of which he was; it was because this unordinary 
young man was not in a hurry to go anywhere. His poor color also indicated that he was 
also in likely in poor health and I suppose he was not yet that well adapted to the light 
atmosphere of Nouveau Paris. 

He had some rough, hard wired kit on his head and he was obviously a junkie of 
some sort. In clothing that was tattered and unkempt he held out a handmade sign that 
said: Hungry, Tired and Powerless. Could You Please Help? 

I am familiar with the sight of the destitute. Most of us are, but I wasn’t expecting to 
see it here on Nouveau Paris. There were no poor on this planet prior to the Big One and 
for that matter there was no pollution either; there was balance and there was order. I’d 
wager that in a few more years that all of Nouveau Paris was going to look a lot like the 
Earth that I grew up on. 

The sign bearer could see his mark and he worked his way through the crowds to 
where I and a few others were waiting for one thing or another in the din of this place. 
His body odor preceded him and a generous amount of space was made for him as he 
folded his sign up under his arm so he could accost each of us individually for a top up, a 
chit or anything else we might have to offer his cause. 

“This could be you,” he said as he worked his trade and pointed to himself. “This is 
the work of the Republic and the Deep Space Colonists,” he added. 

No one would make eye contact with the man. Some wrenched their heads into other 
directions to avoid his attention. I didn’t. I didn’t because he, - I decided, was going to be 
one of my many reasons to help colonize Avion. 



I held out my chit card. A smile came to his face and I could sense the silent sighs of 
the others who stood around me. 

“I’m not rich,” I said, “but I’ll top you up a ten. How bout that?” 
“You sir are a kind gentleman within this wilderness,” said the young man as he 

bared his wrist for my chit card’s tap. 
“See this,” he said to me while pointing to a primitive pushbutton attached to his 

crude kit. 
“Yeah,” I answered. 
“This is the button to heaven,” he laughed and then he and his putrid odor moved on; 

much to the pleasure of those near me who had been holding their breath. 
My next connection was by conduit. It arrived at its departure stop at precisely its 

scheduled time. There was no one else aboard it and I had my pick of twenty empty seats. 
It left the dock at two hundred kilometers an hour for a four hour trip to what the media 
called Cosmo’s boot camp. 

My carrier or missile travelled gentle inclines and banked turns through stone, sky 
and water without a shake or a shimmy. The best of it was when it passed through forest 
and trees; I swear that the green of chlorophyll is the most beautiful color in the universe. 
There was no crew. There was no noise. There was only me racing into my future for 
four blissful hours. 

Cosmo’s boot camp had an old sci-fi look to its architecture and landscape. He was 
after all a man from the twentieth century. There were towers – or spires I suppose. There 
were dome and saucer shaped buildings that all housed about ten thousand inhabitants 
whose only goal was to send humanity to another distant star system. And where ever one 
looked, there was the Avion mission’s seven star logo on a wall, above a door, a banner 
or on someone’s shoulder, breast, or sleeve. 

A hybrid greeted me. Her name was Florrie and she had a very pleasant disposition. 
“Ivan,” she called out to me. 
I thought for a moment that I was in a dream or a theater. Only a trained voice could 

emit two syllables the way she did. 
“That’s me,” I declared as I adjusted the weight of my duffel bag on my shoulder and 

walked towards her. 
“Pardon me,” I said to her, “but there’s just so much to take in,” and I pointed to the 

unusual vista all about us. 
“Oh you will get used to it,” said Florrie. “My first minutes here were very much like 

yours and all the others for that matter. If Cosmo has a hand in it – well it’s just got to be 
awesome.” 



“You might think that you are arriving late in the program Ivan, but you are not. 
Candidates come and candidates go. You’ve seen the list of confirmed candidates in the 
media; that’s only one tenth of a single crew or we got to recalculate!” she laughed. 
“Deep-space travel is not easily tolerated; the dropout rate in this program is seventy 
percent,” said Florrie and she paused to examine my reaction to that statement. 

“What do you think of that?” asked Florrie. 
“I’m willing. I’m willing to give it my best.” I answered. 
Florrie showed me around the campus but I thought of it as more military base than 

campus. The dormitory was mostly empty and I had a choice of several empty bins to 
make as my own. 

“Most of the candidates are off planet right now, Ivan. Some are being tested, some 
are being trained. Everyone who comes through here has special talents and each and 
every one of them has their shortcomings too but at the end of their training they all have 
to be on the same level for extended space travel.” It doesn’t happen over night; there’s a 
lot of work involved,” said Florrie. 

“When do we begin,” I asked. 
“Tomorrow at eight a.m. I will meet you here outside the dormitory and we’ll begin 

with a thorough medical exam. By the end of the day we’ll have mapped out every square 
nanometer of your body for inspection. We’ll trace your medical history back to at least 
ten generations. And Ivan; some candidates don’t pass the medical exam so I’m not 
preparing for disappointment but the bottom line is that even weeks and months into the 
program – you can still fail and be asked to leave. Is that clear?” 

“I hear you,” I answered. “Am I going to be seeing a lot of you Florrie?” 
“Ivan. You are my project while you are here. Off the planet you will be someone 

else’s responsibility,” answered Florrie. 
“Are you like a sergeant major or drill sergeant?” I asked. 
“No not really. I won’t be asking you do pushups or clean a latrine with a toothbrush; 

I’m more of an expediter. I make sure that you get tested thoroughly and that’s all,” said 
Florrie. 

What remained of the day was mine and I found my way to the dining room and had 
something to eat. There were perhaps a dozen others who were dressed like me in jump 
suits sitting about in there and one group waved me over to their table. 

“Ivan. Right?” asked one as I sat down with my tray. 
“Yeah,” I answered. 
“We know all about you. You’ll find out soon enough that there’s no secrets kept 

around here,” said one. 



“We heard you were coming probably before you knew you were coming,” laughed 
another. 

“I hear that you are a candidate for crew? Is that true?” asked the first one to engage 
me. 

“Yeah I suppose that’s true,” I answered. 
“Not us,” two answered in unison. 
“We’re all science specialists. We’ll be binned for ten years while you do all the 

work,” joked another. 
“If you make it,” giggled the only femme in the lot of them. 
“You’re from Earth, Right? Did you see any of that uprising?” asked one who was 

finishing his plate. 
“I did,” I answered and most of them now raised an eyebrow in my direction. 
“My name is Gilles,” announced the man who inquired about the uprising and he 

offered his hand. 
“Ivan,” I answered gripping his hand and then they all introduced themselves one 

after another and reported the corresponding science field that they were experts at. 
“You must have distinguished yourself in some way to be here, Ivan. Welcome. 

None of us here are ever going to get to Avion without a good crew,” said Gilles as he 
rose to leave the table. 

 
***** 

 
As promised, Florrie was waiting for me the following morning just as she said she 

would. I could see her sitting in a common pose of resting hybrids: one similar to that of 
a sedated mystic. A red sun had only just risen above where the sky meets the land and 
anything that could reflect light in the courtyard was alive in reddish hues. 

“Good morning Ivan. Did you sleep well?” asked Florrie. 
“I did and I feel as chipper as an Irish chipmunk,” I answered with a wink in my eye. 
“Well, - let’s report to reception then,” answered the pleasant faced Florrie. 
A lone clerk who looked like he had long been in the service of the Republic greeted 

us in a sterile office that was pretty much vacant of furniture except for two chairs and a 
desk. 

“I’m Byron and not that matters but I have very little to do with your success or 
failure as a candidate. I just need to authenticate that you are who you say you are sir,” 
said the grumpy fellow looking disdainfully down at me. 

I offered my Republican citizenship chit. He waved it away when I offered it to him. 



“I need a drop of your blood sir,” said Byron polishing the lens on a sophisticated 
reader with his breath and a bit of tissue. “Any part of you will do, but we prefer it to 
come from somewhere civilized like the tip of your finger,” said the old man with a 
slightly sinister grin. 

I offered my right forefinger and a sample of blood was taken painlessly from the tip 
of it by a micro laser. 

“Let us see now. Just who has come to share their time with us,” said Byron with an 
odd amused face as he scanned the reader that was coming to life with pages of data. 

“Nothing special here that I see. Ooh, a vestigial colonist,” he hissed. “We all heard 
that you were coming. Didn’t we,” the old man hissed again. 

“This is him,” he said to Florrie. “Does Cosmo know?” he asked her. 
Florrie nodded. 
“That will be all then,” said Byron and then added “He’ll need to hurry for the speed 

test; or after the end of this week he’ll have to wait three months for that pleasure to 
occur again. Good day sir,” said Byron who then left the room with his white jacket 
billowing behind him as he exited the door. 

The following tests that day consisted of an eyes, nose, and ears inspection, cognitive 
skills usage; a wind test for lung capacity and a tolerance test for oxygen deprivation. 
Florrie was at my side at all times and recording my performance. 

Each time I felt challenged by a test and this generally occurred at the end of a 
particular test when they would go beyond its normal parameters; I would think of how 
Byron had judged me earlier in the day when he uttered: “Nothing special here.” Just 
thinking of what he said and how he said it made me hold my breath longer or endure 
more discomfort. 

There’s nothing a vestigial colonist hates more than being judged by some ‘holier 
than thou’ republican from up top. It worked every time on every test. By dinner time that 
day in the dormitory everyone had heard that there was a new record holder called: 
Young Lungs! 

“Okay Young Lungs,” kidded Florrie, “Tomorrow it’s more of the same. I think 
they’ll be hanging you upside down and spinning you around like a top and things like 
that. How do you feel otherwise?” 

“I feel great,” I said. 
“As chipper as a…?” asked Florrie. 
“An Irish chipmunk,” I answered and I asked, “Eight a.m. tomorrow morning?” 
“Yes,” answered Florrie. 



I again dined with the science specialists that evening. They were a kind of rowdy 
group of academics in my opinion with the exception of Gilles. Gilles appeared to be 
more stoic and more interested in eating as opposed to the social melodramatics of the 
others. 

Gilles had not mentioned his field of expertise the evening before so I asked him. 
“AI. I’m an AI tech,” he answered. 
So I told that I too had some experience in the same field and I asked,” Have you 

ever heard of an AI tech named MacGillvray?” 
He looked at me in a quizzical way and answered, “Maybe. Why do you ask?” 
I described my kind of unusual relationship I had with the man and the fact that he 

was a previous crew member on the Astra Sprite and such. 
“That’s very interesting, Ivan. I can confirm that the man was and still is a very 

clever AI tech,” said Gilles. 
“You’ve met him then?” I asked. 
“I’m familiar with his work,” answered Gilles. 
And we left it at that, yet the enigma of who is MacGillvray and why do people who 

know of him only speak cryptically about him seems to grow almost daily. 
 

***** 
 
Seven candidates went out on the last speed test I was told. Two passed, four failed, 

and one was presently hospitalized. The vessel as they called it was currently being 
prepped for its next group of victims and you could sense the anxiety amongst the 
candidates. One candidate out of our group of five was rumored to be already considering 
dropping out of the program just from the anxiety of it all. 

There was no special preparation for the speed test candidates other than the previous 
tests that had been passed. There was no lecture on what we should expect, no advice, - 
just lots of plain old dread. 

Florrie was of no help. She wouldn’t confirm any of the rumors that had been going 
around about the magnitude of disorientation that a candidate might have to deal with, 
such as the physical discomforts of extended periods of nausea and vomiting, ringing ears 
and migraines to name just a few. 

The human body and mind were not created for hyper speeds at or near the speed of 
light, said an article I read in the Handyman’s Philosopher. It’s like putting a chunk of 
meat into a kitchen blender for ten minutes; after ten minutes you can pretty much pour 
the former contents out in liquid form. I admit that it didn’t seem like a well researched 



article but its choice of metaphors was truly frightening. I too now wondered what I was 
getting myself into and the speed test was only a few days away. 

If it wasn’t for the Handyman’s Philosopher and other tabloid pages I’d been driven 
to distraction like the other candidates. I however did find myself drawn to transporter 
disaster stories. Typically they involved people who didn’t completely make the trip so to 
speak; they were very gruesome and just what I didn’t need at the moment, but I was like 
a moth attracted to the flame for this kind of stuff. 

The latest on the subject headlined: “Epic Transporter Failure Delivers Victims Right 
Into the Hands of Kidnappers.” Oh my God, what these poor people had to endure. It 
made Florrie laugh however, and it can be difficult to make a hybrid laugh. 

“Stop reading that garbage and study more on how to focus and remain calm under 
pressure,” she chided me. 

And of course she was right. There were just a few days before the test and I should 
use every available minute to make matters better and not worse for myself. 

Ninety days out and ninety days back; that’s a hell of a speed test when you think of 
it. Rose must have passed it and I was going to pass it too. The mission’s launch was just 
eighteen months away and I badly wanted a place on it. 

 
***** 

 
It turned out that those bins that we were expected to live in for six months at hyper 

speed were the smallest bins that I’ve ever seen. They were so small that they looked to 
be inhumane. There were restraint straps and such in there. It looked more like an AI 
operating theater than a living space. They said that they would be custom fitted to our 
size; well maybe as a casket! 

Two techs helped squeeze me in and you had to be butt naked from the waist down! 
Any time I caught sight of one of the other candidates I could see the same astonishment 
in their eyes, too. But once in, I could fully move myself into just about any position I 
wanted with the use of a joy stick. I could stand up, bend over, sit down or lay down but a 
machine was supporting my movements every step of the way. 

The tech showed me how I could walk as in - for exercise, but I wouldn’t be actually 
be going anywhere but through the motions. He showed me how I could bathe and relieve 
myself of waste and it was pretty impressive and then he connected me to my personal AI 
before he left. 

“Welcome to the hyper speed test module built and designed by the technicians at 
Cosmo Laboratories,” announced the AI as it booted up. 



A minute or so went by as it went through its start up routine. I could feel the 
machine coming to life as it articulated itself into the most comfortable seat that I’ve ever 
sat in. 

“Hello Ivan I’m your AI host for the next four thousand, three hundred and twenty 
hours. You may call me Julliette.” 

And… it sounded just like her! As in Julliette: MacGillvray’s personal AI. A whole 
new creepy vibe was just added to my already first stressful day out of the next one 
hundred and seventy-nine, yet to go. 

“Estimated launch time of hyper speed vessel is nineteen minutes and fifty-two 
seconds and counting,” reported Julliette. 

Cool air began circulating in the bin to counter a nervous sweat that was growing 
under my arms and on my brow. 

“Vital signs are excellent,” reported Julliette. 
“Blood pressure slightly elevated’” reported Julliette again. 
Ten minutes later. 
“Candidate stable,” reported Julliette again. 
“Cleared to attain low orbit,” she reported. 
Five minutes later. 
“Cleared to attain high orbit,” reported Julliette. 
Then she reported the arrival of each of the last three minutes and counted the 

seconds down to the last. 
“Start sequence initiated,” said Julliette. 
Then without any noise the vessel began its first jump to near light speed. It was odd. 

It was like you were being shook about in a feather pillow as the vessel adjusted its 
trajectory. Tiny adjustments in its steering resulted in significant bumps and jerks in the 
vessel’s travel. I swear brain fog crept in right away. I felt out of sorts but not nauseous. 

“How are you doing Ivan?” asked Julliette. 
“I’m okay,” I lied. 
“If you feel the need to lose water or stool, - by all means; full speed is still coming,” 

said Julliette. 
“How fast are we going?” I asked. 
“Currently, we are at seventy percent of the vessel’s rated speed,” replied Julliette, 

and then she added, “that data is available at the top left of your MMI, Ivan.” 
“Feel free to sleep if you need to Ivan. Most of the recently tested candidates found 

that the need for sleep increases by one hundred percent at hyper speeds,” said Julliette. 
I don’t know how anyone can sleep through this; it was most disconcerting. 



“When will we reach maximum speed?” I asked. 
“In ten hours,” answered Julliette. 
I didn’t want to consider what full speed was going to feel like but this right now was 

crazy. I could see clearly but cognitively nothing was really registering. I don’t know 
what time it was; not that it really mattered but there was actually an hourglass icon on 
my MMI showing that a lot of sand was yet to fall to the bottom of the inverted vial over 
the next one hundred and eighty days. 

“Ivan, it is required that all candidates interact socially for test purposes. Social 
interaction is encouraged although not mandatory and will be graded where it’s pertinent. 
As a crew candidate it would be highly advisable that you participate. Would you like to 
begin; you look like you could use the distraction?” asked Julliette. 

“Yes. Where? How?” I asked. 
“You must first create an anonymous identity. Use the MMI keypad to create an 

alpha numeric identity. It must be unique and previously not used by another candidate,” 
said Julliette. 

I typed in Seven that’s my lucky number; it had been previously used. I typed in 
Seventy-Seven and that too was taken. I typed in Seventeen and that too had been 
previously used. I typed in Double O Seven and that too was taken. I was getting 
frustrated now. What’s with the lucky number seven?  I just want to be lucky like 
everybody else. It’s got to be the mission’s seven star logo or something I figured, so I 
entered Double Ought Seven and voila: meet candidate Double Ought Seven and at your 
service. 

Immediately, I was in contact electronically with four other candidates. Some of the 
faces I was confronted with looked horrible. Some were clearly clenching their teeth. One 
femme; Seventy-Seven I think, appeared to be unconscious; her eyes were rolled up 
inside her head. Seventeen-A looked like he was rabid and was blathering nonsense. 
Double O Seven appeared to be hyperventilating. Somebody called Snake Eyes was 
calling out for their mother. I turned it off. 

“As you can see Ivan as uncomfortable as you may feel yourself at this moment you 
are doing much better than the others. This usually changes as each of the individual 
candidates adapt. I can assure you that you’ll soon have some lucid candidates to interact 
with in the coming days of the speed test. We are all different,” remarked Julliette. 

After an hour of watching no discernible change in the amount of sand left to fall in 
the hourglass icon I passed out and slept. There was no escape from the speed test while 
you slept however. It was one bad dream followed by a nightmare over and over again. In 
one dream, I’m staring at a picture of myself that I’m viewing on a reader that I’m 



holding. Who looks at pictures of themselves while they are dreaming and what does that 
mean? I’m not even going to look that one up. 

And so it went. Some of the candidates did recover over time and some – not so 
much. Seventeen-A had clearly lost his marbles and liked to blow gobby bubbles from 
his mouth that floated about in his bin. Seventy-Seven; the femme had fully recovered 
and had told me her whole life story at least ten times now. Snake Eyes and me got along 
real well; he knew a million jokes and never stopped kidding. 

Number one lesson learned so far: You need a sense of humor to get through stress 
and I thank Snake Eyes for this revelation. He helped me get through some dark times. It 
didn’t matter if it was just plain silly humor or gallows humor; it just helped. 

Each day of this speed test is the same; literally. 
If it’s eight a.m. it’s time for a piss. 
If it’s ten – then I get to stretch my legs. 
If it’s two, I get to wear pants but only if I want to. 
If there’s a God up here in heaven, I have to thank him for sending his unlikely angel: 

Snake Eyes to save my soul. God bless him. 
 

***** 
 
As the midpoint of the speed test approached, a half way party of sorts was arranged. 

Though we all were unfortunately confined to our bins, we could still party 
electronically. We negotiated with our keepers that we would all get thirty simultaneous 
and uninterrupted minutes of party mode dialed into our kits on the day of. 

Seventy-Seven wanted the half hour to start right after the official turn around and no 
amount of convincing would change her mind that we were actually just following a 
parabolic path; we weren’t actually doing a one – eighty or whatever. Snake Eyes didn’t 
care. Seventeen-A was going to try to attend but was more interested in partying once we 
got home and Double O Seven was noncommittal but indicated that he’d be more 
inclined to attend if we got to wear pants, too. That Double O Seven by the way has come 
a long way in recent weeks and was starting to make some real head way with his 
anxiety. 

And yours truly: Double Ought Seven said that he’ll take thirty minutes of anything 
up to and including torture just to do something different for a change. 

The day finally came and only because of Seventy-Seven who had fashioned herself 
a foil cap for the occasion made from emptied blister paks insisted that we all wait for the 



hourglass icon to actually invert itself and start dropping its tiny grains of sand back into 
its empty bottom again. 

“I like your hat Seventy-Seven,” teased Snake Eyes while we all waited for the 
momentous moment. 

“It is rather fetching,” I added. 
I was like an incorrigible toady and second banana when Snake Eyes was up to no 

good. I just can’t help myself when he’s making an ass of himself and immediately I was 
regretting my choice of words because I really just wanted Seventy-Seven to feel good 
about herself. I’m sure I’m going to fail the social interaction part of the speed test. Snake 
Eyes was going to be my undoing; I just know it. 

And then it happened, - and the whole lot of us were behaving like a bunch of giggly 
kids for thirty minutes; even Seventeen-A was making killer fart noises as we all laughed 
it up. It was both exhilarating and embarrassing at the same time but no one seemed to 
care too much about the embarrassing aspect of our half way party. It was all just some 
good fun. 

When the party ended our AI’s asked each of us individually what passing the half 
way point of the speed test meant to us. Seventeen-A didn’t offer any comment; he was 
already passed out from all the excitement of the last half hour. Seventy-Seven just 
wanted to get back home and see her old friends again. Double O Seven said he was 
thankful for the experience because he got to wear pants for an extra half hour today and 
that made Snake Eyes laugh who said it meant that there was only ninety more days until 
his next party. 

Yours truly: Double Ought Seven redeemed himself by saying that he was going to 
miss all of his speed test friends when this was all done with. 

 
***** 

 
Several weeks later, I awoke for my eight a.m. pee and I find my bin to be pretty 

much in the dark. My MMI came to life when I refreshed it but much of it was inactive or 
outright missing. I checked on the others who were also awaking for their morning pee 
and each of them also stared at their MMI with dumfounded facial expressions. 

“Whoa. This is not right. How’s your MMI screen Double Ought Seven?” asked 
Seventy-Seven. 

“Is yours mostly inactive, too?” I responded. 
The others all answered with yeahs and other confirmations except Seventeen-A, 

who just moaned despondently. 



“Someone up front has fallen asleep at the wheel I bet,” suggested Snake Eyes. 
“Hello? Anybody home?” called out Seventy-Seven in a raised voice. 
“What should we do?” asked Double O Seven. 
“Wait I suppose,” I suggested. 
Snake Eyes began whistling. It was an annoying tune and we all wished he would 

stop. 
“I think someone needs to investigate?” said Seventy-Seven. 
“Who?” asked a handful of voices in unison. 
“I think it should be Double Ought Seven. He’s a crew candidate after all,” added 

Seventy-Seven. 
“Wait a minute I know about short haulers, and freighters; I know nothing about 

science ships that travel at near light speed,” I answered incredulously. 
“There you go. You know a lot more about these things then we all do,” answered 

Seventy-Seven who appeared to have all the others in agreement with her. 
“It’s a test. It’s got to be a test. They must be testing us,” suggested Double O Seven 

who was getting all in a lather. 
“They’re not testing us. They’re testing Double Ought Seven,” said that turncoat 

Snake Eyes. 
“Okay, I said. 
“I’ll try. But I have to think this through. Give me a minute of peace while I put 

something together,” I pleaded. 
I manually adjusted my seat until I was sitting up and I really wanted to have a pee 

just like I’ve done at eight a.m. for the last four months but that was going to have to 
wait. I took a deep breath before I eased open the canopy that was over me. There 
appeared to be breathable atmosphere within the bin and I carefully extricated myself out 
of my container. 

Already the others were calling to me to see if I was still conscious. I dropped the 
canopy so I wouldn’t be distracted by them anymore. The temperature felt normal but I 
thought I could feel a little bit of frost around the seal of my bin’s door. 

There was an emergency box in the bin that contained bandages and what not and I 
found a cuff that appeared to work. It had five illuminated indicators that showed that all 
was okay in my bin. My plan was to just inch the bin’s door open and try the cuff outside 
the door. 

I told the others what I was going to do. 
Seventy-Seven told me, “To go ahead.” The others were all silent and by all 

appearances in various states of anxiety. 



I opened the door ever so slightly and there was a slight difference in atmospheric 
pressure as I did so. I stuck my arm out and the atmosphere indicator on the cuff changed 
from green to red.  

Well, that’s a bad sign. 
I reported what I learned to the others. Double O Seven started crying, Seventeen-A 

went catatonic, Seventy-Seven went silent, and Snake Eyes shouted, “Now what the fuck 
do we do?” 

“Well, let me think about it,” I answered. 
Things weren’t quite adding up as they should. The temperature was good. There was 

atmosphere but the oxygen was either low or absent. Hybrids need oxygen as much as we 
do so they might be – incapacitated, dead or confined somewhere on the vessel. 

“What are you going to do Double Ought Seven?” asked Snake Eyes. 
“I’m going to think about it a little and then I have to venture out there into that 

conduit,” I answered. 
“No. No,” cried Seventy-Seven, “We’re almost home.” 
We are a long way from home and that’s a big part of the problem at the moment. I 

scoured the bin to see what I could use to aid my exit into the conduit outside my bin’s 
door. I found a large plastic bag under my seat. 

“What’s that?” asked Snake Eyes. 
“I believe it’s a body bag,” I answered. 
“No,” whined Seventy-Seven. 
I started blowing air into the bag with my breath until it was both a manageable size 

and contained several good breaths of air or so I hoped. I’ve done this before in my 
training but I always knew the layout of the ship I was in and if I did run out of air or had 
a puncture I could just fail the test and – not actually suffocate. 

“Good luck Double Ought Seven,” said Snake Eyes as I carefully exited my bin with 
my body bag full of air. 

Okay Young Lungs this is the real deal. Let’s be smart now. This not a speed test 
anymore; it’s survival. I told myself as I weightlessly pulled myself along the conduit 
outside my bin.  I went in the direction that I remembered seeing the hybrid crew travel in 
rather routinely like they were headed to their quarters or the bridge or so I hoped. 

I started straining for each breath that I took at first, but I decided after the first 
couple to take them in a more measured fashion because after all, this might be the first 
of many attempts to find a resolution to our problem; I needed to stay calm and conserve 
my air supply. I studied my cuff  where ever I travelled but  in every case it indicated 
insufficient oxygen levels at every junction and every bin that I stuck my head in. 



The vessel was like a maze and the nomenclature on the walls was foreign and not 
very helpful. I did find some breathable atmosphere in a lavatory of all places and I re-
inflated my bag there. The others were probably fifty meters behind me by now and they 
must be worried; I’ve been away from any means of contact with them for more than five 
minutes now. 

I found the ship’s bridge but other than being able to put my head in the door there 
was no way of getting my air supply through the relatively small bulkhead style door. 

It was dark in there too; not a good sign. I took a deep draft and closed the bag. 
There were three of them in there. The whole crew – and I checked them individually 

and they were all dead. I had to revisit my air supply a couple of times but I got some 
lighting going and I studied the MMI in there for whatever data I could find. 

We were in limp mode. And apparently, no one had touched an MMI interface in the 
last six hours. I found the strangest thing however: someone had cancelled an alarm for 
low oxygen for the vessel’s atmosphere nineteen times. It looked liked murder to me, 
perhaps even murder-suicide; there’s no way the ship’s AI would have permitted this to 
occur, not without some outside executive interference. I acknowledged the oxygen fault 
and used a frequently accepted E-code for emergency life support. The red indicator on 
my cuff began flashing as the atmosphere in the vessel was replenished to normal levels 
of oxygen. 

With the atmosphere in the vessel now restored to normal levels I hastily returned to 
my bin to speak with the others. Frantic faces were staring at me as I climbed back into 
my seat. 

“Listen I got news. It’s not all good but as you can see I’m okay and the atmosphere 
has been restored,” I said. 

“What’s happened to the ship and the crew,” asked Seventy-Seven. 
“We are alone. The crew are all dead - by asphyxiation I think. We have life support 

at the moment. And the vessel appears to be in limp mode,” I answered. 
“And what’s limp mode entail?” asked Double O Seven. 
“Well maybe half speed; maybe less. The speed test program should default to take 

us back home albeit at a slower speed. The distributed AI we all have been using is down 
of course. We may have to feed ourselves and so forth. We’re basically like I said: on our 
own,” I answered. 

“For how long do you think, Double Ought Seven?” asked Snake Eyes. 
“Well, it all depends on how clever we are I suppose. I suggest we all get used to the 

idea that we will have to exit our bins and investigate. We’ll have to work together. There 
are three dead bodies to deal with and they’ve already begun to decompose,” I answered. 



Seventy-Seven let out a long sigh, “This is just the worst thing ever,” she said as she 
began extricating herself from her containment. 

“Whoever can help, follow the blue ribbon outside your door to the bridge. I’ll meet 
you there,” I said and I started back to the bridge. 

I wasn’t expecting to see Double O Seven or Seventeen-A but all the others 
eventually showed up in the bridge. There we bagged the dead and stored them away 
temporarily. 

“You think they became asphyxiated?” asked Snake Eyes. 
“I think so,” I answered. 
“Suicide or an insurrection?” asked Snake Eyes. 
“I don’t know maybe one or the other or both even,” I answered. 
“Just what kind of a mission have we signed up for where even the trainers can’t 

tolerate the conditions? It’s a joke I tell yeah,” said Snake Eyes. “They probably died of 
boredom. We probably bored them to death,” he added. 

“Is that our speed, Double Ought Seven?” asked Seventy-Seven who was pointing at 
data on one of the MMI screens in the bridge. 

“I think so,” I answered and it indicated that we were at fifty percent speed. 
“Well I don’t know about you guys but I like it,” said Snake Eyes referring to the 

slower and much more comfortable speed. 
“We’ll be too late. We’ll miss the mission,” said Seventy-Seven. 
“That’s if we get back there. And - that’s if there still is a mission,” said Snake Eyes. 
“Well, we all should have some engineering skills either from our professions or 

hobbies. If we get determined and all work together as a team maybe we’ll get home safe 
and in time for that mission,” I suggested to the three but they were all looking rather 
unconvinced. 

“You know Double Ought Seven, we’re not familiar with sand storms, drought and 
violent insurrections like you are; we’re just normal people. This is a disaster to us. We 
are not used to disasters. What do you think we should do next?” asked Seventy-Seven. 

“Send out an S.O.S.,” I suggested. 
“Let’s do it then,” answered Seventy-Seven. 
I don’t know what happened to the crew. I know that hybrids can suffer from dark 

thoughts and that’s one reason that they require plenty of supervision. I know they don’t 
normally commit suicide or murder; it’s a very rare event when it happens. But I know 
that they can dream just like we can. And I know that some of those dreams can be 
broken. We may never know what happened to our crew but I must say it was a 
foreboding reminder of the frailty of life. 



 
***** 

 
Sending out an S.O.S. was easy but trying to make headway with the rest of the ship 

proved to be very difficult. I tried many times to take command of the ship but what 
remaining AI the ship had wasn’t having any of it. It knew I was a passenger and it was 
only going to listen to a crew member of which all were deceased. Seventy-Seven was 
our best chance at that; she was the most familiar in the programming language of the 
ship’s AI out of the lot of us. 

After a good eight hours of trying to crack into the ship’s executive functions, 
Seventy-Seven turned away from the MMI station and looking quite resigned, she 
announced, “I’m at my wit’s end here Double Ought Seven. 

“I’ve been chasing this dream to be one of the first humans to go to Avion for a year 
now and it’s all gone to shit. How about we stop using these stupid impersonal names and 
use our own for now on. There’s no one marking our performance anymore and there’s 
no chance of any of us getting to Avion either. We’ll be lucky to get out of this alive; to 
hell with the test.” 

“My name is Ivan,” I said. 
“I’ve heard about you Ivan and pleased to meet you. Mine’s Carmella,” she said with 

just the tiniest of grins. 
“You know my background?” I asked. 
“Yeah. I know a little about Double O Seven, too; the rest I know nothing of,” 

confessed Carmella. 
“And what do you know about me?” I asked. 
“Well, I’ve got big ears. I heard all about you back at boot camp and I looked you up. 

You’ve been in the media Ivan,” answered Carmella. 
“Do you think anyone will hear our S.O.S.?” asked Carmella. 
“I think our chances are pretty good. Back home they’ll eventually notice a loss of 

continuous communication with the vessel but I couldn’t tell you just when that might 
happen. The S.O.S. could also get picked up by a Deep Space Colonist ship perhaps - it’s 
hard to say,” I answered. 

“Weeks or months?” asked Carmella. 
“A few months at least,” I answered grimly. 
“I’d love to know what happened here?” mulled Carmella. 
“Me too.” 
 



***** 
 
Double O Seven revealed his real name was Jack and that he wasn’t a secret agent; 

he was a geologist. Carmella was a biologist and fresh out of school. Seventeen-A 
remained shy and silent about his specific specialty but he did make up a name tag for 
himself with a pencil and paper and stuck it to his glass canopy over his bed with some 
spit. It said: Chuck. He never came out of there. Snake Eyes was the opposite: he was 
never in his bin. He was like a social butterfly always looking for a place to land and 
someone to talk to. Snake Eyes was an anthropologist. 

It took a month to hear from our rescuers and the first clue that we had been 
discovered was the ship’s speed picked up gradually over an hour or so to ninety-five 
percent. Soon, we were all back in our bins because it was just intolerable on the bridge 
or anywhere else outside of the bins for that matter. 

Our personal AI’s slowly came back to life. I’d actually missed Julliette and it 
seemed to take her forever her to say anything; I suppose there was a lot for her to digest 
as far as updates go. 

“Well, Double Ought Seven it appears that you and the other candidates have had 
quite the adventure,” remarked Julliette finally. 

“Well,” I said, “that would be quite the understatement Julliette.” 
“I can offer you grief therapy if you require that support Double Ought Seven,” 

offered Julliette. 
“Julliette, while you were absent. I and the rest of the candidates elected to dispense 

with the ridiculous names that we had adopted at the beginning of the speed test. I’m now 
Ivan. That voice you hear yelling in the background is Carmella; formerly known as 
Seventy-Seven. She is our spokesperson and our self proclaimed leader for the past 
month. Things have changed around here.” 

“Ivan, what was the first indication that something was amiss with the crew?” asked 
Julliette. 

“Well, we all woke up for our first pee of the day one morning and we noticed that 
most of the lights were out, the crew wouldn’t respond to our calls and our personal 
MMIs were virtually blank.” I answered. 

“Ivan, I would be remiss if I didn’t inform you that foul play is suspected and that 
this vessel and its occupants are still in danger,” said Julliette. 

“And why is that?” I asked Julliette. 
“There are other political and military entities that don’t want the Republican 

sponsored Avion Mission to be successful, Ivan,” replied Julliette. 



“Competitors?” I asked. 
“Yes and others, too,” answered Julliette. 
“Are we in danger at the moment?” I asked. 
“I should think so. Our best defense is our speed and that is why it’s been remotely 

restored,” answered Julliette. 
Carmella appeared in my bin. She had her angry face on; it was quite red in color and 

her expression was very agitated. She started knocking on my canopy with her knuckles. 
“I want to talk with you Ivan, - right now!” she hollered. 
“Julliette, I believe Carmella wants to talk with me,” I said as I unlatched my canopy. 
“Interpersonal fraternization is not permitted between candidates during the speed 

test,” said Julliette. 
“Julliette,” I answered, “the speed test ended more than a month ago.” 
Carmella was looking a lot like an angry little bear rearing up on her hind legs. 
When I popped my lid she asked, “How do we turn these fucking things off?” 

pointing to my MMI. 
“The AI?” I asked and it was hard to speak over the noise of the vessel and you pretty 

much had to read lips to communicate. 
I put some hearing protection on and pointed to the door and the direction to the 

ship’s bridge. On the bridge it was quieter but it was still disorientating and quite 
unnatural. It was like when someone spoke you’d see their lips move before you heard 
what they were trying to say. 

Carmella pointed to the three bloated body bags in the back of the bridge and said if I 
understood her correctly: “One of them was an assassin.” 

I nodded my acknowledgement. 
“I don’t think the MMI are a problem!” I shouted. 
“Look,” and I pointed to the hourglass icon on the bridge’s MMI and sand was 

falling again. 
“Here,” and I collected two communication kits from a locker and placed one on my 

head and had her put the other on her head. 
“How’s that?” I asked and it was easier to communicate but I could still perceive 

some delay between the action of her lips and the sound of her voice. 
“Better,” answered Carmella who was looking less anxious. 
“I’ll see if I can find more. This way our AI can only hear half of our conversation. 

Let’s go back to the bins; this pins and needles thing in my feet is killing me,” I said. 



As the next few days passed our AI informed us that a real rescue was in the works 
but rather than actually boarding our vessel the rescuers would shadow us from a safe 
distance. 

Snake Eyes; he loved that name, said, “That it was just the next step before they 
finish us all off.”  

Chuck fashioned a test pattern for his MMI interface and was only heard from for 
meals and at bath time; that guy just loved his bath time. Jack like Chuck and Snake Eyes 
cooperated with their personal AI but Carmella and I remained outliers – that trust was 
broken. 

News from the Republic began arriving in a more timely fashion and the media was 
in a new fury of hyperbole concerning a fresh new terrorist organization called The New 
World Confederacy. Its agenda was to stop the colonization of the Avion star system by 
any means available. 

Why do people when they get angry these days have to go full out crazy? No one has 
been to this place yet, and yet they are already fighting over it. It makes you wonder what 
people are thinking. Do they really believe that jumping in front of a speeding tsunami or 
gold rush is going to ever make a difference in the history books? I bet we’ll be all over 
that star system like a plague in twenty years. I already feel sorry for the place because I 
know what humanity is like. Humanity likes to grow and its need for growth is unlimited. 

A real crew showed up about a week before our arrival on Nouveau Paris. They came 
just in time as far as I was concerned because Chuck’s acute diaper rash had reached a 
point where one of us was going to become elected to deal with it - as in applying 
ointment to the area of concern - and no one wanted that job. 

There was another matter too, that we were all half expecting and that was a non 
disclosure agreement that had been drawn up to stop us from telling our personal stories 
to the media of the failed speed test. You wouldn’t be able to leave the vessel without 
agreeing to it. Carmella tried to recruit Snake Eyes and me to join her in not signing the 
non disclosure agreement but it just didn’t make any sense to throw oneself on that 
sword: the Republic gets what the Republic wants. I learned that some time ago on a 
planet called Earth no less, that life is a lot easier if you pick battles that you at least have 
a chance at winning. 

Eventually, the last minutes of the speed test came to pass. Those of us who managed 
to walk off the vessel all agreed that we had to have a party of some sort before we all get 
sent on to our separate ways. Carmella said that she’d make it happen and expected all of 
us to attend with the exception of Chuck who unfortunately came out of the vessel on a 



stretcher. We all knew that there’d be at least one of us that would have to be carried off 
the vessel following the speed test and it always looked like it was going to be Chuck. 

Each of us was formally debriefed and firstly we were all individually interviewed 
and then on day two we received our summary and grade. The whole thing didn’t pass 
the smell test as far as Snake Eyes was concerned. We were all going to be brain washed 
and sent packing with instructions to never speak of our experience again, and that party 
we wanted to have would get nicked, too, he said. 

And, Snake Eyes wasn’t too far off. I was interrogated for six hours and most of the 
questions concerned what I was up to during those unsupervised six weeks that we 
hurtled through space without any crew. But on day two, at the summary, they did the 
unexpected: they told me that I had passed the speed test! 

Out of the five of us only myself and Carmella passed. The two rebels! The two 
infidels! 

I looked back at my two former interrogators in disbelief, “A grave mistake has been 
made,” I said. 

“If you’ve been paying attention to me for the past twenty-four hours you should 
know and certainly by now that I’m not interested in continuing with the program. I’ve 
not just lost my interest in it; I’ve lost all confidence in it!” I said to the two who looked 
confused. 

“Have none of the previous candidates who have passed the tests said no yet?” I 
asked incredulously. 

“No,” answered one of them. 
“I just want to go back to my scrap hauler. It’s not the ideology here; it’s the 

technology. If that speed test was supposed to be a well planned mission; it failed. I know 
better ways to kill myself,” I told them with my voice shaking. 

I heard that Carmella had turned the mission down, too. I would have loved to have 
been a fly on the wall for that meeting. We were both asked to remain at the boot camp 
for one more day and the other candidates were dismissed. 

 
***** 

 
By an executive order both Carmella and I were to meet with the Great Cosmo for a 

personal meeting. We had both apparently met his threshold of persons’ of great interest 
to him or so we were told. 

“Whoopity-doo-dah,” said Carmella who was sitting across from me at a table in the 
boot camp’s cafeteria. 



“What do you think, Ivan?” asked Carmella who was gently toying with a chocolate 
parfait in front of her. 

“Carmella, you and I are a pair of sorts. We can both be defiant and obstinate at times 
and are generally not shy about poking the bear; do you think that’s what they want?” 

“You mean like a couple of jerks?” she asked. 
“Yeah.” I said. “Like when it’s needed.” I added. 
“I think you think too much Earth man, but maybe this afternoon we’ll find out,” said 

Carmella who had now demolished her parfait and was sizing up the line up at the food 
dispenser across the enormous room. 

“I plan on telling that immortal that he can stick this job and shove it you know 
where,” said Carmella. 

“What about you?” asked Carmella after I didn’t comment? 
“Well, I had a guardian years ago who had a friend who knew Cosmo personally and 

he trusted that man with his life,” I answered. 
“A friend of a friend, - and what happened to him?” asked Carmella. “Is he rich now 

like the rest of Cosmo’s buddies?” she added sarcastically. 
I didn’t answer. 
“Well?” she asked again like I was toying with her. 
“No. He’s died a hero,” I said solemnly. 
“That’s just what I mean Ivan; our entire crew expired on that speed test and they 

won’t even talk about it. The mission is a death wish. For certain now, I’m not interested. 
I’m not going to be dying like a hero for anyone but yours truly,” declared Carmella. 

 
***** 

 
The meeting with Cosmo was live but virtual by use of advanced holographic 

imaging. I sat in a large simulation theater located in the head office of Cosmo’s boot 
camp and waited for the meeting to begin. Carmella never showed and I had already 
given thought to that possibility but I had to know more. The minutes in the giant blue 
theater took forever to pass. The room was devoid of any kind of furniture except for the 
one chair that I sat in as I waited. 

Eventually, the theater’s ambient lighting began to soften in intensity and I heard 
unusual clicking that had to have been made by an animal of some sort that had a four 
clawed feet. I could also hear some scuffing of feet and then a gentleman appeared from 
off in the distance who was walking across a long marble concourse into my direction. 
And indeed, it was the large mechanical pet at his side that was the source of the clicking 



noises and it was a pair of soft moccasins that Cosmo wore on his feet that were making 
the soft scuffing sounds. 

“Good afternoon Ivan of Shelby,” said a handsome face as he approached closer to 
where I sat before him. 

I started to get up to great him. 
“No, no, you may stay seated my boy,” he said smiling, and a big stuffed chair 

suddenly materialized about a meter in front of me for Cosmo to sit in and his beast sat 
down next to him; its probing eyes only focused on me. 

“Ah,” he said, as he leaned back into the large seat. “I’ve had my youth restored, yet 
I still habitually rest in a good seat like a five hundred year old man,” he said with a 
smile. 

“Well how are you young man?” asked Cosmo. 
“I’m fine,” I stammered. 
“Relax Ivan. Let me tell you something,” said the immortal. “I once met your 

guardian, said Cosmo. “Has he ever told you the story?” inquired the immortal. 
“No,” I answered, “he’s never mentioned that.” 
“He was a very sincere man as I remember and a key player in the Vancouver Island 

city state uprising, said Cosmo. “I gave him instructions that final day that were in all 
likelihood going to lead him to his death. And once I was done with the man, his only 
request at the end of our meeting was to ask for some advice on how to help save your 
life. Most men that I’m familiar with would ask how they might be able to save their own 
skin, but not your guardian: Curran. In fact, my agent at the time in the matter of the 
Vancouver Island uprising: Kingsley, had shared many stories with me about a young 
vestigial colonist boy named Ivan who loved life and nature like no other.” 

The immortal had me now; I was putty in his hands. I wanted to love him. 
“It’s such a small universe isn’t it Ivan? We -,” he said, and then he paused for a 

moment rather dramatically as if he was searching for just the right words, “The some of 
so many are here for good reason. Someone has to be the winner. Someone has to be first. 
Someone has to make the world a better place. Someone has to do something for God’s 
sake. And, someone has to be the Kingsleys and the Currans of the universe or nothing 
gets done Ivan. 

“I’m asking you Ivan. Will you help lead humanity into its future, my son?” 
“Yes,” I said. 
“Well that was pretty easy,” said Cosmo laughing, “I’m having a good day, here,” he 

chuckled. “They had told me to expect a very difficult time with you!” 



I could only grin back in a meek defense. I had just written off all the many 
grievances that I had collected over the past six months concerning this disastrous speed 
test, and after only a minute or two of conversation with the immortal Cosmo, I was now 
willing to do whatever he might ask. It was a total and complete capitulation on my part; 
it wasn’t his speech so much as it was what he had to say about Kingsley and my beloved 
Curran. This immortal knew what keys to use to unlock a man’s heart. Perhaps it’s a 
wisdom he’s learned over his five hundred years. It wasn’t magic however; if Curran 
could entrust Cosmo with his life then so could I. 

 
***** 

 
There were just thirty days to say goodbye to all I knew. It wasn’t that I was going to 

be launched into deep-space at light speed thirty days from now, but I would be starting a 
journey to the edge of frontier at that time. There, - wherever that was these days, a 
contingent of deep-space, space-craft were being prepared for Cosmo’s first wave of 
interstellar colonists to Avion. I’m not quite sure in what capacity I might be used on the 
mission just yet, but I’m assuming it will include the skills of ship maintenance and cargo 
management since those are the skills that I’m most familiar with. 

Everyone wanted to speak with me on the matter of becoming a winning candidate. 
The media had tagged me as the ‘Speed Test Tiger’; it was embarrassing.  I spent hours 
corresponding with old friends and acquaintances electronically. The crew of the Astra 
Sprite insisted that I pay them a visit before I leave, but so did the crew of the Raleigh, 
and the Juno. There wasn’t going to be enough time to see them all in person but Tommy 
from the crew of the Astra had an angle that the others did not; he assured me that he 
could get me to Earth and the city state of Vancouver Island no less if I spent a day or 
two with the crew of the Astra. 

So many places and people to see and so little time to do so; I messaged Tommy 
back: “If you can get me to my old guardians for even a few minutes, for that Tommy, I 
would be eternally grateful.” 

“Give me a day or two and I’ll make it happen, Ivan,” messaged back Tommy from 
the Astra Sprite. 

Twenty-four hours later Tommy messaged me, “There’s a window of opportunity in 
two days time Ivan. I’ll need to come with you there and back. First, we’ll hook up with 
your kin then if you’d be so kind: spend a day with us on the Astra. Do you know where 
your kin are binned, Ivan?” 

“Yes,” I answered. 



“You just make sure it’s a surprise for them and that no one from the public or media 
recognizes you because we’ll be going under the wire. This is all strictly unofficial.” 

“I’ll wear a disguise,” I kidded with him. 
“You’ll need one ‘Tiger’; your face is all over the media,” replied Tommy. 
“You remember Alvin?” asked Tommy. 
“Yeah, he was a port droid on the Thirteenth Colony,” I said. 
“He’s your hook up, but he works on the Eleventh Colony now. It’s just a hop, skip 

and a jump from the old Thirteenth Colony. You’ll find him at the New Meridian Port 
Nineteen – just page him when you get there and the rest is up to me Ivan.” 

“I’ll be there,” I answered. 
 

***** 
 
As far as the tabloids were concerned, Avion had been discovered and visited many 

decades ago. It wasn’t even a secret at the time because no one would believe them back 
then that another world existed where its inhabitants resembled birds. According to self 
declared experts it was a completely logical possibility. Birds walked upright didn’t they? 
Birds were social and birds had the ability of speech. And over many millennia, - just 
why couldn’t opposable thumbs evolve from their upper limbs? The mammals did it here 
didn’t they? 

It was a lot of nonsense, but it was also terribly entertaining. The average citizen of 
the Republic could care less about it; they were far more interested in winning the lottery. 
One thing they all agreed on however was that who ever set foot on Avion first was going 
to become an immortal and that was something that every hard working republican could 
relate to. 

The Eleventh Colony was less than half the size of her now ruined cousin: the 
Thirteenth Colony, but she still housed some two hundred million souls on a solid 
business day. What the Thirteenth Colony had going for it in industry, the Eleventh had it 
in commerce. If you wanted to buy, borrow or steal there was no better place to go to get 
the job done. 

I paged Alvin when I arrived at the New Meridian Port Nineteen and a few minutes 
later I was messaged back to meet him at a hybrid café located just outside of the busy 
port’s perimeter. The café was cleverly named the Roustabout. There were plenty of 
foreign and domestic looking hybrids about both within the café and hanging around out 
front, too. I wore a trendy hat and a pair of well worn dungarees so not to attract anyone’s 
attention. 



I’m not sure I’d recognize Alvin; it had been so long ago since I had last met with 
him. I remembered him for being more machine than man. He had seemed to be a 
conscientious and a compassionate soul when he first ferried me to the deck of the Astra 
Sprite twelve years ago. Today, I’m not quite sure what to expect but there was an older 
vintage hybrid of his type ordering coffee at the café’s bar. 

I made some eye contact with him when it seemed appropriate to do so and he 
beckoned me to sit at an empty table with him. 

“Ah,” said Alvin being careful not to mention my name, “It’s been so long. How are 
you these days? It must be so exciting sir.” 

“I’m good Alvin,” I answered. 
“Your attire – is perfect sir,” responded Alvin as he sipped coffee from a cup held 

with his titanium fingers. 
“You know Alvin, I ‘m familiar with a lot of a dock workers. This is my milieu,” I 

answered. 
“Indeed. I’d refer to you by your professional title but that would also raise eyebrows 

here in a café called the Roustabout,” replied Alvin. “If I may mention this now sir: We 
have an appointment to make in about fifteen minutes; if there’s something you need to 
do; a call, or a visit to a lavatory that has more than just some micro gravity, then now is 
the time sir,” added the more than congenial hybrid with a smile. 

“Is this going to be a bumpy ride Alvin?” I asked. 
“Well, I hope not. Not for someone with your experience I would think,” answered 

Alvin. 
Outside the café however an argument between two hybrids was quickly escalating 

into some mechanical fighting. A fight between two of anything is always interesting and 
many seated in the café were already betting on its outcome. 

“Is that for our benefit?” I asked. 
“It is a timely distraction,” answered Alvin, “but it’s unfortunately quite a common 

occurrence here at the Roustabout,” added Alvin who finished his coffee. 
“Shall we sir?” asked Alvin who arose from his seat. 
“Certainly,” I answered and I followed him out a back door and down a questionable 

back alley that led to a busy and frightfully congested conduit for pedestrian traffic. 
“This way,” said Alvin as we approached a checkpoint at the perimeter of New 

Meridian Port Nineteen. 
  “Say nothing,” he said as we passed through a security portal. 



And I did, as we picked up our pace and navigated all sorts of lesser conduits and 
walk ways until I gathered we had arrived at our destination. Before me was a tug that 
was very much like the one I had been delivered to the Astra some twelve years ago. 

“It’ll only be a few more minutes, sir,” said Alvin as we boarded the small tug. 
“You’ll need this,” said the hybrid and he handed me a wristlet and it was identified 

as the property of a Republican police patrol ship. 
He could see my perplexed expression, “No worries Ivan; Tommy has many friends,” 

he said. 
I donned the wristlet and took a seat. 
“Alvin you are one of the smoothest operators of a tug I’ve ever come by,” I told him 

as the tug glided about a myriad of obstacles in and around the busy port. 
“This is my living, Ivan. I can’t do it blindfolded of course – but sometimes I 

wonder,” smiled Alvin. 
And indeed, Alvin and I were now landing at a service dock on a large police carrier. 

These carriers delivered crew and air craft to the many locations the Republic patrolled 
on Earth. 

“It’s been a pleasure to have been of some service to you Ivan. Good luck on your 
journeys,” said Alvin as he pointed to a portly looking Tommy who was waving his arms 
at my direction to come to a service door. 

“Thanks Alvin,” I answered and I took a measured breath and exited the tug and 
headed towards Tommy. 

“You look like a trillion bucks lad. Look at you. You got muscles on top of your 
muscles by golly!” 

We shook hands and his grip was understandably frailer than that of the Able Space 
Mariner of twelve years ago. And he certainly wasn’t on duty today; I could smell ale on 
his breath. 

“How are the crew on the Astra?” I asked the portly cherub of a man. 
“They’re all great,” shouted Tommy. “Come my boy. I’ve got a nice comfortable bin 

for us where we can be out of sight.” 
It was a nice bin, and it had just enough gravity to keep a drink in your cup. 
“How about this,” said Tommy referring to our berth on a police carrier. We got 

police protection and no worries.” 
“You’ve got friends in authority?” I kidded him. 
“Well I knock a lot of elbows if you know what I mean Ivan. This is Tommy here, I 

know ways and people that can get things done,” he declared pointing to his breast. 
“If favors were money I’d be a rich man,” he added as he tipped a glass to his lips. 



“Do you want a dash my boy,” asked Tommy waving a flask. 
“No, not at the moment Tommy,” I answered. 
“Are you excited to meet with your guardians?” asked Tommy. 
“Yeah. Frankly, I never thought I’d ever see them again,” I answered a little 

emotionally. 
There was an affectionate look on Tommy’s face when I finished saying that, “Well 

my boy it’s been a dream of mine to help you out with that for many years now. Didn’t I 
always say back in the day that Tommy could get you there? We’ll bend a few rules, 
twist a few arms, call in a couple of favors and make it happen.” 

I gave him a hug. 
“Now Ivan, in about six hours we’ll be arriving in a low orbit over Earth and the 

carrier will be refreshing some personnel who are landed down there. Have you ever been 
on an air ship?” he asked. 

“No,” I answered. 
“We’ll be boarding a service vessel; it’s a stinger that I’ve hired to collect us once we 

make low Earth orbit. We’ll need that because still twelve years later that city state 
transporter on Vancouver Island is restricted to goods only. Don’t you worry Tommy’s 
got a way to get you into that city over land and I’m only talking a twenty minute or so 
ride into the city from our drop off.” 

“There’s no check point to deal with once we make land fall?” I asked. 
“Not if you have a licensed stinger and a police carrier to dock with. If it all goes 

well; you’ll have about sixteen hours to meet with your kin. I don’t advise you to make 
any contact with them until we’re on the terra firma, Ivan. You know my boy, the only 
thing that prevents you from seeing your kin is politics and those of us that don’t give a 
shit about politics see nothing wrong with someone seeing their kin for heaven’s sake. 
Here’s to good fortune and lady love, my boy,” and he finished his flask. 

 
***** 



Part Five: The heart is not binary 

An air ship is no space ship and the difference is well demonstrated when being 
dropped from a low orbit where there was still quite a bit of atmosphere and gravity to 
deal with. Let’s just say it was a bumpy ride until the stinger was gliding with the wind. 

“It’s like falling like a stone, isn’t it,” shouted Tommy as he contained his stomach 
contents with a grimace. 

It was my home that I was going to and I was quite enjoying the ride. What a thrill it 
was to pass through some clouds and hear the wind along the stinger’s hull. I’m certain 
my mouth hung open in awe through the whole short trip to the Earth’s surface. 

“We’ll see yah tomorrow, Tommy,” was all that a uniformed Republican guardsman 
had to say as he helped steady Tommy’s footing as we exited the stinger.   

Tommy was clearly perplexed with the gravity. 
“This going to be murder, Ivan,” complained Tommy, “My wee fucking feet are 

killing me. They must weigh a metric ton a piece!” exaggerated the Able Space Mariner 
who was now truly out of his element. 

“What’s that god awful smell?” he asked. 
“That’s fresh air,” I answered. 
“It smells more like ass,” he went on as we walked clumsily towards a gate. 
It was a summer day. It was beautiful. I don’t know what the man was talking about. 

It was invigorating and my senses were just loving it. They were in ecstasy. Memories 
came flooding in. I felt the sudden need to start a fire. It was like I found heaven, but I 
knew better; as intoxicating as it was to me, it was going to be hell to others. 

We hired an autonomous cab and I entered Peg’s address into its MMI and off we 
went on our next leg of our adventure. The sky darkened and though it is artificially 
reproduced all the time when you are in your bin up top, it was nothing like this natural 
transformation. 

“It’s a bit eerie out there, Ivan. You don’t think it might storm do you? I don’t think 
my nerves can take any of that thunder and lightning, my boy,” complained Tommy as he 
pointed to some dark clouds to our west. 

“Most of the weather here comes from the west; it’s possible I suppose,” I answered. 
The able space mariner squinted back in displeasure with the thought. 
“I’m glad you’re enjoying this Ivan, but this old man is going to need to refill his 

flask to get anything out of this,” said Tommy. 
“There will plenty of opportunity for that once we get into the city,” I reassured him. 



I searched and searched for a good size tree to point out to Tommy but most of what 
was near us was just waist high brush and lots of rock. Nonetheless, the view from within 
the tiny cab was intoxicating. 

“There Tommy; look there, those towers are the city,” I said to Tommy who was 
obviously underwhelmed with what I was pointing to. 

I only spent a year or so in the city state of Vancouver Island before I had to flee up 
top and by all accounts it was the worst time in my life that I spent here. We had nothing 
and we were unwanted; that’s what I remember. 

The cab eventually came to a stop in front of a non-descript one storied establishment 
that likely housed ten or so individual bins. 

“Are we here, Ivan?” asked Tommy. 
“We must be,” I answered and we exited the tiny cab. 
I felt queasy. What if Peg’s not home? What if Curran is out in the country side on a 

job? What if one or both of them are out? What if this doesn’t work out? There was only 
one way to find out and I searched an index for their bin’s location. And there it was 
aglow in the early evening light as if it was haunted. 

“Let’s give a little tap at the door,” suggested Tommy. 
I don’t know who was going to answer: a boyfriend, Curran maybe, Peg perhaps? I 

knocked a short knock and not too loud, but no one came to the door. I did the same 
again and again there was still no answer. 

Tommy stepped in and banged good and hard and stepped back beside me as 
footsteps could be heard approaching from inside. 

A middle age lady opened the door and had a gander at her visitors and appeared to 
be not too impressed. 

It was Peg. It was Peg alright and, I said her name: “Peg,” and she looked a little 
closer at me with a disapproving face at first and then her chin quivered, “Ivan?” she 
asked inquisitively yet unsure. 

I nodded my head and she reached out and pulled me into her arms. 
“Oh my god how did you get here?” she asked. 
I smiled and pointed to Tommy. “Meet my good friend Tommy,” I answered. 
“Please. Both of you come in. I can’t believe it. I’ve got to let Curran know,” she 

cried in almost tears. 
The bin was rather austere as in a lack of furniture and decorations, but nonetheless, 

it was very tidy and well kept. Tommy took a seat and watched Peg and I stare intently at 
one and another. It was like a dream that I was standing in. 



“I got to call Curran. We’ll get him to come home. He’s at work but just for another 
hour. How long will you be able to stay?” asked Peg. 

“About eight or nine hours and then we have to head back,” I answered. 
Peg winced like I hurt her. 
“This man has an interstellar space flight to catch,” piped in Tommy with a wink. 
“This is so much to take in. Let me get a hold of Curran,” said Peg who messaged 

Curran to come home immediately. 
Peg looked at me. Her eyes were red and teary. 
“We’ve talked and watched each other grow old from a distance for twelve years. I 

watched you bloom into a handsome young man but, - I’ve never felt your touch; I’ve 
never felt your presence through all those years Ivan. And now I hear that you’re leaving 
us for good,” and then she started sobbing. 

“It’s that damn Cosmo isn’t it? He’s talked you into it…” and then she covered her 
face with her hands and sobbed hysterically. 

I got up from my seat and hugged her but she turned her head away and I told her, 
“This is something that I want to do. I really mean it; it’s something I really want to do. 
You need to understand that this is important to me,” I pleaded. 

Tommy was trying to disappear. I’ve never seen him look so uncomfortable. He 
started to get up to exit the room and give us some privacy. 

“Oh no you don’t,” said Peg who was pointing to Tommy, “Please sit and make 
yourself as comfortable as you can, sir. I’m just being me,” she sobbed. 

“You have to understand,” she said, “The heart – is not binary. You can’t just turn it 
off and on … when you love someone - its forever,” she cried. 

The front door opened with a clatter and Curran stepped in and ran towards me. He 
grabbed me by the shoulders and patted them with his open hands. 

“Oh Ivan – this is a good day. I know it’s going to be sad and too short, but I thank 
you for making it happen. It’s all people around here talk about - is the odd couple who 
were once guardians to the tiger of Cosmo’s speed test. You did it! You’re going to make 
history!” declared Curran to the delight of the faint hearted Tommy. 

The atmosphere became a little calmer as the four of us now looked at one another. I 
think we were all smiling or trying to smile whether we wanted to or not. Peg sniffled as 
she prepared coffee and Curran opened a bottle of red wine much to Tommy’s delight. 
Whether it was to become a sad or a joyous occasion it appeared to be mutually agreed 
by all who sat in this tidy little room that this was to be a meeting that for all who were in 
attendance - were never going to forget. 



Another bottle was opened once Peg and Curran had ascertained that Tommy 
appreciated the libation of alcohol. Then, Tommy started telling stories about my first 
days on the Astra Sprite and how I fell in love with an AI actor named Thistlewaite and 
on and on it went. It was like I was watching my own wake as the room shook with 
laughter after old story after old story was told in my honor. It was embarrassing, but as 
Peg had said; ‘’the heart is not binary” – it needs time to mend when it’s been hurt, so I 
need to allow those closest to me some closure. 

It went on all night. There were deals made that I had to stay in contact with both 
Curran and Peg for as long as it was practical because time and space travel were 
eventually going to make it impossible. 

“You are going to be a pioneer, Ivan. Imagine that,” declared Tommy, “It’s been 
centuries since that word has been bandied about as it is today.” 

All through the evening and late night, Curran was ecstatic; and Peg more pensive. I 
think that she held a dream that we would all – Curran, me and herself, would become 
reunited some day and tonight she had to accept that that dream would never be realized. 
Curran was Curran; he always looked for the upside on matters of importance – there was 
no downside to him. His heart had an easier time adjusting to life’s upsets. Tommy could 
fix almost anything with the bottle; if something hurt – he’d drink till he forgot about it. 

What am I going to do when this trip to Avion challenges me? I suppose that I’ll 
soon find out. 

The weather took a frightful turn just as we prepared for our departure. Our plan was 
to have the autonomous cab to take us back to our rendezvous with the police stinger 
while Tommy and I caught some rest in the cab. But the rain came down in a fury and 
bolts of lightning shook the dark sky. There’d be no rest for us. The hugs and handshakes 
were done indoors and it was all that we could do was run to our tiny cab. I did look back 
to the two who were waving to me from their opened door one last time before the little 
cab came to life and started down the road. 

 
***** 

 
The Astra Sprite was the center of my universe when I was young. The crew 

members were like family and the enormous freighter was my playground. Tommy 
paraded me around like he was the mayor of the place. Bosun Leduc was someone I 
feared and loved; I wanted to be just like him back then but with a softer edge than his. 
He was now in his last year of service and all he seemed to talk about was his coming 
retirement. Barry had moved on to another freighter under the Density’s Corporations 



umbrella: The Dunsmuir, and his replacement was a young Ordinary Space Mariner 
named Clayton. 

Curly cried when he first saw me. He was embarrassed but it was still so touching. 
He always did have a big heart. 

“It’s been a lot of work watching out for Tommy since you left Ivan,” he complained. 
“The lot of us here have all missed yah, Ivan,” added the teary Curly who had aged more 
than his sidekick: Tommy, over the past twelve years. 

Captain Raynor couldn’t stop shaking my hand once he got a hold of it; I thought he 
was going to shake it off. 

“Look at that,” said Tommy who was kidding with me, “the captain has put his legs 
on for your visit; that says a lot around here,” laughed Tommy. 

Once the entire crew had joined us in the ship’s mess I got three cheers from the 
whole crew after Bosun Leduc sounded his antique whistle. There was even a cake baked 
for the occasion that Default Dave had baked himself, “for my second big send off,” as he 
called it. 

I spent two days with my old friends on the Astra. They were in the midst of a two 
week schedule with four ports of call, no less, but there was no work for me; I was their 
guest. I savored every hour I spent with them. Clayton had moved into my old bin and I 
used a guest suite. 

I asked Default Dave why the crew never took on another mascot after I had left. 
“Too many broken hearts I suppose,” he answered sullenly. “You have to remember 

there was MacGillvray before you, too,” he added. 
I told him, “I hooked up with MacGillvray; just a year ago – by chance,” and Default 

Dave seemed surprised with that bit of news. 
“He’s a big time AI programmer now,” I said, “and he published a tabloid page for a 

while called the ‘Old Goat’ that got pretty popular. That’s how I found him going through 
a reader one day and there he was right in the bylines,” I added. 

“Is that so?” said Default Dave looking at me incredulously, “I didn’t know that, but 
you know, you’re big time now, too Ivan,” replied a grinning Default Dave. 

“What are you going to do when you get there Ivan?” asked Default Dave. 
“Well, if its anything like that speed test, I’m going to first kiss the ground that I get 

to stand on and then I’m going to have a proper bath,” I answered. 
Dave looked back at me with a raised eyebrow like he wanted me to elaborate some 

more but I wasn’t going there. 
“I hope it turns out for you,” he said and then he had Cee-Cee prepare more coffees 

for us. 



The Raleigh unfortunately was out on a long haul and wouldn’t be within distance for 
a personal visit for another three weeks, so I was disappointed with that, but I got in 
contact with them electronically and spoke to Captain Gentleman Jack Hellyer who 
wished me luck. 

Over at Juno Logistics the Herc had been in a wreck a month earlier and was docked 
for extensive repairs. She was to be laid up for three months for repairs to her hull, and 
her crew were all reassigned to other assets owned by Juno Logistics. Fortunately, Oz 
was temporarily assigned to the high docks at their home port and he and I were going to 
get together for a farewell meeting of sorts in a week’s time at the same transporter 
orbiter that I arrived up here on twelve years ago. As a personal launching pad that place 
seems to follows me around like a bad smell. 

 
***** 

 
There was just a week left here for me and then I’d be gone, and that was not lost on 

me as I often found myself fondly reflecting on everything or anything that was 
sentimental. 

The view from the transport station’s observation deck was just how I remembered it. 
The little tugs outside that interested me so much twelve years ago that I vowed to 
operate one someday – well today, through adult eyes they were now something that I 
had ticked off my ‘to do list’ as done some time ago. 

But down below that big blue orb with its dusty billows of white clouds floating 
above it was just mesmerizing to the eye. Is this what Avion might look like, I wondered 
for a moment? I’d heard that the infamous planet had a very familiar air to it. It might be 
a very foreign place, but to the migrant that lived within me, - it could be just another 
place to call home. 

“Ivan,” called out the cantankerous voice of Oz. 
People you work with all look like strangers from the neck down when you are away 

from the job and I searched the crowd of strangers for the source of my name being 
called. It took longer than I thought but eventually a familiar face in civilian clothing 
emerged from the mass of people assembled on the observation deck. He looked no older 
than when I had first met him; his face was still stern and grumpy and his gait was as 
sturdy and determined as any man half his age. 

“Ivan. It’s good to see you. You look more handsome in real life than all those god 
forsaken pictures I’ve seen of you in the media. How are you?” asked Oz without a grin 
or a smile. 



“I’m great,” I said. 
“I’d be shitting my pants every day if I was in your shoes; being blasted half way 

across the universe. If it were me I’d be saying: to hell with that,” said Oz who now wore 
the thinnest of his many sarcastic grins. 

“You won’t be seeing any more of that by the way,” he added pointing to the 
panoramic view of the Earth below us. 

We found our way to the cafeteria and sat in a booth meant for six, but it was all that 
was available at the moment. 

“You haven’t changed; have you? Still, cool as a cucumber. Nothing seemed to rattle 
you back on the Herc. That’s your strength and that’s why they picked you Ivan. I so 
much as told you didn’t I, that you were the right man for the job,” said Oz. 

I shrugged and nodded back to the man and I was about to ask… 
“I know. I know,” replied Oz as he read my mind,”What happened to the Herc?” 
“Yeah, that was my sole fulltime appointment as bosun,” I complained. 
“Well, it didn’t happen on my watch. But someone who I won’t name, forgot to 

confirm the Herc as - docked. And she got ‘rear ended’ so to speak by another incoming 
short hauler who knew no better. It was a nightmare Ivan, and it was totally preventable, 
and I can assure you that the gentleman responsible had many years of experience. 

“Just because things get busy, you can’t lose your focus. It’s the merchant marine! 
Shit can happen when you aren’t paying enough attention,” said the exasperated Oz. 

“No injuries?” I asked. 
“Only to someone’s career,” said Oz. 
“How’s your temporary job in the high docks?” I asked. 
“Weightless,” he answered wryly. 
“You know Ivan and it behooves me to say it, but this new job of yours has got a bad 

aroma to it and you know what that means coming from me don’t you. This Cosmo the 
immortal is not to be trusted – he has way too many dead friends, - even for someone 
whose five hundred years old,” said Oz. 

“I know it’s going to be a bumpy ride,” I answered and I could see Oz’s face wince 
when I said that. 

“That’s a hell of an understatement young man,” interrupted Oz, “But I’m not here 
today to change your mind. I’m here to wish you a safe journey. I know you’re 
committed and I admire you for that – but don’t you ever lose your focus like numb nuts 
did because the real world is not so forgiving. 



“Doesn’t it bother you though, - that this place has been discovered and visited a 
dozen times already? This is not man’s first visit to Avion star system. It’s been done 
before,” said Oz. 

“Well, that’s according to the tabloids,” I answered him dismissively and before he 
could respond I added, “America was discovered by the Norse and Asians centuries 
before the Spaniards finally got there. What difference does it make?” 

“America was already inhabited Ivan. I don’t think they were hanging a sign at the 
doorstep to America in fourteen, ninety-two saying: migrants wanted,” answered Oz. 

The conversation paused. 
We all know what’s happening here, and there are many who were framing their own 

moral opinions on the matter at this moment, but the need for growth supplants the need 
for morality – its man’s way. Cosmo is not the problem: he’s just a catalyst, a messenger 
to shoot, the bearer of bad news and a harbinger for change. I know that I may be just one 
of his many pawns or soldiers – and that’s okay with me. 

“Here’s to Avion, and your safe voyage,” said Oz breaking the silence and tipping his 
cup with a wink. 

 
***** 

 
After my visit with Oz, I returned to the bin I’ve been renting on the dark side of the 

moon. It was my home when I was not on the Herc and there I found that the exterior of 
its entrance door had been defaced with a hateful message scrawled upon it. It said 
‘Killer’ and was printed crudely in red paint of some sort. I suppose that this kind of thing 
was to be expected; in the last few weeks there’d been a lot of media dialogue on the 
subject of the colonization of the Avion star system. The New World Confederacy had 
been splashing their logo and message all over the media with a fanatical fury. Their logo 
was simply the seven star shoulder sleeve insignia that Cosmo’s elite employees wore 
with a bold red line slashed through it. 

It was the dreaded ‘Discovery Doctrine’ first postulated back in the late fifteenth 
century around the year fourteen ninety-three that was at the bottom of this. It had reared 
its ugly head again two hundred years ago when Nouveau Paris was first discovered even 
though there was no human population to be found on the planet they still debated the 
idea of: What if there was a human population there? 

The planet Avion was located a half of a billion kilometers away from where Cosmo 
wanted to make a beachhead in the star system. The primitive population on Avion would 
require centuries of technological evolution before they would ever suspect that they had 



humanoid neighbors living relatively nearby, but that wasn’t enough distance for the 
confederacy; they wanted what they called infinite isolation for all of the life on the 
planet of Avion. 

I reported the graffiti to my new employers the following day who in turn suggested 
that I might want to find another residence for the next week or so, or I could start my 
journey to the frontier as soon as tomorrow. I took the latter and I donated most of my 
possessions to the Golden Hearts as I would not be needing them anymore. All that was 
left were some small personal things that I packed up and placed into two bags for my 
journey to the frontier. 

The journey to the frontier was a hodge-podge collection of slow, relatively fast, and 
very fast spacecraft. The cost for a trip to the frontier would likely cost my annual income 
times ten, but it was all paid for by Cosmo and company, and would take a couple of 
months or so. I expected to see the wealthy who had nothing better to do with their 
wealth and a lot of service people who were generally hired at average wages for 
sojourns of up to five years at a time because of the prohibitively high cost of the trip’s 
travel arrangements. It would be considered a once in a lifetime trip for the rich tourist 
and in my case it was to be no different. 

Those like me were told to not discuss the purpose of their travel with the other 
travelers and to otherwise avoid detection as being a member of the mission to Avion so I 
dressed as a dock worker heading to the frontier for work. Stage one was eight weeks on 
a private Mercury class ferry. It even had the winged messenger emblem painted on its 
beak. Simply named XXYYZZ905 she was almost considered a vintage spacecraft but 
she had been recently retrofitted for luxury space travel. 

It seemed solid for a privately owned space craft. Her crew were friendly and 
appeared to know what they were doing and after finding my private bin and stowing my 
bags I found a seat in a common area and made myself comfortable. Seated across the 
room from me, there was a well to do pair of guardians and their young masculine ward 
named Colin. Colin appeared to be about five or six years old and was quite energetic as 
one might expect for a tot his age. 

A few meters away from Colin and his guardians with her nose in a reader was a 
young femme who was dressed plainly and who lifted her head up to look at Colin’s 
noisy shenanigans and then returned her attention to her reader again once he was hushed 
by his attending guardians. It was kind of amusing; it was like the young femme wanted 
to interfere with the young child. I followed the pattern for several minutes and then it hit 
me; that young femme was no other than – Rose. 



Later, some real bucks; service men for certain - entered the same common area and 
tried to strike up some conversation with Rose much to her apparent displeasure. She 
looked at me once; I caught her, but she darted her eyes away from me as soon as I 
noticed her attention. 

With my interest now seriously piqued and the young bucks gone I debated my 
options and decided that I would wait for a more private opportunity to speak with her. 
As the minutes went by I spotted her staring at me again; I averted my gaze as the young 
Colin fidgeted aggressively with a toy he held in his hands. 

A steward eventually came in and had us all strap ourselves in for the ferry’s exit 
from the port. Once I was buckled up I gave a furtive glance to Rose again and this time 
she stuck her tongue out and gave me a silent raspberry. 

The ice was broken; I now had a travel buddy. 
Once we were away and clear of traffic; we could unbuckle ourselves and Rose 

signaled me over to fill one of the two vacant seats next to her. I tried my best to walk 
over to her without losing control of my gait in what I’d say was about sixty percent 
gravity. It didn’t go so well but a playful grin I made when I bumped my head was well 
received by Rose. 

“You’re the handsome mariner who I met on a freighter called the Astra Sprite aren’t 
you? You came to our rescue. Once again thank you,” said Rose in a hushed voice. 

“Yes. As they say: the universe is actually very small,” I answered. 
“I learned a few weeks ago that you and I are both going to the same place. Isn’t that 

interesting,” kidded Rose. 
“I think it’s nice to have things in common,” I answered. 
“I read your bio Ivan. I found it very interesting,” said Rose. 
“Well I have to apologize; I haven’t read yours yet,” I answered as I settled back into 

my new seat. 
Collin’s guardians were smiling at each other approvingly and it was nothing 

untoward I’m sure; it was more likely that they were appreciating the space I had freed up 
for them with my change of seating. 

“Well, there’s no need for you to do that because I’ve got the next eight weeks to tell 
you the whole unexpurgated version - of my life story. How about that?” said a grinning 
Rose. “There won’t be a dull moment in the next eight weeks. I’m telling you: you’re in 
for a real treat,” she added. 

“Can I buy you a coffee?” I offered. 
“No. No coffee for me. I’ll have a drink. I’ve already had two and that’s despite what 

my guardians always warned me when I was just a little girl - to never drink with 



handsome strangers, but just this once I’m going to make an exception today. Where’s 
the bar?” she asked in a burst of loud giddy laughter. 

We found a tiny bar located just one deck down from the common area that we had 
been sitting in and as we made our way there Rose explained that she had never said 
good bye to so many people that she loved in her life as she had in these past weeks. 

“It’s just so depressing, but the sober professional in me wants to be in this mission 
Ivan, - so very much. I want to make a difference in the world. What about you?” asked 
Rose? 

“I just want to live peacefully somewhere and not have to worry about the constant 
parade of catastrophes that seem to consume us here,” I offered. 

“Whoa, - that’s hardcore Ivan. I just want to raise a lot of children to take us into the 
future – how about that one!” said Rose wagging her finger and busting up in laughter 
again. 

Rose emptied her drink in a couple of slugs and as her eyes sparkled and illuminated 
our intimate space, she started her life story. 

“You know, one of my guardians was a vestigial colonist. I had a few but he by far 
was my most favorite. I knew you were one when I saw you through that gate on the 
Astra Sprite. You looked so serious, just like my pop, - like you had the weight of the 
Earth upon your shoulders,” said Rose. 

“What was his name?” I asked. 
“Glen.” 
“City state or micro colony?” I asked. 
“Los Angles I believe,” answered Rose. And she added, “He used to say that I was 

the prettiest rose that he’d ever seen up top.” 
“Well I can’t argue with him on that observation,” I answered affirmatively and Rose 

blushed. 
“Do you miss – down there?” asked Rose. 
“I miss the people but not much else. Up here is my future now.” I answered. 
“That’s just what he’d say,” answered Rose. 
 

***** 
 
I could tell my life story in ten minutes and it would be in précis form of course; 

details are for the romantics and sentimental types. But Rose, she was another matter; I 
was still getting hour long installments two, three days later of what her first day of 
school was like and it was all music to my ears. I didn’t mind one iota, no one had ever 



talked this much to me at once before; if Rose took an interest in you, you were going to 
get a lasting impression from her - one I’m sure that will last a lifetime. 

One day she noticed that I was reading some trash from a tabloid on my reader. It 
was The Handyman’s Philosopher, no less, and she looked at me with surprise. 

“Ivan, - why would you give up any of your time for that trash?”asked Rose with a 
pinched face. 

“Because there is a tiny bit of truth to it just like the regular news,” I answered. 
That shut her up but I knew I was going to hear more on the subject just as soon as 

she had a clever rebuttal. 
According to the Handyman’s Philosopher the Republic was going to institute a new 

penny tax on each and every citizen to help finance the colonization of the Avion star 
system. There were more than a few penny taxes already and they were all universally 
reviled by the public. 

 A penny was nothing the governors would say. It’s been centuries since anyone has 
seen one except in a museum, but a penny applied as a sales tax for instance and 
multiplied by fifty billion people equaled a lot of coin. 

I can hear the likes of Oz complaining now: “The Republic has got its hands in 
everything we touch. Their hands are in our pockets. Their hands are all over our wages 
and they even have their hands under the mattress in my bin! There’s just no hiding it 
from these greedy bastards.” 

 
***** 

 
I asked Rose one day what she thought of the speed test? 
“Ivan, I still have blisters on my ass from that test. I haven’t felt right since. 

Sometimes I have flash backs of the intense boredom and isolation I endured. It’s 
terrifying. I’ve had night sweats since. I swear just the thought of not having something 
to do is enough to bring on nausea,” complained Rose. 

“Did you tell them how you felt about it when you got back?” I asked. 
“Hell no. How am I going to get my kids to Avion? You know, I am the reproduction 

specialist for this mission. I’m going to get there Ivan. I have no doubt. Even if I get ass 
blisters on my ass blisters I’m going to get there.” 

That’s our Rose, - and I suppose that’s what the selection committee liked about her. 
“What was your personal MMI tag?” I asked her? 
“Seven, seventy-seven,” said Rose matter of factly, “It’s my lucky number.” 
Of course it is. 



To be fair, Rose was going to be bored for as many as five, six, or even nine years 
into the mission. She would have nothing productive to do until the final years of the 
journey and it would be then that she would begin raising a young new cohort of human 
beings to help colonize the Avion star system. 

In my case and quite frankly, I can only theorize that I would be involved in some 
capacity with the regular maintenance of a small fleet of space craft over the expected ten 
year period of the mission. I’ll have my share of headaches to deal with and that’s for 
certain because my entire crew will likely be made up of hybrids, and believe me, it’s not 
loss on me that my own speed test was almost scuttled by the failure of its own hybrid 
crew. As Oz said, my ability to remain focused is either going to break me or make me on 
this mission. 

Rose and I would only talk about the mission when we were a safe distance away 
from the other passengers and as far as they were concerned, Rose and I were just another 
young couple travelling to the frontier for work. Rose and I did spend a lot of our time 
together talking, and when I mean talking the conversations seemed to go on forever and 
were peppered with all kinds of laughter. We were becoming quite the pair on the ship 
and others looked upon us as a couple of kids in love I suppose, which of course was just 
conjecture on their part because the relationship that Rose and I had was strictly platonic 
in nature. 

All of that was true until one afternoon. 
Rose and I were in my bin at the time and only ten minutes or so had passed when I 

noticed Rose acting peculiar; she was darting her eyes around this way and that way as 
we talked about something relatively unimportant I would say when she suddenly stood 
up in the tight quarters of what they called a ‘bin for one’ and she said to me, “Ivan, - I 
think you need to take your clothes off.” 

I was taken aback; this was so sudden, we’ve always behaved in a polite manner 
between ourselves and I said to her, “Rose, what’s come over you? I thought we were just 
friends.” 

She started taking her top off and said “Ivan, it’s time to take this relationship up a 
notch. There’s the door, you can run if you like, but don’t forget my love – I’m 
reproduction specialist. You’re going to have a really good time Ivan,” she said as a new 
unfamiliar smile crept across her face. 

I locked the bin’s door and we let the good times roll. 
Something very peculiar happens once you take a relationship to a love making level; 

the anatomy finds all sorts of clever things to do. It makes you want to growl and curl 
your lip one moment and then swoon in reciprocal pleasure the next moment. Electrical 



circuits come to life in your body that you could never have naively imagined earlier. 
There becomes an interpersonal connection between you and your partner that’s just 
game changing. 

The bin was a blur of moans, and deep breathing for what felt like an eternity. 
Personal odors - rich in pheromones never smelled so good. The time of day was 
irrelevant. Even where you were at the time was lost and meaningless in the ether of 
passion. Only Rose was important. 

“What did you think of that?” asked Rose whose voice was clearly a silky octave 
lower. 

Her face was flushed and alive just inches from my face. I could almost taste her 
breath. She looked radiant. 

“That was as much fun in ten minutes that I have ever had,” I answered. 
“Good,” she said, “let’s snuggle.” 
Snuggling was also an excellent idea as I was soon to find out and that electricity 

soon started up its magic again. 
 

***** 
 
Our leg of travelling in luxury was coming to an end. The eight weeks we had spent 

aboard the mercury class ferry was almost complete and about half of its passengers 
including both Rose and I would be disembarking our luxury spacecraft for a connecting 
leg of travel on a faster commercial carrier to a near frontier port and colony called 
Audrey. Port Audrey had been a frontier port for nearly one hundred years and had 
suffered greatly during the Big One, but being an important outpost on the frontier as she 
was, a great deal of effort was expended over the past few years to bring her back up on 
line. 

I was packed and ready to go within minutes and had consolidated all of my personal 
belonging into just two duffel bags. Rose however was another matter; she had gear 
stowed in the ship’s cargo hold and even more gear that was following her in two weeks 
time. On top of that, she had her more personal things to pack and there were also three 
huge bags containing bundles of knitting yarn of all things that she was travelling with. 
There were bundles of yellow, white, pink and blue wool in each of the three bags. 

I had to ask: “Just what is all this wool for?” 
“Ivan, as you would know I’m going to have a lot of time on my hands for the first 

seven years of the mission. I thought I’d do some knitting,” answered Rose. 
“For who? Me?” I asked her. 



“No! Like that’s going to happen. The wool is for my babies,” said Rose looking at 
me like it was me who was crazy. 

I didn’t think anyone knitted anymore unless they suffered from anxiety or they had 
nothing better to do with their hands. But in Rose’s case, she was determined that she was 
going to personally make knitted wool caps with chin ties for all of her one hundred and 
fifty babies that were to be processed over the last three years of the mission. She even 
had a list of two hundred possible names picked out for the not yet conceived colonists. 

I had to hire the help of a porter to get all of our gear to our connecting spacecraft in 
a timely manner. And it was sleek: a space harrier of recent vintage that delivered 
passengers and light cargo on short hauls of a couple of days to a couple of weeks in 
duration. It wasn’t going to travel as fast as our speed test vessel but it was going to be 
quick compared to the luxury classed ‘merc’ that we had just disembarked from. 

I learned a long time ago that sleek and fast usually means uncomfortable and 
confined when it comes to space craft. They had us packed in there like a deck of cards. It 
looked to me that sedation was going to be required just to tolerate more than a few hours 
in this thing, but at least someone familiar would be sitting next to me was of some 
comfort I thought, but that was not to be the case. 

He introduced himself as Special Major Blair Honeycut Junior and he too was on his 
way to Avion or so he whispered into Rose’s nearby ear. He had a ticket that placed him 
right between Rose and me. He was a fit kind of fellow whose body language and general 
appearance exuded a life of institutional training. 

“He’s big deal Republican marine, Ivan,” whispered Rose under her breath as we 
struggled to stow our carry-on gear. 

“What military academy did you attend, Ivan?” asked Blair heaving his solitary bag 
onto a trolley. 

“I’m merchant marine,” I answered. 
“Well I’m a major on this mission and this is the first I’ve heard of this. We’re all 

supposed to be professionals,” sniffed Blair. 
“Cosmo asked him to join up personally,” piped in Rose who was trying to defend 

my reputation. 
“There must be some mistake,” said Blair who sniffed some more. 
“No, there’s been no mistake. Perhaps, when we arrive at the frontier, and it’s safe to 

talk about the mission, I’ll bring you up to speed,” I answered. 
“I’ll be looking forward to that,” replied Blair. 
 I was surprised to learn that the harrier spacecraft that was to deliver us to the Port of 

Audrey was both owned and operated by no other than my old employer: the Density 



Corporation. I mentioned the fact to an attendant who was gracious enough to 
acknowledge my interest but who also was unfamiliar with the Astra Sprite of course. 
Imagine that, - that even out here, – so close to the frontier, - the universe is still so small. 

The trip however, as short as it was, was a nightmare of boredom and endless ennui. 
It was sixteen hours of hearing among many other things: how many pushups that Blair 
could do to how many times he’d been decorated for his academic achievements and so 
on and so on. It wasn’t for my benefit; he never looked my way unless it was something 
disparaging he had to say about the vestigial uprising or the shortcomings of the merchant 
marine. I’ve never seen Rose yawn so much; she feigned being asleep for thirty minutes 
but the guy would just not shut up. I wanted to pop him one in the face in the worst way 
but that would be showing weakness and a lack of focus - because there were going to be 
a lot more like Blair to deal with on this mission. 

We arrived at the Port of Audrey slightly ahead of time and we would need to wait 
here for our final leg on the Hind; Cosmo’s personal spacecraft. For security reasons, 
Cosmo’s arrival time to anywhere was never announced earlier than a few hours ahead of 
time so we would need to wait for its eventual arrival which could take place at anytime 
within the next forty-eight hours or so we were told. 

The port was a hive of activity, and the mission’s seven star logo was present 
everywhere. 

I said to Rose when I got the opportunity, “I can’t picture how all of us and our gear 
were going to fit on the Hind.” 

“I would think you’d know all about that sort of thing being in the merchant marine,” 
interrupted Blair in his usual condescending manner. 

“Well, I’ve seen her once before, and my thoughts on the matter then were that she 
might be able to carry two hundred passengers, - there’s got to be about five hundred 
here,” I answered. 

Blair immediately excused himself from our company as soon as he found some like 
minded marines who had the same walk and talk as he. They were to say the least, a loud 
and boisterous lot who were oblivious to anything that went on outside their thirty meter 
perimeter. There were several bistros in the common area of the port and if one of them 
was full of marines then a contingent of ten, twenty or thirty even surrounded the place. 
They definitely liked to flock together. 

“I heard the Hind will be here in six hours,” said Rose who looked exhausted. 
“Where did you hear that?” I asked. 
“The ladies room; things that are spoken of inside of one are never wrong,” she 

assured me. 



“Well we might as well wait here then,” I said from where we stood out of the way of 
most of the pedestrian traffic. 

“If I got to sit next to that buffoon again I’ll kill myself,” said Rose curling up like a 
cat on a couple of giant bags of wool. 

The hours passed by painfully; there was just no way to become comfortable in one 
of these giant common areas. Drones flew a meter above us, and signs that pointed to 
washrooms, departure gates, emergency exits to mention just a few of the many 
distractions all competed for your attention. There was no rest for the senses. 

But six hours later, the Hind materialized right before our eyes in all her glory. 
“Wow!” said Rose and most of the lobby went silent of chatter. 
The Hind was indeed a little larger than I had remembered. Her specifications were a 

well kept secret or so I had learned in the Handyman’s Philosopher. And it was a tight fit 
as we were allowed to bring carry-on only; our remaining gear was to follow us. 

Aboard I met no one that I would consider to be merchant marine as Blair had 
indicated earlier. Rose and I shared some seating with a group of engineers. 

“We’re in pairs,” said one named Colm after introducing himself and his counterpart 
as Claus: “two from each discipline - just like on Noah’s ark.” 

Colm shared what he knew about the mission. He had heard that there would be five 
ships included in the mission, two that were quite large and three that were smaller. One 
of the large ships would carry military equipment and personnel, and the other would 
carry academics, scientists and engineers such as himself. The three smaller craft were 
service ships that they thought that I might be included in as maintenance services person 
or supervisor. 

“I’d heard that I’d be on a special spacecraft assigned for the colony’s new progeny,” 
said Rose. 

“Well, that could very well be one of those smaller spacecrafts,” suggested Colm. 
“We’ll all find out soon enough,” I said, “I just hope it’s as nice and posh as this,” I 

added to a healthy round of laughter from the rather bookish looking engineers we sat 
with. 

The Hind delivered us to a remote and icy planet called Brisbane that was eight out 
from its aging and distant star. Our five newly commissioned star ships complete in most 
every way except for crew and cargo orbited about it. Once the Hind attained a steady 
orbit several shuttles appeared. 

The pieces of the puzzle were coming together now: we were all about to be 
delivered to our assigned star ships. And so my heart sank. I looked at Rose, and I could 
see some anxiety in her face, and when I could, I studied her like a camera lens pouring 



all over and over her again capturing every side of her that I had fallen in love with over 
the past two months and storing it all to my desperate memory. Two friends; two lovers 
were about to become separated and it was an awful feeling I felt inside. 

“This is it,” she said. 
I stopped her, and said, “I know, - but there will only be a little bit of space between 

the two of us.” 
“Let’s hope so,” she said with a tear running down her cheek. 
First it was the military and then the engineers who really did travel in pairs who 

were delivered by shuttle to all that they would know as a home for the next ten years. 
And then, - there were just two of us: Rose and me. 

We hugged and reveled once more in that human embrace as classic as time is eternal 
and kissed once more. 

“Be safe Ivan,” said Rose as she headed to one shuttle and I boarded another. 
“You too my love,” said I. 
 

***** 
 
I was the only human aboard number two. I had ten operational hybrids beneath me 

who were all well seasoned deep-space, able space mariners, and I had the parts to 
assemble ten more if the need arose. Ship number one had no crew and no captain - just 
an AI program to deliver its flotilla of colonists to the star system of Avion. 

The pilotless lead ship was a bit controversial amongst the mission’s members. No 
one was comfortable with the idea of an AI controlling the mission and some wanted out 
of the program because of it. I didn’t like it either, but it was likely the lessons learned 
from my particular speed test that were what cemented the decision for an AI only led 
mission; unpredictable stuff happens at high speeds in deep-space and it’s been proven as 
fact that people and hybrids are not too terribly reliable when they are under stress. 

Star ship three was the real leader according to Special Major, Blair Honeycut Jr. The 
only worse configuration he said would be a New Euron led mission. 

That would certainly lead to disaster because, “Marines don’t like to take orders from 
little bald fellas with big heads,” said the Special Major, Blair Honeycut Jr.. 

Starship four was the brains of the mission and there were some New Eurons 
amongst them. Brilliant minds by any standards as far as I could tell and many were fresh 
out of school. 

But, according to our special major: “They were a bunch of belly-aching whiners; 
every one of them.” 



Star ship five was the mission’s payload and Rose’s ship. Blair probably didn’t know 
it but according to the lead ship’s program it was Rose’s ship that had the highest priority 
and should the lead ship fail or meet its end; the number two ship would run the 
mission’s program. 

And of course, the number two ship was my ship and every one of us on it were: “a 
bunch of knuckle draggers; the lot of them,” said our Special Major, Blair Honeycut Jr. 

Over the course of time the number one ship was simply considered to be ‘Number 
One’ and that’s how we referred to it. The number two ship was called: ‘Maintenance’. 
Number three: ‘HQ’ of course. Number four: ‘The Academia’ and number five was ’The 
Nursery’. 

A cardinal rule for the Avion mission was that no one as in ‘no human being’ was 
allowed to travel from one ship to another; hybrids only were to do that and with no 
exceptions. 

I’ve managed more than a few ships in my short career but this was going to be my 
first time managing five at once. My ship was to speed up and slow down and visit it 
each ship in our flotilla for scheduled maintenance. Most of my instructions are provided 
by the lead ship which provided work orders for mostly scheduled tasks; anything else 
that required attention needed a special request made by yours truly and was 
accommodated on an as needed basis. Some breakdowns are predictable so we do 
predictive maintenance and some breakdowns are just – shit that happens, and you have 
to be prepared to deal with both. 

There were twenty-eight days for us to get use to our new jobs and for some who 
were more passengers than anything else that meant just more boredom to deal with, but 
for me twenty-eight days was just an introduction. I had little time to spend with Rose 
and often I would have to return her calls hours later. 

My crew of maintenance hybrids however, were unfortunately - anything but 
professional. Out of the ten only half had any maintenance experience. In theory this was 
not suppose to be a problem because a hybrid could just upload the instructions of any 
task and follow them but in reality this can take time and some enthusiasm was required 
to do a job correctly. All of them however seemed to be preoccupied with shop politics. 

As hard as I tried in those early days matching up the hybrids who had some talent 
with those that didn’t; they’d just work against me to keep themselves in their two camps: 
the good and the good for nothing. I’d never seen such a motley bunch. 

No one would listen when I complained about the crew I was given. Some 
sympathetic ears suggested that I could tweak their personalities and others suggested 
that I’d soon enough have plenty of time to knock them into a more cohesive team. 



“Isn’t that part of your job Ivan; to motivate people,” said Rose of all people. 
Yes it is my job to motivate people but this is a crew of all hybrids. They are 

supposed to do what I tell them and they do sort of when they want to or get around to it. 
Like Bosun Wagg once told me: “Work with what you got.” 
So Robbie stays with me. 
Robbie is not his real name of course; it’s what his peers called him and apparently 

amongst hybrids it’s the worst tag you can have. If I had a mean spirit in me, I’d be 
calling him Silvio or Cee-Cee instead I use his given name: Spence. 

Every group has to have its leader be he elected or self appointed and the go to 
hybrid in my group was a very competent technician but unfortunately we had few other 
peers like him. Tig used humor and his vast knowledge of just about anything that moved 
through space to motivate his underlings; if there was a question about something 
technical – he knew all about it. He was also a bona fide chess champion and a ruthless 
card player; no one could beat him. 

Trouble is though; he and I didn’t get along so well at times. I think the problem was 
that in his opinion I was too green at my job and he’d been at his trade for some twenty 
years. Every day however the work orders got completed, but what happens when I do 
lose a competent team member and I’m left with the Robbies to get things done? 

If Spence wasn’t staring at me he’d be staring at something else. It’s like his head 
didn’t move enough; you’d wonder if he was alive at times. He liked to be of service, 
such as opening and closing doors and hatches but I swear if you asked him for 
something as simple as the time of day there would be a substantial delay before he’d tell 
you.  I didn’t want a constant companion and the only escape from him was when I was 
under my canopy.  Thank heavens for that respite. 

One day he developed a creepy quirk: in his resting state he’d smile. I think the 
torment that he received from his peers was getting to him. I just don’t want him turning 
the ship’s oxygen off someday if you know what I mean. 

“Spence,” I’d say to him. “You need to look alive and alert. This is a serious mission 
we’re on. It’s a game changer for all of humanity.” 

“Absolutely Bosun Ivan. Absolutely,” he’d answer before going back to his regular 
routine. 

“He’s the mission’s idiot,” declared Tig one day in his own unhelpful manner and 
when I took him to task for that, he answered, “The weather is the weather, bosun.” 

An unusual and unexpected announcement was made with just a few days before the 
mission’s launch. An evening of entertainment was planned for all those interested the 
night before the launch. It was described as a dinner party by those on the Academia and 



a ‘piss up’ by those on the HQ who were hosting it. It would be my last chance to spend 
some real time with Rose and to get away from the hybrids that I was to live with for the 
next ten years. 

“I wish I knew. I’d of packed a dress,” said a disappointed Rose, and she asked me, 
“Did you bring some nice civies, Ivan?” 

“No, but I do have a nice uniform that I’ve never worn yet,” I said. 
“Yuck. Uniforms are made for men not femmes. I tried that thing on once and I 

looked like a twentieth century battleship for fuck sakes!” laughed Rose. 
The night of the big event, we both showed up on the HQ which had its enormous 

assembly deck decorated with balloons and ribbons. Music was piped in and dozens of 
tables were set up all around the enormous hangar like room. 

Just about everyone there was in uniform and the room’s lighting had a glittery effect 
on the golden seven star insignias that were worn on the shoulders and breasts of all who 
were in attendance. The academics were chuckling and sipping scotch from tumblers on 
one side of the room and the military were tipping beer and slapping each other’s backs 
on the other side of the room. 

The loudest laughs from the academics sounded like a bunch of jolly jackals and 
heckling hyenas. The noise from the military indicated that some people had had a head 
start already with the drinking – and they were quite animated about it. 

Our special major: Blair Honeycut Jr. arrived donning his own special red beret and 
he had a fetching young femme in uniform at his elbow. I could hear a sigh of relief 
coming from Rose with their entrance. 

“Well, this is my plan Ivan. We find a table fast that’s not too far from the bar or the 
rest rooms, otherwise a bunch of drunken assholes will beat us to it,” said Rose heading 
for just that across the dance floor. 

There were two young fellas sitting at a near empty table together who had 
apparently not yet sipped from their drinks; the rest of the table was still fair game so 
Rose and I did our best to encourage almost anybody we knew to be normal to come and 
sit with us. 

“This is an interesting lot we got here Ivan. There’s absolutely nothing in common 
with half of these people,” said Rose commenting on the obvious division between the 
academics and those from the military. 

“Of which scientific discipline are you two associated with,” I asked the two 
academics seated at our table? 

“Biology,” the two answered in unison. 



“Oh,” I said, “then let me introduce you to the mission’s reproduction specialist: 
Rose. I’m Ivan and I’m the maintenance for the mission.” 

The biologists introduced themselves as Elwy and Albert who were both recent 
graduates in their fields. We all shook hands and the banter picked up about the shelf life 
of cryogenically frozen embryos stored in micro gravity. I panned the room while they 
talked and I watched our special major consume his second drink since his arrival just 
minutes ago. A dust up of sorts was already taking shape between two red faced cadets in 
one corner and there was a young femme already passed-out with her head resting on her 
folded arms at another table. 

For certain, there were going to be some serious headaches tomorrow and thank god 
for our hybrids or we would not be leaving for anywhere. For the life of me I can’t 
understand how any of these people passed the same speed test that I had to endure. 
There had to be a mistake. This was just five ships full of fools as far as I could tell. 

Elwy said that because of time constraints, many of the mission’s passengers so to 
speak did not have enough time to complete all the tests. Apparently, if the mission was 
delayed any longer another year would have to be added to its travel time. 

“Have you ever travelled at near light speed before?” I asked the two. 
“No,” they both answered, “but previous speed tests had proven that those aged 

twenty years and less had had a much higher success rate,” added a defensive Elwy. 
“We’ll be safe in our bins,” said Albert carefully sipping from his drink. 
I was going to ask if there were a pair of psychiatrists aboard the Academia but I held 

my tongue. 
“They have such excellent artificial gravity in here. It’s amazing. Why’s that Ivan?” 

asked Elwy. 
“I suppose it would be a bad thing if loose ammunition were to be floating about,” I 

answered. 
“It’s certainly a different world from what we have on the Academia,” said Albert. 
“I’m surprised that the mission has a human on the maintenance ship since previous 

plans had called for only hybrids to man the Nursery, the Maintenance and the Pilot 
ships,” said Elwy. 

“If you were on my speed test you’d know why,” I answered. 
The lights dimmed, the ambient music became louder and then the dancing began - 

and a whole new dynamic took over. It was quite a lot to take in at once because there 
was slow, medium and fast dancing going on all at the same time. Those marines went at 
it like it was their only mission and in their corner the tempo was fast and upbeat with all 



sorts of athletics involved. The academia took over the center of the dance floor and 
ballroom style dancing was their apparent forte. 

“Would you like to dance?” I asked Rose who was staring blindly into the crowds of 
couples that had filled the dance floor. 

“No. I’m not much of a dancer. If you start that up everyone in here will want to hop 
on my bicycle, if you know what I mean,” answered Rose a little despondently. 

We exchanged some hungry looks. 
“You know what I would like Ivan?” asked Rose. 
Dinner?” I asked. 
“No…  A nice quiet room,” answered Rose. 
“I’m Maintenance Rose. I have access to every locked door on this ship!” 
“Now you’re talkin’, handsome,” said Rose and we excused ourselves from our table 

and left the mission’s ‘Bon Voyage’ party. 
 

***** 
 
Finally, it was launch day. The five ships left individually; set sixteen hours apart for 

their final destination: the Avion star system. The flotilla would accelerate for the next 
seventy-two hours to reach our set point or cruising speed. My bin for the next ten years 
looked much like the one I had used on my speed test. It had the same canopy and MMI 
with the same dreaded hourglass icon that in this case was going to require five years just 
to get to half empty. 

I had reams of forms and documents to fill out; even a last will and testament to 
write. There were questionnaires to be answered and all of them were mandatory. There 
was a connectivity program to activate that would help keep you connected to the news 
of the day, of family or friends, or whatever else was going on back in the Republic. 
However, as time goes on as it invariably does news from home was going to start 
arriving later and later. Time sucks, as they say, just ask anybody who’s visited a black 
hole. 

Minor repairs and adjustments for the four ships in my care were done for the most 
part remotely and without much difficulty. The lead ship was the only one of the five that 
appeared to be taxed in the first months of the mission; its AI had received about ten 
thousand queries or complaints from the HQ alone in the first month of the mission and 
they were still coming in. Apparently, the boys there were really unhappy with the 
constant motion sickness. 



“My men have already lost, on average, ten percent of their former body weight due 
to this insufferable mad dash to get somewhere in a hurry!” complained our Special 
Major, Blair Honeycut Jr.  

I suggested that a respite period of eight hours of reduced speed once and a while 
might be helpful and the lead ship’s AI conceded after some debate that for the sake of 
the cargo that the flotilla’s speed would be reduced by ten percent for eight hours at three 
hundred and thirty-six hour intervals.  

I assured the major that a ten percent reduction in speed is significant and you’ll feel 
like a trillion bucks compared to how you might feel now. He was as always, difficult to 
convince or please, but once the pattern got established he was quick to take all the credit 
for my suggestion. 

To think that a gift of only a ten percent reduction in speed could lift the spirits of so 
many was hard to fathom, but it was like giving sailors a pint of rum to ease the 
dissatisfaction in the ranks. For eight hours those that needed the distraction could play a 
simple game of cards with real people, or they could comfortably commiserate in person 
with someone else about their personal grievances. 

“It was not life as it use to be, but at least it was ten percent better,” declared a 
drunken ecologist named ‘crazy’ Larry. 

There were food bazaars where one could enjoy deep fried protein and starches on 
the HQ.  And there were games of chance on the Academia where they held hybrid lab 
rat races, but for Rose and I there was nothing. We were confined to our ships and 
whatever entertainment we could glean from our hybrids would just have to do. 

Nonetheless, during these precious quiet times Rose and I would spend some time 
electronically and we’d catch up on what was happening on our ships. Just the sight of 
her made me feel better for days afterwards. She had a magical way about her at these 
times. Instead of complaining about the headaches that were dogging both of us; she’d 
talk about the good old days of the past and the good times that would be coming. She 
never dwelled on the worries that she an all of us had. She exuded a special kind of 
optimism. 

“I only need to knit a hundred and forty more baby caps, Ivan! How about that? I’m 
ahead of the game. Aren’t you proud of me?” she’d ask me with laugh. 

“Yes,” I’d say. 
And I would think to myself: You are wonderful and I am lucky to have you in my 

life. 
 

***** 



 
The news from the Republic was always terrible. I wished many times over that I’d 

opted for regular issues of the Handy Man’s Philosopher to be forwarded to me; the 
Republican news was just a drone of constant dread and disaster stories. A new vestigial 
colonist uprising broke out just weeks after we launched and this one was in the city state 
of Manila and of course the immortal Cosmo was trying to negotiate a peaceful end to it. 

In my personal news I found out that Mister Siva had recently passed away from 
natural causes. He was a very nice man but I didn’t really need to know about his 
eventual demise. And Captain Jack Hellyer had retired after forty years of employment 
with the Destiny Corporation. Again, a good guy but why would I want to know. And 
Chuck, the infamous ‘Mr. Seventeen A’ had just finished convalescing at a hospital 
colony and would be returning to his old job. 

I complained to my personal AI, still the lovely Julliette, about these morbid and 
incidental personal news items I’d been receiving and she assured me that they were a 
result of my personal connectivity preferences that I had opted for weeks ago. 

“Well how do I stop them?” I asked. 
“You can’t Ivan, but you can simply choose to ignore them. However, continued 

connectivity with your past is considered to be essential therapy for your mental health 
Ivan. It’s highly recommended and you would be wise to try and remain connected with 
your former life,” answered Julliette. 

“But I’m never going to see these people ever again,” I complained. 
“It’s about closure, Ivan. Many members on this mission are having emotional 

problems with saying goodbye to their past. They are homesick; you are obviously not. 
We will consider that a strength that you learned earlier in your life, but I can assure you 
that others are suffering,” answered Julliette. 

Well, Julliette was correct about some suffering going on. Between unexpected 
suicides and accidents the flotilla’s population had fallen by three and in just a little more 
than a year. The stress from space travel had also exacerbated a viral outbreak on the 
Academia that had resulted in dozens of cases of HIDD or as it’s more technically known 
as: Human Immuno Deficiency Disorder. 

HIDD was an unpleasant disease that could be spread by inhaling infected respiratory 
droplets or by the exchange of other infected body fluids such as blood, saliva, and semen 
of all things. A bad case of it could result in years of illness that primarily manifests itself 
as a chronic case of diarrhea. 

The outbreak required constant waste monitoring at the Academia’s waste handling 
facility. I was loathe to send healthy hybrids to the Academia to collect and test the 



samples so I opted to send only hard bodies in. The hard bodies are prone to mechanical 
issues but there isn’t a virus out there that can infect one. 

On the subject of hard bodies, recently some have returned from maintenance 
activities on the HQ missing a limb or two - or even a breastplate at times. The suspicion 
is that the crew of the HQ was holding matches for wager with their own MIUs. I’ll be 
having an uncomfortable electronic meeting with our special major on the subject in a 
few days. I have only a finite supply of some of these parts before I can’t perform my job 
properly anymore. There will be fireworks. 

And indeed, the major did come well prepared for fireworks at the meeting. He 
brought with him a ten point list of maintenance short comings on the HQ that he 
attributed to my poor management. I let him speak and then I presented him with a bill 
for payment for the nine hybrid limbs that went missing while my crews were servicing 
his ship and that elicited from the major a thin smirky sneer that was absolutely priceless. 

“That sounds like an accounting problem on your part,” insisted the major. 
“I can account for those limbs up until my equipment finished their tasks on your 

ship. Major, have you ever seen a hard body turn a wrench without its arms intact,” I 
asked? 

The AI presiding over the meeting sided with me and ordered the missing limbs to be 
returned. The following day a shuttle delivered boxes of broken limbs from the HQ. 
There wasn’t much that I could do with them because of their poor condition and 
interestingly they all had Republican military paint and markings on them. Hopefully the 
major will change his ways. 

I’ll say this about high speed space travel, as the months went by; staying out from 
under that canopy as much as I could helped raise my morale appreciatively. I got used to 
the hallucinations and headaches; if there was something to focus on then I was good. If I 
needed to go potty; I’d get up on my hind legs and float out the door to the latrine. If the 
day ever comes when I can’t get out from under that canopy I swear I’ll kill myself. 

The crew thought of it as weird at first, but I knew. I could see it just like old 
Nostradamus would have that someday, and out of necessity of course, that I’d be turning 
some of the wrenches around here so I best learn how to function at high speed. I’d visit 
them in their common areas and ask them how the battle was going and such and I 
learned how to understand the garble that came from out their mouths in response. 
You’re just not much of a bosun unless you’re walking the decks. 

 
***** 

 



I can now report that now two years into the mission that due to accident, suicide, 
and HIDD that the human population has dropped by another six souls. A ten to twenty 
percent loss of life was predicted through the course of the ten year mission and we were 
well on our way to fulfilling that prophecy. 

The HIDD outbreak on the Academia was becoming really troublesome and clearly 
the physical and mental constitutions of these soft souls were being tested, so a new 
spokesperson for the Academia was elected to replace one who had fallen ill with HIDD. 
Inez was a true new euron by laboratory birth and equipped with embedded kit and she 
was decisively chosen after just one ballot. She was also a tough as nails mathematician 
who understood and ran all the possible models of probability concerning her ship’s 
burgeoning HIDD epidemic and they all pointed further south or so she reported. 

She also notably suggested that the Academia be sent back home and her passengers 
to a hospital colony. 

“There is no reasonable prospect of expecting even half of the Academia’s 
passengers completing the mission and of those who do many of them will likely arrive 
in very poor health,” said Inez. 

The lead ship’s AI reminded Inez that she and all the members she represented had 
agreed in writing that this was a one way mission and that the loss of some amount of 
human life was to be expected. But that’s not how the disenfranchised and disgruntled 
saw it; they knew that up until the mission had met its half way point that there would be 
enough fuel and supplies for part or all of the mission’s ships to return home. 

It was now abundantly clear that after just two years into the mission there was talk 
of mutiny within the mission’s members. It reminded me too, and all too much of the shit 
show that I had to endure back in Shelby on Earth. And surely, there was now no doubt 
as to why the passengers of the Academia were chosen in pairs according to their 
academic disciplines because something as simple as a viral infection could cut their 
survival rate by half. 

On top of this, I learned through my personal news that Seamo the cat had expired 
and had used up all of his nine weightless lives on the scrap hauler the Juno. That the 
friendly ferry attendant, Oliver had also passed away; he was only ten days from 
retirement. And that the ‘Thrilla’ in Manila was over thanks to Cosmo’s magic touch. I 
don’t know why I need to stay connected to these incidental things from my former life 
but I do think that some kind of sick algorithm has it in for me. 

Tig had found the perfect responsibility for Spence since he had failed at so many 
others such as working on the tools or even being a gopher; he became the waste man. 
It’s the only task that made him smile and it was a bit un-nerving to watch; who wants to 



be the garbage man? The answer was Spence. He liked the clean up after a job. He liked 
the simple decisions that went with it too and he more than anything else, – he enjoyed 
jettisoning junk and waste into space. 

“Goodbye garbage,” he’d say in his monotone voice as he activated a waste room 
airlock. 

No one needed to put up with him anymore and no one had to work with him either. 
Just scribble ‘scrap’ on some rubbish or throw it in and a pile of junk and Spence was 
your man or hybrid in his case. 

“If I had to spend one more day with that fucking, one button robbie at my side, 
opening and closing doors for me wherever I went I was going to kill him,” said Tig. 

Sometimes, I had to intervene because the crew were merciless with him. Some 
called him a waste of parts. One maintenance hybrid stopped me one day and asked why 
we couldn’t just put a different head on him. I asked if he was volunteering his own head 
and that shut him up. I need all the working hands I can get. If all I can get from Spence 
is waste handling than that’s better than nothing. I learned that from bosun Wagg a long 
time ago. 

 
***** 

 
It’s three years out and a quiet New Years Eve but things are anything but tranquil 

morale wise for the mission. A dozen more have died from HIDD complications over the 
past year including Colm who always liked to kid about how all the disciplines of science 
were represented in pairs on the Academia just like on Noah’s ark. 

“At least we still have Claus,” said Rose but you could tell by the sound of her voice 
she was uncomfortable saying it. 

Incidentally, Rose had now completed knitting seventy-five baby caps. She was 
running out of yellow and white colored wool but there was plenty of blue and pink that 
she was saving for cap production over the mission’s remaining seven years. 

I swear that she had the best go of it. Her current responsibilities mostly concerned 
the care of frozen human embryos that were stored in lead lined vaults. Her real work 
would be coming later once we make it to Avion. 

The major had not attended an executive meeting with the mission’s AI in three 
months. I had heard things, such as that the training exercises he had been insisting were 
of more importance than the executive meetings he hadn’t been attending were more to 
do with a planned coup de’tat of the mission. My team members were interrogated and 
searched by his goons each time they visited the HQ to perform scheduled maintenance. 



Most of the loose lips on the matter were coming from the Academia. There were 
some naysayers on the Academia who wanted nothing to do with a mutiny. The feelings 
on the HQ were unanimous – they wanted to go back home and they felt that any 
colonization of Avion should be left to the hybrids. The lack of solidarity on the matter 
was to become the mutineer’s undoing. 

In the early hours of the new year of the mission’s third year, the lead ship known as 
Number One was attacked and destroyed. Unbeknownst to the major and the other 
mutineers was that the lead ship’s AI had transferred all of its data to the maintenance 
ship weeks earlier. All of the details of the insurrection were forwarded to the Republican 
authorities which would arrive well ahead of the HQ’s planned return to Earth. 

The mission’s Special Major, Blair Honeycut Jr was confined to his bin indefinitely. 
All the other conspirators were confined to months and in some cases several years to 
their bins. The mission too suffered, it was paused to collect whatever was salvageable 
from the lead ship’s wreck; an interruption of about a week. 

I wouldn’t want to spend years confined under a canopy. It was inhuman. What are 
we to expect from these individuals once we complete the mission. There needs to be 
some leniency, - some good judgment. 

“Let’s be done with them. They can never be trusted,” said Tig under his breath and 
in that typical judgmental way that hybrids have. 

But the AI’s program wasn’t written by a hybrid; it was written by some determined 
humans. The mission will go on and in a few years there will be no option for returning 
home. 

There were some thoughtful types aboard the Academia who thought that the earliest 
return flight from Avion might occur as early as two years after a successful foothold was 
established in the new system. Some of these men spent all their waking hours dreaming 
and puzzling about how things might play out. Early plans were for the Academia and the 
HQ to become temporary orbiters until our experts had a good look at the possibilities 
that the Avion star system might have to offer. 

 
***** 

 
Four years and six months out, fifteen more souls have perished and it looks like the 

mission’s expected mortality rate of ten percent is going to be surpassed. The HIDD 
outbreak is still the mission’s biggest problem. It’s insidious; our best medical techs have 
all succumbed to the disease. The medical hybrids will continue on with the fight but they 
are just not as creative when it comes to finding new treatments for HIDD. 



The mission’s AI has had a difficult time managing the HQ’s crew. It’s refusal to 
appoint a replacement for Major Honeycut has only resulted in a de facto leader being 
elected by the HQ’s crew. There are no loose lips now; there’s just the sound of silence to 
be heard anytime the politics of the mission comes up in conversation these days. One 
thing’s for certain however, if there’s going to be another uprising; it’s going to get 
bloody. 

It’s so bad that it’s like a doomsday clock is ticking as we approach the halfway mark 
of our travel. I’ve long covered up the hourglass icon on my MMI console. I frankly 
don’t want to see the thing. It raises my blood pressure just knowing that it’s there 
dropping its tiny grains of sand. 

On the personal news front I got a message from Tommy! Leave it to Tommy to drop 
a few dollars or twist a few arms to get a job done. I wish I had him here with me. He 
brought me much appreciated news about Peg and Curran even though it would all be 
years old now because of our time speed differential I now knew that both Curran and 
Peg were well and thinking of me. 

We, as in all of us learned and not surprisingly that a new stubborn variant of HIDD 
had been discovered circulating in the general population of several colonies back home, 
too. If it takes them ten years to develop a treatment for it back home then it will likely 
take another ten years for the cure to catch up to us. Nonetheless, there’s some hope for 
the remaining crew members aboard the Academia but not much of it. 

Finally, First Lieutenant Natasha Bobbins was officially elected by her peers from a 
short list of candidates to command the crew of the HQ while Major Honeycut Jr. 
remained in detention on charges of treason. The mission’s AI had no involvement in her 
selection and had it; she would not have been in the running. She was simply more of 
what the major was, but even more cunning. 

I only met her electronically and it was always a real treat. She liked to customize her 
own presentation at meetings that only displayed her face. No neck, no shoulders and 
anything that might peak around her big head was blacked out. She’d smile once at the 
beginning of the meeting and once at the end. The rest of the meeting she would simply 
grimace. She was the face of doom some said of her. 

At first she was quite defiant like a chip off the old Major Honeycut block but lately 
she had become quiet and more agreeable. It was getting my hackles up and it didn’t 
smell right as my old friend Oz used to complain. It was going to be the longest six 
months ever because not until then would it become impossible to return home. Only 
then would the naysayers and mutineers have to become silent. Only then will everyone 



have to become committed to getting to Avion because a failure to do so in the remaining 
five years of the mission will result in the death of every one of us. 

I had my own secrets and ‘what if’ plans. I’d be foolish if I didn’t. I monitored my 
worker’s conversations with the crews of the HQ and the Academia and I prompted them 
on what to say when needed. No one knew when I was on the shuttle and no one knew 
when I was aboard the Number Two. Someone had to mind Number Two and that was 
almost always me. 

See, the biggest worry was that those who wanted to return home would destroy the 
number two ship before the mission had reached its half way point. The theory was that 
without a viable AI to lead the mission the remaining three ships would default to rescue 
mode and follow the same path they had travelled for the past five years back home to the 
Republic’s frontier. 

Back home the Avion mission would just become another failed mission and fodder 
for the conspiracy theorists at worst. If the Nursery and the Academia don’t make it home 
either; well there was a serious outbreak of HIDD to clean up those loose ends. The 
whole thing was a paranoid infused nightmare, but there is a whole lot of time to dream 
these things up when you are convinced that you are on a ten year mission to nowhere 
and that’s what some of these dumb sons of bitches thought. 

 
***** 

 
An annual drive system overhaul was coming up for the HQ. These overhauls can be 

stressful and problematic and the entire flotilla is required to slow down for a hundred 
and sixty-eight hours or so while the pertinent ship is idled for repairs. Not one of these 
has gone well for the HQ and the Academia over the past four years. These enormous 
load master, styled spacecraft like the HQ and the Academia were far more labor 
intensive to repair than the light cruiser styled spacecraft such as the Nursery and Number 
Two. 

Months of prep time would go into the planning of these big overhauls and you could 
expect a couple of headaches or more a day while they went on. I needed all of my 
resources around the clock. The hard bodies could work without sleep but the hybrids 
required rest and thus worked in shifts until the overhaul was complete. 

From the interesting bits and bobs we found in Number One’s debris field we 
managed to assemble a couple of hard bodies and one hybrid to help fill out our team. 
The two hard bodies turned out to be quite useful but the hybrid reconstruction in the end 



was more machine than hybrid, - he was a bit of a monster. His head and torso were flesh 
but all his limbs were mechanical. 

I named him Ozzie. He was alright upstairs but his replacement limbs were made up 
from whatever we could find in the bin, so he had an unusual gait when he walked and 
one of his hands was a crude pincher and the other did have an opposable thumb but with 
just three fingers. He was however, the perfect companion for Spence because between 
the two of them they were an efficient unit when together. 

Ozzie got his name because his personality closely resembled that of the no 
nonsense, able space mariner I admired from my days back at Juno Logistics. He liked to 
consider the dark side of things; especially when they appeared to arrive like black 
swans. He didn’t believe in coincidence. 

He liked to say things like, “There’s a reason for everything, bosun,” and then he’d 
say it again just like a fact detective would. 

It was refreshing to have a new human face to look at instead of the hard bodied visor 
heads that were for the most part what my crew had become. I remember seeing him 
around aboard the Number One months ago. However, I can’t recall him as being quite 
so cynical back then. Nonetheless, he was good booty. 

 
***** 



Part Six: Put the Garbage out Spence 

 
It is day two of the HQ’s week long, annual overhaul and I’ve been awake for sixteen 

straight hours. I’ll wear a kit when I’m worn out; I don’t like taking stimulants. They fog 
up my thinking. 

I’ve got eighteen pairs of hands working on six different jobs that are on the go. One 
of the jobs has ballooned into a total tear down. The crew and passengers of the HQ are 
being unexpectedly cooperative; none of them complained as we shut their power down 
here and there; putting them in the dark or holding up their meal times. I was too busy to 
think about it much but Ozzie was. 

“Bosun we’re just three months from the mission’s midpoint. Doesn’t it concern you 
that the crew and passengers of the HQ are being so complacent about that fact?” 

“No Ozzie. I have faith in the AI. Sometimes I think it can read our minds,” I 
answered. 

“Well fifteen months ago the AI wasn’t listening very well,” said Ozzie. 
“And where might I ask do you get your suspicions from Ozzie?” I asked but Ozzie 

didn’t elaborate right away; he was busy scratching an itch at the back of his neck with 
his pincher. 

“I hear the scuttlebutt bosun. That’s what I hear,” answered Ozzie. 
The AI had been paging me for a half hour but I wasn’t interested in answering at the 

moment. 
“Are you not going to respond to that page, bosun?” 
I acknowledged it again but I was going to hear the same page again in ten minutes 

because I was being instructed to get some rest. Four hours by kit no less. That’s not 
much now is it? 

“Ozzie who else is here right now besides you and Spence?” 
“Not counting the next shift just you sir,” answered Ozzie. 
“Look, I have to save some time. In an hour I want to take the next shift over and 

bring the other back. It’ll be an hour to do so. You and Spence will mind the fort. Okay? 
Can you two do that for me?” I asked Ozzie with some eye to eye. 

“Yes as always bosun, but I have to remind you sir that you will be breaking your 
own rules in doing so,” said Ozzie. 

“That’s alright Ozzie. We won’t make a habit of it, but today time is in short supply.” 
I had a refreshed Tig to manage the next shift on the HQ’s overhaul and to be frank, 

he was better at the job than I was, so I’d have no worries to keep me awake while I get 



some much needed sleep. And an hour later the shuttle was ready and loaded with gear 
for the next twelve hours and the current shift was waiting for pick up. 

“Let’s go get this shift change done, Tig,” I said while holding back a yawn. 
“Is that all we have, - to mind Number Two while we’re absent?” asked Tig. 
“I hear you. I’ve given the two of them instructions on what not to do. They are in 

continuous communication with the shuttle. It’s for just three quarters of an hour. I’ll do 
this as quick as I can because – like always our schedule is running late – and we simply 
don’t have enough qualified crew members.” 

“I have no idea how we are ever to reach Avion if we are continuously compromising 
our best practices for lack of manpower. Those two are our weakest links,” said a 
frustrated Tig. 

Thirty minutes later the shuttle arrived at the HQ’s hangar and I made sure that no 
one aboard the HQ knew that I was piloting the shuttle. Ten minutes later we were ready 
to leave but the same hangar door we had just used wouldn’t open now. Two of the HQ’s 
techs appeared and they were not the sharpest knives in the drawer if you know what I 
mean and I relayed a message from Number Two instead of asking for myself that we 
required the hangar door to be opened in a timely manner. 

After a few minutes went by I sent two of my own techs out to assist the two HQ 
techs and the hangar door was back in operation in short order. Part of my crew was 
already asleep from the waiting and I don’t blame them; they’d been working steady for 
twelve hours. I hadn’t heard from the Number Two for awhile so I pinged her that we 
were on our way. 

Number Two’s AI answered back that there must be an error; we were already back 
in the shuttle’s hangar. 

“Red Alert!” I responded. “That’s negative! The maintenance shuttle is still twenty 
minutes away. Lock down immediately, Number Two!” I added as quick as I could get 
the words out of my mouth. 

“Spence.  Ozzie; respond please!” 
Everyone was wide awake on the shuttle now. 
“Ozzie here,” replied a frantic voice. 
“Do you have Spence with you?” 
“Yes bosun,” answered Ozzie. 
“I want the two of you to go to the armory directly and collect a sidearm each. Then I 

want you and Spence to head directly to the shuttle deck. Do not enter the hangar. Just 
wait at the door for my instructions. You let me know when you get there. Now hurry!” 



I had Number Two’s AI bring up video of the hangar’s interior. All but one camera 
was mysteriously out of commission but it appeared that there was as many as six 
intruders in the hangar; all miu commandos - that were likely remotely guided. They’d 
circumvented the main hangar door and blocked the entrance to prevent another shuttle 
from entering. 

“Look at their shuttle’s markings, sir,” said a young tech. 
They were the same as ours; those fucking dirty bastards. They knew we were short 

and they waited for the right time to take advantage of it. 
“This is not good,” complained another tech. 
I wanted to slap him but it was I who should be getting the slap. I let this happen. 
“Ozzie where are you? I’m being held up by Spence, bosun,” said the upset voice. 
“Leave him behind!” I shouted. 
“Go directly to the shuttle deck,” I added as affirmatively as I could. 
“I’m here,” replied the shaky voice a minute later, “What do you want me to do?” 
“Look through the window. What do you see?” 
The window was on the door leading down a hall way connected to the hangar area. 
“Nothing. No one’s down there,” said Ozzie. 
“Good. That’s good news. I’ve given your kit an over ride to unlock that door. Open 

it.” 
“It’s open,” said Ozzie. 
“Get down to the hangar.” 
We could hear Ozzie clanking down the hall and I would think those commandos 

could to. 
“Ozzie I’m thinking that they have not gotten through the hangar’s service door. 

What’s that hammering noise?” 
“They’re trying to break the service door in by the sounds of it, bosun,” answered 

Ozzie whose voice had reached a falsetto. 
“Okay, Okay. Listen to me. Have you ever put the garbage out?” I asked. 
“No sir. That’s Spence’s job,” answered Ozzie. 
“Where’s Spence now?” 
“He’s just getting here,” said Ozzie. 
“Spence - put the garbage out! Put the garbage out right now!” I pleaded. 
“Goodbye garbage,” said Spence in his goofy lilt. 
The outside hangar door then came to life and closed. The hangar’s pressure built up 

inside and then the door opened again, and six miu commandos were sucked out of the 



hangar and into the empty vacuum of space along with anything else that was loose in 
there. 

“Good job Spence. Good job Ozzie. Good work.” 
I looked around and the crew of tech’s were all gob smacked. My heart was 

pounding. I didn’t know whether I wanted to start laughing or start crying; someone had 
just tried to kill us and the mission. 

“Bosun, you saved the mission,” said the crew’s lead hand, Francois. 
I exhaled a deep sigh,” It feels more like I almost destroyed the mission,” I said 

rather profoundly. 
“No. You did good,” said Francois, and the rest of the white faces in the shuttle all 

agreed. 
“Number Two, I need two tugs. Please send one directly to the HQ’s hangar ASAP 

and send the second tug to our maintenance ship’s hangar door, please and thank you.” 
A tug immediately left for the HQ and the remaining tug arrived and parked itself in 

standby meters from the ship’s open hangar door.  
“Let’s haul that piece of shit out of there,” I said to Francois as he remotely attached 

cables to a tow point on the shuttle’s nose. 
“Let it go and give it a bump Francois and let’s see what they’ve done to our 

hangar’s airlock,” I said as our shuttle reentered the vacated hangar. 
Put the garbage out - of all things? 
 

***** 
 
There was to be no rest for me. The AI assigned a armed hybrid to guard me and a 

medical droid too to accompany me wherever I went and every time that I so much as 
changed my direction or turned around to look behind me I’d be knocking heads with 
these two. Rose was paging me; Inez was paging me, and Tig was paging me but at least 
the AI had stopped paging me. 

By the time I got a hold of someone of authority on the HQ Inez was already dead. 
Rumor had it that our mission’s AI had activated a hidden loyalty trait that had been 
secretly implanted in the HQ’s hybrids after the last big fiasco. The major’s men 
appeared to be very well trained and seasoned because twenty-four hours later the 
insurrection aboard the HQ between man and hybrid was still an ongoing battle. 

Early the following day and after multiple hull penetrations had made swiss cheese 
out of the HQ’s hull the HQ had lost most of its atmosphere and as the following hours 
went by the big ship eventually began to list to its port side. Without heat, without power, 



and without any reasonable amount of pressurized atmosphere it was only going to be 
just a matter of time before all of the remaining life both human and hybrid aboard the 
HQ would be extinguished. 

You could only wait and watch helplessly as the HQ met its final end. They don’t 
sink, they don’t explode or catch fire; they just float lifelessly like a big dead fish when 
they’re gone. 

The Academia and the Nursery were idled a safe distance away from the HQ. 
Number Two idled in wait also; not for a rescue operation to begin but for a recovery 
operation to start. The only people to escape the fated ship were on the little tug I sent to 
collect my work crew. It was truly a miracle that they got out of there with their lives. 

The recovery operation did eventually start once the two warring parties having 
exhausted all their resources died of asphyxiation or blood loss. All the tugs and shuttles 
we had were put to use to transfer useful commodities and parts back to the remaining 
ships. 

A remembrance service for all of those who lost their lives in the uprising was 
organized and was performed once we were done after about a week had passed. I was 
suited up of course for the service that took place in the grand ballroom of all hangars 
where this mission had all started five years earlier. Today there were no ballroom gowns 
or dress uniforms. Today there were just a handful of mourners wearing ragged 
compression suits and scratched visors. I could see starlight coming through holes and 
fractures in the dead ship’s hull while last words were spoken. We hung a seven star flag; 
supported at its four corners with zip ties and placed a digital copy of its last log beneath 
it. A sad read that log will be for anyone in the future that might discover it. 

 
***** 

 
It’s the mission’s halfway point. I peeled away the piece of tape that had been 

concealing the dreaded hourglass icon on my MMI screen, and we: the newly reduced 
team of Avion colonists were going to celebrate the half way point just like all our fallen 
members would have if they were still with us. 

It was however, a somber occasion but as Ozzie put it, “What if it’s like all coasting 
downhill from here?” 

“Well as far as inter-personal relationships between humans go Ozzie I think you are 
correct. There are only twelve humans left alive on the Academia and then there’s myself 
and Rose. That’s two more than a soccer team. You hybrids are winning this,” I 
answered. 



Ozzie lived for adulation. It made him beam – literally. 
The local news from back home that had finally caught up with us was that a new 

mission for Avion was being planned - and are they ever going to be in for it. My old 
friend Mikhail had gotten himself in trouble; he had been found guilty of grand larceny 
for a get rich quick scheme that netted him a three year prison term. I’m sure he will fit in 
fine there if he and his family can’t arrange a pardon. 

For the hourglass’s rollover, the lovely Rose and I were going to share some real time 
together electronically. I promised her at least two full hours of my undivided attention. 
We’d sip some wine. Dine on some deep fried protein and celebrate the beginning of the 
last half of our mission to Avion. 

The AI agreed to a four hour slow down of twenty percent for the roll over 
celebration. It was better than nothing because it was eager to make up the lost time 
incurred during the recovery operation after the HQ’s demise. I was really looking 
forward to the slow down because it was difficult at times to have a meaningful 
conversation with someone while travelling at cruising speed. You just couldn’t muster 
more than a painful smile for someone you cared about when travelling at near light 
speed. 

I know that that some people were getting hand knitted scarves for the occasion 
because it was my crew who collected them from the Nursery and delivered them to the 
Academia. Rose told me that she only had enough yarn for twelve scarves anyways. And 
so I hear; I’m not getting one. 

I’d already experienced a halfway party for a speed test six years ago and so all I 
could think about was the next big celebration that was coming up in two year’s time. 
That celebration will be for the launch of a forward probe that will be scouting out the 
Avion star system for a suitable planet or satellite for our flotilla to orbit – as a home. 
Home; imagine that. 

“I see you’ve dressed up for the occasion, Ivan,” chuckled the lovely Rose. 
“Yup. I got bottoms on, too,” I kidded. 
Rose had stored up a lot of chatter for the event and I listened to her intently. Not a 

word that she said mattered. 
‘You…’ - I thought silently to myself as I watched her eyes dart about and her lips 

move. ‘You talk your talk. And it’s just so – lovely’. 
“Are you listening to me Ivan?” asked Rose and she added, “You look zoned out.” 
“Yes I’m listening,” I answered. “You’ve finished all your baby caps and you’ve 

used up all of your yarn,” I added as proof of my attentive listening. 
“How’s the maintenance business going for you?” asked Rose. 



“It’s been better lately. We have fewer ships to attend to and that’s unfortunate of 
course,” I answered. 

“Well here’s to never turning back,” said Rose tipping a glass in a toast. 
“Indeed,” I replied sipping a bit of bubbly. 
 

***** 
 
Life seemed a little better in the months following the HQ’s destruction. Those guys 

had kept my crew busy for almost five years. I’d estimate that they were the cause of 
sixty to sixty-five percent of the flotilla’s trouble calls. They were just brutal on 
everything. 

The Academia was in fine shape maintenance wise but its remaining cargo of 
scientists and other intellectuals were in a frightful state. It had become obvious that none 
of the humans aboard the Academia were ever going to live long enough to see the end of 
the mission. There were meetings held, and electronically of course, where no one was 
well enough from the Academia to participate. 

The Academia however was more important now than it ever was. The original plan 
was to have both the HQ and the Academia to serve as orbiting base ships for as long as 
needed once we arrived in the Avion star system. The Nursery ship, the maintenance ship 
or Number Two as it is called these days and the old Number One were to be all become 
redundant at the end of the mission. The reality being was it might take quite some time 
to find a suitable location and engineer a proper terrestrial outpost. So once 
decontaminated from the HIDD virus, the Academia would then become our sole base 
ship wherever we should end up. 

Tig once asked me around this time: “Bosun, do you not find it a bit perplexing that 
the military contingent of the mission has completely destroyed itself and that the 
scientific contingent of the mission has been nearly eliminated by disease?” 

“Not in hindsight Tig. It all makes sense in a biblical way I suppose. Men have big 
heads and high expectations. We have our weaknesses,” I answered. 

“Undoubtedly sir,” answered Tig. 
“Do you worry about the mission?” I asked Tig. 
“Yes I do. It troubles me when I try to rest,” said the troubled hybrid. 
“That’s your humanity showing Tig,” I kidded him. 
“I suppose it is sir. But how do you deal with these doubts sir if I may ask?” asked 

Tig. 



“Tig. I picture you and me on an exotic sandy beach somewhere in the Avion star 
system. The ambient temperature is about thirty degrees Celsius and the sun is shining 
bright and there’s not a cloud in the sky. And the two of us are having a nice cool drink. 
Do I need to go on?” 

Tig grinned. “Big heads and high expectations bosun,” said the hybrid. 
“You got the idea my friend. That’s all we have to help us get there!” 
 

***** 
 
Its seven years into the mission and as far as travel goes we are doing very well. My 

maintenance team is adequate and now consists of sixteen pairs of hands and one set of 
pinchers. As far as morale goes it’s a different story; as expected there are no humans left 
alive on the Academia. The last two died just minutes apart two months ago. One was a 
professor of psychology and the other a botanist. 

The poor morale has spread to the hybrids now and where else would it spread seeing 
how there are only two humans left alive on the mission. The AI has given the hybrids a 
lot of downtime to help alleviate their stress but I personally think that it just gives them 
more time to ruminate. Two are on suicide watch and are under constant observation. I 
worry that there could be another incident brewing such as the one I experienced on my 
speed test. It would be an awful way for the mission to come to an end. 

The forward probe was launched a week ago and without much fanfare. It will be 
eighteen months before it arrives in the Avion star system and I’m hoping that when it 
begins it transmissions back to us that they bear good news because we could surely use 
some.  

Rose is being treated for anemia and some mild depression. The AI has delayed her 
planned start up of raising five new children per year in the last two years of our travel 
out of an abundance of caution concerning frequent cosmic radiation activity of late. Her 
knitted caps will just have to wait a little while longer before they get to grace the heads 
of any of her newborns. 

I try to cheer her up with bad jokes and some that I’ve used I borrowed from Cee-Cee 
from my days back on the Astra Sprite. 

“Why didn’t the star go to college, Rose?” I asked. 
“I don’t know Ivan. Please go away - and leave me alone,” answered Rose. 
“Because he already had a million degrees,” I answered. 
“That’s the worst joke that I’ve ever heard, Ivan. Please, no more; I’ll try to smile, 

but you’re killing me with the bad jokes,” complained Rose. 



The latest local news to catch up with us from back home was that a general amnesty 
had been granted to the vestigial colonists of the Vancouver Island Uprising. They were 
now free to travel anywhere within the Republic; like that was ever going to interest any 
of them. On a sadder note Captain Raynor had passed away. It was described as a sudden 
and unexpected death. I often dream of him and the rest of that crew: Bosun Leduc, 
Tommy and Curly, Default Dave and all the others - they were like family to me back in 
those formative years. 

More news from home was that Cosmo’s new Avion mission was being readied for 
launch soon. And guess who was supervising it: none other than my old acquaintance 
MacGillvray. His finger prints are all over this one as far as I’m concerned. I swear when 
our mission’s AI speaks; it’s not his voice but for certain it’s his diction. 

The worst of this space travel is the boredom; it’s like a cold constant draft that just 
numbs you to the soul. Before you know it you’re so depressed that you find yourself 
sleeping as much as twelve to fourteen hours a day. You’ve heard all the music in the 
library a hundred times. You’ve read all the books of some interest and you’ve seen all of 
the cinema worth watching. You wish for work and then when it’s time to do so – you 
hate it. Such is deep-space, space travel. 

 
***** 

 
I’m counting the months down, now. The AI says that our arrival, give or take a 

month or two is just fifteen months away. I personally don’t want it to be even a day 
longer than the twelve months that I think it should be. And there are unsettling rumors 
circulating amongst the hybrids that there is a new and unexpected wrinkle materializing 
that could have a profound impact on the mission. 

So it goes - that the forward probe has detected evidence of human technology in and 
around the Avion star system and our AI has taken it upon itself to not share that bit of 
critical information with the other partners of the mission. 

Firstly, I’d like to know if this is true and then I’d like to know about the nature of 
these so called human artifacts. Are they real time? Are they historical? Are they 
electronic? Just what are we talking about? 

When Spence started talking and asking questions about the rumors a meeting was 
finally convened by the mission’s AI for all who were interested. 

Dove technology had been detected. I’d never heard of it but it was apparently an 
advanced navigational system used in only the most recent science ships of the Deep 



Space Colonists. Just the mention of Deep Space colonists made the skin of a republican 
hybrid turn white in fear. 

“This isn’t war ship technology,” the AI stressed. “It’s science technology.” 
“I knew things were going too good. I just knew it. Things were way too quiet of 

late,” moaned Ozzie in a tizzy. 
“So it’s electronic? Light technology?” asked Rose. 
“No. Its plasma technology,” answered the AI. 
You hear stuff like this and your mind races trying to make sense of it. ‘A-ha’ 

moments of new insights begin to populate inside your head as it spins. And just like I 
was in a time machine or something I hear the voice of Oz telling me as he so often did: 
‘There’s a reason for everything, bosun’. 

 No wonder we brought such a huge compliment of military with us. They knew or 
they had suspicions. 

“How much plasma activity is there?” I asked and the meeting went silent for the 
AI’s response. 

“In my estimation it’s a minimal amount,” answered the AI. 
“A single craft? A flotilla? An outpost?” I asked. 
“There is evidence of plasma technology – and that on its own indicates technology 

of recent vintage. Additionally, the modest amount of plasma activity should indicate a 
single ship or outpost at most,” answered the AI. 

“And when might this science ship or outpost know of us?” asked Rose. 
“They may already know,” answered the AI. 
“There has to be more to this. You need to share it with us,” I said. 
“As we already know bosun there has long been some folklore concerning that of a 

distant and undiscovered star system that possesses one or more water planets amongst its 
satellites. One satellite in particular has also been rumored to possess a moderate climate 
suitable for supporting traditional life forms. We also now know that this folklore has 
recently been proven to be somewhat factual. It also just may have been visited several 
times or more by other independent human endeavors in the past. Think of the much 
celebrated discovery of America in the year of 1492; its discovery was ultimately 
determined to have been preceded by Nordic explorers in the early eleventh century. 

“Until our mission ultimately arrives at its final destination and determines the 
provenance of its discovery; we will not know,” finished the AI. 

“So we are in a race?” I asked. 
“Potentially,” answered the AI with more than a little ambiguity. 
 



***** 
 
In the months that followed a few more facts emerged to heighten our anxiety. The 

signature of the communication signals were eventually unencrypted and revealed that 
they were sent from a Deep Space colonist ship called the Nina. She was a privately 
owned advanced spacecraft that had been reported missing since the Big One some years 
ago. 

“Did she carry weapons?” I asked, because it was not an uncommon practice back 
then in the period just before the Big One for a commercial or science ship for that matter 
to be outfitted with weapons – even the Astra was outfitted with a defensive weapons 
system at that time. 

“The only data we have concerning the Deep Space colonist, science ship: ‘the Nina’ 
was that she went missing during the great conflict between the Republic and the Deep 
Space Colonists,” answered the AI. 

Depression was now replaced by dread amongst the mission’s crew. There were only 
a few side arms available between our three remaining ships and no one had any military 
training. We were ill prepared for dealing with any kind of potential armed conflict with 
the Deep Space Colonists. 

It became my responsibility to oversee the manufacture of side arms and to 
personally become an improvised sergeant major of a company of hybrid commandos. 
Tig did the shouting and I worked the white board. Using some ingenuity we made some 
pretty accurate heaters and pulse guns. A larger heater was in the works and suddenly the 
mission’s crew was back into their groove again – they now had a new purpose. 

 
***** 

 
We are six months out from the Avion star system; you can actually see it with the 

naked eye from view ports on the HQ. The Nursery and Number Two have no view ports 
so we can only watch what’s being transmitted to us. 

“It’s the light at the end of the proverbial tunnel,” said Ozzie. 
“I like it’s twinkle,” said Rose. 
There is only historical evidence of Dove technology transmissions now; they 

whoever they are stopped transmitting in real time two months earlier. Our forward probe 
isn’t exactly outfitted with the latest reconnaissance technology and it’s certainly no 
match for speed compared to the Deep Space Colonist’s plasma technology. Nonetheless, 
it can be now deduced that someone in the Avion Star system must now know that we are 



coming. Either our mission will be informing them that more of us are coming or they are 
going to eventually find out for themselves because the latest news from back home has 
indicated that Cosmo’s second wave has been launched and they are just nine years 
behind us. 

Tommy has retired from the Density Corporation after thirty years of service and 
Daria has risen up the ranks to captain at Juno Logistics. Peg and Curran have taken in a 
young vestigial colonist as guardians; a femme this time named Cara. And life in general 
appears to be unfolding as it should back home. 

There are now no signs of any HIDD pathogens circulating or hibernating on the 
Academia. Isolated sections of the enormous ship were carefully heated to eighty degrees 
Celsius for ninety days at a time. I understand the science; it’s simple enough but I still 
got my druthers. 

 
***** 

 
We’re forty-eight hours away from a full stop. We’ll be orbiting an outer satellite of 

the star of Avion. It’s a nameless, tiny frozen planet that’s just a hop, skip and a jump 
from two water planets of which the warmest is the source of the Deep Space Colonist 
communication signals. 

We are on high alert. We have improvised heaters mounted on each ship from 
opened hangars. You wouldn’t believe the equipment we found in the Academia’s stores 
that was ripe for militarization. The largest heater is capable of destroying all of the life 
on any of these planets here but that’s providing they don’t shoot back. We have no 
practical defense systems to defend ourselves with; no shields, no armor – think 
nineteenth century naval frigate. If we have to engage a highly maneuverable hardened 
adversary - we are finished. 

Rose’s nursery is prepping for operation and she’s become a different bubbly kind of 
Rose. The crew’s morale too, is way up. The present thinking is that if Deep Space 
Colonists were present then they would have already confronted us by now. 

A party has been planned for the moment the last grain of sand falls from the 
mission’s hourglass. It’s to be held on the Academia and everyone is to attend. I haven’t 
seen Rose in person in ten years and I can’t describe how excited I am about it. The first 
thing I’m going to do is politely ask from her is for a kiss. Boy, - do I miss those. 

I can almost taste the moisture of wet soil. It’s just a mere one and a half trillion 
kilometers away. And frankly, it would be worth the fight. Getting closer to those two 



water planets preoccupies my thoughts both when I’m awake and when I dream. I’ve 
dreamt of drinking its water and wading into its seas. 

Everyone smiles now. There’s no talk about going home because this is home. 
There’s just talk about the work we have yet to do. We’re not migrants or travelers 
anymore; we’re colonists. 

“I feel just like I was shot out of a cock since we arrived here!” said the normally 
reserved Tig. 

We number one hundred and thirty-four; two humans and one hundred and thirty-two 
hybrids. Our population will begin growing as soon as next week thanks to Rose and the 
Nursery. Local probes are being assembled and launched to investigate every square 
millimeter of this place. If only we had our scientists and creative ones with us to behold 
all of this – I can nonetheless still sense their approval. 

I don’t feel like ejaculate and I don’t feel like Adam or even an alien. I feel blessed 
and I vow to be a good neighbor. 

I spend so much time now thinking about the future that if it were not for the 
mission’s AI I’d get nothing done. Half my crew is now devoted to construction. A 
school and dormitory are planned for repurposed areas on the Academia. There’s a lot to 
do and that alone is a huge understatement. 

 
***** 

 
There’s music. There’s confetti and the hybrids have been drinking. It’s a nice big 

space in here but not as big as the hangar on the old HQ. There’s a prerecorded video 
playing at the moment of Cosmo thanking all of us for our determination and heroism for 
this mission’s magnificent achievement. No one is watching or paying attention to the 
immortal; he’s been speechifying for ten minutes and I’ve not heard a word that he has 
said for the noisy din of cheers and laughter. 

Rose is by my side. She has her hair up and in just the way I like it. When I look at 
her, half of her is flashing and half of her is aglow like a sultry pleasure. 

How did all this happen I wonder? Just me, just her and a hundred and thirty-two 
hybrids. 

“Who knew that hybrids can dance?” shouted Rose. “Look at them go,” she squealed 
with excitement as a lithe dancer twist and turned in pirouettes under the illumination of 
strobe lights flashing over the dance floor. 

They, the hybrids were all absent from the send off party ten years ago. They, more 
than Rose and I deserve this party; they did most of the heavy lifting. I wouldn’t be 



sitting here if it were not for them. Every one of them helped get us here – even Spence. 
Now when Spence puts out the garbage he announces it to any and everyone within 
earshot that he’s ‘putting out the garbage’ like it’s a triumphant act. 

Atta boy Spence; you are yet more proof that there’s a reason for everything and 
everyone. 

“What are you thinking about Ivan? You look so deep and serious,” asked Rose when 
things got quieter. 

“You,” I answered. 
“Moi?” she blushed. “That’s so sweet of you.” 
“I’ve been thinking of you for ten years,” I said. 
“Hey. Do you still have key to everything?” asked Rose with a sparkle in her eye. 
“Yes I still do,” I answered. 
“I’m thinking something private with some decent gravity. Eighty percent has a nice 

bounce to it and your clothes don’t float around,” giggled Rose. 
“I know just the place,” I said with a grin. 
“Let’s blow this place then,” winked Rose and we left the party before a hybrid 

conga line could get started. 
 

***** 
 
We’ve been in the Avion star system for three months. I’ve been invited to visit the 

Nursery with the mission’s AI’s approval. There are five newborns on top of the five 
born three months earlier. I’ve lived in an insulated world when it comes to babies; I’ve 
held a few here and there but I’ve never fed one or changed one’s nappies before. 

“Well you’re going to be in for something,” declared Rose in an uncomfortably 
threatening way. 

There have been no signs of Deep Space Colonists lurking about but an outpost of 
sorts has been discovered on water planet ‘B’. Permanent names for each of the star’s 
satellites will come later. 

Water planet ‘A’ has a humanoid population commonly referred to as bird men. They 
apparently are civilized and have discovered metallurgy. Planet ‘A’ is a forbidden zone; 
planet ‘B’ is not. I am to lead a small team to investigate the outpost found on planet ‘B’ 
tomorrow. Today however, I’m visiting the Nursery. 

“What is that odor,” I asked a beaming Rose. 
She frowned, “Just what are you talking about Ivan. It smells like a nursery for 

heaven’s sake.” 



“I think it smells more like baby ass and regurgitated milk,” I said while pinching my 
nose. 

“Well – in my world that is the sweet smell of success,” answered a matronly Rose. 
I must admit that for a nursery there seemed to be quite a bit of order in there. There 

were nine bassinettes in a circle in the room and each had its own canopy. Attentive 
hybrid nannies and wet nurses circulated around the nine tiny bins in a careful and 
precise manner. In a corner sat the tenth bassinette that had two caretakers that appeared 
to be busier than the others in the room. 

“What’s wrong with that one?” I asked. 
“He’s the troublemaker. If we bring him over to the center of the room the others get 

upset,” said Rose. 
“Leadership skills - I bet,” I said. 
“I don’t think so. We’re thinking of calling him Ivan however,” said Rose as the 

nursery erupted in laughter. “There’s bound to be one in every ten to twenty,” said a 
smiling Rose. 

I went to investigate. He was wriggling defiantly on his back and complaining loudly 
but not crying – there were no tears. 

It’s weird looking at a young tiny child. He can’t walk or talk yet, but he already has 
his own individual disposition. 

“I think you should call him Curran,” I said as I studied him. 
“I’ll think about it,” said a thoughtful Rose. “You know all these children are going 

to be looking up to you, Ivan. You’re going to be a father figure to them whether you like 
it or not. You are going to be a role model,” she added. 

“There’s going to be a hundred and fifty of them,” I answered incredulously. 
“I know, but you’ll learn all their names,” said Rose reassuringly. “You’ve already 

made a bond with one.” 
Well that shut me up. 
 

***** 
 
The Academia had a shuttle for navigating space to atmosphere transitions and vice 

versa. It could carry a small crew with some supplies but not much more than that. They 
were a dodgy kind of thing compared to a matter transporter and there was always some 
risk of losing life or limb in one of them. 



Tig was our most experienced operator with these air and space craft so he was our 
man. He had New Euron technology in his genes and that meant nerves of steel when 
under stress so that was of some comfort to us. 

Planet ‘B’ has a larger mass than our Earth back home, a heavier atmosphere at 
ground level, and just ten degrees of tilt. All this amounted to a planet that had little 
seasonal change to speak of, and a fairly steamy temperature of at times of fifty to sixty 
degrees Celsius through most of its forty hour days depending on upon the amount of 
overcast. 

We outfitted ourselves for about a two day visit and that was pushing it because if 
there was very little of the aforementioned overcast during our visit we would soon 
exceed our limits of solar radiation. The star of Avion was a bright, power house of a star. 

“We are going to have to upgrade our skin to live here bosun,” said Tig as he readied 
the shuttle for its excursion to planet B’s surface. 

I like my skin the way it is thank you. It’s not that I’m not passionate about visiting 
planet B; it’s just that I know how comfortable its moon could be. The most comfortable 
and beautiful place I’d ever visited was the Earth’s moon. It just requires some 
development. 

There was plenty of oxygen on planet B and you could say almost too much of it. 
The real hazard was the methane; a light gas on its own and a byproduct of enormous 
quantities of decomposing bogs of plant life. It all sounds ominous but there were still 
places on the planet’s surface far from its toxic equatorial regions that were more 
hospitable for animal life and that’s where this outpost was located. 

Rose was left behind and I had Tig plus four of his most capable hybrids as crew for 
the excursion. It was like we were approaching two Earths I thought as we observed the 
two water planets grow larger and larger as we closed in on them. They were both frothy 
with white water vapor with Planet A having great seas of blue and Planet B having more 
ochre and green. I wondered if somewhere down there on Planet A if there was a wise 
man watching our approach in his night sky with a primitive telescope. 

“She’s beautiful. Very impressive, bosun,” said Tig as we passed Planet A and 
beared down on Planet B. 

“Gentlemen you may need the use of your armrests in a moment,” said Tig as he 
guided the shuttle into a diving orbit over Planet B. 

At first it was quiet and bumpy and then it was loud and bumpy as the planet’s 
atmosphere slowly embraced the skin of our shuttle. 

“One more minute gentlemen,” announced Tig in a raised but confident voice. 



A hybrid who was sitting next to me was clearly uncomfortable with gravity sickness 
and held his hand over his mouth to catch any forthcoming vomit. I rather suddenly felt 
like my limbs weighed a ton and even taking a breath was work. 

“Three thousand meters,” called out Tig. 
“Can we see anything?” I asked. 
“Only topography for now,” answered Tig. “We need to cool down.” 
The topography showed just a flat surface and not so much as a gentle hill in sight for 

hundreds of kilometers. 
“Front view point is ready bosun,” said Tig a few minutes later as he opened our 

front view port. 
It was just clouds of water vapor and tiny rivulets of water running across the view 

port. 
“A little lower Tig,” I asked. 
And then an enormous panorama of green was revealed for as far as the eye could 

see. 
“What’s that dark cloud below Tig?” 
“It looks like insects, bosun,” replied Tig. 
My God I thought. The last time I saw anything like this was on Vancouver Island. 
“The outpost is coming up,” announced Tig. 
I couldn’t see anything but green bogs for kilometers. The shuttle slowed to a gentle 

speed and began circling the target. A tiny pad of concrete could just be made out down 
below. 

“Closer bosun?” asked Tig. 
“Yes,” I answered and the shuttle glided in a gentle arc down to the concrete pad. 
“That’s definitely human. That’s concrete. It’s been treated to keep from becoming 

overrun with plant life in my estimation,” I muttered to myself as I studied it intensely. 
“No sign of any inhabitants, bosun,” said Tig. 
“Take us down Tig,” I said, and the shuttle came to rest on the pad that just 

accommodated us. 
“Done bosun,” and Tig began shutting down the shuttle’s engines. 
“Let’s suit up gentlemen. I believe we’ll find there’s more to this pad than meets the 

eye. I can see an entrance by the looks of it over there,” and I pointed to what looked like 
a traditional air lock about thirty meters away from us. 

It was near mid day and it was really bright out and I had to darken my visor 
routinely if I wanted to lift my head to any degree of elevation. The gravity was just 
brutal too, but we found our way to the outpost’s entrance. There was a green gooey soup 



that surrounded the pad. Occasionally a bubble of methane would erupt on its surface. 
Tig and another tech worked patiently on the entrance’s locking mechanism that appeared 
to be New Euron of all things. 

“I wasn’t expecting this,” said Tig. “It’s New Euron technology. I’ll have it opened 
soon enough. And so it appears bosun; as always that the world is actually a very small 
place,” said Tig with a grin. 

Fortunately, there were no booby traps set to get us once we entered the outpost and 
the lighting came to life automatically just like we were back at home. It appeared to be a 
simple three level dugout and we negotiated the corridors until we arrived at its heart 
room. In the heart room and other living areas such as the mess and lavatory the gravity 
was reduced to that of Earth’s. 

“What luxury,” said Tig. 
“And perfect atmosphere,” I added after opening my visor. 
“Bosun,” called out a crew member from a desk in the heart room. “There’s a log and 

a message addressed to this outpost’s new tenants.” 
It was a rather lengthy looking log and it was going to take hours to read it. The 

message however was much shorter and was dated three months ago. 
 
Dear Sirs: 
Welcome to my dugout and home of the past five years. Please feel free to make 

yourself at home here for as long as you need to as I shall not be in need of it any further. 
I am also leaving you a detailed log of my experiences with the inhabitants on the 
neighboring planet that I have named Sophia, and I strongly encourage you to read them. 

I am a free man of New Euron ancestry who part by chance and part by desperation 
discovered this beautiful and miraculous star system some ten years ago. As I am a 
wanted man by the Republic, the Deep Space Colonists and New Euro it behooves me to 
inform you that I can never have personal contact with you whoever you might be or 
represent. However dear sirs – please treat the inhabitants of Planet Sophia with the 
greatest respect – they have so much potential. 

Enjoy the sunsets as they are magnificent. 
Yours Truly: Mark 34005-2000 
 
“I’ve heard of this man,” said Tig. “He was once in Cosmo’s company; a favorite of 

his in fact – before the Big One.” 
“Who has numbers like these?” I asked incredulously. “He’s five hundred years old. 

He must be immortal.” 



“No he is not an immortal – as I remember he was not brought on line until twenty 
years before the Big One. He was celebrated as a hero as I recall and then it was thought 
that he was consumed in the great conflict like all the others. In fact bosun he was mostly 
celebrated as a hero for his service in your old conflict on Vancouver Island,” said Tig. 

“They emptied the jails. Now I remember. And he did go on to become a celebrity,” I 
declared. 

“There will be plenty more about him in the AI’s data base. I’m certain bosun!” said 
an excited Tig. 

 
***** 

 
The mission’s AI was indeed relieved to hear that the immediate threat of a 

confrontation with a possible hostile actor had been removed and the log from Mark’s 
dugout became a very popular read amongst the crew. I beseeched the mission’s AI to 
reach out to the New Euron but my suggestion was firmly rejected. I felt that his 
experience here in the Avion star system would be invaluable to our mission. Tig too, 
was also disappointed. 

“If anyone was to beat us here; the fact that he was a New Euron is of no surprise to 
me,” announced a confident Tig whenever he got the opportunity to bring it up in 
conversation. 

It will be years from now before our friends back home ever hear of our tepid success 
and who knows if the next cohort of colonists will have any better luck than we have. 
Who knows if they will even arrive?  But we have a toe hold – and that’s something. 

And speaking of toes; back home I hear that Peg has finally had her mechanical leg 
of forty years replaced. 

“I feel alive again, Ivan. I’m becoming an old woman on the one hand but on the 
other - I feel like I have a whole new future to look forward to.” 

Additionally, Doctor Brent Smiley has passed away; he was a compassionate 
veterinarian as I remember. Default Dave I hear is training to become a bosun. Even 
Silvio has moved up from wiper to Able Space Mariner. There’s still hope for our Spence 
then. 

I get leave time now, and when I can, I go done to that outpost on Planet B and 
dream about Planet Sophia. Occasionally, I do a little fishing while I’m there. We’ve cut 
a hole of about a half meter in diameter in the bog just off the edge of the pad and there 
you can throw a pail into that old hole and lower it down ten meters or so. Pull it back up. 



Pour some of the bucket’s contents into a sample jar and magnify it. And behold, – the 
life you see: tiny sea dragons and tardigrades. 

 
***** 

 
Wake up 
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