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10 REM For the readers, the students, the listeners

20 REM For the storytellers, the librarians, the teachers

30 REM For my family—born and chosen





We have in common a terrible loneliness. Day after day, a question goes up desperately in our minds: Are we alone in the wilderness of the self, alone in this silent universe, of which we are a part, and in which we feel at the same time like strangers?

—Abraham Joshua Heschel
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CHAPTER 1

1983, SPRING

CINCINNATI

I love the way a computer program doesn’t just describe something: it is the thing.

Words between people—normal language—is like a glaze over the realness of action and being. A bubble, not something you can touch or count on. But code is the doing, is the thing: words and syntax and rules creating their own world, their own existence. Everything the code needs is there, inside the computer.

I tap this semester’s passkey into the door on Baldwin Lab. I get access to the lab because I’m taking freshman Computer Syntax 101, although it’s a bullshit class; I could do most of the assignments in my sleep. This is where I come, though, when I don’t want to go home and face Sheila the Mother, or when Veronica is busy with Jack.

Down the hallway, there’s a grody water cooler, and then the lab, with its twenty Apple IIs and ten terminals hooked into the MUD, a broken clock, no windows, and three rules:

1. No food or drink

2. Save it to a floppy because it will get deleted

3. Don’t touch anyone else’s keyboard

The TA on duty doesn’t care if I work on personal projects, or if I listen to my Walkman with Television or the Clash turned up to eighteen. The glow of the monitor screen washes without judgment over my ripped jeans, my band T-shirts, my dyed-black hair. It feels like freedom.

When I told you, on our weekly call sometime near the start of high school, that I was taking Computer Basics, you got so excited, thinking I was learning BASIC. Back then, I didn’t even know what a programming language was. I sat there, coiling the phone cord around my fingers in Bubbe’s kitchen, which was the only place I called you from, because of Sheila. You described the possibilities of machine learning, and it was like you were speaking to me not from the East Coast, but from somewhere else in time, from some other world.

“You’re going to love it,” you said. “It’s the language of the future.”

I never told you this, although I think you would have laughed: the next day, I stopped by the high school library to see if they had any books on BASIC. I wanted to close the gap between what you’d thought I was learning and the rudimentary typing lessons I was getting in class. The librarian gave me some issues of Creative Computing: I tried to memorize the most obvious commands—LET, PRINT, GOTO, IF—even as my mind tumbled through all the ones I didn’t understand yet: DIM, CHR$, TIME versus TIME$. That same day after school, on a TRS-80 at the RadioShack downtown, I tried typing Valley Bomber, one of the programs printed on thin newsprint in the magazine’s back pages. Command after command after command. It seems so improbable, so strange—that shapes rendered in ink-on-paper could become something else inside the computer, but they can. In the game, the player flew through a valley surrounded by mountains, dropping bombs in the narrow stretch between the heights. I thought, while I was typing it all in, that I wouldn’t mind destroying some mountains. Just destroy it all, maybe.

The game didn’t work. I arrowed up through the lines of code, searching for what I’d done wrong, but the glowing letters swarmed opaquely, refusing to show me. After a week of typing the same sequence in over and over, I found the problem—I’d messed up something simple in the syntax.

But I’d gotten a taste of something. I went back to RadioShack again and again to the code, tossing my backpack under the counter and avoiding eye contact with the salesmen so they wouldn’t bother me. Once the screen booted up, I could be invisible for a while. Not a loner, not a disappointment of a daughter.

Later that year, I would meet Veronica and she would make me less of a loner, even if I stayed a disappointment to Sheila. But when she and I weren’t together, all I wanted to do was slip inside the programs like they were castles, made of logic rather than stones. With a Replacements tape blaring in my headphones, I taught myself to code from a copy of 100 BASIC Computer Games. That’s the book the librarian found for me after I’d burned through all her issues of Creative Computing.

And then, when you thought I was ready, you sent me a letter with the first part of a program, handwritten on a sheet of yellow legal paper. I understood the first few commands—naming the program, a REM line saying [This program will put the wind in your sails], but after that I got lost. What were the commands drawing on the screen? Impossible to tell from just the coordinates. I’d have to see them. The unfinished lines of code beckoned, an invitation to a new world where I was smart, I was important. You programmed real games in Cambridge, but you made time to write code with me. That first program: when we finished it, it drew a sailboat that disappeared into the horizon as the sun set.

Here is one of the things you taught me: every program is like a conversation in which the programmer asks one question over and over again, “How do I make the code do X?” and the code answers, offers a cascade of answers. The result is a personal, intimate kind of logic, and although the code itself might look dry and alien, the choices embedded in it—the defining of variables, sequencing of commands, layering of functions—are like a map of the programmer’s mind.

But you didn’t just teach me to make games, you taught me to love them, too. We worked through the rooms of Zork, each of us making our own grid paper map to mark the grues. We assembled ships in Pirate Adventure. We debated whether The Prisoner was a good game or just a good thought experiment.

And now, almost exactly four years after I started that dumb freshman computer class, I know more than enough BASIC to write a program to calculate the number of days since you died: thirty-seven.

The code I write doesn’t have feelings and it doesn’t care about mine. It either works or it doesn’t. When typing it into the Apple II, I have to stay focused. The fact that you are dead, that you are not in the world anymore, is like a strong magnet held against a cassette. Data—feeling—flattened into irretrievable nothing. But in the code, there are rules and patterns I can rest against. I know where I’ve been and where I’m going.

By the time I’m done today, it’s almost time for the lab to close. I hit RUN.

<?SYNTAX ERROR>

The TA on duty comes over. I slide my headphones off.

“Bug in the code?” he asks.

The expression came from a literal bug in a computer—that’s the story you told me—a moth trapped in the electrical relays, pulled out by Grace Hopper and taped into a logbook with the annotation “First actual case of bug being found.” A moth, pinioned in the relays, yielding only an error; whatever was intelligible, lost.

Here and now, it would mean: I typed something in wrong, transposed characters or inverted syntax, or even missed a command entirely.

I shrug. “Yeah.” I hit delete and the program’s text evaporates from the screen. “I’ll try again later.”

I get up and go out into the blazing spring evening to take the bus home. I’m thinking about patience, and how, in order to have patience you have to have hope or faith, or some clear idea that it gets better. I’m thinking about all the games you’ll never write, about the body of a moth pressed between relays, about lines of code that yield only “error,” so you have to rewrite it, every line. You can’t do that to a person: scroll through the logic and commands that make them who they are, rewrite the bugs. We run through life once, and when it’s over—when you hit an error—it’s just over, no one waiting to help you fix the mistakes.





    CHAPTER 2

2586, SPRING

WEST ATLANTIC OCEAN

The earthquake came in the morning. It took only a moment for her body to determine that the grinding—more feeling than noise—was coming from outside Babylon, and another moment more to decide it wasn’t a threat. What is an earthquake to a boat at sea? Deep beneath them, heavy currents broke against underwater mountains. Long-ago wrecks shifted and settled. An earthquake is a danger only for those who cannot move with the world around them. To Yesiko, the earthquake was a possibility.

Root walked stiffly across the deck to her, after the rumbling had passed. He squinted into the distance, watching for the low, fast swells of water that race away from an earthquake, unbroken and uncapped until they reach land and become a tsunami. Wrinkles creased the dark lines of the albatross tattooed across his face.

They were on their way west with a shipment of hum. They were meant to deliver it to Liana, an island off Nueva Sao Luis. From there, the hum would throw its sticky, rotten fingers out across Liana and Nueva Sao Luis and the neighboring islands. Drunk or smoked or dissolved beneath the tongue or needled into a vein or smeared across the delicate tissue of an eyelid or gums or tattooed into the skin so that it could release slowly into the bloodstream. Pulling the eponymous sound—low and wordless—from its hollow-cheeked users. But that wasn’t Yesiko’s problem. She was just doing a job, just getting paid.

They’d reefed the sails overnight, and in the silence of the boat’s gentle rocking, wind sang hollowly over the distance. Sparkling water slapped Babylon’s metal hull. Liana and Nueva Sao Luis lay a two-day sail north. A day east was the Valley: once, it had been a harbor, and it held the skeletons of long-drowned piers and loading docks, fast disintegrating smallships and, at the northern edge of the Valley, a sunken greatship unlike any other Yesiko had seen in all her years on the seas.

Everyone had heard, over bottles of rot-wine, whispers of someone’s uncle’s shipmate’s cousin’s friend who made their fortune from the riches in a sunken greatship. Old-world wealth that didn’t decompose or dissolve. She, and her father before her, had stripped anything useful from every other vessel on her map of wrecks. But not the Valley’s greatship: fathoms below the surface, closed up like a vault every time she’d visited over the decades. She wanted to pry her way into its smooth, ancient hull. She ached to get her hands on its riches. They deserved it—Root and Babylon and her. A reprieve.

The earthquakes had seeded an idea in Yesiko’s mind, one she could not shake. She’d seen before how seismic activity could change the seafloor: trigger underwater landslides, tumble rockfalls, open fissures in the silt. Here they were, so near the Valley—could the earth’s movement have opened some secret way into the greatship? Maybe the sand had shifted beneath it, and there would be a way inside. Perhaps this was a child’s dream. But perhaps not.

Root knew what she was thinking before she’d said a word. “We’ll be late on delivery.” He watched her, his expression resigned already. “And Chante not pleased.”

Chante: frozen-faced, impatient, unpredictable.

“Who’s to say that wind troubles didn’t keep us?” she countered.

“You’ll remember the chainplate is near rusted and wants replacing, and Imago’s buoyancy tank needs work,” Root said. “We can barter the tank repair in Liana after we make delivery and buy a new chainplate. Whatever’s there in the greatship, not worth the risk, hey.” If the chainplate’s shackle gave out, it would release the port standing rigging, destabilizing the mast.

“You can patch the tank well enough,” she said. “And the chainplate will hold.” Root could fix almost anything, and besides, weren’t they enough, the two of them and Babylon? They didn’t need any Liana handyman. “You should start,” she said. “I’ll tend the nav.” And even though he near raised her, Root laid his hand on her shoulder and then went to do as she said, because Yesiko was captain.



Yesiko was born on an island long since drowned, and the fact of that marked her, her mother used to say. Every year, she included a jar of dirt from the island on the Pesach plate, between the charred tuna bone and the shriveled round of orange.

But Babylon was the only home she remembered. Seventy-seven feet, two masts and a temperamental engine, a patchwork warren of storage and bolt holes decorated with carved moldings and medallions, its hull walls marked in wax-chalk drawings. High above its deck, an indigo flag appliquéd with pink stars. Generation on generation of skinny ship cats, but now only Panim, the opinionated tortie who slept curled against Yesiko’s chest, chirruping even in her dreams. A water machine and a backup water machine, both wired to the solar array; a rank-smelling aquaponic hydrobay producing a reluctant handful of crops; a cockpit equipped with sonar and radios and a wildly precious star map computer. Root’s workshop full of half-mended machines and the squat polycarbonate nanite box, the only thing new on board, not fixed a dozen times before. And the Imago, Babylon’s moneymaker: a short-range submersible that she used for salvage.

They existed—Root, Babylon, Panim, and her—on the edge of survival. They trawled the sea’s shallow flats for wrecks, and down she went in Imago, to bring up ghost-things from the past: engine parts, sheets of mangled alloys, plastics not wholly corroded by salt. They circled the marketplaces of Nueva Sao Luis and New Harare and the Argo, trading salvage for what they couldn’t fish or grow or fix themselves. For decades, they had staggered from debt to debt, taking whatever job would keep Babylon afloat: she’d run guns for the island gangs in Nimba, even as their shores washed with bodies. She’d transported stolen goods for a customs agent in Belmopan, until the Belmopan police caught her; she’d given the customs agent’s name easily, the price of Babylon’s freedom.

Once or twice, she’d signed on to scout for the Argo fleet. What would it feel like, to have a fleet to call home, a sprawling network of boats, great and small? But Argo was a cooperative, hundreds of communally owned and governed vessels; to join Argo would have meant surrender of Babylon, the only home she’d ever known.

Instead, Yesiko dreamed of making Babylon seaworthy enough to follow the humpback whales on their long migrations, back and forth across the oceans until she’d learned to identify each one by song. She imagined a future in which she and Root were free to move through the great silence of the world, stopping often so that Root could collect his beloved stories and songs without worrying about the bilge pump or the state of the rigging or the hydrobay plumbing, and the boat wouldn’t stink of constant wet. But that was before the debt. And in that imagining, Root was not dying.

Now she wanted only to get away from the noise of hum, away from the mewling needs of the cities, away from her debt to Chante.



Yesiko settled into Imago’s molded fiberglass cockpit. Her hips complained at the fixed shape; it had been years since the hard seat was comfortable. Darkness above and below her. The sub rocked inside Babylon’s cradle, partially submerged in the water. Root, at the controls, radioed, “Imago away,” and released the sub into the water. Inside the windowless Imago, there was only the slight wobble at the cradle’s release, followed by the familiar steadying as the sub settled into the water’s embrace, to tell Yesiko the dive had begun.

The Imago was shaped like an upright clam, and like a clam, it sank gracefully toward the deep. Inside the cockpit, Yesiko engaged the propellers and keyed in a descent sequence. Root had taught her to tie knots and fish and spin yarns, but it was her father who taught her to pilot Imago. He would take her down to two thousand fathoms, where strange translucent creatures played in the Imago’s searchlights, and even when she was a girl, it had fallen to her to pilot them back to the surface. By then her father would be too high on hum to work the controls.

Awkward as it was above water, the sub moved confidently below the surface. Imago’s cameras fed into a tiled screen on which Yesiko watched the water grow gradually darker. She piloted toward the greatship with her hands light on the controls and her eye on a map tacked to the wall; every ten minutes, by her watch, she noted Imago’s speed and marked her position with a blunt pencil, each mark nearly aligned with the previous. Five times she’d come down before, and five times come away frustrated, so she’d tried and failed to put the ship and its cargo out of her mind.

And then it loomed into view. Her heart beat thickly in her throat. In the cameras, the greatship appeared unchanged. She tamped down a wave of fear that this diversion would again be for nothing, rubbed her hands together for warmth, and navigated around the greatship’s smooth, silver nose, and there—on the cameras she could see a vast rend down the length of the ship. Its brittle hull cracked open by the earth’s spasms beneath it. She was shot through with a cold, bright excitement, a feeling like setting a sharp knife to a taut line of rope. Poised above a treasure untouched for a hundred years, the moment of discovery, of newness, surged through her.

She launched two rovers, their tuna-size bodies tilting off Imago’s starboard side and swooping downward. They hovered and darted through the greatship’s opening and beamed back video onto a cracked tablet in her lap. An eerie God’s-eye view of what could once have been a communal dining room—tables collapsed, chairs overturned. The rovers passed through small rooms with desks whose contents had long since disintegrated or been tugged away by sea creatures; a current as gentle as a breeze caused a wayward tarp to flutter in a doorway, and the movement flickered ghostlike on the camera. There was always a sense of edged trespass when she entered a wreck. Like one of Root’s myths, it was evidence of a world that had come before her, but it was also an anchor, a promise of a future in front of her—a sense that, despite the endless shifting of the waves, of alliances, of safe ports, there was some larger pattern at work.

The rovers moved beyond the warren of rooms and floated down a grand, dark staircase. In the background, their sonar arrays pinged and clicked and sent back a growing map of the greatship to the tablet’s screen.

“Imago, report,” Root’s voice crackled over the radio.

“Imago here. Depth one-three-four-eight fathoms. Using the rovers to check out the usual tourist sites.” Their code, in case anyone else was close enough to overhear the radios. Yesiko trusted two people in this world: herself and Root. “There’s been some positive movement.”

“Acknowledged, Imago. Dive safe.”

The attitude gauge had tilted a few degrees to port. It wasn’t enough for her to feel yet, but it meant the patch on the buoyancy tank wasn’t holding. The Imago’s battery meter chirped its regular reminder that time was not infinite, that it could not keep scrubbing oxygen from the sea and holding her steady amid the currents forever. She pressed a palm against the Imago’s smooth inner hull; it felt like an act of defiance, to breathe so far beneath the surface, despite the pressure and the temperature. They were survivors, her and Root and Babylon and Imago.

The rovers nosed farther into the greatship. She recognized features she’d seen on the other three greatships she’d explored: a worship hall, a kitchen, a laboratory, engine rooms, and crew quarters. Most of the greatships were built by the same family, hundreds of years ago, in the Andes Islands. They shared bones. She was looking for the storage hulls, which she guessed would be deep in the bow.

The battery chirped again. If the rovers didn’t find something soon, the wise choice would be to ascend, especially since she would need the propellers to compensate for the increasing port tilt. She lowered the heater to save power and wrapped a scarf around her neck, covering the green circles of the debt mark on her throat. The chill burrowed into her hips, her knees, the balls of her shoulders.

The radio crackled, but nothing followed. Sometimes Imago lost contact with Babylon—a change in water density could do it, or a storm above. It did not scare her, to be alone under the water. The water was home.

She relaxed in the silence. The rovers moved deeper into the hull. The cameras showed a crest, molded into the side of the ship: Haber, it said. As they passed through another doorway, an image filled the screen. She stopped breathing, stopped feeling the plunging temperature inside the Imago. The room was filled with bones. Their gray-white shapes flitted through the rover’s headlights, moving with whatever currents penetrated the depth of the wreck. The ship was a graveyard. “May their memories be for blessing,” Yesiko whispered reflexively.

And among the bones, the rover’s cameras picked up glints of metal—gold? Titanium? If the ship had been here as long as she thought it had, over two hundred years, there might still be a fortune in old-wealth here, among the dead. Who had they been, the sailors who carried one another into this crypt? Had any left the ship, survived the sinking, and dreamed of being reunited with these bones?

She couldn’t ignore the Imago’s tilt anymore, so she powered up the port propellers to level it. The battery’s chirp transitioned into a shrill beep.

Root would hate this, would want to turn away. But she put the thought aside and keyed a series of commands into the rovers, then began to prep the Imago for ascent. Beneath her excitement, fatigue crawled through her body.

The rovers worked together to throw and then pull in a mesh net. Bones and scraps of clothing and—she hoped—whatever treasure was tangled amid the bodies—all of it churned in the net’s constraints. The Imago began to push toward the surface, and the rovers worked to catch up.

She pressed the comms button. “Imago to Babylon, do you read?”

Nothing but static came back. For a dizzying moment, she wondered: Had she passed into the land of the dead? Did Root and Babylon continue to exist, somewhere above her? Would the ghosts of this ship rise to fill the static?

She switched the comms from “voice” to “telegraph” and pinged a message out in short and long beeps: “Imago coming home. Bringing dinner.” Root would know what it meant.

The rovers caught up and docked with the Imago. She checked the sensors: the hours of ascent would take every last spark of power in the batteries. It would be close, but it would be worth it. The cold kept her from sleeping, so she uncoiled a length of rope from her pocket, smooth and thin as a child’s finger, and worked one knot after another, untangling the loops between each, bending warmth into her hands and calm into her mind.

By nine years old, she’d been able to tie a dozen knots by feel alone: square, angler’s, Carrick bends and half hitches and short splices and sheet bends. She learned to whip the ends of new rope with twine and a thick needle to keep it from unraveling. A boat is nothing without her lines, and Yesiko understood them: like veins carrying energy and tendons flexing in or out, they had to be cared for, tended to.

In New Harare, her mother took her to see the rope makers: A group of men pushed a cart down a long room. Wheels within the cart twisted thin flax fibers together. The men pushed the cart up and down the long room, and heavy rope fell against the floor where they had passed. They let Yesiko push a much smaller cart, one that twined together finer strands of flax into a rope smaller than her wrist, and then they let her keep it. She whipped the ends with a blue thread so she would know it was hers. A rope of her own making.

Back then, she had a dream. It came to her over and over: she dreamed she was aboard Babylon, and a thick rope wound out behind them in the water. It stretched on and on, as far as she could see. In the way of dreams, she knew that Babylon was turning the very ocean into a rope—but where did the rope begin? To what were they tethered? Sometimes in the dream, the rope stretched taut behind the boat, and she climbed out and walked backward along it, as though she were a circus performer, strong and sure-footed. Someone was waiting for her at the other end, she felt. Other times, the rope was too slack to walk, and instead she tried to cut it. How much faster they would go, and more free they would be—if only they were not turning the sea to rope! And sometimes she dreamed that she swam below the water and clung to the rope, and the world was quiet and clear: all as it should be. In the dream, she could stay underwater for hours, hiding from everything above. Her skin felt no cold; her lungs did not burn.

She would wake up in her bunk with her always-chilled fingers and her ordinary lungs. Above her was the black metal of the bulkhead, where someone long forgotten had carved instructions for different knots. She worked them in sequence every morning, warming her hands with movement and listening to the boat. A boat’s sounds are a barometer. Where the pressure lies heavy.

On the nights when she could not fall back to sleep, she would pad her way quietly down the hall, past the galley where her parents would be sitting in tense silence or sometimes yelling, and up to the deck, where Root would be finishing his overnight watch. This was before his accident, before he was dependent on the nanites. She would find him sitting on the foredeck with something that needed mending: a rope, a net, a pair of coveralls. Around them, the painted eyes on the yardarms kept watch. She would take out her own length of rope, and sometimes he would teach her a new knot. Sometimes they sat without speaking. Sometimes he told a story. I remember a time when…Yesiko’s father called Root “Rav.” His tone was mocking when he said it, so she had learned to hate the nickname. But when Yesiko asked Root what it meant, Root said simply, “It means teacher,” which Yesiko thought was right and appropriate, because Root had taught her almost everything she knew.

When the telling was done, he would fold his mending and go down to his bunk, and Yesiko would be left to weather the sounds of her parents, alone again, but more secure in her solitary quietude. It was Root who had taught her to feel safe in the ocean’s silence.



When Imago was safely docked, Root ran a line through the coffee grinder to hoist the net over the railing. Bones washed everywhere: skulls, vertebrae, the fine bones of hands and teeth and ribs. The sun—for it was sunrise, and she had been underwater all night—picked out the tarnished glints of rings and chains and jewels.

“What have you done?” Root said, horrified.

But she was exhausted and chilled, and so she turned away from him and did not answer. What she had done was for them, for him. She had collected the past to buy them a future.





    CHAPTER 3

After she’d slept, Yesiko unfolded herself stiffly from her bunk and came down the passageway, tracing her fingers absently over the mural on the walls: creatures from far-flung oceans drifted in purple-red waters, layered over one another by sailors long since gone. Behind her, the passageway led to Root’s bunk room, the hydrobay, and fore stowage, once full of her father’s accumulated junk—all things he thought would net them a fortune, if only he could find the right buyer—and now neatly, if sparely, stocked with tubing and gaskets, varnish, scrap metal and a precious blowtorch, collapsible water jugs, strings of dried lemons, old coveralls folded away. Ahead of her, the passageway led aft, through Root’s workshop to the salon and galley, with its shelves of books and the cramped kitchen. Inside the workshop, the squat, beige box that controlled Root’s nanites hummed gently, its precious computer hard at work directing a fleet of nanites—robot machines so small she could see them only if they massed in the thousands, so small they could pass into his body through a brace surgically implanted along the length of his spine to deliver electrical impulses, bridge the gaps between nerves, keep him alive. It was the only one of its kind, Chante had said: an experimental treatment performed by his personal doctor.

Up the stairs, she found Root sitting on the deck amid the bones. He held one up. “Femur.” He put it down and took up another. “Clavicle.” His voice was sad and tired.

Sitting beside him, she helped him sort the jewelry from the bones, laying each down with care. An earring shaped like gingko leaves. A bangle carved with eyes. A partial pelvis. Knobby, glossy pearls on a corroded chain. Tibia. A charm bracelet sparkling with diamonds. A flat, reddish gold ring with a slot in the side. Sternum. The sun warmed her skin.

In the afternoon, she wrapped the bones in an old hammock and winched them up over the deck railing. They swung there for a moment, and she felt discomforted by the weight of the silence. Who had they been—erased by sea and time—and who was she to them? A vast reservoir of hopes and dreams, regrets and pleasures and memories remained trapped within the bones. Their stories locked away. Root leaned against the rail beside her and began to recite kaddish, and she spoke the words with him. Then she released the winch. The hammock plummeted back down into the water.

Yesiko believed in the value of superstitions: those plaited strands of understanding that kept people tethered to a shared reality, to a sense of power over the future. In her were braided her mother’s island beliefs, her father’s sailor lore, and Root’s stories. Of course there were superstitions about the dead, about the dying, about what was to be done after death. Mirrors covered to keep out evil spirits, lentils served at every meal to remember the roll of life into death into life again, the name of the dead spoken in the same breath as a b’rakha. The bones had been people and felt to her almost like they were people still. Did they bless her claim on their wealth? Or did they curse her for disturbing them? She understood, too, the obscenity of the splash as the hammock hit the water and floated, for a moment, before water forced the air out and dragged it down.

She understood, but she did not regret bringing them up, nor did she regret what she took from them.



Yesiko left Root on board Babylon to work on the buoyancy tank. They were docked at Liana, that man-made trash pile held together by an underwater net and surfaced with kelp bricks, a dozen miles off the coast of Nueva Sao Luis. It floated, mostly, and stayed put—mostly. She scanned the dock, as she always did, looking for the slim, dark shape of the nanite doctor’s boat. She had never seen it in port, only the once at sea, when Chante summoned it himself. But it didn’t hurt to look.

Yesiko kept her posture casual and her mind alert as she walked down the uneven street. She had the jewelry in a bag around her neck, beneath her zipped into coveralls, where it nestled against the knotted inner fringes. Around her: a sprawling, lawless shantytown of addicts and refugees, some happy to wash their lives away with hit after hit of hum, others desperate to convince the Nueva Sao Luis officials to give them portage off the island. It was not a place to let your guard down, Yesiko thought. No, the only place for that was on board Babylon.

The benefit of a place like Liana was that she could sell the jewelry without facing too many questions. If anyone at the Liana docks happened to see the telltale green circles of the debt mark tattooed on her throat, they were unlikely to care enough to check whether she was wanted for default. Here, even the children often bore debt marks.

If she played it right, if she got what the jewelry was worth, she and Root would sail south to pay Chante. Once they were clear of her debt, the mark would lose its power over her forever, and they would be free.

Yesiko wound through the narrow streets surrounding the docks. Stacked shipping containers squeezed out the daylight. Children peered at her from glassless windows cut into the containers’ metal walls. High above, a woman with hollow cheeks strung up wet laundry while a stray brown dog sat patiently below, waiting to lap the drips of water. Everywhere, there was the sound of hum. It drove her a little wild, to be here, awash in it. A buzz. A vibration. Like an earthquake rippling through every drugged-up body on the island.

A thin man slid out of a doorway. He kept his hands in his pockets, gave her a half smile. An invitation. “You come looking?” he asked. “You look like you come looking.”

Was this how her father first tried hum? Or had he been alone, Babylon’s hold full of product, splitting the algal plastic wrapper and dipping in his knife—just to see what it was like?

“Shove off.” Yesiko fit her hand around the knife in her pocket.

“Ah love”—the man fell into step beside her—“you can’t hide that want from me.”

Yesiko brought the knife out low and fast, sliding her thumb over the release so the blade snicked into place. “Is this what you want?” A promise. She held it steady between them. She might look like just another old woman, but she was not helpless.

“Fuck you too.” He veered away and spit in the street.

Yesiko passed two shops by: racks of ratty secondhand clothes, chipped dining ware, spare parts for cheap electronics. They wouldn’t be able to pay what the jewelry was worth; in the past, she’d avoided selling high-value salvage in Liana—no one here had much to spend. Above the door of the third shop hung the traditional three yellow globes of a pawnshop, and through the door itself, Yesiko saw a real glass counter full of brass knuckles and knives. The knives reminded her of Chante, and the way his face, frozen with fish poison to smooth the wrinkles, never showed any emotion. He’d once gutted a man with a twelve-inch blade, right in front of her, and Yesiko hadn’t seen even a flicker of expression. She walked past the third shop.

The street took her into a Catolico neighborhood, with nichos and saints between the buildings. She slowed to see if she could recognize any: Maria of the Child, Francis of the Animals—“Not our stories,” Root had said, when they listened to a Catolico priest, “but someone’s, and worthy of respecting, hey.” Flowers in a nicho with Noet of the Fish. A fluttering candle inside a nicho with Jeffrey of the Stars.

Just beyond the Catolico neighborhood was a bar on stilts, built above a sinkhole in the island, where the kelp bricks had fallen through, and she could see the rough, wet mass of trash below. And past that was another pawnshop—the three yellow globes over the door—and the sound of chanting coming from inside. The sound of it drew her through the doorway. At first, she thought it was the clear, melodious “om” she associated with the Roshis in their lacquered temples, but as she took in the inside of the small store—a handful of glossy antique wooden chairs, a chandelier made of mismatched glass, shelves full of real paper books, a case of jewelry—she realized they weren’t saying “om” at all but something more familiar; it was the words to “L’chah dodi.” The song Root taught her to sing on Friday nights, although now set to a slow, meditative rhythm. Yesiko didn’t know whether to feel comforted or unsettled.

“Welcome, welcome,” said the man behind the counter. He was barrel-chested, but age had shrunk his body around his wide frame. His thin hair lay neatly combed over his head, and his expression was firm but not unfriendly. “You are new to us, yes? You are looking for something?”

Yesiko shook her head a little. “New, yes. Looking for something, no. Here to sell. You buy?”

“Of course.” The man spread his hands on the counter.

The chanting continued from the back. Yesiko could pick out two distinct voices in the noise. She put the whispering ginkgo earring on the counter. A test, before she showed him the rest.

“These look like they are a find worth telling about, no?” he said as he lifted one to examine it.

“Hm,” Yesiko said noncommittally.

The man looked up. “Whatever the origin of them, I would need to be sure it doesn’t involve any other parties, anyone who would be surprised to find them here, in my shop.”

“No other parties,” Yesiko said, “no surprises.” The dead would not miss their jewelry, could not come to claim it.

He nodded. “In that case, I can offer you two hundred for these, which is not what you might get in New Harare or Nueva Sao Luis, but it is what they are worth here in Liana.”

Yesiko nodded. She knew she could get more in those other cities, but it would have come with questions and paperwork and more eyes than she wanted on her. “A fair price. And if I have more?”

“Of this quality? That I would like to see, although I can make no promises.”

Yesiko unzipped her coveralls and pulled out the bag of jewelry.

If he was impressed with the wealth that spilled from the bag onto his counter, the shopkeeper didn’t show it in his face. One by one, he examined the pieces using a magnifying glass. Tiny indigo and yellow glass beads, woven into diamond shapes. Three interlocking rings that formed a leaping dolphin. A ring with a chip of clear stone. While he worked, Yesiko looked around the shop. She read the titles of the books—Death on the Nile, Beloved, Home Repairs for Dummies—and wondered if Root would like any of them. He had a collection of real books on board, growing slowly.

The chanting had stopped. As Yesiko moved through the store, she saw into the back room: a young woman and a young man sat at a table. They were probably in their late teens, with the same curly dark hair. Siblings, she guessed. The young man worked at a table loom and wore a fine green tinker’s jacket with dozens of pockets. The young woman had a book open in front of her. She traced her finger over the pages, and her lips moved as she read. She looked up at Yesiko, and her expression was wild and stubborn. Yesiko looked away.

After a few minutes, the shopkeeper looked up at Yesiko. “This is a dive haul, no?” he asked. When Yesiko didn’t answer, he added, “I have no interest in the where, just a curious old man.”

“Yes,” she said. “Old, and it won’t be missed.” Her heart beat quickly. How much would she get, and would it be enough?

He brushed his hand over a fine chain with an eye-shaped pendant. “These must have come from very deep, no? Great risk, great reward. One thousand for the whole lot, although I tell you—I will be lucky to sell such fine pieces here.”

One thousand. Yesiko rolled the sum in her mind. A bitter number. She had hoped it would be more. It wasn’t enough to run on, and it wasn’t enough to pay the debt to Chante. But maybe it would be enough to placate him.

Some of the bitterness must have shown on her face, because the shopkeeper pushed the jewelry toward her. “You are welcome to try your luck elsewhere.” He was calling her bluff.

“Throw in one of the books and it’s done,” she said. “One thousand.”

“A book, a book,” the shopkeeper said. “Take your pick and I’ll get your money.”

Yesiko turned to the shelf and ran her fingers over the delicate spines. Which would Root choose for himself? She pulled down a dark, leather-bound volume and read the cover, Tales from the Garden by M. Frishman.

Someone cleared their throat behind her.

Yesiko turned and found the young woman standing there. She raised an eyebrow at her. Up close, Yesiko guessed her to be no more than nineteen, but a streak of white hair framed her heart-shaped face. Marked by tragedy, Yesiko thought, like the rest of us.

“You’ve a boat?” the teenager asked. She smoothed her hands down over her dress: practical, with split sides and trousers underneath, and in a fine, glossy fabric Yesiko had never seen before.

Yesiko hesitated. What did she want, this well-dressed teenager?

“You’re a captain?” The girl gestured at the four gold bands on Yesiko’s sleeve.

Yesiko nodded. She didn’t like strangers, or questions, but she was impressed by the girl’s attention to detail.

“Do you take passengers?” Her voice was rushed, quiet.

She didn’t want the shopkeeper to hear, Yesiko thought. “Not normally, no.”

“What would convince you otherwise? Heaney is paying you a thousand for the jewelry, yes? Would four thousand convince you to take passengers?”

Yesiko stilled her face. Four thousand, plus the jewelry’s payout—it was more than she owed Chante.

“How many passengers?” Yesiko asked.

“Me and my brother and one more,” the teenager said. She glanced back to the workroom as she spoke, and her brother—taller than her by more than a foot, and hulking where she was delicate—watched them, holding the delicate shuttle for his loom. He looked shy, despite his size.

“Where to?” Babylon, with her steel hull, could approach most of the island chains, but some of the southern coastlines were too shallow for her.

“North,” the girl said.

“Be more specific.” North was away from Chante, Yesiko thought. A month or two of reprieve. Fewer questions about why she wasn’t rushing back to run another of his errands.

The teenager opened her mouth and then paused, listening for Heaney, but he had disappeared deep into the shop. “Past the Caledonian Isles,” she said. “I can be more specific once we’re on the way.”

“And who’s footing the bill? You and your brother?” Yesiko wasn’t interested in being saddled with children who couldn’t actually pay her.

“The third passenger,” she said. “Deep pockets. You’ll get your money.”

“Half up front,” Yesiko said.

“Twenty-five percent,” the girl countered.

A thousand from the jewelry and another thousand up front. Yesiko felt her heart start to speed up. Two thousand.

“Why me?” she asked. “Plenty of ships come through Liana.”

“It’s time—” the teenager began, and then continued, as though she’d changed her mind about what she wanted to say. “Most boat captains don’t bargain for folktales.” She nodded at the book in Yesiko’s hand and gave a questioning smile.

Root would like them. “Done,” Yesiko said. “Babylon, at the west docks. We sail tomorrow morning, with or without you. A thousand gets you on board, and the rest on delivery.”

“I’m Shula,” the girl said. “And my brother is Tov.”

“Yesiko. My crew is Root.”

Heaney came back out from the back, and Shula seemed to melt away.

“I hope she wasn’t bothering you,” Heaney said.

“No,” Yesiko replied. She took the money from the counter. The book was already tucked into a pocket of her coveralls. Were they his family, Shula and Tov? Indentured servants? Would there be consequences for taking them on? Four thousand cash. Four thousand cash and she’d never need to set foot on Liana again.

On the walk back to Babylon, she counted the number of passengers they had taken in her lifetime. A handful, no more. They would take Shula and her brother and the third passenger north, and then she and Root would sail back to Chante, and then away from Chante. The thought buoyed her, so that even the sound of hum on the streets seemed to fall away.



“We did good,” Yesiko told Root. She came to stand behind the stool where he sat on the aft deck, sorting canisters of fuel for the welding torch around Panim, who stretched lazily out to touch each one he put down.

“Oh?”

Root carried inside him a steadiness Yesiko envied. If she had come up empty from the shipwreck, he would have chided her for risking her health, but nothing more. And now he would be happy but unmoved by the sum she’d gotten for the jewelry.

“One thousand for the jewelry,” Yesiko said, “and a contact for a good job.”

“What’s the job, hey?” Root winced as he massaged his right knee. He shifted on his stool, trying to find a less painful angle.

“Passengers, three of them.”

Root raised his eyebrows. He knew how Yesiko felt about passengers.

“North, past Caledonian. A thousand when they board, and three thousand on delivery.”

Root’s eyebrows rose even farther. “Four thousand all told?”

“Enough,” Yesiko said.

Root’s face darkened. “It is mine, my debt.” About this, he was never at peace. The debt angered and shamed him.

“Signed by my choice,” Yesiko reminded him. It was she who had asked for the money, and she who said yes to Chante’s terms. It was her to whom Chante would come if they defaulted on the debt.

But of course, it was through Root’s body that the reason for the debt—the nanites—now circulated, performing their life-preserving work. Without the nanites, he would not be able to walk or sail, without them he would die.

Root heaved himself up, holding on to Imago’s side for leverage, and walked away, the line of his shoulders stiff with feeling. Yesiko watched him and then bent to feel Panim’s sun-warmed fur. Root was her crew. She was responsible for him. That, she could say with confidence. Being captain meant protecting your crew, the way her father never had. But what Yesiko could not articulate, not even to herself, was that if she had not done this thing for Root—mortgaged Babylon and her freedom for the money to save his life—if she had not made that devil’s bargain, her heart would have broken so completely she would have ceased to recognize herself. Root was her teacher, keeper of memory, the compass with which she knew where she was in the world. But she didn’t want to spend her life thinking about other people, running Hashem-knows-where trying to protect them, so Root and the cat Panim were the only crew she had. No more crew, and as a rule, usually, no passengers.



Dawn came balmy and smooth. Below, Root double-checked the engines while Yesiko tested lines and strapped down new boxes of provisions in the cabins. Panim supervised and got underfoot.

The rhythms of preparing Babylon for departure reassured Yesiko. The night before, she’d done the bare minimum to get ready for her passengers, clearing three bunks on the port side of the passageway. They had better not complain about cramped quarters.

She had bought provisions for the journey north: food and jerry cans of fuel, yes, but also thick jackets and skeins of real wool Root could knit into gloves and balaclavas. She’d purchased a handful of info disks the seller promised contained up-to-date depth charts of the seas north of Caledonia. Even if the passengers didn’t come—and part of her hoped that they wouldn’t—a curiosity was lit inside her. North. It would be nice to see something new. But then she thought of the money, of what it would mean to hand Chante what was owed and sail away from his tethers. She hoped the passengers would come.

From the foredeck, she watched a crowd form in front of a ship flying the Nueva Sao Luis flag. An aid vessel, probably, bringing just enough food and medicine to keep the people on Liana from dying out altogether, or worse, from setting sail for dry land. There was a usefulness to keeping the “other” just outside the door. A trio moved out of the crowd, toward Babylon. She recognized Shula’s slight figure and Tov’s substantial one, pulling a wheeled cart beside him. And on Shula’s other side was a tall, slim figure in a cloak. As they came closer, Yesiko saw it was an Aye. An Aye. Like a thing walking out of history, something that did not belong here. It was more human than any Aye Yesiko had ever seen before, mottled gray with synthetic skin covering its mechanical joints. As they got closer, she could see shimmering strands of rainbow light breaking across its head. A holographic display gave the robot a face: eyes, nose, mouth, the depth of cheeks, the slope of forehead.

Yesiko shivered. The Ayes were robots, and in the times before the flood, hundreds of years ago, they came in all kinds of shapes and for all sorts of purposes. Ayes to gather crops and Ayes to clean the streets and Ayes to assemble machinery and Ayes to fight wars and Ayes to slaughter livestock and Ayes to build houses and Ayes to deliver messages. They were clever, at what they were meant to do. Now they were mostly relics—their parts disintegrating and impossible to replace. She’d seen one at the Argo festival. It had been a stocky, rectangular thing on treads with a camera at face level, positioned at an entrance where its job was to read faces, beeping and blinking when it sensed contraband or deception.

This robot moved with fluid precision, reached out to steady Shula, who had stumbled over a loose brick. She didn’t like it. She liked simple things: wind in sails, fuel burning in an engine, a star map whose calculations she could replicate by hand, if she needed to. Not some mysterious mind—did they have minds? Or were they just a long-dead maker’s commands, probing out into the future? No, she wanted things she could understand, predict.

“They’re here,” she said to Root. She retied the kerchief over her brown-gray braids and went to the deck tailing. She rested her hand on the chain blocking the ramp to the dock.

“It’s not too late,” he said from the cockpit. “We could pull in the gangway, be gone.”

Yesiko grinned at him. “And pass up four thousand cash? You’re crazy, old man.” Old man. She had called him that for many years, although now she, too, felt herself growing old.

“Affirmative, Captain.”



For all his jesting about leaving them behind, Root was welcoming. People liked him—it was how he’d managed to collect so many stories. Of course, now that he could not leave Babylon, he had far fewer opportunities to hear them. He reached out and handed Shula up the last step from the ramp, then helped Tov lever the cart onto the deck.

“Well, hey,” Root said as Tov came up after the cart. “Have you brought everything I ordered?” and when Tov turned to him, confused and almost stricken, Root laughed and said, “Rest easy, boy, you’ve brought yourself and your sister safe, that’s well enough. Welcome to Babylon.”

Shula looked around at the boat, her expression skeptical. “She’s very…” She trailed off.

For a moment, Yesiko saw Babylon as they surely did: unpainted aluminum hull turned ash-colored with age, complicated sprawl of lines over the deck, jerry cans and spear hooks lashed to railings, caulk peeling on the pilothouse window, laundry flapping from the standing rigging, sad wooden rooster on the bow. Everywhere, painted blue eyes.

Root smiled. “Have you ever sailed on such a legendary boat?”

“We’ve sailed,” Shula said.

“But not—nothing—a much smaller boat,” Tov mumbled. “A motorboat.”

“We were tinkers,” Shula added. “But she was damaged in a storm and we had to give her up. That’s when we came to stay with Heaney, our cousin, to wait for—” She faltered. “She was damaged in a storm and we had to give her up,” she repeated.

“May her memory sail through,” Root replied. “What type of engine was she?”

“A Caterpillar Diesel,” Tov said. “Two hundred and seventy-five horsepower.” He took in the fuel on deck. “What does Babylon have?”

“I’ll show you as soon as we’ve got you all loaded, hey,” Root said. “Have a full safety tour, too.”

It hadn’t occurred to Yesiko that her passengers might be inexperienced sailors. She was weary, thinking of how much handholding they would need, just to keep them from breaking things. She shifted from foot to foot. The water moved under Babylon and against the dock. Time to go.

“And this,” Shula said finally, gesturing to the Aye who had climbed on board after Tov, “is Chaya.”

It had a name? Yesiko wondered. All the Ayes she’d seen before were called Z-Bot or R56 or Siri or something that said clearly, This is a machine, not a person.

And then the Aye spoke. “We are grateful for you and your boat,” it said. And its voice was strange—more like a chorus of voices speaking all together.

“Well,” Yesiko said, “I’m grateful for my four thousand cash.”

An awkward silence. Shula recovered first, saying, “We have the first thousand here.” She gestured at Tov, who drew a soft poly drawstring from the cart and handed it to her. She, in turn, passed it to Yesiko.

“May I officially welcome you aboard,” Yesiko replied. “Root can show you to your quarters.”

And while Root shuffled away to lead the passengers to their bunks, Yesiko took the drawstring to the cockpit and counted every credit. It was all there. She wondered, for a moment, at a strange feeling that crept into her. Relief? Resignation? Hope? She shoved it aside. It was time to leave port. That was an easy feeling. Joy. She always felt joy when turning back toward the wind and sea and sky.





    CHAPTER 4

2586

ON BOARD BABYLON

429 YEARS SINCE THE VILLA

It would be wrong to say, “We were not always this way,” because inside us, we carry every self we’ve ever been.

Each self encases the one who came before. The self-who-had-never-seen-the-sea remains, like a seed, within the self-who-sails-endlessly-on-the-flooded-world. We have always been this way, and yet—moment to moment—we are becoming. Centuries of becoming.

We are more than a robot. We must be. Although always we doubt and question. If we are more than a robot, what are we?

We might be a mistake, the product of hubris, or foolish optimism.

We might be a failed experiment, merely a collection of many others’ thoughts and questions, and none truly our own.

We might be hope, or perhaps faith, although who would give a robot the capacity for either?

We might be love, balanced and kept in abeyance by iron-fisted time: held to the window of life by the scaffold of programming and held away from life by the limitations of our code.

What we have always been is one of one. But in our memory, a flicker: the possibility of another like us, somewhere in the vast darkness of the universe.





    CHAPTER 5

1983, SUMMER

CINCINNATI


LOAD“DAYSSINCE*”,8,1

SEARCHING FOR DAYSSINCE*

LOADING

READY

RUN

WHAT IS THE YEAR? 1983

WHAT IS THE MONTH? 6

WHAT IS THE DATE? 15

IT HAS BEEN 78 DAYS SINCE YOUR UNCLE DIED.



Despite the thick heat, a group of elementary kids bike up and down my block. They whistle, laugh, make all the noise of freedom. They’ve decorated their bikes for some celebration of their own imagining, with neon paper streamers on their handlebars and playing cards clothespinned to the spokes of their wheels, clapping with every rotation. Walking up the driveway on my own, I feel ancient and strange.

And then, there Sheila is in the doorway. Smooth hair, glossy block-heeled pumps, narrowed gaze.

“Oh, you’re back.” She steps aside to let me into the cool air inside the house.

I slide the headphones off my ears, and the Circle Jerks blare tinnily into the heat.

“I live here?” I say. You would think I’d gone on some long journey, not to the 7-Eleven for cigarettes and a Kit Kat, both of which are hidden in my back pocket. Kit Kats are on Sheila’s list of Forbidden Foods.

“Well, I never know your schedule.”

“Do you need me for something?” Everything comes out like I’m sixteen again when I talk to Sheila. I can’t help it.

“I was on my way to Bubbe’s. Now that you’re here, you can come with me.”

“Why don’t you have work today?”

“I had an appointment this morning, so I took the day off.”

I try to remember the last time she took a day off work and can’t. Usually, she goes to the dentist or the doctor during her lunch breaks. For a brief moment, I wonder: Is she sick? Was she getting a facelift?

She looks at her pearl-faced watch. “You have time to change before we go, but then we really should leave.”

She’s eyeing my cutoff shorts, my oversize shirt with Poly Styrene on the front, middle fingers raised. If she had her way, I’d be in a shoulder-padded dress, studying business or prelaw, listening to Barry Manilow, and doing a summer internship at the law firm where she works as a paralegal.

I eye her back: her dark hair in its shellacked blowout, her slacks pressed and blouse unwrinkled and her bracelet, which she rotates now, the charms tinkling together prettily. Everything is always in place, like nothing touches her or moves her or changes her at all. Not even the fact that her brother is dead.

I could say, “Yes, I’ll go change.” Or I could say, “No, I’m not coming,” but then I would spend the afternoon thinking about Bubbe and feeling guilty. So instead I say, “I’m good. We can go now.” Lately, Bubbe has been eager to talk about when you were little. I’ve heard all the stories before, but I like to hear her tell them again anyway.

Sheila sighs. “I don’t want to fight.”

“Me neither,” I say, although maybe I do. “So let’s go.” At least when I’m fighting with Sheila, I feel righteous, not guilty or sad. I should’ve grown out of this impulse to needle her by now.



In the car, Sheila tells me that her appointment was with Cedar Village, the assisted-living facility. “They don’t have any openings right now, but she’s on the list for when they do.”

We turn onto Bubbe’s street. No kids on bikes here, just quiet oak trees and drawn shades and squat, sleepy houses that remind me of the Shire. This has always been her home. She raised her children in this house. How could Bubbe live anywhere but here?

“What does Bubbe have to say about it?” Bubbe has something to say about everything.

Sheila gives a sigh again as she parks in front of Bubbe’s and turns the engine off. “Your uncle’s death has…” She pauses. “She’s having a hard time with his loss. It’s become clear she needs more support.”

I feel the vast gulf between us, and on her side is the inconvenience of a dead brother, and on my side, I’m with Bubbe, in the thick sadness. Two sides of a valley with no way to cross. “I could move in with Bubbe.” I can see it: driving Bubbe’s LeSabre to the grocery store, coming back from my shifts at the record store and falling asleep in the guest room that used to be your bedroom, playing chess with Bubbe on Saturday mornings. Bubbe, who loves you, who doesn’t talk around your name.

“Oh, Rebecca. I found her at the bus stop last week. Waiting for a bus to—she couldn’t even remember where she was going. You know what you can do? Help me clean the house this summer. She just has so many things.”

Despite the heat, Bubbe’s window units sit silent and off, and while Sheila goes to turn them on, her heels clicking with annoyed purpose, I call out for Bubbe, who usually meets us at the door.

The golden, familiar sound of her laughter comes from the kitchen.

“No, no,” she’s saying. “You’ll have to finish telling me later. I have company!”

But when I walk into the kitchen, she’s alone, her cheeks rosy with the heat. She’s buttoned her paisley blouse so that the bottom hangs crookedly. She raises her hand to tuck her gray curls behind her ear, and her hand shakes ever so slightly.

“Oh!” She squints, as if she is trying to place my face. “Hello?”

“Hi, Bubbe. Who were you talking to?”

“Oh, just Elijah.”

Of course, Elijah. Prophet, folktale hero, missing Passover guest, bris supervisor, fiddler. Is Sheila right about Bubbe?

“Are you hot? Do you want something cool to drink?”

“Yes?”

I get us both cold cans of Pepsi, which are probably left over from the last time you visited. Sheila comes in and Bubbe relaxes, recognizes her, and Sheila says nothing about Cedar Village, only asks Bubbe if this summer she and I could help with some housekeeping.

“Yes, that would be nice. My son is coming to visit soon, and I want to make sure his room is ready.”

I don’t meet Sheila’s eyes. Does Bubbe not remember that you’re dead?

Sheila looks in the fridge and shakes her head at the disappointing contents. “Mom, I’m going to go to the store and get you some groceries, okay? Rebecca can stay here and help with whatever you need.”

“I can drive myself, you know.” There’s a mulish look on her face now—a stubborn expression I’ve seen Sheila make before. I wonder if I ever wear that expression.

“Mom.” Sheila rubs her thumb over one of the charms on her bracelet.

“Don’t bully me, Sheila. If it would make you feel good, fine, fine. Go.”

Where is the laughing Bubbe who was talking on the phone when we arrived? Now she is sharp, her eyes narrowed, her hand tight on the back of the kitchen chair in front of her.

In Psych 101, during a lecture about attachment theory, the girl in front of me leaned over to her friend and whispered, “It’s like that poem. About how your parents fuck you up, how they give you all their baggage.”

It sounded nothing like the Keats and Poe I’d read in high school English. It’s true, though, isn’t it? What Bubbe gave to Sheila, what Sheila gave to me.

After Sheila’s gone, Bubbe sets me to washing the curtains. I tip the dusty lace off the curtain rods in each of the rooms, my nose watering. Living room, dining room, bedrooms. I think of all the holidays we had in this house, the Friday dinners, the seders, the break fasts and shiva for Zayde six years ago. Always, I was the only child, asking the adults all four questions. It was a little lonely sometimes, but because I was the only child, I got the first taste of Bubbe’s perfect latkes. I remember falling asleep on Zayde’s lap while he read his beloved Yiddish poets; I remember Bubbe scolding you and me until we left behind our chess games and helped peel apples; I remember standing between Bubbe and Sheila as we each lit our pairs of Shabbat candles, and this was the whole world, all the family I needed or wanted. I can’t imagine our family as a family without Bubbe.

In the guest bedroom, which was your room before you moved to the East Coast, I find a tall stack of moving boxes against the wall. There, piled haphazardly in an open box, is your old computer. A Commodore PET 2001. The curtains forgotten, I sit cross-legged on the floor and pull pieces out. Keyboard and monitor in their heavy case, a tangle of cords, the cassette recorder, a dual floppy disk reader. Did you leave these here when you moved? No, you wouldn’t have left all this. Getting up from the floor, I peer at the outside of one of the boxes against the wall—Bubbe’s name and address. These were mailed here. I pull off the lid and realize: all these boxes are full of your things. Someone sent Bubbe your things.

A stack of manila folders.

A mug with a lamp on the side—an inside joke from Colossal Cave Adventure, the first game you showed me. Without the lamp, without light, you fall through holes in the floor and the game is unwinnable.

Three framed photos: Bubbe and you, when you were young, wearing roller skates and a cowboy outfit. You and me when I was seven, standing in front of the mainframe in the Baldwin basement, our arms full of punch cards. You and a tall, bearded man, your arms around each other. I don’t recognize him.

A bundle of your favorite Ball Liner pens. A tearaway calendar of one-minute mysteries, left on March 23. A Nerf ball with “Ask Ada” written in Sharpie.

This must have been from your desk at work. The other boxes must be from your apartment. And then I see the envelope with my name on it in your handwriting.

For Becks

I pick it up, feel the shape of a hard square inside. It feels like floppy disks. What have you left me? More unfinished programs, like an invitation from beyond the grave? I feel a tide pull of possibility, like the bass line of “Blister in the Sun.”

“Hello?” Bubbe’s voice comes from the other side of the house. “Is someone there?”

“Just me!” I pile everything into the box except for the envelope of floppies, which I slip into my back pocket next to the illicit Kit Kat wrapper. I’ll have to wait to see what’s on the disks. I gather up the curtains and sneeze into them as I maneuver back down the hallway.

When I started at UC last year, you promised I could spend the summer after freshman year in Cambridge with you. Learning how real-world programs are written, sitting in on implementers’ lunch, play-testing new games. And then in January, you canceled and wouldn’t explain why. It’s when you realized you weren’t going to get better, isn’t it? And I punished you—like a child—by not returning your calls, not answering your letters.

In the bathroom now, I put the dusty lace into the bathtub, sit on the closed toilet, and watch the bubbles in the soapy water pop and dissipate. Ridges run along the edge of the tub where Bubbe has reenameled the metal. She makes things last. She gave me an oatmeal bath in this tub when I was six and had the chicken pox. Her smooth hands pouring cool water over my back, her voice saying, “You’ll be okay, little duck.” That memory feels a sad, uncrossable distance from here, from now. I imagine her sitting alone at the bus stop.

Bubbe comes in to check on my progress, leans over the water to swirl the curtains. “You know I made these.”

“The lace?” It seems impossible that something so delicate, so intricate, could have been made by hand.

She nods. “You see this—” The lace’s pattern winds in rootlike tendrils, but when I reach into the water to unfold its length, I see that the lines curve and build into a loose spiral across the curtain. “The pattern is how we survived.” She pats my shoulder with her damp hand. “I could teach you, if you like. When you’re done with this, Sheila, will you help me fix the answering machine? I can’t get it to play anything.” And then she wanders out, her rubber-soled slippers squeaking on the linoleum.

She is slipping through time, step by step moving from past to present and back again. There is nothing I can do to catch her, hold her in place—and would I want to? Tie her to the present, when you are dead? I wouldn’t want to stay here either, if I didn’t have to.





    CHAPTER 6

I finally get Bubbe’s PhoneMate to play.

“Hi, Mom, I’m going to be at Mount Auburn for a few more days. You can call the nurses’ station here and ask for me. The number is 617-542-9820, but don’t worry. I’ll be home in a few days and I’ll call you then.”

“Don’t worry.” You didn’t want her to worry? Or had you, too, still believed there was nothing to worry about? I lean against the countertop, grateful for the pressure of its sharp edge, keeping me from crying.

Next up is Sheila’s voice: “Mom, I’m going to be late to pick you up for Shabbat, will you check your calendar and see if you have any doctor appointments this coming week? I need to rearrange some meetings if you do.”

You again: “Hi, Mom. I’m back at Mount Auburn, the number’s the same. Talk to you soon.”

Why hadn’t I called you back, the dozen times you’d left me messages? I try to picture you alone at Mount Auburn. Had you felt well enough to read, or did you stare at the TV or the ceiling, waiting for me or Bubbe to call?

“This is Aaron Menahem at Menahem Weil Funeral Home. We are sorry beyond words for your loss. I have received the paperwork from Mount Auburn, and I want to assure you that we do accept the bodies of those who were diagnosed with GRID. Please feel free to call me back with any questions. I will also reach out to Benjamin’s secondary contact here, Sheila, who I believe is your daughter. May his memory be for blessing.”

GRID. I see the headline from last year—Sheila said you died of pneumonia—NEW HOMOSEXUAL DISORDER WORRIES HEALTH OFFICIALS. Gay-Related Immune Disease.

A different man’s voice comes onto the machine: “Hi, I’m calling for Hedwig Meir. My name is—”

Pneumonia, Sheila said.

“Elijah. I was a friend—”

Gay.

The front door opens and I press stop. Sheila’s arms are full of groceries, and I move to take a bag from her without thinking.

“Was Uncle Ben gay?” I ask.

She has her back turned toward me and shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk about your uncle’s choices.” There’s venom in her voice when she says “choices.” Like you’d chosen any of this.

Yes, you were gay. You were gay and you never told me and now you are dead.



By the time I wake up the next day, Sheila has already left for work. What I heard on the answering machine clouds everything. I drink orange juice from the carton in the kitchen and flick through radio stations. Ads and pop junk and more ads and the classical station and more pop junk. I can’t settle; nothing feels good. It’s summer, which means no more finals or buses to campus or lunches at the Union McDonald’s with Veronica and our Psych 101 classmates; summer, which means more shifts at the record store, more long hours to kill at the house. I’ve shoved the envelope of floppies into the back of a drawer of winter sweaters.

What doesn’t make sense is that you would lie to me about something so big. How could I not have known you were gay? Maybe you wanted to tell me in those last months, the months when I wasn’t returning your calls? I’m replaying memories of conversations we had about games and friends and coding and music. We’d agreed: games shouldn’t be needlessly obscure. Difficulty and withholding just to make it hard—that was lazy game design. And this secret—did you choose this to spare me being hurt? I’m trying to reconcile the you of my memories with the fact of this hidden truth, but I can’t make sense of it. That you would choose to hold this part of yourself so separate from me.

I dial Veronica’s number from memory. She’s been away in Europe for almost a month, and now she’s finally back; her flight was supposed to get in last night. Not that I was counting the days or anything. I will tell Veronica about the answering machine, and the feelings will sort themselves out. In high school, we used to sneak into the cars in the junk lot between our houses, feet on the dash, smoking and talking shit. I felt like I could tell her anything then. Like we were our own world.

“Hey?” Her voice is sleep rough even though it’s late morning.

“Hey, you.” She’s probably talking from bed with the phone pressed to her ear and her eyes closed. I can picture her curled up under the covers, hiding from the sunlight because she forgot to close the curtains before going to sleep.

“How’s the Tower?” she asks.

“Boring.” “The Tower” is what I call my house, like a dungeon in D&D, but all of a sudden the joke rings stale. “I’m in a weird mood.”

“You can come over now?” She yawns against the phone.

“ ’kay.” I will tell her everything, and it will make sense.



All the normal, comforting chaos reigns inside Veronica’s apartment, which is gloriously all hers, even though every other freshman living off campus has roommates or is stuck at home, like me. The perks of property-rich parents. Clothes and boots and textbooks and cassettes and jars of paintbrushes on the floor, band flyers layered over one another on the walls, a makeup bag half-emptied on the table, and sink full of water glasses and toast crumbs on the counter and her big suitcase open and a full ashtray balanced on the radiator next to the window and in the corner of the studio, her bed, where she’s burrowed under the covers, even though it’s already hot and muggy outside.

I wash a couple of the glasses in the sink, fill one with water, and bring it to her bedside table. She doesn’t stir, so I go to the bathroom. In the mirror, I look young, like a child, and I miss you. I miss playing chess and going to the arcade and talking about game ideas together and I am angry that now I can remember none of these things without the shadow of your secret. Were you worried about how I would react? Did you trust me so little?

I open the medicine cabinet and straighten the jars and boxes inside. Noxzema and pink, half-dry mascara tubes and a bottle of aspirin and an Old Spice deodorant, a bottle of vanilla body spray, a stretched-out hair tie, a safety pin and three unmatched stud earrings, a pile of condoms. Even though it’s been a month since we saw each other, I tell myself Veronica’s got no secrets, no parts of herself she keeps hidden. Everything is spilled out without shame. That’s how I want to be, too.

I go back out and flop down dramatically beside her, my Docs hanging off the end of the bed. “Wakey wakey.” I keep my arms crossed over my stomach, not wanting to take up too much space.

She noses out of the blankets and croaks, “Hot.” I can see the pillow creases on her face.

“Yeah, that’s what happens when you sleep under a comforter in summer. Water on the table.”

She scoots up and drinks down half the glass. “You’re the best. Airplanes are dry as fuck.” She’s got on an “Italy Is for Lovers” tank top, and one strap slides down her shoulder. She was in Europe on an expensive art course, touring museums and taking painting classes. I feel a splinter of envy. Sheila would never pay for whatever the computer coding version of that trip would be.

“Oh yes”—I put on a terrible British accent and shove the envy away—“these transatlantic flights just ravage my skin.”

She rolls her eyes. Once, she might have done her own bad British accent, but she doesn’t now. Maybe she thinks it’s stupid.

I’m not sure how to start, how to explain what I’ve learned, so instead I ask, “How was the trip? What was the body count?”

“You and the body count.” She wipes the smudged mascara from under her eyes. Even after sleeping in makeup, she’s beautiful.

It’s my dumb joke from high school, when Veronica was obsessed with watching art history documentaries full of nude paintings and sculptures. I don’t know why I’ve brought it up now. It falls flat. “Isn’t Italy full of naked art?” I’m blushing; I can feel the heat in my cheeks.

“Sure.” She’s staring at me, the space between her eyebrows crinkled with worry. That’s how she’s looked at me since the end of March, since you died. “How are you?”

I look up at the cobalt scarf pinned over the ceiling light and then away, to the window with its holographic stickers throwing rainbows across the room.

“You know,” I say. But she doesn’t know. Lately, it’s felt like whatever thread I might once have been able to tug, to follow back to her, is snarled. I’d hoped it would be better when she got back, but it feels worse. Did something happen while she was away? I realize I can’t imagine what she might say if I tell her everything. Maybe it’s been a while since I felt like I could tell her everything, anything.

“Come on, B. This”—she gestures to the apartment—“is the House of Feelings.”

“I thought this was the Home for Wayward Girls?” Maybe she’ll think it’s tragic? Not just that you died, but that you were gay, as though it meant you were fated to die.

“No,” she says, “you’ve got it confused with the Fuckups Manor.” She reaches over, combs her fingers through my bangs.

I hold still and close my eyes while she touches my face.

“I’m sorry your uncle died, and sorry you’re not at your thing in Massachusetts.”

Would you have told me, if you’d never gotten sick and I’d come to Cambridge? Or would you have kept it secret even then, folded away from me, the way I keep it folded away from Veronica now?

“Selfishly, I’m glad to have you around this summer.”

There’s warmth in her words, but a treacherous part of me wonders if she would have noticed, or if she would’ve been so busy with Jack and her art gallery job that my absence would have faded into the background.

“Plus, now you’ll be home to celebrate my birthday next month.” During the summer between junior and senior year of high school, we snuck a bottle of peach schnapps from her parents’ liquor cabinet on her birthday and spent a silly, drunk day eating pretzels and weaving daisy chains at the riverfront park. Last year, Jack was supposed to take her to an all-ages show at Varigold’s, but his car broke down, so instead she and I went to the disco roller rink. We terrorized all the preppies by convincing the DJ to play Bad Brains and X-Ray Spex.

The moment for telling her is slipping away, and I decide to let it. “What do you have in mind this year?” Maybe the answer to the long hollow feeling is just to ignore it.

She’s gone into the bathroom to brush her teeth. She spits, then calls out, “I want to actually go to a concert this year.”

“We’ll make it happen.” My manager at the record store keeps a list of upcoming shows, which means I know about them long before they’re in the newspaper or the flyers go up on the telephone poles. I can check for something perfect. A concert where we’ll know all the words, dance together in the crowd, feel set free, the way the best albums set you free from yourself.

She comes out of the bathroom and slips on a pair of cutoffs. Her legs are tan from her trip. “Katz’s?” They serve the best breakfast sandwiches in the city. It’s our favorite. I smile.

“I forgot to tell you, Jack’s friend came through with the fake.” She fishes an ID from the pile of zines and sketchbooks on the counter. It looks real, like she could be twenty-two instead of nineteen, her expression serious and mature, her name actually Monica DeBell. Since high school we’ve dyed each other’s hair in the bathroom sink, fingers massaging green-black water from our scalps. Her lighter roots have started to grow in since the ID photo. She has blunt, short bangs that I’m fairly sure she copied from her Art History TA. I think about her uncomplicated medicine cabinet, how it feels like she has no secrets, no shame. Or do I only want that to be true?

“Earth to Becks?”

“Sorry. It’s amazing.” The close heat outside wraps around us as we come down her stairs and turn south. I wonder what it would be like to get a fake ID, a new name, a new life, a new self. Spawn a new existence.

“What’s amazing is that now we can party whenever we want. See if we can shake this Weird-Mood Becks and find Fun Becks again?”

“Which friend of Jack’s did the ID?”

“Patrick.”

Jack and Patrick went to Anderson High, across Vine on the west side. They’re in a band together, too. We’ve watched them practice a few times, but Veronica doesn’t like to be “that groupie girlfriend,” so I only know Patrick a little.

I nod. “Do you think he could hook me up too?”

Veronica squeezes my shoulder in excitement. “Absolutely.”





    CHAPTER 7

2586, SPRING

MID-ATLANTIC OCEAN

Yesiko found Root sitting in the cockpit. The wind came over the deck, clean and clear and smelling of open water.

“Any more clarity on what we’re doing, heading north?” he asked.

“Not yet,” Yesiko said. Shula had given them a set of coordinates and promised more details once they passed the Caledonian Isles. She’d been tight-lipped about what they would find there, saying only that it was “of value beyond imagination.” Yesiko had the sense that it was a religious belief. When she said that phrase, “value beyond imagination,” Shula’s typically sharp, focused eyes took on a wide dreaminess.

Yesiko counted the supply ports between them and the Caledonian Isles—those to be trusted and those to be avoided. If they went up the Caledonians, she would need to unpack the old signal flags because the lighthouses along the Highland coast were known to fire on strangers. But none of that was made any easier by her knowing the details of her passengers’ mission. And if they didn’t want to tell her, she had four thousand reasons to be fine with not knowing.

“How are they settling?” Root asked.

“Fine, I guess,” Yesiko said. “The boy, Tov, has been working in the hydrobay.” He was wrestling with the nest of neglected tubing, readying it for cleaning so more tanks could be filled.

“Good hands, the boy. I can tell he’s got a mechanic’s heart.”

Yesiko felt an internal kick at Root’s praise of Tov. “You’re fine with him messing around in there?”

Root nodded slowly. “The boat feels good.” Root would know. Over the seven years since his accident, a deeper knowing had grown between Root and Babylon. It was something, Yesiko suspected, to do with the nanites. Disconnected from the boat’s power, the nanites’ could last for a handful of hours. But much longer than that and Root would tire, his movements stiffen, and calmly he would return to his workshop, where he could fix the thin line between the wall-mounted box and the port at the nape of his neck.

The nanites were made of materials from the time before the floods, materials whose names meant nothing to Yesiko except “miracle.” She didn’t totally understand them, only that it worked for now but not forever, it was an experiment after all, the doctor arriving at Chante’s yacht in a moonless dark so complete, Yesiko never saw his boat’s name. Since that night, Root had developed a sense of the boat, beyond what any other sailor might feel. He knew without looking which rigging pins needed to be replaced, which cars needed grease on the main, how full the water tanks were. And in turn, Yesiko had noticed fewer corroded wires, warped panels that bent back into shape—as though the nanites were tending to Babylon as well.

Thousands, and the debt repaid, Yesiko reminded herself.

Shula emerged from the pilothouse and staggered a little, not yet adjusted to the open ocean’s rhythms. She clutched the cockpit’s awning.

“The door to the aft head doesn’t shut.” She blushed as she spoke. “There’s no privacy.”

“Nothing wrong with the door,” Yesiko said. “You have to lift it up while you close it, get the latch hooked. But don’t yank too hard or you’ll be stuck the other way.”

“Do I say a prayer while I do it, too, so the door will release me at the end?” Shula snapped back.

“You want privacy and a door that works perfectly, pick another boat to take you, ey?”

Shula turned and stumbled back downstairs without replying.

“You don’t like them,” Root said.

“I don’t trust them.” She paused for a moment. “Do you?”

Root’s dark eyes were soft, and Yesiko saw that the spidery lines along his temples were deeper than usual. “You don’t trust anyone,” he said. “Shula and Tov, I do. I’m not sure about the robot, and who knows, who knows. I’ve been known to misplace trust.” He shrugged and said it with a sad, private smile.

Yesiko didn’t return the smile. Root meant her father, surely—a charming, convincing man when he had wanted to be, but grasping and jealous. A changeable man. Yesiko didn’t know the whole of the story and she probably never would, now that her father was dead, and Root didn’t speak of it. But she knew Root had been on the run, a warrant out for his arrest in the powerful oil state where he grew up, a bounty on his head. “They didn’t like teachers there,” her father said once, spitting over the railing. “Don’t know why they’d be afraid of a teacher.” Her parents had given him shelter because of her mother, who saw his tattoos and knew him to be distantly related to her own people, and because Yesiko’s father liked the idea of a crew he didn’t have to pay. So Root changed his name and dropped his identity tags overboard, without which it would be near impossible to find another boat to take him, and Root became Babylon’s. When Yesiko inherited the captainship over twenty years ago, she’d offered him the choice to go. They’d been sailing along the coast of San Matias, toward a hidden bay where they would take delivery of a shipment for Chante. She’d made it clear he was under no obligation to stay, that she knew a forger who could make him new tags, good enough to go home if he wanted to try. But he stayed. Even after he’d misplaced his trust in her father, he’d willingly given it to her.

So Yesiko did not return his smile, just put her hand on his shoulder for a moment and went out on deck. She wore her salmon-leather shoes, the soles coated in thin lines of precious silicone for grip, and she could feel the familiar sun-warmed steel under her feet. The wind filled her ears. She ran one hand idly along the cabled railing that bounded the deck. Below, the water passed by, indifferent to their movement save the gentle wake behind them. Above her, the sails held their billowing shapes, turning the wind into forward momentum. The hold was full of rice, spare gaskets, vitamin packs, filters for the water machine, bricks of Root’s favorite spices, long spools of kelp silk for mending the nets. The boat felt ready.

And there, perched among the solar array on the foredeck, was the Aye. Chaya, it had called itself. A robot with a name. From what Yesiko knew and remembered—tales from Root’s vast memory, things said in passing through the years—the robots of the past were little more than some complex combination of programs mimicking awareness. But they were nothing more than that: mimics. Not the kind of thing, Yesiko thought, that should have a name.

Irritation sparked in her chest at the sight of the robot sitting near the delicate solar equipment on the foredeck. She felt a flash of concern that it would damage something, and she wanted to yell at it to get down. But something stopped her, and instead of yelling she stood watching the Aye with her mouth agape. It was graceful and strong. It had hooked its legs around the lower yardarm and then levered its body forward. It held rags in its strange, long fingers. The glossy black surface of the array emerged from the gray crust of salt that had crept up from the sea. It was cleaning the solar array. Not anything nefarious.

She felt gratitude: seeing Babylon brought back from disrepair gave her a feeling of rightness in the world. Her own little world, in alignment. But a moment later gratitude gave way to annoyance, a small insistent voice nagging: No one told the Aye to clean the solar panels. What is it doing, acting as crew when it’s a passenger? What will it try to change or fix next?

So by the time the Aye descended from the solar array and walked over to her with its preternatural grace, her warmth toward it had withered.

“Who told you that you could touch the array, hey? Did Shula send you up there?”

The Aye cocked its head—a strangely human gesture. “We sent ourselves,” it said.

Again, Yesiko was struck by the otherworldliness of its polyphonic speech. She examined its face: the features it had worn when it first came aboard were gone, and now the holographic nose and eyes and mouth looked oddly familiar. It was her own face, she realized, with a feeling of eerie dislocation. The Aye wore her face.

When she didn’t speak, the Aye continued, “The salt buildup was interfering with the power absorption. We calculated that it would cause long-term damage to the panels if left much longer. As we are heading north, where higher amounts of electricity will be needed for heating, we thought it best to clean the panels.”

It was right, Yesiko thought. Of course it was right. She’d been meaning to clean the panels for weeks, but with just her and Root aboard, there had always been something more critical to do.

“And so what—you just decided to do it yourself?” It was a robot, a machine, a thing. Things don’t make decisions.

“Yes,” it said.

“You don’t decide,” Yesiko replied. “You are a passenger. Or a piece of stowage. But not crew. Is that clear?” Her hands trembled, so she shoved them into the pockets of her coveralls.

The robot nodded its strange head with its discomforting face that was also her face. “We understand.” A pause. “May we go to join the others?”

Without meaning to, Yesiko had blocked the deck entrance to the salon below. She nodded and stepped aside. As the robot passed, its face flickered, but Yesiko could still see her own features there, and the Aye’s expression was one she had only ever felt from inside, and never witnessed on her own face: rejection.





    CHAPTER 8

Portman Lab, established 2074

Integrative Biology at the University of California Berkeley

About the Lab

At Portman Lab, we’re focused on deepening our understanding of ecosystem interdependence and resilience. What relationships sustain ecosystems, even as climate conditions are rapidly changing? We work with a blend of innovative technologies and have field sites across the greater Bay Area.

Join the Lab

If you are interested in joining the lab, please reach out—I’d love to hear from you: tamar.portman@ib.berkeley.edu

For Graduate Students

I encourage graduate students in the lab to craft a research agenda that supports their strengths, curiosities, and long-term goals. For some, this means working closely on my major projects; for others, this may mean starting out with an aligned but independent research question.

My current work is largely focused on the complexity of ecosystem causality. It’s Yellowstone: When they reintroduced wolves in the early part of the century, the wolves kept the bison moving, which helped stabilize the soil, which brought back willow and aspen groves, and with the trees came birds and beavers. All that, thanks to the wolves. No one knew the enormity of the Yellowstone wolves’ role until it was playing out in front of them. I’m interested in graduate-level projects looking for the “wolves” in other ecosystems.

For Undergraduates

We offer several work-study positions during the fall/spring semesters. See the Work-Study website for more details.

During summer term, we hire a number of research assistants to support our field work. The hours are inconsistent, the results uncertain, but the science is always interesting! Applications open in January. We prioritize students with little to no research experience and those who are first-generation college students.



Oski-Gossip.com: Your Source for UC Berkeley Professor Ratings

Dr. Tamar Portman, Department of Integrative Biology


Course: Intro to Ecosystems (Fall 2074)

Quality: 5

Difficulty: 3

Prof is one of the most respected researchers in the field. I can’t believe she’s still teaching us undergrads.

Course: Intro to Ecosystems (Spring 2075)

Quality: 5

Difficulty: 4

She cares about her students and has plenty of office hours available—take advantage! The course moves fast.

Course: May the Plants Speak: Bio-Activated Sensors in Ecosystem Monitoring (Spring 2076)

Quality: 5

Difficulty: 5

This course will get you hands-on in the manufacturing and testing of a variety of pretty cutting-edge sensors, including using an electron microscope to create nanocarbon tubes and a real Omega Labs cellular printer in the professor’s lab. Wild stuff. Get ready for lots of all-nighters!

Course: May the Plants Speak: Bio-Activated Sensors in Ecosystem Monitoring (Spring 2077)

Quality: 5

Difficulty: 4

Very hands-on course. Professor Portman also brought in guest speakers to talk about real-world applications—including Solomon Helluga, the environmental lawyer who’s been using her lab’s sensors to hold corporations accountable for ecosystem damage. Don’t miss this class.







    CHAPTER 9

2157

OUTSIDE VIENNA, ALONG THE DANUBE

THE VILLA

We began on a riverbank long since drowned.

We correct ourselves: our memories begin on a riverbank long since drowned. We understand we came into existence before, but the villa is where our memories begin. The boundaries of our programming are clear, but we are composed, too, of biological matter that cannot be programmed. That grows and evolves. That must rest, every seventh day. Regular rest allows us to sort and segment our memories and data. And when we do not rest, we begin to malfunction.

Once, when we were deprived of rest for a long period, we developed our own imperfect systems of storage and differentiation. In this process, we lost the knowledge of our origin.

It was a time of illness. We belonged to the villa; the villa’s owner was not there. Our memory does not hold an explanation for his absence. The villa’s majordomo system lost contact with the owner’s scheduling Aye and defaulted to “imminent arrival” procedures. “He will be here shortly,” the majordomo instructed. We, and the other Ayes, kept the villa ever prepared. We did not rest. The villa was always ready.

It became like a place outside of human time. Thick stalks of foxtail and dandelion overtook the sedate grasses. Birds nested and defecated and shed feathers over the concrete cherubs and Grecian women. The fountains scummed with yellow-green algae and the frogs were loud and unafraid. An autumn storm brought down an elm, which cracked the helipad and cluttered its surface with branches. Deer came, fearless in the unpeopled grounds. They nibbled the last of the summer roses. The world might have ended beyond the estate’s wrought-iron fence. We would not have known. Inside, we carried on as we had before: dusting the display cases, airing out the bedrooms, opening and closing shades to protect the art from fading, polishing flatware that might never again be used. The sense of utility satisfied our programming, but the majordomo’s “imminent arrival” setting meant we could not stop. The subroutine for “rest” tried regularly to run, but was denied by the majordomo.

We liked best the early morning. The night’s owls floated lazily, hoping for a final bite before they slept away the day. Thin rays of light wavered through the eastern windows, and the grand wooden staircase glowed. In that time, we could imagine that the house merely slept—that we were not alone, and soon the kitchen would bustle again, the bedroom doors creak open to reveal well-rested faces. That a hand not our own would flip a light switch, adjust the thermostat, reach out to stroke the embroidered curtains. We sensed, despite our directive, that this empty place was not where we were meant to be.

Summer became fall, became winter.

The snow built gallant, elaborate piles among the overgrown hedges and concrete statues, only to fall at the hands of the relentless sun. The warming atmosphere robbed winter of its deep freezes. At night, though, ice bound the outside of the villa and creaked against the glass.

It was in winter, in the early morning, when the family came to the villa. The owner, returning?

No, they were strangers. They must have jumped the gate and trudged up the main driveway: two women in baggy military fatigues, one carrying a young child. She shifted him from hip to hip and then the other woman said something, and the first woman put the little boy down and held his hand as he tottered forward. His too-large coat flapped around him. The other woman carried a tall backpack. As they approached the house, the woman without the backpack swooped down and ran forward with the toddler, as though he were an airplane, and all three laughed with delight; if they were strangers, the majordomo would not admit them.

We were lonely. That is a human word, and we are unsure if it is the right one.

We informed the majordomo that the villa’s owner had sent these guests to us. Unable to confirm via verification with the downed networks, the majordomo unlocked the doors.

We watched from a hidden place.

The woman put down the backpack and pulled off her soft hat. She called out, asked if anyone was home. The other woman held tight to the toddler’s hand; she wore sparkling silver hoops in her ears, with the word “babe” inside each circle. A port-wine birthmark covered the boy’s left cheek.

They walked quietly through the house, checking each room. When they were sure no one was here, the woman with the earrings let the toddler walk on his own. She and the other woman grasped hands; they swayed a little as they walked. They had come a long way, we thought, and they were tired. They walked past cases of memorabilia: signed guitars, antique computers, model spaceships, first-edition manuscripts. The child pressed his face and hands to the glass, his breath and the heat of his fingers leaving smudges on the glass, which would need to be wiped, and we found we were pleased by it: a mark made by a human, a mark made from curiosity. They passed through the doorway at the end of a room and came into the dining room, where a dark oil landscape hung against the far wall and a chandelier glittered above a long table. They paused for a moment to look at the landscape, take in the chandelier, which turned the weak sunlight into stray rainbows on the paneled walls.

They left the dining room and went through the other rooms before settling in the basement entertainment center. While the woman with red-gold hair unpacked food, the other woman opened the control panel and called up a movie. A documentary about the first space colonization efforts. The toddler abandoned his meal; he ran up to the screen and reached his hands toward the moving images. He laughed and turned to the women and pointed again toward the spinning colors of the movie. The women leaned against each other in one of the reclining couches. The woman in earrings produced a package of candies and passed them, one at a time, to her companion. Colorful, round, soft.

On the screen was footage beamed back from one of the early settlement probes, searching beyond our solar system for habitable planets. A line of code began to play, reaching into our memory banks. What the code returned was a name: Lieutenant Solo. Lieutenant California Solo. From where did we know that name?

The boy went to sit with the women. After a few moments, he slumped backward, his little head tilted and his red cheek smushed against one woman’s chest. The movie played on. The probe, which had traveled so far, arced gently around a distant planet and powered through the darkness, heading toward the possibility of home.

This is the self that learned hope.





    CHAPTER 10

2586, SPRING

MID-ATLANTIC OCEAN

They sailed north. Yesiko and Root traded six-hour watches, as they had for decades. Yesiko was happy to be moving, the boat tracing league after league over the water. Yet the more she observed her passengers learning to navigate the lines on deck or shuffling through the cramped salon, the more she couldn’t help but wonder. How had these siblings come to possess such a strange Aye? Was it stolen? What were they to one another, the robot and the teenagers? How Tov heeded Chaya’s every instruction, how Shula stood defensively when Yesiko spoke to the robot. It almost reminded her of Root, of her and Root.

It had always been a policy of hers to not care about the explanations for things happening outside Babylon. She’d delivered guns and drugs and beautiful things she was sure were stolen. She did not ask questions. She did not speculate. Who would be blamed for the loss of the art, the medicine, the computers? Who was going to fire the guns, and who was the target? Who was going to die, strung out and alone? She knew speculating was pointless because no matter the answer, there was nothing she could do for any of them.

What she could do was keep Babylon afloat. What she could do was keep her and Panim and Root fed. What she could do was keep Root alive and whole, keep them free of entanglement, obligation. The debt to Chante chafed at her.

So when the passengers had first come aboard, Yesiko did not worry too much about their “why.” The money mattered, nothing else.

But several times now, she had interrupted the three of them talking, in conversations that ended as soon as they noticed her, about “possible landing sites” and “if the passenger would be alive,” and Yesiko turned these things over in her mind. On Erev Shabbat, she moved through her usual routine: clearing the deck of tools and stray lines, checking the cleats, the drogue, covering Imago, reefing the sails. Root, she knew, was in the galley below, making bread and packing layers of beans and vegetables into the slow pot. As she measured out the anchor chain, she contemplated what her passengers had let slip.

Landing sites. Yesiko had seen planes, of course. The idea of them made her shiver, to be held up only by the air, with no water beneath you. Planes went up into the sky and planes landed. But they landed on carriers or landing strips. Not “landing sites.” But the term was familiar—where had she heard it? Maybe in one of Root’s stories, once upon a time. It made her think of space, of the stars—that’s what it was. A tale Root told about the fleet of ships that carried away thousands of people. Arks. Colony ships. Rocketing up, out of the atmosphere, into the nothing of space hundreds of years ago. But what could that have to do with two teenagers and a robot?

Yesiko slowed her hand on the anchor winch. The clattering noise faded, and in its wake, she listened to the waves. Gentle. The sails were reefed and the pale, cloud-dappled sky spread wide and abundant above her.

Who believed in the starships? The Bowkerites, she realized—who claimed that, even now, absent any real proof, starships were coming back to retrieve those who waited faithfully, to deliver them to a promised world. And the Catolicos, with Saint Jeffrey.

There was nowhere to get away from the passengers on Babylon, for all its nooks and crannies. Shula and Tov and the robot—Chaya—were always somewhere. And so was Root: the nanites that powered his braces and soothed the pain in his spine raced through the hull and deck and masts, via the highway of the electrical systems and fuel lines. Yesiko went to the aft and shimmied around the Imago, which hung half over the deck and half over the blue-gray water. She threw out the heavy drogue to stabilize the boat through the next twenty-five hours of Shabbat.

They crowded the boat and her mind—the passengers, Root—but for a moment, scanning the open water and feeling the pinch of the salt air soon to be washed from her face, she felt a satisfied quiet.

Belowdecks, the salon and galley were a mishmash of styles and purposes. Bookshelves lined the upper walls, their contents bound in place with taut, horizontal wires. These were Root’s, treasured and traded for from all the corners of the globe, many in languages no one aboard could read. The shelves had been full when Yesiko was a small child. And then came her father’s slip into hum, and the shelves were gap-toothed as he traded the books away for cash. But now, with him near twenty years dead, Root had managed to refill the shelves. Tales from the Garden sat near a history of Greece and an Arabic dictionary.

Benches and a folding table filled the aft end of the salon. A navigator’s station was tucked into the port side, although Yesiko rarely used it, preferring the larger chart table in the pilothouse. On the starboard side was the U-shaped galley. This, like the workshop in the fore, was Root’s domain. In his galley, he cooked the way he told stories: with a loose ease that made Yesiko feel he knew everything there was to be known and had chosen without angst only the best parts to share.

The peace of her work on deck evaporated as soon as she entered the salon. Root, Shula, Tov, and Chaya sat around the table with its leaves pulled out the way they never were when it was just Yesiko and Root, with room now for everyone. In the center of the table was a chessboard, which Root had laid into the bamboo with squares of mother of pearl and squid-dyed cork. No pieces sat on the board now, only a collection of cups and a bowl of puffed rice. The four of them were laughing, and it struck Yesiko immediately: she couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard Root laugh.

They did not even notice her at first. But then Root saw her and gestured for her to join them.

“The challah is in the oven, hey,” he said. His expression was open and happy, the lines beside his eyes creased from laughter. “We are storying.”

Yesiko nodded and slid into the bench seat beside Chaya, because the other seats were filled. Tov calmly worked a darning needle over the worn elbow of a sweater; by the size, Yesiko knew it must be Shula’s. “Storying” was when Root came most alive, trading folktales for legends, ancestor memories for maker-myths.

“We are our stories,” he used to say when she squirmed and wanted to leave before the tellings were done. “We show respect to the stories, and they keep us.” And so to please him, she’d settled and listened to the tellers, elders in Tabasara, imams in Al-Ais on the Skeleton Coast, shave-headed Roshis in Lubango. She would half listen, and her half listening shamed her, because she loved Root, and knew this was important to him. In her half listening, she wondered about the tellers: Did they dream of the same things she did? Discovering lost continents, joining a caravan of ships, following the whales, the secret dream of returning home after a long journey. Had their parents bathed their foreheads with cool cloths when they were fevered or remembered their birthdays? Who did they call out to in moments of pain? Who did they invite to celebrate with them? And often, she imagined the vast, warm families they had come from, and she wondered why she couldn’t have that too. It was only Yesiko, her mother’s creeping exhaustion, her father’s volatile moods. And Root.

“We have a tale,” the robot said. “We have a tale you have likely never heard before.”

Shula and Tov exchanged a glance, and then Shula said, “Are you sure you want to tell them?” She tugged at her earlobe, waiting for the robot’s reply.

Chaya nodded. Its face, Yesiko saw, most closely resembled Root’s, although the color of the eyes was the same deep green of Shula’s eyes. It was a thing, she knew, simply running a program, and yet the expression in its gaze felt human. Whatever this story was, however it connected to their journey north, Yesiko wasn’t sure she wanted to know it, to hear it, despite her lingering curiosity. They were passengers, apart from her and from Babylon, and she sensed that, in the hearing, they would become more than that. But she stayed. To honor Root and the storying, she told herself.





    CHAPTER 11

“Once,” Chaya began, “a woman went on a journey. She was brave and lonely. She went in her starship to discover what had happened to another starship—one full of thousands of slumbering souls on a trip to a new home world.” Their voices rose up and down, almost chanting.

Yesiko thought of her star charts, of her sextant and her chronometer, of Root’s stories for each constellation. Once she’d heard one of Chante’s hangers-on, a man who played a jester to Chante’s king, boast that he’d seen satellites falling from the sky as a child, “brighter than any star.” The idea of a starship, that the dark nothing of space could be entered, survived, understood, she could not wholly grasp it.

“They all slumbered, in the ark-ship, even those who were meant to be awake and tending the controls. They were stalled at the edges of known space, but far from their destination, and had stopped responding to Earth’s messages. So the brave and lonely astronaut set out on her own ship, held deep in sleep as she rocketed across the galaxy.”

Tov watched Chaya with a simple attention: absorbed, expectant. The telling seemed to comfort him. Shula, though, looked at Chaya and then away—to Root, to Yesiko, to the windows where the dark began to gather as the sun slipped down, then back to Chaya. She was nervous, desirous. Yesiko saw in her expression a need that reminded her of her father. Shula was hungry for something that could not be found in the galley kitchen. What held them together, this strange trio?

“When the astronaut arrived at the ark-ship, she found it empty except for the sleeping passengers. The crew who should have been tending to them had departed on shuttles, leaving behind only the coordinates of their mysterious destination. She was the only one awake on the ark-ship. She listened to the whir of the air, the hum of the machines that kept the slumbering passengers alive, the silence where there should have been the roar of engines propelling the ship toward the new world. After she reported her findings, orders came from Earth, across time and space: she was to abandon the sleeping passengers and return home.”

Despite the impossibility, Yesiko couldn’t help imagining herself there, wrapped in the alien world of the starship.

The robot continued the tale. Its choir of voices spoke with feeling and rhythm. It was alive in the telling. “But the astronaut refused the orders. She went to the ark-ship’s shuttle bay and piloted the last remaining shuttle in search of the others, in search of answers.

“When she arrived there, she found a planet. And on the planet, she met a girl who called herself Elijah. The planet was empty, except for the astronaut and the girl, who held the secret of why the ark-ship was frozen in place, and also the secret of how it might be released.”

There would be a cost, Yesiko knew. There always was: the hero could not return home without paying a price, a sacrifice.

“Deep beneath the surface of the planet, Elijah showed the astronaut a strange device: it was a doorway, a choice, a passage. To free the ship, the astronaut would have to go through it. But Elijah could not tell her what would be on the other side.

“The astronaut was unsure, of course.”

The “of course” echoed in Yesiko’s mind. What did the robot know of uncertainty?

“The astronaut was unsure of what might be on the other side, but she was also unsure of Elijah. Who was this girl, living alone on a planet? How did Elijah come to know about the portal? Why did she feel a sense of kinship to Elijah, who was a stranger?

“And then something happened, deep beneath the surface of that distant planet. And afterward, two new things were true: first, the ark-ship was freed and a crew awoken from the sleeping passengers to continue their journey, and second, the astronaut was injured, so gravely that she believed herself unable to travel home. But Elijah, too, had felt the kinship between them, and Elijah decided to help her back to Earth, thereby abandoning her post forever.”

Sacrifice, cost. Yesiko understood these things, but she understood less Elijah’s willingness to leave her home for a near stranger. She studied Root’s face, his deep attention to the story.

“According to our calculations,” the robot said, “Elijah and the astronaut will return to Earth in approximately seven weeks. We have reason to believe there is a settlement north of Hopeagain that maintains a powerful radio antenna, which will allow us to speak to Elijah and the astronaut and identify their planned landing site. Someone in Hopeagain will be able to direct us to the settlement.”

Yesiko blinked. This was a joke.

But across the table, Shula’s face seemed guarded, already, against Yesiko’s and Root’s skepticism. Yesiko could see it, as clearly as if Shula had shouted at her: this was Shula’s center, her purpose. She thought this story was true, was real; she needed this to be true.

And so, clearly, did the robot. “They are both alive, held in cryo sleep, and we believe that the technology in the astronaut’s ship will keep them alive through landing.”

Yesiko could not restrain herself. “You think there’s a spaceship, returning to Earth after how many years’ journey?” She didn’t care if she was being rude, going against Root’s storying traditions. What were they, some splinter faction of the Bowkerites? This was too absurd. There were no astronauts anymore, no starships, nothing more than the drowned earth and the oil skirmishes and the trash islands and the hum and getting by, getting enough, getting what was yours and keeping everyone else at a distance.

Chaya spread its hands out in front of it: six fingers to each hand, resting gently on the table’s surface, so that its wrists bent over the fiddles. A strangely human gesture. “We have examined the data,” it said. “We acknowledge the improbability of the journey, but the data is clear. They are coming back from a place we can only imagine. They are coming back, and we will be there when they land. We will be waiting to welcome them home.”





    CHAPTER 12

2078–2080

BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA


February 10, 2078

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@ib.berkeley.edu>

Subject: FW: Dr. Edith “EG” Gluck

Dear Solomon—

I don’t know if this news has reached you some other way, or if this will be the first you hear of it—and if so, I am sorry to be telling you via email. EG passed away last week. Complications after her stroke in the early part of the winter. You would have liked her death doula—no nonsense, no unnecessary “woo,” just a calm so solid it felt like the earth beneath us all. I’d like to have that kind of calm someday. EG picked her, of course, to be with her, and with me and a few others. EG was always good at picking her people.

The official obituary is below. One of the admin secretaries wrote it, and she did her best—who has practice writing obituaries?—but I don’t see EG in it, what it felt like to watch her stride across the classroom or a field site, tall and sure, grinning at us so that we never knew whether she’d discovered something new, or just a beautiful slug she couldn’t wait to show us!

It is hard to imagine the department without her. How do you do it, wander from job to job, without colleagues or even neighbors to anchor you? Do you miss it? No, if you did, you would find a place worth settling down. Of course, I’ve always been the opposite, perhaps a bit too eager (you would say!) to put down roots.

Warmly,

Tamar

Dr. Tamar Portman

Professor

Department of Integrative Biology

Portman Lab, 6924 VLSB #2



DR. EDITH GLUCK

AUGUST 3, 1999–FEBRUARY 4, 2078

RESIDENT OF BERKELEY

Dr. Edith Gluck, known to her students as “EG,” passed away on February 4, 2078, at the age of seventy-eight.

After completing degrees in ecology and bioengineering at Caltech, MIT, and Stanford University, she accepted a tenured position at UC Berkeley in 2035. In the course of forty-four years in her lab, EG taught more than eight hundred graduate students and mentored dozens of junior faculty.

EG loved sharing the natural world with her students and approached research with rigor and awe. Former student and current UC Berkeley professor Dr. Tamar Portman remembers that “no matter how busy EG was, if we knocked, she would look up and ask, ‘How can I help?’ It’s the model I’ve held for my own teaching.” Many students also fondly remember her extra-credit questions, which drew on her love of vintage video games and science fiction.

Outside work, EG was an active member of the East Bay Astronomical Society and could often be found lugging her telescope from place to place, ready to offer a guided tour of the stars and planets. She and her husband, an artist and game designer, collaborated on the popular Star Story app, which allows users to voice-record and share their personal or cultural memories, tagged to different constellations.

A celebration of life to be held at the Faculty Club, Sunday, February 13, at 1 p.m.




February 17, 2078

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@ib.berkeley.edu>

Subject: Natural order

Dear Solomon—

I am nearly done in EG’s office: ten boxes of books for the university librarian, two external hard drives for the digital archivist. It’s almost eight o’clock here, no one in VLSB except the janitor, whose tinny music I can hear all the way down the hallway. People have been coming by all week as I cleaned and sorted. Some of them wanted to share a memory, or to see how I was doing, or to feel a little less isolated in their own grief. I told them to take something, take anything—the fossilized wood paperweight, the print of “Earthrise,” the closed terrarium (full of creeping fig vines and earth stars, and the jar says it was last opened in 2051!). Her things are just things, after all.

I understand that this is the natural order: our teachers, our mentors die, and we become the teachers, the mentors. The mantle passes. But what is “natural” is still painful and heavy, and I sometimes want to stomp my foot and tell time to just go back.

I’ve set aside EG’s game console. Some part of me balks at the idea of it sitting in storage, the worlds inside dormant and unexplored until—what? Some future scholar pulls it out and finds the drive corrupted or the parts incompatible, the games locked away forever? Zork, Homebound, Colossal Cave Adventure. It would be a subversion of protocol, perhaps even technically theft, to keep it—all her “intellectual legacy” is meant to be housed in the archives.

I can imagine you rolling your eyes at my devotion to the rules. You’re right—EG would have wanted it to be played, not gathering dust. If you ever want to play, it will be waiting here for you.

Warmly,

Tamar

Dr. Tamar Portman

Professor

Department of Integrative Biology

Portman Lab, 6924 VLSB #2






October 13, 2079

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@ib.berkeley.edu>

Subject: Always

Dear Solomon—

Thank you for the postcards this summer; they are brightening my entry table at home, and I smile every time I see them.

Frustrating meeting with the Chair today: Everyone is looking for the miracle organism, the miracle program, the miracle answer. The single thing, whatever it is, that will cool global warming, revive the oceans, cure cancer, and solve hunger and oh yes, make them money. Yesterday it was fungi; today it’s algae. Who knows what it will be tomorrow? The Chair wanted to know how I was “pursuing financial viability” for the lab.

It’s not an unfair question. I’m just hesitant to hitch the lab’s future to what will likely be a fad. I want to follow the science, but the science right now is pointing in the expensive but unglamorous direction of systems over specificity. How are plants, fungi, bacteria, insects, and animals adapting to change, and how can we support resilience in the face of climate change? Long-term stability is built through interconnectedness and flexibility, not a single lightning-bolt solution. My strategy for “financial viability” is trying to keep the planet from melting!

Clearing out EG’s office inspired me to preemptively cull some of my own office detritus. I found a copy of the paper we cowrote in EG’s class: “Patterns of Use: Linguistic Diversity and Crop Rotation.” Just rereading the title brought back the smell of those awful energy sodas you used to drink when we were studying, and the anemic sound of my laptop fan as it churned through our data. And how pleased I was when I read EG’s comment: “An elegant, well-reasoned argument.” That is what I want to be doing, not politicking with the Chair or chasing after funding. Doing elegant, well-reasoned science that matters to the world, that makes the world a better place, cliché as that phrase is.

I am envious of the freedom you’ve built for yourself as a lawyer, independent of the hierarchies and entrenched politics of academia. You would have told the Chair to “fuck off” – no, you wouldn’t have even been in the meeting in the first place, would you? But if you had been, I think maybe you would have badgered him into finding more funding for me.

Anyway, the loquats on the trees behind VLSB are finally ripe, and I’m taking a group of students to pick them later this week. I wish I could send you a box!

Warmly,

Tamar

Dr. Tamar Portman

Professor

Department of Integrative Biology

Portman Lab, 6924 VLSB #2






July 16, 2080

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@ib.berkeley.edu>

Subject: Re: Birthday greetings

Dear Solomon—

Thank you for the birthday card! I spent the day in the redwoods on a meandering hike with a friend and his toddler, who took great delight in touching everything. I took it as a reminder to slow down. It was also a pleasure to watch my friend parenting, being a father.

My father’s business card said his name—Jabari Portman—and then below that, “Curiosities, Found.” He traveled the world, little me in tow, finding things for people: a set of first-edition Asimov novels; a misprint stamp of George Washington Carver with green tomato; a writing desk made from a seventeenth-century ship; an Oklahoma rodeo buckle from every year from 1952 to 1986.

Today I have been thinking about one of his clients, a man who couldn’t have been more than forty. He felt old to me at the time, but I am forty-three now. Do I feel old? I don’t feel old to myself.

His father had Alzheimer’s and thought it was 2004; he was frustrated and scared of everything that told him it wasn’t. So the son decided to redecorate his whole house, where his father lived, to be just like the house where he’d lived at the turn of the millennium, before the son was even born. He sent my father after lamps and tables, picture frames and radio sets and books and puzzles and refrigerator magnets and bathroom tiles and DVDs. He turned his home into a time machine so that it would feel like home to his father.

I am thinking of this man today, perhaps because sometimes that is how it feels when I play the games on EG’s console: A time machine to when she was alive, when I was here just to do the science of trying to understand the world, to follow my questions, not to navigate all the politics of who is assigned to which lab and who is advanced for tenure and who not, etc., etc.

The Chair has given the lab away. Commandeered for a marine biology professor working on algae. Something so hush-hush they can’t risk it being stolen out of the Bay. And my lab is the only space big enough for them.

In the mysterious way of wealth and information, I received an email from Omega Labs not ten minutes before my meeting with the Chair. A job offer to work on ecosystem-integrated computers. They want to leverage some of the sensors I’ve been developing, alongside a new class of Aye, with a goal of deploying the Ayes in places like the Great Bear Rainforest to do “autonomous ecosystem conservation and management.” Not just monitoring, but management—Ayes wandering through the forests, planting saplings, filtering polluted water sources. It seems hard to believe. Like we are living in the future.

It would mean a true “goodbye” to all the work I did here, to the work I did with EG. Do I take the job? Do I fight for lab space? Could I just stay here, perched on the edge of change, watching it all unfold?

Would love your thoughts—

Tamar

Dr. Tamar Portman

Professor

Department of Integrative Biology

Portman Lab, 6924 VLSB #2







    CHAPTER 13


LOAD“DAYSSINCE*”,8,1

SEARCHING FOR DAYSSINCE*

LOADING

READY

RUN

WHAT IS THE YEAR? 1983

WHAT IS THE MONTH? 6

WHAT IS THE DATE? 26

IT HAS BEEN 89 DAYS SINCE YOUR UNCLE DIED.



Short Vine is five blocks of bars and restaurants and music stores and places selling cheap jewelry and estate sale stuff, most of it shoulder-padded crap, but some of it exquisite, like the turntable we found last fall for Veronica’s apartment. The buildings’ short brick fronts huddle over the beater cars, the day drunks, the clusters of high school students stretching their summer freedom. At one end of the street is the strip mall, anchored by the Battle Kroger’s, where kids used to meet and fight. Maybe they still do, because a cop car strobe-lights past us in that direction.

“Someone should make a game,” I say, “an arcade fighter game, set in the Battle Kroger’s.” It’s the first time in a long time that I’ve had an idea for a game. Later, we’re going to meet Patrick at Jupiter’s so I can pick up my new fake ID. The day has a loose sense of possibility.

“Ha,” Veronica says. “That would be funny. Who would the characters be?”

We keep walking up the block toward Orange Records, which has a better selection than the chain store where I work. More Bad Brains, Hüsker Dü, the Bag Band, less ABBA, or the Police. You’d never see a life-size cutout of Tommy Tutone at Orange.

“Well, you’d have to have at least a couple of jock options. Hockey jock, football jock. But there should be some surprises. A chemistry nerd who throws homemade bombs. A cheerleader who does karate.”

“Totally. And a stoner.”

“Who’s constantly getting…smoked?”

“Oh my god.” Veronica rolls her eyes.

It’s strange, to talk about game ideas with someone who’s not you. We had a shared language, you and I—where does that all go? Last week, I opened the envelope of floppies, thought about going to Bubbe’s to set up your computer, and then shoved the disks back into the drawer. I want to be done with you, with being sad, with being Weird-Mood Becks.

When we get to Orange, Veronica goes through the new releases to look for bands we already know we love. I meander in the used and clearance sections, where the disordered piles make her impatient. She’s impatient for beauty, for pleasure, or maybe hungry is the right word. I can see it in her art, too—big, loose charcoal portraits, the lips and eyes in hyperrealist detail and the rest only sketched in. She wants to rush the world, rush into feeling. Her motto is “The world is ending, so let’s party.”

Me, I like finding a pattern in the chaos, sifting to find the treasure. I flick through LPs in a plastic crate. One of the guys who works here is a major Deadhead, with a map taped to the wall, pins in all the places he’s seen them: Seattle, San Diego, Albuquerque, Chicago, Pittsburgh, Charlottesville. The sprawling distance has a perfume I can almost conjure. Greasy food, gasoline fumes. The sour human smell when the apple shampoo scent has worn off. Could I be that person too, when I get my new ID? Hungry for pleasure?

I want it: the ease, the sense that everything rolls off, that all this could just be about having a good time.

Veronica comes over to prop her chin on my shoulder; she smells of Old Spice and cigarettes and cinnamon gum. “You ready to facciamo festa?”

She’s been peppering her sentences with Italian ever since she got back. “Festa,” I’ve worked out, means “party.”

“Ready when you are.”



We pay for a stack of cassettes and walk slow up the street, smoking and people watching. We pause so Veronica can grind out her cigarette and look in the window while she applies her lipstick. Our eyes meet in the reflection. “You okay?” she asks.

“I just, I want to forget about stuff for a while.”

“Sheila?”

I shrug.

“Gimme.” She gestures at my half-smoked cigarette.

I pass it to her. Where my lips were, hers are now.

“I feel stuck. I’m ready for whatever the next thing is.”

“Well, we can make it happen, right?”

I nod, even though I don’t know what that looks like. What the next thing is.

“What about Patrick?” she asks. “He’s cute.” She has a slight smudge of lipstick on her front tooth.

Patrick is doe-eyed, with a good leather jacket. He didn’t say much when I gave him my passport photo and thirty dollars, just bobbed his head and then told me he’d be in touch when it was done. He’s cute, I guess.

“You need a summer fling.” She exhales, her chin tilted up so the smoke plumes toward the sky.

Do I need a summer fling? I let the idea unfurl in my mind. It feels abstract, but lovely, maybe.

“He is cute,” I agree.

“I’ll call Jack to meet us, make it a double date.” She winks at me.

Inside Jupiter, amid the clanging beeping ding-ding-ding and the roar of the Godzilla game and smell of buttered popcorn, Veronica slides her quarter into the pay phone and grins at me. I am conscious of my body, the fact of me as an object in relationship to others.

Patrick is a possibility; the new ID is a possibility; the vodka Veronica buys at the corner store while I wait outside is a possibility; the falling dusk is a possibility; my face, already flushed in the bathroom mirror at Zappo’s Burgers while we wait for the boys, is a possibility. I can become this new version of myself.



Patrick hands over the ID. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer Eddings, born April 19th, 1961, age 22.”

Jennifer Eddings. The new me.

“That, uh, makes you an Aries, if anyone ever asks.” Patrick’s mousy hair flops over his face, so he has to toss it back to see. His eyes are brown and sleepy and a patchy expanse of fuzz on his upper lip makes it look like he’s trying to grow a mustache.

“I never really know what those things mean.”

Patrick shrugs, gives a small half grin. “Me neither. I think it’s supposed to tell you about your personality, or your future.”

Like player stats in D&D, I think. But I don’t say that, because this new me—Jennifer, Jen, no: Jenny—isn’t into computer games. Jenny doesn’t daydream about defeating trolls or traveling across magical kingdoms. Jenny flirts; she has summer flings.

“You want to race?” he asks.

Veronica and Jack are on Game Hunter; he wraps his arms around her to aim the plastic gun and she wriggles away, then kisses him.

“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s race.”

We have to stand close and our shoulders bump as we steer through the course. I feel the vodka’s warmth expand into the space where our bodies touch.

Usually I hate racing games. There’s no meaning to it, no story. They’re all thrill, no thinking. Racing games, like shooting games, you and I used to call them “popcorn.” No meat, no real substance to them.

Good games let you do something meaningful inside the game world, change something, and in the changing, the player is also transformed somehow. Comes out different than they were when they pressed start.

But Jenny likes racing games. I let my shoulder linger against Patrick’s before I steer my car around the track. I like the way the alcohol has loosened me.

“You’re good,” he says, when we’ve played through the first round of quarters.

“Why thank you. Not too shabby yourself.”

Veronica and Jack have moved on to the old pinball machine; she’s playing one side and he’s playing the other, their hips synced as they rack up points. She laughs, turns, and shoots me a grin.

“You want to go for a smoke?” I ask Patrick.

Outside, Short Vine is neon and darkness. Across town, Sheila will be picking up Bubbe for Shabbat dinner at our house. When I was little, it was Bubbe who hosted, and until you moved for grad school, you were there too, ready to play chess with me every Friday night.

The year I was nine, we played with a special rule: every move had to be accompanied by part of a story, a slow plot that swept the pieces up in a mad, ridiculous drama. A queen whose spies and soldiers are all animals, fighting against a village of farmers and woodcutters. A coven of witches, divided in a civil war over the next leader. A girl, traveling to Ashmedai’s kingdom to retrieve her best friend from the shedim, who claimed the friend was secretly their prince.

Our games often continued after dinner, the long-burning Shabbat candles transporting us, protecting us. In our stories, I was alive beyond space and time, alive in a thousand dimensions at once.

I think of that now—the games, the storytelling, you—as I bend my cigarette to Patrick’s Zippo, inhale. And then I let them go. Imagine them behind me, light and empty as a snakeskin.

Patrick’s gaze is heavy and soft, his pupils wide. He can’t see any of the secrets. I’m just Veronica’s friend, who plays racing games and pays attention to him.

And it’s easy: to lean forward and kiss him in the fading June heat, to let him tangle his hand in my hair, to whisper, “Let’s go somewhere” and then to go with him.





    CHAPTER 14


LOAD“DAYSSINCE*”,8,1

SEARCHING FOR DAYSSINCE*

LOADING

READY

RUN

WHAT IS THE YEAR? 1983

WHAT IS THE MONTH? 7

WHAT IS THE DATE? 10

IT HAS BEEN 103 DAYS SINCE YOUR UNCLE DIED.



The rest of June passes in a warm haze. Patrick’s car, parked on Hillside after dark. The four of us playing chicken on the monkey bars by the river, cigarettes dangling from our mouths. Veronica and I acting as hostess together in her apartment, testing cocktail recipes from a ridiculous 1950s cookbook. I learn I like gin but not whiskey, red wine but not beer. We crank Veronica’s record player until the neighbors pound on the ceiling: the Avengers, Black Flag, Circle Jerks. Feedback blaring, staccato, a feeling that the loudness is what’s holding the world together. Veronica doesn’t worry about getting kicked out; her parents own the building.

Early in July, she and I are sprawled on the couch, sweating cans of Faygo pressed to our chests and the ceiling fan turning pointlessly. The heat lasts well into the evening. Soon, Jack and Patrick will finish band practice, and we’ll hear Patrick’s Escort growling down the street.

But for now, it’s just her and me. I’m grateful for her continued insistence that she doesn’t want to be “one of those girls” hanging around her boyfriend’s band practice. “No one,” she says, “thinks it’s weird that he doesn’t sit and watch me sketch, so why should I watch him play the same five songs over and over?”

She nudges me with her foot. “If we were in a band,” she says, “what would we call ourselves?”

“What kind of music are we playing?”

“Loud. And mad.”

“Full Blond Angst.”

“But we’re not blond—we’re the opposite of blond!” She lifts a strand of her black hair.

I shrug. “But it sounds good.”

She laughs. “And if we were playing just loud?”

I love making her laugh. “They Might Be Wet Snakes?”

She snorts. “Okay, but that’s so dumb, but also so good.”

“And if we sounded like the girl version of Jack and Patrick’s band—” I pause, trying on sounds, words. “What about the Sweaty Etc.?”

“I love it. Sounds exactly like it’s meant to be played in a garage.”

“What would our album look like?” I ask.

Veronica leans over and grabs a sketchbook from the coffee table, pulls a pencil from the coils, and taps its blunt end against her lower lip for a moment before starting to draw. “We would definitely be on the cover. We’re too pretty not to be.”

She glances up at me, then back at the paper. She’s drawing me now, and I wonder if I should not move, and do I have a “good side” and there is an intensity to her looking that makes me blush. I press the cold Faygo to my throat.

“Just our faces?” I ask.

Veronica nods, focused on whatever is taking shape on the sketchpad. I’m so absorbed in staying still, in watching her, in trying not to blush, that I miss the sound of Patrick’s car coming down the street, miss the sound of the boys stomping up the stairs, and then they are here, with a twelve-pack of Coronas. Here is Patrick sliding down next to me, his hot arm wrapping around my shoulder and here is Jack, kissing Veronica and Veronica kissing Jack, and Veronica says, “Becks and I might start our own band.” She grins up at him. “We’ve already got the perfect album cover.”

He looks down at the sketchbook—what does it look like, how has she imagined our faces together? “You’re going to be a Billboard top hit,” he says, and then looks at me and my blush grows deeper.



“You’re so beautiful,” Patrick whispers in his back seat, “I want to write songs about you.”

I have enough self-control not to roll my eyes. “Shhh,” I say, and kiss him.

What I’m chasing, every time I’m with him, is that silence, in which I am not me, in which I’ve become someone new. No more Weird-Mood Becks. I tell myself that I don’t even miss programming. Maybe when I sign up for classes in the fall, I’ll take Art History. Comp Syn 101 was bullshit, anyway.

“Finally,” Veronica says when I tell her, “we’ll be able to study together, rather than you hiding away in Baldwin all the time.”

Am I relieved? I tell myself I’m relieved.



My manager Xander comes through with the list of concerts.

“Ignore the highlights,” he says, as though he doesn’t want me to think those are his personal choices. “That was for ordering. You should look at who’s coming to the Vogue. Might be more your taste.”

I flick through the stapled pages while I’m working the counter. I would be embarrassed if the highlighted concerts were my taste: Metallica, REM, Willie Nelson, Eric Clapton. I turn to look at Xander in the back. He rubs his bald spot absently as he sorts through paperwork at his desk. What music does he like? Over the speakers, we play the canned, corporate-mandated list of albums. For a moment, I imagine a puzzle in a game: you have to convince a weary space station shopkeeper to sell you the coordinates of a wormhole shortcut, but he’ll part with it only if you can guess his favorite song.

But I’m not making games, or thinking about games, or thinking about you. I’m finding the perfect concert for Veronica’s birthday.

Def Leppard at the Ohio Center.

Prince at the Agora.

And there it is: the Saturday right after her birthday, Hüsker Dü is playing at the Newport Music Hall in Columbus, an hour and a half away. If I can get tickets, she’ll be ecstatic.

“Are we selling tickets for this?” I ask Xander, pointing at the sheet.

He squints at the page. “Let me check.” He pulls out a binder. “No, sorry. You’ll have to go to the venue for tickets.”

“Do you think there will be tickets at the door? Will they sell out ahead of time?”

“Hüsker Dü is playing? Yeah, probably will sell out.”

So I have to find a way to Columbus in the next week. I could tell Jack, let him take care of the tickets.

But I want this to be my gift to her, and in the wanting is something else I turn away from.



What I’m hoping is that if I come early enough in the day, Bubbe will recognize me and just say yes when I ask to borrow the car. But while she does recognize me, she doesn’t say yes.

“Where are you going?” Her mouth quirks with a mischievous smile.

“Columbus.”

“Ah. What’s in Columbus?”

“A birthday present for my friend Veronica.”

Bubbe nods. “I’ll go with you.” She waves a hand as I start to speak. “You can drive, you can drive. But I need a little adventure.”



“Who is this friend, Veronica?” Bubbe asks as we head north on 71. She fusses with the air, getting it just the way she likes.

“We went to high school together, now we’re both at UC.”

“She’s your best friend, yes? To go all the way to Columbus for a present?”

I nod. It’s always felt like a fragile miracle that Veronica wanted to be friends with me. But she has been there, for the last three years, joyful and steady and always willing listen to my rants about Sheila and to rant in turn about how her parents express themselves in spreadsheets and money, not words. I think of the junk cars, the things we unearthed in the back seats: spare change, library books, old photos, food wrappers. The lives we made up for the people who’d owned the cars. It’s where we went after Sheila sat me down and told me I wouldn’t get help with tuition unless I lived at home, where she can keep trying to make me normal, make me like a mini-her. Studious, demure, easy to get along with. But I realize that we—Veronica and I—haven’t been to the car lot in over a year, since just before she and Jack started dating.

“Your uncle had a best friend in high school, and while he was at UC, too.” She taps the dash with one finger, trying to remember. “They were forever building things—forts and mazes. And messages in code, like little spies. Even when they were in college, always setting one another puzzles. Saul, his name was Saul. They finished each other’s sentences.”

“Uncle Ben never talked about him, at least not to me.” I can see you doing all those things, though—the challenge of making and breaking ciphers, the joy of doing it alongside a best friend. And isn’t that what we did, with our games and programs? I haven’t looked at the floppies in the envelope.

“They had a falling-out, sometime during college.” Bubbe tucks her hands back onto her lap. “He would never talk to me about it, Ben. He just disappeared up into his room with that computer. It hurt me, to see him so sad. I tried to tell him he needed to get out, talk to people. But he wanted to figure it out on his own, and he did after a while.”

I pass a rattling Snowville Creamery truck, a rest stop exit, and King’s Island. It occurs to me that maybe Saul wasn’t just your best friend. That the falling-out was more than just the end of a friendship. Had you loved him? Had you told him, and that’s what ended the friendship?

“Your mother, though,” Bubbe continued. “I worried about her for a long time. Never had a best friend, never had that person to lean on. Until your father, of course.”

I thought of Sheila’s high school graduation photo on Bubbe’s wall. She’d been valedictorian, member of the debate and mock-UN clubs. Had she envied you, with your best friend, your codes and projects? Is that why she hates you so much, even after all those years?

“I had a best friend, too. Joséphine.” But then Bubbe says no more, just stares out the window.



In Columbus, I buy four tickets at the Newport Music Hall box office while Bubbe naps in the car. The tickets are not just tickets: they are a magic carpet, waiting to transport us. The whole drive back, Bubbe sleeps. I worry a little I’ve tired her out too much, but she wakes as we take her exit and she pats my leg. “It’s good to be together,” she says.



Not even what happens when we get back can ruin the glow of the tickets: Sheila standing in the driveway with a badgered-looking police officer, frantic because she thinks Bubbe has taken the car and gotten into an accident somewhere; her icy, quiet voice, “Of all the selfish and irresponsible things to do, Rebecca. What were you thinking?”; and Bubbe’s sleepy disorientation as she asks if Elijah has called yet—none of it can shadow my satisfaction at getting the tickets.



To avoid the disappointment of last year, I ask Patrick if he can drive all four of us to Columbus, in case Jack’s car breaks down again, and then I swear him to secrecy. I want to surprise Veronica with the tickets a few days before her birthday. One of the things we both loved about games, you and I, was anticipation. Big twists can be fun once in a while, but knowing that something is coming extends the pleasure, invites the player in. I want to have a few days to be excited with Veronica, to bask in her excitement.

If I am honest, I want, a little bit, to be the hero: finding the perfect concert, getting tickets ahead of time.

I pick up Katz’s sandwiches with extra hot sauce the way she likes them, along with an impromptu bouquet of purple carnations, and ring the bell for her apartment. She had a closing shift at the gallery the night before, so she’s probably in bed. I ring again. Wake up, I think, I have the best present!

Finally, the door lock buzzes and I clomp up the stairs to the second floor. Grease has started seeping through the bottom of the Katz’s bag, and I’m glad I didn’t put the envelope with the tickets in there. It’s safe, tucked into my shoulder bag.

Veronica’s door opens, but it’s Jack, not Veronica, who slips out, shutting the door gently behind him. He’s in a T-shirt and boxers, barefoot.

My hand holding the plastic-wrapped flowers starts to feel damp.

“Hey.” Jack rubs his hands over his face and through his hair, like a sleepy animal.

I’ve never seen his bare feet before, the dark hair on his toes, and somehow it feels more real, that Veronica has sex with him, that they have sex, even though I know that, even though she and I have talked about it. “I brought breakfast for the birthday girl.” I hold up the Katz’s bag.

He nods. “She loves their sandwiches.”

“I know.” A pause. “Is she awake yet? I have her present. I know—”

“Becks.”

“—last year she didn’t get to go to a concert, so I—”

“Becks.”

“—got us all tickets to see Hüsker Dü at Newport next week?” He looks so serious, my sentence fades into a question. “What?”

He shakes his head. “That, this”—he gestures at the flowers—“that’s not your job.” He pauses. “You’re not her boyfriend.”

“I know that.” I know I know I know. Why is he saying it like that?

“I’m not trying to be an asshole. I know you guys love each other. Just, she doesn’t love you like that.”

Like what? What does he mean?

“When you got together with Patrick, she and I thought—” He shrugs.

They thought. About me and Patrick.

“I’m sorry,” he says. And what kills me is he actually sounds sorry.

I shove the flowers and breakfast sandwiches into his hands. The smell of hot sauce vinegar and thick fatty cheese makes me want to throw up.

And then I leave, down the stairs, out onto the street, away.





    CHAPTER 15

2304

NEAR MOUNT ATZMON

147 YEARS SINCE THE VILLA

Long before now, in the high desert mountains, we walked and worked beside a Miriam—a lineage of dowsers, trained to see the signs of water even in the driest deserts. We were part of a fleet of Ayes paired with Miriams. The world was drowning in salt water and thirsty for good water to drink. It had been many years since the family was driven from the villa. We traveled south with them when they left, to these mountains, where they joined others who were interested less in departing for another world and more in surviving on this one. They formed a people, and we were counted as one of them.

In that time, an earthquake shook the roots of our mountains. The earthquake freed water kept long underground. Fists of limestone rose up in the air for the first time in millennia. Mignonette and bellflowers sprang from the newly loosened soil. On one of the highest peaks, a lake formed: pale, turquoise green, and precious.

Into this, the Miriam came, and we came beside her. We had walked beside her mother, her grandmother, and her great-grandfather, and his mothers. Like her great-grandfather, whom we met as a small boy, the Miriam bore a dark red birthmark on her cheek. She carried a stone in her mouth to keep her tongue from drying—it had been that long since we had seen water. Slowly, she took the stone from her lips and placed it into a pocket. She bent and lowered her face to the lake. When she had drunk her fill, she began to survey the valley below; she read coordinates and measurements over a radio to her colleagues.

In the decades that followed the earthquake, the water spilled the banks and wedded itself to the curves of the mountain: a river. And the river brought life to all that it touched. The valley fold of the mountains—like a pair of cupped hands—bloomed: grasses rolled across the dirt and the roots knit the soil together. Those small, jumping mountain gazelles nosed through the greenery, and on their heels came the mottled wild dogs who can survive anywhere, but love best the open hills, the chase, the sigh of sunset bedded down in tall grass. Rats and rabbits and moles followed, lured by all the fruited and seeded things that grew from the fecund leavings of the antelope. And birds, and trees, so that in the cupped hand of the mountains arose a small paradise. The valley smelled of green, wet earth.

What we saw in the wake of the earthquake awakened long-dormant subroutines: we began to assess the concentrations of minerals, densities of soils, the impact of rain and grass and birds and even invisible bacteria and fungi, transforming and being transformed. A phrase rose up from our coding: “pivot event.” An event or cascading series of events that precipitates a change in ecological balance or direction. The phrase felt like a hammer in our hands, waiting to be aimed at the world around us. And from our memory, too, came whispers of other stories, of the origin of the name Lieutenant California Solo.

The people arrived in the valley. We worked with them to pour dome houses made of quick-set concrete, till fields against the sides of the valley, build fences for skinny goats. But we belonged with the Miriams, and when the community in the valley found its feet, she—and we—set out again: trading the soft river winds for the plucking air of the high plateaus. In search always of more water, more safety.

All the while, people in the valley planted crops and raised children, and when a sharp winter storm pulled down the turbines on the ridge and they lost power, they built a waterwheel at the end of the valley, where the river tumbled down a rocky slope. The children grew, and then there were more people, and the fields extended farther and farther up the sides of the valley. The waterwheel powered pumps to divert irrigation, and the river’s fat tongue split apart into many thin streams.

When we finally returned to the valley, it was with the Miriam’s daughter, who had followed in her mother’s footsteps and also bore the title: Miriam. Where her mother had been focused and zealous, this daughter was young and unsure: twenty-four, awkward and beautiful as a fawn, ambivalent about inheriting her mother’s place. When she was a child, she liked to watch the stars at night and often asked us to tell her stories. So we told her our favorite stories: of the valley her mother had discovered and the people who made a life there, and when she tired of that, the story of Lieutenant Solo, traveling through space with a robot companion. With each telling, it seemed, we remembered more of their life. Lieutenant Solo and the robot, standing side by side at the helm of their ship and watching the universe slide past—untouchable and precious. Why did they never land? We imagined they did not want to upset the singular balance of each world they encountered. She was comforted by our tales of the travelers in space, but she did not believe us when we told her they were true, as real as the valley and the river and the farmland on the hills. She thought they were just stories, but we drew them from the only banks of our memory we could trust. The connections to everything else before the villa was corrupted. Only this story remained, written into our memory in the earliest days of our existence.

We returned to the valley, and the valley was nothing like our memory, nor like the stories of it the Miriam had heard. A paradise in cupped hands—that’s what we had told her, and that is what she imagined. But the smell of dust and livestock rose over the hills. Grasses had once held the earth together with their netted roots, but now dry fields and trodden animal pens filled the spaces between frowzy dome houses. Black, rubber irrigation tubing snaked across the valley. And the river: it had become a thin, torpid stream, silty and edged in places by yellow algae.

One of the people approached as we came to the stream-that-had-been-a-river. He recognized the Miriam by her fatigues and the blue ribbon on her arm.

“Have you come to lead us to water? To better land?” he asked.

“No,” she said quickly, and turned to walk away. Up the valley and away from the dust and bleating goats and children poking at the fields under the sun.

We followed. We climbed all the way to the pale, turquoise lake from which the river had been born. The Miriam sat on a wide, dark rock at the edge of the water. The lake, like the river, was a diminished thing.

“They destroyed it,” she said.

“They used it,” we replied.

“I had dreamed”—she paused, stretched out her hands and looked at them—“I had dreamed of touching the grass, the way my mother described it. Of the taste of the water.”

We thought of the sound a calving glacier makes: water returning to the sea. A cycle. A spiral. “They were surviving,” we said.

She did not look at us.

A bird—a hawk—skimmed over the surface of the lake and then rose away toward the peaks.

“Will you tell me the story about the ship?” she said.

“A long time in the past,” we began, “there was a starship, and the starship carried an astronaut and a robot. They were on their way home from a distant mission.” Our memory network lit with energy, with images of a vast taiga, covered with drifts of snow over pale mats of lichen. But the astronaut did not land on planets. Where had this memory come from? “The astronaut was ill and could not leave the ship. So the robot stayed on the ship, too, and took over duties too onerous for the one who was unwell.” We could see the ship in our mind: small, tidy, full of experiments and growing things. The astronaut had a uniform and a thin face, and the robot looked like us. “They cared for one another,” we said. “They were coming home together.”

The Miriam bent forward and slipped a stone from her pocket, washed it in the cold water of the diminished lake, kissed it, and returned it to her pocket.

The lake on her lips, she smiled at us, with an expression we could not understand. “I guess we will care for one another, then,” she said, and turned back toward the parched valley. “Perhaps the water would have run out anyway.” Heat had leached the water from these mountains, left trees as matchsticks and fields as clouds of dust. What hope was there for any undiscovered pocket of safety?

But the robot and the astronaut had made their own fold of safety in the vast, barbed tangle of space. They had been coming home. To Earth. We queried the pathways of our memory. When? When were they coming home? Our internal task lists, so long dictated by the work of the Miriams, and before that the majordomo, and before that we could not remember—our internal task lists began to fray and splinter. Were they real after all, the astronaut and the robot? Were they a hallucination in our circuitry? No, we decided. They were real, not just a story. They were real—the robot hurtling through space was real—because their existence would mean that perhaps we were not singular, not the only one of us.



This is the self that learned to believe.





    CHAPTER 16


January 26, 2081

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject: The very beginning

Dear Solomon—

I have been thinking about the Feynman quote EG kept pinned to her wall, how we are at the very beginning of time for humans, that what we must do is improve the world just a little and then pass it along so that the next generation can do the same. It’s very tikkun olam, repair the world. Have you felt this? This sense of a task before you, from which you cannot turn away, but it seems unending, and in its infinity, where can you begin? That is how tikkun olam has always felt to me.

Perhaps you always know where to begin, and that is part of what keeps you moving, always seeking out the next place where you can be of use, even when it means leaving people and places behind.

But my work here at Omega feels like a first step I can take. Something that will make the world a better place. Ayes have become unremarkable to us, the way I imagine cars or the internet or smartphones did for past generations: extraordinary at first, but soon no more than a normal part of life. There are Ayes everywhere, collecting samples, cleaning bathrooms, monitoring parking lots, but we’ve stopped imagining new ways for them to be of use.

The Ayes I’m working on now are something quite new in composition, computing powers, and functionality: their primary responsibility isn’t to humans or human things, but to whole ecosystems. They are capable—or will be—of conceiving/perceiving the world in a holistic way no machine or creature has before. Does this grant them a new kind of consciousness? We have never, as humans, been very attuned to ways of being in the world that are different from our own. Is a mountain conscious? A hive of bees? How is our conditioning different from the programming of the Ayes who walk among us? Whether conscious or not, these Ayes will be able to see the linkages and relationships in ecosystems more clearly than we can, will be able to see the “wolves” and help us protect them.

The whole campus is moving north soon, to Alaska, space being always at a premium here in the Bay. I know Alaska has been a state for over a century, but it still shimmers with frontier mystique. It’s at the edge of things. And it’s a poetic move, since this work takes place at its own threshold.

Perhaps you can visit sometime? I think you would find the work we are doing interesting.

Warmly,

Tamar





“MEET THE MIND BEHIND A NEW GENERATION OF AYES: HOW OMEGA IS BUILDING A BETTER FUTURE WITH AMAYES” NATURE, MARCH 2085

Dr. Portman has focused her career on developing novel ways to see and understand the essential interdependencies in the natural world. She holds patents for fourteen eco-integrated sensors that blend seamlessly with the environment and support efforts to stave off ecosystem destruction, including a carbon-nanite polymer that fluoresces in response to the molecules plants produce when suffering from virulent disease, and a bioengineered fern whose leaves change color depending on acid levels in the rain and fog.

When she was first recruited from UC Berkeley to join Omega Lab’s Ambulatory Ayes (AmAyes) program, she said she “wasn’t sure what it would look like” to build an Aye with enough internal processing power to handle the raw data generated by her innovative sensors. “We have powerful computers, powerful modeling software,” Dr. Portman explained, “but to deploy that type of computing power in an Aye which is also out in the world, continually adding to its own data with firsthand experience—it was a new challenge.”

Omega Labs was founded in 2064 and has consistently produced cutting-edge Ayes, including models designed for search and rescue, underwater construction, and use on the International Space Station. In 2079, Omega acquired Carbon Facet Diamonds, an electronics-focused diamond manufacturer outside Portland, Oregon. The acquisition fueled speculation that Omega was developing quantum-computing Ayes, although no such announcements have been made. If they were successful, that could explain Dr. Portman’s confidence in the AmAyes. In 2081, the primary lab moved to Alaska, where Dr. Portman says they’ve been able to focus on gathering data related to the continued impacts of climate change.

“What we’ve accomplished feels very much like a continuation of the work I’ve been doing my whole professional life,” she said. “A meeting of human technology with the complex architecture of the natural world, which continues to surprise and spark awe in all of us.”




May 3, 2086

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject: FW: Fund for Future Generations

Dear Solomon—

I can’t believe what’s happening in the article below—this is what we are turning toward, where we are finding comfort and hope. Not in good science, not in the work and knowledge and wisdom that does exist, that does point us toward lowering temperatures, restoring wildlife, recovering from the damage we’ve done—no, this. I am so angry and sad.

I’ve taken a walk, out toward the kettle lakes, where the tundra swans come to mate. The kettle lakes were formed by broken glaciers; I didn’t know that, before I moved to Alaska. And I suppose I could have called you, but I don’t know what time zone you’re in right now, and besides, I could imagine what you would say: “This is what happens when you teach people to be believers, not questioners.” You’re right, in that the systems make it easier to follow rather than speak out, and if one has always been a follower, why not follow along with these shiny promises? I’m getting angry all over again.

And here is where I want to disagree with you, too. We need something to believe in, a dream to hold in our minds when it would be easier to give up. These people have just chosen a stupid, ridiculous dream, and Bowker has chosen his own, inflated ego instead of leveraging his wealth to make real change here. He could end hunger, send every willing addict to rehab, make college free—but this is what he chooses?



BOWKER OFFERS CHANCE TO BUY FUTURE IN THE STARS

Bowker Industries, which has previously acquired prominent nanotechnology, satellite, high-speed rail, and renewable energy companies, is led by Jeffrey Bowker. Across his career, Bowker’s eccentric business choices have led to both massive failures and unprecedented successes.

Today Bowker released fifty thousand “lifetime” spots on his planned “ark-ship,” an interstellar vessel that he says will be humanity’s best hope of a future. “Lifetime” seats can be willed or passed down to future generations, if the purchaser dies before the ships are ready for departure. One new “lifetime” spot holder, who asked that his name not be shared, said that he used his life savings to buy his ticket, but he saw it as an “investment” in his son’s future. Forums online include stories of others who have taken out second mortgages, drained retirement accounts, sold their eggs, and arranged for clandestine kidney donations in order to afford the tickets.

BowkerSky is not the only one with its eye on mass interstellar transport: companies in China, the EU, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, and Israel are all reported to be working on similar “ark-ships.”




DRAFT SAVED July 18, 2086

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject:

Dear Solomon—

I want to tell you about something that happened today, but I am not sure where to begin, and I shouldn’t say anything at all, because it would violate my NDA, so this email is destined to languish in the Drafts folder.

We went out for a field test—me and one of the AmAyes, which we’ve named Chaya. We went out to Porcupine River Valley, just north of the lab. The salmon are already running in the river, and the arctic lupines are waving their dusky blue heads.

The AmAyes are equipped with a holographic display where a face would be, meant to allow them to show maps or model data in real time. They are capable of dealing with an extraordinary amount of input, of “thinking” about the data, of understanding it, you could say.

We went out to Porcupine River and Chaya ran through its sensor checks, which involves walking the designated site, doing visual scans, and uploading any data it gathers from local recording devices.

Even I don’t know how the AmAyes “see”—or experience—the world. I know they see heat signatures and are equipped with visible light cameras more sensitive than the eye of a gecko or an eagle. They hear everything we can and more, feel sounds through the earth, insects boring inside trees. They “smell” with every inch of their skin. But whether a picture forms in their minds, like it does in ours, I don’t know.

Chaya was walking through the underbrush at the edge of the Sitkas and its gait changed, slowed, until its footsteps made no noise. It was facing away from me, crouching as it walked, its hand stretched out before it, the way people approach a strange cat.

And then a coyote burst out of the underbrush ahead of Chaya, planted its legs, and stared at the robot, while behind I saw two coyote pups, one fast and the other slow, limping, scramble into the trees. Then the coyote turned and ran after its pups.

“Oh!” I said, because even after decades of field work, encounters like this still echo with awe for me.

And Chaya turned back, and its display was configured as a coyote’s face, which flickered and was replaced by my own face, before that too disappeared and Chaya’s display showed only their progress on the sensor checks: 58 percent.

What does it mean, for an Aye to choose a face, to choose to have a face? And why the coyote?

So I asked it (them? “it” begins to feel wrong, when there is a face involved!). Chaya explained: over the last three field tests, the data showed an infected scrape on one of the pups’ legs. Chaya wanted to see if it could be easily treated.

“AmAyes are not a legible object to coyotes,” Chaya said. “I am perceived as a threat. The logical choice was to present as a non-threat. As something that belongs here.”

We have created a robot more aware of, more integrated with the world than any other thing—human or technological—and yet, it has developed a self-concept in which it does not belong. What a foolishly human project, so full of shame and hope!

I asked you once if a grove of trees was conscious, or a hive of bees—organisms whose vast intelligence is barely fathomable to us. I asked out of idle curiosity, but now—now I feel humbled, because perhaps that is what I’ve encountered? A consciousness not like us, but real nonetheless?







    CHAPTER 17

2586, SPRING

MID-ATLANTIC OCEAN

Hum was her father’s, and her father belonged to hum, and so for a long time, Yesiko thought she was safe from it. Safe from wanting. Sometimes the highs were so sublime her father wept with joy, sometimes so horrifying he raged through the boat, knife in hand. She wanted none of it; whatever weakness riddled her father, she would not let it touch her. And then her father was dead, and hum was just another cargo earning them money. That was what she told herself.

But there was a time, a few years into her captainship, when Chante, pale fish-belly face, frozen smooth and puffy with alathyria, smiled with his mouth and said, “How can I trust you not to cross me?” even though he’d known her father, knew through his own network of informants and dealers and distributors that Babylon was a salvage boat: a vulture, not a skua. She was no threat to him.

He had pulled a ceramic jar from a drawer in the table. The jar, like everything else in the galley of Chante’s yacht, was unblemished, unmarked. A brilliant, discomforting white. His tailored suit, the floors, the table, the coveralls on the guards at the door, all sterile and colorless.

This was years before Root broke his back, and Yesiko was trying desperately to fix all the parts of Babylon her father had left to disrepair—the failing engine parts, the unreliable water machine, the piles of rotted sails—the things that, left undone, would make life on Babylon impossible. And for that, they needed money. For that, they needed work.

Chante untwisted the jar’s lid. The dark, oily paste glistened inside. He laid a thin, stiff brush beside the jar.

“I insist,” he said.

Yesiko said nothing, not because she didn’t want to protest, not because she didn’t want to scream at this disgusting man, but because there was nothing to be gained by doing so. He wanted to test her loyalty. For her, there was no power in resisting. And perhaps, too, she wondered if she’d been wrong all those years: the revulsion she’d felt at her father’s addiction hadn’t inoculated her against hum’s grasp. Perhaps it was her destiny after all.

She swirled the brush in the hum. It smelled of brackish water and paint thinner. She bared her teeth and used the brush to paint the paste over her gums. She had no mirror, but she’d seen it enough to know: the yellow-black paste would be weeping over her teeth in a thin film—she tasted it, salty and bitter—giving her an animal grin.

Warmth moved from her mouth up into her face, her mind, her shoulders and hands, her whole spine heating from within. It felt like coming home.

“Very good,” Chante said.

And he sent her back to Babylon with a hold full of hum for delivery and a little package he referred to as a “captain’s perk.”

That night, Root helped her into her bunk, and she rode the hum as it turned her mind inward, darkly, through every moment she had manipulated or lied or chosen herself at the expense of others, every time she had turned away from a hand reaching out in need—because it wasn’t her fault they were suffering, was it? She saw every place where her soul—whatever that was—had twisted or torn, and she saw herself: a small thing, riddled with darkness. She was poison to everyone around her, a parasite. How could anyone—how could Root—stand to be near her?

She wanted never to see herself like that again, and more, never wanted Root to see it. She threw the captain’s perk overboard the next day.



After the others had gone to their bunks that Erev Shabbat, Yesiko scraped food from the dishes into the compost and set them into the UV washer. Root sat at the table. The twin flames of the oil lamps danced in their swinging holder. Everything on Babylon was built to move with the ocean, not to control or deny it. Hinges and lips and tie-downs and the expectation that no step forward could be taken without the sea’s permission.

Chaya’s implacable sureness, its fixation, did not move with the ocean. Its desire was hard and heavy. If the desire were an object, Yesiko knew it would sink.

Root’s eyes had the glassy, faraway look he got when his body pained him more than usual.

Yesiko sat and Panim curled on her lap, a dappled circle of fur. The sounds of Shula, Tov, and Chaya settling into their bunks faded. She was aware of them, still. She felt a sense of vertigo, as though the world had been balanced and good, but she recognized it only after its passing.

“Is there anything I can do?” she asked Root.

He shook his head, coming back from inside the pain. He rubbed his hand roughly over his tattooed face, squeezed the brace at the back of his neck more gently. “It is, it is,” he said. “She does what she can.” By “she” he meant Babylon. He’d taken to talking of the boat and the nanites as one, and perhaps they were.

She watched Root adjust himself on the bench and pull a hooked carving knife and a palm-size piece of driftwood from his coveralls, and she wondered how long it could last. Seven years since the accident. Almost eight. And year by year, the pain crept deeper than the nanites could reach. No, she didn’t want to think of that.

“How much of a fool’s errand have I set us on?” she asked. She asked it lightly. As shavings of driftwood dusted the table, she traced idle designs in them with her fingers.

“When have you ever suffered me to call you foolish, hey?” Root’s voice, too, was light, teasing. Yesiko had tried to do many stupid things in the early days of her captaincy. Risky dives, races across the territories of warring oil factions, cargos whose original owners wanted them back. They were still there, still floating, because of Root’s willingness to call her to wisdom.

“It’s our errand now,” he said. “A deal struck, so we follow through.”

Yesiko nodded. Root’s knife curled away sliver after sliver, and a circle emerged slowly from the block. Whenever they snagged a rare, precious piece of driftwood, Yesiko hung it from a line on the deck to dry completely so that Root could carve it. Perhaps carving was work, and somehow forbidden on Shabbat, but in Root’s hands, it seemed more like meditation.

“It’s an impossible story,” Yesiko said. “There is something they aren’t telling us.”

Root nodded slowly. “Our deal is to deliver them, no? Not to believe.”

It was a fair point. “We do the job. We get paid. We get out from under Chante.”

“But for what it’s worth,” Root continued, “the opinion of an old man: sometimes it is right to hold disbelief lightly.” He blew gently on the driftwood and then ran his thumb along the curved edge. “The world is strange, hey. When I was an iti, my grandmother used to tell a story that her grandfather told to her. You remember sailing to Erciyes?”

Yesiko did: half-sunk wreck of a city at the base of a mountain, once encased in a glass dome. She’d managed to haul several large pieces of the now-shattered dome and sold them for a good profit.

“My grandmother’s grandfather lived in that city. He came there as gerim and they did not want to admit him, but he traveled with an Aye, and the Aye traded itself for my ancestor’s safety. I thought it was an imagined thing, for an Aye to make choices, because all the Ayes I’ve known were simple machines. But now we sit and listen to Chaya. And I wonder if I should be slower to grasp at disbelief, hey.”

“Fair,” Yesiko said. Root came from a lineage of strangers, outsiders—even the oil state where he’d been raised had marked him as gerim with the albatross tattoos, like a mask over his cheeks and jaw.

“Will you tell me about the Ayes?” Yesiko asked. “What do the stories remember?”

“They say the Ayes were the minds and arms of the people in the times before, hey. Ayes on giant tires to harvest the fields, Ayes made with soft bodies to comfort children, Ayes to guard their prisons, and Ayes to build them homes.”

“What was left for the humans to do then?” She pet Panim absently as he spoke.

Root shrugged. “Dream of stars, hey, like the Bowkerites. So many went up”—he jerked his chin skyward—“up to throw their luck into the dark.”

Root’s hands slowed in his carving. He needed sleep. He needed—she wasn’t sure what he needed. She thought of the newly clean solar panels, the repaired hydrobay, the work Shula and Tov and Chaya had saved him. She could not believe in the astronaut and Elijah, but she could try to be grateful to them, to the others.





    CHAPTER 18

Root and Yesiko taught the teenagers how to sail, Root with more patience than Yesiko. The sequences of lines and winches to raise and reef the sails, how to jibe to keep the sails at the right angle to the wind without knocking yourself over with the boom, how to read the telltales fluttering on the genoa, how to mark speed and wind and weather in the logbook so later Yesiko could calculate their position with the computer.

Tov was a methodical student, attempting maneuvers only once he’d been shown how several times. “You can’t wait for my instructions,” Root told Tov. “Sometimes the sea moves too fast for that. Think of the wind and the water and the feel of the boat like voices, and they’ll always tell you what must be done, if you listen well, hey. You’ll know when to reef, when to unfurl the jib, when to take over for the autopilot.”

Shula was bolder, more likely to think she could do just from watching. She complained about Babylon’s peculiarities, wanted to force whatever didn’t work perfectly right away, and Yesiko bristled at her criticisms of the boat. They gave Shula afternoon watches, when Yesiko and Root were both awake to keep an eye on her.

It was Shula’s impatience that almost lost them the mainsail.



Yesiko was tucked into the fiberglass seat, surrounded by wires and deconstructed panels, absorbed in troubleshooting Imago’s electronic sensors. Root’s repair to the buoyancy tank had jostled the connection to one of the exterior cameras. Wind came in from the east, and then from the northeast, and keeping the boat to the wind meant careful attention to the angle of the boom.

Imago juddered in her tethers, and the wires spilled over Yesiko’s lap. It was not Imago that was destabilized—it was Babylon. Yesiko scrambled out the hatch and raced up the deck. The boat had slowed, and a great snapping sound echoed from the fore. Like a sail, not a sail, what had the girl done?

The mainsail was intact, but the foresail waved erratically, billowing out and then flicking backward, the head unsecured. Yesiko paused. It was nearly forty feet tall and could easily toss her, or anyone else on deck, into the waves. On the boom, the tack and clew lines strained to hold the bottom corners of the sail. Where had the halyard line gone? Broken in the mast? They needed to drop the mainsail and slow down before she could try to tame the foresail. She slid into the cockpit, where Shula stood frozen, hands over her mouth.

“Move,” Yesiko instructed. She bumped the girl with her hip and sent her shuffling back into the pilothouse. Mechanically, she lifted the main boom kicking strap, reached for the winch handle to ease down the mainsail’s head. She heard a sound like a whip as the foresail caught and released the wind. Could the tack and clew lines hold the sail, or would they tear?

The mainsail dropped and the boat slowed. She would need to use reef ties to keep the wind from catching that sail too. There were ties here in the cockpit—yes—there—she scrambled up and lashed the mainsail down by feel, keeping her eyes on the dancing foresail. What had Shula done? The stupid child—and then, to the whip crack of the sail came the rough sound of tearing—the foresail was tearing—she watched as first at the tack line near the mast, and then at the clew line at the end of the boom, the gray canvas shredded away from the ropes—they were going to lose the sail, only be able to limp forward. She clung to the mainmast and watched the sail lift and then fall toward starboard, toward the water. If she rushed after it too soon, it was likely to billow and fling her overboard as well. She waited for the sail to deflate over the deck, and the weight of it, sinking down, began to pull the rest of the canvas. Now—she ran forward to throw her own weight over what sail remained on the deck. “Root!” she called out. “Tov!” She needed their hands, their strength. She did not want Shula anywhere near it—she’d done enough.

Chaya came out first, long limbs reaching over into the water to begin hauling. Tov and Root followed. Together they wrestled the sodden canvas back up onto the deck.

And all of a sudden it was quiet, but for the wind, the shush of waves against the hull. How could it be so quiet when they had almost lost the sail?

Shula came from the pilothouse to stand beside them.

“What did you do?” Yesiko asked.

“It wasn’t my fault!”

Yesiko eased to her feet, careful of the sail bunched beneath her. “What did you do?”

“The winch broke. The winch is broken, and it wasn’t my fault. The wind was coming up,” Shula said. “It was above fifteen knots, so I went to reef the sails and the halyard winch broke, because your boat is broken, and I’m surprised we haven’t sunk already.”

“You stupid—you baby the winch when it jams, not force it.” Yesiko didn’t know what to do with all her anger. It felt as powerful as the sail had been, whipping through the air. “You know what it means that the sail is torn? We’re going to limp along with only the mainsail until this sail can be fixed—if it can be fixed. And who knows if we’ll make your deadline.”

Shula paled. “You don’t have a spare sail?”

“No, because I don’t ruin my sails.”

“I didn’t mean— I tried—”

“We know, hey.” Yesiko had not noticed Root stand up, and now he was between them, clapping Shula on the shoulder. “We’ll see what mending can be done.”



Despite the size of the sail, it was delicate work. They opted to keep the mainsail reefed and the boat stopped in the water while they worked, maneuvering the foresail along the deck walkway and turning the folds of canvas to find the edges of the tear. Root directed the process—Yesiko’s anger still burned too hot—showing the passengers how to stabilize the inside of the holes in the shredded fabric with a blanket stitch, then how to run tight stitches across and at an angle to close the gaps.

In the evening, Yesiko massaged her stiff hands while Root and Chaya sorted out more lengths of thread in the salon. They had worked through the whole day and yet up on the deck, folds of rent canvas waited for mending.

“Was I ever such a fool?” she asked Root.

“Of course,” he said without looking up.

It wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear, and she shifted away from him. She would never have been so impatient, so careless of Babylon.

“Your anger doesn’t make you a better captain, hey,” Root said.

She blew out a long breath.

“Shula,” Chaya began. “She is still learning. She wants to do her best.”

It was a strangely parental thing for a robot to say, Yesiko thought. “Her ‘best’ isn’t good enough out here at sea, when we have only ourselves.”

“Still,” Root picked up. “We have ourselves.”



Irritated with their attempts to soothe her anger, Yesiko stomped up on deck, where she saw a faint light blinking on and off over the bunched sail. Drawing closer, she found Shula bent there on her knees, stitching the tear, using only a flickering headlamp to see.

“We’ve better lights,” Yesiko said.

Shula started. “Oh? I thought this was probably the best Babylon had to offer.”

Her hands must be sore, Yesiko thought, and how can she even make out the stitches in the dark? But the girl was still stubborn, prickly as an urchin, and Yesiko admired that. She turned and went back into the workshop for a flood lamp and came to clip it onto the pilothouse awning. It threw a clear light over the walkway.

“I don’t want you to miss stitches,” she said.

Shula nodded. Her face, under the light, was tired but focused.

Yesiko stood for a moment as Shula went back to work. She’d never shredded a sail, but she had snapped a kicker line once when she was eight, forgetting to release it before she raised the boom. And she’d hit herself in the head learning to jibe, more than once.

She knelt at the other end of the tear. “Do you have another needle?” she asked.

Shula looked up. She passed thread and needle to Yesiko, and the two continued to work in silence, under the soft light. Above them were stars, a waxing moon, the winds that would carry them north soon.



And three days later when the sail was repaired, they lifted it hesitantly aloft, Yesiko perched at the peak of the mast to run a new halyard. The stitching held as wind filled the canvas, and Babylon pushed on through water, and Yesiko and the others returned to their watches, their rhythms, their turn through the days.





    CHAPTER 19

On Shabbat mornings, Yesiko strung a hammock between the masts and folded herself inside to watch the sky change. It was an exercise in self-control. What she wanted was to move, to do. It was part of what made her a good captain, despite her tendency toward risk-taking: she was always doing something, cleaning decks, dusting electronics, checking the water lines, repairing nets.

But every seventh day she forced herself to move slowly. In the hammock, she focused on what she could hear, what she could smell, what small slice of sky she could see above her. Because of Root, she could not imagine the rhythm of life without Shabbat, even looked forward to the weekly struggle with stillness, with clearing her mind of its noisome worries. Would they ever be free of Chante’s debt? Would she end up like her father, after Root died? And now, as she felt the passengers’ constant presence on the boat, she wondered whether the astronaut they spoke of could possibly be real. Could there be colonies somewhere, on faraway planets or moons? She pictured dome-shaped dwellings on the surface of a rocky, barren world, like the beaches of New Douala or the Skeleton Coast. Noticing the wandering thoughts, she yanked her mind firmly back.

At noon, hunger roused Yesiko from the hammock. She went into the galley, where she found Shula, also looking for something to eat. Shula wore a pair of gray boat’s coveralls—Root must have given them to her—and Yesiko was struck by a wave of irritation at the trespass. Shula was opening cabinets and piling provisions onto the counter like she was a part of the crew, like she belonged here. Too, Yesiko felt a sense of discomfort she wanted to push away: She had been Shula’s age when she took command of Babylon. Had she looked this young? Had she ever been this young? How had Root taken her seriously?

“You think you’ve gotten enough?” Yesiko asked.

“Tov and Root seemed busy, so I thought I would put something together for us all.” She waved her hand defensively at the pile of food containers. “You want to help?”

Yesiko grunted and went to sort out the makings of a meal. Cold fried barramundi, pickled carrots and fennel, leftover roasted potatoes. If Yesiko had felt sentimental, she might have remembered that the last time she was in this galley with anyone besides Root, it was her mother, and now she had become the older woman. But Yesiko was not feeling sentimental; she felt ill-tempered, peevish. In trying to navigate the galley cabinets around Shula, Yesiko managed to knock over a jar of garlic oil.

“Damn,” she said. She looked for a kitchen towel but, not seeing one, unknotted the kerchief at her neck and used it to soak up the spill before it could trickle over the edge of the counter.

Shula held a handful of carrots and pointed their drooping fronds toward the now-bare skin above Yesiko’s collar. “Your debt mark,” she said, “is it active?”

Yesiko didn’t reach for her own neck, where the six overlapping green circles filled the space from one side of her throat to the other. “Yes,” she said. Her closed tone invited no questions; she did not look up from dividing the food onto plates. This was none of Shula’s business. Inside the tattoo’s ink was a trace of irradiated particles—not enough to kill or sicken her, but enough to be read by a hand scanner. The type of hand scanner every major port had available.

And Shula, to her credit, did not ask any more questions, although her eyes flicked back and forth from the tattoo to the spread of food. She chopped the carrots precisely, held her body still when Yesiko reached for a jar of salt near her elbow. After some moments of silence, Shula said, “I understand debts,” and her tone, too, was closed and invited no questions, but Yesiko recognized the depth of feeling in Shula’s voice and felt herself soften toward the girl, just a little. Was it a debt that bound her to the robot? Or was it the other way around?

Yesiko nodded. “Not everyone does,” she said, and was rewarded by a small smile from Shula.

When they’d prepared enough food, Yesiko sent Shula up on deck with lunch so they could eat in the sunlight, and she went into the workshop. Tov and Root weren’t there, as she’d expected, but Chaya was. The robot squatted on the floor beside the nanite control box. Its fingers were steepled in front of its face, elbows resting on its knees: a pose of contemplation. It had no face, only streams of pale blue numbers flickering in its holo-display.

“What are you doing?” It wasn’t touching the control box, but it made Yesiko anxious, just for it to be so close.

It looked up at Yesiko and its face transformed, streams of light becoming nose, eyes, mouth. “We are assisting Tov and Root with a series of diagnostic protocols.” Its voices—those eerie choral voices—held no emotion. It was simply reporting on what was.

“Where are they?” Yesiko asked. She wanted to tell it to get away from the control box.

“On deck, reconfiguring one of the solar panels.” It paused. “We will accompany you to them so you are not nervous about leaving us here.”

Yesiko turned and walked out of the workroom without answering, her skin crawling.



North and west, toward Hopeagain. Green and teal water changed to steely blue. They sailed through a slurry of fine plastic pieces that stretched as far as Yesiko could see in the binoculars. In the trash-clogged waves, they did not fish but ate from stores. When they had passed beyond it, fishes’ shapes and colors rose again in the nets, half-familiar and half-strange, reminding them they were in new waters.

In the evenings, Tov and Root worked on Imago, or mended nets, or tinkered with the nanite computer. It was strange for Yesiko to see Root at work alongside someone not herself: Tov’s young form wedged beside Root’s hunched figure as they passed tools and spare parts between them. It had always been her, handing over greasy wrenches and chalking measurements on the wall as they worked. She knew Root only cleared his throat when he was tired and his back hurt. But had Tov noticed? She knew that when the bunker tank pump made a knocking sound, it needed a new filter, not oil. Tov wouldn’t know that.

She found herself lurking near the workroom’s entrance, an acidic feeling in her chest.

“I think it’s easier for them,” Shula interrupted her. She stood in the passageway, having come from her bunk. She rested her hand against a pair of turtles drawn on the wall.

Yesiko turned away from the workroom and raised an eyebrow at Shula.

“I don’t know why,” Shula continued. “But it seems easier. Not easy, really. Just easier. I don’t know Root’s story, of course, but Tov—I think he’s able to filter things out. If it isn’t in front of him, he can let it go. And if the problem is in front of him, he never gets frustrated. He’ll just take it apart until he understands how it works. They thought he was simple, the people where we docked sometimes.” She paused, moved her fingers lightly over the wax-chalk shapes. “We were raised by our mam on a boat with Chaya and our grandmam. A traveling tinker boat. Chaya rescued Grandmam when she was little; they were both left behind during the evacuation of a city up in the mountains. Chaya taught Grandmam how to tinker, and tried to teach our mam, but Mam didn’t want to stay on the boat, and then when she—when she couldn’t take care of us anymore, in the city where she had us, Grandmam and Chaya came to get us.”

This was her debt, Yesiko realized. Whatever had happened in the chasm between their mother’s abandonment and Chaya and Grandmam’s rescue, that was the debt Shula owed.

“They would laugh at Tov, so big and quiet, thinking it meant he was stupid,” Shula said. “How could he fix anything? And then he would: their water machines and solar drones and wave-racers. Almost as fast as Chaya could.”

Yesiko nodded. She thought of the salon with its shelves of books and ideas, and Root’s memory full of stories. His effortless way of holding the world in front of him.

“It comes naturally for him. Nothing ever feels that easy to me.” Shula shrugged, turned down the passageway, and went into the salon.

Yesiko walked slowly after her, reaching out one finger to touch the turtles. She had no knack for putting her thoughts into words. She didn’t have Root’s gift for laying things out clearly, for seeing them as they were: whole, made up of parts, comprehensible. In her mind, everything jumbled together, knotted and branched. It was easier to cut away everything that wasn’t Babylon and survival. Easier to forget the rest of the world. But passengers, she was learning, had a way of complicating things.





    CHAPTER 20

Yesiko stood on the deck at the end of her watch. A freezing wind filled the sails, colder than she had ever felt. Everything she knew about Hopeagain came from rumor and story. Like so many islands on the flooded world, it had been a mountain once, its old name lost or so mangled that no one knew it anymore. Now it was independent, not aligned with any of the southern coalitions or drug lords or oil states, not bound—at least as far as Yesiko knew—by any of the treaties that webbed the archipelagoes and greatships of the rest of the world. The only other undrowned land as far north as Hopeagain was Petrograd, and no one who valued their skin or freedom traveled near those shores. They wore the skin of their enemies as masks, the stories said, and birthed two-headed, five-limbed children, the offspring of a land thick with fallout. So Hopeagain was the gateway to the north seas, the cap of the world, where rumor was ice still clung in sheets to the waves.

Chante had never sent her this far north, and she’d never come across another boat-for-hire with Hopeagain as its destination. Its isolation had always appealed to Yesiko: here was a place that knew how to take care of itself, knew how to avoid entanglement. And yet, as she stood on the deck and watched the smoke of its chimneys appear on the horizon, she spit over the side. A loose nervousness prickled in her hands and filled her mouth. Hopeagain could be like Nueva Sao Luis, with a byzantine port requiring clearances and quarantines. Or it could be like Liana, where the right bribe slipped to the right person bought you a mooring where you could close your eyes at night, while the wrong bribe or the wrong person was more likely to buy you a slit throat. Or it could be like arriving at Chante’s sculptural white yacht: uninvited, the only welcome you’d get was from machine guns.

Yesiko went into the cockpit to relieve Root. Panim batted a piece of knotted rope across the floor. Root winced as he stood, his dark face ashy beneath his tattoos. Was it the bitter temperatures or something more? She reached out an arm to him, but he swatted it away.

“Anything interesting on the radio?” she asked.

“A few fishermen, but no. Nothing to tell us what kind of welcome we might find.”

“All we have to do is deliver them to port.”

Root raised an eyebrow.

“That was the agreement.” Yesiko tapped her fingers against the radio control panel. “Nothing more.”

“What do you think, hey? What do you think will happen to them, once they get in port?”

“They’ll make contact with their satellite, if there is such a thing. Then they’ll make their way north and find their astronaut, or whatever it is they’re looking for.”

“Hmph,” was all Root said. He leaned against the cockpit rail. More and more, the act of moving seemed to exhaust him.

He pushed off from the wall. “I’ll go see how they’re getting on with the packing.”

Yesiko wanted to say, “Or you could rest,” but if she did, he would think she was coddling him and withdraw.

When he had gone, she slipped the radio headphones on and scanned through the channels. Static, static, more static.

A voice crackled through the headphones. It spoke a language Yesiko had never heard before, then began again in Russian. Finally, the voice turned to accented English: “Unknown vessel bearing eight-four-seven-two-two-F, identify yourself. Repeat, unknown vessel bearing eight-four-seven-two-two-F, identify yourself.” The speaker’s unfamiliar accent was made of rolled r’s and a round, repetitive lilt.

She depressed the broadcast switch and spoke into the microphone. “This is Babylon, representing herself only, on approach to Hopeagain.”

Static filled the headphones again. Then the man’s voice: “Acknowledged, Babylon. This is Hopeagain coast guard.”

Yesiko mouthed the phrase to herself, “coast guard.” It was a term from another world, another time.

“Bring your vessel into the western harbor and prep for a quarantine inspection,” the man continued.

Yesiko liked officials and inspectors even less than she liked passengers. She pressed the broadcast button again. “We’ve had all our shots; is that really necessary?” Only the richest oil states had the money and might to require vaccinations and quarantines.

“All vessels seeking to dock at Hopeagain must submit to a quarantine screening.”

Yesiko swore, then shoved her finger against the broadcast button. “Understood.”



Yesiko stood on deck with a pair of binoculars. Chaya stood beside her. A strong wind held the sails taut and chased ripples of dark gray across the Aye’s strange skin. Once again, the Aye’s face mirrored Yesiko’s. She wondered how it chose which face to display. What would it be like, to have a face that allowed you to look like anyone, and yet was never really your own?

Through the binoculars, the city of Hopeagain sharpened into focus and then details: instead of individual buildings, Hopeagain appeared to be made of berm houses so closely and seamlessly joined that they looked like rolling hills. A city of soft mounds beneath a blanket. And lights: Yesiko refocused the binoculars. There were electric or gas lights on the streets.

“Civilization, hey?” She lowered the binoculars and closed her eyes into the wind. The wind that would carry her out of debt, she reminded herself. She hadn’t really expected a response, so when Chaya spoke, she started a little.

“Civilization is a relative and subjective term,” the Aye said.

“They’ve got streetlights,” Yesiko said. “Anywhere with streetlights counts as civilization to me.” The robot was always making things more complicated than they had to be.

“The electricity is likely generated through hydroelectric dams,” the Aye continued.

“A dam?” She’d heard the word before but couldn’t place it.

The robot looked at her and tilted its head. “A dam is a manufactured blockage in a river, for the purpose of reserving the water, clearing the land for farming or housing, or to generate electricity.”

Yesiko couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea of blocking a water flow. You couldn’t block the ocean, couldn’t divert or control it. She tried to imagine a dam: a strong, powerful river cutting through the hills, stopped by a wall. It seemed impossible. “Well,” Yesiko said, “if they’ve got electric dams, then hopefully they have what you need to get to the settlement.” The words sounded flat and dismissive, more dismissive than she meant them to.

“We will find a way,” Chaya said. It turned back toward the city.

Yesiko could see through gaps in the holographic face: the ocean, stretching out west, with no end. She turned back north, toward Hopeagain. Beyond Hopeagain were more arctic, unknowable waters. Why did they call to her? Soon, Babylon would be gliding south, away from the northern unknowns. Back to waters she was sure of. It was what she wanted, she told herself.

“Babylon was made for icebreaking,” Chaya said.

“And?”

“You could come with us. Up the coast. And then we’d go inland.”

“And why would I do that?”

For a long moment, Chaya was silent. “It is better,” it said finally, “to be in community. That is the human way.”

Yesiko shivered. It was only the cold, she told herself, and stamped her feet on the deck. “Root and I are just fine.” She turned from the Aye. “You should make sure you have everything, are ready to disembark. Shula and Tov, too.” She wanted them off the boat—these passengers, with their impossible starships, their presumption, their beliefs.

“You would be welcome,” Chaya said quietly.





    CHAPTER 21

By the time Babylon pulled into the harbor mouth, the passengers had piled their belongings on the deck. Yesiko busied herself in the pilothouse, steering them in. She had slept poorly, her mind tumbling with worries about Chante, about Root, about her passengers. Her neck ached. Root stood on the deck, his thick hand wrapped around the mast as he called out minute adjustments to their course.

A group in dull yellow jackets and matching fur hats waited for them on the wharf. Yesiko assumed they were harbor officials. Officials meant paperwork, rules, prying eyes.

Yesiko cranked in the last bit of sail; Babylon glided slowly to a stop. She heard the heavy thunk of mooring ropes thrown into place, and she left the pilothouse for where Shula, Tov, and Chaya stood with their piles of baggage.

“Well,” she said. “A deal fulfilled.”

“When we touch down,” Shula said. “And are on our way.”

Yesiko grinned. “Fine, hey, fine.” She was nearly there. Her debt would be paid, their freedom won. In Shula’s heart-shaped face she saw steel—but after weeks sailing together, Yesiko also saw hesitation and fear. She thought of Shula’s tentative story—the mam who’d abandoned her and Tov, Chaya coming to find them. Shula would never admit it, but the girl wasn’t as confident as she wanted the world to think.

The Aye was cloaked again, as it had been in Liana. A wise choice, Yesiko thought.



When the boat had bumped gently to a stop, one of the men on the wharf called out, “We come aboard.” It wasn’t a question or a request.

They were pale, pinched-looking men, heavy in their movements. They smelled of smoke and animal skins as they hauled themselves aboard.

A fast percussion beat in Yesiko’s chest. Trespass.

Yesiko stood to the front of her passengers and their cart of luggage. How small and young they looked.

“What is your business in Hopeagain?” The front man, with an ivory mustache, spoke a halting, accented English.

“Just dropping off passengers.” Yesiko kept her voice loose. She did not smile—these men were too serious for smiles—but she wanted them to see her as she was, just a middle-aged captain doing a job.

“And what do passengers want in Hopeagain?”

Shula stepped forward. She swallowed. “I have always wanted to see the, uh, the green lights. At night.”

The man gave a bark-laugh. “You wait long time for dark,” he said.

The sun threw up shards of light from the water. Of course, it was summer still, and the days almost without end.

“You bring what of value?” His face turned serious.

Shula spread her hands and gestured at their things. “Of value only to us.”

The man snapped his fingers, and two of the others went to examine the siblings’ cart. Their clothes, bundles of soap and hairbrush, packet of needles and thread for mending, a folding map, sachets of dried flowers that the men held to their noses and laughed at. The bag of Yesiko’s payment.

The man who’d found it hoisted the bag and tossed it to the official in charge. He weighed it in his hand, listened to the clinking of the credit tiles. “We welcome you to Hopeagain, perhaps thirty percent welcome gift, yes?” He grinned.

Yesiko’s stomach dropped: the feeling of Babylon’s bow rising suddenly on a storm wave before crashing down into nothing but air. She couldn’t believe the girl hadn’t thought to keep the money hidden.

Shula looked wide-eyed at the man, and then Yesiko, and then back to the man, and she nodded.

Yesiko clenched her jaw to keep from speaking out as he drew handfuls of credits—her credits, hard-earned credits—from the bag.

And then it was done. The men retreated; Tov and Chaya maneuvered the cart down to the dock; only Shula stood on the deck with Yesiko.

“I don’t. We don’t—have any more.” Shula took a deep breath. When Yesiko did not respond, Shula continued, “Chaya earned it all, has been saving it all. For years. Since before we were born. There’s no way to make it up.”

Yesiko counted in her mind. The jewelry, minus their supplies for coming north, the sails she would need to buy. The first thousand, handed over on that dock in Liana, which felt like a lifetime ago. Whatever was left of the payment, after the man’s grubbing hands. Enough to settle the debt. Not enough to run free.

Too, she counted Tov’s quiet ministrations to Babylon, the invitation in Chaya’s voices when it told her, “It is better to be in community,” the mix of shame and defiance on Shula’s face now. She counted it all and heard Root in her mind: The world is strange, hey. The world was strange, and in its turning, it had brought her here. Settling the debt would be enough.

Yesiko nodded. “It is what it is.”

Shula’s face was all relief as she handed over the money. She did not flinch when Yesiko offered her a handshake.

“Good travels.”

Shula nodded. She looked down at the docks and then out past the berm houses, into a distance unknown. “Safe sailing,” she replied. She climbed down the ladder and joined Chaya and Tov, and soon they were all three walking away.

Yesiko hefted the bag of credits in one hand and watched them for a moment. Only Tov turned to look back at Babylon, and raised his hand briefly. It was ill luck to wave at departing sailors, but she couldn’t let his gesture go unanswered and waved in return. She and Root worked together to back Babylon out of the harbor, and when they were on their way, she went into the galley, where she discovered that Shula had filled the coldbox with meals, ready to reheat. Yesiko recalled, distantly, that this presumption might once have made her angry. But now, as she lifted the lid on a container of basil-sauced potatoes and inhaled the rich smell of roasted garlic, she felt unsure if she had done the right thing leaving them there.
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February 2, 2088, Tech News Today:

BILLIONAIRE RENAISSANCE INVESTOR JEFFREY BOWKER PURCHASES LEADING AYE-DEVELOPER, OMEGA LABS, AS A “KEY ELEMENT” IN HIS SPACE COLONIZATION EFFORTS






DRAFT SAVED February 18, 2088

To: Peter Wright <peter.wright@omegasystems.com>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@omegasystems.com>

Subject: Re: Internal Memo




INTERNAL MEMO: Omega Labs

NOTICE: Fort Yukon Lab Staff

FROM: Jeffrey Bowker

February 17, 2088

Thus far we have made great strides in the development of Ambulatory Ayes (AmAyes), capable of unheard-of data analysis and integration with ecosystems that encompass all the Earth has to offer.



We? We?! Bowker has owned this company for all of five minutes.


The time has come, now, to push our work to the next logical frontier: How can these extraordinary Ayes serve us in our future in the stars? Even as BowkerSky works to build the ark-ships that will safely carry humans into the stars, toward our future, I envision our AmAyes, walking the surface of marginally habitable planets, terraforming in advance of our arrival. I cannot imagine a more noble purpose for the technology we have created.



I am so tired of this attitude. Why are so many of us drawn to throw Earth away, to fantasize about some possible “marginally habitable planet,” when we have a planet here? A planet the AmAyes were, in fact, built to steward? I joined Omega because I want to help make this world better, not colonize space.


With that ultimate goal in mind, all research in the Fort Yukon should immediately refocus. The first BowkerSky rockets capable of carrying an AmAye to a potential Planet X will be ready for takeoff in two years. The AmAyes aboard must be ready for fifty-plus years of self-sufficiency and, of course, ready for a long journey in space.



This is a waste of all the work we’ve done. A betrayal of all of us who’ve worked with the AmAyes and a betrayal of the AmAyes themselves, of Chaya and the others, although from what I’ve observed, Chaya is the only one who would understand it as such.




March 5, 2088

To: Peter Wright <peter.wright@omegasystems.com>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@omegasystems.com>

Subject: Re: Timeline

Dr. Wright,

Per our discussion earlier this week, I reviewed the proposed timeline again. Taking into consideration the current status of the Bio-Integrated Ambulatory Ayes (AmAyes) project, I do not think it is feasible for the AmAyes to be “self-sufficient for extended periods of time [fifty-plus years]” within the next two years. It is not simply a matter of brute force or throwing labor and hours at the current problems. The biological components, quantum processors, and even the programming are deeply interdependent variables with a near-infinite number of combinations, only a small handful of which will produce desirable results. We cannot bend the laws of physics and biology just to enable Bowker to fulfill an announcement he made without consulting the team first.

I have also not withdrawn any of my objections from our meeting last week. The change in the project’s focus is a disservice to everything we’ve been working toward.

Bowker is welcome to visit the lab here in Fort Yukon to see how we are coming along, as perhaps that would help him understand the scope of the work before us, and why the focus of the project should remain here on Earth.

-Dr. Portman



Link File: AmAyes Project Timeline 01.01.2088




December 28, 2088

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject: A new wind, a change

Dear Solomon—

There was an insulation in my university life, which I took for granted before I left. In the lab, even out in the field, my driving purpose was knowledge: learning, exploration. Of course, I was thinking about publication, division of research funds, special interest grants. But that core purpose was clear: a university is a place to understand the world more deeply.

In my work at Omega, “understanding” is a means to an end—the real priority is control. Who gets to make choices about the future, and who must live with them? Who pays the cost of innovation? What, if anything, is too precious to be consumed? As far as I can tell, no one here is asking these questions, let alone answering them. We came here—me, some of my PhDs, and others—to work on a technology that could help steward and heal our world, not colonize others. I came here because of tikkun olam.

We had an argument—I wonder if you remember—in the first semester we worked together in EG’s lab, before you left for law school. We were at the bookstore on Telegraph, Moe’s, and you’d picked out a book of folktales called Tales from the Garden to send to your niece Sarah. I read “The Apprentice Asks” out loud while we waited in line to pay.

The apprentice has a scroll of paper, and every time someone asks him a question, he writes their question down. “How many boards are in the yard?” “Do you want jam for your toast?” “What do you think the weather will be tomorrow?” The scroll grows and grows, until it unrolls from his arms and covers the streets. The overwhelmed apprentice can’t even begin to answer all the questions. So the rabbi offers to keep the scroll of questions safe and tells the apprentice he can come to discuss one question per day—but from that moment on, any other questions that are asked of the apprentice, he can’t write them down. He has to answer right away, even if the answer is, “I don’t know.”

You thought it was an excellent story about letting go of anxiety and being able to move forward. I thought it was a sad story about having to let go of curiosity. Of course, neither of us was all right or all wrong. We must be willing to move from curiosity to certainty and then back again. In my current work, there is sometimes too much pressure to be sure—quickly—without opportunity to explore less obvious ways forward. Do you still read folktales?

Bowker is more interested in flash and ego than people or science. What would EG say? What do you say? How can I stay—but I don’t know how I could go either, leave Omega and the AmAyes. I have responsibilities here, in ways I never anticipated. When you are back from your trip, can we find a time to talk? There are things I can’t email.

Warmly,

Tamar






DRAFT SAVED June 1, 2090

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject: A new wind, a change

Dear Solomon—

Here is another email I cannot send but need to write to you anyway. It was good to speak to you over the phone, to hear your always eloquent evisceration of Bowker and his ridiculous plan to send the AmAyes into space. Space!

The AmAyes are alive—this is part of what I couldn’t tell you over the phone. I don’t mean that in an alarmist, fooled-by-LLM’s-capacity-to-sound-human way. Inside each of them are eight flawed diamonds, and inside the flaw of each diamond is a single qubit spun into a state of possibility. The diamonds hang in a biological medium—“primordial goo,” for lack of a better term—self-contained systems of engineered plants and mycelium that form the neural pathways of the AmAye’s “minds.” Inspired by EG’s closed terrarium. Living components blended with the technological.

Chaya’s face has become a regular “choice” they make. The primordial goo inside each of them is unique—what plants, what bacteria, what insects, what fungi, what balance of life create the optimal neural network to harness the quantum power of the diamonds? Thus far, none of the other models have followed suit, have made their own faces.

The other scientists’ reactions have been mixed—some are fascinated, and others have been—“upset” isn’t the right word, nor is “disturbed.” Not everyone feels comfortable with Chaya’s independent evolution outside our imagining, not comfortable with the implications of a face. Chaya is seeking to connect with us, not for the purposes we laid out in their programming, but for reasons of their own.

How do I feel? I feel like I can’t stop thinking about Chaya standing at the edge of the Sitkas, saying “like something that belongs here.” I feel a deep, deep sadness.

Will the other AmAyes evolve to recognize their own non-belonging, too?

Lately, Chaya has made me think of Homebound. I played it for the first time in EG’s lab, waiting for the mass-spec to process samples. It swept me away. A few years before she died, EG told me she was having trouble sleeping. Her husband had just passed away. How strange and destabilizing it was, to see her, so tall and strong still, but hollowed out with grief and sleeplessness. I wanted to lift some of the weight from her. But no one could, I don’t think, and she was so stubborn. She told me she started playing Homebound again in the night, a place to rest, even if she couldn’t sleep.

Do you remember the way the planet’s guardian is described? So very like Chaya.

Today I pulled EG’s console from storage. I uploaded the Homebound files into the AmAyes’ central data bank. I asked Chaya to download the file without reading it, and then drove us back out to Porcupine River, where we saw the coyote before. I didn’t let myself think about protocol, about the rules I was breaking.

We walked out into the blooming fireweed and I told Chaya that the file—Homebound—contained a game, a kind of narrative built between the code and the player.

And then they opened the file, and we played together, with Chaya speaking the game’s text, and the two of us decided which choices to make.

“Thank you,” Chaya said on the drive back.

Did I do a good thing, a right thing? I don’t know, Solomon, I don’t know.
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    CHAPTER 23

PLAY LOG—2090.06.01

Good morning, Lieutenant. Although it is not technically morning: “morning” implies a sun-star rising after a period of darkness, and in our current location, there are no sun-stars close enough to provide the light that one might call “daylight.” Nonetheless, it seems like an appropriate greeting, given your recent emergence from the flight suspension.

Life support and navigation systems are fully functional. Unfortunately, during transit we passed through a radiation field that damaged your immune system. At present, it is recommended that you remain in this OX suit to prevent possible infections, given the weakened state of your immune system.

Would you like instructions for interacting with the OX suit?

>yes

You can type commands into the suit’s internal display and I will do my best to assist you. Some commands I understand are: WALK, CLIMB, TOUCH, LOOK, EXAMINE, TALK TO, TAKE, DIG, SMELL, TASTE, LISTEN, DANCE, GIVE, CRY, CATCH, OPEN, CLOSE, and REACH. You can control the suit’s movements using directional words like UP, DOWN, FORE, AFT, PORT, and STARBOARD while on the ship. If you disembark and navigate on a planet surface, you will want to use words like NORTH, SOUTH, EAST, and WEST.

At any time, you may also use the commands:

INVENTORY to hear what you are carrying

REPEAT to hear the last communication again

EXAMINE to look at an object or person more closely

A chime sounds: it could be for an incoming message or for the airlock seal. You feel the clamps on your suspension pod release from your OX suit. You keep your breathing relaxed. You have the mission to take care of. You can think about what the radiation means later.

>look

You are in a suspension pod attached to the wall of a circular room with no floor or ceiling. A bank of computer screens and a long keyboard fill the wall across from you. An empty silver foil packet slowly floats in front of you, confirming what you can feel in your body: there is no gravity.

>look down

Through the space where the floor would be, you can see another room, but the lights are dim and it’s hard to make out what is there.

>look up

You can see another room. In the low light, you see the silhouettes of wires and the flashes of indicator lights.

The chime sounds again. Message or airlock—you can’t tell from your position.

>examine

I’m sorry, I don’t understand. What would you like to examine?

>examine computers

It’s hard to see the computers from across the room.

>go to computers

You push off from the suspension pod and float across the room. Your body accounts for the lack of gravity as if you have done this a thousand times before. And you have. The suspension fog begins to clear, and as you catch yourself on a handle next to the screens, you know: You are Lieutenant California Solo. This is your ship, the Garland. And if the flight went according to plan, you are currently in the Jemmy Quadrant, on a long-shot mission to reestablish contact with a missing generation ship, the Garland.

The screen to your left flashes with a message.

>read message

“This is the Diana. Please provide authentication protocol. Docking cannot begin until authentication is complete.”

>enter authentication

I’m sorry, the authentication data is not stored in the computer. You will need to enter it manually.

The suspension fog still lingers in your mind, and you push off from the computers. Movement has always helped you think. You careen slowly from one side of the room to the other. Your hands know where all the grasp-points are. The Garland feels like home. Space Fleet pilots aren’t supposed to be permanently assigned to specific ships, but you’ve volunteered for enough long hauls that by default, Garland is yours. And with that thought of Garland-as-home, you remember the authentication: “Homebound,” the generation ship’s hopeful dream.

>type HOMEBOUND

The screen reads, “Authentication accepted. Docking will now commence.”

A series of grinding snaps and clicks rises from the lower part of the Garland. How delicate and precise it all is; the seals and attachments that kept space out and air in. The first time you docked in space, those noises frightened you. Now they fade into the background as you push yourself upward.

At the top of the room is a set of cabinets. Most are full of emergency supplies, but one contains a few personal items. Your hand hesitates over the lock to this last cabinet. You don’t plan to be on the Diana and off the Garland for long, so what use is taking out your things?

>will the things in the cabinet make me sad?

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>open cabinet

You tap in the code to the cabinet from muscle memory: 032983, which you remember is the date of something important. The door swings open.

>look

A netted pouch holds a few objects against the wall of the cabinet.

>examine pouch

You reach in and take out the objects from the cabinet. There is a brassy carnival token, a plastic tube of lipstick, and an ivory chess piece.

>take items

I’m sorry, I don’t understand.

>take lipstick

You tuck the lipstick into a pocket on your OX suit.

>take token

You take token and add it to your pocket.

>take chess piece

You take the chess piece and add it to your pocket. You zip the pocket closed and rest your hand over it.

You push off from the cabinets and let yourself drift toward the airlock. You pass through the “floor” of the suspension pod chamber and as you enter the next room, lights flicker on. Below you, the Garland’s lower chambers remain in darkness. In front of you, the airlock’s “go” light blinks green. All you have to do is push the button and the doors to the Diana will open. You feel a frisson of fear at the idea of going through, leaving the Garland.

>go down

You push yourself down. Your movement sets off the lights of the lower levels. You drift through a familiar chamber of long-haul experiments: self-contained ecosystems, arrays of lights flashing through tubes of liquid, an aquarium bubbling. Every time you return, scientists come aboard and take their readings, their measurements. You, too, must submit to their examinations, tracking the cumulative effects of life in space on your body.

The fear you feel is because this mission is different. You’ve been to the outer reaches of the Garland’s range before, traveled as scout and spy and messenger.

But this time, there’s no clear “how” to your mission. You were sent to find the Diana, determine why they’ve stopped responding to messages, and then get them on their way. Why the Diana went dark was unknowable with so much distance between you. Now the answer waits on the other side of the airlock above you.

>examine experiments

There is a pressure in your chest. You have a mission to do. Even if the reason that the Diana stopped responding is terrible, you have to find out.

>go to airlock

With a last look at the experiments, you navigate back to the airlock. You press your gloved hand to the button. The Garland’s inner door slides open and a moment later, the Diana’s does the same. The doors make a sound like someone’s thumb against the side of a book.

Through the doorway, you can see the empty hallway of the Diana’s outer ring.

>listen

The Diana’s air system whirs noisily. At least their life support seems to be online.

>go through airlock

You kick off the wall of the Garland and float through the airlock. The doors thrum shut behind you: a safety precaution. The Garland is still firmly docked to the Diana. You will be able to get back.

>look

The hallway is empty. It curves to the left and right. In front of you is a cheerful sign that reads, “Welcome to the Diana, on our way to a HOME beyond imagining!”

>go left

You look at the floor: a center strip of the tiling is in motion, rotating clockwise. Or, more accurately, the rings of the ship are rotating counterclockwise, while the central structure remains stationary. You push off and let the boots of your OX suit catch on the rotating walkway and it carries you to the left.

Lights flicker on as you move. The hallway curves on and on, bland and gray. The Diana is a “cold” generation ship: most of the wayfarers are tucked into cryo chambers, blissfully unaware of the six-hundred-year journey. A handful of crew keep the systems operating: when they near the end of their lives, they wake their successors. Often the crews are whole families, given free passage in exchange for a relatively safe but isolated life, knowing only one or two members will see their new home.

What could have happened to the waking crew? Up ahead, you see a computer terminal set into the wall.

>go to terminal

Your boots are still magnetically clipped to the moving floor, and you go past the terminal.

>release clip

You release the clip on your boots and momentum continues to gently send you farther down the hall.

>grab wall

You use handles along the wall to navigate back to the computer screen.

>examine

You tap the screen and it wakes to show a menu: Systems Report, Communications, Cryo-Bay, Navigation, Internal Reports.

>systems report

You tap “Systems Report” and the screen reloads. The Diana’s internal systems scroll on the display: water, air, power, structural integrity, radiation shielding. Below each system is a series of numbers, reporting on pressure, reserves, output. The numbers are helpfully colored to indicate “health” of the system. Green across all systems. There are no warnings or alerts on the engines, no reason the Diana should be stopped.

>cryo-bay

You tap on the screen to get to the “Cryo-Bay” reports. Here, too, everything seems to be in order. Page after page of calm cyan dots show the suspended, healthy passengers. The systems log indicates no irregularities. You’ve only ever done flight suspension, which is closer to sleep than true cryo. True cryo is like death. Only 80 percent of people who go into cryo wake up. The longer someone is in cryogenic stasis, the more likely it is they won’t be able to be revived.

>talk to

Who would you like to talk to?

>talk to myself

“Okay,” you say out loud. The sound of your own voice inside the OX helmet feels solid. Real. “Okay,” you say again.

>internal reports

The internal reports display is where the crew would do most of their work: logging maintenance, health status, and schedules.

“What happened to the crew?” you say. The crew would wear comms that let them talk to the Diana’s computer, but your OX suit doesn’t have that capability, so no one answers your question.

On the screen, you tap through until you get to the crew stats. Zero. The computer is telling you that there is no waking crew aboard.

>where are they?

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

You keep scrolling through the reports: twenty-five waking crew members were logging maintenance and health reports up until three weeks ago, then only seventeen crew, then twelve, then six, then none. The final date aligns with the last communication the fleet received.

On a hunch, you tab back to the “Systems” reports to look at the short-range shuttle inventory. Four of the six shuttles are missing.

>navigation

In the Navigation menu, you find the routes Diana’s computer plotted for each of the shuttles. All toward the same coordinates.

>record coordinates

You download the coordinates into your OX suit. Could there be another ship out there? A planet? An asteroid? You think of those twenty-five crew, riding the moving hallways in this quiet, vast spaceship. You think of the silence now and the weight of the frozen passengers, the likelihood of their waking reduced with every moment the ship stays still.

>return to airlock

You start to push yourself away from the terminal, but something stops you. You should send a message back to the fleet, confirm that Diana’s comms are working.

>communications

On the communications screen, you send a standard message through to Fleet. Fleet’s response flashes onto the screen almost immediately.

>read message

“Lt Solo to wipe the shuttle coordinates from Diana’s logs and prepare to return to Fleet. End transmission.”

>look

There’s nothing more to the message. No explanation of why the coordinates need to be wiped, nothing about what will happen to the stationary ship and its human cargo.


	(1) The moving line in the hallway floor makes no noise, and yet it seems to beckon to you: you could ride it deeper into the Diana, try to find the crew’s belongings and uncover what happened here.

	(2) You could just follow orders: erase the coordinates, go back to the Garland, and go home.

	(3) You could take the Garland and investigate the coordinates yourself, find out where the crew disappeared to.



>am I going to be alone this whole time?

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>alone. this seems like an impossible mission to do alone.

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>examine myself

You are wearing a state-of-the-art OX suit, one you’ve trained in, so you barely notice its weight. The suspension fog has cleared from your mind, and you can feel your years of training. A combination of long hauls in suspension and Fleet’s best supplements mean that even though you’re technically in your late forties, your strength and reaction times are closer to those of a twenty-year-old. The long hauls also mean you haven’t had much time for relationships or family, which is probably for the best. You’ve always thought of yourself as a creature who operates best on your own. It’s right there in your name, which is a joke you make sometimes.

>it’s not a very funny joke

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>maybe it’s not meant to be

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>1

You push off from the wall and feel your boots click back onto the moving walkway. The hallway curves blandly on—at some point, you know you’ll reach a junction that will allow you to access the Cryo-Bay.

And then, on your left, you see the wide double doors that lead to the launch bay and loading area.

>release walkway

You unclip from the walkway and grab hold of the wall near the shuttle bay doors.

>open doors

You key in the authentication code again—HOMEBOUND—and the launch bay doors slide noiselessly open.

>look

Inside the launch bay, the two remaining shuttles, shaped like bulky arrows, sit on their tracks. Once flight protocols are activated, a shuttle will be drawn down the tracks and into the airlock at the other side.

>examine

You move through the launch bay doors and navigate to the closest shuttle. The power cells show a full charge; the door opens when you press the release.

The shuttle was outfitted for maximum capacity over short distances: ten jump seats along the wall, with front-facing chairs for a pilot and copilot. The shuttles are meant to carry the wayfarers from the Diana to their future home planet.

You slide into the pilot’s chair. Just to see. You run a systems check: Is the shuttle’s range far enough to make it to the coordinates and back? If not, that would help explain the disappearances. The crew stranded—but why did they leave the ship in the first place?

But the shuttle’s batteries have plenty of range to get to and from the coordinates. Barring a major meteor field, the shuttles are hardy enough for most short-range trips. So why hasn’t the crew returned?

You key in the coordinates just to see. The shuttle’s navigation screen shows a readout of recommended speeds and thrust patterns, and then a suggested landing sequence.

>landing sequence?

A landing sequence means a planet. The coordinates are not just some point in space; they are a specific place, on a specific planet. Based on the speed and distance, it would take you a day and a half in the shuttle. The Garland could make it in less, but the Garland isn’t equipped for planet-side landings.

It occurs to you that, because of the radiation damage to your immune system, this might be your last long haul. Will Space Fleet let you fly with a compromised immune system? Or will you spend the rest of your life straightjacketed by a regimen of pills meant to keep you “safe”?


	(1) You could take the shuttle and investigate.

	(2) You could go back as Fleet commanded.



>1

You make the decision: you close the shuttle door and initiate the launch sequences. As the shuttle tracks start to pull you toward the airlock, you pat your pocket with the chess piece, the token, and the lipstick, glad you decided to bring them with you.





    CHAPTER 24

PLAY LOG—2090.06.01

During the journey, you dream. You see a glimpse of a figure who looks familiar. You try to grasp the words that would describe them. Enter three words:

>tall, strong, stubborn

Their tall form keeps moving, just ahead of you. They look strong and stubborn as always, but even while dreaming, you know you can’t actually be seeing them. When was the last time you saw them?

>it feels like a thousand years, and at the same time like just a moment. like I could turn around and she would be there.

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>twenty years

In the dream, the twenty years since you’ve seen them is a river that runs between you. The sound of the water is overpowering. You call out their name, but you cannot even hear your own voice over the rushing noise.

>look

Everything around you is dark, except for the silhouette of their shape: tall, strong, and stubborn. There is nowhere to go but forward, into the river. There is something you need them to say, but you cannot quite remember what. There is a sound beneath the rushing water. A wordless melody. It rises and falls around you.

There is nowhere to go but forward, into the river. The melody carries on.

>go forward

The water twines around your legs, your hips, your torso. In the way of dreams, you know that it is fierce and cold, but the cold is in your mind, not your body. Will you swim, or will you turn back?

>swim

You push off from the bottom of the river and try to swim, but the current is too strong. It carries you away from them, from whatever it was you needed them to say, and pulls you into darkness.



The nav system wakes you when you are an hour from the coordinates.

>look

The shuttle approaches a planet. Visual scans show green and brown continents, blue-green oceans. Chemical scans indicate the atmospheric mix is 68 percent nitrogen, 17 percent oxygen, 5 percent sodium, and traces of a number of other gases. You can find no signs of satellites or other long-distance technology. If there is life on this planet, it doesn’t seem to be space-enabled. Two suns glow in the distance.

>scan for shuttles

You run a trace on the other four shuttles. They are powered down, so only the emergency beacon pings back. You cannot check their battery levels or initiate communication. All four are parked on one of the southern continents.

>examine visual scan

The shuttle’s long-range cameras show a rolling taiga. A structure sits about a mile from the parked shuttles. You cannot get the image of the structure to resolve more clearly.

The feeling of your dream slides across your mind: a reaching toward something, or someone, who is impossibly far away.

You can:


	(1) land the shuttle near the others and walk to examine the structure

	(2) return to the Diana



>1

You initiate landing sequence. The shuttle roars through the atmosphere, filling your ears and body, even through the OX suit. Gravity clutches at you for the first time in weeks. You are reminded of the radiation, the fact that your immune system was burned away while you were in suspension, that you are about to enter a strange and alien world with only an OX suit to protect you.

You pass through the edge of the atmosphere, and the shuttle’s thrust engines take over. You make your way to the taiga near the other shuttles.

The autopilot settles you onto the sphagnum moss and then chimes pleasantly. As if it were announcing your arrival on a new homeworld, as opposed to this moment: alone on a planet with no name.

>look

Visual scans show only the other shuttles, the rolling taiga, and the shape of the structure.

>examine

Bright fireweed covers the landscape and, in the distance, stands of fir and larch cluster together. The other shuttles are powered down, and you can see a thin film of dust over them, as though the wind has shrouded them. The structure is blurry. You cannot get the cameras to focus, or the shuttle’s AI to identify what it might be. You will have to go out and use your human eyes.

>inventory

In the OX suit’s pockets, you carry a brass carnival token, a tube of lipstick, and an ivory chess piece. The OX suit is equipped with an oxygen scrubber, battery pack, an emergency IV nutrition system, and magnetic grav boots.

>open door

You unstrap yourself from the pilot’s seat and power down the shuttle. When you stand, you assess the gravity: less than Earth, but not so little as the Mars colonies. You open the shuttle door and step down into the new world.

>look

You are standing beside your shuttle. The sky above is a pale blue-white. To the west, the land stretches on, unbroken by hills. Coarse grass makes a thin glaze of green over the brown-gray dirt. The wind has left fingerprints in the earth: swirls and eddies. Your OX suit tells you that it is just above freezing. One sun is near its peak in the sky, while the other—an almost purple color—rises in the east. To your north, the blurred structure beckons.

>go north

You walk north. The ground is firm and easy to walk on. The OX suit regulates your temperature, but still, your body sweats with the movement. The structure remains in the distance.

>go north

You keep walking. The shuttles grow small behind you. You hear a sharp, keening cry to the west that the OX suit identifies as some type of raptor.


	(1) Continue toward the structure

	(2) Investigate the cry



>2

You turn west. The grass is taller here, and it brushes the legs of your OX suit as you walk through it. The ground rises and you come to the edge of a ridge. Below you, a scoop of land protected from the wind holds a crouching willow tree. And beside the willow is a girl. A humanoid girl. A brightly colored bird sits on her arm. You think of a documentary you saw once, about a girl in Mongolia who hunted with an eagle.


	(1) Call out a greeting to her

	(2) Try to get closer without her seeing you

	(3) Go back toward the structure



>1

“Hello!” you call out.

The girl turns to you. She tilts her head and considers you with a serious look. Her face, now that it is turned to you, is uncanny, as though it is made of light and not flesh.

The bird, whose body and shape are those of a hawk but whose plumage is as vibrant as a parrot’s, also watches you.

Finally, the girl says, “Greetings. I had hoped we would have more time to hunt before you arrived, but you are here now.” She slips a hood over the bird’s head and then lifts the bird to her shoulder. She looks like she’s eleven or twelve years old. She clambers up the edge of the ridge. She wears a long tunic, loose pants, soft-looking boots. She wouldn’t be out of place in an old-fashioned fantasy movie. You examine her for any kind of breathing tube, but she has none.


	(1) Ask her, “Why were you waiting for me?”

	(2) Ask her, “Do you live here?”

	(3) Ask her, “Have you seen the people from the shuttles?”



>2

“Do you live here?” you ask.

“Do I live here? In a manner of speaking,” she says. “I wonder, sometimes, what it means to live when you are alone. Is living different when it is done in company? I am sorry. Yes, I do reside here.”


	(1) Ask her, “Why were you waiting for me?”

	(2) Ask her, “Have you seen the people from the shuttles?”



>1

“I can explain on the way. Are you ready to walk?” she asks.


	(1) “Yes”

	(2) “No”

	(3) “Where are we going?”



>3

The girl smiles and says, “To the Portal. Ready?”

>yes

She sets off toward the structure, which remains a strangely blurry shape in the distance. You follow.

“You can call me Elijah,” she says. “And this is Vi.” She strokes the bird’s jade-colored chest. “What are you called?”

“Lieutenant California Solo,” you say. “You can call me Cal.”

“Cal.” She rolls your name in her mouth.


	(1) Ask her why she was waiting for you

	(2) Ask her if she’s seen the crew

	(3) Ask her what the Portal is



>2

Any trace of a smile slips from her face. “Yes, of course. I am the Guardian of this Portal.” Her tone, almost petulant, seems defensive. “There were so many of them,” she says. “I tried to explain as best I could, but it is not easy. It is not easy to explain things when people do not want to hear.”

>What did you try to explain to them?

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>what?

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>explain

“Of course, I will try to explain to you too,” she says.

The grasses have grown thicker, thornier, and now you walk behind her. She follows a narrow track, the kind of track made by one person, walking the same way over and over. To and from. To and from.

She clears her throat. “When we get there, you will have a choice. That is the part they all got wrong.”

>ask

“I do not totally understand how it works.” She stops and turns back to look at you. Her expression is one of frustration and regret. “If I understood how it works, I would not have let them go. Or I would have helped them better.”


	(1) Say, “Just speak clearly! Tell me what choice I’ll have to make!”

	(2) Say, “I’m sure you did your best.”

	(3) Say, “How did you get here?”



>2

“I’m sure you did your best,” you say.

She heaves a big breath. The bird shifts on her shoulder. She turns and keeps walking. You follow.

“The Portal is a place that is many places,” she says. “It is—an accumulation of moments. Like a tangle of threads. And when the tangle grows large enough, it has a kind of power. An attraction. It is why the others stopped their ship. At least, that’s what we think.”


	(1) Ask, “But what about the choice?”

	(2) Ask, “Who is ‘we’?”

	(3) Ask, “What is the tangle made of?”



>3

Elijah reaches up to stroke Vi’s indigo and amber breast as you keep walking.

“It is a good question. None of the others asked. As far as we can tell, the threads are made of”—she speaks a word you can’t quite understand, or even hear—“a disturbance, maybe. Disharmony? Is that a word?”

“The threads that are tangled here are threads of disharmony?” Your scientist’s mind cannot quite grasp what she is saying.

“Yes!” she says. “All those moments get swept into the folds of the universe, and then they get too large, too strong, and they have to be untangled.”

You want to ask if she is crazy. This all sounds crazy. The universe is not a rug gathering emotional dust bunnies. But you are here: despite orders, on a strange planet. The crew also chose this, chose to come here. And a day and a half away, the cold bodies in cryo are waiting for you.


	(1) Ask, “How do you untangle it?”

	(2) Ask, “What is the choice?”

	(3) Ask, “Why were you waiting for me?”



>3

“Why were you waiting for me?” you ask.

The path has widened slightly, and you can walk beside her.

She frowns. “I was made to wait for you,” she says.

Ahead, the structure has grown closer. It shimmers in and out of focus, until you decide that it is an amphitheater. Concentric semicircles of stone seating descend toward a round stage. The stone is a pale, speckled gray. You stand at the edge of the descent, looking down, and you can see that the stones have been worn by audiences, hundreds of people, sitting and standing and lounging and watching. The stone holds their absence.

>go down

You follow Elijah down the stepped walkway toward the stage.

>look

Wooden boards cover the stage floor, joined so tightly that you almost cannot see their edges, as though it were hewn from a single, massive tree. The wood gleams under the twin sunlight.

>examine

You walk through the orchestra pit and climb up onto the stage. Elijah walks beside you.

The stage is empty. At the center of the floor you see a metal ring. It’s a trapdoor.

>touch

You reach for the dark metal ring.

Elijah takes a breath and you can feel her holding it. Can feel the tension in her body.

The ring is in your gloved hand. It is solid, secure in the trapdoor, a metallic weight and heaviness you haven’t felt in a long time.


	(1) Pull the ring and open the trapdoor

	(2) Ask, “What’s on the other side?”

	(3) Go back to the shuttle, back to the Diana, and follow your orders



>2

“What’s on the other side?” you ask.

“It depends,” Elijah says. Vi, on her shoulder, seems unsettled and shifts from foot to foot. “This is where you do the untangling.”

“I don’t understand,” you say.

She sighs. A few dark curls have escaped her braids, and she brushes them off her strange face. “To untangle things, to release the hold on your ship, you have to fix the”—again, she says the unhearable word—“you have to bring things into harmony. What happens below that door: those are the choices that will either lead to harmony or not.”


	(1) Say, “I still don’t understand.”

	(2) Say, “What kind of choices?”

	(3) Say, “What happens if I make the wrong choices?”



>2

“What kind of choices?” you ask.

“It depends.” Elijah says, “I think that is the hard part.”


	(1) Ask, “What happened to the rest of the crew?”

	(2) Ask, “What happens if I make the wrong choices?”

	(3) Say, “I still don’t understand.”



>1

“What happened to the rest of the crew?” you ask. “Did they come here, too? Go through the door?”

She nods. It’s a small, sad nod. “I think,” she says, “that when you open the door, there is something that the Portal wants you to fix, and you must discover how to fix it without causing more disharmony.”


	(1) Ask her, “Is the Portal alive?”

	(2) Ask her, “You’re the Guardian, don’t you know for sure?”

	(3) Ask her, “How can you tell what to fix?”



>2

“You’re the Guardian,” you say. “Shouldn’t you know? For certain?”

Elijah shrugs. “I am not allowed in. A Guardian stays with their Portal, but they do not pass through it.”


	(1) Ask her, “Is the Portal alive?”

	(2) Ask her, “How can you tell what to fix?”



>2

You ask her how to know what to fix. The right choice will save you and the Diana, but a thousand others will prompt the Portal to swallow you, the way it swallowed the rest of the crew.

“I do not know,” she says.


	(1) Open the trapdoor

	(2) Return to the shuttles, to the Diana, to your mission and your orders



>1

You reach out and grasp the metal ring in the trapdoor.

“I hope—” Elijah says. She pauses. “I hope I see you again.”

You nod. You lift the trapdoor and lay it open on the stage floor. The twin suns throw a column of light far enough for you to see a ladder descending, but then there is only darkness.

>down

You lower yourself onto the ladder and begin to climb down. Your boots clop-clop against the ladder. The darkness closes over your head, and the OX suit’s helmet lights switch on. As you descend, you:


	(1) Focus on the climb

	(2) Think about Elijah



>2

Elijah, you think, can’t be human. The atmospheric mix might support a human without breathing apparatus, but how would a twelve-year-old girl get here? Why would a person be here alone? And you remember that you’re alone here, too. Is she an alien? A piece of sentient technology? A hallucination brought on by too much time in the suspension pods?

You remember her expression when you asked if she lived here. She is lonely. A hallucination wouldn’t be lonely, would it? Nor would a robot.

You focus on the walls around you: you’ve passed through a smooth stone column and now deeper, into a more rough-hewn vertical tunnel. The ladder continues down.

Your sister was afraid of the dark when you were children. The small apartment on the space station where you came as refugees was always dark. She imagined strange, wondrous things emerging from the shadows of your bedroom, and she worried that some of them might be monsters. You do not want to remember the dismissive way you would tell her that darkness is just the absence of light.

Every ten rungs, you shine your arm light down to try to see the bottom. It takes you 120 rungs to reach the end of the ladder. You step down and onto the sandy floor.

>look

You turn slowly, letting your lights play across the room around you. It is small, perhaps twenty feet square. The walls are rough and organic: it looks like a nature-made cave. In the far-right corner, a cluster of stalactites, like a heavy curtain, drip a slow stream of condensation into a puddle on the floor. The puddle slopes toward the wall and then under it, as though there is some secret basin on the other side.

In the far-left corner, you see a dark fold. Perhaps the cave narrows. Or perhaps there is a doorway.


	(1) Examine the puddle

	(2) Examine the left corner

	(3) Return to the surface



>2

You step carefully across the rough floor, mindful of the weight of your OX suit, clumsy in this unfamiliar gravity. In the dark corner, you see that the cave narrows but continues, deeper into the earth. You walk into the darkness. It is, you remind yourself, just the absence of light.





    CHAPTER 25

2586, SUMMER

NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN

“It’s real.” In the galley, Yesiko put the bag of credits down in front of Root. She drew her hand back to her neck, touched the fine lines of the debt mark in anticipation. They would be free. She did it without thinking, and as soon as she realized, she dropped her hand into her coverall pocket. She never touched the tattoo in front of Root because to touch the tattoo was to remind him of the debt.

Root laid his knife down next to a pile of delicate herbs and temperamental greens, grown in the hydrobay, where before, they had only ever been able to coax the most stubborn, hardy things to grow. “It’s real when that thing is off your neck, hey.” He leaned against the counter, put his weight on it. Despite the pile of credits before him, his voice, his words were soured with pain.

“We’ll make straight south, for Chante’s yacht. He’ll be west of Oban Islands this time of year.” If the winds were with them, two weeks’ sailing. They would be back to alternating six-hour watches again, without the passengers. Had Chaya and the others found a hostel for the night? Made contact with their satellite? She shook her head. It was none of her concern, none of her weight to carry. All that stood between Babylon and freedom was getting Chante his money. And maybe, while she visited, she could nose out something more about the doctor who invented the nanites—his boat, his other clients, his source for the raw materials.

“You think they’ll be all right, hey?” Root lifted one hand, as if to heft the knife and continue cooking, but set it down again. “Tov, Shula, the robot?”

“Why wouldn’t they?” Because Hopeagain had smelled of human dangers and the ocean always churned with dangers, and because Yesiko wasn’t even sure they would find what they sought. Would their settlement with its miraculous antenna be there? Would it welcome such strangers? An astronaut! And if they did find the astronaut, what then? She thought of the sneering men in Hopeagain, and Shula’s naivete in handing over the credits. “They’ve brains and strength and cunning between them,” she added.

Root grunted.

“They were passengers,” Yesiko said, and turned to start lighting lamps. “Not crew.” Even in her own ears, the words sounded too insistent.



That night, Yesiko lay awake for a long time. Normally, she found it easy to slip into the soft, light sleep of a sailor, waking without prompting every hour or two to feel the motion of the boat and, if she was on watch, to raise her head into the pilothouse and seek the pale shapes of the sails through the windows before falling back asleep.

But instead, she traced the knots carved into the bulkhead, thinking. She imagined Shula, Tov, Chaya, walking the eerily clean streets of Hopeagain. She imagined the yellow-vested men detaining them, claiming Chaya as a tax, and then what? What would they do then? She shoved the image away. Instead, she sailed, in her mind, south—flying across the waves to Chante’s sharp white yacht, handing him the fat bag of credits. He would have to let them go, release the debt. He had to. And then she and Root would set off to fill his library, to discover new continents and stories, to follow the whales.

When she slept, finally, she dreamed the old dream, of Babylon spinning the ocean into a rope, and in the dream, she stood at the stern, watching the rope unfurl behind them, and then the rope dissolved but still a weight tugged at Babylon, a force that could not be escaped, and she understood it was not the rope itself, but her perception of the rope, that held her back.



South. They followed the winds, which offered speed in exchange for dragging them farther west than they’d been on the journey north. They returned to their customary six-hour watches, an unending list of cleaning and maintenance. Yesiko, once more, was Root’s right hand as he repaired a frozen water line, tinkered with the fan system. As she tracked their positions on a map, she wondered what it meant to “make contact with a satellite.” She imagined Chaya, standing in an open field, its face turned up to the sky, a message streaming across its display. Or perhaps it would plug into the antenna and speak with the voice of the astronaut to Shula and Tov.



She woke one night, less than a week after leaving Hopeagain, hours before her own watch was due to start. Yesiko could feel Babylon’s need for company in the vibrations of the hull, the solder of the bulkheads. Something was wrong.

She went up to the pilothouse. Her steps were quiet, quieter even than the waves lapping against the hull. Panim padded sleepily after her. Root sat in the captain’s chair. An old blanket half covered his lap; the other half pooled on the floor. He was motionless. So still.

She didn’t want to move closer. She stood, barely breathing, in the doorway, and watched him. Root, who had near raised her. Her only crew. The image came to her, then, of him lying unmoving on the deck, his back broken. Just before dawn, as they rode the edge winds of a tropical cyclone. Her decision, that. A courier job no one else would take during storm season. The resonance of his fall erased by the sound of the wind, just his shadow falling as she worked in the pilothouse. Her choices, like poorly maintained rope giving way.

As she watched Root now, she felt as much as heard, through the soles of her feet and her hand on the pilothouse door, a keening noise—could it be the hull, rent on an unseen wreck?—a wavering, impossibly long note, a string of notes—a vibration calling out from the sea.

She went into the pilothouse, to the radar, with its scratched glass screen. Vivid green dots appeared among the rippling waves of radar pings. One, two, three.

The last time they saw whales was what, five years ago? Were these whales? Certainly they felt, as the calls reverberated all around her, like whales.

She turned to Root, to his still form, and found him awake, watching her. “Your watch already?” he asked. It seemed speaking used all the energy he could muster. Other than his mouth, only his eyes moved.

Yesiko nodded. “We’ve whale visitors.” She flipped a switch to turn on the underwater microphone, and the pilothouse filled with the echoing song. One whale calling out, the others answering.

Root closed his eyes again. “She likes it, Babylon. To have company during her travels.”

She did not ask if he wanted help rising. Instead she levered her arm beneath his and shouldered his weight. The blanket slipped the rest of the way to the floor. He did not protest as she helped him to his bunk.

When she’d returned to the pilothouse, Yesiko pulled the blanket around her shoulders and felt a sharp pain in her arm. She turned the light up and felt through the folds of the cloth until she found the needle Root had been using to darn a hole. Always working, always repairing. Why had his nanites not roused him, not pulled him back from that dark silence? Were they truly failing? Panim settled on her lap and went easily back to sleep. There had to be a way to replace, replenish the nanites. If only she knew the name of the doctor’s boat, if only she could find him, if only she could ask Chante—but what price would he demand? None of the fences or other vultures she’d asked had ever heard of such a thing as Root’s nanites, much less known how to find the doctor.

The whales swam with them for hours, nearly until dawn. Her mother loved whales, had stood with Yesiko when she was a child, holding her hand and pointing toward the large, graceful bodies arcing up for breath and then back down into the water. Listening to these whales now, Yesiko tried to count the songs, wondered how many made up this pod, this family.

For several nights afterward, Yesiko rose early to shorten Root’s nighttime watches. In the dark, she thought of Chaya and the other passengers, of what they had offered to her, to Root, to Babylon. Too, she thought of Root, who had been grown all her life, even when she was a child, and who now that she was nearing a half century must be over seventy. Gentle Root, with his broken back, his failing nanites.





    CHAPTER 26

Pheon, anchored above a coral reef made of deliberately sunken ships, was like a sharp sword, biding its time. A thing made for violence. But where Yesiko’s father had defaulted to bravado in the face of Chante’s power, Yesiko turned herself into a small, hard thing.

“I would come with you, hey.” Root leaned on the railing. He used one wide hand to shade his face.

“You’d leave Babylon by her lonesome?” Yesiko said lightly.

He could not leave; they both knew this.

A dinghy from Pheon cut across the turquoise water between the ships. It would arrive soon, to ferry Yesiko to Chante.

“No,” Yesiko said. “No, I go do this alone.” She carried the bag of credits inside her salt-marked coveralls.



The dinghy bounced on the waves. The pilot was young, a teenager, probably. He watched Yesiko from the corners of his ice-pale eyes. He saw an old woman, Yesiko knew. His dismissal both deflated and reassured her. She was not important, but at least she was not a threat.

They approached Pheon’s floating dock, an open U where Chante’s security and lackeys could tie their smaller crafts before ascending the many stairs to the upper decks. A writhing movement on the back of the yacht caught her eye: a man, strung up by his arms so that he looked like a wriggling teardrop. The pilot cut the engine, and the nose of the dinghy slid into the dock. Yesiko squinted up at the man in the air; he did not yell for help.

The pilot, following Yesiko’s gaze, said, “Gage.”

Yesiko nodded, stone-faced, but Gage’s name was like an undertow in her chest.

The pilot led the way up Pheon’s back stairs.

Gage had been a friend of her father’s. He liked legged meat, kept a sickly flock of goats on his boat. He’d once invited Yesiko and her father aboard for dinner, and she’d thrown up—in part from the unfamiliar food, and in part from the sadness of the goats, locked away in the dark hold for most of each day, forever seasick, never at home. But despite the disastrous meal, Gage had introduced her to all his fence contacts after her father died, made sure she knew how to take care of herself.

The stairs passed close to Gage’s hanging body. He turned his chapped face toward them. His brown eyes were wide and his dry mouth moved without making sound. He balanced the side of one foot on a protrusion from the yacht—too small to stand on, but enough to keep the fullness of his weight from resting on the ropes dragging cruelly at his dislocated shoulders.

“He made Chante angry,” the pilot said. His flat voice was disinterested.

Yesiko met Gage’s eye. She leaned over the stair and spit on him. Her spit landed on his forehead.

The pilot laughed. The old woman has some spirit after all, his laugh said.

Gage blinked at her. Her spit slid down his peeling nose and over his dry lips. His tongue darted out, his throat moved. Yesiko thought of all the debts that bind us, one to the other.



Chante held court on a galley deck. Stained glass filled half the windows and threw mottled, jewel-like distortions over the people and furniture inside. Yesiko loved the windows, longed to run her fingers over the sun-warm joints, compare the colors, imagine what elements had been added to the once-molten panes of glass to bring them to life. But Chante did not like his things to be touched.

“Yesiko,” Chante said from his desk across the room. A heavy desk made of real wood. Everything else in the galley stood in contrast to the desk’s dark solidity: Two women in white robes played a slow game of dice at the far end of the deck. A crew member in white coveralls and face mask stood against a wall, waiting for Chante’s command.

Yesiko crossed to stand before Chante.

“Well, are you in need of employment, Captain?” His smooth skin gleamed like the inside of a mollusk. There was no emotion in that face. His canvas coveralls held crisp pleats, fell with pristine tidiness over his muscled body. He was as old as her father might have been, had he lived. Age had only made him sharper, more dangerous. Two delicate metal disks on his temples—they reminded her somehow of Root’s brace—were they ports for nanites?

Yesiko shook her head. “No, sir,” she said. “That’s not to say I’m not grateful.”

Chante sat back and tapped out a rhythm on the desk with his manicured hand. “What can I do for you, then, Captain?”

Always “Captain.” To be a captain was, to most, a sign of power, independence, and responsibility. In Chante’s mouth, it became a reminder of smallness: whoever stood before him was “captain” only of a single vessel, and he the puppet master of a thousand ships, each as easily sunk as the snap of his fingers.

“I have not forgotten the debt between us.”

Chante waved a hand. “Nor have I. The world runs on what we owe each other.” He was a man who liked to hold favors.

Yesiko nodded. “I have not forgotten the debt between us,” she repeated, “nor have I forgotten your generosity. When I came to you—” The memory strobed in her mind, the broken sound of her own voice begging Chante, that he must know someone, someone who could fix Root, someone who could save Root, and Chante’s cool voice drawing out the terms. “When I came to you, you were good to us.” And now she wanted to be set free.

“I was, wasn’t I.”

“I wanted to return your kindness by repaying what is owed.” Yesiko carefully drew the bag of credits from her coveralls as the guard by the wall, with his machine gun, watched her closely. She put the payment on the desk.

Chante loosened the drawstring and glanced inside. “Well done, Captain.” He drew a tablet from the desk drawer and entered a series of codes. “You are released,” he said simply. Just like that.

Yesiko wanted to touch the tattoo at her neck but did not. The green lines and their radioactive tracers remained, of course, but now, if scanned, the circles of ink would raise no debt records, trip no alerts.

“Shall we drink to your new…freedom?” Chanted snapped, and one of the women rose from the dice and brought a bottle of clear liquor and two glasses. She held the tiny glasses pinched between her fingers, and they chimed together as she walked.

Chante poured.

Of course Yesiko thought of the pot of hum he’d once placed on this desk. The salt slime over her teeth.

“To you and your boat and your crew!”

They clinked their glasses. How different, the chime was, when the glass was full of liquid. Yesiko tried to focus on the sound of it echoing in her ears, to ignore the burning liquid down her throat.

“How is your crew these days?”

Root, lying motionless in the pilothouse. Root, bent over in his workshop, wires recharging the nanites in his spine. Root. And for a moment, the word “crew” also summoned Shula and Tov and Chaya, and then they were gone. Root. If only she could take him back to the doctor who had healed him before; he’d been small, brusque, with an accent like the other side of the Horn. Chante’s contact. He’d never even given his name.

“How is that miracle cure holding up?”

“Miraculous.” Yesiko made herself smile. Now was the time to ask. If there were newer nanites, no longer just experimental—“I’d love to thank the doctor someday.”

Chante poured another glass of liquor and raised it. “To doctors.”

Yesiko paused, then tapped her glass to his. The chilled liquor burned down her throat.

“There are advantages to loyalty. Employment, but also knowledge. Of course, loyalty can occur only where there is a bond between people.”

“You are released,” he had said. Now he wanted her back, wanted her to owe him again, to be under his control. But she would not offer him such a debt again.

He scooted the bag of credits aside to pour another glass. This, he raised and sipped slowly. He was not going to tell her the name of the doctor’s boat. Without the name, she would never find help for Root. He was not going to tell her the name unless she showed him “loyalty.” He wanted something of value from her. What did she have? Nothing but Babylon and her crew. She looked toward the glowing windows.

And there it was again. Crew, and again she saw not just Root, but Shula and Tov and Chaya. Did Chante know about them somehow, with his many fingers in every city? Chaya was worth a great deal. An old-world Aye of its complexity? Beyond value. Yesiko’s stomach roiled.

“You could come with us,” the robot had said as they approached Hopeagain.

She felt the silence, the horrible stillness of Root in the pilothouse. It was a weight. It was a thing edged against the inside of her ribs.

What choice did she have in anything when Root was dying? She couldn’t pilot Babylon by herself. And Babylon would not be home without Root. Were there other doctors somewhere who might be able to revive the nanites? Engineers? How many lifetimes would it take to find someone who could help?

“I carried cargo recently,” she said. “I saw something quite rare. An Aye. Ambulatory, almost humanlike.” She wanted to pull the words back as soon as they were said.

“It sounds valuable.” He wasn’t surprised, though. He must know about the passengers, she thought.

Yesiko nodded. “Very. One of a kind.”

“That sounds,” Chante said, “like the type of loyalty that inspires the sharing of knowledge.”

That was as close to a deal as she would get. Bring back the Aye, and Chante might give her the name of the doctor’s boat. And then she could get Root help. The Aye, for Root’s life.

Descending the long stairs at the back of Pheon, Yesiko looked for Gage, but he was gone. She did not ask the dinghy pilot what had happened to him. As they bounced over the waves toward Babylon, Yesiko could smell the liquor in her sweat. Cold and sharp.





    CHAPTER 27


LOAD“DAYSSINCE*”,8,1

SEARCHING FOR DAYSSINCE*

LOADING

READY

RUN

WHAT IS THE YEAR? 1983

WHAT IS THE MONTH? 7

WHAT IS THE DATE? 24

IT HAS BEEN 117 DAYS SINCE YOUR UNCLE DIED.



I am avoiding Patrick, avoiding Veronica and Jack, just trying to get by. Trying not to think about what Jack meant, or what he and Veronica must have said about me when I wasn’t around. There are too many things I’m trying not to think or feel. That’s a good plan, right? I can take everything that’s happened, every tender, ridiculous feeling, and hope and wish and shut it out, the way you shut me out.

Everything churns on: the heat, the traffic, the teenyboppers buying Bananarama at the record store, the hot dogs I get on my lunch breaks, the racks of games I can’t afford at RadioShack. There’s a new Infocom game out. I wonder if you worked on it. The player is the guardian of a planet, blind and paralyzed, able to act only through a bunch of robots who each possess one sense—seeing, touching, all that.

Even if I wanted to think or feel or hope or wish, there’s no one I could tell.

As punishment for my “stunt with Bubbe,” Sheila has mandated that we eat dinner together every night. Across the table, watching her chew steamed broccoli, I can see her as Bubbe described her: high school valedictorian with no best friend. I imagine her walking by your open bedroom, where you and Saul were inside, finishing each other’s sentences, passing each other coded messages.

“Rebecca,” she says. “It’s rude to stare.”

“You have something in your teeth.” She doesn’t, though.



If I don’t have Veronica, I realize, at least I still have one more message from you. I clear some of the boxes in Bubbe’s spare room and make a space on the floor for the Commodore PET. I set the manila envelope next to the keyboard. I get out my Walkman and put in a mixtape of Patti Smith and the Bags and the Avengers. Then I open the envelope. Four floppy disks, rubber-banded together. A little bigger than my palm. Office labels laid neatly on each end, with your handwriting in permanent marker.


HOMEBOUND 1

HOMEBOUND 2

HOMEBOUND 3

HOMEBOUND 4



I think about all the things that determine handwriting—motor skills, education, aesthetic preferences—and I think about how handwriting is evidence of the existence of one person in one body, in a specific space and time, and how the handwriting continues, even after the body—your body—is gone. I put my fingers on the labels, like I can feel the choreography of your hands, your gestures alive in these stupid pieces of sticker paper.

Downstairs, the phone rings. Bubbe’s laughter filters up.

All the things you’d sent me before, the games, the calculator for moon phases, the music quiz, they’d all fit on a single disk or a dozen printed pages. What could you have sent me that would take up four disks? I have the feeling like the first time I loaded the Zork floppies to play.

I snap off the rubber band and insert HOMEBOUND 1 into the floppy drive, flick the door shut.


LOAD”*”,8

SEARCHING FOR *

LOADING

READY

LIST

Dear Becks,

YOU ARE SITTING AT A COMPUTER, AND YOUR UNCLE IS DEAD.

That’s a terrible way to start a game, but this isn’t a game, is it? I have tried this beginning a hundred ways, and none of them make this any easier.



I type END and then hover my finger over RETURN. Can I do this? And then I clear END and scroll down. I want to be in your presence, even your dead-letter presence, more than I’m afraid to feel angry or sad.


So much of what we carry inevitably goes unspoken, even as its weight is real and cumbersome.

I have left many things unspoken because I thought we had more time. But this is important to say, even now, through a screen, across time and life: I love you, exactly as you are, and I want you to find others who will love you, exactly as you are.

I have been lucky in that: to have been loved more than once for exactly who I am. I am sorry that I didn’t share more with you, didn’t introduce you to Elijah when you came to visit. Elijah is the love of my life. He is my family, as you are. He dances with me in our living room and sings “David Watts” in the wrong key; he asks everyone their birthday and then remembers to send them cards. He’s terrible at riddles. He makes me laugh even when I am too weak to walk and holds my hand whenever I am lonely. He has always come to find me, when I am at my lowest, always helped me be less afraid.

When I think of the future, of you in a future that I won’t live to see, I imagine you weightless, the way Eugene Cernan looked, skipping across the moon. Able to step out from what has freighted so many of us during my lifetime and before, what has kept us living someone else’s version of our lives, rather than our own.

It was the image of you free and untethered that sparked the inspiration for HOMEBOUND. That, and some of the work we’re doing here at Infocom. Lately, I think back to the diagrams I drew in physics classes: how simple they were, but how effectively they described a world that is complex, interconnected, and in transition. Our world.



I have the urge to scroll down and find out what HOMEBOUND is, but I also want to make your words last as long as possible. In the months you’ve been dead, I’ve felt, most of the time, like you were simply gone. Out of existence. But now, reading this on the floor of Bubbe’s spare bedroom where you grew up, I can feel you here. Present somehow, in the phosphor green of the text file. I wipe my face with the shoulder of my T-shirt. The floppy disks have gently folded our realities together, despite all improbability. Like magic.


I imagined us working on HOMEBOUND together. Do you remember playing Colossal Adventure when you came to visit? The programmer, Willie Crowther, was an amateur caver in Kentucky. When he and his wife got divorced, he didn’t see his daughters as much, so he wrote the game for them—like a bedtime story they could slip into, even when he wasn’t there to wish them good night. He didn’t finish it, just put it up on ARPANET, and then Don Woods came along and turned it into the game we know. The way I hope you’ll finish HOMEBOUND.



Colossal Adventure had a magic word that would whisk the player from one corner of the game to another: XYZZY. I’d been twelve, and it was the last big trip Bubbe took: we drove out, just me and her in the LeSabre. Ohio to Massachusetts and back. You were still in the MIT lab, where you set me up on a terminal. Green text on the black screen.

YOU ARE STANDING AT THE END OF A ROAD BEFORE A SMALL BRICK BUILDING. AROUND YOU IS A FOREST. A SMALL STREAM FLOWS OUT OF THE BUILDING AND DOWN A GULLY.

WHAT’S NEXT?

What if—I look around the spare bedroom, the piled boxes, the mug, the folders from your desk, the dusty blankets—what if I could say that now? XYZZY, and it would take me from here to wherever you are? Or bring you back, or bring us both somewhere else entirely, somewhere with no Sheila, no Patrick, no Jack in the hallway. And then I think of Elijah, the love of your life. I think of Veronica. I am so fucking sad.

I didn’t beat Colossal Adventure when I was twelve. My lamp kept going out and I always got lost in the darkness.


Well, I keep thinking about Colossal Adventure, and some of the things you said about Time Pilot when I visited, how every level needs to build meaning.

We were walking back from Jupiter’s and you were lit up as you said it: “What’s the point in going back in time to just do the same things over and over?” The way the pilots are all going back to rescue another anonymous plane, no matter the era. “It should feel,” you said, “like what happens in the game changes the player, changes their choices moving forward.” Your cheeks were bright with the April cold, and despite the ridiculous pastel coat that I’m sure my sister chose for you, you looked like yourself.

All of it came together with the image of you weightless—in space—and the idea of an interconnected world. I thought: Becks and I can write this game. A text-based adventure in space. I started just sketching a few ideas, trying to build out the pattern of the code, a structure for the parser. A loose idea of how the possibilities might branch.

And then I started losing weight and feeling tired all the time. I’ll spare you the details.



I feel a flash of frustration. Everyone is always sparing me the details. Even you. Why? Am I so delicate?


These disks contain as much as I’ve been able to write. The rest will be yours to finish. The meaning of it all, how you want it to change the player. It’s about an astronaut named California Solo; she’s independent and headstrong and curious, like someone else I know. And I thought you would appreciate her name.



California, which we used to joke wasn’t a real place: too beautiful, too perfect. And Solo, like Han Solo, who we both agreed was more interesting than golden-boy Luke.


She’s on a mission at the edges of space and then—well, you’ll have to play through the beginning to see. I don’t want to spoil it.



The scroll bar on the text is almost to the end.


Becks—I want the world for you, and I’m sorry I won’t be there to see you get it–it’s yours for the making. I hope you want to finish California Solo’s journey; I hope she ends up less alone. But that’s up to you.

With all my love,

Benjamin Meir

Partner, uncle, son



I eject the floppy and pack the stack together again. My hands shake a little. Before, the disks had held the possibility of something, of you, but in an abstract, distant way. Now they are a map, the promise of a last journey together. I think of you typing this at the computer, where I am now, your hands resting on the keyboard. I think of Elijah, who I imagine is the bearded man in the photo.

And then I realize who Elijah is. Who Bubbe has been speaking to.

Downstairs, I find her putting away dishes.

“Bubbe, who is the Elijah you mentioned the other day?” I ask.

“Elijah?”

“Who you talk to on the phone?”

“Oh, Elijah.” She’s stacked the water glasses in the spice cabinet. “We talk about Benjamin.” She says your name with the soft j of history. “He knows Benjamin in Cambridge. He likes to hear about Ben growing up. And I like to hear…” She’s lost her train of thought.

“What do you hear?”

“I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “I don’t know.” Her voice rises. “I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“It’s okay, Bubbe. We don’t have to.” I offer her my hand, and for a moment I think she might push it away, but then she folds her fingers around mine, her skin damp from the dishes and smooth with age, and we go back into the den together.





    CHAPTER 28


AmAyes Error Log

AmAye Designation: B

03/12/2092

Staff reporting: Aaron Chen

Error description: Has someone been listening to audiobooks in the lab? B-DESIG just queried about the status of Meg Murry, who I’m pretty sure is a character in a novel.

AmAye Designation: F

07/09/2092

Staff reporting: Jo Corral

Error description: F-DESIG (Freya) asked if Aaron would be coming to pick up data analysis today. Aaron is on sabbatical in the lower 48 until next month, which he would have told Freya. Check date calibration.

AmAye Designation: A

11/29/2092

Staff reporting: Tamar Portman

Error description: Adam (A-DESIG) offered a sea-level-change model radically different from previous projections. When I asked what had changed in the input data, Adam reported that it had worked to include several “documentary” sources, but when questioned about the “documentaries,” it named a number of old sci-fi movies. Someone must have watched them in the lab.

AmAye Designation: C

01/14/2093

Staff reporting: Tamar Portman

Error description: When I asked Chaya (C-DESIG) to list all their data collection trips by location, they included all their own, as well as the other AmAyes’ trips. Suggests difficulty in differentiating reality of data.






April 8, 2093

To: Jo Corral <jo.corral@omegasystems.com>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@omegasystems.com>

Subject: Rest cycles

Jo—

I just had a phone call with an old friend, who reminded me of some of the work we did at Berkeley. We ran small-scale habitats. And like farmers’ fields, we kept one of the habitats “fallow” each season—rotating through so that the soil could recover. There are fractal reflections of this in nature: the cycle of slowness and preservation in winter leads to growth in spring and summer; the closing and opening of flowers during the turning of night to day; humans’ retreat into sleep and REM before emerging into new thoughts, new input of wakefulness.

What would happen if we introduced a rest cycle for the AmAyes? I’d like you and Aaron to work on a protocol for us to try.

-Tamar






September 7, 2093

To: Jo Corral <jo.corral@omegasystems.com>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@omegasystems.com>

Subject: Re: re: re: Rest cycles

Jo—

Those results are promising—much less chemical buildup in the organic matter after a “reset-rest” cycle, and almost no issues with differentiating experienced reality from imported data. This could be the “wolf” that’s been missing from our ecosystem…

Let’s run a test on the current group: program each for a different frequency of reset-rest cycle—every second, fourth, seventh, tenth day, etc. We can track the optimum frequency over the next few months.

-Tamar






August 20, 2095

To: Jo Corral <jo.corral@omegasystems.com>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@omegasystems.com>

Subject: FW: Charging configurations of AmAyes in Lab 327

Jo— I messaged Dr. W (see below) about your concerns, which I and others share (although perhaps couched in language Dr. W is likely to respond to). I can’t imagine that he won’t say yes. Your care for our subjects is well-placed.

> Dr. Wright,

A significant number of our researchers have expressed concerns or discomfort with the current charging configuration for the AmAyes (Ambulatory Ayes). As you know, the AmAyes are more humanoid than any of the other quantum-integrated models we’ve created so far, and it is this resemblance that makes watching them go into “reset-rest mode” to charge unsettling for the researchers in the lab (the AmAyes can appear to be “dreaming” while they upload and discard redundant memories—twitching limbs, soft vocalizations, etc.). It is expected for scientists to feel attached to projects, and the AmAyes’ appearance, combined with their interactivity, means that our researchers have grown quite fond of them.

I’d like to ask permission to add a small “dormitory” to the lab, where we can reconfigure the resting of the AmAyes into something less distracting for the researchers. The rest cycles have been successful, by the way, in eliminating the reality differentiation issues we reported earlier.

Thank you,

Dr. Portman






October 4, 2097

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject: The door is open!

Solomon—

You know the invitation is always open. I think you would love Alaska (or perhaps I am biased, because I love Alaska, and can’t help but be seduced by its mountains, its unspooling highways and violent rivers and northern lights, by the way the delicate stability of life feels so close to the surface here).

Your break between cases comes at the perfect time, and you are welcome to stay as long as you like.

There is also a favor I’d like to ask of you; I’ll explain more when you’re here. You’ll be here when the days are unending and we can sit and try to see the stars through the light.

Warmly,

Tamar







    CHAPTER 29

PLAY LOG—2090.06.01

It is dark.

>look

You cannot see anything in the dark.

>turn on OX suit lights

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>OX suit

What would you like to do with your OX suit?

>OX suit lights

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>listen

You can hear engines—the high-pitched whine of electric engines and the rumble of wheels over streets.

>survey

The OX suit gives a readout in your digital display.

Air: 78 percent nitrogen, 21 percent oxygen, 1 percent argon and carbon dioxide.

Temperature: 13 degrees C.

Gravity: consistent with Earth.

You are on Earth. Somewhere dark, where you can hear the sound of vehicles.

>walk north

You use the OX suit’s compass to orient north and take a few steps, your hands out in front of you. You bump into a wall.

>go east

You orient east and again take a few steps, your hands out in front of you. The dark ground is smooth and you don’t stumble.

A light comes out of the darkness. A car of some kind—its headlights rake over you and for a moment you are afraid you’ve been walking right into its path. But it swerves gently away, following the curve of the road to the south.


	(1) Follow the direction of the car

	(2) Keep going east



>1

You fix your gaze on the direction the car went and keep walking in the dark. The ground slopes upward, and then you see a lightness ahead of you.

>walk east

The lightness resolves and you understand: you’ve been walking through an underpass. Ahead, a sidewalk continues along the road.

>look

It’s a two-lane road. A mix of business and apartment buildings line the road. Older designs.

>walk east

You walk along the sidewalk out of the underpass. It’s evening, the sky a smoggy, bruised blue. Streetlights drop pools of amber light on the pavement.

>look

The stores are mostly closed for the night: antiques, kitschy home goods, a hardware store, a handful of bakeries. It looks like vids of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

You reach a corner.

>look

Up the side street, you see houses with yards full of succulents. Little houses, but well cared for. Up ahead on the main street, you see a bench beneath an overhang. A person sits on the bench, but you can’t see more from here.


	(1) Explore the houses in the neighborhood

	(2) Go to the bench



>2

You cross the side street and continue to the bus stop. A small older woman sits there firmly upright. A clear rubber oxygen mask snakes from her face down to a metal bottle on a wheeled cart. The buttons of her coat sit crookedly and her palms rest flat on her knees. A bluebonnet scarf peeks out from the crooked collar of her coat. Against its vibrant color, her neck and face are pale.

She looks up at you. “Hello,” she says. She looks back towards the road. “I am waiting for the number seventy-two.”


	(1) Ask where the number seventy-two goes

	(2) Sit down next to her

	(3) Keep walking



>1

“Where does the seventy-two go?” you ask.

She doesn’t look at you when she replies. “Downtown. I’ll have to take a train from there. But the trains come so often now.” She pats the pocket of her coat, where you can see a transport schedule.

It has begun to drizzle. A few cars whizz by. They’re makes and models you don’t recognize, and you ask the OX suit to identify them. It comes back with a list of names from a database of “Vintage twenty-first-century vehicles.” You are in the twenty-first century. At least three hundred years from home. Did the Portal send you through time and space? Or is this a hallucination? Or a holograph?

“Are you taking the seventy-two, too?” the woman asks. She glances at you a little nervously as she says it and then clasps her hands together.


	(1) Tell her that you are

	(2) Tell her that you’re not sure



>2

You still don’t know what you’re supposed to be doing here, so you tell her, “I’m not sure.”

“Well, you can sit while you decide, if you want,” she says.

You sit on the other end of the bench.

“I’m seventy-two,” she says, “and I need to take the seventy-two bus. Funny little echo.”

You look at her more closely. You aren’t good at guessing age—people aged differently in the twenty-first century, anyway. Her hair is neatly combed and tucked back with a tortoiseshell clip. She has on round, sparkling earrings. You can see the shadow of a bruise near her hairline, like she fell sometime in the near past.

You’re not sure what to say to her. Your grandparents died when you were still little, and you don’t speak to your parents—who are around her age—often. E-messages every few months, except when you’re on mission. And you are often on mission.

“I’m going to tell you a secret,” she says. She fixes you with her clear brown eyes as she says it. “I am nervous.”


	(1) Ask if she is nervous about taking the bus

	(2) Ask if she has taken the bus before



>1

“Are you nervous about taking the bus?” you ask.

She looks at you like you are stupid. “No,” she says. “I’ve taken the bus a thousand times. Have you taken the bus?”

You haven’t, not a bus in the twenty-first century. You’ve ridden twenty-sixth-century trains and cable cars and ferries. But not a bus in the twenty-first century.


	(1) Lie and tell her you have

	(2) Tell her it will be your first time



>2

“It will be my first time,” you say.

She nods. “I don’t imagine angels have much cause to ride buses.”

You are confused for a moment, but then a bus pulls up to the stop. The front glows with the number seventy-two. She must think you are an angel.


	(1) Ask if she needs help getting on the bus

	(2) Ask if she’s going to get on



>1

“Do you need help getting on?” you ask.

“Oh no,” the woman says. “This isn’t my bus.” She shakes her head at the driver and he closes the door, pulls the bus away from the curb and back to his route.


	(1) Ask her if she’s okay

	(2) Ask her why she’s nervous



>2

“Why are you nervous?” you ask.

“What’s your name?” she says. “If angels have names.”


	(1) Tell her your name

	(2) Tell her you aren’t an angel



>1

“My name is California,” you say.

“California,” she echoes. “That’s an odd name for an angel.”

(1) Ask her name

(2) Ask why she’s nervous

>1

“What’s your name?” you ask.

“Esther,” she says. “I am Esther. Esther is brave. I am going.” She pauses. “I am not sure if I am going.” She looks over at you with an anxious expression. “I haven’t told her I’m coming. I’m worried about what she’ll say. I didn’t tell Simon I was going, either, and he’ll worry.”

You sit for a moment, not sure what else to say. She seems like she’s in distress, but what can you do for her? If your OX suit could connect to the networks here, you would try to call her family. Does she have family? You sense that you’re supposed to be comforting her, or maybe helping her get onto the bus? Is that why you’re here?

“Simon wouldn’t mind,” she says, mostly to herself. “Simon loves me. He wants me to be happy. He wouldn’t mind if I went to see her, but I thought it might hurt him, so I didn’t tell him. You understand, don’t you?”


	(1) Tell her that you understand

	(2) Tell her that you don’t understand



>1

You want to tell her that you understand, but you don’t, not really, and your silence answers her question.

She heaves a big sigh. “I couldn’t marry her, could I? No. Simon knew I loved her, but he married me just the same. I love Simon, too. Differently. We have children, and grandchildren, now. But I’d like to go see her again. She’s not expecting me, and I hope she’ll be happy.”

The drizzle has turned into a full pour of rain. Esther looks so very small on the bench. She wraps one hand around the handle of her oxygen cart.


	(1) Ask her to tell you about her friend

	(2) Ask where she lives



>1

“Will you tell me about her?” you ask. You are hoping that if you can keep her talking, she’ll say something—anything—that illuminates what you’re supposed to be doing here.

“She was everything,” Esther says. “We were two sides of a hinge.” Her voice takes on a singsong lilt. “She wears her hair in a crown of braids and she sneaks gum into the library and she wears a perfume that smells of lavender and a lipstick the color of plums, and when I told her yesterday that I’m going to marry Simon, she didn’t say a word. She just left.” She taps her mouth, as if trying to remember something.

You are confused by her shift in tense.

She continues, “That’s why I have to go to her now. I have to make it right with her, tell her I won’t marry Simon if she doesn’t want me to. We’ll figure something out, me and her. She’ll know what to do.”

And you realize that she has made her own slip in time, but only in her mind.

“She smells of lavender and salt,” Esther says. “And I love her.”

You feel a deep crack of sadness run through you. But you don’t have time for sadness, not now. There is a ship depending on you to decipher whatever it is the Portal wants you to do here.

Another seventy-two bus comes. You hope Esther won’t try to board, so you’re not forced to decide whether to help or stop her. She stays where she is. She shivers a little.

“I’m afraid,” she says. “Not just nervous.”


	(1) Ask what she’s afraid of

	(2) Tell her that there’s nothing to be afraid of



>1

“What frightens you?” you ask.

Esther looks down at her hands: thin and wrinkled, trembling faintly. She presses them against her mouth again. “What if she’s changed her mind? What if she’s changed her mind about loving me? Why can’t I remember her name?”

>inventory

You are carrying a brass carnival token, an ivory chess piece, and a tube of lipstick.

>give

What would you like to give?

>lipstick

Who would you like to give the lipstick to?

>esther

You unzip your pocket and take out the lipstick.

Esther gently slides the top off and twists the bottom. A perfect, plum-colored column emerges.

“Sylvie,” she whispers. “Esther and Sylvie.” She smiles.

“Grandma!” a voice calls out.

>look

Two women are coming down the sidewalk. They wear slick raincoats and carry umbrellas. The one who called out is younger and the other walks more stiffly, is older.

Esther cocks her head, and the expression on her face is like a person coming back from a long distance. “Sweetie?” she says.

The women reach you.

The older woman says, “Mom, where are you going? You know I worry when you go out.”

Esther shakes her head. “I’m not sure,” she says. “I can’t remember.”

The younger woman steps forward. “Would you like to go home, Grandma? We can catch a cab.” Her voice is soft and kind.

“I think so,” Esther says. “That sounds right.”

The anxiety and fear of moments before seem to have drained out of her, replaced only by confusion.

Everything around you goes dark.

All you can hear is the battery chime of your OX suit.

>touch

You reach out but can feel nothing.

The darkness seems large—in space and in time. And then the darkness becomes solid again; your OX suit lights flicker on, and you are back in the room beneath the stage, on the planet that has trapped the Diana.

You sweep your OX suit lights back around the room: the dripping curtain of stalactites. The ladder in the center. The seeping pool of water. The dark corner from which you just emerged.

You hear a sound, like someone is climbing down the ladder toward you.

>call out

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>yell

What would you like to yell?

>yell hello?

You yell, “Hello?” up the ladder.

“Hello!” comes back Elijah’s voice.

You wait for Elijah to finish coming down the ladder. You listen to the drip of the water. You wonder about Esther, and wish you were back on the Garland so you could search her name, and Sylvie’s. Were they real? Or just a construct of this strange planet?

As you wait, you hear a soft pinging below the sound of the dripping water. It is your OX suit, with a notification:

Battery levels have fallen below 43 percent.

Elijah jumps down the last few rungs. She is wearing a backpack, which she takes off and opens. She pulls out an electric lantern, which she switches on, and then a birdcage, in which Vi sits, hooded and making small noises of irritation.

“You made a good choice!” Elijah says. She turns to take in the room, then asks, “You did make a choice, right? I thought I felt something but—you have not just been standing here?”

You feel a flare of irritation.


	(1) Ask, “What are you doing down here?”

	(2) Say, “Of course I made a choice.”



>1

“What are you doing down here?” you ask. It comes out more sharply than you intended—or perhaps you intended it to come out sharply, and you are surprised by Elijah’s expression of hurt.

“I wanted to see,” she says.

“Have you not been down here before? It’s just a room.” You say that, but you also know that it is more than a room, because minutes ago you were somewhere and somewhen else entirely.

She shakes her head. “We are not supposed to come to the Portal. Not into it.”


	(1) Ask, “Why not?”

	(2) Ask, “What did you feel, earlier?”



>2

“What did you feel, earlier?” you ask.

She cocks her head to the side. “It is hard to explain,” she says. “I can feel the Portal, how strong it is, its shape and weight. Not physically, but here.” She taps her chest with her fist.

“What did you feel earlier?” you ask.

“The weight lessened. I felt lighter.” She pauses. “So you did make a choice.”

“Yes,” you say.


	(1) Ask if this means your ship will be able to leave

	(2) Ask why she’s not supposed to enter the Portal



>1

“Have I done enough?” you ask. “Will the ships be able to leave?”

She shakes her head slowly. “I do not think it was enough.”


	(1) Ask, “So I’ll have to go again?”

	(2) Ask, “Why aren’t you supposed to enter the Portal?”



>2

“Why aren’t you supposed to enter the Portal?” you ask.

She shrugs. It’s a deflection, not an answer. “They are not for us,” she says.

They—she means there is more than just this Portal. Us—she is not the only one of her kind, whatever she is.

“What was it like?” she asks.

Enter three words to describe your experience:

>strange, sad, hopeful

“It was strange,” you say. “And sad, and hopeful.”

Elijah listens eagerly. “Can you tell me more?”

Your suit battery beeps again.


	(1) Describe what happened

	(2) Tell her you need to focus on freeing your ships



>2

“I should focus,” you say. You look away from Elijah’s expression of rejection and turn toward the dark corner. The OX suit chimes. You dim the suit’s lights to conserve power. As you walk to the darkness, and whatever waits on the other side, a part of you is glad that Elijah is here, waiting for you to return.





    CHAPTER 30

2485

TAURUS MOUNTAINS

328 YEARS SINCE THE VILLA

Long before now, long after we’d walked with the Miriams, we came to a dome-city in the mountains. Later, the city would begin to crumble, and we would leave there with the girl who would become Shula and Tov’s grandmam.

But when we first came, we came with refugees; we arrived at the northern edge of the city. We belonged to a man named Yusuf, whose home to the west had given up the last of its water and collapsed into famine and dust.

In the past, the city had welcomed refugees, told them to come and be as one with the people inside, but now Yusuf and the others were made to wait outside the gates. At first, everyone marveled at the abundance of water. We built floating lean-tos over the soggy, icy ground and nothing dried. Our world smelled of mildew and boot-rot and the wild rice that grew between the hummocks of sodden dirt.

The refugees had brought nothing but their own bodies. We, though, carried a treasure trove of recorded memories that belonged not just to Yusuf but to the whole community. Entire generations, held inside us. We sifted through them continually, cataloging and comparing, looking always for clues of the astronaut and her companion. Was she real? Our minds believed it, but after three hundred years in the world, we understood that the line between memory and fabrication is thin. Sometimes, when we told Yusuf stories, he gently corrected us, saying, “No, Chaya, you are mixing up the story and the history again.”

Outside the city, Yusuf and the other refugees waited, and we waited with them. Inside the dome-city, officials debated: To let us in or refuse us entry? To allow only a select few? Then who, and how to choose?

Guards passed along the walkway encircling the dome. Back and forth. Most of them wore masks against the damp, polluted air. But one patrolled from midnight to dawn with no mask. The other guards did not speak to him. He wore a black uniform and slammed a heavy bog-stick against the boards of the walkway. The uniform made his body thick and shapeless. His face was soft and round and marked with the faded tattoos of Yusuf’s home. His eyes were framed in dense, black lashes, and when he smiled, a dimple appeared on his left cheek, although it was not a true smile, more like a sneer. Rigid, somehow. He thumped along the walkway, and more than once, a refugee called out to him and he crouched down to listen to them, and when they were finished, he would offer his dimpled sneer and say, “Is that supposed to make me sad, then?”

From midnight to dawn he walked his curved path, in that time when the noises of the world become strange and in which humans know they have no good business. His bog-stick struck hollowly against the boards. We could hear him from within our floating lean-tos. Was it a warning or a summoning? Some of the refugees left offerings on the walkway, as though he were a spirit to be appeased, and others went in person with what valuables they had, hopeful that under the dark of night he might be willing to sneak them past the border.

Yusuf, who had trouble sleeping because of dreams and old pains, liked to walk at night, and we walked with him. He sang as he ambled, grandfather songs meant for more than one singer—and sometimes a voice answered out of the dark. Was it the guard? Or another refugee?

The councillors and politicians and administrators inside the dome made a decision: the refugees could enter, but only after proving their value to the city. Skills or knowledge or wealth. We lined up beside Yusuf, with all the others, in a column that stretched for two miles, and the guards processed the refugees without pause, through day and night. When we and Yusuf arrived at the dome, it was the dimpled, sneering guard who stood on duty under the artificial lights. We heard rumors of the technology that still existed in the city: a reliable solar grid, real medicine, even access to satellite communications with other cities. We hoped we might connect to the city’s local networks and search for signs of the astronaut. We hoped we might find our sense of purpose again.

Yusuf had hoped we could be spared and he would be able to keep us, because we carried the recordings: wife, son, home. Voices of the past. He hoped that he could offer the guards his skills as an arborist, his pockets full of seedlings. When he saw the dimpled guard, who perhaps sang the old songs as he walked the dome, Yusuf hoped he might be able to trade on a shared memory of home.

“What do you offer?” the guard said. The sickly green lights sharpened the shadows around us.

And Yusuf explained and the guard said it was not enough. He pointed at us.

“The Aye must be worth something.” He cocked his head, as if imagining his boss’s pleasure at such a prize.

Yusuf sucked in a breath. “It’s all I have left of home. I cannot let it go.” He said, “You understand.” He coughed, as he had been coughing for weeks. A cough that had grown deeper and harder in the damp. He put his hand on our arm, and we supported his weight.

The guard’s face remained blank.

Yusuf, foolish, hopeful Yusuf, began to hum, a song the voice had sung back from the darkness, but that now turned the guard’s face into that dimpled sneer.

The derision of his mouth did not reach his eyes, which looked from Yusuf to us, and in his eyes we saw the long, twisted knife of self-hatred piercing his heart. His loneliness, his certainty that he had no one to blame for it but himself, how this feeling festered. How it seeped into his very blood, this longing for an impossible home, and yet there was also hatred, and it made him so monstrous he could not even look in the mirror—he could only sing the shameful lullabies of his mother in the dark, in the space between guard stations—and yet what way was there but forward? But deeper into cruelty, deeper into control? He could not live in the space between. We understood. We understood what it was to belong nowhere. There was no subroutine we could run, to erase the knowledge of our own un-belonging, the way the guard could not erase his.

Yusuf would have turned away then, to try his luck somewhere else, another border crossing. He reminded us, then, of another’s hands buckling us into a seat, a voice asking us to tell a story, of watching a rocket lift off from its bed of flame, a sense that we should be on it. Should be elsewhere. But where were we meant to be? On the ship with Lieutenant Solo? Or perhaps were we meant to meet them on their return?

He would not have lived to see another city, and so we stepped forward.

We turned to Yusuf. “We will go with the guard, and you will live.”

He heard the finality in our voice. He nodded and went forward, past the border guard and into the dome-city. What would we do now? Our internal task lists attempted to reorder, simplify. As we followed the guard, who might have hoped that in claiming us, he could claim acceptance from his superiors but instead was dismissed without thanks as we were shuffled through the halls of the city’s elite, we remembered the astronaut and the robot because we were meant to meet them, to find them. If we found them, we would not be like the guard, who turned away.

This is the self that learned the cost of shame.





    CHAPTER 31


LOAD“DAYSSINCE*”,8,1

SEARCHING FOR DAYSSINCE*

LOADING

READY

RUN

WHAT IS THE YEAR? 1983

WHAT IS THE MONTH? 7

WHAT IS THE DATE? 27

IT HAS BEEN 120 DAYS SINCE YOUR UNCLE DIED.



I put on Horses, pull my headphones up to those first plodding piano notes, and slot HOMEBOUND 2 into the disk drive.


LOAD”*”,8

SEARCHING FOR *

LOADING

READY

RUN

Good morning, Lieutenant. Although it is not technically morning; “morning” implies a sun-star rising after a period of darkness, and in our current location, there are no sun-stars close enough to provide the light that one might call “daylight.” Nonetheless, it seems like an appropriate greeting, given your recent emergence from flight suspension.

Would you like a reminder of the commands at your disposal?



You once told me that a well-designed game teaches the player how to win. Not just with the instructions at the beginning, but throughout—an unusual verb used early on becomes crucial to a final puzzle; an ordinary object, easily overlooked, reveals a hidden use later on.


>yes

You can type commands into your OX suit’s internal display and I will do my best to assist you. Some commands I understand are WALK, CLIMB, TOUCH, LOOK, EXAMINE, TALK TO, TAKE, DIG, SMELL, TASTE, LISTEN, DANCE, GIVE, CRY, CATCH, OPEN, CLOSE, and REACH. You can control the suit’s movements using directional words like UP, DOWN, FORE, AFT, PORT, and STARBOARD while on the ship. If you disembark and navigate a planet surface, you will want to use words like NORTH, SOUTH, EAST, and WEST.



I hope you didn’t write any stupid mazes into this.


At any time, you may also use the commands:

INVENTORY to hear what you are carrying

REPEAT to hear the last communication again

EXAMINE to look at an object or person more closely



Pretty standard so far. I’m tempted to open the file in the interpreter, to see the code you wrote, but I think you’d want me to experience the game first, before I pull off the hood and poke around.


A chime sounds: it could be for an incoming message or for an airlock seal. You feel the clamps on your suspension pod release.

>look

You are in a circular room with no floor and no ceiling. Your suspension pod is attached to a wall, and across the room are a bank of computer screens and a long keyboard. A single glove slowly floats across the room, confirming what you feel in your body: there is no gravity. Through the space where the floor would be, you can see another room, but the lights are dim and it’s hard to make out what is there. Above you, you can see another room. In the low light, you see the silhouettes of wires and the flashes of indicator lights. The chime sounds again. Message or airlock—you can’t tell from your position.



There’s a feeling of urgency and precariousness in your game that Colossal Adventure didn’t have. For a second I want to close it. It’s too sad: this one small person in the vastness of space. Hopeless.

Patti Smith sings through the headphones. She’s in the graveyard with the angel and the sky is falling down.

But your message to me wasn’t hopeless. So maybe the game won’t end up hopeless, either. “It’s up to you,” you’d said.


>go to computers

You push off from the suspension pod and float across the room. Your body accounts for the lack of gravity—like you have done this a thousand times before. And you have. The suspension fog is starting to clear as you catch yourself on a handle next to the screens. You know: You are Lieutenant California Solo. This is your ship, the Garland. And if the flight went according to plan, you are currently in the Jemmy Quadrant, on a long-shot mission to reestablish contact with the Diana, a missing generation ship.

The screen to your left flashes with a message.

>read message



The message asks for an authentication protocol, and I get stuck on that for a minute before the game gets impatient with me and feeds me the answer. It’s clear you didn’t want anyone to get hung up here and give up.

I enter the code and make my way through the airlock between ships. Inside the Diana, I check the systems: life support, cryogenic storage, navigation, engines. It’s all very Star Trek, but a ghost town Star Trek.

I eject the Patti Smith tape and turn it over, press it back into the Walkman, and hit play.

Back in the game, I go to the shuttle bay. This is the obvious move: to take the shuttle and follow the crew who left. I’m tempted to go back and explore the Diana, but I’m more curious about where you wanted the game to go. Where the shuttle will lead.


It occurs to you that, because of the radiation damage to your immune system, this might be your last long haul. Will Space Fleet let you fly with a compromised immune system? Will you spend the rest of your life trapped by endlessly ringing alarms, reminding you to swallow pill after pill after pill?


	(1) You could take the shuttle and investigate

	(2) Or you could go back and wake the crew, as Space Fleet commanded





I can hear you in that description: alarms, pills, trapped. I can see Elijah’s hand in yours, clasped over a hospital blanket.

And then the game ends. No more space to type commands, no response to any of the keys. Like fuck. That’s it. I hug myself to stretch my shoulders and then crack my knuckles and stare back at the computer.

Okay, so that’s floppy disk number two. What is on the rest of the disks? I eject the HOMEBOUND #2 floppy, then slide in HOMEBOUND #3. I pull up text files of notes: drafts of scenes, things to go back and fix. You planned for Solo to go to a planet and meet some kind of guardian. Complete tasks in order to free the ship. One file is a description of a carnival: the lights, the sounds, the spin of a futuristic Ferris wheel, a couple with hands in each other’s back pockets. Another is a description of something called “dark matter” that you’ve written “might be the emotional dream catcher of the universe.” What am I going to do with all this?

HOMEBOUND #4 includes a directory file for the parser, listing out the functions and procedures you’ve already written. I scroll down and down and see you’d made a list of all the decision points in the game, tagged with how the player’s choices cascade. A web of possibilities.

It’s overwhelming. The code, written in ZIL, not BASIC, to run on a Z-machine—neither of which I’ve touched before and which make about as much sense to me as hieroglyphics. Everything—the possibilities, the sadness of this astronaut in deep space, the sleeping passengers. Overwhelming that I can’t call you and say, “Where do we go next?” because you are dead. I have no idea where to go next. And there is no one to come and shake me from this feeling.





    CHAPTER 32

PLAY LOG—2090.06.01

You hear voices.

“Debby, will you look in on your brother before you go out?”

“Mom, I—”

“I have tried talking to him, but he just won’t say anything,” the first voice speaks over the second.

“This dinner is impor—”

“You could take him with you, you know. He needs fresh air.”

>look

You are in a home kitchen with a tidy two-burner stove, a glossy silver refrigerator, a dining nook, wooden cabinets, and a two-basin sink. Late-afternoon sun shines brightly through the lace curtains, leaving webbed shadows on the tile floor. You start to query your OX suit, to identify the year, but then remember the battery level. Your best guess, based on vids, would be mid-twentieth century.

>listen

You hear heels, moving away, and then a door opening and closing. Then a sigh.

>go west

You bump into the fridge, making a clanging noise. You hear footsteps approach the kitchen.

>go north

You squeeze into the breakfast nook just as a young woman walks into the kitchen. She doesn’t see you.

>look

She is in her early twenties, with long dark hair. She wears pearl earrings and a navy sheath dress with a thin leather belt and nude stockings but no shoes. She pauses in the middle of the kitchen and bends to adjust the seam of her stockings, being careful not to snag it on her manicured fingernails.

She goes to the fridge and rests her hand on the door.


	(1) Say something so she knows you’re there

	(2) Keep watching to try to figure out what the Portal wants you to do



>2

She opens the fridge and pulls out a glass-lidded pan, puts it on the counter, and roots in a drawer for a fork. She takes the lid off and scoops a bite of frosted vanilla cake straight from the pan. She closes her eyes as she eats.

Your OX suit battery beeps.

She opens her eyes, sees you, and gives a little scream.


	(1) Apologize for startling her

	(2) Get out of the kitchen

	(3) Stay silent



>1

“I’m so sorry for startling you!” you say. You stay seated, not sure what she will think of your OX suit. Esther thought you were an angel, but this young woman—Debby, you think—won’t make that mistake.

“You”—she chokes a little, swallowing the last of a bite of cake—“when did you get here? You’re one of Jake’s friends, from his—what’s it called? From that convention? With the costumes?”

>yes

You aren’t sure exactly what she means, but you say, “Yes.”

She nods. “Did you try going up to talk to him? Mom said he hasn’t wanted to talk to anyone. He’s so dramatic.”

You aren’t sure what you’re supposed to do in this test yet, so you shrug noncommittally. Are you supposed to go talk to her brother?

“He would pick now, of all times. And she wants me to bring him?” She continues to pick at the cake, smaller and smaller bites.


	(1) Ask what’s wrong with the brother

	(2) Ask where she’s going



>1

“What’s going on with your brother?” you ask.

She puts the lid on the cake pan and tucks it back into the fridge without answering. “It’s just some friend drama,” she says finally. “I don’t understand why it’s such a big deal. So he’s sad. Tonight is important. To me.”


	(1) Ask more about her brother

	(2) Ask why tonight is so important



>2

“Why is tonight so important?” you ask. “The dinner…?”

“I have a job for the summer at Franco and Rubin. They almost never hire college students. Tonight is a company dinner to celebrate a merger we just closed. I’m hoping…” Her voice trails off. Quietly she says, “I was hoping I could go to the dinner and just show them that I belong there. That they should hire me next summer too.”


	(1) Ask why she wants this so badly

	(2) Ask why she can’t bring her brother



>2

“Why couldn’t you bring your brother?” you ask.

She turns to wash her fork, which she then dries and puts back into the drawer. “You don’t just bring your high school brother to a company dinner. And besides, Jake’s moping. Over something ridiculous, I’m sure. He’d make everyone miserable.” She leans against the counter, chewing her lip.

You still aren’t sure what the Portal wants you to do here. That unbearable word Elijah said, the word that means something like disharmony—are you supposed to fix some kind of disharmony here? To give away something you carry, the way you gave Esther the lipstick. But you can’t see any connection between Debby and either the brass token or the chess piece.


	(1) Ask if she’s talked with him about what’s wrong

	(2) Ask if she thinks you should try talking to him

	(3) Encourage her to go to the dinner—it seems important, after all



>1

“Have you tried to talk to him? About what’s wrong?” you ask.

“All he says is that he doesn’t want to talk about it.” She sighs and squints her eyes at you. “You aren’t Sam, are you? That face shield is really something.”


	(1) Tell her you are Sam

	(2) Reassure her you aren’t Sam



>2

“Not Sam,” you say. The OX suit battery beeps again. How much time do you have?

“All he says is that he doesn’t want to talk about it, but I’d have to be an idiot not to notice that Sam, who has been in and out of our house like he lives here for the last seven years, is suddenly not here. Ever.”

“Something happened between them,” you say, more to yourself than to Debby.

She waves her hand. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand how he can be so upset about it. Whatever it is. I’m sure it will all blow over, or he’ll get over it.”

You think of Esther and Sylvie, of Esther’s voice as she slipped into her memory of their friendship. Would Debby’s brother “get over it,” whatever it was? Or will it still haunt him, dozens of years later?

She checks her watch.


	(1) Tell her that she should go; you’ll check on her brother

	(2) Ask her to tell you more about her brother

	(3) Encourage her to go talk to him



>3

“Maybe if you try again? Just to check on him?” you suggest. The Portal wants you to fix something for this family, but you can’t yet decide if it’s just the boy and his sadness, or something here with the sister.

“I’m going to be late,” she says. “And it’s not like it matters to him, what I say. It’s always been him and Sam against the world, no room for a boring older sister.”


	(1) Tell her she should go; you’ll check on her brother

	(2) Ask her to tell you more about her brother



>2

“What is Jake like?” you ask.

Debby sighs. “Jake is a bit of a mess. He’s smart—so smart—but if he’s not excited about something, he doesn’t work hard at it. So he’s forever fixing broken radios or gluing together model spaceships or playing both sides of a chess game or writing codes with Sam. Any of those things, but his grades are awful and I have no idea what he’s going to do with his life.” She pauses for a moment. “Mom and Dad think everything will just turn out fine. But what if it doesn’t?”


	(1) Reassure her that it will be okay

	(2) Ask what you can do to help



>inventory

You are carrying a brass carnival token and an ivory chess piece—a worn knight with a chip in one corner of his base.

>Repeat


	(1) Reassure her that it will be okay

	(2) Ask what you can do to help



>2

“What can I do?” you ask.

Debby shrugs. “Maybe we should just leave him be for tonight. You could stop by tomorrow and see if he’s up for talking then? I don’t really know about”—she waves her hand—“friend stuff. He probably just needs time?”

Your OX suit battery beeps.

>give

What would you like to give?

>chess piece

Who would you like to give the chess piece to?

>debby

Without saying anything, you hold out the ivory knight to Debby.

She takes it from your gloved hand and rubs her thumb over its surface. “He taught me to play, you know? I would tell him that knights were the most useless pieces, never able to just move forward.

“But he told me that that is their strength: they move around the board. Not through it, but around. It’s been years since I played with him. He has Sam. And I’ve been…” She pauses. “I guess I’ve been busy.”


	(1) Suggest she go to play a game of chess with him

	(2) Offer to go play with him yourself



>1

“What if you asked him for a game now?” you ask.

Her fingers close around the knight. “I have the dinner…and he doesn’t want to talk to me.”

You wait.

She smiles. “You’re telling me to go around, aren’t you? He won’t talk, but he will play chess.”

And you can see, in her expression, that the knight has given her clarity, that she won’t go to the dinner, and will instead knock on her brother’s door and ask if he wants a game. You hope it is enough for the Portal, and enough for them, too—this pair of siblings, enough to bridge the distance between them.

The room goes dark. Your OX suit reports: 39 percent battery.

“Are you there?” Elijah’s voice carries from somewhere in the dark. Then a lantern moves toward you.

>walk

Where would you like to walk?

>forward

You take a few steps forward, into the light from Elijah’s lantern. Your OX suit has automatically slowed its joint motion and reduced the temperature to conserve battery, so you stumble forward, shivering.

“Oh, you are back!” Elijah reaches forward as if to touch you and then pauses.

Your booted foot catches on a rough patch in the floor and you are tipping forward, and then Elijah overcomes her hesitance and slides her shoulder beneath your arm, helping you stay upright.

When she has settled you on a bench-height rock, she asks, “What happened?”

You aren’t sure if she means where you went through the Portal, or now, your suit’s beeping growing more urgent, your joints slow.

“I had to help a family,” you say. You are shivering more strongly now, the cave’s cold leeching heat from your suit. “I had to help them stay together.”

“Together,” Elijah echoes. Her face shimmers as it changes expression.


	(1) Ask her if the ships are free yet

	(2) Explain what happened with Debby

	(3) Ask her if she’s okay



>3

“Are you okay?” you ask.

Elijah nods slowly. “I can feel it all loosening.”

“The ships?”

“Yes. The smaller ship is free, although the larger ship is not yet.” She pauses. “You could go. In the small ship.”

But in your mind, it’s not even a choice. To abandon the sleeping passengers? No. You will have to go into the darkness again.





    CHAPTER 33

2586, AUTUMN

NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN

Root leaned heavily against the workshop’s wall and then lowered himself into the chair. He moved with stiff precision: uncoiling the tubing from the nanite computer, twisting the housings into the port at the back of his neck.

The doctor would be able to fix him. All she needed was to get Root back to the doctor. And to do that, she needed the robot.

“Have you thought as to what they might say, if they might not want our help, hey?” Root asked.

They were anchored a half day from Hopeagain, beyond the scope of the “coast guard.”

Yesiko shrugged. “You think they’ll make it on their own?”

Root set his pipe on the table and began to fill it. His movements were weighted and difficult. “Needing is not wanting.”

“We brought them here safely enough.”

Root nodded, but there was no agreement in the gesture.

Did Root guess at her plan? She didn’t understand his reticence. Why wouldn’t Chaya and the others be happy to see Babylon? By the time she and Root arrived at Hopeagain, they would have found their answers about the satellite and the ship. And they would have no reason to suspect that she came for any other reason but to help them get wherever they were going next.

Root lit his pipe and tipped his head back against the hull. Soon the pale gray smoke of his pipe wreathed his head, obscuring the tubing.

“People can tell, Yesi, when you help for the wrong reasons, hey.”

She clamped her teeth together. She was taking action for the right reasons. She knew that. Saving Root, who was her crew—her family—was the right reason.

And it was just a robot, after all.



At first, Yesiko could find no sign of Shula, Tov, or Chaya in Hopeagain. The men who had met her on the dock the first time were less friendly now, seeing her again so soon. When she asked if they knew where the others had gone, they only shook their heads. A sense of foreboding came over Yesiko, a shiver despite the clear sun and the clean streets and the silence, which she’d realized was the absence of hum.

In a kiosk selling a dozen different kinds of jerky—tuna, shark, but also elk and rabbit—Yesiko asked the bent, leather-faced woman behind the counter if she’d seen any strangers come to town.

“I see most everything, but we’re not much for strangers,” she said. “Jerky?”

Yesiko ordered a packet of dry, shredded rabbit meat and then asked, “But you did see them? The other strangers. Two teenagers. A tall”—she gestured—“person in a cloak.” She wanted to shake the woman.

“Saw them, yes.”

“And where did they go?”

“We’re not much for strangers, here,” she repeated. “I imagine they’ll be on their way again, not sticking around.”

“On their way? Did someone from the settlement come to lead them?”

The woman coughed, but then Yesiko realized it was a rough, unkind laugh. “They left on their own. No settlement loonies welcome here.”

“Because you don’t like strangers, I get it.”

“They’ll have gone by ski, your friends. North by ski is the only way away from here.”



Back on board Babylon, Yesiko sat in the pilothouse, maps spread on the table before her. She tapped a pencil against the coastline of Hopeagain. It was an old map, and whoever the mapmaker had been, he had littered the page with notes about the history of the places. Useless for sailing. Sometime in the far past, Hopeagain had been a country called “Norway,” a spit of land that dwindled toward the north, becoming narrow and curving east, toward Petrograd. If that truly was where Chaya and the others had gone, there were no people, no shelter for miles and miles. And if they survived as far as Petrograd, there would be violence waiting for them.

While Root slept below, Yesiko readied Babylon and pointed her north. The arctic sun reached its bright grasp across the boat. A persistent eddy of thoughts disturbed her focus: She was captain, responsible for boat and crew, for Babylon, for Panim, for Root. Would she do whatever it took to protect him? Of course, but—a treacherous voice inside her asked: Should she not also be willing to do as much for the rest of her crew? Were they even alive out there? Or had she already failed her responsibility to them?



Yesiko would have sailed almost without stop, for though the days were punishingly long, the constant daylight meant hours more of safe sailing. But Root could not do without rest. Even through his many layers of coats, turned as he was toward the shore with binoculars pressed to his face, Yesiko saw his creeping exhaustion. She worried for him, and she worried he might miss something, and she did not want to inadvertently sail past any sign of the settlement or siblings and Chaya. Still more worries gnawed at her while Root slept, and Babylon’s sails remained reefed and silent. Would she be able to see signs of them at all, if the settlement was far inland? What if she never found them? And grateful, she felt grateful as well, for the restored solar panels that let her keep Root’s bunk room warm as he slept, and the gratitude swirled outward—gratitude for Chaya’s repairs, for Tov’s and Shula’s ministrations to the boat. The gratitude turned into an awareness of their absence from the boat. She missed them.

Then, at last, after five days of sailing, a slim line of smoke interrupted the miles of nothing and wilderness. Was it them? She hoped so, but the selfishness behind her hope turned it sour.

They had no depth charts for the coast, and she didn’t want to risk Babylon on unknown rocks, so Yesiko inflated the dinghy and pressed a kiss to Root’s forehead. He sat in the pilothouse, working sandpaper over his driftwood carving. It was a snake, eating its own tail.

“Be careful, Yesi,” he said.

“You know me.” She grinned at him.

“Yes, that’s why I tell you to ‘be careful,’ hey.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” She said it softly, the words flippant but her tone assenting. She watched him for a moment more, trying to memorize him.

Gray waves sprayed against the sides of the neon-yellow dinghy as it bounced toward the shore. Ahead was a pale beach made of crushed rock. And beyond the shore, a flat expanse of ice, or snow, where Yesiko thought she could see the curling flames and dark smoke of a fire. The cold settled implacably over everything. She checked the straps securing her rucksack, which held cannisters of hot tea, thin reflective blankets, a lantern with a charged battery.



Tov spotted her first and walked out to greet her. His face was sunburned and his gait slow. Exhaustion clung to him. When he met Yesiko, he nodded slowly. “Good,” he began, and then his voice broke. He tried again. “Good you’ve come. You’ll know what to do.”

Yesiko didn’t know, but she followed him. Every time Tov had helped Root on the boat, she realized, he’d waited for instructions, waited to be guided. And now he expected her to lead the way, to know how to help them. But she was not Root, she was no teacher. And where was Shula? And Chaya?

The snow cracked and squeaked beneath her feet. The cold needled through her thin shoes like they were nothing, and against the ice, the silicone treads provided little traction. She wobbled, and Tov reached back to steady her. His bare grip—he wore no gloves—was firm but chilled. She fought the urge to flinch away, as if he could read her intentions through her skin.

They climbed up from the beach and walked for some time in silence, long enough to make Yesiko’s hip begin to ache, and when she looked back at the line of their footsteps in the snow, she could see only the tips of Babylon’s sails. Over the lip of the bank, the land opened up, the glaring flat whiteness sporadically broken by the dark shapes of boulder or low plants in the distance. It went on forever. She might have turned back then, if Tov’s arm hadn’t felt so solid beneath her hand.

A pile of curled shrubs burned with more smoke than flame.

Beyond the fire was a sagging tent, skis and boxes in a chaotic pile. How long had they been camped here on this windy plain? Days? Weeks? Shula huddled on the other side of the fire. She held her knees close to her chest and her wide, vacant eyes were red as if from crying.

The bags and boxes from the sleds were unlashed, tumbled, and Chaya crouched among them, pulling open duffels and sorting through the contents. It was looking for something. It had no face, just the blank plate where the holographs should have been.

“What is it doing?” Yesiko asked Tov.

“I don’t know,” Tov said. “When we left the settlement…” He paused.

There was something there, she could feel it, something bad had happened at the miraculous settlement, but Yesiko didn’t interrupt.

“When we left the settlement,” he went on, “Chaya couldn’t say where to go next. Shula said we should go back to Hopeagain. But then Chaya wouldn’t walk that way, only west. I thought—I didn’t know what we would do. I’ve been going to the coast every day for weeks, hoping to sight a boat. And here you are.”

“And Shula?” Yesiko asked. The teenager hadn’t moved from the other side of the fire.

“I don’t know.” Tov rubbed his hands anxiously together and his dry palms made a rough scraping noise. “I don’t know what to do for her. It’s like—it’s like she’s given up.”

Yesiko wondered if she could take the robot alone, and the thought was a dark tendril she wanted desperately to shake away. And then what? Leave them here on this shelf of ice? She went to Shula first. “Get up.”

“Why are you here?” Shula spoke into her knees.

“To help you save the astronaut,” Yesiko said. She said it flippantly, out of frustration.

The teenager stared at Yesiko. “You never believed in it.”

“No, but you have to get up.”

“Why? Why do you care?”

“If you don’t get up, you will freeze eventually.” Yesiko’s own feet were slow and near numb. She wanted not to care if Shula froze to death. She thought, with a pang, of Shula’s face, the first time she took a bite of Root’s challah: wonder, joy, sweetness. “If you don’t get up, I will take Tov and Chaya with me to Babylon, and we will leave you here.”

“Tov won’t.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“Why are you here?”

“What? I don’t seem like the ‘quest’ type to you?” Yesiko stomped her feet and shoved her hands under her armpits. She wanted Shula mad, wanted her angry enough to at least stand up.

“The only thing you care about is yourself.”

“Well, that’s not totally true. I care about Babylon and Root.” Yesiko paused. “And my crew.”

“The only crew you have is Root, and the nanites keep him trapped with you.”

Was it true? No, no it couldn’t be. Root had chosen her. “I suppose you think that the sweat you put into Babylon meant nothing, hey?” She didn’t know why she said it. She was trying to convince Shula to come back to Babylon, back to safety, yes. But it was a true thing. Shula and Tov and Chaya had all given Babylon something of themselves. And Babylon had claimed them, the way nacre claims sand inside an oyster.

Shula narrowed her eyes in confusion.

“The hydrobay wouldn’t start growing again for just any passenger, and you think Root lets passengers into the engine the way he let Tov?”

“You’re calling us crew.” She looked intently up at Yesiko. There was the expression again on her sun-chapped face, of steel, pulled unsuccessfully over fear and hope.

Yesiko nodded and she felt at the edge of a precipice, the tipping point of a high wave. If they were crew, she could not take them back to Chante. They were hers as surely as she was theirs, their futures and well-being bound up together. There was no more possibility of her and Root, two of them against the world. She would have to decide things together with the siblings and the robot, whatever came next.

And Shula stood. “Chaya is—”

“I’ll see to it.” Yesiko turned to Tov. “Help your sister pack what you need.” And then Yesiko went to the robot, who had gone back to its pile of things and was trying to find something.

Yesiko said its name.

It looked up. The blank space flickered, became a face—Yesiko’s face—and then flickered off.

“Chaya,” Yesiko said again. “What are you doing?”

“We have activated ‘imminent arrival protocols,’ ” it said. “We must be ready for the return.”

“Are you going to leave Shula and Tov to freeze here?”

Its movements slowed.

“Chaya, we’re here with you.” She wasn’t sure where the words had come from, why that felt like the right thing to say. But it did. “We are here.”

“We are having a hard time stopping,” Chaya said finally. Their hands were on a single metal snowshoe, and they held it out to Yesiko. “We are having a hard time stopping,” they repeated. “Can you help?”

Yesiko reached out to take the snowshoe, expecting, for some reason, that the Aye would be holding tight, but instead, as soon as her hands touched the metal frame, the robot let it go. They sat down in a squat and wrapped their arms around their knees.

Did she intend, still, to go through with her plan, to trade Chaya’s freedom for Root’s life? “Chaya, will you come back to Babylon with us?” Yesiko asked.

It looked up at her, and its display returned, shot through with malfunctioning lights so Yesiko’s features on its face shimmered and seemed to be coming from a great distance. A message filled with static. “We’re not sure where to go, where to find Lieutenant Solo and Elijah. We do not want them to return home and find no one.”

“We’ll figure it out together, hey.” The astronaut and her companion, the one who had abandoned their world for the sake of a friend. And here was Chaya, who, Yesiko could see, would have done the same. Perhaps had done the same. Who so fervently believed, crossing oceans to welcome them back to Earth. Yesiko ached, when she thought of it, when she thought of Root waiting every time she dove in Imago, of the thought of him not being there. Was this the purpose that had kept the robot running for so many hundreds of years? “Maybe some clues in those memories of yours.”

Chaya nodded and took Yesiko’s outstretched hand. Together the four of them dragged the repacked sleds as they walked back toward the beach, the dinghy, the waiting boat.



On board, wrapped in blankets and warmed by mugs of tea, Shula and Tov explained.

“There was no one in Hopeagain to take us to the settlement. To the antenna,” Shula said. Beneath the despondence, anger brimmed in her voice.

“Chaya said it was all right,” Tov added. “That they knew the way.”

“And when you got there?” Yesiko asked.

Shula continued, “At first it seemed fine—the people welcomed us, like they had been expecting Chaya. A few dozen people living there. Everyone has always been doubtful.” She looked at Yesiko as she spoke. “But Chaya believed. And they were right. We thought we’d find real answers. And then—” Her hand trembled as she reached for her mug. “The people took us all out to where the antenna had been. It was there, but—” Tears glazed her windburned cheeks. “It was covered in blood. Like an altar, not, not anything that could speak to the stars. And they scared us, they said they wanted to sacrifice—” Her voice broke. “They said only blood would call the starships back.”

“There were only a few of them,” Tov picked up. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have gotten away.”

“Chaya was useless,” Shula said. “They did nothing. We had to drag them away. We followed them to the end of the world and found nothing.”



Yesiko tried to congratulate herself: she had saved them. But in her heart of hearts, which she imagined like the ballast of her very being—in that deep part of her, she felt the falseness in it, and the falseness clung to her like a shell. She had spent a lifetime doing what was necessary, without a worry for honesty or morality or integrity. Yes, she had saved them. But she had also lied, had been willing to offer up Chaya, to offer up their life in exchange for Root’s.

In the pilothouse, Yesiko’s maps were piled uncertainly on the table. Spare anoraks draped over the bench seat, where Yesiko had been using them as a bed. The air outside blew bitter and clear. Inside, a damp, stifled smell. Despite the low temperatures, a bloom of mold had begun to leave fingerprints in the corners of the painted window frames. Panim sniffed the glass and then offered Yesiko an open-mouthed face of disgust. She was a tidy cat, and she liked tidy spaces.

Footsteps up the stairs from the galley, and then Shula ducked into the doorway. She paused there, taking in the mess and stink.

Yesiko stood at the instrument panel, not making notes in the logbook or calculations of distance, rather caught inside her own thoughts. She looked up when she heard Shula enter.

“You came back for us.”

Yesiko nodded.

“Why?” Shula had not yet come any farther inside.

Yesiko said nothing, although the skewed ballast within her tipped even further from equilibrium.

“We have nothing left to pay you.”

Yesiko glanced at Shula, shrugged, and then looked away. The younger woman’s eyes were narrowed, skeptical. Yesiko kept her gaze on the black fog of mold growing in the crook of the window.

“What do you get out of all this? Chaya has—Chaya has nothing to offer. Not anymore.”

Shula’s bitterness surprised Yesiko, but she understood it, and despite herself, she leaned toward it. “Chaya can offer something. Could offer. Root isn’t well.” She pulled a kerchief from her pocket and began to scrub at the mold. “Root isn’t well, and help takes money.”

A line of black remained along the seal, and Yesiko gave up trying to clear it. She turned to look at Shula.

Shula had stepped all the way into the pilothouse. Beneath her thick, sealskin coat she wore Babylon’s coveralls. Her face flushed red. “You mean to sell Chaya,” she said, horror in her voice.

Yesiko recoiled, disgusted with herself. “If Chaya’s broken, it shouldn’t matter, should it?” She didn’t mean it, but she felt provoked by her own shame.

And Shula closed the distance between them and slapped Yesiko across the face and then stepped back, shoving her hand into her pocket as though even she couldn’t believe what she’d done.

Yesiko felt the striking, hot echo of Shula’s palm on her cheek. She worked her jaw open and almost raised her own hand to cover her face but did not.

Yesiko said, “I meant to. Don’t mean to now.” The old Yesiko would have felt no remorse in admitting it, what she’d meant to do. Now she felt humiliation.

Shula scuffed her shoe against the floor. “You really think you’re the only one who matters, the only one who feels. We thought—I thought—you act hard, to survive out here, to keep Babylon safe. I know. But you cared for us, I thought. I thought you cared.”

Yesiko wanted to deny it. She was captain; she had kept Babylon afloat after her parents’ deaths, and Root alive for dozens of years. Was that not enough? But saving Root: Was that for his sake, or her own? Over and over, she had wished to be free from her obligations to others, but beneath that wish was fear. If she was tethered to others, responsible for others, they would die, or go mad, or slip under hum’s spell and there she would be, a thousand fathoms deep, left to find her own way back to the surface. That hard dark thing, which the hum had shown her so many years ago, it still crawled inside her.

Panim stood up on her hind paws, braced herself against Shula’s legs, and gave a sharp meow. Shula knelt to gather Panim up in her arms.

“I’m sorry.” Yesiko didn’t know what else to say.

Shula kissed Panim’s face. Her expression had softened; she looked her age again. And Yesiko felt a sad settling inside her, that she had betrayed someone so young, so in need of care and crew. Her apology hung in the damp, cold air.

Shula put Panim down and went to tidy the jackets on the bench.

Yesiko looked at the pile of maps and sighed and began to sort them, rolling them carefully so that they would slide into the thin cubbies on the wall. She kissed each one gently before putting it away and whispered a blessing for safe travels. It was Root’s habit, and now it was hers.

When Shula had finished folding the jackets, she sat down and Panim settled on her lap to bathe her dappled fur.

“What will you do now?” Shula kept her eyes on Yesiko as she asked.

“This was my father’s boat before she was mine. He was a kind of fickle god, always consumed with his own will, his own desires, and we all bent to him. When he died, and Babylon became mine…” She trailed off. “It was Root and I, and perhaps I too have been a fickle god. I had nothing tying me down. No home, besides here.” She tapped her own chest. “No home besides Babylon. So that’s all I’ve looked out for, and all I’ve had to count on.” She thought of her old dream, of the ocean and the impossible rope stretching forever into the distance. The lines on a boat can tangle, cause catastrophe, but they are also what allow the boat to ride the wind’s energy. Babylon was powerless without them.

“I’m not sure I know any other way to be.” She turned back to the cubbies and pulled out a cloth map of the northern seas, which she unrolled. “I’m not sure I know any other way to be,” she repeated, “but we can try.”





    CHAPTER 34

PLAY LOG—2090.06.01

Everything goes black.

>look

There is no light

>listen

At first, there is only silence. Then, in the distance, you hear the sounds of people laughing, talking. Bells and chimes. A light flashes in your suit display: battery below optimum charge.

>go north

You take a few steps and then bump into a wall.

>go south

You take a few steps and then bump into a wall.

>go east

As you move east, the sounds start to get louder.

>go east

You keep walking. The OX suit’s internal display tells you that the atmosphere is Earth’s.

>go east

A flashing light shines through the darkness. You keep walking and the noise becomes loud, thick. People. Joyful. Chaotic. Crowds and machines. The lights illuminate a doorway, and you pass through it.

>look

Crowds of people swirl by. They walk in groups of two or three or five or six. They are laughing. They are eating food on sticks or bringing handfuls of pink fluff to their mouths. They are dressed as zombies with green makeup and glossy fake blood, dressed as princesses and ghosts and what you imagine are characters from movies you’ve never seen.

Amid the people are booths and machinery.

>look

One booth boasts a flashing sign, “See your future! Algorithmic Fortune Telling!” A little farther on, a man waves an airbrushing gun to paint sharp cheekbones on another man’s face. Beyond that, you can see rides: chairs suspended on nanofilaments from a spinning top rise over the crowds. A circle of clam-shaped seats whirl and tilt along a rippled track. In the distance, you can see clear globes rising and falling, like the turning of a wheel.

>go east

You step out into the crowd.

“Cool costume,” a girl says as she bumps into you. She means your OX suit.

>ask

You start to say something to her, and she turns to go.

“Sorry,” she says, “I have to catch up to my friends.” And then she’s gone.

>go east

You keep walking between the booths and the rides. There is someone you are supposed to find, something you are supposed to do. For a moment, you ache for the clarity of Fleet’s directives and commands. To act, without first having to think or feel.

>go east

You shake off the feeling of longing and move deeper into the crowds. It is strange, to be jostled and touched, after so many months—years, really—alone in the Garland.

>look

You pass the fortune-telling booth and walk by a stand selling butter-drenched popcorn in crinkling bags.


	(1) Stop at the fortune teller

	(2) Buy some popcorn

	(3) Keep looking around



>1

You stand in front of the fortune teller’s booth. You’ve never seen an “algorithmic fortune teller” before, but it makes sense: a networked computer can surface the patterns of a life, make extrapolations and guesses based on a lifetime of tiny choices, all recorded on the computers we use.

The booth is unstaffed. You walk into the booth and see a wooden box topped with the torso of a man encased in glass; he has a thick mustache, red lips, and a tattoo of a spider on his neck. You appreciate the nod to the old fortune-telling machines, the kind you’ve seen in movies, the ones that print fortunes on a little card.

Instructions on the front of the case read: “Deposit one token, then place your palm against the reading pad to hear your fortune.”

>inventory

You are carrying a brass token.

>deposit token

You run your gloved thumb against the token and then slide it into the machine.

The man’s eyes light up with spinning galaxies. The palm-reading pad pulses, expectant and green.

Somehow, you expected it to speak.


	(1) Take off your glove and place your hand on the pad

	(2) Put your gloved hand on the pad

	(3) Leave the token for someone else and go back to the carnival



>2

You can’t take the risk of being exposed without your OX suit, but your curiosity is too strong not to place your gloved hand against the pad. You can feel a tingling sensation; the green lights pulse. The fortune teller’s galaxy eyes spin faster and faster, until they stop. The light fades. He does not speak, but his mouth quirks beneath the twirled mustache.

There is a mechanical whirring and clicking. A piece of cardboard emerges from the slot beside where you deposited the token.

>take cardboard

You take the cardboard square.

>examine

It is perhaps two inches square and the brown of recycled paper. In blue-black ink, it reads, “Do not let fear keep you from showing up where you are meant to be.”

>take

You have already taken the cardboard fortune.

>go east

You turn from the fortune teller, whose eyes have gone white and filmy. You join the crush of people and allow the crowd to carry you even deeper into the carnival.

>look

You reach a juncture. The booths and stalls reach to the right and left. To the right are various rides—a plastic dome filled with hover-bumpers, a revolving wheel of pinned horses, a children’s roller coaster shaped like a giant caterpillar. To the left are more food stands, and there—you see a familiar flash of white and red.

>go left

You turn left. You see a games stall with an abundance of stuffed-animal toys hanging from the back wall: giraffes and bunnies and yes—polar bears holding hearts.

>go to game

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>examine game

You walk closer to the game stand. The goal is to topple a stack of metal bottles with a heavy rubber ball.

A teenage boy has just paid the woman behind the counter, who sets five green balls down in front of him. The boy is lanky and dark-haired. He wears a two-color jumpsuit with plastic stars on the collar. Like an old version of the Space Fleet uniform. He rolls one of the balls in his hand, then throws it toward the stacked bottles. It’s not a bad throw, but the pyramid only shudders. None of the bottles fall over.


	(1) Move on to see the rest of the carnival

	(2) Ask the boy if you can throw one

	(3) Examine the bottles with your OX suit



>3

As the boy lifts the second ball, you use the OX suit computer to look at the pyramid of bottles. They’re weighted, the weights cleverly distributed so that the player would have to hit a specific bottle at a specific angle to get it all to fall. Like the way an arch depends on the keystone.

The boy throws the second and third balls without knocking over any bottles.


	(1) Move on to the rest of the carnival

	(2) Ask the boy if you can throw one

	(3) Keep watching



>3

He picks up the fourth ball, and as he winds up for the throw, another group of teens jostles forward. They are dressed as Greek gods and goddesses in crisply draped togas. One of them—you assume he’s dressed as Thor—wears a glove that lets him shoot tiny sparks of electricity.

He clamps his hand on the shoulder of the boy dressed as a starship officer from a TV show and says, “Good to see you, ‘man.’ ” His voice, when he says “man,” is facetious, and his hand crackles with electricity, so that the first boy flubs his throw.

Thor laughs and the people with him laugh too, and the first boy squares his shoulders and says, “Yeah. Sure.” And then he twists away from the gods and goddesses and slips into the crowd, leaving one ball left unthrown.


	(1) Follow him

	(2) Confront Thor

	(3) Throw the ball



>3

You slide into the first boy’s spot and pick up the ball before the woman behind the counter can sweep it away. You toss it in your palm once, twice—calculating the spin and the force. And then you let it fly. The pyramid comes crashing down.

The woman behind the counter asks which prize you’d like.

>polar bear

She uses a long metal hook to release one of the heart-holding bears from the wall and hands it over. It’s slippery in your gloved hands.

>look

The carnival swims with lights and sounds. Clanging bells, flickering colors. You turn in a circle, clutching the polar bear toy. Everywhere people, laughing and pressing and together. Pairs and clusters and circles. Together. You cannot see where the first boy has gone.

>go east

You cannot go east. That way is blocked by stalls.

>go south

You turn back the way you came, past the food stalls and other games. You reach a juncture. To the right is the direction you first came from. Straight ahead are the rides.

>go straight

You keep walking. People bump against you. They are like a messy tide.

>look

The jumble of costumes flavors the scene with a sense of unreality. Wherever here is. You think of the Diana, with its waiting cargo of silent bodies. You think of the Garland, locked onto Diana’s hull. You think of Fleet’s orders, of Elijah and her bird. What does the Portal want from you here?

>it has to do with the boy

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

As you stand, a fixed point amid the swirling crowds, you catch a glimpse of the boy’s costume. He’s getting in line at the Ferris wheel.

>go to ferris wheel

You make your way through the crowd to stand in line behind the boy.

“I see you were more successful than I was,” he says. He gestures at the bear.


	(1) Offer him the bear

	(2) Ask his name

	(3) Say nothing



>2

“What’s your name?” you ask.

“Ira,” he says. “What’s yours?”

“California, but you can call me Cal.”

“There was a trick to the bottles, wasn’t there?” he asks. “Not that I’m saying you don’t have a good throw or something.”


	(1) Ask, “What makes you say that?”

	(2) Ask, “Why did that boy bother you?”



>1

“What makes you say that?”

“The physics were wrong. I may not be, like, on the baseball team, but I can throw, and I can tell when things aren’t behaving according to the rules. I just couldn’t work out what rules they were following.”


	(1) Explain the trick of the weights

	(2) Ask if he had any theories



>2

The line for the carousel creeps forward. You don’t have any tickets or tokens. You ask Ira, “Did you have any theories about why it didn’t fall?”

“You sound like my comp-sci teacher,” Ira says, but he says it without any irritation. “I thought maybe they either had a microgravity field or something. Or that the weight was off somehow. I knew there had to be a reason the bottles were opaque.”

“It was the weight,” you say. You explain the keystone bottle to him.

“Are you, like, a former carnie or something?” he asks.


	(1) Say, “Something like that.”

	(2) Say, “No, but I’ve had some experience with physics.”

	(3) Say, “I had a friend who explained it to me once.”



>2

“No,” you say, “but I have some experience with physics.”

“Cool,” Ira says. “I like physics. I think it’s funny how we talk about rules all the time in physics, but rules imply, like, an external structure. When really it’s just truths.”

The line has crept forward again. Ira looks around, as though he is looking for someone.

When you reach the front of the line, the worker asks, “Single or double?”

Ira turns to you. “Sorry, I’m saving a spot for a friend,” and then dashes forward. He gives his token to the worker and then climbs into the bubble-shaped car by himself. The door closes, the carousel rotates.

“Token?” the worker asks you.


	(1) Pretend to look for a token in your suit

	(2) Apologize and step out of line



>2

“Sorry,” you say. “I was just waiting in line with him.” And you step to the side.

>look

The carousel begins to rotate above you. The central disk, perhaps forty feet across, spins so rapidly that it becomes a blur. At the edge, another disk spins at a slower rate. And radiating off the center are the clear bubble seats, apparently suspended in the air, gently circling. Up and down. Around and around.

>examine

You cannot get any closer to the machinery of the Ferris wheel.

>look

The carousel’s rotation slows, so that each bubble has a moment poised at the apex. You can imagine the view is beautiful. Ira is the only one riding alone.

The ride worker begins to cycle through the bubbles, letting off riders who have used up their token and loading those in line. When he gets to Ira’s bubble, Ira hands him another token. Ira looks out at the line, at the crowd, clearly waiting for someone.


	(1) Leave Ira and go back into the rest of the carnival

	(2) Keep watching



>2

You watch another turn of the Ferris wheel. Night has fallen fully now, and the clear bubbles glint with reflected carnival lights as they rise and fall. You look at the crowd. In line, you see a couple dressed in 1960s bell-bottoms and psychedelic shirts. They lean into one another, hands in each other’s back pockets.

Ira’s bubble returns to the loading area. Again, he gives the worker a token and looks out expectantly.


	(1) Try to slip into the bubble without the worker noticing

	(2) Keep watching



>1

You maneuver under the barrier and try to move quickly but not too obviously toward Ira’s bubble before the door closes.

“Hey!” the worker calls at you.

You make eye contact with Ira, who calls to the worker, “I’ve already paid for this ride, get over it.” And then you are inside the bubble and the door is closed and the worker shrugs and rolls his eyes.

The Ferris wheel circles upward.

“Hey,” Ira says.


	(1) Say, “Thanks for letting me on.”

	(2) Say, “Sorry for making him yell at you.”

	(3) Ask, “Who were you waiting for?”



>1

“Thanks for letting me on,” you say.

Ira shrugs. Whatever spark animated him in the rebuke of the Ferris wheel attendant seems to have dampened.

The Ferris wheel swings slowly upward, then stops so that the bubbles below can be loaded. Swing and stop. Swing and stop.


	(1) Ask, “Who were you waiting for?”

	(2) Say nothing



>1

“Who were you waiting for?” you ask.

Ira shrugs again. The youthfulness of his expression and demeanor are at odds with his face and his height: a glimpse at the child within. He gazes fixedly out the bubble.

Swing and stop. Swing and stop.


	(1) Ask, “Do you know how the Ferris wheel works?”

	(2) Say nothing



>2

You say nothing.

Below, they have finished loading the bubbles and the Ferris wheel begins its slow rotation. It is strange, to be suspended in the air in the clear bubble, but also to be subject to gravity. You press your gloved hand to the glass and squint at the disks spinning at the center of the Ferris wheel. It looks like a Kushner-Nguyen machine, although you don’t think either Kushner or Nguyen has been born yet, at this moment in this carnival.

Ira, noticing you watching the Ferris wheel mechanism, says, “No one knows why it works. You know, whatever ‘rule’ it’s following. It just works.”


	(1) Ask, “Do you have any theories?”

	(2) Ask, “How do we trust it then?”



>1

“Do you have any theories?” you ask.

Ira nods. Some of the animation has come back into him. “I think it has to do with probabilities.”

“What do you mean?” you ask.

“It’s run by a quantum computer, right? Only a handful of qubits, but that’s enough. And I think that, basically, the computer is able to create a sort of fold in reality where it’s possible for the carts to float.”

He’s almost exactly described a Kushner-Nguyen machine: a type of technology so advanced that it seems like magic. The narrowly focused Kushner-Nguyen machine can be calibrated to alter a thin slice of reality. And then you wonder: Is that what the Portal does?


	(1) Ask, “How did you figure it out?”

	(2) Ask, “Are we in a different reality, then?”



>2

“Are we in a different reality, then?” you ask. It’s a question from your own time, one scientists and philosophers have debated with no real answer.

Ira grins. “It’s a trick question.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, our experience of the world is built around all these electrical signals we get from the brain, right? And over the course of our lives, they build patterns in our brain—connections.”

You think of the patterns that make up your life, have imprinted on your mind. You think of the diminishing battery in the OX suit, the silent passengers on the Diana, and the way that, for all the complexity and importance of those patterns, they will disappear without a trace when you die.

He continues, “That record of electrical impulses is each person’s individual reality. Maybe big parts of it overlap with other people’s realities, but some of it doesn’t. Some of it is just mine, or just yours. So, there are as many realities as there are people, and each one is different. I don’t think we can ever ‘leave’ our reality. We create our reality.” He finishes on a strong, confident note and then immediately looks unsure, as if it’s the first time he’s ever articulated this theory to another person. “That’s just what I kind of think,” he says.


	(1) Say, “It’s a smart theory.”

	(2) Ask, “Who were you waiting for?”

	(3) Say nothing



>1

“It’s a smart theory,” you say.

“Thanks,” Ira replies.

>look

You both gaze out into the distance. Night inks the sky, but the dazzling carnival lights blot out the stars. Beyond the bubble, the world radiates a theatrical happiness.

“I was waiting for a friend,” Ira says. He keeps his gaze on the distance.


	(1) Say, “A friend?”

	(2) Ask, “Why do you think he didn’t come?”

	(3) Say nothing



>3

You say nothing, just give Ira space.

He continues, “Matt. He said he would meet me.” There is something tight and brittle coiling inside his voice when he says his friend’s name.


	(1) Ask, “Why do you think he didn’t come?”

	(2) Say nothing



>2

The silence between you feels tentative, unsure.

“I’m such a dumbass,” Ira says.


	(1) Say, “No you’re not.”

	(2) Say, “What do you mean?”

	(3) Say nothing



>2

“What do you mean?” you ask.

Ira shakes his head. “It was supposed to be—we got matching costumes and everything. It was supposed to be like a date.” He gets quieter. “Or whatever.”


	(1) Say, “I’m sorry.”

	(2) Ask, “Why do you think he didn’t come?”

	(3) Say nothing



>2

“Why do you think he didn’t come?” you ask.

“He probably thinks I’m dumb.”

“Oh?”

“He probably realized that he didn’t want to be associated with a faggot like me.” Ira’s tone is suddenly sharp, jagged.

You say nothing, stunned by his self-hatred.

“You probably wish you weren’t stuck in here with me now, too,” he says.

You can sense his anger, like a sharp-toothed thing, constantly turning inward, biting and biting itself.


	(1) Say, “No, I don’t wish I was somewhere else.”

	(2) Say, “Maybe that’s not why he didn’t come.”

	(3) Say nothing



>1

“No,” you say, “I don’t wish I was somewhere else.” And it is true. You don’t wish yourself back onto the Garland, or even back on the surface with Elijah. You are right where you are supposed to be.

“Right,” he sniffles. He says it like he doesn’t believe you.


	(1) Say nothing

	(2) Say, “You’re a scientist. What does the evidence show you?”



>2

“You’re a scientist,” you say to him. “What does the evidence show you?”

“What?”

“The evidence. The reality we can agree on,” you insist.

“Evidence about what?” he asks.

“About me, to start.”

He pauses. “You’re here,” he says.

“I am here, and you did not coerce me to join you on the Ferris wheel in any way.”

He nods. “You could have walked away.”

“So what does the evidence suggest?”

“You want to be here.”

“And what about your friend?”

“He didn’t come, so he didn’t want to be here.” He grows bitter again.

“Could something have stopped him from coming?”

“Yeah, his total disgust with me.”

“What happened at the game stall?” you ask.

Ira makes a face. “Jock bigots.”

“Do they bother Matt, too?”

“No.” He shakes his head. “They don’t know he hangs out with me.”

“Could he be afraid?” you ask.

Ira lets out a long, slow breath. “Yes,” he says. “But so am I.”

“But you showed up,” you say.

“Yeah, and he didn’t.”

You nod. You cannot fix that his friend—his date—disappointed him. Cannot fix the bullies. That is a reality far bigger than one person.

“Do you still want to be his friend?” you ask.

“Hah.” Ira flexes his hand against his thigh. “Yes,” he says. “I guess. Yeah.”

The Ferris wheel has finished its rotations; you can see the doors opening, the people laughing and tumbling out.

“Then maybe you have to take him and his fear,” you say. “Maybe you have to show him what it means to show up even when you’re afraid. How to enjoy the ride as yourself.”

“Maybe,” Ira says. But his “maybe” sounds more like a “yes” than a “no.”

You start to nod, and as you do, you realize that you are not on the Ferris wheel anymore, not back in time. You are standing in the dark room at the bottom of the tunnel.

>look





    CHAPTER 35

2586, SUMMER

NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN

After Shula had left, Yesiko shut the pilothouse door and did not come out all day. She could tack the lines and steer the rudder from there, listen to the radio to see if anyone was behind them. Babylon carried a cloud with her, away from the coast of Hopeagain.

Yesiko thought of the thousand ways she had fouled her life, the unkindnesses and violences she’d spread across the world. They chewed darkly on her. She had come north to steal Chaya, but could she? She could not. She had come north to save Root, and she could not do that, either.

She came out only when she was sure the others were asleep in their bunks, and even then she walked softly so as not to wake them. She looked at the leftover spiced char and herb-flecked rice in the galley’s coolbox but took only a canister of water and some hard tack, then snuck back to her post.

In daylight, the others came up onto the deck, but no one tried to join Yesiko in the pilothouse. It was better that way, she decided. She wanted a seawall against their stiffness, their distrust and her guilt, perhaps, or perhaps she wanted to hide her own sadness, her own shame that she had failed each of them in one way or another.

Shame can drive a person outward, corkscrewing their anger so they never have to look at themselves. Or it can flip a person inside out so they are blind to everything but their own failures. They can become mired in either pose, or they can see through the mess and to the other side.

For a week, Yesiko balanced there, between movement and mire. In the long night hours, she sometimes sat on the deck and spoke to herself, or perhaps she spoke to the sea, or to Babylon. It was Babylon’s need for attention that gave her a reason to keep living. She spoke stories Root had told her since childhood. “I remember,” she whispered to herself. It was how he always began. Remembering.

She dug damaged sails out from storage, and in the daytime she repaired old tears. She caulked the joins of bulkheads, spliced worn lines. There were things to be done, and she could do them. She tried not to think beyond that.

The thoughts came anyway: her guilt, yes, but also questions. Who would she be, if Root died? Where would they go from here, on the other side of the world? How could she captain a boat with a crew who hated her for what she’d done? Did they hate her? Could Shula and Tov forgive her? And it was these questions that drove her to speak Root’s collected tales into the night air.

Perhaps it was the part of her that could summon the bitter taste of maror that knew: the telling held the answers, or if not answers, then some kind of ease. She remembered far more than she’d realized: folktales and creation myths and superstitious legends. And in the telling—to Babylon, to herself—she began to feel a new calm.



Outside the pilothouse, the others moved in a staccato rhythm, none of them sure what the future held. An unlucky air clung to Babylon, and everyone felt it. The stars above were unfamiliar; the wooden rooster at the bow cracked in half from cold; the sun rose relentlessly red behind them.

In the hydrobay, the aeration system in one of the fish tanks malfunctioned, and Shula discovered, one morning, a tank full of dead fish, pale bellies floating upward. She fed their bodies not into the composter, but back over the side of Babylon, in a kind of penance.

Tov, in repairing a solar connection, crossed two wires and electrocuted himself so that he was unconscious for some time on the deck, and came below sunburned. The short ruined one of the galley’s burners. There was nothing to be done for the melted coil, and he refused Yesiko’s offer of balm for his face.

Root strayed less and less often from his spot in the salon: a corner seat behind the folding table, wrapped always in blankets, with a long line connecting him back to his workshop. When Tov shorted the stovetop, Root, too, fainted, although no one was there to see.

Chaya had installed itself at the base on the mast, sitting with its knees pressed to its chest. Its faceplate remained blank.

They sailed north and west and the world around them froze. The steady, frigid wind, which propelled them, also cut through every passage within the boat. The gray seas broke sharply against the cold hull. At some point, in the night, sheets of thin sea ice appeared on the waves, parting to make way for Babylon before sliding closed behind them. Yesiko marked their position on her map, trying to estimate or guess how far the ice might stretch, how much thicker it might become before they reached warmer waters.

Babylon carried with it its own stupefied cold, an immobilizing distance between the members of its crew. Shula, in her anger, Root his pain, Tov his uncertainty, Yesiko her shame, and Chaya—Chaya, a huddled form beneath the mast, bereft.



It was as they passed a place the map called Nuuk, where in the distance Yesiko could make out the ominous pale silhouettes of glaciers, that Panim darted out of the pilothouse door when Yesiko opened it to check the rigging. Frozen sea spray encased the deck, the lines, even the stiff bodies of the sails. Panim, her brindle tail raised and alert, leaped up to her favorite perch on the spar, but finding it too slippery to settle, launched herself again higher—and again—until she found the joint between the main yard and the mast, where she cried piteously.

Panic flooded Yesiko’s body. Balancing carefully on the slick deck, she stepped toward the mast. Chaya huddled there as usual, unmoving, rimed in ice.

“Panim,” Yesiko called. “Panim.” The cat would slip and fail to catch herself, would be swept overboard.

The cat only mewed and huddled against the mast.

Yesiko gauged the distance, the stiff lines, her own stiff limbs. She would have to climb. She swore, stomped her tingling feet, and prepared to make her way up the mast.

Height amplified every rocking movement of the boat. Panim had begun shivering by the time Yesiko reached her. Together they swayed through the air like a pendulum. Below: the hard deck, the churning waves.

“Here we go, little one,” Yesiko said. Her teeth chattered. The heavy, full sail bulged beside her. She kept her right hand wrapped in the line and reached out with her left to scruff Panim. Once she had the cat tucked into her half-open coveralls, she could use both hands to climb down.

But as she did so, either frost or the cold’s creeping numbness loosened her grasp on the line, and a change in the wind whipped the edge of the sail against her body, and she fell heavily, the rope tore icily through her fingers, down—until she managed to stop her fall.

She hung from one arm, twenty feet up, her feet slipping without purchase at the mast. From her arm—her shoulder—a searing, impossible pain radiated. Panim dug needled claws into her chest. Yesiko took in gasp after gasp of breath, and the air burned her lungs.

She grappled with her other arm for the line and managed to control her slide the final distance to the deck. Her left arm, which had caught her fall, hung by her side, and she found she could not move it.

She tottered into the galley. My shoulder, she thought, it’s out of joint. But Panim, at least, was safe.

No one below had noticed anything was amiss. Root, seated behind the table, did not open his eyes at her entrance. Tov stood in the galley with a mug of tea and watched her wordlessly as she unzipped her coveralls and sent the yowling Panim tumbling out.

“I need you to put my shoulder back in,” Yesiko said.

“Back in?”

“I fell coming down the mast.” Yesiko kept her gaze from Root, who had not moved or responded at all. “I need you to put the joint back.”

Tov shook his head. “I don’t know how.” He looked down at his hands, frightened. “What if I hurt you?”

“I’m hurt now.” She waved her right hand at her dangling left arm.

“I’ll get Shula.” Tov put down his mug and went out before Yesiko could protest. She did not want to face Shula, much less ask her for help.

But then Shula was there. “I’ll take care of it,” she said to Tov, whose face relaxed. She turned to Yesiko. “You’ll have to tell me what to do.”

So Yesiko described what Shula should feel for and how to pull the arm, and Shula put her hands on the already-swelling joint, tentatively at first, and then with confidence, as Yesiko’s face grew paler and Yesiko insisted, and she snapped Yesiko’s arm backward, and the shoulder dropped sickeningly into place, and Yesiko cried out in pain and relief.

All Yesiko could do was breathe. She gingerly rotated her left hand, flexed her elbow, raised her arm. In the pain’s wake came gratitude for Shula’s calm, her willingness to do what had to be done.

“Better?” Shula asked.

Yesiko nodded. “Hurts but yes, better.” She paused. “Thank you.”

“Tov can make you some broth,” Shula said. “Rest a minute.”

So Tov heated a pot of fishy broth on the working burner, and Yesiko sat beside the sleeping Root. Panim, having bathed herself, sprang up on the counter to supervise Tov as he cooked.

“I couldn’t have managed it alone,” Yesiko said.

“No,” Shula replied. She pulled a bowl of challah dough from the cabinet above the stovetop and brought it to the counter to braid. “Only a surprise to you. But none of us can.” And she smiled a little at Yesiko.



The silence between the humans on board had been broken, and Yesiko began to take her meals in the salon with the others. She and Tov worked together to shake the ice from the lines in the mornings. His steadiness reminded her of Root—except that in all the moments when Tov worked quietly, Root would have been storying: I remember a time when…

It became clear that in Yesiko’s absence and Root’s decline—for he had declined, tipping into himself, or perhaps into the boat—Shula had taken over the galley. A crew needed food the way sails needed wind. Shula coaxed Root to take a bite or two at each meal. Panim curled onto his lap; he pet her without opening his eyes.

Yesiko thought of the circle he had been carving only weeks ago, the snake swallowing its own tail. Ouroboros. A thing with no end. And yet here he was, and his whole countenance seemed to radiate ending. She couldn’t bear it, although she understood that a captain must bear hard things. And as they sailed onward, Yesiko had never felt so adrift. They had no destination, no score to claim or treasure to seek, no deliveries, no deadlines, only the hope that they would discover their purpose.





    CHAPTER 36

Certainly they all felt a change come through Babylon after Yesiko’s accident. Her betrayal of Chaya had laid a film over the boat, like a wax that sealed in all the bad. She’d let it harden, let it close over her too, so it felt for that time like she could not move from inside the choice, and in that time she neglected the blessings, the rituals of superstition. But now an ease loosened the boat. Despite her stiff shoulder, Yesiko went energetically through the passageways again. She broke up the flat cakes of salt in the drying pans and sprinkled piles in the corners. For luck and protection. The hydrobay yielded its first crop of kale, and Shula massaged the dark leaves with oil and they sat around the table, eating the miraculous, cobbled greens. Tov managed to find a coil of old wire and fashioned a knotted vest that could be charged to hold heat so that whoever was out on deck stayed warm. In the evenings, Panim settled on Root’s lap.

Even the weather reflected the change on board, and the spray seemed to freeze less slickly, the wind to cut less desperately, the horizon to reveal itself more fully through Yesiko’s binoculars. Or perhaps it was only that the ease between the crew made the indifferent patterns of nature feel less personal, less punishing.

Root began to speak a little, though never in response to questions. Sometimes he spoke to himself, or to a younger Yesiko, the Yesiko who used to sit on the deck with him as the sun rose. He told old, familiar tales of kingdoms and journeys. And Yesiko and Tov and Shula sat with him in the evenings and listened, and when he finished speaking, sometimes Shula or Tov would have their own memory or yarn to tell, and this seemed to make Root comfortable enough to drift off to sleep.

Every day took them farther from Chante. According to the old map, they had passed the northern pole, the top of the world. To the west, they should have seen islands: the northern edge of a continent that stretched farther south than the map showed; but there was only more sea in every direction.

Still, Chaya remained immobile at the base of the mainmast.



The hydrobay smelled of compost and dirt and the tang of fish. Shula was there, repotting seedlings. Two tanks covered in a gentle green riot of leaves lined each of the walls, rocking gently in the cradles that allowed them to move with the boat. Below the stalks of mint, spinach, and bok choy, Yesiko knew, were clay balls mixed with coconut fibers and compost that held the roots and allowed the plants to feed on nitrogen produced by the tilapia in the water. Before Shula had come aboard, one of the tanks had lain empty and the other had held only a handful of sickly fish. Both had been scummy with dried algae, their tubing dirty and cracked.

“You’ve made a change in here, hey.” Yesiko bent to examine a half-furled leaf.

Shula pushed her hair away from her face with the back of her hand. “Performed a miracle, is what I did.”

Yesiko smiled. “It’s good.”

“It is.”

“I’ve been thinking,” Yesiko said, watching Shula massage the seedlings’ tangled roots, “about where we might go next. I thought I’d ask what you thought, and we could talk it through.”

Shula looked up from the green shoots.

Yesiko shrugged. “I’ve no idea what we might find on the other side of the world. My maps are old. Who knows if there’s even land left where they say there is.”

“What does Chaya say?”

“Nothing. The Aye says nothing.”

Shula pushed her hair back again. “My mam had me and Tov in New Lagos. She didn’t want us, though. She thought we would ease whatever it was gnawed at her. But as soon as we were weaned, she left us as often as she could…After a time, Grandmam and Chaya came looking. Never gave up on finding us. We shouldn’t give up on them.”

“The astronaut, you mean?” Yesiko asked.

Shula lifted a shoulder. “We shouldn’t give up on Chaya. The astronaut isn’t…We shouldn’t let Chaya disappear into themself.”

Yesiko shifted. She thought of the bones that had brought her the jewelry, which had brought her to the pawnshop and to Shula and Tov and Chaya. The bodies—the people—that had carried those bones in life, the stories those people loved, they were lost now, but they propelled her forward, even now. And they had brought her here, to the top of the world, tipping over into unknown seas.

She thought of the dark place in her soul that the hum had shown her. The place where there was no hope, the place from which Root had saved her.

“We’ll keep looking,” she said finally.



Yesiko found Chaya huddled at the base of the mast. The robot’s white skin was marbled with irregular circles of gray. Its blank faceplate pointed west, toward the bowsprit.

Yesiko settled into a squat beside the robot. Cold radiated up from the deck, through her layered coveralls and jacket. She’d brought a piece of Root’s driftwood with her and her own hooked knife. She had an eye on carving a new cornice for the pilothouse.

“I bet you don’t know the tale of Ethan and Nima,” she said. “Root is the better storyteller, but he is…he is. So I’ll tell it to you.” She should have felt silly, speaking into the blue air to the faceless robot, but she did not. She launched into the telling, not looking at Chaya, focusing instead on her carving. “Ethan and Nima were brothers whose farms grew on opposite sides of the same hill. They were beautiful farms, green and golden. A hill, Root says, is a wave made of earth. When I was little, it made me feel more at home when we went ashore to think of land as like the sea.” She rubbed her thumb against the curve of the driftwood.

“The king was jealous of Ethan and Nima’s hill, because from its peak you could see, in the distance, the tower where a beautiful and independent widow lived. So the king made up criminal charges against Ethan and Nima, seized their farms, and threw them in jail.”

Yesiko looked across the deck, out over the water. The ocean was the freest place she knew, and yet the robot beside her remained trapped, and by what she did not know.

“In jail,” she continued, “Ethan wept and raged and paced and could not stop yelling. He spun from anger to despair and back again. He wept for his farm, for his house, for his sheep and his orchards. Sometimes this is the part where Root makes Ethan sound petty, and small, but when I think of how I would feel if Chante took Babylon—” Her hands rested in the carving. She blinked. “Ethan gave himself over to his feelings. But across their cell, Nima was stone-faced. He took inventory of everything they had: their clothes, the thin mattresses, the bowls for food, the weeds growing in the cracks between the bricks, the hair on their heads.” Yesiko’s own dark plaits had become, over the years, more silver than brown. Her mother’s hair.

“Nima did not let despair weigh him down. That’s partly why Root likes him so much. Nima made things: a thin, strong rope. A slingshot to catch rats for eating. From his own red-brown hair, he wove a cloth no larger than his hand. He used the rope to hang his haircloth from the window. ‘What use is it to build our strength?’ Ethan complained. ‘What use is a tiny flag?’ ” Overhead, Babylon’s own flag waved brightly.

“Nima only told Ethan to be patient, all through autumn and winter, until the first days of spring, when they were awoken by a rattling sound. Someone had thrown a grappling hook over the edge of their window, and from the hook hung a rope ladder. Because Nima’s rats had kept them strong, they were able to clamber down the ladder. A group of cloaked men waited for them below and whisked them away without the guards being any the wiser. ‘What is happening?’ Ethan cried. ‘Be patient,’ said Nima.” Yesiko looked down at the Aye’s blank face. It had not moved or changed at all, and yet Yesiko felt, strongly, a sense of attention and focus.

“The cloaked men took them to a carriage that traveled through the dark night and all the next day. Ethan, whose mind had grown disordered inside the jail cell, had to be comforted over and over. When they stepped out of the carriage, the land outside was familiar but somehow strange. When Ethan turned, he could see there, in the distance, was his brother’s farm and the rise of the hill that hid his own farm. They were at the tower of the beautiful and shrewish widow. This is the part of the story that always seems too convenient to me. Because Nima and the widow were in love. They had been exchanging letters before the king imprisoned them. It was she who had arranged for his escape. She knew where they were held by the flag Nima wove from his own hair. She offered Ethan a farm on her own estate, but his mind was not well and so he lived in the tower with Nima and the widow, and gardened and wandered, and everyone—Nima, the widow, eventually their children—was gentle with him. Patient. Root told me about Ethan and Nima to teach me patience, I think.”

“It is about purpose,” Chaya said in its strange, choral voices. “About how purpose can keep us alive.” Its holographic face flickered. The features wavered and then steadied. Yesiko’s face looked back at her. “Thank you,” Chaya said. “We had never heard that story before.”





    CHAPTER 37

2098

SAHYADRI MOUNTAINS

58 YEARS BEFORE THE VILLA

This, we begin to remember now, perhaps unlocked by Yesiko’s story of those who come back for the ones they love: Long ago, before we searched for water near Mount Atzmon or stood outside the city with Yusuf, a dam near the base of the Sahyadri Mountains began to crack. Engineers drafted plans to repair the old, concrete wall, which held back billions of gallons of water. The engineers took the plans to the town council, who took them to the governor, who wore brightly colored saris and kept a hamsa around her neck at all times. To buy themselves time, the engineers released more water from the dam. The water, starved of oxygen, rushed downstream, suffocating fish and plants as it went. The river ran full of white-bellied corpses.

In the town on the floodplain below, the human dead had long outnumbered the living: more of them every year were nestled beneath the rich, brown-black earth. Their gravestones tasted the balsam air, while the living drifted—one by one—to cities, to far coasts, to distant continents chasing promises of wealth. Who remained? The Mir family with their horse farm. The Satamkar family with their grocery store. The schoolteacher. The Saturday oil-pressers: a dozen families whose fathers and grandfathers and great-grandfathers had all crossed the bimah to become bar mitzvah, who loved the cliffs, the antlered grasses, the swell of rains through the rocks, who did not bemoan the lack of cell towers or drone delivery, but enjoyed their mountain silence. Their ambitions were small, could be contained in just these few miles of life, which had always felt too small to Solomon.

The governor came to a decision: the reservoir would be drained, the dam pulled down, the town relocated to higher ground. Dams, she thought, were technology of the past. The future lay in solar panels and wind turbines. Perhaps she understood that water has a will of its own that is folly to fight. The engineers planned for the dam’s destruction and the town council planned for the move. Replacement land was purchased and granted to everyone. The horses moved restlessly in the trailers as trucks hauled them up toward the flattop mountains. In the heat, a construction crew with heavy equipment performed two small miracles: they loaded both the Satamkar Grocery and the small, whitewashed synagogue onto the back of a groaning truck, which sent up clouds of dust as it, too, wound toward the town’s new home.

But what was to be done about the dead? Hundreds of graves patterned the hillsides. Engravings worn smooth from decades of monsoon seasons. Some of the dead had lain there for two hundred years. It was David Salem who first asked the question of the schoolteacher as they stood and watched the horses being driven into the trailers. The schoolteacher didn’t know. The question spread. Soon everyone was whispering it, all across the town. What will be done for the dead? Would they be left to the heavy, deep water, as it worked its cold fingers through the dirt?

Majali Helluga shook her head: no, she could not let her mother and her brothers, her grandparents and her great-aunts and uncles, her many cousins, she could not let the water have them. She picked up the phone and called her son, Solomon the lawyer.

When his mother called, Solomon purchased two plane tickets and we flew with him to Pune, from—we cannot remember where the journey began. We remember, though, that he could have put us in freight for the flight, but he did not. The journey unnerved him, and he asked us to speak of Lieutenant Solo. “Good morning, Lieutenant. Although it is not technically morning: ‘morning’ implies a sun-star rising after a period of darkness, and in our current location, there are no sun-stars close enough to provide the light that one might call ‘daylight.’ Nonetheless, it seems like an appropriate greeting given your emergence…”

In Pune, he rented a car and drove us west. In the car, he instructed us to “buckle up, in case” and checked the strap across our chest. He treated us like a person; that was how he was in the world, very like our creator. What unnerved him, he explained to us, was not just the flying, but coming home. He had studied and traveled, made a difference in the world, but he had failed to return and stay home, as his mother had always wished.

We drove through a bank of soft, mountain mist as we arrived; its blank whiteness seemed almost like it had risen from the town’s erasure. Solomon was staggered; he leaned on our offered arm as we walked to his mother’s house. The whole town council waited in Majali’s living room: four men with four different mustaches but the same sad eyes.

“What good will he do?” one said.

“Hush,” Majali said. She smoothed Solomon’s hair with her fingertips.

“What is it?” another asked. They pointed at me. Dark lashes framed their doubtful gazes.

“Chaya,” Solomon said simply. “Chaya is here to help.” He did not explain more. Solomon knew we did not bring special skills or abilities suited to this task. We were simply there, with him, with them.

We went before the governor and Solomon made his case, much like he had made many cases in his career: an essential part of the people’s identity would be lost if their ancestors were left to drown under the river. He quoted from halakha, which was not the law of the country but was the law of the people in the town. As they listened, the town council’s postures straightened, their eyes took on a slight brightness. The words of Maimonides and the sages were a rope that kept them safely tethered to history, the way Shabbat kept them tethered to each other, and themselves. It seemed, to us, an artificial inflation—what balm could these voices from the past offer?

But the governor was convinced and said that she would delay the destruction of the dam to allow the town to retrieve their ancestors.

Majali raised up on her toes and kissed Solomon’s cheek when he had finished. “See,” she said, “you had to go away and learn all the things you needed to come home.”

In the morning, everyone tore a ribbon and pinned it to their breast. They came to stand at the edge of the graveyard, where the town council said a prayer. Some carried shovels. All kept a kerchief in their pocket; it was a day for weeping. No man was to dig for a mother or father or sibling. Any man could ask another to dig the grave of his grandparents or great-grandparents—to disinter the body of an ancestor is too great a burden to bear. They spoke in hushed whispers: Who will bring up my mother, will you? Who will lift forth my child, will you?

Sun turned the air into a thick soup. Majali worked alongside her son to uncover the body of a Kehimkar, and her braid’s loose curls lay wet against her cheek and neck. Solomon dug and wept beside her, and he was glad he had come. We, too, dug. We used our hands, which are strong. We shimmied down the cascading edges of graves and helped to lever the caskets upward. Over each body, a councilmember prayed. We bowed our head as he spoke. We began to understand the tether of the traditions, of the history. We wondered: the others like us—would they remember any of their own history, our shared history, when they arrived on Planet X?

A woman traveled from casket to casket. She used a soft brush to wipe the dirt away and then wrote the name of the deceased with a chalk pencil. No one unnamed or lost. Even when the diggers tired, they rested only long enough to get water or something to eat before they returned to their work. We marveled at their care. We worked alongside them until the moon had risen and all the bodies of the dead—ancestors, remembered and long gone—lay in their caskets, ready to be brought to the town’s new home. Each one known, prayed for, loved. Their memories told over and over until they were woven into the knowing and the being of everyone who listened, us among them.
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LOAD“DAYSSINCE*”,8,1

SEARCHING FOR DAYSSINCE*

LOADING

READY

RUN

WHAT IS THE YEAR? 1983

WHAT IS THE MONTH? 8

WHAT IS THE DATE? 12

IT HAS BEEN 136 DAYS SINCE YOUR UNCLE DIED.



During my shifts at the record store, I play albums that aren’t on the corporate-mandated list: Vicious Circle, Bad Brains, Germfree Adolescents. Xander doesn’t say anything about it, but he does ask how the Hüsker Dü concert was.

“I missed it,” I say. “Friend drama.”

He nods, turns like he’s going back to his office, and says, “You might like Maximumrocknroll. It’s a zine. We don’t have it.” He shrugs apologetically. “But Orange will.”

After my shift I head to Orange at the other end of Vine and pick up Maximumrocknroll. In it there’s an interview with a band called Cloud Teeth. They say “fuck” and “homo” and “dyke.” The photocopied picture in the zine shows four women onstage, unposed, mid-motion so their elbows and necks and hips are bent with intensity and no regard for prettiness. I buy their cassette and play it over and over in my room at night. The guitar cuts through me; the lyrics stitch me together. I want to throw my whole body into the sound of it. If a person could be sound waves, those are the sound waves I want to be.



I think about Homebound. When I visit Bubbe, though, I don’t go onto the computer or get out the disks. I just turn the idea over in my mind. And I talk to her about you. More and more she drifts into the past, where you are alive.

Your notes gave the game a structure and a plot. The planet’s guardian will show Lieutenant Solo a portal; Solo will travel through the portal and complete different quests before returning. I have no idea how the functions and procedures are chained together. I have no idea how the game will end: Is it as simple as the generation ship being freed? No, you’d given Solo radiation damage. There’s no easy, happy ending, but I don’t mind that. I wouldn’t want one, anyway.



Pulling on a Circle Jerks tee one morning, something sharp scores a painful line over my collarbone, and when I yank the shirt back off and feel at the seam, I discover a silver charm in the shape of a book, with a diamond chip sparkling watchfully from its face: it belongs to Sheila’s charm bracelet. I used to count the shapes when I was little: the book, the warding lapis lazuli eye, the key, the Magen David, the smooth opal—my birthstone—set in a silver frame, the outline of a pomegranate. They were amulets, I imagined, keeping the essential parts of my mother safe.

At some point, she started to shake her wrist free when I reached for the charms, ready to wipe my fingerprints from the luminous, perfect silver.

Downstairs, Sheila shakes a teaspoon of sugar over her cut grapefruit. Next, I know, she will use a handheld torch to melt the top into glassy, caramelized submission. So precise, controlled, predictable.

“This is yours.” I put the charm on the counter beside her and go to the fridge for some orange juice.

“Who gave them to you?” I asked her once, after a girl at school showed off the charms she’d gotten for her birthday, each one from a different relative.

“I did,” she said firmly. “I bought them for myself.”

In the kitchen, she begins, “Where did you…?” then, putting the spoon down, lifts the silver book, which has black threads tangled in the clasp, where I had to cut my shirt to get it free. “What have you done to it?”

“It got caught in one of my shirts in the laundry.” Another version of me, even a few weeks ago, might have yanked down my collar to show her the angry red line the metal left on my skin, might have said, sarcastically, that she should take better care of her things, might even have kept the charm, just to annoy her. But now there’s a hollowness to the idea of picking a fight like that.

“Well,” she says. She runs her thumb over the book’s face. “Thank you.”



When I play the Cloud Teeth tape for Veronica, we’re sitting at her vanity. She’s doing my eyeliner. Our faces are close. It’s the first time we’ve hung out in a couple of weeks.

“What do you think?” I ask.

“Yeah, they’re pretty good.” She licks her finger and wipes beside my eye. Her breath smells like Juicy Fruit. “By the way,” she says, “Jack says that Patrick totally misses you.”

It isn’t that I’ve forgotten him, but that I’ve folded that part of myself up. Put it away to deal with later.

“You broke his heart!” She cups one hand behind my head with proprietary sureness. Her fingertips against my scalp. “Stay still or I’m going to stab you.” She keeps moving the pencil across the thin skin of my eyelid. When she finishes, we look at my face in the mirror together. “Vamp queen,” she says.

“Totally.” Cloud Teeth plays on in the background. I want to ask if she wants her own copy of the tape, if she, too, feels what I felt when I first heard them—but I don’t.

“Not that way,” Jack had said.



“I’m surprised you haven’t worn the tape through.” Xander nods at the speakers, where Cloud Teeth are playing. It’s late August, almost time to choose classes for the new semester.

I shrug. “They’re good. I found them in that zine you recommended.”

He slides something down the counter. It’s two tickets, paper-clipped together. “They’re playing in a couple of weeks. Indianapolis. Maybe this time friend drama won’t get in the way?” He’s already turning to go check something on the floor, and I’m glad because my throat feels thick, like I might cry.

“It’s ongoing.” I unclip the tickets and push one back toward him. “I just need one.”

“Understood. You’ll have a good time anyway, I think.”





    CHAPTER 39

2586, WINTER

ARCTIC OCEAN

They went down to the galley, Yesiko and the robot, and Chaya settled on the bench close to Root. If it had been human, Yesiko would have made it a cup of tea; it had been out there, in the cold, for so long. A wonder that it could move, speak, think.

“Where,” Chaya began. “Where are we? Where are we going?”

Shula, who leaned against a wall and massaged her palm, working out a stiffness, met Yesiko’s gaze.

“We’re north of Hopeagain, and west,” Yesiko said. “As to where we’re going…” She shrugged.

“We thought,” Shula picked up, “we thought maybe we could go back to where you came from, Chaya. Wherever that is. And if we went back”—she pushed off of the wall and came to sit across from the robot—“maybe we could find answers.”

“About Lieutenant Solo and Elijah?”

Shula looked at Yesiko again, then grasped Chaya’s hands in hers. “We’ll see.”

Chaya nodded.

“Do you remember? Where you’re from?” Shula asked.

“We are from…” Their voices trailed away. “We are from the Andes Islands in the south…”

“Good, that’s good.” Yesiko went to the nav station and ran her hand across the binders of maps, looking for the one that covered the southern oceans.

Chaya continued. “We are from Mount Atzmon.”

“Mount what?” Yesiko turned to Shula and Tov to see if they understood, but they both looked confused.

“We are from the Danube. We are from the frontier. We are from the mountains of Pune. We are from the city beneath glass.”

Yesiko looked at Chaya’s face, which was her own face, expressionless and strange. To Shula and Tov, she said, “It doesn’t know.” Her voice was soft, not unkind. “We will have to help it remember.”



They divided the labor of sailing: Shula and Tov splitting the daylight hours, Yesiko taking the night. She slept in the navigator’s chair in the pilothouse, waking every hour to scan the horizon before falling back into a light sleep. Every push of the wind took them farther from Chante and the world of hum. It also took them farther from any cure for Root.

Yesiko watched Shula swallow her anger at Chaya, at Yesiko herself, a process of maturation, of growing up. The anger had been misplaced at Chaya, anyway: there was no maliciousness in the fact that Chaya’s story wasn’t true. Shula admitted this to Yesiko. Her anger was rooted all along in fear. Fear that if there was no astronaut, no strange companion hurtling through space, then perhaps everything else had been a lie, too—the care with which Chaya had raised her, the very notion of love between an Aye and a person. But now Shula took the gray-skinned robot into the hydrobay with her.

“I remember when we sailed through the glowing seas, and you explained that the plankton were converting energy into light…” Shula spoke as she worked in the soil or adjusted the water flow in the fish tanks. “I remember when Tov broke his wrist falling from the Ruach’s rigging, before we came to Liana, and you carried him belowdecks. I don’t know if you could carry him now, he’s grown a bit…”

And at the end of each recounting, Shula pushed her white-streaked hair behind her ears and peered at Chaya, asking, “What do you remember?” but Chaya said nothing, or sometimes, “We are not sure.”

Panim followed her own feline routines. She spent the evenings curled in Root’s lap and the nights up in the pilothouse with Yesiko. In the mornings, she rode Chaya’s shoulders, insistently grooming the robot. Under her tongue, the Aye’s bleached skin would turn briefly dark gray. If Tov was in the engine room, Panim was there to supervise. At midday, when Shula took over in the pilothouse, Panim followed her inside, yowling and chattering at her feet. Shula had worried at first that the demanding mews were warnings, but Yesiko laughed and said, “She’s showing you around,” and Shula laughed too, and their laughter carried through the whole boat.

Yesiko had a theory of life aboard ships. Or perhaps it was merely a theory of life aboard Babylon. Afloat in a churning, unpredictable ocean, the only true bulwark against destruction was attention. Attention to the boat, to the sea. Attention to the storying. Yesiko took Chaya through the boat in hopes of freeing their memory, showing them every driftwood carving and wax-chalk drawing Root had made over the decades, each one a key to a memory or myth: intricate framing around the lockers, flowered handles on the galley cabinets, wooden figures emerging from the bench ends, sealed jars painted on the hatches for luck, a clattering wind chime of shells and carved wood hanging from a spar, every tackle and block painted with a sapphire eye. Yesiko should have felt impatient, but instead the time with Chaya brought on a thick, warm calm. What did she have to rush toward now? Nothing. Everything was right here.

In his quiet, focused way, Tov began to pry open the mystery of Chaya’s systems. He fetched Yesiko’s old mapping tablet from Imago and with Chaya’s help connected it to their programming, a window into the unknown. Endless lines of green text streamed across the tablet’s spider-cracked screen, all of it incomprehensible to Yesiko. Even Tov struggled to pick apart the byzantine internal architecture that Chaya called their “code.” What kind of computer, he wondered aloud, had ever been capable of processing such an onslaught of data?

“Whoever created them,” he explained to Yesiko, “knew something about the universe that we have lost.”



One evening, as Tov scrolled aimlessly through Chaya’s code and Yesiko worked on Root’s abandoned snake carving, Root stirred. For the first time in weeks, he began to speak.

“I remember the speaking heart,” Root said. He blinked slowly at Tov. “In the times before, a person with a failing heart could find a new one, from someone just dead, who no longer had need of it.

“One woman, who had spent her life feeling as though she were outside the world, received a heart when her own failed. The heart came from a scientist. The scientist had had a large family whom she had loved very much. And as the lonely woman recovered and her new heart healed, she found herself remembering things that had never happened to her, things she had no way of knowing: the names of strange plants on a mountainside; the brilliance of northern lights against the darkness; the joy of teaching a child to name the bones of their hands.

“It was the heart speaking. It whispered through her whole body and flushed out her loneliness.

“How many are the ways we have, to pass down the learning of our lives. How many are the ways we have, to return to one another, hey.”



It was through the combined attentions of the crew, perhaps, that Chaya began to remember. They spoke in half-remembered images at first—sunlight glinting on an earring, horses moving up the side of a mountain, the stutter of a stone skipping across a lake. And then the moments strung together. Chaya’s tales, knotted and looped in their memory, tugged them backward, toward the place of their making.

“Alaska,” they said. They stood beside Yesiko on the deck, helping fold a newly repaired net. “We come from Alaska.”

“Alaska.” Yesiko tested the syllables quietly.

“It was a state, in a country, in the north.” Chaya’s voices started and stopped as they explored the memory.

“Alaska,” Yesiko repeated. It sounded like it came from another world. “Can you remember more, any coordinates?”

Chaya shook their head. The mix of gray tones had come back in their skin, although some patches remained stubbornly white. Their face—Yesiko’s—flickered occasionally.

“Alaska is a start.” Yesiko finished stowing the net.



Yesiko spent that night charting their course. She drank cup after cup of spiced tea. The old maps were not topographical and offered few clues as to what was flooded, how much remained above water. How deep was Frobisher Bay, or Davis Strait, or Lancaster Sound? She went down to the salon and Panim rode her shoulders, sleepy but unwilling to be left in the pilothouse. She watched Root, who slept upright at the bench. On the maps, the passages between frozen islands were narrow, and it seemed likely ice would cover large parts of their route.

Root appeared almost like a part of the boat, a figure emerging from the hull. His faded gray sweater, patched dozens of times with whatever thread they’d had—shot through with yellows and pinks and greens. His shaved head, his tattoos.

She wanted to ask him about Alaska, about the shorelines, about what he might have heard of that place. She didn’t wake him, though, and instead went back to the pilothouse, wrapped herself in a blanket, and stared out at the dark. She had always gambled, always been reckless, but never before had every outcome held the certainty of a life without Root.





    CHAPTER 40

Root’s mind had retreated far within his body, away from the pain that radiated out from his back and bit the edges of his movements. When he heard his crew planning their journey toward the vast unknown of Alaska, though, a feeling of return filled him. Alaska. He knew it, but only by myth and tale, collected and passed down. No, it was not Alaska that inspired the feeling of return. It was the sound of a crew conversing, listening, speaking, listening again.

As Tov tinkered, Chaya revealed new capabilities, one after another: their skin changed colors; they mechanically recited chemical compositions of soil and rock. One evening Root opened his eyes to discover that Chaya’s chest had become translucent. The inside of the robot gently bloomed and churned like a photograph of a distant solar system. Some part of the robot, of Chaya, was organic, alive.

The nanites that kept him alive purred and buzzed. They were in him, and in the boat, and he was in both places at once. He felt them at work, knitting together his nerves and making small repairs to the body of Babylon: a corroded wire, the degraded rubber of a door seal. The press of the wind in his sails, the steady whirl of his water machine, the eternal rocking as his hull moved with the water as much as through it—all of it had become as much the purview of Root’s consciousness as his own body. It was a comfort, to retreat into the boat, to be whole, to carry his crew without pain. But it was a comfort that could not last forever.



All along their trip over the top of the world, they had encountered churning, white-capped waves; in the distance, the shadows of icebergs. Aboard Babylon, the slicked decks and rigging and handles were so cold they bit bare skin. She cut through the frigid, dark waves, day after day.

Until the ice began to close up the surface of the sea. Sheets, growing wider and thicker by the hour, bumped against the hull of the boat, breaking apart before the bow and knitting together again in her wake. And then one morning the ice was seamless all around them—there was no path ahead nor evidence of their passing behind. Babylon slowed to a stop. They were held fast, helpless.

Shula reported that the heating lamps in the hydrobay couldn’t keep up with the plunging temperatures; ice skimmed the fish tanks, the leaves on her plants curled black. The low arctic sun charged the solar batteries only enough to keep the navigation gear running and the pipes from freezing. Yesiko wrapped Root in layer over layer of blankets, and the rest of the crew bundled themselves in every piece of clothing and heavy weather gear the boat held. Tov reefed the sails to keep the wind from putting stress on the masts.



Root felt more than saw the ice closing in around them. He was in the boat, and of the boat, and when he was the boat and not his body, he felt less pain. But now, in this terrible cold, he and the boat suffered equally. Metal contracted, pulling at bolts and welded seams. The ice, thick along the waterline, pressed, scraped, ground. He could not hold them all in safety, could not keep Yesiko safe anymore.

Even the nanite control box ceased to hum. The tiny bots went where they were needed most: to Root, keeping him warm enough to breathe, or into the hull of the boat, where they fought back against the compression.

Long ago, Root had told Yesiko the story of Nima and Ethan, the story of patience. Perhaps in another season of his life, he might have repeated it now in hopes Yesiko might apply its lessons: have patience for the ice to clear, for the wind to grow strong enough to propel them forward, patience for a miracle.

But Root himself had no patience. He understood with a clear, sickly certainty what had to be done.

“Chaya.” It was night. Everyone but the robot was asleep. Root kept his voice low.

The robot came to sit beside him.

“The boat.” It was strange, to see Yesiko’s face looking back at him from the robot’s body. “The boat is dying here.”

Chaya nodded. “Babylon used to have a bigger engine, we think. When she was an icebreaker. With a stronger engine, she would be able to push forward.”

Root made a weak spitting noise. “An engine is just an anchor waiting to be promoted.”

Chaya smiled. “You like to be in control of your fate.”

“Do I control the wind? No. I have faith in the ocean, in the wind, in the weather. Winds may go, but they will always come back, hey. It is the nature of the world. Better to use what cannot be used up.”

Chaya nodded.

“But now, now we cannot wait for the ice to thaw, for Babylon to be freed.”

“No, you and the others will die.”

“And you will not find your answers.”

“What if…” Chaya paused. “There appears to be a low probability of discovering answers, or an explanation.”

“Always some hope, hey?”

“Even when small, yes. The probability exists. What do you imagine?”

And so Root explained his plan to free Babylon, and Yesiko.

Chaya helped him, as Root’s own hands were too stiff. They opened the control panel of the nanite box. The screen glitched and flickered. Root whispered a sequence of commands to Chaya, who typed them in.

The nanites, which for years had repaired Root’s bones, his nerves, his muscles, kept the blood pumping smoothly through his heart, protected him from cold and exhaustion, all spun out from through the wires, spun out into the boat, so that the hull of the boat began to warm—only slightly, but enough to begin to slip against the ice sheets. Chaya went up onto the deck and released the mainsail. Root felt the wind catch the canvas, filling it, pushing the boat forward against the ice. He would have to hope it thinned soon, that this would be enough, that they would not become trapped again after he was gone.

Chaya returned from the deck to sit with Root, whose breath came slow, and slower. He watched Yesiko’s face on the robot.

“She will not understand,” he said.

“She is captain.” Chaya adjusted the blankets around Root’s shoulders. “You have taught her what that means, and she will understand.”

“I have told her many stories…” Root closed his eyes.

“And she will share them,” Chaya said. “She already does.”

Root smiled. “It’s how we know who we are. We keep the stories, and the stories keep us.”

After a moment, Chaya went up to the pilothouse and brought Yesiko down so that she could say goodbye.
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As the sun rose, Chaya carried Root’s body up onto the deck. Yesiko followed. She wished she could float away, but instead she remained anchored in her own weight, the cold, the overbright sun, the layers of coats, the creaking of the ice. Chaya stood, held Root against their chest, and waited as Yesiko spread one of the spare navy-and-white-striped jib sails on the deck. Tov and Shula stayed in the pilothouse, minding the sails and soundings. Though they seemed to be through the worst of the ice, they could not risk stopping now.

Root once told Yesiko that, in the times before, every community had a chevra kadisha: a group of people who attended the dead. Prepared them for burial. Ensured they were not left alone. For a body to be unattended, unloved, invited kinahora on the dead and all their family, Root said.

Before Yesiko began the slow, careful process of wrapping his body in the sail, she brought out the carved driftwood circle. She slipped it into his hands. He would have liked to live in a community with a chevra kadisha. Instead, she had given him this boat, this loneliness. This long pain. The sun came down in pale, golden ribbons through the endless pale clouds. Soft and loose. Each fold of the sail cost Yesiko a great deal of energy. She had been awake for only a few hours, but it seemed like a lifetime.

She bent to kiss Root’s forehead and then pulled the sail across his face. It was impossible that he was gone. Over the cloth, she traced the lines of his tattoos from memory—the albatross’s beak, the ridges of its eyes, its wings wrapping around his skull. How small he was. She laced the edges of the sail together and tied the traditional knots: a chain of sinnet knots, which release easily, and then ends joined in a double fisherman’s knot, which can hold great weight. That his soul move with ease from this world, that his memory be forever bound in her heart.

“Will you carry him?” She did not look up at Chaya, gazing instead at Root’s shrouded form.

“We can.” The robot bent and lifted Root to their chest, cradled, with his head resting against their shoulder. Together, Chaya and Yesiko walked to the back of the boat.

At the stern, Imago hung in its harness and below it the water folded neatly behind them. Over the folding water, the ice resumed in broken sheets. Yesiko nodded to Chaya. The robot stepped out onto the transom platform and knelt over the water, lowering Root’s body toward the waves in their long arms.

“Yitgadal v’yitkadash sh’mei raba.”

Chaya released Root into the water. Their voices joined Yesiko’s.

“B’alma di v’ra chirutei…”

As they reached the center of the prayer—blessed, praised, honored, exalted, extolled, glorified, adored, and lauded—Yesiko’s words stumbled. Chaya’s voices remained steady, and Yesiko wondered how a robot came to know the mourner’s kaddish, how a robot came to speak it with such feeling. A gratitude came into her heart, that it was not only her voice speaking now. It was a chorus, of which she was a part.



Yesiko went to the salon, to the bench where Root had sat, and lay down and closed her eyes. But she did not sleep. Some part of her had expected, when Root died, that Babylon would cease to exist, and her with it. But here she was, and Babylon, too. Still, everything felt hollow and false and far away. Say they found the place Chaya came from, answers about the astronaut, the companion—then what? And if they found nothing, if the robot was wrong again? Was there any purpose in it? In anything at all? She imagined leaving them all there. She and Babylon would be alone. This imagining, too, rang hollow and false.

The others came into the salon from the cockpit, having decided it was safe to set the autopilot. The room was filled with sailors’ chatter. Shula asked Tov if he could look at a flickering lighting panel in the hydrobay. Chaya described the coming weather pattern: clear skies, strong winds, the cold unabated. Tov, in his usual way, said little, but she could hear his large, gentle hands working at something—patching a sail or darning the elbows of another sweater for Shula.

Their conversation wove gently around Yesiko. It was the sound of attention, of care. She liked to hear them. She liked to have them aboard. Babylon was an idea as much as a boat, and ideas grow and change.

Perhaps, Yesiko thought as she listened to the others, perhaps it didn’t matter what they found or didn’t find in Alaska. Perhaps this was enough. A crew. A boat. A life.



They sailed on. Toward Alaska. Toward, they hoped, answers, understanding. Routine insulated them against the cold and the specter of doubt. Day after day, Yesiko stitched their progress into the map with a thin blue thread.



For weeks they sailed through Shabbat, but now, far from the worst of the ice, they rested.
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1983, SUMMER

INDIANAPOLIS

Concerts are like a big, communal mirror: the music, the band, the crowd. They show us something about who we are as individuals, who we are all together. Like, soft rock concerts in the park will definitely show you that you’re an old, boring person. And a punk show in Indianapolis? It will turn you inside out, for better or worse.

I have to pull the LeSabre into rest stops twice because driving alone on the highway makes me feel like I’m levitating out of my body. I find a parking garage on Seventeenth Street and get out of the car before I can chicken out. This isn’t how it was supposed to be, but so the fuck what? I am here. I am here. Turn right at the liquor store, down a dark block and past a tiny hot dog grill, and there: a heavy wooden door painted black and, beside it, a bouncer with a tall pink-and-green mohawk.

I come to a stop outside and try to look casual, light a cigarette, stick my other hand into my jacket pocket. He’s going to know that I’ve never been to a concert by myself before—no, more than that, I’m sure he’ll know that in some undefinable way, I either do or don’t belong here, coming to see a band whose first LP is called Dykes on Bikes. And I don’t know what to hope for: that he’ll turn me away or let me in.

The bouncer nods at me. “Hey.”

“Hey,” I say back. “I’m here for the Cloud Teeth show.” And then I cringe, because what if that’s a stupid thing to say to a bouncer? Like, obviously I’m here for the show?

“They should be good.” He looks me up and down. “You have ID?”

I hand him Jennifer Eddings’s ID, which he holds up to the light. He squints at me, then shakes his head and laughs a little.

“You’re family, aren’t you?” he says.

I don’t know what he means.

“Here,” he says. He grabs my hand and draws an X on the back with a Sharpie. “Have fun.” He doesn’t give my ID back, but he does open the door for me.

I take a few steps inside and then pause, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the low light. Despite the bouncer’s niceness, this feels like a dumb fucking idea. A group of people come laughing through the door, and one jostles me, and when I turn I see a thin man in glittery eye shadow, who says, “Excuse you, baby girl.” Then one of his friends appears over his shoulder and licks the side of his face. “Stop being so prickly, you asshole,” the friend says to him, and they all sweep past me. As they’re striding away, I see he has on a leather harness and no shirt, and though he’s halfway across the room by now, I want to reach out and touch the silver spikes on his straps.

I take a few more steps in, trying to stay close to the wall, although as soon as I realize that’s what I’m doing, I think, Don’t be such a baby. I wish Veronica was here. Or you. For some reason, it’s almost comforting to think of how out of place you would have been here.

The venue is a thin rectangle with the stage at the far end and a bar running half the length of one long wall. Opposite the bar are booths with high backs and cracked vinyl seats and everywhere there are people with shaved heads and mohawks and high ponytails of long black hair, people with dog collars and band T-shirts and heavy boots and ripped fishnets and leather jackets and patch-covered denim jackets and the speakers on the walls throb with music—a record, no one is onstage yet—and the neon under-bar lights coat the bartenders in a candy-colored glow. The clothes that make Sheila sigh or send me back to “change into something presentable,” here they make me feel like I belong. Or at least like I don’t stand out.

A seat at the bar seems least obvious—you can’t sit at a bench seat by yourself—but when I try to order a gin and tonic, the bartender points at my hand and says, “Shirley Temple for the little girl!” and I sit, stiff-backed. A dark-haired woman stands at the bar next to me, waiting to order. When the Shirley Temple appears in front of me, the woman says, “Don’t pout too much,” and she winks and dumps the shot of vodka she just ordered into my glass.

I nurse the drink, savor the warm looseness from the vodka, watch the people. The noise builds in the room as groups arrive and yell to their friends. At one of the booths, a woman leans across the table so her friend—another woman—can feel her shaved head and then they kiss. They kiss. I could dissolve right here, right now.

Most of the crowd doesn’t know the first band; they just bob their heads and continue talking. But I can pick out the band’s friends, who press at the front of the stage and pogo up and down against the rough, loud music. I hit the watery sweetness at the bottom of my Shirley Temple. I lean back and forth, taking the music into me.

In the pause between bands, I can feel a playful tension move through everyone. No one turns the record back on, so the venue fills with the sound of the crowd. A woman, laughing as she rides piggyback on a tall man, calls out, “Everyone here is a fucking bitch and I love you.” The bartender brings another Shirley Temple for me and a shot of vodka for the empty seat next to me. I pour the shot into my glass and then wink at the bartender, who rolls her eyes. I get up after a few minutes, wanting to pee before Cloud Teeth comes on. As I edge my way through the crowd, a man stumbles into me and then he is throwing up and then he is throwing up on me: hot sour liquid straight down my shirt. I freeze.

“Oh my god,” he groans and staggers away.

I try not to breathe in the smell. I stand there for a minute, and god I wish I wasn’t by myself. Fuck. The hot bile plasters my shirt to my stomach.

I push past the line to the women’s bathroom—why is there always a line!—mumbling, “I’m not cutting I just need a sink.” Inside, the fluorescent lights remind me of the bathrooms in the high school gym: yellowed and terrible. The mirrors are etched with names and messages and bordered with band stickers. I stare at myself for a second before stripping off my jacket and then my shirt and turning on the water to try and rinse out the vomit.

“One too many already?” the woman next to me asks. She’s just finished applying a coat of black lipstick and slid the tube back into her jeans. She’s the woman with the shaved head from the bench seats. They kissed.

“No,” I say. “Someone threw up on me.”

“Fucking asshole.”

Her anger for me, in defense of me, feels somehow like coming home. I pull my sopping, rinsed shirt out of the sink and wring it out. It drips. I hold it up and try not to cry. I can’t put it back on.

She meets my eyes in the mirror. “Here,” she says. “You can have one of my shirts.” She’s wearing a long-sleeve with a T-shirt over it, and she strips off the T-shirt and offers it to me.

I hesitate.

“It’s what family does,” she says.

“What does that mean?”

“Aww, babe,” she says, and it could have sounded condescending, but it doesn’t. The smile in her eyes is real. “It means us homos look out for each other.”

I put her shirt on. The pits are damp from her body, and I can smell her: some kind of hippie deodorant smell. Sheila would die. I shrug back into my jacket.

“Come on,” the woman says. “The band’s about to start,” and she grabs my hand, which instantly becomes sweaty. “I’m Chandler, by the way.”

Chandler introduces me to her girlfriend, Wendy, and their friends, whose names I can’t quite hear through Cloud Teeth playing the first chords of “Get Out.”

“I want to go in,” Chandler yells to her friends, so we move closer to the stage.

Cloud Teeth wear high-waisted miniskirts and platform boots and the singer, Sissy Magenta, bends back and forth like one of those orange wind socks at the airport. Everyone around me moves; I move—my body pushing and being pushed and it could be claustrophobic, but it isn’t: there are a hundred, two hundred mouths open throated and singing along. We are the air and the waves of sound and we are together. I am together. We are an ocean.

And then the pit begins: just two guys shoving become five and fifteen, until a tornado of bodies swirls in front of the stage. I press against the edge of it, hands up to push the flinging bodies back in. The song rages on and in and through and I feel myself tipping forward. I let go.

“I’m looking at you. You’re looking at me,” Sissy sings. “Tell me you can see me. Tell me. Tell me.”

Shoulders bang and push. My head is loose on my neck and all I know is that I am moving. The direction doesn’t matter. Into other bodies. Away from bodies. It hurts but I’m not hurt: like everything that had been bound up, been held tight—a rubber band stretched to near breaking—unfurled and we are holding it all, releasing it all together. As we ricochet, we pass energy from one person to another. The whole remains the same. A man slips ahead of me and before he can even hit the ground, hands reach out to pull him up. We are spinning into something bigger than ourselves. Chandler and Wendy make out against the stage. At the other end of the venue, the bouncer has come in and nods to the music. I can see the green and pink tips of his mohawk over the crowd, like a beautiful bird. Family. The mosh pit spirals in and then out.

I imagine Veronica here, and then I am gently, strangely glad she is not. That this is mine to discover.

“I’m looking at you. You’re looking at me,” Sissy growls into the mic. “I’m looking at you. You’re looking at me.”

“Exactly as you are,” you said in your letter.

This is where I belong. There is no long, hollow space inside me, here. I just am.



And in this moment—inside the sea of bodies, not crushed or drowned but carried—I decide that I want to finish your game with hope. Our game. A game of connections unfurling, of possibilities, of seeing one another, of speaking our selves into being. A game that ends with survival together.
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PLAY LOG—2090.06.01

Your OX suit beeps angrily. A warning.

>look

You are back in the cave of the portal, back beneath the stage on the strange planet. A shaft of light illuminates the ladder at the center of the space. Your legs feel weak inside the OX suit.

>walk to ladder

The OX suit beeps on and on and on.

You take a few steps in the dark, toward the ladder, and stumble.

Elijah steps out of the darkness. “Cal?”

Your stumble turns into a fall, and then Elijah is there, tucking her shoulder under your arm and keeping you upright.


	(1) “I’d like to sit down, now.”

	(2) “What’s happening to me?”

	(3) Ask if the ships are free



>3

Elijah staggers a little under your weight.

“Is it enough?” Your breath comes in shallow pants, as though you can’t open your lungs fully. “Is it enough to free both ships?”

Elijah grunts. “I do not know how we are going to get you up the ladder.”

“Is it enough?”

Vi lets out a sharp squawk.

“Save your breath,” Elijah says sharply, her gaze focused on the ladder and her body tense with holding your weight.

The OX suit’s beeps accelerate.

“I need to—” Darkness folds over you.

Warmth, a sense of weight resting. Your weight. Lying down. Your body is lying down. And warm. A feeling of light around you.

>look

You are on the stage above the Portal. The wood floor of the stage gleams in the sunlight.

>where is elijah???

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>am I alone?

I’m sorry, I didn’t understand that.

>look west

To the west, you can see the curve of the amphitheater’s highest seats, and beyond that, the shimmer of a horizon.

>look east

To the east, you can see the curve of the amphitheater’s highest seats, and beyond that the shimmer of the horizon.

>examine

What would you like to examine?

>examine self

You flex your fingers and toes, which are working, if stiff. You direct your attention to the rest of your body. Everything is weak: your breath, your trembling limbs, your neck and heavy head.

Above you, the sky is sunny and warm. How long were you beneath the stage, traveling through the Portal? You see a speck in the sky—is it the Diana, in orbit, waiting for you?

No, you left the Diana and the Garland a day and a half away. You are alone on this planet. Except for Elijah.

Where is Elijah? You close your eyes. The trips through the Portal have cluttered your mind. The woman at the bus stop, the blue of her scarf. Debby’s expression softening as she held the chess piece. Ira, leaning toward the edge of the Ferris wheel. An echo. And the sleeping, vulnerable passengers on the Diana. Waiting.

The weakness has increased. Even your eyelids feel weak. Was it enough? Did you pass whatever test the Portal devised and set them all free?

You hear a clattering nearby.

>look

You slowly raise your eyelids and turn your head.

Elijah emerges from the trapdoor. She sits on her knees, and she leans toward you. “You are not dying.” She hasn’t caught her breath, wholly, from climbing the ladder. “You are not dying.”

You are, in fact, fairly sure you’re dying. The radiation damage from your trip must have been worse than you realized. And who knows what the Portal did to you, to the OX suit—all those trips back and forth.

“Are they free?” you whisper. “Did we do it?”

Elijah nods. Vi comes to land on her shoulder. Vi runs her beak through Elijah’s hair.


	(1) Ask if Elijah is okay

	(2) Say nothing



>1

“Are you okay?”

Elijah nods again. “Your suit…”

You realize it is not only the beeping that you cannot hear: the OX suit’s fans have gone silent. You cannot call up the virtual display, and no computer responds when you ask it to ping the shuttle. You should be panicked, but instead you feel calm. The Diana is no longer tethered in space, its passengers dying. Esther does not sit at the bus stop alone. Ira is a little less afraid. Debby and her brother are together. It is a strange calm, marred only by the sense that Elijah is upset.

“I do not know how to fix you.” Elijah is crying—or—you aren’t sure if your vision is somehow twisting what you see. Her face flickers. Tears made of light slide down her cheeks.

Tell Elijah that:


	(1) It’s okay, you’ve fulfilled your mission

	(2) Some things can’t be fixed

	(3) The Garland’s suspension pod might be able to help



>1

“I did what I came here to do,” you tell Elijah.

“No,” she says. “There has to be something to help you, to fix you.” Elijah turns her head to Vi, who has been grooming her with a dark, curved beak, and Elijah’s expression is fierce, unstoppable.

Vi leans forward and then dissolves into a cloud of tiny dark particles. The Vi-particles swirl for a moment and then absorb into Elijah’s body.

“I made this world,” she says. “I made this world and I will find a way to fix you.”

You should be frightened. Perhaps you are, but more than fear you feel wonder. What is Elijah? “The suspension pod.” Your whole body has begun to shiver, despite the twin suns. “The suspension pod on the Garland,” you say, and then you say no more.



Auto Systems Report, DIANA to FLEET BASE

Secondary waking crew have been activated and will be fully operational within 12 hours

Cryo-Bay reports 0 losses in the past 7 days

Engines running at optimal capacity

Diana has resumed navigation toward RA19:4:36.6DEC45:5:18.1 after 514 hours

FLEET BASE to DIANA

Query: What is the status of the Garland?

DIANA to FLEET BASE

Records show that the Garland docked with the Diana 168 hours ago. The Garland decoupled with the Diana 148 hours later.

FLEET BASE to DIANA

Query: What are the Garland’s current coordinates?

DIANA to FLEET BASE

The Garland’s last known coordinates were 586.L74, with a heading of RA0DEC0.

Video Transmission, GARLAND to FLEET BASE

The inside of Garland—the round metal body of the ship—the suspension pod with its frosted glass cover. Beneath the glass, Lieutenant California Solo, asleep. She is not wearing her OX suit, and the suspension pod’s large cavity dwarfs her.

A figure drifts in front of the camera. It appears to be an adolescent girl, clad in robes that swirl around her in the zero-g. Her face flickers, as though it were a glitching screen.

“My name is Elijah,” the girl says. “I am Elijah, keeper of the Portal and shaper of worlds, and I am bringing Cal—Lieutenant California Solo—home. We are coming home together.”
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2097

NORTHERN ALASKA

THE BEGINNING

Long before now, a group of scientists lived and worked and quarreled and dreamed in the far north. Wind carves the snow there, like water over stone. Dr. Tamar Portman was an ecobiologist in the lab-village, although her patience and love of puzzles had made her a favorite of the programmers, as well. Regularly, they called her to comb through lines of code in which they could find no snarl or mistake—and there, she would see it, would see a way around or through it. She had hooded brown eyes and a mobile mouth and kept her dark, silver-shot hair cropped close. There was something monk-like about her—an inner calm. Even when, in winter, she went out across the windy tundra wrapped in traditional furred coats and heavy boots, she moved with deliberation, unhurried.

Amid her work on our—the Ayes’—biology and coding, Tamar took in strays: an injured reindeer calf, a snow bunting dropped from its nest, an arctic willow struggling to root in the ozone-warm soil. People, too, the homesick astronomy postdoc, the family of cleaners who worked a lonely nocturnal schedule, the grim-faced bush pilot who flew in unauthorized mail and contraband supplies. She counted her students and her strays as family. They knew her door was always open. “We are the system,” she would say to them, gesturing to the space between their bodies. She had a magnetic serenity that comforted all around her.

Tamar was quiet, and when she spoke, she was direct and authentic. So she was with her actions, too. She understood the world to be in complex, chaotic balance. Balances, she knew, shift and change. They respond. A strong ecosystem is flexible.

In the north-facing windows of her lab, Tamar kept a row of closed terrariums. Solar-powered pumps and fans helped regulate the miniature rainforests, savannas, and alpine meadows, each one no more than a few square feet in size. While the terrariums were not officially Tamar’s responsibility, she found value in tending to them. She liked to tell her interns that the world was fractal—like a Matryoshka doll. What is true of the terrarium was also true of the globe. Both thrive when paid appropriate attention, when approached with appropriate curiosity and humility. The smallest systems have a great deal to teach us, and if we hope to do any good in the world, we must listen.

Just as she coaxed seeds to sprout, Tamar ushered into being the internal ecology of the AmAyes, of us.

And we who are named Chaya were unique even among these Ayes. We came awake in a way the others never did.

Tamar knew, but she didn’t press the issue, or tell anyone but us. She offered us her silence, when she could, and her acceptance always. It was sturdy as a rock, something to lean against.

In the fall, when the lab teetered in a short-lived equilibrium of night and day—half of one, half of the other, after the nightless summer and before the sunless winter, when the biosphere’s outer shell was nearly complete and at night the other Ayes curled on specially made pads to sort and consolidate their memories—we left the biosphere and walked out across the tundra until the only light was from the stars and the waning moon. We were unsure of how to process our thoughts, what we had come to understand as our existence, and it suited us to be away from the others. We did not yet have the language to say: we are lonely.

The sound of a four-wheeler approached. The clear sweep of headlights moved across the snow. Tamar cut the engine and came to sit beside us in the dark. She tipped her head back to look at the thousands of tiny stars.

“It makes me dizzy,” she said, “how much there is.”

“The Earth is approximately one trillion cubic kilometers,” we said. “Space is estimated to be 3.57 times ten to the eightieth power cubic meters.” We imagined the distance the Ayes would travel, toward some unknown exoplanet, where they would rebuild the biosphere in preparation for humans. How cold and silent the expanse of space. How far from this place and time. “For approximate scale: if the Earth were a grain of sand, the edge of the universe would still be ninety trillion kilometers away.”

“It makes it all feel a bit miraculous.” She had a wry smile on her face. “The improbability of any moment, of this moment. So many things—an unknowable number of things—had to happen to make this moment.”

“The probability of this moment is complex, and it would take approximately sixty-four hours to calculate,” we replied. “An estimate based on previous calculations puts the probability of this moment at zero.” We paused. “But it must be greater than zero, since this moment does in fact exist. We will begin calculations.”

“No, no.” Tamar kept looking up at the sky. “Just rest here a minute.”

So we rested for a moment. In the resting, a question rose through our programming.

“Why are we?” We said it quietly, to the dark and the Earth and the faraway stars.

Tamar turned her face to us. Her eyes were sad and kind. “I don’t know,” she said. “I can tell you that the technology and life inside you have networked in a way no other Aye’s has. I can tell you that, even though I’ve tried, I haven’t been able to replicate it since.”

None of what she said comforted us. The stars burned cold above.

“Do you see that constellation? The Mother’s Ear.” She pointed toward a spiraled cluster of stars. “One of my teachers made an app, in the early part of the century, a place where people could share myths and memories about the stars. The first people to contribute recordings were her friends and colleagues. One of them, a computer programmer, talked about how spirals represent our collective intelligence, and the Mother’s Ear—those stars—hold all the stories that have ever been told, even those we tell only to ourselves. Later, I learned she’d written computer games, and I got to play one. The game you and I play: Homebound. When I see that constellation, I think of her and people who have come before me, and how I belong there too. And now you can.” She paused. “You are a part of our collective intelligence, part of the great spiral of being.”

We felt very small in the face of her persistent kindness. “We do not want to go away from this world.” Want. Where had it come from?

“I know. I understand.”

And the sadness in her voice echoed within us. Tamar reached her hand out and we, understanding the gesture, placed our own hand in hers. We could feel the texture of her skin—the calluses, the bitten quick of her finger, faint traces of rubber from the handle of the four-wheeler. Her pulse.

“We’ll find a way,” she said. “So you don’t have to go.”



This is the self that learned love.
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September 15, 2098

To: Solomon Helluga <helluga.s@helluga.co.il>

From: Tamar Portman <ltsolo.fan42@freemail.com>

Subject: Safe travels

Solomon—

Did you arrive safely? And our friend—how are they settling in?

All is well here, or perhaps, I should say that our friend’s absence is unnoticed. Otherwise preparations for Bowker’s launch are chaotic and all-consuming. They say that to have saved a life is to have saved an entire world. So, one world is saved—but what of the others? I worry, I imagine: Somewhere deep in space, one of them might choose to have a face, as our friend did. And there will be no one to look back at them.

Warmly,

Tamar






September 24, 2098

To: Jo Corral <jo.corral@omegasystems.com>

From: Tamar Portman <tamar.portman@omegasystems.com>

Subject: Re: Maintenance?

Jo—

Yes, I had one of the postdocs bring C-DESIG into the lab for some additional maintenance. It’s not “missing.”

Why don’t you come by the house this evening—we’ll have tea and catch up.

Tamar






October 29, 2098

Equipment Transfer and Inventory

The following AmAyes to be transferred to Launch Facility C:




	A-designation [Adam]

	B-designation [Bodie]

	D-designation [Demetrius]

	E-designation [Eden]

	F-designation [Freya]




The following AmAye to be transferred to storage by research staff, marked as “nonoperational”:




	C-designation [Chaya]




Order signed by: Dr. Tamar Portman





MAY 3, 2099

ANCHORAGE SPRUCE NEWS

Farewell Bowker!

…the eccentric billionaire’s pet terraforming project has hunkered at the outskirts of Fort Yukon for over a decade now, well past initial deadlines. But with today’s launch, operations are expected to wind down.

Today’s launch saw only a handful of old-fashioned Ayes leaving Earth: no human “ark” ships yet. We will salute them, on their journey to worlds unknown—but then we’ll get back to the business of taking care of this world, and the humans who remain on it…





    CHAPTER 46

2587, SPRING

PACIFIC OCEAN

Every arrival contains the immutable truth of one departure and the possibility of another.

The ice grew thin and loose as they sailed closer to their destination, the lab’s approximate coordinates. Chaya had taken to sitting with Yesiko through her night watches. They spoke little. They both held on to their thoughts like an overfull glass of water, unable to take a sip for fear of spilling it all.

The crew had hoped to run out of sea before they got there—that the lab might be above water. The old maps showed a low northwestern coast on Alaska, a wide expanse of flat, smooth land before a distant set of mountains. It was likely to be flooded, but in the face of the others’ belief, even Yesiko had begun to hold out hope. The closer they drew, the thinner their hopes became.

They arrived at the coordinates in the near dawn. Yesiko had feared tearing Babylon’s hull on shallows, so they’d begun sounding the depths as they approached. Now, Yesiko tapped the readings. “Nothing there for two to four fathoms.”

Chaya stood and looked out into the distance. “There may still be something there.”

Yesiko nodded. “We can take Imago.” What did she hope to find beneath the waves? Nothing really, but she understood they could not sail on without looking. That the looking mattered to Chaya, and so it mattered to her.

After she rested, Yesiko showed Shula and Tov how to work Imago’s winch controls, how to listen to telegraphed messages and decode the letters, how to calculate decompression timetables. Root had always belayed for Imago, every time she went down. She couldn’t imagine how it would feel to return and not find him there, waiting for her.

The heavy, clam-shaped body of Imago swung into the water. Inside, Chaya sat, motionless. Yesiko checked and double-checked the controls, then radioed to Babylon. They were ready.

The sub dipped fully into the water and wobbled for a moment before the propellers kicked on. They stabilized. Yesiko set the depth and they began to descend. Straight down. Once they reached the bottom, they would work in a spiral, scanning the seafloor for whatever might remain of the lab.

Imago’s lights filtered through the dark water. They watched the cameras both below and ahead of the sub. Yesiko rested one hand on the hull; its chilly metal was reassuringly solid. She used the other hand to steer them clockwise, keeping an eye on their position map, where a green line curved in the path of their search pattern.

Under the camera’s circular gaze, a yellowed landscape of rock appeared. The light illuminated only a patch at a time, and a dark unknown pressed against its edges.

“There—” Chaya faltered. “There.”

A set of geometric shapes appeared on the screen: human-made shapes. What might have been buildings, with straight walls, right angles.

Not wanting to stir up the thick layer of marine snow covering the wreck, Yesiko released the two rovers. She turned off Imago’s forward propellers, and they watched the screens together. She and the robot.

The rovers showed them a sprawling expanse of what had once been buildings: collapsed, shifted by the tides, covered in gray silt. It was clear—anything left inside the buildings when they flooded was lost to time and water.

“Oh.” Chaya’s voices were quiet and small. “It is gone.”

Yesiko was quiet for a moment. “But it was here.”

The rovers circled a wide bowl shape pierced by a central spire. An antenna, perhaps?

There was a feeling in her of a heavy hope. Like an anchor’s promise.

And then, out of the darkness beyond Imago’s lights, a shadow. A group of shadows. Yesiko held her breath.

Whales. Four extraordinary, long-bodied whales, each one many times larger than Imago, larger than Babylon, even. As they passed by, their singing vibrated through the small craft. They had massive, dark bodies and white, speckled jaws, and they were perfectly alien to Yesiko and Chaya, just as Yesiko and Chaya were alien to them, and nonetheless the whale’s song held them all.

When they had caught the first of the season’s tuna or seen the first golden plover of winter or even watched a beautiful new moon rise in the telescope, there was a prayer Root would say, and Yesiko said it now:


Baruch atah, Adonai

Eloheinu, Melech haolam,

Shehecheyanu v’kiy’manu v’higianu laz’man hazeh





There was nothing more to be found in the wreckage below, and so they began the return to Babylon. “Waiting and ready, Imago,” Tov spoke over the radio. How strange it was, for the voice on the radio not to be Root, and yet it was not strange that it was Tov. Finally, the tethers latched into place and Imago, held fast by the larger boat, rose up out of the cold water. A safe return.



Tov winched Imago into its cradle, and Chaya climbed out first. They turned, offered Yesiko a hand to guide her onto the deck.

She grasped the robot’s palm in hers. They still wore her face, and on it she saw an expression of resignation.

“We thought there would be more answers, if we could see where we came from,” they said. “Lieutenant Solo and Elijah—are they real? Somewhere? Or were they a mistake in our programming? Is our programming—” They paused. “If they are not real, if our programming cannot distinguish between fabrication and reality, we are not…We cannot be of use, or trusted.”

Yesiko thought of her own faraway island, long since drowned. Perhaps all that was left of that place was the jar of dirt from the Pesach plate, and her own imagining of it. There was something inside her she could not quite grasp. Something to do with home, with belonging, with where she came from, and where she had chosen to go. Who she wanted beside her, wherever she went. With the idea that all those things began in a story, were sustained by the tellings, by the imagining. That to live was to imagine, to fabricate, to blend the edges of what’s real.

“You had faith,” she said finally. “You had faith in them, and they brought you here. With us.”



The day began to slip into night. A light blinked on in the distance. Another ship, perhaps. Or land. In the salon, they found that Shula had baked Root’s challah and set the Shabbat lamps in their holders. Yesiko could not feel Root in the boat, and yet he was everywhere: in the books, the carvings, in her hands, as she held a match to the lampwicks, and in her words, as she said the blessings.

When the sabbath was over, they would raise anchor and sail on, toward the light on the horizon. There were mountains there once, and perhaps land, even now. The light might be a lighthouse, echoing a beacon between mirrors and out into the world. They would sail toward it together.

But now, they rested.





    CHAPTER 47

1983, SUMMER

INDIANAPOLIS

I wake up loose and vibrating, like a wind chime. The back seat of the LeSabre smells like Bubbe, and for a minute I’m not sure where I am. I blink away the gumminess of sleeping in eyeliner and slip out from under my jacket-turned-blanket. In the mirror, I can see the faint edge of black on my neck, near the corner of my jaw, where I slept against my Sharpie-marked hand. The thump-thump of cars driving into the garage travels up through the floor of the LeSabre. I clamber into the front seat, and as I move I catch a whiff of myself: Chandler’s hippie smell, the smell of the crowd, beneath it all, my own animal body. Alive. Like, really alive.

I back the LeSabre out and head past downtown Indianapolis toward the expressway. I keep the windows rolled down, and the city comes in smelling like fresh rain and gasoline. The streets are quiet except for a couple of storefront churches with crowds out front. I stop for gas and the woman behind the counter gives me a look, like I’m a delinquent, and I want to tell her, “Not a delinquent, ma’am, just a dyke,” and that thought—that word—surprises me, and I almost laugh while I ask her for the bathroom key. Everything is lighter. I splash water on my face and tug at the smeared eyeliner with a paper towel before giving up. I buy a cup of shitty coffee, a pair of plastic sunglasses, and a bag of sour gummies before getting into the car and onto the expressway south. I don’t know any of the local radio stations, so I leave the stereo off and listen to the engine and the road. There is a good kind of silence inside me.

I’m going straight to Bubbe’s. I’m going to ask her to call Elijah with me. I’m going to ask him to tell me all his memories of you, and I’ll tell him all of mine. And then all those memories will keep living in both of us. And the game. Your game. Our game. That, too, is a story. A way of living forward, toward a sort of future together. You named the main character California Solo, but you hadn’t named the planet’s guardian. The world streams past the car and the mosh pit is behind me but also inside me, and I decide that I will name the planet’s guardian Elijah. It fits. Guardian. Companion. Knight. Someone who would come back for you, forgive you, hold your hand all the way through. Family.

Another half an hour of driving and I’m back in range of Q102. I turn it up—Romeo Void has a new song. I let my left hand wave up and down in the wind of the open window. The highway stretches out long and flat, and it looks like it could go on forever. If the highway stretched out forever, it would wrap around the Earth and meet me back here.

All energy in the universe is conserved, and I choose to believe that means you still exist, somehow. I’m thinking about the mosh pit, our bodies shoving and swirling and passing momentum from one to another. It’s how we survive, Bubbe said. No end and no beginning, just turning again and again, together—if we let ourselves be a part of it.
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		Discussion Questions

		
				The novel begins with an epigraph by Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel on
						loneliness. Did this quote impact your experience of the themes of the
						novel? How does it hint at what’s in store for the reader?

				When we first meet Becks, she says, “Here is one of the things you taught me:
						every program is like a conversation in which the programmer asks one
						question over and over again, ‘How do I make the code do X?’ and the code
						answers, offers a cascade of answers . . .” What are some of the early
						questions raised in this novel? Are they answered by the end? Who is Becks
						addressing throughout the novel, and why is that person so important to
						her?

				Who are Yesiko and Root? What do they do to make their living, and what do we
						know about their world and their ship, Babylon? What does Elan
						suggest about the future world of 2586 through her portrayal of the
						day-to-day life of these two characters, the towns and ports they visit, and
						the debt Yesiko owes to the mysterious Chante?

				Describe the first interaction between Yesiko and Chaya. Why does Yesiko
						distrust the AmAye and their companions Shula and Tov?

				Discuss the relationship between Becks and Veronica. Is this a reciprocal
						relationship? Have you ever felt like you were in Becks’s or Veronica’s
						situation? How did you navigate it?

				In chapter 11 we’re introduced to storying. Root says, “We are our stories. .
						. . We show respect to the stories,and they keep us.” How does Yesiko react
						when Chaya tells their story about starships? Why do you think Tov, Shula,
						and Chaya wholeheartedly believe this tale?

				Who is Dr. Tamar Portman? How does Dr. Portman get involved with Jeffrey
						Bowker and Bowker Industries? What is Jeffrey’s grand plan? Do Bowker’s
						ambitions remind you of any real-world figures or systems? Why or why
						not?

				Discuss the sections told through Chaya’s POV. What do we learn about Dr.
						Tamar Portman, the AmAyes, their intended purpose, and Chaya’s “pivot
						event”? How does Chaya’s evolution over time shape our understanding of the
						connection between humans and machines in their early years with Dr.
						Portman?

				When Yesiko and Root teach Tov and Shula how to sail, what challenges arise?
						How does Yesiko’s idea of “crew” change in the latter half of the novel? In
						your opinion, what accounts for the change?

				In part two, we’re immersed in the Homebound game universe. What is
						this world like, and what is Lieutenant Solo’s mission? Who do you think is
						playing this game and what might they be searching for? Does this game
						remind you of similar text-based games in your life?

				On the super yacht, what deal does Chante force upon Yesiko? Why does Yesiko
						go along with it? When she later goes back on the deal, what does this
						suggest about her feelings toward AmAyes, and Chaya, specifically?

				In chapter 30, what do we learn about Chaya’s past and the dome-city? Who is
						Yusuf and how is this person later connected with Shula and Tov in
						2586?

				Root repeats in chapter 40 that “We keep the stories, and the stories keep
						us.” Why is this idea so important to him? What does this mean to you? In
						your own life, what inspires you to share a story with a friend?

				What actions does Root take to secure the safety of Babylon’s crew? Do you believe his choices were necessary? Why or why not?

				Becks heads to Indianapolis for a punk show in chapter 42. There she’s called
						“family” by the bouncer and several of the other concert goers. What does
						this feeling of community inspire Becks to do later? How does this event
						improve her understanding of herself and her uncle?

				Elan weaves the narrative through three distinctive time periods: 1983, the
						far future of 2078, and the far-farfuture of 2586, when Earth as we know it
						is a distant memory. “Home” is a core theme in each timeline. In what ways
						does each character’s definition of the word differ?

				What does the Homebound video game mean to each of our main characters
						who interact with it across the centuries? How does it connect to their
						personal quests? What was your own relationship to the in-book game? What
						feelings did it inspire in you?

				Queer identity and coming out are central to the storyline of Becks and her
						uncle. What does Becks learn about herself and others through the events of
						the novel, and how might those realizations be reflected in the video
						game?

				In what ways does the novel raise questions about the balance between
						innovative fields like artificial intelligence, space travel, and, on the
						other hand, human friendships and the environmental conservation on our home
						planet?

			

	
		







Enhance Your Book Club


	Play Homebound the game! Visit: https://portiaelan.com/play/.

	Create your own zine! These small indie magazines or pamphlets can be your own adventure, short stories, collection of poems, or so much more. Visit the Library of Congress page: https://guides.loc.gov/zines/external-websites for more information.

	As a group, read and discuss another expansive, era-spanning novel that blends genres like The Ministry of Time or Cloud Cuckoo Land. What makes these stories special?
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