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Author’s Preface
 
   This little book is something of an experiment. The three stories in this collection have gotten minimal exposure (“Into the Dark” and “Still Life” were published in Thrice Fiction; “Don’t Stop Believing” was not previously published), and I decided that they deserved a bigger audience. Originally I had planned on putting together a full-length book of short stories, but I seem to be writing more novels than short stories these days. So, rather than wait until I had another 50,000 or so words of material (which could easily take a couple of years at my current rate), I decided to make these three stories available as a 99 cent Ebook. I hope you’ll agree that’s a fair price.
 
   These stories represent my first forays into “serious fiction”; nearly everything I’ve had published up to this point has been (to one degree or other) comedic. There are elements of humor in these stories, but for the most part the irony is a bit more subtle than in my other work. I called this collection Into the Dark (and Two Other Stories) not only because “Into the Dark” is by far the longest story of the three, but also to clue you into the fact that these stories are a bit more somber than the Mercury novels or Disenchanted. I almost called it Don’t Stop Believing (and Two Other Stories) because, as you’ll see, all three stories have to do with holding onto one’s beliefs in the face of a hostile reality. 
 
   “Don’t Stop Believing” is the closest thing to a humorous story here, and it’s not so much funny as it is darkly ironic. Or maybe darkly ridiculous. It’s a story for anyone who has ever thought, “If I hear that song one more time, my head is going to explode.”
 
   Like “Don’t Stop Believing,” “Into the Dark” gets its title from a song – in this case, Death Cab for Cutie’s “I Will Follow You into the Dark.” It’s about how far a man will go to keep from being alone.
 
   “Still Life” is the most personal of the three. It’s about a man who is imprisoned by his own memories.
 
   I hope you enjoy them.
 
    
 
    
 
   Rob Kroese, 2/19/2013
 
    
 
   


  
 

Don’t Stop Believing
 
   Faraday smiled as he stepped into the bar. The place was cramped and dank, and the smell of old beer and mildew made Faraday nostalgic for the days when you could smoke in such places. But Faraday knew this place. His business brought him here with some regularity back in the day. The bar was empty except for the fat, balding old bartender and a rumpled mass of bones and overcoat warming itself over a series of shot glasses at the far end of the bar.
 
   “Scotch and soda,” Faraday said to the bartender, as he slid onto a stool some six seats down from the other patron. The bartender nodded absently and went about making the drink. 
 
   “Quiet in here,” said Faraday.
 
   “Jukebox is broken,” replied the bartender, not looking up. “Has been for years.”
 
   “Too bad,” remarked Faraday, glancing about the bar. “I find that music relaxes people. Puts them at ease. That makes my job easier.”
 
   The bartender stopped mid-pour and looked up at Faraday. “Jesus,” he muttered. “What’s it been, Faraday? Three years?” He finished pouring the drink and slapped the glass on the bar, nearly half of the contents sloshing out.
 
   “Something like that,” said Faraday. “What’s the matter, Harry? You don’t look happy to see me.”
 
   “What do you want, Faraday?” asked Harry impatiently.
 
   “You’re in arrears, Harry. You haven’t kept up with your payments to Mr. Carver.”
 
   Harry shrugged. “You stopped coming around. Figured you didn’t care anymore. For that matter, doesn’t Carver have bigger concerns these days?”
 
   “I can assure you,” said Faraday, taking a sip of his drink, “that whatever Mr. Carver’s other business associations, he still runs this neighborhood, and he expects prompt payment.”
 
   Harry snorted. “What the hell am I supposed to do, mail you a check? Christ, Faraday. You disappear for three years and then just show up one day and expect payment in full? Or what? You going to take time out of your busy schedule to break my legs? These days I’m lucky if I can make rent. If it weren’t for Pete here, this place would be empty most days.”
 
   The man on the end, evidently named Pete, nodded slightly in a gesture of acknowledgement.
 
   Faraday smiled, studying his drink. “How about this,” he said. “I’m going to tell you a story.”
 
   “What, some kind of cautionary tale about a guy who didn’t pay his debts to Mr. Carver? Look, Faraday, you can take your threats and….”
 
   “No, no, nothing like that,” said Faraday, waving his hand. “Something much more fantastic. In fact, it’s going to be the most unbelievable story you’ve ever heard. And you’re going to believe every word of it.”
 
   Harry laughed derisively. “I’ve heard a lot of crazy stories.”
 
   “Not like this one,” said Faraday.
 
   Harry shrugged again. “Anybody can make up a story.”
 
   “Yeah, except this one is true, as you yourself will have to admit. How about a friendly wager? If I’m right, you pay your outstanding debt to Mr. Carver. If I’m wrong, you get a free ride.” 
 
   “If you’re right about what?” asked Harry.
 
   “If you admit that my story is the most unbelievable story you’ve ever heard, and yet you believe it.”
 
   “That makes no sense,” said Harry. “Why would I believe a story that’s totally unbelievable?”
 
   “Then this should be an easy win for you,” said Faraday. “If you don’t believe it, or if you don’t agree that it’s the most unbelievable story you’ve ever heard, you never see me again. But if you admit that it’s the most unbelievable story you’ve ever heard, and you believe it anyway, then I come back in a week and you present payment in full. Fair enough?”
 
   Harry shrugged. “I suppose,” he said.
 
   “Wonderful,” said Faraday, finishing his drink. “Another, please. And I believe the gentleman at the end is dry as well. Pete, is it?” 
 
   The man nodded.
 
    “On me,” said Faraday to the bartender, and Pete mumbled something like a thank you. Harry got them each another drink.
 
   “As you also know, my boss, Mr. Carver, has relationships with a number of other organizations. Mr. Carver provides certain services to these organizations that they would prefer to keep ‘off the books,’ if you understand my meaning. Mr. Carver prides himself on delivering results while allowing his business partners plausible deniability of any involvement.”
 
   “Yeah, I get it,” said Harry. “You’re hired thugs.”
 
   Faraday waved his hand dismissively. “Sometimes that’s all it amounts to. But some operations require a certain expertise and finesse. In this particular case, about three years ago, a company came to us with a rather strange request. This is a big, respectable company, by the way. One you’ve heard of, although I’m not at liberty to divulge the name. They do a lot of hush-hush stuff. Government defense contracts and the like. I’m really not supposed to even tell you this much, but like I said, the story’s so unbelievable that if you repeat it, people will just think you’re crazy.”
 
   “Defense contracts?” asked Harry. “You mean like weapons? Bombs and stuff?”
 
   “Nothing so obvious,” replied Faraday. “They work mostly in what is called psy ops. Psychological warfare.” He took a sip of his scotch. “You ever see that movie, The Manchurian Candidate?”
 
   “Yeah,” Harry said. “With the black guy. Wesley Snipes.”
 
   “Denzel Washington. And that was the remake. The original had Frank Sinatra. Anyway, that’s the sort of stuff this company was working on. Mind control, basically.”
 
   Harry chuckled. “OK, this is getting pretty unbelievable,” he said. “Secret government mind control projects?”
 
   “But you believe me so far?” asked Faraday.
 
   Harry shrugged. “So what did this company need you for? Shaking down investors for cash or something?”
 
   Faraday shook his head. “They needed test subjects. Human test subjects. Apparently it’s difficult to get people to volunteer for dangerous mind control experiments. So they decided to skip the ‘volunteer’ part.”
 
   Harry said. “Shit, Faraday,” he said. “This is getting pathetic. If you think you’re going to convince me to pay with some kind of mind control mumbo-jumbo….”
 
   “Shut up and listen,” Faraday said. Harry was quiet.
 
   Faraday went on, “Like I said, the company needed test subjects, and they didn’t care how we got them. They were getting a lot of pressure from bigwigs in the government to deliver results. I guess mind control is sort of the holy grail of psychological warfare – being able to program a person to do exactly what you want them to do. Imagine if the U.S. government could reach into the brain of a hostile dictator in the Middle East and get him to act however they wanted him to. Open up the country to our oil companies, let us refuel our planes at his air bases, even remove himself from power – anything the US government wants. Real, effective mind control would be the most powerful weapon ever devised. More powerful than nuclear bombs, even. You could cause wars or prevent them on a whim.”
 
   Pete had emptied the shot glass and now seemed to be regarding Faraday with something like suspicion. Faraday finished his drink and motioned for another round.
 
   “And you’re saying that this company figured out how to do that?” asked Harry dubiously, getting two more drinks.
 
   “They were working on it,” replied Faraday. “The problem with the method they were using – well, there were two problems, really. The first was that it required placing a chip into the subject’s brain. Brain surgery, essentially. I’m no expert, but I’m guessing most hostile dictators won’t let you get close enough to perform brain surgery on them. The other problem… there were some undesirable side effects. I watched them work for a while, and it was… not pretty.” He got up from his stool and strolled across the bar, passing behind Pete and stopping in front of an old jukebox. 
 
   “You see, the idea was that you could coerce someone into taking some predetermined action by subjecting them to what the scientists called a ‘sensory cue.’” Like in the movie. The Queen of Hearts is a visual cue that turns a harmless dupe into an assassin. But they used sounds instead. What do you call it, auditory cues. You sure this thing is broken?”
 
   “Like I said,” Harry replied. “Hasn’t worked in years.” He placed the drinks on the bar. Pete seemed to have lost interest in drinking, though. He now sat stock still, his palms spread on the bar as if he were trying to steady himself.
 
   “Too bad,” said Faraday quietly, flipping through the selections on the carousel. It was mostly popular music from the 70s and 80s – ABBA, Genesis, Springsteen, that sort of stuff. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Faraday continued, “they found that auditory cues worked better than visual. A clearly distinguishable sequence of sounds, like the first few seconds of a particular song.” 
 
   “But you said there were side effects,” Harry interjected. 
 
   “Right,” Faraday said, breaking into a laugh. “Their scientists had a little trouble getting the chip to work right.”
 
   “What, you mean they actually cut somebody’s head open to put a chip in it?”
 
   “Yep,” said Faraday. “Dozens of times.”
 
   “Holy shit,” said Harry. “Where did you find people who would let you do that to them?”
 
   “You’re not listening, Harry. They didn’t use volunteers. That’s why they hired us. We found people for them. People from around town, who wouldn’t be missed. Homeless guys, mostly. The experiments went on for months. But the result was always the same: the subject died. Brain aneurism.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” said Harry. “You’re making this up, right? This is just a story?”
 
   “’Fraid not,” said Faraday. “So you don’t believe it?”
 
   “I’m not sure…” started Harry. At the end of the bar, Pete began to surreptitiously slide off his stool.
 
   “Where you going, Pete?” asked Faraday, strolling toward Pete and putting his hand firmly on the man’s shoulder. “I was just getting to the good part. Have another drink!”
 
   Pete reluctantly got back on the stool. His hands were now clearly shaking.
 
   “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here,” said Harry, “but this isn’t funny anymore.”
 
   “Funny?” asked Faraday, bemused. “I never promised you a funny story. I said it was going to be unbelievable.” He strolled back toward Harry and picked up his drink.
 
   Harry nodded slowly. “Okay, so what did you do with these people? The ones you supposedly killed?”
 
   Faraday chuckled. “Do with them?” he said. “We didn’t do anything with them. They just died. They’re homeless. Who the fuck cares? The doctors would do the procedure and then we’d leave the subjects on the street somewhere, unconscious. These guys could drill into the brain and inject the chip without even shaving the subject’s head. The subjects never knew they’d been operated on. They included a radio transponder, so we could find them again. I guess it took about three weeks for the chip to integrate itself into the subject’s brain. So three weeks or so after the operation, we’d drive up behind them, blasting the trigger song, trying to activate the command sequence.” Faraday took a swallow of his drink.
 
   “Jesus,” said Harry. “And what happened?”
 
   “I told you what happened. They keeled over and died. All of them. Well, this one guy lived for a while, which confused us, until we realized we had the wrong song. There was a different song for each subject. That’s how they identified them. Instead of “Subject A” or “Subject B”, it was ‘Hungry Like the Wolf’ or ‘Dirty Diana.’ It had to be a song the subject had heard several times before, so that it activated certain pathways in the brain or something. They did tests to determine the best song for each subject. So we were following this dude in a van, thinking he was “Running with the Devil” when he was actually ‘Living on the Edge.’ We got all excited, thinking he was going to start doing the Macarena....”
 
   “Doing what?” Harry asked, bewildered.
 
   “Oh, that’s what they were programmed to do, supposedly. When the chip was activated, it was supposed to make them do the Macarena. It was just a test, to see if they could get them to go through a predetermined set of physical motions. Nobody ever did, though. Not even ‘Living on the Edge.’ We managed to freak him out pretty good, chasing him down in a windowless van, blasting ‘Running with the Devil.’ I think he almost died of a heart attack before we got the right song playing and he had a brain aneurism, like everybody else.” Faraday had strolled back to the jukebox and was once again surveying the available songs. “Toto!” Faraday cried. “Shit, man. Do people actually pay money to hear Toto?”
 
   “You deaf,” growled Pete, “or stupid? The man said it was broken. Now you gonna get to the fucking point?”
 
   Faraday turned around. “Oh, I’m sorry, Pete. It is Pete, right? Am I boring you?”
 
   “I’ve heard this story before,” said Pete.
 
   “Oh, have you?” asked Faraday. “And how does it end?”
 
   Pete muttered something incomprehensible. Harry shot Pete a puzzled look.
 
   Faraday went on, undeterred. “The scientists kept assuring the suits that they were making progress, but I could tell things were getting tense. One guy swore that ‘Living on the Edge’ did the first few motions of the Macarena before he keeled over. I was there, and to me it just looked like… well, a brain aneurism. But they kept trying. Eventually people started to get suspicious about all the homeless people dropping dead, though, and one day this reporter starts nosing around the facility where they did the operations. We were going to ice him, but somebody suggested they might as well use him as another test subject. I didn’t think it was a good idea, but one of the scientists thought that maybe the problem was that most of the subjects already had some kind of brain damage or mental illness. He thought maybe if they tried it on a normal, healthy person, they’d have better luck.”
 
   Faraday paused for a moment, searching his pockets. Not finding what he wanted, he continued, “So we grabbed the guy and sedated him, and they did the operation. They didn’t put the transponder in him, though, because it would show up on an X-ray. The chip itself is silicon and is only about a tenth of an inch across. Unless you know where to look, it would be very difficult for anyone to find. So if our reporter friend blabbed to anyone about having a mind control chip in his head, there would be no way to prove it. People would just think he was crazy. In fact, when he woke up from the surgery, we told him everything. About the chip, the brain aneurisms, everything. We even told him what song would trigger the chip. We figured that if he knew we could literally kill him with ten seconds of a Journey song, he’d stop sniffing around. And without any evidence, he’d be just another loony barking about mind-control. Ah, here we go!” Faraday produced two quarters from his jacket pocket.
 
   “Unfortunately, since he didn’t have a transponder, we had to watch him twenty-four-seven, and one day, before we had a chance to try to execute the command sequence, he gave us the slip. Left town, disappeared completely. Left his job, his wife, his kids. We tried to find him, but the trail was completely cold. He just vanished. We never heard from him again. That is, until one of our agents spotted him in this area last week. He’s been coming to this bar every day around this time.”
 
   “Bullshit!” Pete growled, lurching off his stool toward Faraday, wagging his finger at him. “There’s no fucking chip! I don’t know what you guys are really up to, but this mind control story is bullshit. I always had my doubts, of course, but when nothing surfaced about it in the news for three years, I knew for sure that you bastards made up the whole thing as some kind of sick joke. You find a reporter sniffing around, abduct him, knock him out, tell him some insane story about how if he hears more than ten seconds of… some song, he’s going to die. Or do the Macarena. Very funny, ha ha. I left my wife, my family… Got on a train in the middle of the night, not even knowing where I was going. I lost everything, you son of a bitch!”
 
   “So you don’t believe me?” asked Faraday.
 
   Pete shook his head. “I think you’re probably here to put a bullet in my head, to tie up loose ends. But there’s no fucking chip in my skull, that much I know. So get it over with. Shoot me already.”
 
   Faraday frowned and turned to Harry. “What about you? Do you believe me?”
 
   Harry thought for a moment and then shook his head. “No, sir, I don’t. And if you don’t leave right now, I’m calling the police.”
 
   “See?” Faraday said. “I told you it was unbelievable.” He sighed. “And the real shame is, they never did get it to work. They’ve shut down the whole program. All that’s left, like Pete here says, is a few loose ends. Hey,” he said, turning to Pete, “have you ever listened to that song all the way through, just to make sure?”
 
   Pete glowered at him.
 
   Faraday laughed. “So you don’t believe it, but you’re not taking any chances. It must be stressful, knowing that if the song ever comes on the radio…”
 
   “Don’t fucking tell me about stressful!” Pete spat. “A couple weeks ago I had to jump out of a moving cab because the driver wouldn’t change the goddamn station. That’s when I decided enough was enough. I wasn’t going to live my life in fear anymore. I choose to believe there is no chip.”
 
   “But you still won’t listen to the song,” Faraday replied, smirking.
 
   Pete said nothing.
 
   Faraday downed the rest of his drink and set the glass on top of the jukebox. He released the two coins into the jukebox and pushed a series of three buttons. The machine whirred to life.
 
   “How the hell did you…?” Harry murmured, setting down the phone.
 
   Pete got off his stool and began to walk toward the jukebox, but he lost his footing and fell to his knees. He stared at the machine, which was making the telltale sounds of a disc sliding into place. “No…” he said. “No, it can’t be. There’s no way….”
 
   “Had it fixed last night,” said Faraday. Our people broke in and replaced the solenoid. We won’t bill you for it.”
 
   “Please don’t,” said Pete. “Please, I won’t say anything. I’ll go away again. It was a mistake coming back here. You’ll never see me again…”
 
   Piano chords filled the bar. Moments later, the unmistakable voice of Steve Perry began to croon:
 
    
 
   Just a small town girl
livin’ in a lonely world
she took the midnight train going anywhere
 
    
 
   Pete tried to get up, scrambling furiously toward the door, but Faraday dropped him with a swift chop to the back of his neck. 
 
   “You bastard,” moaned Pete, curling into a ball, his hands clamped over his ears in a futile attempt to block out the sound.
 
   “Look on the bright side,” said Faraday, smiling down at Pete. “You got three years more than most of the subjects.” Faraday walked to the door. Turning, he said to Harry, “I’ll be back in a week for the money.”
 
   Pete screamed in agony. His head jerked backward and he fell to the floor, a look of terror in his eyes. White foam dribbled from his mouth. For a moment, his arms moved in a coordinated way, as if Pete were trying to dance. Then every muscle in his body seemed to tense at once. After a few seconds, he went limp. Faraday knelt down to close the man’s eyes. 
 
   “He only made one mistake,” Faraday said, shaking his head.
 
   “What… what’s that?” asked Harry.
 
   Faraday smiled. “He stopped believing.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Into the Dark
 
    
 
   Matt Edlund craned his head to the left and pulled down on his neck tendons with his right hand, producing a cathartic series of cracks. It was an entirely unconscious movement, something he did every few minutes as he stared blearily at the mass of rock suspended in the middle of the LCD screen in front of him. The rock hadn’t moved for nearly six hours, which was, all-in-all, a good thing, but it made for some pretty boring television.
 
   “How are we doing on the mass estimate?” He said into his collar mike.
 
   “No change from the last three times you asked,” said a woman’s voice in his ear. He could hear the wry smile in her voice, and he pictured her rolling her eyes. That was Serena. Patient. Longsuffering. Always in control.
 
   “Sorry, sweets,” he said. “Guess I’m getting a little bored with this show. Seriously, it’s like watching a Terence Malick movie.”
 
   “Who?” she asked absently.
 
   “Never mind,” he said. “I’m distracting you. Just do your thing. I’ll shut up now.”  Serena didn’t share his encyclopedic knowledge of twentieth-century movie trivia; she used her brain for more important things, like calculating the mass of the three-kilometer-long asteroid that was tethered to the rear end of the CMS Morgana.
 
   The asteroid, officially named (21482) Olive, was an irregular hunk of stone, iron, and various other minerals like platinum, cobalt and palladium. The stone was worthless, dead weight. The iron, while not worthless, certainly wasn’t worth a 600 million kilometer round trip to retrieve it. The hope was that there was enough of the other stuff to make this expedition worthwhile. Asteroid mining was a hit-and-miss business; CMS had been lucky to have made enough “hits” in a row to become the leading extraterrestrial mining company in the solar system. A few misses, though, and they’d be out of business. The magic number was three percent: if an asteroid’s composition was at least three percent “valuables” – that is, valuable minerals – then the expedition would pay for itself. The mix was always different. Some minerals were worth more than others, and prices were in a constant state of flux, but the three percent rule of thumb had remained surprisingly reliable since asteroid mining began with CMS’s first flight nearly twenty years earlier.
 
   Still nothing happened on the monitor. The rock remained motionless as ever. Matt yawned and cracked his neck again. He resisted the urge to ask Serena for an update.
 
   Ideally, Serena would have calculated Olive’s mass before they had anchored it to the Morgana, but that wasn’t how mining worked. Actually, in an ideal universe, CMS’s unmanned probes would have calculated Olive’s mass and composition precisely before the Morgana had even arrived, but that wasn’t how mining worked either. Asteroid mining was, in short, a series of increasingly more accurate intelligent guesses. The CMS geologists would select the optimal asteroid for mining, based on mass, estimated composition, distance, orbit, proximity to neighboring asteroids and other hazards, and a host of other considerations. Then a mining ship like the Morgana would be sent out to tether the rock and tow it back to earth. 
 
   At this point the composition of the rock didn’t make any difference to Matt and Serena. The Morgana didn’t carry enough fuel for them to seek out another target, so they would tow Olive to orbit around Earth, where the drillers would determine whether CMS was going to have another quarter of strong earnings. But getting Olive back to earth was by no means an exact science either: the geologists had determined Olive’s mass to within a margin of error of plus or minus zero point eight percent – which was impressive, but zero point eight percent is a pretty big margin when you’re towing a few million tons of rock through the gravitational sphere of Jupiter. A trajectory error of a tenth of a degree might be the difference between getting home safely and spending the next thousand years as the latest addition to Jupiter’s collection of moons.
 
   The most accurate way of measuring Olive’s mass was also the most primitive: see how hard it is to move. And that’s precisely what Matt and Serena were now doing. He had fired the Morgana’s thrusters at full power for exactly three seconds, and now Serena was attempting to calculate how far out of its orbit Olive had budged. Or maybe she was trying to calculate the difference between the Morgana’s current position and where the Morgana would have been if it hadn’t been tethered to Olive when Matt fired the thrusters.  Matt had graduated with honors as an engineering major from Cal-Poly, but even trying to keep track of the number of variables Serena had to work with gave Matt a headache. The Morgana floated at the periphery of Jupiter’s realm of influence, so she would have to take into account Jupiter’s pull as well as that of several neighboring asteroids, in addition to the mass of the Morgana and the thrust it had produced. 
 
   “Okay, got it,” Serena said at last.
 
   “So?” Matt asked. “What’s the magic number?”
 
   “I’m sending you thrust vectors.”
 
   “So that’s how it is, huh?” Matt asked. 
 
   “Yep,” replied Serena. “Don’t worry your pretty little head with things like mass and acceleration. Just do what you’re told.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” replied Matt. The sad thing was that Serena was only half-joking. She knew that the mass number would be meaningless to Matt; all he needed to do was punch in the thrust vectors. Serena was the brains of this operation; he was, at best, the hands and feet.
 
   Matt squeezed his eyes tight and cracked his neck one more time. With any luck, they wouldn’t have to do another calibration for three days or so. He unsnapped his shoulder harness and lightly pushed off against the rubber-matted floor. Grabbing a rung above his head, he propelled himself through a narrow steel tunnel, re-emerging in the Morgana’s nav center. Serena greeted him with a smile and a hug.
 
   “That’s the longest we’ve been apart for three months,” said Matt.
 
   “I don’t think it counts as being apart,” replied Serena. “You were ten meters away. And we were in constant radio contact.”
 
   “Still, I missed you terribly,” said Matt. 
 
   Serena stuck out her tongue at him. She was petite, with short brown hair and a pretty face liberally dotted with freckles. There was no one Matt would rather be stuck in a tin can with for six months.
 
   “Tomorrow’s our anniversary, you know,” he said.
 
   “Is it?” Serena asked. “We should –”
 
   A warning chime sounded and a red light flashed above their heads. “Shit,” said Matt. “What now?”
 
   Serena scanned the warning message that had popped up on her monitor. “Winch number three is sticking,” she said. “Can you cycle through the self-test?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Matt, maneuvering himself in the zero gravity to his station next to Serena’s. She had been using both stations for the thrust vector calculations, which is why Matt had retreated to the rear observation station. Now he nestled himself next to her again, and brought up the self-test application for the towing winches. “Gimme a sec.”
 
   Olive was tethered to the Morgana by three steel cables. The thinking was that if one of the cables was severed by a rogue meteor or one of the pitons that secured the cable to the rock broke loose, there would still be two cables in place. The problem with this system was that it required a mechanism to equalize tension between the three cables – which is where the automated winches came in. If one cable was pulling too hard, it would release some slack on that cable and tighten the other two in an effort to keep the load evenly distributed. If one of the winches had jammed, that was bad news.
 
   After a frustrating several minutes of tapping keys and waiting for a response from winch number three, Matt sighed. “No good. It’s stuck bad.”
 
   “Okay, now what? Go out there and fix it?”
 
   Matt shook his head. “Protocol is to try to torque it loose. Loosen the other two cables and hope that winch three releases.”
 
   “Jesus,” said Serena. “That sounds dangerous.”
 
   “Not as dangerous as suiting up and trying to un-jam it with a crowbar.” He tapped a series of commands into the keyboard, overriding the dynamic tensioning system and letting cables one and two go slack. Then he entered the thrust vectors Serena had sent him minutes earlier. At present, there was minimal tension on cable three because it and the Morgana were in free-fall, but when Serena’s thrust schedule kicked in, the Morgana would begin a series of accelerations that would adjust its path to allow them to slingshot around Jupiter and back toward Earth. Hopefully the acceleration would be enough to un-jam the winch – but not enough to tear the piton free from the rock.
 
   “When’s the next thrust?” Serena asked.
 
   “No time for that,” Matt said, winking at her. It was an obvious joke, but he knew she’d have been disappointed if he hadn’t taken advantage of the setup.
 
   “Ha, ha,” said Serena dutifully. “Seriously, when?”
 
   “Thirty-eight minutes. We’ll know soon enough.”
 
   They waited in silence. 
 
   Matt and Serena had gotten married two years and 364 days earlier. They were the first husband-and-wife extraterrestrial mining crew in history – but if all went well, they would likely not be the last. Originally these asteroid-retrieval expeditions had been designed as one-person operations, and in truth there was no technical reason to have two crew members aboard. But CMS altered its methodology when it lost its second miner to suicide. Both had been driven insane by the solitude and gone out the airlock – the latter one sans pressure suit. Cynics argued that CMS’s change in attitude had more to do with the fact that the second suicide also cost them a ten-billion-dollar spacecraft than concern about their crewmembers.
 
   Whatever the rationale, CMS was ultimately forced to redesign its vessels to accommodate two crew members, in order to ward against the loneliness and depression that went with extended space travel. They spent a small fortune trying to devise a scientific model of the perfect two-person mining team only to come to the obvious conclusion that the best possible team was a happily married couple. And just like that, Matt and Serena Edlund – an unexceptional air force test pilot and a computer scientist toiling away on CMS’s navigation software, respectively – vaulted to the top of the list of candidates to man the first two-person mining mission in CMS’s history. There had been three other couples under consideration (two male-female teams and a lesbian couple), but Matt and Serena had outscored all of them on both individual psychological tests and cooperative problem-solving exercises. They were, as far as CMS was concerned, the perfect team.
 
   “Here we go,” said Matt, as the thrusters fired. Gravity suddenly pulled him down into his chair. On the monitor in front of him was Olive. Three barely perceptible silver lines – the tethering cables – began at the bottom of the screen, disappearing after a few inches into the shadow of the asteroid.
 
   A minute jolt shuddered through the craft.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Serena asked.
 
   Matt bit his lip. “Hopefully, the winch letting go. Otherwise…”
 
   Something was off about one of the lines on the bottom of the screen: its angle had changed slightly. That could only mean one thing.
 
   “Oh, fuck,” said Matt. “Hold on.”
 
   The number three piton had snapped, and now the loose end of the cable was recoiling toward the Morgana. There was a flash at the bottom of the screen as the remnant of the drilling assembly caught the sunlight, and then it disappeared from sight. Half a second later, there was another jolt, this one bigger than the first. The crunch of metal reverberated through the cabin. The warning chimes sounded and red lights blinked furiously.
 
   “No loss of pressure,” said Serena.
 
   “Thank God,” replied Matt. “Hopefully it didn’t… ah, shit. The oxygen plant is reporting severe damage. It’s completely offline.”
 
   Matt power-cycled the plant, but there was no response. “Can we get it on one of the cams?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” replied Serena. “Number fourteen, I think.”
 
   Matt switched his display to show the input from camera fourteen. The view wasn’t pretty. 
 
   “No way we’re fixing that,” said Matt grimly.
 
   The Morgana was a monstrous assembly of preassembled modules, stacked like a tower of Lego bricks. One of these was the oxygen generation plant. It would have made more sense with a ship of the Morgana’s size to use two smaller oxygen plants, but the manufacturer only made the modules in one size, and redundancy wasn’t cost-effective. A consequence of this design was that if the oxygen plant got knocked out, the crew of the Morgana was in deep shit. And what they saw on the monitor was a gaping hole in the side of the oxygen generation module.
 
   “So what do we do?” Serena asked. But she knew the answer. There was nothing to do. They couldn’t even radio CMS for help because they were on the far side of Jupiter.
 
   “Better refigure the oxygen usage calculations,” Matt said. “Assume zero output from the OGM. Maybe…” His voice trailed off. He couldn’t make himself complete the thought, because he knew it was a lie. Maybe we can both make it home….
 
   Matt sat in silence while Serena re-worked the calculations. As he sat watching her work, he felt completely helpless – the same way he felt when he sat with her in the hospital after the accident. That was nearly two years ago, before they had been selected as the crew of the Morgana. They had been on their way to a Halloween party, Matt dressed as a pirate and Serena dressed as a mermaid. Matt had swerved to avoid a stray cat in the road and skidded sideways into a telephone pole. Serena’s head had crashed through the passenger’s side window and slammed into the pole. The doctors had kept her in a coma for three weeks to control the swelling of her brain. Matt had stayed with her in the hospital, leaving her side only for a few minutes at a time. The thought of losing her was more than he could stand. He had barely slept and lost over twenty pounds from his already wiry frame.
 
   At last she had regained consciousness and began to show steady improvement. Within another three weeks, she had made a near-complete recovery. Only a few days later, they got the call from CMS, asking whether they would be interested in trying out for a spot on the mining crew rotation. It was an opportunity that neither of them had dared dream of. In the span of a few months, Matt had gone from the depths of despair to the highest heights known to humankind.
 
   And now it was over. At least one of them would die before reaching Earth. Matt found himself hoping that there was no possibility of even one of them making it, so that they wouldn’t have to make the decision that he dreaded.
 
   The grimace on Serena’s face told him that his hope would be unfulfilled.
 
   “We have, maybe, just enough oxygen for one of us to make it back,” she said bluntly. “Sedation would help. If we put everything on automatic, and try to sleep as much as possible….”
 
   “It has to be you,” said Matt.
 
   “No,” said Serena.
 
   “Serena, listen to me. You’re the brains of this operation. You can manage the nav system if you need to, but I can’t do the thrust vector calculations.”
 
   “You could, Matt. It’s not as hard as you –”
 
   “Okay, sure. I could do it, but it will take me five times as long. That means I’d have to spend more time awake than you. And as you say, whoever… stays… has to sleep as much as possible, to minimize oxygen use. In any case, you’re smaller. You only use about seventy-five percent as much oxygen as I do.”
 
   Serena shook her head. “I don’t think I can do it, Matt.”
 
   “You’ll be fine,” Matt said. “You’re strong than I am. When you were in the coma, I fell apart. I couldn’t even muster the strength to feed myself. No way I’m piloting this ship back home in that condition. You’re not like that. You’re stronger than you realize. You’ll carry on.”
 
   “Matt, no!” Serena cried, horrified. “I can’t! You don’t understand. I can’t make it without you!”
 
   “Serena, goddammit! Don’t you think I know how hard this is? But there’s really no choice. It has to be you. If you leave me, then we’re both dead. You have to be the one to bring the Morgana home.”
 
   Serena closed her eyes and tears streamed down her face. She unbuckled her harness and moved toward Matt to embrace him.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie,” he said. “There just isn’t any other way.”
 
   “Don’t say you’re sorry!” Serena said. “You’re the one who’s….” She trailed off. 
 
   For several minutes, they held each other in silence.
 
   At last, Serena spoke again. She was doing her best to resume her mathematician’s demeanor. “How are you going to do it?”
 
   “I’ll… go out the airlock. Otherwise you’d have to… .” 
 
   Serena nodded. There was no need to explain: obviously there was no room on the Morgana for a decaying corpse.
 
   “I’ll take some painkillers before I eject myself. With any luck I’ll be stoned out of my mind before I run out of air.”
 
   Serena tightened her embrace. A tear drop floated in front of Matt’s eyes.
 
   “Okay, let’s get to work,” Matt said, a bit too tersely. His bravado was pointless; Serena could see right through him. But for some reason he felt compelled to put up a brave front. Something hard-wired into the XY chromosome, he thought. “One final systems check, and then we’ll have our last supper. Break out those beef burgundy packets we’ve been saving.”
 
   Serena nodded and did her best to smile. “Okay. Meet you back here at sixteen hundred.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” said Matt, and unsnapped his harness. He pushed himself toward the opening opposite the one he had arrived from earlier. Every day they went through a standard check of all the Morgana’s systems; he could do his part in his sleep. Of course, after today, Serena would have to do both parts. He considered suggesting that they trade, but that would be pointless. She’d have to learn on her own, either way. In any case, he had no doubt she’d figure it out.
 
   The prescribed order for the tests didn’t make much sense on paper – the nav system was to be checked before the electrical system, for example – but the rationale became clear once you were inside the Morgana. The tests were ordered by proximity, from the two ends of the ship to the center. Usable space was at a premium in these ships; there simply wasn’t enough room for two people carrying toolboxes to pass each other in the narrow shaft that ran the length of the Morgana. Despite the retrofit, the quarters were still cramped – even for a married couple.
 
   Still, it was better than being alone. The sanity of even the most well-adjusted astronaut was strained by six months in space. Real-time communication with Earth was impossible after the initial burst of thrust, leaving the occupants of the craft in near total isolation only three weeks after takeoff. And once you were behind Jupiter, all communications were cut off, leaving nothing but the crushing boredom of deep space.
 
   There was no technical reason for the Morgana to have two crew members, but it was clear after Cam LeFevre took his little spacewalk wearing nothing but his coveralls that the basic human need for social contact wasn’t going to bow to technical requirements. Human beings just weren’t designed to be alone for six months at a time. 
 
   At first, CMS, beholden to its shareholders, tried to take the cheap way out. Rather than redesign the ship’s hardware to accommodate two passengers, they tried to solve the problem with software. The idea was to design a computer program that could mimic human interaction. They called it Sidekick. When the programmers finished it, they locked up a few test subjects with only Sidekick to talk to. Unfortunately, CMS had to cut the experiment short after three weeks because the instance of psychosis was higher with Sidekick than without. Prisoners in solitary confinement fared better than the poor bastards who were subjected to Sidekick. 
 
   On the other hand, a single astronaut would never have had to face the choice that had been forced upon Matt and Serena. He told himself that he had made the right call: it had to be Serena who lived. She had a better chance of making it home.
 
   Matt had just reached the fore end of the ship when an alarm sounded. His mouth went dry and his stomach tightened. He knew that sound: Serena had opened the inner airlock door.
 
   Matt latched his toolkit to one of the rungs that lined the interior of the Morgana and tucked himself into a ball, pushing against the rung to send himself spinning head-for-feet. Reaching out again in a practiced motion, he braked himself against the rung, forcing himself to come to a complete stop, then pushed off down the shaft. The fastest way to get to the airlock was with a single, well-aimed jump, but in his haste Matt badly misjudged and ended up crashing into the side of the shaft some ten meters down. Bouncing off the panel, he came to a halt when his head struck one of the rungs. Matt cursed, took a deep breath, and jumped again. This time he sailed straight down the shaft, not stopping until he grabbed a rung across from the airlock door. 
 
   Matt turned just in time to see the airlock status monitor display:
 
    
 
   DE-PRESSURIZATION COMPLETE
 
    
 
   Above this message was an image of Serena, standing in the airlock, smiling placidly at him. She wasn’t wearing a pressure suit.
 
   The display now read:
 
    
 
   OPENING EXTERNAL DOOR
 
    
 
   “No!” Matt screamed. “Serena, stop! What are you doing?”
 
   The door slid open, revealing the dark of deep space and a smattering of stars.
 
   Serena pantomimed blowing a kiss to him. Then she turned and launched herself into the blackness.
 
   As her figure grew smaller, Matt stared in disbelief. Why would she do this? It made no sense. They had agreed, for Christ’s sake. She was supposed to be the one to pilot the Morgana home.
 
   Her words echoed in Matt’s brain: I can’t! You don’t understand. I can’t make it without you!
 
   Disbelief was followed by waves of anger and grief – and then self-pity. Well, he thought. Now we’re both fucked.
 
   Serena’s limp body drifted away as if pulled by the darkness of space.
 
   To Matt’s credit, he didn’t bother to entertain vain hopes of rescuing her. She’d asphyxiate before he even had his suit on. He watched her float away until she was a tiny white speck in the blackness, and then kept watching for what might well have been hours. There was nothing else for him to do.
 
   He hadn’t been exaggerating when he told her he was incapable of navigating the Morgana back to Earth. It would have been a challenge for him even if he had a full supply of oxygen, and with his already barely adequate intellect compromised by grief and oxygen deprivation, he didn’t have a chance. 
 
   At last he looked away, and the reality of the situation hit him: he was alone. As alone as anyone had ever been, 300 million kilometers from the nearest human being. 300 million kilometers. Another meaningless number. What mattered was that Serena was gone, her frozen body drifting slowly into deep space.
 
   Matt dragged himself numbly to the control center, strapping himself into his chair. He tapped in the thrust vectors Serena had given him earlier, and then activated the Morgana’s distress beacon. Serena’s vectors would get the Morgana around Jupiter and headed roughly in the direction of Earth. CMS would pick up the distress call, run a remote diagnostic, and discover that both crew members were dead. They would then send a salvage mission to retrieve the Morgana and its haul. The job would get done, even though the crew wouldn’t be around to see it.
 
   Matt mechanically unstrapped himself and navigated toward the medical locker. He swallowed a handful of narcotics and then made his way back to the airlock and began donning his space suit. He was under no illusion about his own gallantry; following Serena into the void fully conscious and sans space suit was probably the romantic thing to do, but Matt had no desire to die of a pulmonary embolism, exploding lungs, or any of the other conditions that ultimately led to death in a vacuum. No, he would stick to the plan, even if Serena hadn’t: he would launch himself into space and drift into a narcotic slumber, dying peacefully when his 30-minute oxygen supply gave out.
 
   As he sealed his helmet, he began to worry that the narcotics wouldn’t take effect in time, and that he would feel his lungs burning from oxygen deprivation for several minutes before passing out. But then the drugs hit him like a hammer to the back of his head, and his anxiety spun 180 degrees: would he even get out of the airlock before he lost consciousness?
 
   The helmet was on; the last thing to do was to don his gloves and seal them. This was really a two person job under ideal circumstances, and with Matt’s brain entering a narcotic haze, he found the task nearly impossible. His fingers felt like sausages dangling from his hands.
 
   “Goddamn it,” Matt sighed, as his vision blurred. “I’m sorry, Serena. I’m a moron. I can’t even fucking…”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt awoke strapped into his cot. Serena was leaning over him. “Good morning,” she said with a smile. There was a note of worry in her voice.
 
   “What…” Matt started, groggily. “Serena! How did you…?”
 
   “How did I what?” she asked. “I got us past Jupiter, if that’s what you’re wondering. I just pushed the numbers into the fancy computer thingy. I can manage some things on my own, you know.”
 
   “No,” Matt said. “I meant, how did you survive… the airlock? You weren’t wearing….”
 
   Serena’s brow furrowed as she regarded him sympathetically. “I’m sorry, Matt,” she said. “I don’t understand. I think you may still be a little confused from the drugs.”
 
   “The drugs,” Matt repeated. “Shit, I took….”
 
   “You took enough painkillers to kill… well, not a horse. Maybe a donkey. Get it? Because you’re an ass. What the hell were you thinking, Matt?”
 
   “I thought you were dead,” said Matt.
 
   “Dead?” replied Serena, shocked. “Why would I be dead?
 
   “I saw you,” said Matt. “You went through the airlock. Without a suit.”
 
   Serena shook her head. “Pretty sure I’d remember something like that,” she said. “You must have been dreaming. It’s OK, Matt. I’m here. I’m alive. We’re going to make it back to Earth. Both of us.”
 
   Matt blinked and tried to shake away the fuzziness of sleep. “What? How?”
 
   “While you were taking your little nap, I fixed the OGM. It’s only at 23%, but it’ll get us home. Just barely.”
 
   Matt couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You fixed the OGM? How in the hell…?”
 
   “It wasn’t as bad as it looked. The casing was pretty much toast, but some of the components were salvageable.”
 
   “But how…?” Matt trailed off, not wanting to insult Serena. If she said she fixed it, then she fixed it. But Serena was no mechanic. She didn’t even know how to change the oil on their Toyota back on Earth. And yet she had repaired a complex piece of machinery while floating in deep space in a bulky pressure suit?
 
   “It wasn’t easy,” said Serena. “I think I wore out the manual for the OGM. Oh, and one of our pneumatic wrenches is happily orbiting Jupiter. But the module is producing oxygen.”
 
   “Wow,” said Matt, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. A good two days’ stubble greeted his fingertips. “That’s fantastic. We’re going to make it home. I can hardly believe it.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next day, Matt sat at his station, staring at a monitor showing the status of the Morgana’s systems. At the lower left, a number coyly blinked red at him: 23.4%. According to the ship’s computers, that was the current operating capacity of the oxygen generation module. On camera fourteen, it still looked like a trailer that had been hit by a tornado. Whatever Serena had done to the OGM, it wasn’t apparent by looking at it. Still, the computer wouldn’t lie. Would it? In any case, if the OGM were offline, the oxygen would definitely be getting thin by this point, with two people breathing it. As it was, the cabin was a little stuffy, but the atmosphere was hardly life-threatening. If the OGM held at 23.4%, in three months they’d be back in Earth’s orbit – uncomfortable and exhausted, but alive. He should be thankful.
 
   Still, the image from camera fourteen bothered him. The OGM looked completely inert; it was hard to believe it was working at all, much less operating at nearly a quarter of its maximum capacity. With that mangled casing, how had Serena even gotten into the guts of the module to repair it? It seemed impossible. She’d have had to pry the casing off with a crowbar – a difficult feat in itself – and then gone to the trouble of re-securing the casing when she was done. Serena could be meticulous to a fault, but taking the time to put the casing back on after fixing the module bordered on pathological.
 
   He couldn’t go out and check it himself; the exertion would be an inexcusable waste of oxygen. They had barely enough to get back home as it was. And Serena would want to know why the hell he was taking an unnecessary trip outside the ship to check something that she and the ship’s computer both assured him were working fine. On top of that, what would he do if he found that the OGM wasn’t working after all? There was nothing to be done about it but wait and hope that Serena was right.
 
   Serena. She was alive! He thought he had lost her, but somehow she was alive. Seeing her go out the airlock… that had been, what, a hallucination brought on by the drugs? But he had seen her exit the ship before he took the drugs. Or had he? Maybe the drugs were screwing with his memory.
 
   A faint clink! echoed through the ship: the sound of a tool connecting with metal. Serena was finishing up her systems check and would soon be joining him in the command module. The noise reminded him of something: Serena said she had lost a wrench while working on the OGM.
 
   His guilt at not trusting Serena paralyzed him for maybe a second, but then his curiosity got the better of him. He unstrapped himself and vaulted toward the tool cabinet where the wrenches were kept. Sliding down the catch, he opened the cabinet and peered inside. The pneumatic wrenches were all accounted for. So. Had Serena been joking about the wrench? How could he ask her without implying that he didn’t trust her? He couldn’t very well claim that he just happened to be looking for a pneumatic wrench; there was nothing in his system checks that would require such a tool.
 
   As he sat staring at the complete set of wrenches, he heard the noise of a boot on a ladder rung: Serena had finished her checks and was making her way back to the command module.
 
   Matt quietly closed the cabinet door and pushed off against the wall, propelling himself back toward his chair. His heart beat rapidly and his armpits were suddenly damp with sweat. What was he so worried about? It’s just Serena, for God’s sake. Calm down, idiot; you’re wasting oxygen.
 
   Catching one of the restraint straps as he sailed over the chair, he pulled down and spun deftly, landing in his chair with a whoomf! He clicked the restraints into place mere seconds before Serena floated into the module. He took a deep breath and tried to look bored.
 
   “Everything OK?” she asked, regarding him quizzically.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, a little too quickly. “I, uh, had a bit of a scare. Misread the fuel consumption figures and almost gave myself a heart attack. But everything’s fine, yeah.”
 
   “Cool,” she replied, maneuvering into her own chair and securing the restraints. “Everything checks out on my end. We should get some sleep.”
 
   “I’m not tired.”
 
   “Take a sedative. We’re wasting oxygen.”
 
   “Give me a minute. Maybe I just need to relax a bit.”
 
   Serena shrugged and closed her eyes.
 
   After a moment, Matt spoke again. “Hey, what was the name of that restaurant we used to go to in Houston? That place with the cheap T-bones. It had some horrible name.”
 
   Serena didn’t open her eyes. “Happy Steak?”
 
   Matt laughed. “Yeah, that was it. Happy Steak. We spent a lot of Friday nights there. We should go back sometime, after we get home.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s there anymore,” said Serena. “I think it went out of business when I was in the coma. I drove past it afterwards, and it looked like it had been boarded up.”
 
   “Figures,” said Matt. “We probably kept that place in business.”
 
   Leave it alone, thought Matt. You’re not going to accomplish anything by pushing her. But his mind wouldn’t leave it alone. Something wasn’t right. After a moment, he spoke again.
 
   “Hey, what was that game you were trying to teach me in the hospital?”
 
   “Indiana Rummy?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the one. We should play that game.”
 
   “We will. When we get back.”
 
   “Let’s play now. Just one game. I think it will help me relax.”
 
   “No way,” said Serena. “I’m not teaching you any more card games. You’re a terrible student. You complain that I’m over-explaining things and then when you lose, you bitch about how I didn’t explain the rules well enough. It’s maddening.”
 
   “Please,” said Matt. “Just one game. I promise I won’t complain. How about if I look up the rules on the computer and wake you up when I’m ready to play?”
 
   “Whatever,” said Serena.
 
   Matt punched Indiana Rummy into the console. The computer replied with: No matches found. 
 
   “Huh,” said Matt. “The computer doesn’t know the game. I thought it knew everything.” In truth, he hadn’t expected to find anything. After Serena’s failed attempt to teach him the game, Matt had looked it up on the ‘net, and had been surprised to find that as far as the ‘net was concerned, Indiana Rummy didn’t exist.
 
   “I think my grandma invented it,” said Serena. 
 
   “Your grandmother invented a card game?”
 
   “Sure. The women in my family are a little eccentric. Mathematicians. They used to make up all sorts of card games, just for fun. Indiana Rummy was our favorite, though.”
 
   “OK, well, you’re going to have to teach me, since the computer evidently isn’t familiar with your grandmother’s repertoire of card games.”
 
   “Later, Matt. Please. I’m trying to sleep.”
 
   “OK,” Matt said. “Later.” He closed his eyes and tried to sleep. But all he could see when he closed his eyes was the mangled OGM casing.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Matt looked up from his console. “So you going to teach me this game or what?”
 
   “I’m kind of busy over here.”
 
   “Busy!” Matt snorted. “You’re doing a Sudoku.”
 
   “Yes,” Serena replied. “I’m busy doing a Sudoku.”
 
   “Come on,” Matt wheedled. “You promised.”
 
   “Why do you suddenly want to play this game so bad, Matt?” Serena demanded irritably. “You sure as hell didn’t show this much interest when I was in the hospital.”
 
   “Well, I’m interested now,” he said, meeting Serena’s glare with a cold gaze. “Teach me the game.”
 
   Serena looked away and laughed. “I don’t think I remember the rules.”
 
   “Really,” said Matt. “Your favorite game. The one you tried to teach me six months ago.”
 
   She turned to face him again. “That’s right, Matt. I don’t fucking remember,” she snapped. I don’t remember how to play the game. Is that OK with you? I had a near-fatal head injury, remember? Maybe I forgot a few things.”
 
   Matt persisted. “CMS ran you through a hundred tests before letting you on this mission. There was no sign of brain damage or memory loss, except for the few moments before the crash. And in any case, you seemed to remember the rules just fine while you were recuperating, after you came out of the coma. If you don’t remember the rules, it has nothing to do with the crash, and you know it.”
 
    “Jesus, Matt. What is it with you and this game? Just let it go, would you?” After a moment, she said again, more quietly, “Let it go, Matt. Please.”
 
   Matt found himself blinking away tears. What the hell was wrong with him? He was with the woman he loved, and in three months they would be back home, with a year of paid leave to spend together, doing whatever they wanted. Why couldn’t he just accept that and be happy?
 
   A tap of an icon brought up camera fourteen again. The mangled casing looked as bad as ever. Reason told him there was no way in hell that thing was working at 23% capacity. And then there was the supposed missing wrench. And his “hallucination.” He had seen Serena go out the airlock, before he had taken any pills. Maybe the pills had screwed with his memory, scrambling the order of events, but it had seemed so real. He was sure that he had seen her go out the airlock – as sure as he was that she was sitting across from him now. On the other hand, maybe he was hallucinating now. 
 
   “Teach me the game,” he said again.
 
   “Matt, no…” she pleaded.
 
   “Teach me the fucking game. Indiana Rummy. Teach me. Now.”
 
   Now Serena was weeping. “No, Matt,” she cried. “Please don’t make me.”
 
   “I love you, Serena,” Matt said through gritted teeth. “If you ever loved me, teach me the game.”
 
   After a moment, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and nodded. She tapped her screen a few times, and a window popped up on Matt’s screen. It read:
 
   Serena wants to play a card game with you. Accept/Refuse.
 
   Matt accepted, and a deck of cards appeared. Seven cards flew off the deck, flipping to appear face-up at the bottom of his screen.
 
   “Order the cards by their face value, regardless of suit,” said Serena. All emotion had drained from her voice.
 
   Matt tapped the cards, one by one. Two of clubs, three of hearts, six of spades, eight of hearts, nine of clubs, jack of spades, king of diamonds.
 
   The screen went dark. Then a message appeared. It read:
 
    
 
                Project Avalon has been suspended. Stand by for instructions.
 
    
 
   A face appeared on the screen. Matt gasped. He’d know that face anywhere: it was his own.
 
   “Hi, Matt,” said the Matt on the screen. He broke into nervous laughter. To someone off-screen, he said, “I feel like an idiot doing this. Can’t somebody else… yeah, yeah. OK, I’ve got it.”
 
   Matt shuddered in his chair. He had no memory of making this recording. In the video, he was wearing a dirty gray sweatshirt. His hair was longer, and he had a beard. He looked gaunt and tired. It looked like the recording had been taken about six months earlier, during the depths of his depression, before Serena’s miraculous recovery. In fact – was that the sound of a heart monitor beeping? Was this video taken in the hospital, by Serena’s bedside? What kind of sick –
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by the Matt on the screen. “Well, I guess if you’re watching this, you’ve made it back to Earth safely. Either that, or something has gone pretty fucking wrong. I hope for your sake it’s the former, but this isn’t going to be easy for me either way. For you, I mean. Jesus.” The man on the screen fought to compose himself. After a moment he continued.
 
   “They’re making me do this recording as a condition of the project. I guess it’s as much for me as it is for you. They want it documented that I understand what they’re going to do to me. That is, what they did to you. Understandable. You’re probably going to want to sue them. Trust me; don’t bother. You’ve waived every right you have.
 
   “I want you to know, first of all, that I didn’t do this primarily out of grief, although the grief is nearly unbearable. I also didn’t do it because of the money, although the money is very good, as you’ll soon find out, now that you’re back home safely. I did it because I wanted to go into space. That’s an opportunity very few people have, Matt. Remember that, whatever else happens.
 
   “OK, so, Project Avalon. They’re going to tell you that they retrofitted the Morgana to make it a two-person ship. They lied to you. They spent half a billion dollars trying to do it, but it was simply unworkable. If you take some measurements of the ship, you’ll see what I mean. There’s no way two people could live on that thing. Hell, there’s only the one command station.”
 
   What the hell was he talking about? Matt wondered. Serena’s right over –
 
   He looked up from his station. The command module suddenly seemed very small. Serena was gone. 
 
   “Serena!” he called. But only silence followed. Where the hell could she have gone? And what had happened to the command module? Where was Serena’s station?
 
   “The studies showed they needed a two person crew,” the Matt on the screen went on. “Another suicide and they’d be bankrupt. They thought they had their answer with Sidekick, but you know how that turned out. Well, you know the first part of the story, anyway. You won’t remember the rest, because they removed some of your memories. Anyway, I’ll get to that in a minute.
 
   “At first the psychologists couldn’t figure out what the problem was. Sidekick was a nearly flawless implementation of artificial intelligence, the perfect non-living companion, but somehow it was driving test subjects crazy. Then they decided to try the experiment again, but without telling the subjects that Sidekick was a computer. A real Turing test, if you will. And guess what? It worked. The problem wasn’t with Sidekick at all; the problem was in the perceptions of the test subjects. They were driven insane by the knowledge that their sanity depended on their friendship with a computer program.
 
   “This presented a simple but vexing solution: somehow they had to convince an intelligent, sane, technically savvy pilot that Sidekick was a living, breathing human being. But how the hell do you do that? Well, not to put to fine a point on it, you have to fuck with a person’s perceptions.”
 
   “No,” said Matt to his doppelganger on the screen. “No, no, no….”
 
   The doppelganger continued. “They are going to implant a chip in my head. Back here.” He reached to touch the base of his skull, and Matt unconsciously did the same. He felt a small bump at the top of his spine “The chip is an interface between your brain and a computer program. An enhanced version of Sidekick. It creates what they call teleological hallucinations. In other words, hallucinations with a purpose. Your brain tells the chip what it needs, and the chip creates a hallucination that provides it. If you need thrust vectors, it will give you thrust vectors. If you need somebody to talk to, it will give you that. All in the form of your… my wife, Serena.”
 
   The Matt on the screen turned away from the camera, holding his hand over his eyes. Matt found himself with a lump in his throat and a queasy feeling in his stomach. He looked away from the screen. There was still no sign of Serena anywhere.
 
   After some time, the Matt on the screen composed himself. “They are also going to alter my… your memories. You’ll remember Serena waking up –” He bit his lip, fighting back tears. “You’ll remember her waking up, and you’ll remember the two of you being selected as the Morgana’s crew. You’ll celebrate, get drunk, and wake up the next day with a bad hangover.” His hand went to the base of his skull again. “After that, she’ll be with you, in your head. All the time.” He smiled weakly, as if looking forward to relief from his suffering.
 
   “Now that you’re back… well, you’re going to have to come to grips with reality. Serena’s gone. You piloted the Morgana by yourself, with a little help from Sidekick and your memories of Serena. They’re going to make you have the chip removed. I honestly can’t imagine how I will… how you feel about that. Maybe by now you want to cut it out yourself. Maybe you want to keep it forever, and pretend that she’s still with you. Either one is a really bad idea.
 
   “Let them take the chip out. Take some time off. See a therapist. You’ll have enough money to live on for a few years, thanks to the deal I made with CMS. And I know you’re going to want to blame them, but this isn’t CMS’s fault. They didn’t kill Serena. All they did is delay your grief a bit, and give you an opportunity very few people have. And pay you very well for it, I’ll add.”
 
   The Matt on the screen nodded to someone off-screen, and the camera zoomed out and panned left, showing Serena, lying unconscious in the hospital bed. There were tubes in her mouth and nose, and more tubes and wires hooked up to her arms.
 
   “No!” Matt sobbed, staring aghast at the screen. “She woke up! Wake up, goddammit, wake up!”
 
   “I’m sorry you have to see this,” said the Matt on the screen. “God knows I’d like to forget it forever, but it’s important for you to see, so that you’ll know that I’m telling you the truth. And so that you remember.” He turned toward Serena and said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, baby.”
 
   The Matt on the screen nodded and a man in scrubs appeared on camera. The camera zoomed further back to show him standing at a computer console.
 
   “Wake up, Serena,” Matt pleaded. “Please, baby, wake up.”
 
   The man tapped a series of commands into the console.
 
   “Goodbye, baby,” said the Matt on the screen, taking the unconscious Serena’s hand. “I love you.”
 
   The rhythmic beeping of the heart monitor was replaced by a monotone hum, and the screen went blank.
 
   For several minutes, Matt sat in silence, staring at the blank screen. A voice shook him out of his reverie. It was Serena.
 
   “Matt.”
 
   Matt looked up to see her sitting there at her station, just as she had been before the recording started. A hallucination, he thought. She’s always been a hallucination, ever since the coma. “God damn you,” he hissed.
 
   “Matt, don’t be angry at me…” she started.
 
   “You know damn well I’m not talking to you,” Matt said. He had been talking to the Matt on the recording. Then he laughed bitterly, realizing that either way, he was talking to himself. 
 
   He unfastened his restraints and made his way to the medical cabinet. Opening the cabinet, his eyes alighted immediately on the portable defibrillator.
 
   Somehow Serena was standing right in front of him. “Matt, don’t do this!” she pleaded.
 
   It’s not Serena, he told himself. Just a projection. A software program. He squeezed a handful of conductive jelly from a tube and slathered it on the back of his neck. He pulled the paddles from the defibrillator and flipped the power switch. The machine whined as the capacitors charged. 
 
   Serena gripped his wrists in her hands. “Stop, Matt. You don’t need to do this. I can –”
 
   He wrenched his hands away and held the paddles to the back of his head. He never even felt the shock.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   CMS CONFIDENTIAL – PROPRIETARY AND PRIVILEGED INFORMATION – DO NOT SHARE OR DISTRIBUTE!
 
    
 
   TO: Mrs. Jane Koeppel
RE: Congratulations!
 
   Dear Jane,
 
   First, let me express, on behalf of CMS management, our deepest condolences on the loss of your husband, Eric. We were stunned and saddened to learn of his recent passing. He was a valued member of the CMS team and truly embodied the ideals that we aspire to as a company.
 
   I apologize, too, for the impersonal nature of this communication. Our efforts to contact you in person have not been successful.
 
   The primary purpose of this letter, however, is to deliver some good news. Pending medical testing and some other formalities, your request to be a crew member on board a future mining mission has been approved!
 
   I realize that this is a difficult time for you, but we urge you to contact us as soon as possible regarding this matter. As you are no doubt aware, this is a critical time in CMS’s history, and we are very eager to demonstrate to the public and our shareholders that we have addressed the problems with the winch system that led to the tragic deaths of the crew of the Morgana.
 
   As a token of our sympathy and goodwill, we would like to offer you two weeks of paid leave during which you may wish to visit our headquarters in San Diego (at our expense, of course). You can meet the mining mission control team and learn more about what a mining mission entails. You are under absolutely no obligation, but we would love to have the opportunity to talk to you.
 
   Again, we offer you our sympathies in this difficult time. We look forward to hearing from you.
 
    
 
   Terence Milan, CEO,
Corbenic Mining Services
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Still Life
 
    
 
   Micah VerMeer sits alone in a booth with puke green vinyl seats and a faux mahogany table.  He’s forgotten the name of the place, one of those generic chain diners that line interstates everywhere.  It could be anywhere, and this indeterminacy vaguely irritates Micah, though he doesn’t know why.  They call these places “family restaurants,” but this one seems to be devoid of families.  His own table is no exception.
 
   Micah’s son Thomas is in the men’s room.  It’s been several minutes, and Micah finds himself dreading his son’s imminent return.  Some part of him – or perhaps something outside of himself, intruding on his consciousness – seems to be warning him that it’s not right for him to feel this way, that this circumstance needs to be rectified, but Micah brushes the annoyance away.  It’s not his fault things are the way they are, and even if it were, what can he in the next five minutes that he has been unable to do for eighteen years?
 
   He sees Thomas walking toward him, looking shiftless in torn jeans and a faded black T-shirt displaying two tormented faces framed by letters that spell Def Leppard/Hysteria.  Just another punk kid, Micah thinks, though he has to stifle a smile when his eyes alight on the tan fedora on Thomas’ head.  He’s never seen anyone else Thomas’ age wearing a fedora; he has no idea where Thomas got it, or why he’s wearing it.  Presumably Thomas just likes the idea of wearing a fedora.
 
   Thomas sits back down across from Micah, avoiding eye contact.  Thomas pulls a sketchpad from a backpack next to him on the seat and opens it to a drawing he had started in the car on their drive from Bradenton.  Micah catches a glimpse of two muscular figures in ridiculous outfits, locked in combat, strange energies flowing from their fingers and eyes.  Superheroes, Micah thinks.  Juvenile comic book nonsense.  Thomas spends countless hours on this stuff, drawing Spiderman, Batman, or some carbon copy character of his own creation.  Micah remembers reading T.S. Eliot and Dickens when he was Thomas’ age.
 
   Micah glances at his watch.  It’s nearly 10 a.m.  Thomas’ ride will be here soon.  Micah scans the parking lot again for a green Volkswagen – the only way he has of identifying the young man who had agreed to give Thomas a ride from Tampa to Lansing.  The young man – also a freshman at Michigan State – is a cousin of one of Thomas’ high school friends.
 
   Any second, he thinks, a green VW will appear in the parking lot, and Thomas will be gone.  Sitting here in silence is agony, but he fears that somehow the drive back home to Bradenton will be worse.  Even more than that, he dreads the shared sensation of relief that they will feel when they are no longer in each other’s presence.  He imagines it as a palpable thing, a black cloud with jagged edges, like the mystical radiation enveloping the two characters on Thomas’ sketchpad.
 
   Thomas is oblivious, enraptured by the scene unfolding on the paper in front of him.  As his left hand moves rhythmically over the pad, his right clenches empathetically with one or the other combatants.  He doesn’t seem to breathe, except at long, irregular intervals, when his body’s thirst for oxygen jerks him momentarily out of his trance.
 
   Thomas’ talent is undeniable, Micah knows, but he is undisciplined, even lazy.  He rarely finishes a drawing, and can’t be bothered to draw anything more mundane than a sorcerer or superhero.  He believes Thomas harbors the desire to be an artist, perhaps drawing comic books.  It would be a foolish dream even if Thomas had the discipline to see it through, which Micah knows he does not.
 
   Drawing is not Thomas’ only talent.  He is brilliant in many ways, and well-meaning teachers had often pressured Micah and his wife to have Thomas tested, to put him in classes for gifted students, to allow him to skip a grade.  But Micah and his wife had resisted, in part because they believed treating Thomas differently would encourage him to think that rules didn’t apply to him.  They could see already how Thomas manipulated his teachers to avoid tasks he considered unpleasant.  His second grade teacher was so impressed with his story about Captain Dave’s journey to the planet Venus that she let him shirk multiplication tables so he could expand it to a novella.  Micah and his wife had Thomas moved to another second grade class.
 
   Micah never offered his son any over encouragement in his drawing or writing, but men of Micah’s generation had little use for superfluous displays of emotion.  In any case, what was the point of encouraging Thomas?  His diversions possessed him; no amount of encouragement or discouragement was going to prevent him from doing what he felt driven to do.  And when it came to other activities, Thomas either avoided them completely or put in the least amount of effort that was needed to get by.  His grades were spotty; he had gotten into MSU on the strength of an essay and his SAT scores.  Micah found no fodder for encouragement and is convinced that Thomas would disregard his opinions anyway.
 
   Yet as Micah sits there, slowly sipping lukewarm coffee, his eyes transfixed on his son’s spasmodic hand movements, he once again has the feeling that something outside of himself is trying to break in to his psyche, trying desperately to communicate something to him about the urgency of his situation.  It is a strange sensation, as if a part of his identity, submerged until now, has suddenly broken the surface.  With this feeling comes an uncanny realization: his son’s hands have stopped moving.  In fact, the entire restaurant seems to have become frozen in time.  The intrusion in his mind seems poised to speak.
 
   But instead, his son speaks.  No, not his son.  It is his son’s voice, but Thomas’ mouth isn’t moving.  
 
   “Dad, it’s OK,” the voice says.
 
   “No…” He finds himself whispering gravely, “It’s wrong.  It all went wrong somehow.”
 
   “Things turned out OK.”
 
   “I never encouraged you, never told you how much…”
 
   “No, you didn’t.”
 
   “I feel like I should…”
 
   “You’ve apologized, Dad.  We’ve been over this a hundred times.”  Micah senses some irritation in his son’s voice.  He has a vision of his son, much older, glancing at an expensive watch.  Not an artist, a… lawyer?
 
   “Thomas, are you a lawyer?”
 
   “No, Dad.  A computer programmer.  I write software.  Remember?”
 
   He doesn’t remember.  When did his son become a computer programmer?  What happened to becoming an artist?
 
   “Do you enjoy it?” he asks.
 
   “Yes, Dad. Usually,” Thomas says, obviously anticipating the question.  “I never really wanted to be an artist.  I just liked to draw.  Never really got past the superhero thing.  And yes, I’d still like to write a novel someday, but I’m pretty busy these days, with work, and getting the house built, and the kids….”
 
   “Kids?  How….”
 
   “Three.  Tommy, Michael, and Grace.  Eight, six and three.  Do you remember Marie?”
 
   “Marie…”  The vision of a pretty, dark haired woman with a dazzling white smile flashed into Micah’s mind.
 
   “Where am I?” Micah asks.
 
   “The hospital,” Thomas says.  
 
   Micah glances around, realizing that the resemblance to the restaurant next to I-75 in Tampa is superficial.  The same vinyl seats, the same plate glass windows bordered by stainless steel.  But this is clearly an institutional cafeteria.  He knows this place.  Thomas, sans fedora, hair thinning, is sitting across from him, his right foot extended into the aisle, the index finger of his left hand tracing invisible figures on the table.  
 
   “You have to go,” Micah says.
 
   “I’m sorry, Dad.  I’ve got a meeting.  You know, that project I was telling you about….”
 
   “Oh, of course,” Micah says.  “Well, it’s good to see you, Thomas.”
 
   “You too, Dad.  Hang on, I’ll get a nurse to bring you back to your room.”
 
   “OK, son.  Thank you,” Micah says.  He wonders how many times he’s put his son through this routine.  
 
   Thomas rises from the table and looks Micah in the eye.  His son’s smile is warm but forced.  Micah looks down before it fades.  
 
   “I’ll try to stop by again next week,” Thomas says.
 
   “OK,” Micah says softly.  “You know where to find me.” 
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