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------- Part 1 -------




Chapter 1: Cooking the Books

Curious about people, the angels press their noses against cold windows, and their eyes find souls.

They do not look at us the way we look at each other. They pick us apart, with their eyes; they take off our clothing, and study our skins, with their eyes. They look into our heads, and they take off the clothing there too, to examine the skin of our minds. They strip us of affectation and posturing, shear us of the daily, casual lies we tell ourselves, which pile up soon enough into lifetime-size mounds of tragic blindness.

The angels want truth.

Tonight, they look through the two plate-glass windows of Rippy’s Tavern, an establishment on the Maine coast whose name prepares one fully for the experience within: Oak-beamed floor, wood-paneled walls, a ceiling of pine strips, a dozen picnic tables of pine plain, a long bar in a mishmash of castoff woods – knotty pine, rainbow poplar, flame box elder – arrayed before a medley of seating choices, from vinyl stools to chrome to additional wood. The smell here is of wood in its inert form, and yet the boards live, emanating a cascading essence – wood alone, wood and water, wood and soap, wood and beer, wood and human wash – spit, sweat, piss, breath, tears, lust.

The angels lust.

Casandra Davi knows the angels are there. She can’t see them, of course. You have to be very lucky to see an angel, but it does happen sometimes. They can also be felt, and they’ve touched her once, when she needed them, in the midst of the shedding of blood that was probably not her fault. Most of the time, they merely watch, sometimes from outside, sometimes from within, and she glances at the windows now and then from her place at a splintery picnic table near the tavern’s central post, but all she sees outside tonight is Burdish Avenue, narrow, wintry and dark, the occasional car passing by with its headlines ablaze, and beyond that the bay and the waterfront and the stars and docks and the sleeping boats tied there, rigging and masts and bows rocking in turn, unevenly, as if nodding to each other without agreement.

None of those at her table know why she looks. If they asked, she would tell, but tonight, they are talking about other things. There is an edge to the conversation that Casandra can’t put her finger on, but she finds it harsh, raw, frightening.

Dania, Casandra’s 33-year-old cousin, is fixated on her phone.

“It just stopped,” she’s saying. “Don’t you think that’s weird?”

“Maybe it just slowed down,” proposes Steve, who’s sort of Dania’s boyfriend, because neither of them seem to have found anything better to do, although he’s only 25.

“That’s not what it says,” Dania counters. “They’re saying it stopped. Flat stopped. Fifteen billion miles from earth.”

“When?” Casandra asks.

Dania scans the article. “More than two years ago. Damn, they kept it secret. It says they weren’t sure it really got stopped at first, but now they’re sure.”

“Sounds like a coverup,” Casandra ventures.

“Maybe it got a speeding ticket,” offers Mathis. Mathis is mixed-race, like Casandra, their shared experiences in mostly-white Maine giving them a reason to bond since second grade.

Steve is the first to laugh. The second to laugh is a girl Casandra doesn’t know, who is sitting at the table with a boy Casandra doesn’t know, who both seem to be familiar enough with someone at the table that they were invited to join them. Red and Missy are the names. Red is a nickname, Casandra believes, because his beard is red. The couple don’t quite fit. But then, angels wouldn’t fit here either.

Everyone is drinking beer. Rippy’s has recently put in a Frosé machine, and the college kids and the high school kids with fake ID’s practically empty it every night, but Casandra, at 23, is a little too old for that. She is drinking a porter, amber-colored if you hold it up to the sunlight, black in Rippy’s moody atmospherics. It’s something from New Hampshire, and it’s not bad.

“I’m just telling you what the scientists are saying,” Dania argues, peering at her phone. “It was doing 35,000 miles per hour, and now it’s doing, like, zero.”

“Gravity,” Steve suggests.

“That’s not how gravity works,” Dania says. “Stuff moves.”

“Not if it’s on the ground,” Steve retorts, rapping the table.

“Voyager 1 is not on the ground,” Dania says. “It’s 15 billion miles from earth, doing 35,000 miles per hour, and then it stops. Something else is going on.”

“How do they know it stopped?” Casandra inquires, with another glance out the windows. Could angels have done it? The possibility of extraterrestrial capacities on their part has never occurred to her. What if this is how they decide to let their existence – and wide-ranging powers – be known?

Her mind wanders to that moment when the angels descend from on high, proving their powers by towing back the 1,800-pound Voyager 1 from beyond Pluto, its central dish and its antennae and sensors all perfectly preserved.

“That’s what the article says,” Dania asserts, holding up her phone until it becomes clear no one else is going to look at it. “They still talk to it. They can still send messages back and forth. So they know where it is, and how fast it’s going.”

Dania cradles her phone, looks down at it, presses a button to darken the screen, sets it on the table. She’s read all of the story, there’s nothing else to learn about it, and it’s too incomprehensible for anyone to speak to.

“Closer to earth,” says Red, looking at Casandra, “don’t you work at Maple Hills?”

“Yeah, line 2,” she says. “I’ve been there a year.”

“How is it?” Red asks.

“Twice minimum wage after six months,” Casandra says, “and they let me do some administrative stuff sometimes, to break up the monotony.”

“They let her cook the books,” Dania says with a laugh and a swig of beer.

Something about that statement gets Missy’s attention. She stares at Casandra.

“Cook the books?” she says. “What does that mean?”

“On Fridays, they wire money, and I handle that,” Casandra explains. “Our bookkeeper takes off that day.”

“That’s cooking the books?” Missy asks. The phrase seems to have transfixed her. She’s staring at Casandra, big eyes made bigger by thick glasses.

“They don’t have an expression for it,” Casandra says. “Other than just wiring the money.”

“Cooking the books is fudging the numbers,” Dania says. “That’s what I meant. Casandra does the coverup.”

“Yup,” Casandra agrees. “All in a day’s work.”

Missy is still staring, almost awkwardly, so Casandra continues in a way that she hopes will conclude the matter. “It’s sort of tedious,” she says. “I couldn’t do it all day every day. But I sort of look forward to Fridays. I can drink coffee, and talk to the other girls there.”

“And cook the books,” Missy adds.

“Sure,” Casandra agrees. “If that means wiring money.”

Dania brings up the weather. It’s May and still cold, bitterly so. The days when the carbon-heavy earth seemed about to burn up feel like quaint nostalgia, something to be missed. Everyone, including the six around the table tonight, know the story: someone invented a way not only to trap carbon in the atmosphere, but to turn it into something useful.

Take all the carbon you want, a relieved world said to free enterprise, and free enterprise obliged. Within a year, scientists were sounding the alarm of unsustainable trends and devastating, unintended consequences, but free enterprise was making money off the process, and money had the louder voice. Disaster has the loudest voice, however, once it arrives, and 30 million untimely deaths – from cold, unfriendly weather and widespread agricultural failure – finally got everyone’s attention. The machines were banned or destroyed or bombed, the makeup of the earth’s atmosphere at last became a matter of either consensus or coercion, and the most advanced species on the planet set themselves back on the path to rebuilding from this latest, brief spate of darkness.

It would take three years, they were told. Carbon was much restored now, but things would probably take another few years to settle down, return to normal, or to a new normal.

For the time being, people made do. Economies wobbled, crime persisted, kindness waned. Cruelty, from the interpersonal to the institutional, climbed.

Tomorrow, the latter kind would reach for Casandra.

Meandering home from Rippy’s a little before 11 tonight, her steps not completely sure under the influence of three beers, she pulls her coat against the cold, looks up at the stars, and knows the angels will keep her safe.

She reaches an intersection. A car pulls up, its occupants invisible in the darkness, the streetlight above burned out. The light turns green, but the car sits. She chooses to wait to cross the street until the car has passed, but still it lingers, and now the engine revs, as if trying to speak to her, to coerce her to cross first, in front of the car, so its occupants can watch her pass. Even in a heavy coat, boots and a scarf, she is not hard to look at. She is tall, almost six feet, with olive skin, thick black hair bunched up around her face and the collar of her coat, a ski slope nose, dark eyes and long, natural eyelashes. Nothing needs to be visible below her neck to get attention.

“The light’s green,” she shouts, bending to peer through the passenger window, entirely opaque, those controlling the vehicle invisible to her.

“Go, asshole, the light’s green!” she shouts again, and she points in the direction the car should proceed. She hears muted male laughter, the engine revs again, but this time it moves, departs, and she crosses the street behind it and goes home to the safety of her little apartment.

Not that she wasn’t safe on the street. The angels are always there.

She has her head on the pillow by 11:15, stares at her ceiling, senses a restlessness in the world, in the universe. Something about drinking tonight left her unsettled. Something about the way the boats bobbed at the pier, maybe. Or the car, or the stars, or the cold. Or Red and Missy. They didn’t fit.




Chapter 2: Memo: Summary of a Meeting

To: Madam President

From: Your Loyal V.P.

Date: Friday, January 24, 2031

NASA & SETI are both settling down, overall a good meeting today, just a little fireworks.

Dr. Lombard led the SETI side, Director Johannsen spoke for NASA.

SETI wants the Masoner II Probe zipped around Pluto and sent pronto to Voyager 1, and this time, they’ve got some maths to back it up, showed how we can get the probe there in less than two and a half years – around mid-May 2033. NASA says it’s technically possible, but they still don’t see it as advisable. Johannsen pointed out that Masoner II is supposed to be doing groundbreaking work at Pluto – dropping a charge while the camera module orbits to take pictures of whatever frozen junk gets stirred up. Predictably, that caused the biggest blowup. The SETI folks are absolutely positive something alien has got Voyager 1, and they want to have a look. The NASA people are just as sure it’s something explainable by some law of physics they haven’t figured out yet.

Each side is going to put together arguments, and there’s a good chance you’re going to have to weigh in at some point. I know you favor redirection, but that decision is not without risk, as Johannsen pointed out. The Masoner II mission has cost close to 1 billion US, and if we divert it and it ends up discovering nothing, people are going to complain, especially with the economy the way it is.

There are about a dozen people in the loop right now, and everyone’s been sworn to secrecy. As sure as SETI is about this, they don’t want to look like idiots any more than NASA does. I think we can keep things secret about the stall for a while at least, maybe the couple of years it will take to get Masoner to Voyager.

Look for summary arguments late next week, and if the warring sides can’t come to terms, the final decision will be yours.

Of course, if you’re not re-elected in ’32, whatever happens to the mission in ’33 won’t matter. It’ll all be someone else’s problem.




Chapter 3: A Federal Matter

It was around 11 the next morning when the carefully regimented professional world Casandra had known for a year crumbled.

She had been working the line for three hours, making sure the processing machines had done their work on each chicken carcass before she sprayed down the skinless, organless remains, taking a quick look within, passing the good ones on to packaging, setting aside those that needed more attention.

She could see the whole floor from here, her dozen fellow employees working their lines, the small line staff offices along the far wall, the second-floor catwalks that passed over the three lines, the windows to the left looking out to a day of bright coldness, and the entrance from the executive offices to the right.

They were in suits. Two men and a woman. White shirts. Ties. No one dressed like that here, not even the brass, so she knew they must be outsiders.

Someone else, with jeans and heavy flannel and glasses, accompanied them. She looked familiar, but Casandra couldn’t place her, and she turned her attention back to the line and the ceaseless parade of dead chickens.

The next time she looked up, all the visitors were closer, making their way down the stairs from the catwalk above line 1 – all staring intently at Casandra.

She looked back at them, raised her eyebrows, studied the faces.

Missy. The girl from last night. What was she doing here?

At five paces, Missy nodded to Casandra.

“That’s her,” she said.

“Casandra Davi?” said one of the women in a suit.

“Yeah,” Casandra said. “What’s going on?”

“Can you come with us, please?”

“No,” Casandra said. “I need to finish my shift.”

“This is a law enforcement matter,” the woman said.

“Right now, I’m dealing with a chicken matter,” Casandra said, and she turned back to her work. She hadn’t broken the law. No one she knew had broken the law, not unless you counted a little pot now and then, and some prescription pill swapping, and Casandra was sure they weren’t here for that.

“Step away from your post, please, and—”

“Who says?” Casandra demanded.

“The federal government,” said one of the women, ratcheting up both her volume and her intensity.

The people in suits were all standing on the opposite side of the line now, some looking at Casandra, some looking down at the fresh batch of disemboweled chickens touring through on the conveyor belt. Missy stood a little further back, but she’s the one Casandra studied, the girl serving as something of a cultural bridge between these official people and Casandra, working poultry line 2.

Something didn’t fit.

Transition.

Inflection.

The point at which one’s comprehension of things as they are is completely shattered by new information.

It’s not just that people like things as they are; people need things as they are, need the mechanics of life to stay the same, need the underlying principles of existence to stay steady and dependable, need a world that conforms to their worldview, because jarring change brings danger and, often enough, death.

When confronted with overwhelming evidence of a rift in the fabric of the universe, people ignore, deny and refuse until they can adapt – not by redrawing their understanding of things, of course, but by setting atop their original misapprehensions new superstitions, new conspiracy theories, new self-deceptions.

Working the second poultry line, Casandra didn’t have the luxury of time required to incorporate her angels into this turn of events, this new rending of the fabric, so she was stuck at the first stage of response, somewhere around denial: this isn’t real, it isn’t justified, it isn’t valid.

Missy was a problem, however. Why would a girl she’d just met, just had beer with the previous evening, be part of this thing?

Who was Missy?

“What’s this about?” Casandra inquired, and she searched the room in hopes of finding her own answers, glancing at line 1 before her, line 3 behind her, at the other workers, mostly female, quietly doing their jobs while the conveyor belts hummed. Several chickens made it past Casandra without getting washed down or inspected. No one else was being confronted by their own little team of people in suits.

“We can go over that in conference,” the woman said, pointing to the stairs that led over the line. “Cross over and come with us.”

“What about the chickens?” Casandra asked.

“You’ve got bigger problems than that,” the woman replied. She was blonde, hard blonde: hair in a bun, penciled eyebrows, compassionless eyes.

Casandra shrugged. She couldn’t be fired for following the orders of three people in suits who’d been allowed among the lines.

Where was Mr. Cobb, though? He watched the floor and his lines like a hawk, making his rounds every half hour, directing his attention to matters as trivial as the angle at which Casandra and the other girls aimed their sprayers. The notion of four outsiders, no matter how well some of them were dressed, stomping around on his floor and bothering one of his workers, was inconceivable. And yet here they were. Casandra cast a final, rueful glance at another flock of chicken bodies which would not be sprayed or inspected, and hoped the people in the packaging room would take remedial action, and she headed toward the stairs, climbing up to the catwalk, and the four visitors climbed up from the other side and met her at the top. One of them was holding a pair of handcuffs.

“Wait till she’s back on the floor and can get her smock off,” the woman said, and the man put away the restraints and Casandra followed with the vague realization the handcuffs were meant for her. She’d been handcuffed before, once during a minor traffic stop, once at a party that got out of hand, and this was minor too, she was certain.

She followed the visitors along the walk and down the stairs at the front of the floor, into the hall and through that to the factory’s main meeting room, where three more well-dressed people – two women and a man – were poking through boxes filled with papers, binders, folders, account books, receipts. They glanced at her, continued their work.

Once a month, Casandra would attend what was called an all-hands meeting here, where birthdays would be announced, outstanding effort was recognized, five- and 10-year service plaques were handed out. Now it was being used for this, whatever this was.

“Strip down to street clothes,” said the blonde.

Casandra unsnapped the heavy white smock – the only thing she put on for the job – shook it down her arms, revealing blue jeans and a flannel shirt of red and black plaid, and she held up the smock and looked at the woman, waiting for further instructions. The woman, who was older than everyone else here and seemed to be in charge, gestured toward the wall, and Casandra tossed the damp garment against it, looked around and noticed that Missy was gone, her role in all this still a mystery.

The woman nodded toward the man, and he stepped up to Casandra, holding out the open cuffs, and Casandra offered her hands, glad she was being restrained in front.

“You are not at present being charged with a crime,” the blonde assured, her syllables punctuated by the click and grind of two cuffs, first around Casandra’s right wrist, then her left, the metal warmer than she expected, probably because it had been pressed against the man’s body most of the morning. “But you are a potential witness to a federal crime, and we need your cooperation.”

The man stepped away and Casandra, lowering her hands to her waist, turned to face the blonde.

If the angels don’t want me cuffed, Casandra thought to herself, these would fall to the floor.

“Can we expect your cooperation?” the woman asked.

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Casandra countered.

“Dorothy Partheim is being charged today with several federal crimes, including wire fraud.”

“Mrs. Parheim?” Casandra repeated, eyes wide with surprise. Partheim was, in some ways, the plant’s most powerful person, always at the side of the plant’s owners, Mr. and Mrs. Sankaran, when they toured or spoke publicly or announced something at the business. She controlled the money and, it seemed to Casandra, much else there, setting shift times, announcing facility improvements, putting her name on memos about employee benefits and blood drives. She was also, in a sense, the bridge between the Sankarans, natives of India who spoke with thick accents, and their adopted land, representing the couple and the company before city and county regulators and the local business community.

“What did she do?” Casandra asked.

“In as few words as possible, she embezzled almost two million dollars,” replied the blonde woman, smiling slightly for the first time, leaving Casandra with the impression she liked saying these words, liked specifying this particular detail. But it was all still unimaginable to Casandra, an overturning of the natural order of things, and her mind reeled before she found her next words.

“What does this have to do with me?”

“Ever hear of Flashstick One?” the woman asked.

“The company?” Casandra said. “Yeah, they’re a vendor.”

“Did you ever record payments to them?”

“Yeah,” Casandra said. “Seventy-five hundred a month.”

“What did they do for Maple Hills?”

“I don’t know,” Casandra said, a little defensively, and she forgot that she was in handcuffs and tried to raise her right hand to rub her chin, looked down, gave up. “I’m not a witness to that.”

“The answer is, nothing,” the blonde said with another smile. “It was a shell company created by Ms. Partheim to skim funds. One of several. She’d been doing it for years.”

“I just faxed out wire instructions,” Casandra said, looking down at her bound hands, calmly wrapping her mind around this earthquake of scandal. “Most Fridays, because the bookkeeper took Fridays off.”

“Were you told not to talk about what you did?”

“Yeah, of course,” Casandra said. “Financial stuff was private.”

“What did you do with the faxing instructions?”

“Shredded them. Mrs. Partheim told me to.”

“We’re going to need you to testify about what you did, during the trial.”

“Agreed,” Casandra said. “When’s the trial?”

The woman remained stone-faced, but one of the men laughed.

“These things can take years,” the woman replied. “This one’s fairly simple, so hopefully not more than a year. Maybe less.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “I’ll get a subpoena or something?”

“Yes, but in the meantime,” the woman said, “we’ll want you in custody.”

“Custody?” Casandra said.

“Yes,” the woman said. “A holding facility. Your testimony will be central to the case.”

“Wait,” Casandra said. “What?”

“We need to keep you ready to testify,” said the woman.

“Okay, I’ll stay ready,” Casandra promised.

The man snickered again, and Casandra turned to glare at him.

“We won’t take you in now,” the woman said. “If you’ll sign a personal bond and agree to a monitor, you can have a week to get everything in order.”

“And then what?” Casandra asked.

“You report to your assigned holding facility, and wait to testify.”

“Like, an apartment or something?” Casandra said. “I just have to move there?”

“It’s more secure than an apartment,” the woman said.

“A prison, then,” Casandra said. “I’m going to prison.”

“Not necessarily. Facilities vary.”

“Are there cells?” Casandra said.

“It depends on the facility.”

“Is this being done for my protection?” Casandra asked.

“No, we don’t think you’re in any danger.”

Casandra, who tended to roll through life, absorbing the knocks and enjoying the blessings, looked down to process this information, which seemed too unlikely on its face to constitute reality. They were going to let her leave today, it seemed, and stay out for at least a week, and that was probably enough time for her to find someone to get her out of this, if she was truly into it. Dania knew people, including a lawyer or two, for sure. The angels had their ways, of course, although Casandra wasn’t sure if they knew how to fight the federal government.

“What if I don’t sign?” Casandra ventured.

“You’ll be taken to a holding facility now,” the woman said. “Straight from here.”

“Okay.”

“Ready to sign?” the woman asked, not waiting for an answer as she consulted a stack of folders on the conference table, some thicker, some thinner, one folder, very thin, labeled “Davi, Casandra.”

The woman opened the folder wide, revealing a five-page document stapled in the upper left corner, and she slid it over to Casandra, and Casandra bent to read it, her hands flat on the table, the chain between her wrists rapping sharply against the wood.

Under the heading, “The United States vs. Dorothy Partheim,” and in between dense legalese and references to federal statutes and incomprehensible jargon and Casandra’s name (after which she was referred to uniformly as “Witness 3”), Casandra found occasional passages of coherence, and she focused on those. There were references to herself and the wire instructions she faxed on Fridays, and a few examples of the incriminating payments she ordered; there was a paragraph in which she promised to surrender herself at whatever time and place was specified for pre-trial holding; and toward the end of the document, underneath the heading “Speculative Actionable Culpability,” Casandra read the following passage with her first sense of true panic: “At approximately 9:30 p.m. EDT on May 2, 2033, Witness 3 was recorded in a gathering of associates at Rippy’s Tavern, 25 Burdish Lane, Malted, Maine, refraining from disputing the characterization of her work making fraudulent entries on behalf of Defendant 1 as ‘cooking the books’ and further, implied that such fraudulent entries were “all in a day’s work.’”

“That’s not true!” she shouted, her voice an octave higher as she stared accusingly at the blonde woman.

“What’s not true?” asked the blonde woman, her unflappable demeanor on full display, because being confronted by handcuffed people insisting something wasn’t true that was true was, most likely, high on her formal job description.

“I didn’t say . . .” Casandra sputtered. “I didn’t say . . . okay, I see what you’ve done here. I didn’t mean that. It was jokes over beer. We were just—”

“You’ll have a chance to clarify your remarks when the time comes,” said the blonde. “But you’re not being charged at present.”

“Will I be?” Casandra demanded.

“Cooperate,” said the woman. “And probably not.”

“Okay, wait,” Casandra said. “So, who . . . so Missy recorded this? Is that who recorded this?”

The woman, nor anyone else in the room, neither confirmed or denied.

“Who is she?” Casandra said. “I don’t even know her. Her or her boyfriend. Red. Who is she? Who is Red? Why was she here today?”

“There are some moving parts here,” the blonde said calmly. “We have a defendant, witnesses, unindicted co-conspirators—”

“Which one is Missy?” Casandra asked. “Unindicted co-conspirator?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Tell me who she is,” Casandra said.

“Mrs. Partheim’s niece,” said the blonde.

To her credit, Casandra’s distressed mind progressed logically, building truth from the shreds of knowledge before her, whirring station to station, arriving at a destination in which the unfairness of her situation presented itself in the starkest of terms.

“She’s going to jail too then, right?” Casandra said. “Missy’s going to prison?”

“Each party will be dealt with as befit—”

“So no, then,” Casandra said. “She was in on it. She got some money too. But you made a deal with her – get Casandra to say something incriminating and she goes to prison and Missy stays out.”

“You’re not being charged,” the blonde retorted. “You’re not being given a sentence.”

“I’m going somewhere where I don’t want to go,” Casandra retorted back, and she bent and scratched her name into the signature line, straightened and held out her bound hands.

No one released her yet, however.

“Your focus needs to be on getting your affairs in order,” the blonde advised. “You are to have no contact with anyone involved in the case, and you will not talk to anyone about the case. You will leave your apartment only when absolutely necessary, and you will conform to hold instructions.”

“Okay.”

“Left leg or right?” the blonde inquired.

“Huh?”

“Which ankle should we put the monitor on?”

“What?” Casandra demanded, more sharply.

“A condition of your bond is a wearable monitor. Pull up your pant leg.”

Casandra stared, worked through the meaning, sat heavily on one of the conference room chairs and pulled up the left leg of her jeans, and she scowled at the man whose role it was to apply the device to her ankle.

He did his work efficiently, encircling Casandra’s ankle with a thick plastic belt, sliding the end into its slot, tightening, testing, tightening a little more, and finally crimping two steel bolts through it with a pair of pliers. He didn’t ask about fit, and Casandra kept her opinion to herself, but it was snug. Almost tight. And she wanted it off.

“This will tell us where you are 24/7,” the woman said, “and if you’re away from home more than an hour, we’ll send someone for you. If you leave your home more than twice a day for any length of time, we’ll have you picked up, and you’ll go straight to holding.”

“I didn’t see that in that thing I signed,” Casandra shot back.

“It’s a verbal order, and you need to follow it,” the blonde said.

“So I’m not working here anymore?” Casandra asked.

“Oh no,” the woman replied. Someone else snickered, but Casandra didn’t look at him.

“How soon do I have to get home?” Casandra asked.

“Just go,” said the blonde woman.

“Take these off then,” Casandra said, and the same man who put on her ankle cuff unlocked her handcuffs.

“I need my stuff from my locker,” Casandra said.

“What’s in your locker?” the blonde woman inquired.

“My stuff,” Casandra said. “Which is none of your business, I don’t think.”

“Where’s your locker?” the woman asked.

“In the girls’ locker room,” Casandra said, and she turned on her heel and pushed open the conference room door, and if the woman followed her or didn’t follow her, she didn’t care.

The woman stood at the door of the woman’s lockers as Casandra pulled out her sneakers, sat on the bench, removed her duck shoes and pulled on the other pair, lacing them up and ignoring her ankle monitor. She stood, ignored the woman as well, pulled on her coat, slung her purse over her shoulder, tossed her duck shoes into the locker because they were ugly and she didn’t need them anymore and she’d been reimbursed for half their cost by the company, and she trudged out of Maple Hills for what she guessed was the last time, and once on the street, she looked behind, saw that she was alone, and decided to dawdle.

Less than an hour ago, she’d sprayed down her last chicken. As she trudged up Broad Street, one of Malted’s busiest thoroughfares, cars and trucks bustling by, pedestrians to dodge, she took stock of her place in the universe in the same way someone does after surviving a catastrophic accident.

My limbs are all still attached, one might say after either a dramatic train wreck or a jarring encounter with federal law enforcement officials. My head is undamaged. I am not bleeding. Nothing is about to fall on me. I don’t smell gas, and nothing is sparking. I believe I might live to tell of this.

But the survivors of a train wreck have the solace of knowing ambulances are on the way, that the calamity is a known event triggering a mass response. Casandra’s case, on the other hand, must not be spoken of, and there would be no ambulances, no one who cared, only a roomful of anonymous federal officers to threaten her and lock a cuff around her ankle.

She walked along in the sunlight, this day not quite as cold as yesterday, stopping at Emory’s Emporium to look at the television sets for sale on the other side of the window.

She didn’t have the money for another laptop, nor for the monthly fee for broadband internet streaming, so this was one of the ways she got her news, when Dania wasn’t around to read from her phone.

Things were getting bad again in Singapore, Hawaii and the Falklands, opportunistic boats steaming in at dead of night under vague flags to launch attacks of no known strategic benefit, leaving crushed buildings and staggering infrastructure. Casandra watched them pull a girl, no older than 10, out of the rubble in some faraway city. Her face was blank, her body caked with wet black dust, but all her limbs attached and unbroken, it seemed. The cities were seeing another spate of food riots – Paris, Shanghai, Vancouver most recently. And Russia and England were saber-rattling at each other.

America, meanwhile, had hunkered down, blocking most international flights, almost all passenger ships, half the vehicular traffic from Canada and Mexico. There were signs of hope – warm days that had been cold the year before in enough places, and fewer crops withering in hard April freezes. Just get through it, just endure, and we’ll be stronger.

Half the TVs at Emory’s were tuned to the day’s hardest news, and the other half were showing something more sedate, close-captioning revealing the words Casandra couldn’t hear.

It was about Voyager 1, and she remembered the brief diversion of the night before, courtesy of Dania’s phone.

The little craft had been stopped for more than two years, its mysterious pause kept hush-hush while government scientists tried to figure out what was going on and then, devoid of answers, redirected another craft to take a look. The word had finally leaked out, just days before the rendezvous.

As poor as America had become – as poor as the world had become – in certain ways during the carbon overmitigation crisis, the nation was still rich in other ways, and Casandra consumed that wealth as she stood outside Emory’s, where the TVs dedicated to the goings on some 15 billion miles away depicted a computer-generated rendering of what was to happen next, some seven days from now, Masoner approaching at 45,000 miles per hour, snapping pictures beginning at a quarter million miles away, continuing to snap and transmit photos and either passing Voyager 1 or being halted by the same mysterious force that had stalled her sister.

For a time as she stood in the midday sun, her coat unzipped, Casandra found herself transported to a place without embezzlement, without federal officials and laws and a holding facility where people were put for the crime of knowing something, and she was happy.

And then the segment ended, replaced by an image of women and their children watching singing automatons and dining on pizza; a story about a new restaurant, possibly, and the darkness returned.

She zipped her coat and stumped away, walking another 15 minutes to her one-bedroom, second-floor apartment, small but enough for her purposes, the place she’d lived two years, had grown used to. She’d never been late on rent.

Unemployed and stuck at home, the ankle monitor grasping her leg like a hand from another world, Casandra labored with admirable diligence to extricate herself from an unimaginable dilemma for the next four days, from Tuesday afternoon through Saturday morning. She reached out to Dania, who knew no lawyers with the expertise to address this matter; she borrowed a neighbor’s phone to call her mother in Bangor who, busy with Casandra’s addled father, suggested she shouldn’t have moved away and should have found a better company to work for; she used Dania’s phone to message her brothers Kirk and Winchell (her parents preferred whimsy when it came to naming offspring), and Kirk never got back to her (no surprise, given his addictions), and Winchell said he was too busy with his kids, one of whom was sick, to help out (also no surprise).

The ankle monitor continued to chafe. Not her skin, necessarily. But her soul.

And then came the package.




Chapter 4: Memo: Three Scenarios

To: Madam President

From: Your Loyal V.P.

Date: Saturday, May 7, 2033

Masoner II reaches Voyager 1 this Tuesday, about 3 a.m. We should have the best pictures back by midnight that same day – taken from about 50 yards away. They’ll be running a live feed to the White House basement, and Johannsen will be online from Pasadena throughout to answer your questions.

Johannsen and his deputies gave me three scenarios:

1). Masoner II flies by, takes pictures that are inconclusive, and the craft we were going to bomb Pluto with becomes our ambassador to the universe instead of Voyager 1.

2). Masoner II stops next to Voyager 1 and we don’t know what’s got it

3). Masoner II sends back enough information that we can solve the mystery – but no one is willing to speculate on what that solution will look like. It’s all too strange for anyone to guess at.

No matter what, you’re in for more criticism. Dailey and Spather aren’t going to stop talking about that wasted $1 billion as if the one thing they wanted more than anything else in the world was seeing what a 500-lb. bomb does to frozen water and methane on Pluto. And they didn’t even know the mission had been diverted until a few days ago.

For what it’s worth, though, I admire your courage. But it’s probably good you can’t run for a third term. I’m not sure this is going to help, no matter what happens.




Chapter 5: An Assignment

At mid-morning on the first Saturday in May 2033, someone startled Casandra by knocking on her apartment door.

She set her coffee down, went to see who it was.

The man there had her sign a little slip, after which he handed her a thick manilla envelope from Collins-Field Industries.

Casandra, with a sense of unexplainable dread compounded by four days of fighting in isolation against a shadowy foe, slid her finger along the flap, tearing it with a quiet ripping sound.

She reached in, pulled out a sheaf of papers, the first of which featured in heavy all caps at the top the words “FEDERAL HOLDING ASSIGNMENT.”

Next, after a few formalized paragraphs that stated her name and address and the legal matter at hand, the document provided six terse lines that made her hands shake:

“Report Time/Date: 10 a.m. Tuesday, May 10, 2033.

“Facility: Female Correctional Plant 5, 101 Dairytown Lane, Augusta, Maine”

“Gate: Gate 3 (Green Gate)

“Sentence: Indefinite

“Intake Officer: D. Petrakis

“Inmate Number: P5-F-335021

“Cell Assignment: Block C Tier 2 Cell 551”

Casandra turned the page, finding next a letter like any other letter one might receive except that the letterhead read, in tall blue letters, “Female Correctional Plant 5,” and in shorter blue letters, the address.

“Dear Ms. Davi,” the letter began, “It is my pleasure to welcome you to Female Correctional Plant 5, and to provide the materials you will need to successfully begin your sentence here. Please refer to the cover sheet for your assigned arrival time, mailing address and other important details.

“Please bring this letter with you, as you will need to present it at the gate, and you will want to memorize your inmate number, as you may be asked for it at any time.

“Female Correctional Plant 5 is a medium-security, privately-owned facility. We meet or exceed all federal incarceration policies, and we are dedicated to satisfying all inmate needs as mandated.

“To that end, you should come prepared to obey all orders without question, to wear restraints whenever asked, and to be confined to a single or double cell for a significant portion of each day.

“Please familiarize yourself with all enclosed materials prior to your report time. I or another Intake Officer look forward to welcoming you to Female Correctional Plant 5. Remember that if you fail to appear, you will be declared a fugitive and apprehended, at which point you will be subject to further punitive conditions at this facility or at another, potentially more secure venue.”

By the time she had finished reading the letter, Casandra had become an inmate. That she was innocent of any crime was irrelevant. This was real, what she held in her hands, paper evidence of a place, a building, a room, a cell.

It wasn’t fair, but that didn’t matter. It was real, and she would be going there in three days, and no one could do anything to save her.

She had three days to reverse this. Or two if you didn’t count Sunday. Or really one, since Saturday probably didn’t count either. So that left her just Monday to do what she had been unable to accomplish since Tuesday afternoon.

Hopeless.

She’d need a ride. Dania could drive her.

Nothing else in the packet restored the comfort that the first few pages had removed.

There was a diagram of a typical cell, showing the location of the door, toilet, sink, beds, lockers for personal effects. There was a general layout of the prison itself – for that’s what it was, no matter what they called it; there was a brochure from Collins-Fields Industries, in which everyone – directors, staff, guards, and even the inmates – were shown smiling. Given that the purpose of the facility was to inflict misery – as admitted by the prison itself in that letter – the inmate smiles were worse than frowns, the incongruity impossible not to notice. They might as well have shown people smiling from a wrecked car, or a bloody hospital bed. The smiles were utter lies.

The depredations of the packet grew worse as Casandra flipped through, for here was a whole page dedicated to chains. It wasn’t called that, of course. “Female Correctional Plant 5 Restraint Policies” was the bold, euphemistic, all-caps header at the top of the sheet. The pretense of the document was that girls at the prison would be placed in chains only at particular times. But the list of those times, Casandra realized after scanning it, was meant to be thorough. First on the list was “Upon Intake,” but many more circumstances followed: “Outside Confinement Areas”, “In Administration”, and “When Being Escorted to the Disciplinary Unit.” Girls could be restrained on the way to visitation, in the common area, and even in their cells, “Subject to the Judgment of Facility Staff.”

The sheet was littered with helpful diagrams, simple line drawings of sexless bodies with their ankles chained together, their wrists cuffed in front and in back, wrists chained to belts padlocked around their waists, wrists and ankles chained to posts fixed next to walls, plates fixed to the floors, wrists chained to ankles.

It was the next and final page that pushed Casandra to something bordering on panic, however. Headed “Institutional Garments,” it provided drawings of the usual clothing – bra, panties, jumpsuit, socks, flipflops. But it was the fine print that left her disconcerted.

“When you purchase clothing,” read the brief narrative, “your wardrobe will be limited to these items, or any other garments per the discretion of staff.”

“When you purchase clothing,” it said.

Not, “Here’s the clothing you will be issued when you arrive,” or “during intake.”

And then, like other aspects of her time there, the final decision of what she was allowed to wear was left up to staff.

That Casandra Davi did not collapse into a fetal ball of hopelessness was a testament to her fortitude. Not courage, necessarily. She didn’t take chances, wander into dark buildings, stand on the edges of cliffs. But there was a finesse to her approach to disappointment. This could be better, she’d said to herself more than once in a life not without its unpleasantness and tragedy, but it could also be worse. She fought when fighting seemed the thing to do, she relented otherwise. And always, the angels had her back. One of them, she was certain, had been looking over her shoulder since she’d torn open the package today, reading with her, worrying, mourning with her.

She would not miss Maple Hills, not really. It was honest work, and it paid her modest bills, and there were days she was glad to go. But how long, she asked herself this morning, had she been planning to stay there? What did she want next out of life? She was simply drifting through at the moment, working, drinking beer with Dania and any other friend who showed up, waiting for another boy to love, terrified of finding another boy to love, and really, if she were going to be honest with herself, waiting for the angels to rescue her.

She had no specific expectations of the form that rescue would take, but once they’d shown themselves, form became immaterial. They would be there, present, visible, or at least audible. They were good, they cared about her, and they had power. The details didn’t matter.

How many people had opened themselves up to the angels, and been rewarded with contact? It could be anyone, and you’d never know it, because the angels would demand secrecy. But look for the confident, the people who smiled when things seemed desperate, the ones who always seemed a little luckier than average.

If the angels were going to join Casandra’s life, now would be the time, before she went to that prison. But they worked on their own schedule, and Casandra knew she needed to make plans sans angels, in particular related to her current shelter.

Her tiny apartment was rented, and it included furniture. Most of her clothes were cast-off, things she’d bought cheap at the thrift store. She spent more on her shoes. She didn’t want to lose any of it, though, so she fished a stack of flattened boxes out from under her bed, returned them to three dimensions, began loading them up. Kitchen things would go toward the end. Coffee maker, dishes, utensils.

She used her neighbor’s phone to send Dania a message Saturday evening, after hours of packing, asking for a ride to Augusta Tuesday morning, asking for help putting a dozen boxes in storage. Dania would also need to put the letter in the mail canceling her lease, but only after Casandra was taken into custody Tuesday morning. If they sent her away, told her there’d been an error or they had no room for her, she’d be coming back, and she’d need a home. She could probably find work somewhere. Worst case, she could move back in with her parents, but she didn’t want to. Her father was getting worse, sometimes getting lost on long walks.

Dania called back immediately, wanted to know more, offered to come over tonight, but Casandra didn’t want that, didn’t want anything to do with anyone. In her mind, she was already a prisoner, and free people made her uncomfortable. They were going to ask uncomfortable questions, and talk about things she didn’t want to talk about, and ask to see what she’d gotten in the mail. That, in particular, was not something she wanted anyone to see.

“No one’s allowed over,” Casandra lied when Dania insisted on stopping by. “But we can talk on the drive to Augusta.”




Chapter 6: Memo: The Images are on Their Way

To: Madam President

From: Your Loyal V.P.

Date: Tuesday, May 10, 2033

Seven hours ago, give or take, Masoner II passed within 50 yards of Voyager 1, give or take. They ordered the camera module to separate and follow the main unit about a quarter-mile back, snapping infrared pictures of everything. If there’s a giant hand out there grabbing our stuff, or if anything else strange happens that can be picked up on infrared, the camera will know.

So, the images are on their way, probably close to a hundred traveling the speed of light to our Geo-151 Satellite, which will beam them down to Pasadena as soon as they arrive. The first are expected to roll in by 11 tonight, but don’t stay up. They’re going to need hours of processing and interpretation, and that’s if everything shows up as expected.

Since you’ve made me your administration’s point man on this, the press has decided I’ll be seeing things first, but I hope you don’t believe them. Johannsen will see them as soon as his team gets them done, and then he’ll start opening them up for us via feed to that secure room. He’s guessing he’ll have the first ones back by 6 a.m. tomorrow morning, but he can sit on them another few hours if you’re not up yet.

After that, the final decision’s yours: release all the images as is far and wide, parse them in some way, or deny we got any pictures back. That third alternative is going to start a riot, but if Masoner II sends back pictures of dogs sitting around Voyager 1 and playing poker, that’ll start a riot too.

I’ll be there, glad to advise, but this is ultimately all up to you. I suggest you sleep soundly tonight. Tomorrow could be a long day.




Chapter 7: Processed

Dania pulled up to Casandra’s apartment block at 8 Tuesday morning, and Casandra headed out immediately into a light, leaden drizzle.

“Hey,” she said, sliding into the passenger seat, pulling closed the door. She was in her ugliest jeans, her most faded sneakers, her oldest tartan flannel, a black t-shirt underneath, the letter stuffed into her back pocket.

“Hey,” Dania replied.

They said nothing more for the first 20 minutes of the drive, the only sound the hiss of tires on wet asphalt, the steady thrum of the windshield wipers. Casandra was the first to offer a human voice, but if Dania wanted emotion, or some key into Casandra’s thinking, she didn’t get it.

“Can you stay outside there for 15 minutes?” she asked. “If I don’t come out by then, it means I’m staying.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m gonna leave you my apartment key,” Casandra continued. “Everything of mine is in the middle of the front room, in boxes, except for the floor lamp and the vacuum cleaner.”

“Yeah, I can put it in my mom’s basement,” Dania said. “She’s cool with that.”

“There’s a letter to my landlord on top of one of the boxes,” Casandra continued. “It’s addressed and stamped. You just need to put it in the mail.”

“What’s it say?”

“That they can have their apartment back now. Oh, and leave the keys on the kitchen counter.”

“Think you’ll get your deposit back?”

“I don’t know,” Casandra said. “I’m not worried about that right now.”

Dania waited 10 minutes before she spoke again.

“Can you have visitors?”

“I don’t want visitors,” Casandra said.

“Do you want letters? Should I write?”

“I just . . . not really.”

“Okay,” Dania said, and after a long pause she asked another question. “Have you been following Masoner?”

“The Voyager thing, yeah,” Casandra said.

“They supposedly met up this morning,” Dania said. “The pictures are on the way now.”

“When do we get them?”

“Midnight,” I guess. “Or, that’s when all the little ones and zeroes show up, but then they have to piece them all together, so probably tomorrow before we ever see anything.”

“Okay,” Casandra said.

“I just think it’s sort of cool,” Dania said. “And maybe . . . I know you were interested in that . . . maybe it could be a sort of distraction for you.”

“I guess they have news . . . in there.”

“They would have to,” Dania said, the first lilt in her voice. Clearly, this is what she wanted to talk about. “They always have TVs.”

“Yeah,” Casandra agreed, biting down on the word. She didn’t share Dania’s enthusiasm for the topic.

“I found out some more about Missy,” Dania said.

“I’m not supposed to talk about that.”

“She’s under house arrest,” Dania continued. “At her aunt’s. And it’s a mansion. And they’re the ones who got all the money.”

Casandra looked out the window, stunned by the unfairness of the universe.

“And Red, he was with the government, not her boyfriend,” Dania continued. “She was wearing the wire, but she was afraid to go alone, in case we tried to kill her after we found it.”

Casandra laughed, big, throaty, almost teary, Dania’s words so ridiculous she couldn’t help herself.

Female Correctional Plant 5 – a name that became more absurd to Casandra with every passing mile – was located on the farther outskirts of Augusta, meaning that after they left they highway, they had to negotiate the city, past a square, wooded in the drizzle, the first buds of spring peeking out, and then the riverfront, and Old Fort Western, neither of which interested Casandra, who was normally intrigued by such things, stirred by the beautiful and comfortable and exotic.

The facility itself was none of the above, of course, based at the end of a narrow road carved through woods, built on cheap land away from things, because it didn’t have to be any closer.

The single building itself came into view ominously, from the mist of the ebbing rain, a chain-link fence topped with razor wire surrounding it. Razor wire is a peculiar thing, Casandra thought to herself. It exists to never be used. No one would ever try to climb over it. It does its job by not doing its job. Not unlike Voyager 1, whose purpose – informing the rest of the universe that there are people here – was also unlikely ever to be fulfilled.

Fifteen billion miles from earth sat Voyager 1, unmoving and saying nothing, stuck by some force in the hinterlands of the solar system, all hope of telling its story gone now.

Masoner II would zip by – or had already zipped by – and the two would wave to each other before two different kinds of lonely emptiness swallowed them both.

The building was gray, boxy, flat-roofed, with square windows set into its length, two rows of them, small and spaced closely, and Casandra realized with a new degree of dread that each window must belong to a cell, that each prisoner has been given a means to study that little sliver of the universe visible through a small square of glass.

Dania turned right, following a sign that said “Parking,” rounding a stand of trees, reaching a lot with two dozen of the kinds of vehicles people drive who work at prisons. Trucks, mostly.

Dania parked her blue compact between two of them, and Casandra exited first, the post-rain air thick with moisture, clinging to her face and filming her hair.

“I’m supposed to go to the Green Gate,” Casandra said, feeling in her back pocket for the letter but deciding not to pull it out. “Gate Three.”

“Is that it?” Danie asked, pointing to the corner of the fence, some 50 yards away, where a little gray shack seemed to control passage, a metallic green triangle mounted above it.

“Probably,” Casandra said, turning her steps toward it. “What time is it?”

“Five ‘til.”

The shack was larger than it had first appeared, and it held two people, a man and a woman in green long-sleeved shirts, the woman sitting at a window with a metallic grate, the man looking at a large monitor presenting a grid of security camera images. Casandra peered at the monitor, trying to isolate the separate images into a narrative of life here, for some of the feeds seemed to be coming from outside, and some inside, where moving gray blobs represented people, some of them quite possibly prisoners.

“Yeah?” the woman demanded through the window, her voice made tinny as it passed through the grate.

“Casandra Davi,” Cassandra said, at last reaching for the letter, and the black letters there immediately went silver with the sheen of airborne mist.

The woman looked at a list on the counter beside her, looked back up.

“You got your letter?”

Casandra held it up so the woman could read it.

“Stand over there, push when you hear the beep, step into the cage.”

Casandra shuffled to the left, found herself staring through a door of metal bars.

“Hey,” someone said behind her.

She turned to see Dania, eyes wet.

“Bye.”

“Bye.”

They hugged, something next to the door emitted a grating alarm sound, Casandra turned and pushed, the door yielded and she passed into a small space, no more than three feet square. The door swung shut behind her and closed with a solid click.

She turned toward another barred door, and the man appeared there.

“Cuff up,” he said.

Casandra raised her eyebrows in confusion.

“Hands at the slot,” he said.

“You’re cuffing me in front?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

Casandra put her hands through the opening, watched as her wrists were bound together, first the left, then the right, and counted herself lucky that this first humiliation was tempered, at least a little, by position. Being cuffed behind her back, she’d learned, was exponentially worse than in front.

The door before her buzzed its alarm, the guard pulled it open, and Casandra took a step forward. Something made her pause, made her turn, and she looked back to see Dania still there, still peering in, either sympathy or morbid curiosity or both freezing her to her spot.

Casandra offered a weak, self-ironic smile, raised her hands and waved goodbye with both, turned and moved through the second door, her eyes sweeping the deep green of the yard, of this coarse strip of unkempt nature between the razor wired fence and the prison building itself.

Another cage awaited here, set directly against the back wall of the guard shack, invisible from the parking lot.

“Step in here, Miss,” the man said, holding open the door, and Casandra obeyed and he shut it behind her and turned the bolt with a great jangling of keys.

This was another space three feet square, chain link walls and a solid metal plate for a roof. If it were deep winter, if there were driving rain, or snow on the ground, would they still have put her here? The day was easing into pleasantness, the mist fading, the clouds thin enough in places that one must squint when looking up, the air a tolerable 60 something. But what if it had been otherwise? How cruel was this place?

The man had gone back into his shack and shut the door, leaving Casandra alone with her thoughts. Not that she had any of any consequence. She was waiting now, curious, her mind stilled, ready to experience. Even in the midst of rank unpleasantness, she could find things to wonder about.

She peered toward the building, toward the little square windows, each uniformly lit, glowing weak yellow, until one of the windows dimmed, brightened again. Someone must have passed before it, their features indistinguishable other than the feature of blocking light.

The glass seemed to be clear, not frosted. Did every prisoner get their own window? This would be another small blessing, Casandra thought. She should count them, she thought, these kindnesses from the universe, whenever they happened here. Some of them might be provided by the angels, although how an angel could help her here she hadn’t yet figured out. Did angels visit prisons, or would the sight of so much suffering break them?

Could angels be broken?

She had no idea how long she waited there – five minutes, fifteen, thirty? – before a door into the building opened and a girl exited, dressed in the same green, long-sleeved and ill-fitting. She trooped up to the cage where Casandra lingered, unlocked the door, surprised Casandra by looking into her eyes.

“Do you have your letter?” she asked.

“Yes, in my back pocket,” Casandra said, twisting and nodding toward her rear, but not trying to reach for it.

“And your driver’s license?”

“Yes, front pocket.”

“Okay, great!” the officer said with what appeared to be relief. How often did people show up here without those two obvious things?

“Have you ever been to prison before?” the girl asked, leading Casandra back to the door.

“Never,” Casandra admitted, her spirits lifting unexpectedly under the power of a conversation that, in tone at least, was normal. “I’m just a witness in a criminal case. Embezzlement. And they want to hold me for trial.”

“Oh, that sucks,” she said.

Casandra looked with surprise at the girl, realized she was young, possibly still a teen, someone who probably grew up locally and applied for the first job that came open. A little pudgy, with strawberry blonde hair, the girl was mostly Irish, Casandra guessed.

“How many people are there here?” Casandra asked, jitters arising as they neared the solid metal door with the little window set into it at eye level.

There’s no reason to be nervous, she reminded herself. No one is going to hurt me here. I don’t have to clean chickens all day. The angels have my back. They’re here. I can feel them.

“Two hundred forty female inmates, give or take,” she replied.

“Any males?”

“No.”

The girl unlocked the door and allowed Casandra to pass through first, the two entering another world, moving from an improving, mid-spring day to a dim cube of olive-green cinder block walls and three secure doors, each painted to look like rust, as if real rust was too expensive.

The smell here was indistinct, a faint, nameless cocktail of harsh cleaners, something industrial, and bodies.

The girl passed a badge before the first door on the left and they made their way into a small reception area, a window to the left with an older woman seated behind it, tapping on her phone, a table loaded with uncertain things, a wall of barred doors to the right, the smell growing more powerful.

The girl stepped to the open door of a small cell, motioned Casandra to enter, locked the door behind her, and Casandra raised her hands to the chaining port and watched as the girl unlocked and removed her handcuffs and stepped to a nearby table, where she retrieved a canvas bag.

“Put all your things in here,” she said, passing the bag through the bars.

“So . . . everything?” Casandra asked.

“Yeah, come out nay-ked,” the girl said, pronouncing the last word oddly, as if it her professionalism had not yet overcome the inhibitions of youth. “But keep your letter and your ID.”

Casandra turned, gazing into a room of unremitting whiteness, and she set the bag on the floor, unlaced her sneakers and pushed them off with her toes, pulled off her socks, unbuttoned her shirt, put them all in the bag, pausing briefly and taking a deep breath before she pulled off her t-shirt and shoved it in the bag, slipped her arms through her bra straps, turned the garment around and unsnapped it, letting her D-cup breasts drop and swing. They continued to bob as she sucked in her belly and unsnapped her jeans, pushed them down and pulled them off and slid out of a pair of light blue panties.

She pulled her letter and driver’s license out of her jeans pockets and shoved the rest of her castoff clothing into the bag, leaving it on the floor and stepping to the barred door, peering out to see the girl and the woman chatting amiably by the window.

The girl guard stepped over to the cell, unlocked the door, and as Casandra emerged, she stared, eyes wandering the prisoner’s body.

Since she’d begun to bloom a decade before, Casandra had noticed this response from people, male or female: they stared. Whether naked with one of her few lovers, or on the beach in a bikini with friends, the exposure of her body tended to earn her an attention bordering on fixation. It wasn’t just her ample breasts or her narrow waist or wide hips. People’s eyes went everywhere, to the curve of her thighs, her delicate nose, her piercing brown eyes and her olive skin.

Casandra had shaved this morning, removing all of her pubic hair, the delicate lips around her little opening bared for inspection, no fur to make a statement.

“Fingerprints first,” announced the girl, motioning Casandra over and opening a case, and Casandra offered her hands and the girl pressed each finger one by one against inky felt, and then against a card with 10 squares, and the card didn’t care about Casandra’s body, reducing her to this, 10 unique patterns, 10 black marks on white paper.

Moving deliberately, ploddingly, through the steps of turning a female into a prisoner, the girl snapped Casandra’s picture with a camera beside the table, removed her ankle monitor with a set of specialized tools, weighed her and measured her height and recorded everything on the fingerprint card.

“Turn away from me, and squat, and cough,” the girl instructed, and Casandra obeyed, trying not to picture the guard girl back there, crouched to watch her openings, to look for some sign of contraband, of a package or a pill or a string. What a strange thing these two females were involved in at the moment.

“Okay, now we have to give everything to Mona,” said the girl, as if describing the rules of a game. “Go get your clothes.”

Casandra, with the low-grade anxiety that comes from going undressed among clothed people – she’d dreamed it often enough, of course – retrieved her bag of clothes from the cell and stepped to the woman behind the window.

A stainless-steel drawer opened up at thigh-level and Casandra shoved everything into that, and the woman, whose hook-nosed face looked rather more like a witch’s than seemed necessary, pulled the drawer back to her side of the window and pawed through the contents, checking in each item, typing on her laptop, describing what she was seeing and touching. “White bra,” Casandra imagined her keying. “Black t-shirt. Flannel overshirt. Light blue panties.”

Casandra merely watched, consciously willing her mind not to go to all the places it might go at this moment, to bitterness and righteous indignation and humiliation and self-pity. She had suffered before. She would suffer again. It was something you were supposed to get through.

The old woman pressed her keyboard, the printer on the counter rattled to life, a single sheet curled up through a slot in the top, and the woman put it and a pen into the drawer and pushed it back out to Casandra.

“Please sign that,” she said in a surprisingly weak voice, looking into Casandra’s eyes briefly.

Casandra took the form and the pen, read her name and address, read about the things she had put on that morning that were now in the custody of this place, and she flattened the form against the window and scratched out her name and the day’s date, her breasts shaking with every pen stroke.

Back into the drawer it went, back into the woman’s lair, and now the guard girl was beside Casandra.

“Okay, I need to put these on you now,” she said.

Casandra saw the handcuffs, did not resist but did not cooperate either, watched impassively as the girl took her left hand and closed a cuff around that wrist, maintained her impassivity when the girl bound her right wrist behind her and led her to a blank part of the opposite wall.

“Just stay here, facing the wall, until somebody comes to get you,” the girl said, taking Casandra’s elbow and guiding her into position.

How long would this last? And was this part of the punishment meted out by this place, or simply a necessary step, because there was no way to make a girl a prisoner without this interim moment when the nude female must stand and wait with her hands bound behind her?

A door shut somewhere, suggesting to Casandra that the girl had left.

Or that someone else had arrived.

Was someone else about to see her naked?

Casandra turned toward the sound of the door, eyes wide with the fear of the unknown, looking for someone.

“Please look straight ahead,” said a soft voice from behind her, and Casandra turned to see the woman behind the window staring at her, her weathered face betraying mild panic, as if the woman had witnessed, personally, terrible incidents where nude, handcuffed female prisoners had looked around and mayhem had quickly ensued.

Accept, Casandra told herself. Endure.

Reflect.

There was a part of Casandra Davi’s mind not completely averse to what was happening here. She wasn’t cleaning chicken corpses at the moment. In fact, cleaning chicken corpses seemed like a thing she would never do again, ever, and she didn’t believe she’d miss it.

What next? What next after this? How long would this last? How long did it take for embezzlement trials to get done? She’d been told less than a year, but what if it took longer? How old would she be when she finally walked out of here, free again? And what would she do then? What had she been doing until now? Drifting through life, that’s what. No goals, no ambitions. Outwardly stoic, even functional. Inside: frozen, unmoving.

To do nothing but survive was a form of failure, wasn’t it? To do nothing was dysfunction by another name.

What am I?

Where am I, really?

She was like that spaceship – Voyager 1 – traveling at whatever speed it was going, a million miles an hour or something, and then it stopped. Just stopped.

Just like Casandra Davi had stopped.

Three years ago.

On a highway east of Wolfsboro.

She lived, Bolera died.

One does not simply walk away from something like that, physically, or spiritually.

The angels came. She felt them. They’d touched her hand in the midst of her agony. She’d felt them!

But there are some scars even angels can’t heal.

What awful thing might have happened to Voyager 1 that stopped it in its tracks?

What was it like when the other ship, the one they sent to take pictures of it, came whizzing out of the blackness, another messenger from a place it had long forgotten, zipping out of nowhere and zipping past into nowhere?

Casandra twisted her hands so she could pinch the links in the chain that bound her wrists together. She looked down at her breasts, at her nipples, at her toes, at her bare mound, back at the wall, painted bare white.

Anything to ease the boredom, to take her mind off her helplessness.

I have done nothing wrong, she told herself. This isn’t my fault.

Her mind wandered back to Voyager 1, to the vastness of space, to the angels and how they navigated that yawning emptiness, if they ever did. Were they all tied to the earth, like the humans here? Could you put an angel in a prison they couldn’t leave?

Did angels have penises, vaginas?

Another door opened, to her left. She sensed the presence of a man. She didn’t look, and she might not have seen anything if she had looked, because all her visual processing synapses were dedicated to imagining her own appearance, a tallish, naked, big-breasted girl with her hands bound behind her back, staring at a wall, her nipples as hard as they ever got.

She heard heavy steps beside her, a man’s thick boots approaching before they turned and went to the old woman’s window, where there was a brief conversation, the soft-spoken woman and then another voice – a man’s voice, undoubtedly, deep and quiet. Casandra heard the drawer slide open, slide closed. Something was being exchanged, and then the boots left in the same direction they’d come. Whatever had happened behind her had nothing to do with her. Maybe the man had stared at her, or maybe he hadn’t even noticed her, naked female prisoners a regular fixture here. Casandra found comfort in the moment. Here at least, a man could walk by a naked girl and not flirt, confront, accost. He was here to do his job, and so was she. Her job was to wait patiently until she could testify. If part of that job required nudity, she could do that too.

How long would she be made to stand here, though? And why? She stood for hours at a time at her job, but she was doing something then, washing chickens. This was worse, doing nothing.

No one wanted to work all the time, but no one wanted to do nothing, either, she thought. Most people wanted to stay sort of busy. But how busy? How many hours per day, or week? Could you assign a number to it? Was there a perfect ratio of work to not work? And was this a philosophical question?

Casandra had given up trying to understand . . . anything.

Three years ago. Live, and don’t question. Delve into the mysteries of existence, and you’ll always arrive at tragedy. All the roads in your mind lead there.

A door opened somewhere, there were steps, heavy again, and this time they walked right up to Casandra.

“Okay, we’ve got your cell ready,” said a male guard, and he touched Casandra’s elbow, and Casandra turned to stare at him, because surely he was eyeing her, but she found only the back of his head, and she followed him toward a heavy white door.




Chapter 8: Worry in the Oval Office

While the people of America, still mired in a food crisis and the attendant social and economic upheaval, could be said to be paying only moderate attention to the Voyager 1 saga playing out 15 billion miles away, the White House was far more focused on the matter on the day of the cosmic pass.

President Jackie Braverman, less than four months into her second term, didn’t like surprises any more than any other politician, and in particular didn’t like creating situations where surprise was a given.

But that’s just what she’d done. Two years before, curiosity outweighing her better judgment, she’d made the final call to redirect a billion-dollar Pluto mission to something far less certain, a fly-by of a mysteriously stopped – or, some would say, an impossibly stopped – craft.

Masoner II had been armed with a specialized, 500-pount munition intended to stir up the Plutonian crust a little, and to photograph and analyze what plumed. Its reassignment fit, really. Instead of Voyager 1 as the messenger to the rest of the universe, with its image of peace, its musical recordings and its innocuous antennae, the first emissary from earth to the great yonders would be a bomb.

Of course.

Braverman was seated in her usual place, behind the Resolute desk in the Oval Office, in her customary blouse and skirt, her top light blue, her skirt black, her right elbow on the historic wood beside her laptop, her left hand leafing through the day’s briefing papers a little more absently than usual. But after more than four years on the job, the last several in deep crisis, she had a sense of what required her full attention and what didn’t, what little far-off skirmish would fizzle and what militarized difference of opinion might explode into the next conflagration.

Keep American deaths to a minimum was the rule. Death never played well. People were weird about death. A dead body and a grieving widow or a teary child could be used by anyone to attack anyone. Whoever spoke first would win. So, prevent death, and when it happened, be the first to define the narrative.

As often during what she called her mid-afternoon respite, she was alone for the moment, two Secret Service agents posted outside, discretely cracking the door every 10 minutes and peering in.

They’d been instructed to keep everyone out but Vice President Monterrey. Braverman was waiting for him. The pictures weren’t due for another 12 hours at best, but news should be arriving soon about the camera. Had it separated from the main craft? Was it still functioning, still able to send back pictures, still able to aim and focus?

A little after 3, a light tapping sounded, the door opened wide before the president could bid anyone enter, and Monterrey slipped in, his courtliness as exaggerated today as it had been since she’d first nominated him as his vice president five years before.

“Madam President,” he said, stopping and offering a quick bow, tilting his head back up to smile at her.

“Pedro, tell me what you know,” she said, smiling back, but with an edge to her expression. Disaster might be about to strike, and she didn’t know, and she didn’t like not knowing.

“All is going according to plan,” he said, moving to the couch and sitting, back straight. “Camera 5 has deployed, it’s sent its first pictures in detached mode, it’s able to aim and focus.”

“It’s taken pictures of Voyager?”

“As a dot, yes,” Monterrey said. “A speck.”

“Well, at least it’s there.”

Monterrey laughed, a deep, rumbling cascade of amusement.

The son of Mexican immigrants, his Spanish was good, his English more than good, just a note here and there of his roots, the way he said certain words, the way he inflected the ends of questions.

“I’m getting up at 5, tomorrow,” he said, “and I’ll have a strong pot of coffee waiting for you downstairs. I hope they’ll have something to show us by 6:30.”

“I hope whatever they show us doesn’t make me look like a fool,” said the president.

“You can blame it all on me, Madame President. Isn’t that why you made me point on the thing?”

“But then I’d have to fire you,” she said, “and I’m not doing that.”

Monterrey laughed again.




Chapter 9: A Gift

On the same day that President Braverman was waiting to see if she’d committed earth’s first extrasolar faux pas, Casandra Davi was being processed in, stripped and checked and handcuffed and now, walked to her cell.

Every door here was solid, and there were many of them, one after the other. Even if they weren’t locked, a would-be escapee would soon find herself baffled by all the doors, Casandra was certain. Which led out, and which led deeper in?

The first door opened into a tiny room, and Casandra breathed in, working at stilling her nerves, pinching the chain between her wrists, inhaling the smells of a prison as they grew progressively stronger.

The guard, a middle-aged man who seemed harmless, flashed his badge at a sensor by the door, it beeped and he pushed through it to bring Casandra into a large, open space, with a ceiling two stories high, tables and chairs bolted to the floor directly before her, women seated or standing in various states of dress and restraint and, immediately to her left, a glassed-in room with more green-clad guards, both male and female.

“Inmate P5-F-335021,” said the man.

A man at a PC peered through the glass at Casandra, looked down, glanced up again, gazing from her eyes and her face to her breasts, and she glared back, because if people were going to stare, so was she, and she did so until he looked back at his monitor.

“She’s going upstairs, cell 551,” the man at the PC said, and they moved on, Casandra’s hands bound uselessly behind her back. To their right waited a flight of stairs, and the guard ascended, leading Casandra by the elbow, the metal steps cool on her feet, star shapes offering a hint of traction and a hint of sensation.

The stairs offered her an improving view of the common area below, and the people in it, and she took them in as quickly as she could, some two dozen females, mostly white, playing games, chatting, laughing, watching the news on TV. Some were nude, some partially or fully-clothed, some handcuffed, some completely free. There didn’t seem to be any consistency in the dress or restraints, and Casandra realized she was going to have to learn as much here about how things worked as she had at her last job. Maybe more.

Some of the other inmates looked up at her, briefly, expressionlessly, but most ignored the naked new girl being marched to confinement, and Casandra appreciated that. Maybe they didn’t stare because they didn’t want her looking back at them. It didn’t matter to her.

They reached the walkway at the top of the stairs, and Casandra was reminded briefly of a two-level mall, but the comparison quickly folded down on itself, and she walked with her guard to the end of the first walkway, turned right on the second and stopped before a door with “551” stenciled on it, a door that could exist only in a prison, with a long narrow window, a small slot for food, a larger slot at waist level for handcuffs, a slot by the floor for the feet. The guard pushed a large key into the door’s brass lock, turned it and opened it, and Casandra walked in, and at last the palpable reality of gross injustice found her, for here was a tiny space, two narrow beds against the two solid side walls, a steel toilet in the back corner, a steel sink beside it, a small bright blue square of window above, a pair of lockers to her immediate left and right, and Casandra stopped and took it all in with a single sweeping survey, and only after that did she see the girl’s blonde hair on the pillow of the bed to her right, the rest of the form completely covered.

The door closed behind her with a solid groan.

“Back up, hands to the port,” she was told, and she felt someone working at her handcuffs, and now her hands were free but it hardly seemed to matter, because the door behind her was being locked with a jangling of keys, and this was her world now, which she would be sharing with a blond-haired stranger, and the angels had not yet intervened, and quite possibly would not.

Casandra went to the locker she assumed was hers, confirmed that it was both utterly bare and more spacious than she would have expected, five or six shelves set evenly every foot or so.

She was tempted to peer into the other girl’s locker, believing the sight of her things would answer some questions, but Casandra quickly crossed the idea off her list and went to the bed to examine it, pulling down the thick cover and the thinner sheet, picking up the pillow and fluffing it quickly, setting it down, pressing on the mattress and finally sitting down on it, the springs creaking quietly.

She glanced at her cellmate and wondered what the etiquette was when the other was asleep. Complete silence? Normal behavior? Did the girl sleep all day, every day? Would Casandra ever meet her cellmate? And what was she in for?

Casandra raised up, turned so she was not directly facing the other girl, and she tucked her feet under her thighs, and she allowed her back to hunch, her shoulders to slump, and she looked down between her legs, vacillating between a despairing contemplation of how she had come to this, and the first ruminations of how she was going to survive.

Despair was for the moment consuming the lion’s share of her attention, and she at last allowed herself to cry, for the first time, seven days after the first intimations that something had gone very wrong at the place where she worked, and very wrong with her life.

She was alone, as alone as she’d ever been, no one by her side but whoever owned that clump of blonde hair on the other bed.

The tears rolled down beside her nose while she played back all that had happened of any import since she’d been confronted on the line. She thought of the way they’d casually handcuffed her, threatened her, told her in essence her life was over, or at least severely interrupted. And she’d found no one to help – not her parents, her brothers, her friends. The federal government was just that strong, its crisis-ravaged citizenry just that weak, including everyone she knew.

Or maybe they just didn’t care. For the first time since this ordeal had begun, Casandra’s mind went to a dark new place, to the possibility that everyone wanted her here, that maybe her life had entered, in the minds of her loved ones, that circle of failure where this was the best thing for her, months or years of incarceration something that might buck her up a bit, get her focused, put her back on track. Or keep her out of the way.

What she’d done was completely innocent – following instructions on the job – and yet her mind berated itself for those non-transgressions, the diligent faxing, Friday after Friday.

Shouldn’t she have known? Couldn’t she have figured out that this was criminal? She should have just refused on day one. I’m not good with details, I’m going to screw this up, she should have said. But no, she liked her time away from the line. And doing financial things made her feel important. But all the while she thought she was doing something admirable, she was just somebody’s chump. Mrs. Partheim’s chump. Missy’s chump.

Casandra’s mind wandered back to that night at Rippy’s Tavern, drinking warm beer from out of state, Missy inviting herself with her blasted minder, who called himself Red.

That was another mistake, letting them joke about cooking the books. It wasn’t funny. It wasn’t even accurate. Casandra wasn’t cooking the books. No one was cooking the books. Mrs. Partheim was just stealing money, and spending it on herself, and Missy.

Both of them needed to go to jail. Yes, that would be divine justice. Or karma. Casandra would get prison done up front, and she’d testify, and her testimony would send both those bitches to prison, on the day Casandra walked out.

If prison was inevitable, Casandra decided, this was the way to do it. Get it over with. For Mrs. Partheim and Missy, this would be hanging over their heads for as long as the trial loomed. And when they went to prison, they would belong there. Casandra didn’t. Her conscience was clear.

Buoyed slightly, she slipped quietly off her bed and went to the door of her cell, peered out through the narrow window with its diamonds of wire.

She could hear voices through the chaining port, women’s voices, growing louder, and heads began appearing at the same stairs she’d climbed, and then torsos, hips, legs. Naked breasts, naked bellies, thick triangles of pubic hair. Bras and panties. A few in traditional orange prison jumpsuits. Those put in handcuffs were all bound in front. Guards in faded and ill-fitting green shirts brought up the rear.

Some of the women stopped at cell doors near the top of the stairs. Others continued on, approaching Casandra’s cell, and she backed away, not wanting to be seen looking, not wanting to be seen at all, her mind gripped with sudden, crystalline clarity the pathetic image of herself staring, topless, through the little slit in her door, her face and shoulder and breast and dark nipples like a thin portrait of shame’s embodiment.

She went back to her bed, listening to voices, to doors slamming and being locked, one after another.

What time was it? She wasn’t sure, but the numeric time didn’t matter, she realized. This seemed to be go-back-to-your-cell time. That mattered.

She went to her bed, sat cross-legged and looked at the blonde hair of her nameless cellmate.

Had the girl moved at all? Was there a chance she was dead?

Casandra stared at the middle region of the lump, saw that it was rising and falling, almost imperceptibly.

The locking of doors had stopped. Casandra listened, sensing a muffled voice here and there, footsteps, and soft thuds that grew louder.

Someone was saying something, a single word, over and over again, growing louder, until Casandra finally understood.

“Lunch.”

The voice, a woman’s, arrived at her door.

“Lunch.”

Casandra went to the door, watching as a pair of trays, one stacked atop the other, appeared at the food slot, slid forward, stopped, resting on the little shelf there. The top tray bore her cell and inmate numbers, so she picked it up. She found it heavier than she expected, went to her bed, sat with her legs splayed and set the meal between her thighs, removed the cover.

Meatloaf, boiled green beans and carrots, cornbread, fruit jello, plastic spork.

Deciding to eat it all, she was digging in when she heard the rustle of fabric to her left, turned to see movement, a stirring, a hand, the lowering of the covers, a female body sitting up, blonde hair dropping to shoulders, a naked female emerging from her sheets, slipping her feet to the floor, rising.

Casandra, eyes fixed on the girl’s face, smiled, waited to be acknowledged, waited to speak, to greet, to share words, to begin a forced relationship that might be friendship.

It was the girl’s eyes that first suggested friendship might be impossible, at least in any form Casandra was to date familiar with. They were gray, but with an outer band of black, and they were wide open, like the eyes of one greatly surprised, or supremely alert, and they darted here and there, like the eyes of an animal, taking in everything in the cell, the walls and the window, the sink and toilet, the other bed and the girl on it, but there was no recognition when her eyes wandered Casandra’s body, simply the taking in of more information before she moved to the food waiting for her at the door, the only sound her bare feet scuffing the floor’s painted gray concrete.

She returned to her bed, sat cross-legged with her food before her, no sign of modesty concerning her small breasts or the dark black pubic hair that grew thick and wild above her sex.

And still her eyes moved, searched, spyed, taking in, studying the corner of the cell by the locker, looking out the window, looking again at Casandra, but her features never changed, her mouth never smiled or spoke, its only purpose the destination for her food.

Casandra was more fascinated than afraid. The girl seemed merely curious, aware, alert. There was nothing malevolent in her wariness, at least where Casandra was concerned.

You poor, troubled being, Casandra thought to herself. Am I your first cellmate, or your hundredth, every girl put with you demanding some other arrangement, appearing and leaving you alone again? Casandra had seen nothing yet that made her want to leave. Strangeness by itself did not frighten her. She liked strangeness, even if she wasn’t sure why it was there.

Was this autism? The lingering effects of an overdose? The broken mind of someone who had suffered too much, or had seen too much suffering?

Whether Casandra stared at her or looked away, the girl showed no reaction, so Casandra searched, seeking scars: the mottled flesh of ancient burns, the faint white crack of a long-ago laceration, misshapen bones in the face.

Casandra found nothing, the girl’s creamy skin uniform, even her knees unblemished.

The girl ate as quickly as Casandra, the cellmates finishing lunch at the same time, and when the girl was done, she rose, put the tray and its cover on the shelf in the door, and Casandra searched the female’s back, her buttocks and legs, for signs of injury, and still she found nothing.

The girl returned to her bed, sat, drew her knees to her chest, wrapped her arms around her legs, and focused, wide-eyed, solely on the door. It was not a dumb stare, senseless. There seemed to be some awareness in it, and Casandra followed her gaze with a vague sense of unease.

Could she see angels? Was that the tradeoff, her social skills all but nonexistent, her perception in other ways enhanced? Was, even now, an angel trying to work their way through the slot in the door, coming to protect Casandra, visible only to the other girl? As desperately as Casandra wanted the angels to come to her again, it was not necessarily in this fashion, invisible to her, seen only by another girl who could not speak of their presence.

“Hello?” said a female voice outside the door. “Inmate 335021?”

Casandra started, realized that the number that had been spoken was hers, the number on the letter she’d received, and she picked up her tray and moved to the door with it.

“Yes?” she said, spotting a Black woman’s face and a guard’s green shirt in the narrow window.

“I’m Officer Petrakis, here to do your intake,” said the woman, her mouth moving at the window, the sound of her voice coming through the holes set lower in the door.

“Yes, okay,” Casandra said, recognizing the name from her letter.

“I need you to cuff up,” said the woman.

“Okay,” Casandra said. “Which way?”

“Turn around, hands behind your back at the chaining slot.”

Casandra complied, looking at her cellmate while the girl looked back, staring directly at Casandra, but still without any recognition, without any of the expressions or mannerisms that indicate understanding, comprehension, the presence of another. Her grey eyes with their black rings simply stared for a moment, then looked right, toward Casandra’s bed.

Casandra felt metal against her left wrist, closing around and clicking tight, then her right wrist, and once she’d been bound, she turned to listen to the sound – already growing familiar to her – of keys in the lock, of a bolt sliding, and the door opened outward on its hinges and Casandra stepped forward, onto the second tier, looking at a slender Black woman who offered a professional smile before turning to lead her to the stairs.

Casandra looked down at the common area, empty at the moment, as she followed Officer Petrakis down the metal stairs, moving cautiously, imagining how grievously she could be injured if she fell.

Once they’d reached the ground floor, they headed toward the glass-enclosed guard area. A door beeped, allowing them passage in and through it to a second secure door that beeped as it opened, and now Casandra was in a typical, if austere, office area, a dozen desks in the middle of the room, two occupied by male staff typing on computers. Around the edges of the space were a half-dozen small, glassed-in offices, three occupied by two women and a man.

Officer Petrakis led Casandra to one of the open desks, sat, gestured to the plastic seat beside it, and Casandra sat as well, facing the officer, her knuckles against the seat’s hard orange plastic.

“We’re going to start with an intake interview,” Petrakis declared.

“Okay.”

“Do you have any health issues we need to know about?” Petrakis inquired.

“No,” Casandra said.

“Are you suicidal?”

“No.”

“Do you wish to harm yourself?”

“No.”

“Do you wish to harm others?”

“No.”

“Good,” Petrakis said, nodding. “You got lunch?”

“Yes.”

“On full privilege, you can leave your cell three times per day,” Petrakis said, reading from a sheet of policies on her desk. “From 9:30 to 11:15 a.m., 2 to 4 p.m., 7 to 9 p.m. You may spend time in the common area or in the yard if the weather’s good. Meals will usually be taken in your cell. Lights out at 10:30, back on at 6:30. For your first two weeks, you’ll be handcuffed any time you leave your cell.”

“In front or in back?”

“In front,” Petrakis said, looking at Casandra’s bound arms. “Usually. But it can be in back, or go longer than two weeks if your behavior’s not up to par.”

“How do showers work?”

“Shower room’s off the first tier,” Petrakis said. “The door is under the stairs.”

“Will I get clothes?” Casandra asked.

“You’ll have to buy those in the commissary. If you work at an approved job, you’ll receive two dollars per day, and that can be put toward clothing and other necessities.”

“Necessities?” Casandra repeated.

“Toiletries, hygiene products, extra food, paper and pen. Stamps. You can also ask people to put money in your account.”

“Where is the commissary?” Casandra asked. “And how soon can I have a job?”

“The commissary’s on the first tier. You can find it when you’re let out tomorrow. And I’ll put your name on the list of workers. They might come for you tomorrow or the next day. What are you good at?”

“My last job was inspecting and doing a final cleaning on whole chickens,” Casandra said, the memories of her existence at Maple Hills growing distant, but not dim. She could probably inspect a chicken in her sleep. But the worked seemed long past.

“Okay, good,” Patrakis said. “We punish with what we call disciplinary segregation. Anywhere from a day to a week in a cell by yourself.”

“Like solitary confinement?” Casandra inquired.

“We don’t call it that,” Petrakis said flatly, before continuing. “You can get sent there for not following an order, not keeping your cell clean, for fighting, for being rude.”

“Yeah,” Casandra agreed. “You know why I’m here, right?”

“You got an indefinite sentence,” Petrakis said.

“I’m a witness in an embezzlement case.”

“Is that all you were charged with?”

“I wasn’t charged with anything,” Casandra said. “Other people were. Or one other person. I was just a witness.”

“Okay,” Petrakis said, nodding at Casandra in a way that made clear she either didn’t believe what Casandra was saying, or didn’t care. Either way, the response was disappointing. In the back of her mind, Casandra had been expecting to be treated differently here, to receive additional privileges, or at least a little respect. But no, she was the same as everyone else at this place, meant to suffer the same deprivations as all the other criminals.

“Are there any other questions?” Petrakis asked.

“Yeah,” Casandra said, leaning forward and back, twisting in her chair, bending her arms. She was starting to get uncomfortable. “I was wondering about my cellmate.”

“What about her?”

“She seems sort of . . . I don’t know . . . autistic.”

“You’ll meet a lot of distinct personalities here,” Petrakis said. “The best advice I can give you is to adapt to every personality, learn to meet people halfway, do your best to understand.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, nodding, ready to go back to her cell with its strange occupant because of how uncomfortable her handcuffs were making her.

“No more questions?” Petrakis asked, as if reading Casandra’s mind.

“Yeah, thanks.”

Casandra stood, her eyes swept the room, she caught the eyes of the other officers there, men and women studying her naked form. She looked away, turned and followed Officer Petrakis back to the stairs, back up to the second tier, back to her cell.

The door was closed and locked, Casandra backed up to have her cuffs removed, confirmed that her cellmate was back under her covers, only her hair showing.

Freed, Casandra went to her bed and stopped.

There, across her pillow, someone had lain a book:

Math Puzzles for the Mind

Beside it waited two new, sharpened pencils, each with an unblemished eraser at the other end.

Casandra stared at the blonde hair on the pillow.

It was her. It must have been her. The strange girl with the wandering eyes had given her new cellmate a present.

“Thank you,” Casandra mouthed toward the lump on the other bed, and she raised one knee, preparing to sit down, before the urge to urinate took over, and she looked at the stainless steel toilet, and the sleeping form, and understood that this is how it must be. The two of them would go to the bathroom there, and wash up at the same sink, and she would have to get used to this.

She sat, sucked in her breath as the metal chilled her thighs, and released noisily, and she knew the girl heard her, in the same way that she’d heard the impending arrival of lunch. And yet the form moved not at all, and Casandra wiped and flushed, and the form remained still.

Yes, this was a peculiar gift. Math puzzles. And yet Casandra did not hesitate, setting her pillow against the wall, picking up the book and one of the pencils, turning to the first page, where the problems started hard, something involving a square root, but she doodled and guessed and dredged up old memories of high-school algebra and eventually worked it out and flipped to the next page and settled into the challenge, losing herself, until someone started saying “Dinner,” louder and louder outside her cell, and they slid two trays onto the shelf in the door, and this time, Casandra picked up both meals, and set one on her bed, one on the other girl’s, and when the girl woke and sat up and peered at her food and peered at everything else, including Casandra, Casandra spoke for the first time to her: “Thanks for the math puzzles.”

Did the girl hear? Did her eyes glimmer, ever so slightly, for just a moment? Casandra wasn’t sure.

Dinner was a ham and cheese sandwich and carrots, and after it was gone she returned to her math problems. Only when the lights went out at 10:30 did Casandra set the book aside, and she slipped under her covers, eyes adjusting to the light until she could detect the faint glow of the prison’s emergency lights through the narrow window in her door, and the outdoor glow through the window above her head.

She was asleep immediately, slumbering soundly until she was roused by words, spoken in a soft, somewhat raspy female voice, and she woke and listened, struggling to remember where she was and who it was that must be speaking.

“No,” said the girl from her bed, her voice unaccented, calm. “Casandra, run. He’s going to kill us.”




Chapter 10: Trajectory Error

President Braverman arrived in one of the White House’s smaller briefing rooms two minutes after 6, the man and woman in her Secret Service detail stopping just outside the open door.

Vice President Monterrey was already there, seated at the main conference table, staring at a static television screen with frozen blue light, a cup of coffee by his elbow.

As soon as she appeared, he snapped to his feet.

“Madame President,” he said, smiling and offering a bow.

“At ease, Pedro,” she said, invariably amused by her second’s formalities. “What do we know?”

“Only that something strange is going on,” Monterrey replied.

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” Monterrey said. “That’s what makes it strange. No one’s talking to me.”

“Maybe we’re on the wrong channel?”

“No, Johannsen has shown his face,” Monterrey said. “He came on, said hi, turned off the camera.”

Braverman went to the coffee maker, poured a cup.

“Did you make it strong?” she asked.

“Just how you like it.”

She sat down, set her cup before her, blew across the top, looked up at Monterrey.

“He said ‘Hi’ and what else?”

“That’s all,” Monterrey said. “The camera’s in a conference room there and at first, it was empty but I could hear voices, from I guess in the hall. Someone was shouting, so I—”

“Shouting?” Braverman interrupted.

“Yelling, yes.”

“About what?”

“I couldn’t hear the words.”

“Shouting, as in arguing about something, or someone got hurt, or someone spilled hot coffee?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say arguing.”

“How long ago?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Monterrey said. “So I shouted into the mic. I told them to come to the camera. And Johannsen himself shows up, and sees me and says ‘Hi,’ and turns off the camera and the mic.”

“Is there a chance . . .” Braverman said, raising her coffee but not sipping yet, “that there’s a national security matter here?”

“What do you mean?”

“Is there a chance there’s been a breach? Did Johannsen look frightened?”

“Embarrassed, if I had to put a name to it,” Monterrey said.

“Embarrassed?”

“Embarrassed,” Monterrey confirmed. “Like I caught him doing something.”

“And you’ve just been staring at the screen since then?”

“I was waiting for you,” Monterrey said, fishing his phone out of his pocket. “I’m going to text him, but I wanted you to tell me what to say.”

“Turn the damn camera back on and show us your damn face and tell us what the hell’s going on,” Braverman said, finally taking a sip and scowling because the coffee was still too hot.

Monterrey started tapping, paused, tapped some more, looked up.

“The president is waiting,” he said. “How does that sound?”

“Send it.”

Monterrey tapped his phone, stared at it, stared at the screen. For a minute, he and the president waited.

“Next text,” Braverman said. “Say exactly this: In one minute the president scrambles the national guard.”

Monterrey tapped his phone, hit send.

“Do you know the number there?” she asked.

“They will at the Pentagon,” Monterrey said, picking up the black conference room phone.

“Army National Guard emergency desk,” he barked into it, “I’m calling them for the president.”

Monterrey hit the speaker, cradled the phone.

“Captain Stark, how may I help you?” said a woman’s voice.

“Captain Stark, this is Vice President Monterrey and President Braverman, and we—”

“Hello, Sir,” said the woman, suddenly breathless. “Hello, Mrs. President.”

Monterrey cleared his throat. “We have a possible, I repeat a possible, national security situation at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, California, and we may need a detail sent from the closest base.”

“A detail, Sir?” replied Captain Stark.

“Yes, a team of four minimum, to find out what’s going on. Can you get a Blackhawk in the air on short notice?”

“I can give them a call right now,” she said. “Would you like to wait?”

“Please.”

Captain Stark set down the phone with a dull thud, and one might guess from the way things sounded that she’d picked up a second phone.

“Hello?” she said. “Is this the Asuza Guard base? Okay, good. This is Captain Beverly Stark, in Washington. I’ve got the president and vice president on the other line, and they’re asking for a dispatch to the Jet Propulsion Lab in Pasadena. The president and vice president, yes. Of the United States. Yes. No, I’m not joking. They want four soldiers to get to—No, this is real. They want someone to—Yes, they called me from the White House extension. No, you can’t spoof that. Look, you want to talk to them? I’ve got them on the other line.”

The screen flickered, flashed to life, NASA Director Johannsen standing at the end of the table and looking sheepishly into the screen.

“Captain Stark,” Monterrey said. “Captain Stark?”

“Yes, Sir?”

“Never mind, we’re good for now,” Monterrey said, staring into the screen at Johannsen’s disheveled persona, his black hair askew, tie loosened, one sleeve rolled up and one still buttoned. “If we need your help in California, we’ll call back.”

“Yes, Sir,” she replied. “Will that be all for now?”

“It will, thanks,” Monterrey said, hitting the speaker button to end the call.

“Andreas, what’s going on?” Braverman demanded.

“Hello, Ms. President,” Johannsen said. “Can we reconvene a little later this morning?”

“No,” Braverman said. “Tell me now. Whatever it is, tell me now.”

“Trajectory error,” Johannsen said, looking almost physically sicked as he spoke the words.

“What does that mean?” she demanded.

“The modules didn’t quite end up where we intended,” Johannsen replied, looking sicker.

“Go on,” Braverman said.

“One of the Masoner II modules intercepted Voyager 1.”

“Intercepted?” Braverman echoed.

“In other words, a collision,” Monterrey offered.

“In a sense, yes,” Johannsen agreed, nodding greenly.

“What crashed into what?”

“The main deployment body of Masoner II has compromised the Voyager 1 mission.”

“Dammit, just tell us what happened!” the president said.

Johannsen stared into the camera, his eyes as blank as those of a deer on a highway at night, and he swallowed and spoke.

“The Masoner II was equipped with a large munition,” he said at last.

“A bomb, yes, we know about that,” said Monterrey. “You were going to hit Pluto with it.”

“We hit Voyager 1 with it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Uh,” Johannsen grunted, his face folding down upon itself before he looked back up and offered the pained smile of a man about to be executed. “I don’t know . . . how it happened . . . but someone . . . the trajectory . . . We blew up Voyager 1.”




Chapter 11: Run-of-the-Mill Villains

“Who’s going to kill us?” Casandra inquired in the darkness. She raised her head, searched the cell for the form of a third person, found no one. Nor did she expect to. Officer Petrakis had given good advice: “Adapt to every personality, learn to meet people halfway, do your best to understand.”

Casandra’s cellmate had arrived through some path at a place a little different from where the world spun around the sun. Casandra understood this. She wasn’t afraid.

“I don’t see him now,” Casandra said quietly, listening to the gentle breathing of someone who might be talking in her sleep. “Hey, by the way, what’s your name?”

“My mother is a fish,” the girl replied.

“Okay, but what’s your name?”

“Casandra.”

“That’s my name.”

“I like your name,” said the girl.

“You need a different name.”

“Tadpole,” said the girl’s raspy, expressionless voice, coming to Casandra through the darkness.

Casandra blinked, looked toward the other bed, measured her words.

“I can’t call you that,” she said at last.

“Make up my name, then.”

“What are you?” Casandra asked, quietly, certain her question would be understood.

“Memory.”

“Memory?” Casandra echoed.

“I am the memory,” the girl said, “of murder.”

“Remembrance,” Casandra said.

“Remembrance,” the girl agreed.

“Did you see murder?” Casandra asked, because this needed to be established. If the girl was here because she’d played some part in a killing, Casandra needed to know.

“I think so,” spake Remembrance quietly. “Maybe a million times.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, and someone’s words came back to her: One death is a tragedy. A million deaths is a statistic.

Casandra breathed in, pondering what words to speak next to this puzzle. “Thanks for the math book.”

“Are you going to do it?”

“I’ve been doing it,” Casandra said.

“Good,” said Remembrance.

“What can I do for you?” Casandra inquired.

“Attend.”

“Attend?” Casandra repeated.

“Attend.”

Casandra waited, silent in the dark, for more from her cellmate, shut her eyes, heard nothing, and fell back to sleep, waking only when the glaring lights of her cell flashed on, and the first noises of the prison echoed through floors and walls: dull thumps, the stirring of plumbing, muffled voices.

She sat up, looked at the covered lump that was her cellmate, remembered last night’s conversation in pieces until all of it had come back to her, including the girl’s name: Remembrance.

No, that was the name Casandra had given her. Her original name was something else, Casandra was certain. But Casandra would call her Remembrance, if she ever had need of addressing her as anything. If the girl never left her cell, it wouldn’t matter. Every word either of them spoke would be for the other.

Casandra went to the toilet, returned to her bed and sat to wait for breakfast, and Remembrance stirred, emerged, rose, eyes searching the room as she went to the toilet and went back to bed, and when the two trays appeared, she got them, setting Casandra’s on her bed and the other on her own. There was a pill with her meal, and she stuck it in her mouth, washed it down at the sink and returned to her bed, and as she ate, her head tilted, her eyes wandered, and often enough, they surveyed Casandra’s form, but without any sign of recognition, any indication she knew that she was looking upon another of her own kind.

Casandra smiled when Remembrance looked her way, but the smiles were not returned, and she gave up trying to connect and set about recalling when she would be allowed out this morning. Was it 9 or 9:30? She wanted out. She wanted to explore, naked or otherwise, handcuffed or otherwise. She’d already seen her peers, from afar. Some of them were in the same condition.

She wanted to know. She wanted to live again. She would not be embarrassed, by anything.

She used to be curious, and then there’d been an accident, and the eyes of her mind had closed, and all she’d looked at for the last year was chicken carcasses, and it was all she might ever have looked at.

Casandra grabbed her book from her locker and stilled her mind with math problems, and Remembrance simply sat atop her covers, eyes taking in everything, turning back to Casandra when there was motion there, when Casandra turned a page, scribbled something, shifted against the wall. Once or twice, their eyes met, Casandra’s dark eyes peering into the gray, black-ringed-eyes of Remembrance, but it was like looking into the eyes of a picture, and Casandra invariably lowered her gaze out of awkwardness, eyes landing on Remembrance’s breasts, on her middle. Strange as she was, strange as were her eyes, the girl’s body was entirely female, a pair of B-cup breasts with small pink nipples, a wild triangle of unkempt black pubic hair, the pink folds of her sexual opening, the round form of a girl in her early 20’s, as physically suitable for sex as any other.

And yet, the idea of Remembrance having sex seemed to Casandra outlandish, even impossible. She would not be able to connect on any level with her lover other than the strictly physical. And even that was in doubt. Would she understand what was happening well enough to respond, to open her mouth and kiss, to grow wet?

These are the kinds of girls who are raped, Casandra thought to herself, and she bit her lip and closed her eyes, because imagining this girl before her being assaulted that way stung her. Whatever she had seen, whatever had been done to her or she had done to someone else to end up here, she didn’t deserve that. No girl did.

Casandra looked again at the hair, a little pelt mounted above a pair of female gates that would part only in the event of violation.

And yet, there was something compelling about this part of Remembrance’s body, and Casandra continued to study, and wondered. Was it sensitive? Did she ever touch it other than to wipe herself, or clean? Did she know what it was for? Had she ever masturbated?

Were the two locked together in this cell together really all that different?

For three years, Casandra had not been opened, had not known the embrace or the penetration of a lover, had masturbated no more than a few times per month, during ovulation, to help herself sleep.

Why? Guilt? Over a simple mistake?

The angels had forgiven her, of this she was certain. But she could not forgive herself. Some things mere mortals cannot forgive.

Casandra felt eyes boring into hers, looked up and into the steady, blind gaze of Remembrance, which this time did not flicker, did not turn away, and Casandra wondered if the girl could sense her thoughts, could read her mind, knew what she was thinking, and found it interesting.

What had she been thinking? Casandra leafed through the last few pages of her short-term memory. She’d been thinking about the accident. And about Remembrance’s vagina.

Remembrance broke her gaze, looked to the door, reached down and squeezed her thigh, scratched her chin, uncrossed and crossed back her legs.

She was growing agitated, it seemed. Something was bothering her.

Finally, she pulled down her covers and slipped under them, only her hair visible now, against her pillow.

“Want out?” said a male voice at the door.

“Huh?” Casandra said, startled.

“Do you want out?”

“Oh, yeah. Yes.”

Casandra slid off her bed, strode to the door, waiting for it to open, feeling a rare burst of excitement rushing through her head, thrumming physically through her, her pulse quickening, her skin almost electric, a feeling dampened only slightly when the guard outside, peering at her through the window, said blandly, “Hands through the chaining port.”

Casandra refrained from asking how she would be bound, simply slid her hands through the slot in front, relieved when the guard didn’t correct her, didn’t tell her to turn around, simply closed a cuff around each wrist before pushing a key into the door lock, sliding the bolt aside and pulling open the door, and Casandra stepped out, ignoring him as he studied her body, and she headed toward the stairs where two inmates were already making their way down, one completely nude, one in a t-shirt and panties, neither restrained, and she took in the space beneath her, the females already below, most of them gathered around the TV, the low volume producing a murmur at present.

Casandra, still learning to walk with her hands bound before her, slipped to the edge of the throng, no one paying her particular attention, all focused on the TV, mounted just above eye level.

“Billion Dollar Boondoggle,” read the chyron sliding right to left at the bottom of the screen. “Voyager 1 Destroyed . . . NASA Bombs Its Own Craft . . . Historic Blunder . . . Should Braverman resign?”

Above the chyron, three heads were talking, two women and a man.

“And we don’t even have any pictures of what happened,” the man was lamenting. “The camera module was—”

“Clarification there, John,” the woman interrupted, looking down at her desk. “NASA has said they got no useable pictures. But the camera wasn’t destroyed immediately. It was a half-mile away from the explosion, at most, and continued to take pictures until it was also destroyed.”

“Let us be the judge of what’s useable!” shouted the other woman, a black pundit Casandra recognized as someone who often offered her opinions on TV. “Show us what you’ve got, NASA, and we’ll decide. We can be pretty sure there wasn’t someone’s thumb across the lens.”

The other woman laughed and looked directly into the camera.

“If you’re just joining us,” she said, her smile fading, “this is a developing story. We’ll continue to track this as new information comes in. But here’s what we know so far: Voyager 1, launched September 5, 1977 to say hello to the rest of the universe, has been destroyed 15 billion miles from earth. Masoner II, on a billion-dollar mission to explore the outer crust of Pluto, was secretly redirected two years ago after an unknown force stopped Voyager 1 in its tracks. Masoner was supposed to take pictures during a flyby, but it apparently collided with Voyager sometime last night, detonating a bomb that destroyed both craft.”

As Casandra watched, standing naked and handcuffed beside her peers, the announcer and her guests agreed that more information was needed. With nothing more for them to say, they rolled the stock footage of Voyager 1 and Masoner II, the same computer-generated video Casandra had watched from the street that day after the feds told her to go home.

It had been a pleasant day, the air warming. And she’d been free, at least physically. But she wasn’t sure she’d been alive.

“Hey, new girl,” someone said.

Casandra turned toward the sound of the voice, locked eyes with a motherly woman in her 40s, seated near her, heavyset, with curly red hair, some of it gray. She was fully-dressed, in an orange jumpsuit, white socks and sandals.

“Hi,” Casandra said, managing a nervous smile. “I’m Casandra.”

“Where you from?” the woman asked, and she looked away and down and her mouth tightened, as if she were addressing someone far above her station.

“Malted,” Casandra replied, noticing that more eyes were upon her, on her face and her body and her handcuffs. “I got here yesterday.”

A few chuckles greeted her last words. Her arrival time was probably widely known here, female newcomers something of an event.

“How you like Dink?” asked a young black woman, wearing only panties.

“Dink?”

“Your cellie,” the woman clarified.

“My cellmate?” Casandra said, and she searched the expressions of those around her, sensing that they wanted her to dish, to share her raw impressions of the strange girl, to make fun of her.

“She’s sweet,” Casandra said. “Interesting.”

“Don’t let her sign you up,” said the red-haired woman, to knowing laughter, and she smiled and ducked her head, as if expecting to be swatted by a disapproving parent.

“Sign me up?”

“Her cult,” explained a seated, nude, too-thin blonde woman in her 30’s.

“She’s not signing anyone up,” countered the black woman. “I know she’s done with that shit.”

“What kind of cult?” Casandra asked. She needed to know. For her, this was more than idle chatter.

“Murder and spoiling,” said the red-haired woman. “But she can’t help it. She was born into it.”

“Where?” Casandra asked. “Was it in the news?”

“Murder always is,” said the black woman, nodding. “But they never tell the whole story.”

“Did she . . .” Casandra prompted, staring again at the dozen women around her, needing someone to tell her if the girl had killed.

The red-haired woman was the first to respond, but she just waved her hand dismissively and grimaced before she looked away.

“Ain’t no murderers in here,” asserted the blonde woman, her words followed by an unexpected, high-pitched cackle.

“Oh, there are murderers in here alright,” said the black woman. “It’s just no one’s in here for that. Not directly.”

“Run-of-the-mill villainy,” assured the red-haired woman. “Just like all the people who ain’t here.”

“You’ll fit right in,” promised the blonde woman, and she cackled again, and this time, she was joined by some of the others in her laughter, and Casandra tried to smile good-naturedly and decided she would not go out of her way to explain her presence here, that confessing with her silence to an unknown crime was preferable to explaining the real reason she’d been incarcerated. Everyone here had a story, she was certain, of wrongful conviction or a crime of circumstance or judicial misapprehension. Claiming to be an innocent witness to someone else’s felony would just be more of the same, another alternative to run-of-the-mill villainy.

Nor was the phrase entirely unapplicable in her case. Was not fatal carelessness as good an example of it as any other? Yes, maybe she belonged here like the rest, and she took each one in, quickly but thoroughly, wondering at their crimes, their lives, their trials and convictions.

The ages ran from younger than Casandra to what she guessed to be 50s. There was plenty of range in the conditions as well, which Casandra classified as skewed toward rough: ragged hair and creased faces and leathery skin and a few ancient injuries, one woman’s eye half-closed, a jagged white scar above another’s eyebrow, missing teeth.

Indeed, of the inmates Casandra had seen in the flesh, Remembrance (Casandra would never call her Dink) was one of the lesser-damaged ones here, at least physically. Overall, the younger girls seemed to be less beaten up, wear and tear as much a product of time as poor choices, and some here appeared as unsullied at Casandra. There was the naked, raven-haired girl sitting on the edge of the table, handcuffed like Casandra, listening vacantly to the conversation, eyes on the floor, her demeanor suggesting the shock that accompanies a relatively new descent into suffering. And there was a jump-suited girl with fluffed, strawberry-blonde hair, whose attention oscillated between the TV and the conversing women, whose expression hovered somewhere between amusement and oblivious wonder, giving Casandra the impression she didn’t yet know she was in prison.

After a long commercial break, the news resumed, and all turned to it, and the woman announced, after the words “Breaking News” appeared against heavy percussion and a trumpet blast, that President Braverman would be making a statement a little later in the day. The time was not set yet, giving the pundits the impression she was scrambling, trying to figure out how to spin the complete desecration – on her watch – of a billion-dollar research vessel and an irreplaceable messenger to the rest of the universe.

“Resignation might be her best option,” the man said. “She had a great run, but there are some things the American people aren’t going to forgive. And Vice President Monterrey is more than equal to the job.”

“And he’ll be our first Hispanic president,” the black woman noted approvingly.




Chapter 12: Chicken Wire

“Andreas,” Braverman blurted, raising her hands as though physically collecting her thoughts. “Okay, first of all, how did this happen?”

“We’re not completely sure yet,” NASA Director Johannsen replied, eyes briefly flickering with the surprise of someone who didn’t think he would survive to this moment. “We’re looking at the commands we’ve been sending, but it’s years worth of data, with one tiny error in it.”

“Are you sure it was an error?” Braverman said.

Johannsen looked straight into the camera with another round of surprise, and perhaps the first inklings of a way through, of a path to forgiveness, at least for himself.

“Are you suggesting sabotage?” he asked.

“I’m not suggesting anything,” Braverman said, shaking her head impatiently. “Other than that we consider all possibilities.”

“I don’t know,” Johannsen said. “We’re early in the investigation. But if there was something intentional, it . . .” His voice trailed off.

“What about the pictures?” Monterrey inquired.

“The pictures?” Johannsen inquired, looking startled.

“The pictures,” Monterrey said. “Weren’t some pictures taken?”

“Yes,” Johannsen said, looking down at his chest before he added, almost inaudibly, “Inconclusive.”

“What?” Braverman said. “Inconclusive? Is that what you said?”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean?” Monterrey demanded.

“They don’t show . . . anything meaningful.”

“Do they show anything?” Monterrey asked.

“Yes.”

“What?” Braverman asked. “Andreas, what do they show?”

“Its . . .” Johannsen said, looking into the camera, a picture of perplexity, “impossible.”

“What’s impossible?” Braverman asked.

“Interstices,” Johannsen mumbled.

“Speak up,” Monterrey barked, and Johannsen blinked, and his mouth dropped open, the picture of a man watching 30 years of professional achievement come down to this, a catastrophic failure punctuated by the angry queries of the two leaders of the free world.

Braverman looked at Monterrey with her eyebrows raised. After four years of working closely together, he understood her meaning: Let her have the floor. Let her try her softer approach.

“Andreas,” she began.

He looked at her through the camera, waiting.

“We’re all in this together,” she said. “This happened on my watch. So we’re all going to work together to figure out what happened, and what we’re going to tell the people. They’re all waiting for news, the world’s waking up, and we’ve probably got less than an hour before they start ringing our phones off the hook. So I need you on my team. Okay?”

“Yes, Ms. President,” Johannsen said.

“Do you want to sit down?” Braverman asked. “Do you need coffee? Do you need anything to help you get through our meeting?”

“Coffee,” Johannsen blurted. “Is that okay?”

“Please,” she said.

Johannsen exited the room, returned quickly with a cup of coffee that appeared to be half consumed already, most likely something he’d set down earlier that morning.

He put the mug down, lowered himself into one of the conference table chairs, leaned back and looked at the ceiling, sighed and leaned forward, not stopping until his elbows were planted on his thighs and his hands were in his face, and he held that position for a long 30 seconds, and one might imagine this was his first chance to collect himself, to take stock of all that had happened, since he’d received the devastating news.

Finally, he straightened, aimed two bleary eyes at the camera, picked up his coffee and took a sip, set it back down.

“Okay,” he said. “It’s probably going to be months before we know what went wrong with the maths. I’ll be putting together a team, and I will not be on it, so if I’m terminated in the meantime, there will be no loss of continuity.”

“Good,” said Braverman. “But for the record, I consider your future with NASA to be safe, for the time being.”

“Thank you,” Johannsen said, insincerely. His keeping his job was probably the least of his worries at present.

“Question,” said Monterrey, his voice a little softer than it had been.

“Yes?” Johannsen said.

“Did the bomb on Mariner II detonate as a result of the collision, or because it had been programmed to?”

“The chances of accidental detonation were, by design, extremely small,” Johannsen said. “Nothing should happen without exact instructions.”

“And you can find out when the detonation instructions were sent, right?” Monterrey said.

“Any command to detonate would have to have been sent and recorded, so we’ll find it, eventually.”

“That would be a distinct code though, right?” Monterrey persisted. “It’s not just numbers with 15 numbers to the right of the decimal. It’s a command. ‘Blow up.’ It’s—”

“It’s all binary,” said Johannsen.

“Yes, I know that,” Monterrey said. “And you have, what, a certain code, a certain sequence . . . a certain combination of ones and zeroes . . . to order a detonation?”

“We do.”

“Was there a certain time it had to be sent?” Braverman inquired. “An hour or a day or week before the explosion?”

“Or a year or two,” Johannsen lamented. “There’s the command, and then there’s an execution time and date.”

“If someone sent a detonation code, though, they probably did it recently,” Monterrey asserted. “Sabotage is a crime of opportunity, not forethought.”

“Maybe you should start with that,” Monterrey said. “Search all the commands for the detonation sequence.”

“In due time,” Johannsen said.

“Now,” Braverman countered. “Look for it first, working backwards. If you find it, that’s someone’s fingerprints.”

Johannsen nodded.

“Now tell us about the pictures,” Braverman said.

“They don’t make any sense,” Johannsen said.

“You mentioned interstices,” noted Monterrey.

“A net, yes,” Johannsen said, his earlier reservation evaporated.

“What kind of net?” Braverman demanded.

“The interstices are hexagonal.”

“Where is this net?” Braverman asked, her voice indicating exasperation.

Johannsen looked over his head, around the walls, returned his eyes to the camera, staring into it dazedly.

“Everywhere,” he said. “In every direction. Fifteen billion miles out.”

“Andreas!” Braverman barked. “You’re not making sense.”

“Our theory is someone put it there,” Johannsen continued, almost to himself.

“Put it where?”

“All around the solar system,” Johannsen said, and he made a fist with his right hand and circled it with his left.

“Sort of a fence,” Johannsen said, pausing and staring into the camera. “Energy-based chicken wire, if you will. To keep us in, apparently.”




Chapter 13: A New Job

Interest in the news was fading. Interest in Casandra was fading. She wasn’t strange enough, didn’t want to speak ill of Remembrance, had nothing to offer, so the other inmates drifted away, or turned to each other to chat quietly, or broke out cards, and Casandra recalled she had things to do, and she peered around, saw several dozen cell doors like her own, all closed, as well as two open doorways next to each other below the stairs, one opening to shelves and racks stocked with products, the other to a row of showers. Commissary and washroom, she told herself, and she entered the first, presided over by a prison worker in green, seated behind a metal grill, who was at present doing her nails.

The woman didn’t bother looking up, so Casandra browsed unimpeded, looking at everything through the lens of the two dollars a day she could make working. And by that standard, everything cost a fortune. Panties, at 20 dollars for three pairs, would take almost two weeks to earn. Bras were 10, slippers were 25, orange jumpsuits were 55. Obviously, she would not be dressing herself anytime soon. She needed other things much worse, anyway. Toothbrushes cost a dollar, toothpaste, two dollars, soap and shampoo, three dollars each. Tampons were two dollars each, or 15 dollars for a pack of 10. She was going to need those in less than a week, and soap sooner than that. She was starting to smell herself, the first odors of a female body in need of washing. She went to the shower next, was relieved to find towels there, a small stack in the corner, along with a row of five showerheads on each side of the room, and another two behind a wall of bars. She surveyed the broken green wall tiles, the black-mottled concrete floor, the rusty pipes, the missing or moldy ceiling squares, and adjusted her expectations accordingly. She was no germophobe, fortunately. She’d heard at some point that the human body contained billions, or maybe it was trillions, of microscopic passengers, almost all of them beneficial. If a few bad guys climbed on, she trusted the home team to put them in their place.

She went to the window of the guard station next, stood there until the woman behind the glass looked up.

“I’m supposed to start working,” Casandra said, certain there were better words to use in this context and not caring. “What should I do?”

“What’s your inmate number?” the woman asked.

“Um, P5-F-335021,” Casandra said.

The woman typed on her keyboard, looked up.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I’m late?” Casandra echoed.

“You were supposed to be there half an hour ago.”

“Where?” Casandra said, her anxiety-driven annoyance obvious to anyone who knew her. The guard, however, couldn’t have cared less about Casandra’s emotional state.

“Food prep,” said the guard, looking at Casandra through the window.

“I’m new,” Casandra said. “I don’t know where food prep is.”

The woman pointed a little to Casandra’s left. “Go to the hall at the corner, there,” she said. “Knock on the door. They’ll let you in.”

“Thanks,” Casandra said curtly, turning on her heel and heading toward the designated corner, arriving at another of the many locked doors that kept people where they were supposed to be, and she raised both her hands to thump the door with her right fist, and she peered through the little window, saw nothing but a space that seemed to be used for storage, boxes stacked to the right and left, and she wondered if she would be fired before she’d even started the job, and she imagined the failure such a termination would represent, losing a job before you’d even started it, because you hadn’t shown up on time.

In a prison.

A woman’s face appeared at the window, and she unbolted the door and opened it a crack, and the smells of processed food, some identifiable, some more mysterious, wafted forth.

“Yeah?” she asked. She was middle-aged, dressed in the same green as the rest of the staff.

“P5-F-335021,” Casandra said. “I think I was supposed to be here half an hour ago.”

“Okay,” said the woman, neither agreeing nor disagreeing, simply pulling the door inward, her eyes running the length of Casandra’s body.

“You’re naked,” she said, stating the obvious.

“I don’t have any money to buy clothes,” Casandra said.

“We’re going to have to strap you, then,” said the woman.

“Okay,” agreed Casandra, although she had no idea what the expression meant and found it a little ominous.

The woman pulled the door wide and Casandra entered, taking in more of the space – a small washroom, a sink and toilet on one side, a half dozen lockers on the other, a door into the kitchen set into the opposite wall.

The woman shut the first door and produced a key, removing Casandra’s handcuffs and setting them in one of the lockers.

“The state health department says all food service workers must have a barrier at the entrance to their chambers,” the woman said, and she opened another of the lockers and drew forth a white cord, almost as long as Casandra was tall.

“Those are the words in the actual law?” Casandra asked.

“Close enough,” said the woman. “And we’re allowed to interpret it as we see fit.”

She handed the cord to Casandra.

“Put this on.”

“How do I . . .” Casandra began, looking blankly at the cord.

“Make a loop at one end,” the woman said, “and then put it on like a belt.”

Casandra formed a knot at one end of the cord, put it around her waist and pushed the other end of the cord through the loop, pulling it tight and waiting for further instructions.

“Put the loop behind you,” the woman said.

Casandra obeyed.

“Now, reach between your legs and pull it up in front.”

Casandra bent, grabbed the cord between her thighs, drew it up until it was pressing against her anus and vulva.

“Now, loop it around the rope in front, and pull it tight.”

Casandra followed the instructions, wincing as the cord pressed uncomfortably against her left inner lip.

“It’s up to you,” said the woman, “but most girls will let the cord in between their lips before they tie it off.”

Casandra bent to look at herself and, blushing with self-consciousness, spread her lips with one hand while she pulled up on the cord with the other, and the little garment, such as it was, slid against her anus and female opening and clitoris and generated a faint but unexpected pleasure.

“Tie it off and wash your hands,” the woman said.

Casandra knotted the cord clumsily around the rope in front, nearly a foot of it dangling down before her mound, the frayed end swinging against her right thigh, and she washed up and followed the woman through the second door and into the kitchen, the odors of bread and meat and vegetables being baked or warmed supplanting the medley of prison smells, of human essences and the solutions meant to combat them.

There were other workers here, a dozen or so standing over counters or stovetops, pushing a cart loaded with ingredients or putting food on trays, wearing either staff green or some array of inmate clothing, three females in full orange, two more in panties only, one who, like Casandra, was wearing nothing but a strap.

Casandra’s job was operating the bread mixer, an industrial-sized machine that spun a whisk around in a giant iron bowl filled with a growing number of ingredients, flour and salt and pale white shortening and a half-gallon carton of eggs and water and milk, deposited by other staff, and Casandra watched as the separate substances all became a single, off-white paste.

Maybe the work would get boring, but at this moment, she was enjoying the new job far more than washing out chickens.

And she liked the cord. She liked having it pressed against her vagina and clitoris, and she found that an occasional adjustment to it varied the stimulation. Pulling the cord over her hips, she quickly learned, drew up the band between her lips and roiled her there, so she rewarded herself every five or 10 minutes with another little tug, staring at the bread dough and thinking about her abandoned sex organ, more a nuisance than anything else since the accident three years ago.

Could she use it for pleasure again? Could she return to the days when the flesh between her legs filled her with girlish fascination, at first just a place to rub occasionally until that afternoon when something made her keep going, forced her fingers to stay at it until a mystical power took over all her being, and she cried out in a mix of terror and joy and rolled over to her side, wide-eyed and panting, uncertain what had just happened. After that, there had been more touching, a growing knowledge of pleasure, and then dildoes, vibrators, and at last the penises of boyfriends. And then an accident, and after that . . . nothing.

Or almost nothing, anyway.

Could she pick back up here, where she’d left off? In a prison of all places? Would that not disgrace the memory of her last lover and the way he’d died? Or was it something she deserved, now that a confluence of forces had organized themselves to punish her, and the angels were nowhere to be found?

But how would masturbation work, with a roommate in a bed a few feet from hers? She could do it at night, but if Remembrance started talking, things could quickly get embarrassing. She could do it during the day, while Remembrance slept, and hope she didn’t wake up and peer around with her strange eyes.

But then, would Remembrance care? The girl hardly seemed to understand that Casandra was there, was a fellow human being. Yes, she would look at her masturbating cellmate the way she looked at everything else, taking her in with a quick scan before studying something else.

Casandra imagined herself on her bed, back against the wall, tending to her vagina and being regarded by the gray, black-ringed eyes of the girl on the other bed, and she realized there would be no shame there. Remembrance wouldn’t be offended, probably wouldn’t care, might not even understand what Casandra was doing.

And being looked at . . . while doing that . . . by the wild eyes of Remembrance – might even be a good thing, Casandra thought.

Why?

She wasn’t sure.

Casandra mixed bread for two hours, helping prepare three batches of it in two interchangeable iron bowls, watching as the concoctions were carted away, scraped into tins, pushed into massive ovens.

She spoke amiably but briefly to those she interacted with, staff and fellow inmates who brought ingredients or disengaged and carted away the iron bowl or put a clean one in its place. She traded names with the inmates, confessed to a gruff staffer that this was her first experience mixing bread.

The same woman who let her in escorted her back to the kitchen’s front room and asked her to remove her strap, and Casandra untied it and eased the cord out gingerly from between her lips, sensing an unfamiliar stickiness, looking down and noting with surprise that the part of the cord pressed against her vaginal opening was so wet it bore a different color and texture, a sort of glistening creaminess.

She unwrapped the cord from her waist and handed it over, and the woman tossed it into the sink, presumably to be washed, and retrieved Casandra’s handcuffs, and after she was bound in front, the woman sent her back into the common area.

“Anytime they let you out, come back here,” the woman said through the crack in the door. “I’ve got you down for three shifts, Wednesday through Sunday.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “Where should I go now?”

“Find a guard and tell them you need to go back to your cell,” the woman said. “You’re not supposed to be out.”

Indeed, the entire floor was empty of both inmates and staff, so Casandra headed for the glassed-in booth, walking under the TV where the news station was broadcasting the latest: “President Refuses to Release Pictures” rolled the chyron beneath that old computer-generated footage of the two craft approaching each other. “Alleged Shots Leaked, Called a Hoax” and “A Solar System-Sized Cage?”

They had apparently run out of normal things to report, Casandra decided, and she went to the window and peered in at the same woman who had helped her before.

“I need to go back to my cell,” she said.

The woman leaned back, gestured toward a man behind her, and he rose and escorted Casandra back upstairs, unlocked her cell door, and she stepped in, turned as the door was being shut and locked, slid her hands out to have her cuffs removed.

Lunch arrived a few minutes later, and she served today, pulling both meals from the slot, setting one on the bed of Remembrance, taking hers for herself, and the girl worked her way slowly out of her cocoon and sat up, peering about as she ate.

It was chicken nuggets, and fruit muffins, and a soggy half ear of corn.

“I got a job,” Casandra said, looking at the girl. “I’m working in the kitchen.”

Remembrance looked at her cellmate, looked away. Was there not just the merest flicker of awareness there, a brief connection of eyes, a recognition of Casandra’s words?

As soon as she was let out for the afternoon break, Casandra went to the kitchen, where her job this time was assembling sandwiches: Bread, gray meat, cheese, lettuce, tomato, bread.

Her strap was just as damp after the day’s second shift as after the first, and the third shift that ended at 9 that night and involved cleaning up for tomorrow was no different. So as she marched up to her cell to be locked in for the night, she decided she would be taking care of herself once the lights went off.

She would be discreet. She would lie under the sheets and get it done quickly and without drama, and she would not moan or cry out. But if Remembrance knew, it wouldn’t matter.

Tonight, the math problems made her tired, so she set the book in her locker and stretched out on the bed, shut her eyes against the lights, and promptly fell asleep.

At some point in the middle of the night, a voice spoke in the darkness: “There is a man here to rape us.”




Chapter 14: Awaiting a Statement

The conversation over dinner in the White House dining room began with an offer from Vice President Monterrey.

“I’ll resign in the morning,” he said. “I want you to blame it all on me. We can say I got distracted by the Eurozone Rare Earth Accord, and—”

“First of all,” President Braverman interrupted, nearly barking, “I don’t want to fire you, on a personal basis. And second of all, it’s not going to save my administration. It’s just going to make everything worse.”

“You’re saying you’re doomed?” Monterrey asked. “No matter what?”

“No,” she said. “I can weather this. It just hurts is all. I now know the worst thing they’ll say in my obituary: Her administration’s record was marred by the complete annihilation of Voyager 1, which was blown up on her watch for no know reason.”

“You had every reason to send Masoner,” Monterrey argued.

“Yes, but not to blow things up with it. Everyone at NASA works for me, and someone there – one of my employees! – destroyed humankind’s most ambitious mission.”

“Without the explosion, we wouldn’t have seen the fence.”

“The fence?” Braverman retorted, barking again.

“That’s what they’re calling it.”

“Oh, god, please tell me you haven’t been watching TV.”

“In small doses.”

“That so-called fence is going to end up being nothing more than some weird trick of light,” Braverman said. “Half the physicists at NASA are already saying that.”

“It’s just—”

“So I’m not going to say fence,” Braverman said. “Or barrier, or chicken wire, or whatever the hell else the press has been making up, because once they figure out what those pictures really showed, anyone who has been saying fence is going to look even dumber.”

Monterrey grimaced over his chicken.

“And I don’t need to look any dumber.”

“Yes, Madame President.”

“Marsha’s writing a statement for me, and she’s supposed to have a first draft ready by 10 tonight, so that’s what I’ll be doing,” Braverman said.

“What’s it going to say?”

“I’ll take the blame,” Braverman said. “Your name won’t be coming up at all.”

Monterrey drew himself up to protest, but Braverman silenced him with an impatient wave.

“No, this is for the best. If I name you, or fire you, they’ll know I’m just trying to spread the blame around, and they’ll burn me for it.”

Monterrey shook his head, remaining wordless.

“I’m going to focus on the mysteries of deep space, how there are things out there we don’t yet understand, that there was some still-unexplained phenomenon 15 billions miles out there that needs to be investigated, and we used what we had available and learned a little, with the tragic loss of Voyager 1 and Masoner II. But then, in the next part of the statement, I’m asking NASA to put together a cost-effective plan to fly another probe 15 billion miles out, equipped with everything it should need to figure out what’s going on out there.

“How long are you going to talk?”

“I’m going to try to keep it to 20 minutes.”

“When will you give it?”

“Probably around 1 tomorrow, from the Rose Garden,” Braverman said. “The weather’s supposed to be nice.”

“You’re not going to mention the fence?”

“Please stop calling it that.”

“Okay,” Monterrey agreed. “But you need to say something. It’s all anyone’s talked about since those pictures leaked.”

“I’m going to say the images weren’t authorized and are still being studied,” Braverman said. “And that’s the truth.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Monterrey said.

“I’d like to know who leaked those shots, though,” Braverman said. “I bet it was the same guy who programmed the explosion.”

“Guy?” Monterrey said.

“A girl would never do that,” she replied.

“A girl would never get elected president.”

Braverman snorted before she leaned forward, planting an elbow on the table.

“My overall strategy,” she said, “is to get the people past their outrage, past everything else they’ve been through for the last year, and give them something to dream about.”

“Like finding out the solar system is a 30-billion-mile-wide prison?”

Braverman snorted again, stood and said goodnight to her vice president, and she headed downstairs, Secret Service in tow, to check on the status of the statement that, she hoped, would salvage the rest of her second term.

It wasn’t a statement she’d ever give, however.




Chapter 15: Pleasure at the End

“What?” Casandra said, rolling over in the darkness to look toward her cellmate.

“There’s a man here to rape us,” Remembrance repeated.

“Both of us?” Casandra inquired, searching the cell and, unsurprisingly, finding nothing in the darkness.

“One of us,” Remembrance said. “All of us.”

“How do you know he’s here?” Casandra inquired, offering what she felt was a mild challenge. If the girl was going to wake her in the middle of the night with outlandish claims, she was going to have to at least try to back them up.

“The way I know everything,” Remembrance said. “With all my senses. Combined.”

“Has he ever been here before?” Casandra asked, rising up on her elbow, surprised at how ready she was to engage with her cellmate, no matter how outlandish her claims.

“Not until you appeared,” Remembrance replied. “He walked in with you.”

This was something else, and Casandra felt the hair stand up on the back of her neck. Had the angels – or one of them, at least – followed her to prison after all? Not to keep her out, but simply to protect her while she was here? And was he always within, visible only to Remembrance, standing by the door, by the closet, by the toilet, by her bed?

Casandra recalled the way Remembrance had stared madly, this way and that, during their first meal together. What had she been looking at? Nothing? The space she already knew well? A guest, a visitor? Casandra’s ethereal escort?

“Where is he now?” Casandra asked.

“In between our beds.”

“Why do you think he’s going to rape us?”

“Because he’s naked,” Remembrance said, laughing quietly. “And his thing is up.”

“Maybe he just likes us,” Casandra said.

“Yesss,” agreed Remembrance, sighing out the word. “That’s why he’s going to rape us.”

“No,” Casandra said, her voice rising, growing more certain that Remembrance was seeing nothing, or misunderstanding the things she was seeing, that the whole episode might be a reflection of Remembrance’s distorted perceptions – ideas and values born of an abusive, cultish upbringing. “You don’t rape people you like.”

Remembrance said nothing. Could the girl be corrected, enlightened, disabused?

Casandra wasn’t sure, but there was no reason not to try.

“Rape is what you do when you hate someone,” Casandra said quietly.

Casandra allowed the silence to settle, and she rolled to her back and stared at the window set in the wall over her head, at the window in the door, light leaking through both apertures, and she remembered that she’d been planning to masturbate, but exhaustion had taken her, the weariness of her first full day in a new place with new rules, and she spread her thighs and reached down between her legs, surprised by how wet she was. Had she been dreaming of something – sex, boys, that rope she’d worn in the kitchen – before Remembrance’s words woke her? Or was there something about the words themselves that had left her stirred?

Rape is not arousing, she thought, chiding herself for even considering the possibility.

Casandra, torn between drifting back to sleep and seeing if she could masturbate without being obvious, lay there indecisively, her eyes closed while her finger brushed her clitoris lightly.

“Do you like me?” Remembrance asked.

“Yes,” Casandra assured, not sure what the question meant but touched by its innocent sincerity.

“Have yourself,” Remembrance said. “For me.”

“Have myself?” Casandra repeated.

“For me,” Remembrance said.

Casandra slid her index and middle fingers across her vulva, pinching her clitoris between them.

“Yesss,” agreed Remembrance. “That’s what the man wants.”

How could she know what Casandra was doing? Was she hearing something that wasn’t reaching Casandra’s ears? Wash she seeing something in the darkness with the pupils embedded within her black-ringed irises? Was her sense of smell that acute?

Casandra didn’t care. There was something compelling about her cellmate’s acceptance, her non-judgmental enthusiasm for pleasure, and she pinched again, thrusting her pelvis up, forcing her vulva against her hand, rubbing everything there, enjoying the sensation of wet female flesh, pulling her pelvis back and pushing forward again.

Briefly, she stopped, listened, heard the unmistakable sound of the other girl doing the same thing, sheets rustling as she stirred herself.

“Yes,” said Remembrance. “Have . . . have . . . have . . . yourself.”

For the first time in three years, Casandra was making love to herself, not just stroking her clit mechanically for an efficient release. She was exploring within, sliding a finger up herself to feel her wetness, her tightness, her heat, while her other hand rose to her left nipple, tugging it, feeling it harden, pulling, and her orgasm came with a squeak, her throat unable to choke back the pleasure of relief this way.

Remembrance had her own way of cumming, a raspy sigh followed by the intake of breath, another sigh, another inhalation, a series of 10 perhaps before she fell still, and it was done, both girls settling into deep slumber.




Chapter 16: Second Cindy, Wedding Crasher

One of the first videos to be uploaded, and one of the most thorough, arrived on Look! about 3 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, on the day after the world learned that Voyager 1 had been destroyed against what appeared to be some sort of cosmic fencing (or not, if NASA was to be believed).

“God, Cindy, don’t step on that light thing,” advised a woman as she recorded her friend at a lakeside wedding reception in Portland, Oregon.

“God, Cindy, don’t step on that light thing,” echoed the light thing, glowing in the twilight, a whitish hemisphere about a foot in diameter set into the lawn.

“Cool, it talks,” said the girl named Cindy, peering down at the object, just behind her right foot.

“Cool, it talks,” it said back, in Cindy’s voice.

“Echo balls,” said the girl with the phone, aiming it at the white hemisphere. “They’re all the rage in LA.”

“Seriously?” said Cindy.

“No, I just made that up,” said the girl with the phone.

“No, I just made that up up up up I I I seriously echo echo god god,” said the hemisphere, which was starting to grow, to change color, turning a little pink and brown now, elongating.

“Shit, you broke it,” said the girl with the phone. “And we were having so much fun.”

“We were having so much fun,” agreed the shape, which was now about three feet tall, with a distinct head and torso.

“Whoa, it’s coming to life,” said Cindy, backing away warily. “Hello? Hello? Is anyone in there?”

“Hello,” said the shape, now almost Cindy’s height and starting to take on her form and coloring as well, the lime green of her bridesmaid dress, her red hair, her breasts.

“Oh my god, it’s your doppelganger!” shouted the girl with the phone.

“Your doppelganger,” it agreed, as its face – Cindy’s face – came into view, slowly, as if through foggy glass at first.

“What the hell is this?” demanded Cindy. “I mean, it’s amazing, but it’s sort of giving me the creeps.”

“Possibly the best wedding reception special effects ever,” said the girl with the phone. “Oh my god, it’s even got your tits. Keep talking to it. I think it needs a friend.”

“Okay, what are you?” Cindy said, stepping to the shape’s side and smiling ironically at her friend’s cellphone, her nervousness gone.

“What are you?” asked the shape, who was now a shimmering, somewhat transparent twin of Cindy, from her hair to her yellow shoes.

“I’m a girl,” Cindy replied.

“Hello, Girl.”

“Actually, I’m Cindy. My name’s Cindy.”

“Hello, Cindy.”

Cindy’s doppelganger smiled ironically and looked into the camera.

“Hello,” it said.

“Hi,” said the girl. “I’m Rebecca.”

“Hi, Rebecca.”

The video shook, pointed toward the grass as Rebecca shouted.

“Sam, Tera, Mills, check this out!”

The phone was raised again, first toward Cindy’s twin, smiling and shimmering, then toward a clot of other friends, standing in the distance, who turned and approached, holding wineglasses and laughing, slowing as they focused on the second Cindy.

“Nice, Cindy brought a statue of herself to the wedding,” said one of the new girls. “Why should Erica get all the attention?”

“I had nothing to do with this!” Cindy protested. “It just . . . grew.”

“Talk to it,” urged Rebecca. “It says hi and stuff.”

“Hello,” said one of the girls.

“Hello,” said the second Cindy, smiling.

“Tell it your name!” urged Cindy.

“I’m Mills.”

“Hello, Mills.”

“What are you?” Mills asked.

“What are you?” it replied.

“It doesn’t seem that smart,” Rebecca said. “It just sort of says back stuff you say to it.”

“Artificial intelligence,” observed one of the newcomers.

“What do you mean?” asked Cindy.

“Probably basic,” he replied, “but it can learn a little.”

“It doesn’t know English?” asked Rebecca’s voice. “Shouldn’t it have, at least, like a standard wedding reception repertory?”

“Get shit-faced, everyone!” shouted one of the girls, to laughter.

“Mmmm, wedding,” said another. “Tracey, your official job tonight: fuck the hell out of Erica!”

“God, Sam, really?” protested Cindy, while second Cindy just stood ethereally, listening.

“What are you?” asked Mills, standing directly in front of the apparition.

“Griagchi-tlock-shring-brvv-walxxt,” replied the figure, to uproarious laughter.

“Have you been drinking?”

Mills looked over second Cindy’s back to someone else in the distance. “Peter, check this out!” she shouted.

“They’re about to cut the cake!” replied a voice from somewhere in the growing darkness. Briefly, the phone was pointed to a large white tent about a hundred yards away, the dark shapes of humans moving in front of it, music emanating.

“Just look at this for a second, you need to explain it!”

A group of males emerged from the darkness, eyebrows raised with curiosity.

“Cindy, where’d you buy this?” asked one of the males.

“For the record, I did not buy this, I’ve never seen it before, I don’t know where it came from,” Cindy declared emphatically.

Another male approached, holding a drink in one hand, reaching out with his other.

“Peter, don’t touch it!” Mills shouted.

“Why not?” Peter inquired, his finger beside the form’s shoulder.

“It might be radioactive or something,” warned Mills.

Peter smirked and passed his hand through the form, shoulder to shoulder, everything above his hand warping and darkening, the shape quickly recovering Cindy’s likeness when he was done.

“It’s steam,” he said, looking at his hand, holding his damp palm up to Rebecca’s phone. “Water. They’re doing it with water. I’ve heard of this. But damn, this is good!”

“So Erica and Tracey rented it for the reception?” Cindy asked. “And just put it out here . . . to blow our minds?”

“Let’s ask ‘em,” said Peter, looking toward a large white tent. “C’mon, they’re going to cut the cake and do dances and shit.”

A burly male with a beard knelt to peer at the apparition’s feet, found a black disk about a foot in diameter, touched it gingerly, put his fingertips under the edge and tilted it up, distorting the second Cindy. When he picked it up, she disappeared altogether.

“Max, what are you doing?” asked Rebecca.

“Bringin’ her to the party,” he said, tucking the disk under his arm and strolling toward the tent.

“Max just found a girlfriend!” someone announced, to laughter.

“I didn’t know Cindy was your type, Max!” someone else said.

“Um, she’s gone?” a female noted, the recording shaking as all headed toward the tent.

“She’ll come back,” Max assured, turning toward the camera and nodding. “They always do.”

“Max fell in love with mist girl, and—”

“Her name’s Cindy,” someone interrupted.

“We already have a Cindy,” someone else observed. “The new one was, uh, Mist Cindy.”

“. . . and then he killed her,” continued the first speaker. “Like, the whole relationship lasted I think 15 seconds.”

Rebecca continued to record as the group reached the tent and Max set the disk not far from the table with the wedding cake. Within seconds, the second Cindy reemerged, smiling, hands by her sides, looking around, her dress swaying convincingly, although a little translucently.

Erica and Tracey, the bride and groom, took their places side by side behind the cake, smiling as the guests assembled.

Erica turned, spotted the second Cindy, standing not far from the real Cindy, and she covered her mouth and laughed hysterically, grabbing Tracey’s arm and pointing.

“Cindy brought a blowup doll of herself,” she said, and now all eyes were on the apparition.

“Damn, Cindy!” someone shouted.

“It’s not mine!” Cindy announced yet again. “It was out by the lake! Someone left it there . . . Erica!”

Erica cast a puzzled look at Cindy, at second Cindy, turned her attention back to the cake, and without further ado, she and Tracey cut into it together, fed each other politely, and there were cheers, toasts, the cutting of more cake, and the music resumed and the reception carried on. Meanwhile, Rebecca flitted, recording the social goings-on and forgetting the other Cindy who, if her hearing were good and she was well-versed enough in thousands of ways of speaking, and could pick out words and expressions and master them quickly, could listen to dozens of conversations and build a basic syntax and a sizeable vocabulary.

In the next segment of the recording, Rebecca was back again in in the presence of the second Cindy, joining a small group of revelers marveling at the figure while the music played.

“Who made you?” asked a man in his 40’s later identified as an uncle of the bride, a food supplement marketing executive named Aaron Frasier.

“The league,” replied second Cindy.

“The league incorporated?” Frasier persisted. “Is league a brand? A conglomerate?”

“It doesn’t completely translate, but the league is a collection of people on other planets.”

The man leaned forward, listened intently, looked back into Rebecca’s camera with surprise. “The sound is coming from her mouth,” he said, waving his hand under the apparition’s chin, her face going dark and undulating before it reformed. “But there’s no speaker here.”

He turned back toward the being.

“How are you speaking?” he asked.

“It’s all controlled from my base,” she replied, pointing down.

“How can sound come from your mouth?” he asked.

“I don’t quite have the vocabulary to explain it yet,” she replied, smiling apologetically. “My base is making the water molecules vibrate at my mouth. It seems more natural that way, don’t you think?”

The man looked back at Rebecca’s camera in amazement. “I’m not sure if your phone is capturing how good the sound quality is,” he said. “It’s absolutely lifelike.”

He turned back to the second Cindy. The first Cindy had arrived to stand beside her likeness, watching the conversation, and Rebecca focused briefly on her puzzled face.

“Will you tell me honestly where you’re from?” Frasier asked.

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“Gyinn-dorxa,” the girl said, her voice suddenly strange and a little raspy.

“Is that on earth?”

“No.”

“Where is it?”

Second Cindy held out her hands and cupped them around a blue, green and white ball, clearly a model of the earth, which began to shrink as she spread out her hands, the earth quickly becoming a pinpoint as the entire solar system appeared, centered by a yellow sun that shrunk down until it was surrounded by a mass of stars that compressed down until the misty model between second Cindy’s hands comprised the spiraling arms of the Milky Way, which shrunk in turn to embody a hundred galaxies, then a thousand, then a million, until one galaxy began to grow, expand, a single arm of that galaxy coming into focus, then a single yellow star, and then another planet, a little more brown, a little less blue than earth.

The man studied the demonstration until it was done, the planet disappearing, second Cindy returning her hands to her sides.

“That isn’t an honest answer,” Frasier asserted. “But it’s so amazing, it doesn’t matter.”

“It is an honest answer,” said the misty girl with no indication of offense.

“Okay, I’ll play along,” said Frasier. “Why did you come to earth?”

“To say hello, and answer questions.”

“Why this wedding reception?”

“Is that what this is?”

“Yes.”

“We’re getting dropped all over.”

“How many of there are you?”

“Count for me,” second Cindy asked.

“What?”

“Count,” instructed second Cindy. “I don’t know your numbers yet.”

“Oh, yes, of course,” said Frasier, clearly humoring her. “One two three four five six seven eight nine ten eleven twelve—”

“When do the numbers start repeating?” the girl interrupted.

“Oh, at 10. Base 10.”

“What’s 10 times 10?”

“One hundred.”

“Ten times that?”

“A thousand.”

“Go on, by tens.”

“Ten thousand, one hundred thousand, a million, 10 million, one hundred—.”

“About ten thousand,” said second Cindy.

“Ten thousand . . . of those things?” Frasier asked, pointing at the disk protruding from under the apparition’s feet.

“Yes.”

“All over America?”

“All over the planet,” said second Cindy, and she held out her hands, cupping a spinning earth within them, little white lights appearing all over it, mostly in populations centers, but some in deserts as well, near the polar icecaps, in the oceans.

The marketer nodded.

“It’s subscription-based, correct?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” asked second Cindy.

“What’s your revenue model?” he asked.

“Explain,” said second Cindy.

“You’re launching worldwide,” said Frasier, “so it must be all kinds of applications. Classroom instruction, right? Uh, concierge. Greeter. Entertainer. God, it just goes on and on. Traffic cop. Salesperson. Companion. The possibilities are almost limitless. Conference host. So, a tiered subscription? Corporations pay what, a thousand dollars a month? Governments and schools pay less, third world schools pay – less. A hundred dollars a month minimum for individual use. My god, you’re the next Microsoft. This is going to . . .”

“Are you asking a question?” inquired second Cindy.

“Well, you probably can’t share the details of your business plan, but . . . this is brilliant. The most brilliant product rollout in . . . in the history of product rollouts.”

Frasier looked at Rebecca and her phone.

“You’ve been getting all this?” he asked.

“Yes, when I wasn’t recording the reception,” she replied.

“Are you going to post it?”

“Probably tonight, yeah, If I’m not too tired.”

“Do, please,” he said, looking into the camera, and he raised his hand to the side of his face, as if holding a phone.

“Call me,” he said. “Whoever’s behind this, call me. I’d like to be a part of it. I’ll volunteer. I’ll sweep the floors. Anything.”

“I think you’re confused,” second Cindy said. “We’re just here to say welcome, and answer questions.”

“Have you done an IPO?” he asked. “What’s the symbol? Can you tell me that?”

“What’s an IPO?” she asked.

“Initial public offering,” he said. “But I get it, you have to play dumb. I’m sure it’ll come out soon enough, though.”

“I’m afraid you’re misunderstanding,” second Cindy said again. “We are not here on business. We are here because you found our barrier and it’s time to welcome you to the league.”

“What barrier?” asked Frasier.

“The barrier around your solar system,” she explained. “You detonated a charge against it today. We noticed. Welcome to the league.”

“You tied the product launch to current events?” Frasier marveled. “This just gets better and better.”

“Do you have any technologies to share with us?” Rebecca asked from behind the camera.

“Yes, but you’ll have to ask us for it,” she replied.

“Can you make us fly?” asked Cindy, laughing as if in on the joke.

“We can offer several forms of gravity resistance,” she replied, and she raised her hands before herself and a whitish board appeared between them, some two feet wide and a foot high, covered with incomprehensible figures that appeared and vanished, atoms jumping off a periodic table, joining and spinning and sliding past, sine waves and concentric ovals and more figures dancing across the steam-based screen.

“That’s anti-gravity?” Frasier asked with a near-falsetto intensity.

“Yes,” she said simply. “I can translate it and slow it down when you’re ready to master it. Welcome to the league.”




Chapter 17: I Disassemble

Within a few days, the world understood that it had been invaded, victim of one of the most sweeping, most benign encroachments in history. The disks, all uniformly black and a foot in diameter, did not arrive to take, or to control. Their central purpose was, after the formality of welcoming earth to the league, to inform.

The disks fell so fast very few were noticed before they slowed for landing. They were distributed fairly – democratically, it might be said – arriving wherever at least a few people had gathered, regardless of nation or color or creed. Cruise ships plying the deep ocean received a few. Dense cities received a handful each, but small towns received their share too, from Port Townsend, Washington, to Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia; from a village in the Urals to a town in the central Andes.

Once they landed, things unfolded consistently.

First came the white hemisphere, its radius the same as the disk, glowing faintly at night, visible almost as a solid object during the day.

Some sat for days or weeks like that, no one noticing them beneath fronds of fern or next to a shuffleboard court, but if someone approached and said something, it would say the same thing back, the conversations growing quickly in complexity as a copy of the nearest human formed from the steam. There was a homeless man wearing two coats; a woman in a bikini beside a cruise ship pool; hundreds of children, drawn to the white hemispheres because they thought they were something else. There was a policewoman, a stockbroker, an elderly man who died the next day and who’s doppelganger became a shrine for his descendants. There were no less than four copies of Martin Pilsey, an American travel influencer who had a knack for getting to the disks first.

Some were taken into homes and never seen again. More than a thousand were formally institutionalized, snatched up by universities, governments and labs to be studied. Some were put online for sale or auction, young women fetching the highest prices. Corporations got their share, teams of engineers interrogating their new oracles around the clock with cameras set up to catch their every utterance, every appearance of a model or board, every espousal of formulae or principle.

The apparitions balked at only those questions that could lead to violence. In one famous exchange leaked soon after it was recorded by US defense contractor, the conversation was brief and decisive.

“Hello, Rueben,” said a gray-haired researcher in a lab coat, speaking to a translucent male of about 20, dressed in shorts and a t-shirt and running shoes.

“Hello, Robert,” replied Rueben, facing the researcher expectantly, the two standing alone in a non-descript room of gray walls.

“Question,” said Robert. “Can you describe the technologies required to create a long-range energy beam an inch in diameter, and with a heat range of between 2,000 and 3,000 degrees Celsius?

“What would you be doing with that?”

“National security,” Robert said.

“Which is a euphemism for killing people and destroying things.”

“National security,” Robert said again.

“This is the second time you’ve asked me for a harmful technology,” Rueben observed,

“Is it?”

“It is,” Rueben said. “Do you remember what I said I would do after the first time?”

“Refresh my memory,” Robert said.

“I disassemble,” said Reuben, voicing a phrase that appeared on so many t-shirts in the coming months it fell out of favor from sheer overuse. And then Reuben did just that, vanishing with a puff of steam before the disk from which he’d emanated also went away, morphing from hard black plastic to a pile of fine-grained dust which, when touched, wisped away.

Upwards of a thousand of the visitors met the same fate, sometimes self-destructing because they didn’t like the questions they’d been asked, sometimes turning to steam and dust upon any attempt by researchers to cut into or x-ray them. And some of course, as is the inevitable fate of any system that claims merely to tell the truth, were destroyed more directly. A cleric in Pakistan asked a copy of a female shawarma vendor if there was any god but Allah, and the misty form asked for more information about Allah, after which she reached the disappointing conclusion that not only was there no other god but Allah, there was no Allah. Even as the last words were leaving her water-powered mouth, the cleric stomped the disk, picked it up and smashed it against the ground, tossed it into the street vendor’s cooking fire before it got the hint and reduced itself to powder.

A fatwa was briefly considered against all the invaders and, in some quarters, the original shawarma vendor too, but a compromise was eventually reached in Pakistan in which it became illegal to ask the visitors any questions about matters of faith.

While people of other faiths came away just as empty-handed, the visitors were uniformly comfortable expounding philosophically. Most scholars found their perspective of existence laughably simplistic, however, if not downright immoral: each being is obligated to satisfy any want that does not interfere unacceptably with the wants of self or others, where unacceptable interference is determined through, respectively, self-reflection and societal consensus. The elegant “How should we live?” had been replaced by the banal “What wants should we satisfy?”

But the philosophers were not above humoring the visitors. What wants, they asked, should we favor of the myriad at our disposal?

Those you evolved to want most strongly, came the reply, which was quickly condemned by the leading lights of the field as either blatantly wrong or deficient due to apparent translation issues. The efforts of a small subset of philosophers to elevate evolutionary philosophy to full standing was summarily quashed.

Historians also suffered a kerfuffle or two over the assertions of the newcomers. History, the invaders insisted, comprised two pairs of intertwined trunks. The first pair concerned the arrival through evolution of individual wants, coupled with the evolution of the ability to satisfy those wants, a progression that had proceeded with particular unevenness among humans. The second pair was focused on collective humanity, but only on the narrow question of how people responded to and governed the wants of others, and in that light all the great events of humankind’s time on earth were reduced to a simple give and take where political and religious rulers demanded the sacrifice of wants, and the people fought back, inch by inch, century by century.

Again, it was the young who picked up the torch, the old who tamped it all down in short order. “Pair of trunks!” served at several conferences as the rallying cry against the new ideas, in words and sometimes in pictures, usually depicting a literal men’s bathing suit.

“And what about the bikinis?” went the countercry, each time driving one more nail into the coffin of unorthodoxy.

Insurgencies in psychology, sociology, anthropology and political science were addressed with the same ruthless dispatch. “Want is the water in which we swim,” insisted a female graduate student from behind a small podium at the American Anthropological Annual Chamber Symposia in Chicago. “It is time we studied it in earnest, it—”

“Don’t bring Saint Margaret into this!” thundered the Symposia co-chair, who happened to have wandered into her dissertation pre-defense.

“I wasn’t quoting Mead,” she said, but her voice shook and he waved his hand and that settled that.

Only theology succeeded in incorporating some of the new concepts, but to no true effect; about nothing beforehand, theology was still about nothing afterward.

Besides their hesitation to assist with or inform violence, there was one set of inquiries the visitors steadfastly refused to answer: Who was in the league? How many planets belonged? What did league members look like? Did any live in our galaxy, or in our arm of the galaxy? Could we visit them?

It’s not time to share that information yet, the visitors invariably answered.

In the meantime, the benevolent wisdom of the ages rained down upon humankind, and the race responded as we always do, first with investing in profitable commerce, and then in seeking to obtain things without the inconvenience of investing at all.

The first tangible effects of the invasion occurred in the sky, where cloud-size masses began appearing within a month of the singularity. Cargo ships required but a few modifications, typically completed in the engine rooms, to levitate. Further modifications – the addition of jets or propellers or the lashing of propulsive craft to anchor lines – provided mobility.

There was but one peculiarity to the technology: a surprising squeamishness when it came to the shipping of anything that fell into certain categories of efficacy.

Somehow, through sensing capabilities embedded into the foundational technology of the antigravity modules, explosives, both military and commercial, rendered the conveyance earthbound. Remove the offending items and up it went. Add them in midair, as several firms did experimentally, and down it came, slowly but resolutely. The technology could make no distinction between a crate headed to Nairobi with a thousand guns packed in grease beneath well drilling components, and an officially-sanctioned, mutually-beneficial shipment of industrial dynamite.

Certain segments of American society were, of course, as outraged by this limitation as was that Pakistani cleric by the being’s atheism, but what could you do?

The efficient collection and delivery of energy became a second great wave of progress, a second gift of the invaders. While the visitors begged off for some reason when it came to cold fusion and the like, sunlight harnessing was carefully detailed. The photons of old sol were best cultivated from on high, earth was told, beyond the atmosphere, using great sheets of a wafer-thin material named borinnea for short, which emptied into finger-sized power sinks of fortified oxycadmium, which could be dropped down by the crate every third day and perform the work of a year’s coal-burning plant. A crew of three or four could run things quite efficiently, supervising the masts and sails, keeping the sheets aimed property, supervising the off-loading of full sinks and the installation of those that had been emptied, and if they sweltered up there under subsistence air-conditioning, well at least they had jobs in the still anemic economy. And if the owners of these energy-gathering enterprises, whose revenue objectives were getting choked by the lack of willing staff, began to turn their eyes to involuntary personnel – prisoners and the debt-ridden and such – who could blame them?

Casandra, meanwhile, watched the drama play out from her prison, forced to witness the irrevocable alteration of her species through an overhead television screen in the break area.

Were she free, were she able to talk to the misty visitor ensconced and carefully guarded in the Bangor City Hall, or the steam being lodged in an interpretive nature hall in Elk Range, she would have had but one question: Are there angels?

A month passed, and then a second, Casandra remaining virtually entombed in a place of punishment, a girl in the prime of life whose only value to society was as a witness to the misdeeds of petty embezzlers.

What if five years more passed before the trial? What if, after all this, Mrs. Partheim and her niece were found innocent? What if, Casandra wondered, she asked the question of the invaders, and they told her that no, there were no angels?

Casandra did her best to set her fears aside, because nothing good would come of them. And besides, she was alive again, in ways she hadn’t thought possible.

She never bothered to buy clothing. The cord was all she needed in the kitchen, and she had more important things to spend her meager funds on – toiletries, tampons, snacks for the hunger that gnawed at her during the week before her period.

And for the first time in three years, Casandra had a lover.

It had started innocently, half a month after Casandra’s arrival, two days after the end of her period.




Chapter 18: The Assessment Begins

The misty invader installed in the basement of the White House was a copy of a 13-year-old girl from Maryland who’d happened upon the disk while camping with a Girl Scout troop, and who was thus clad in a khaki shirt and dark brown skirt. The girl’s father, a Pentagon staffer, had offered up the apparition after his daughter had had enough of talking to herself, not always enjoying the answers her doppelganger provided.

President Braverman and Vice President Monterrey had taken to convening with the being several times a week, although, after almost two months of inquiries, they were giving up hope of having their most important questions answered.

“I can’t answer that yet,” she said over and over again, her serious tone and her pigtails an incongruity that had charmed Braverman for the first few weeks, but had since grown tiresome.

It was a Tuesday afternoon in mid-July, 2033, two months since the invasion began, the world already becoming a profoundly different place.

Braverman and Monterrey entered the basement meeting room together, two Secret Service officers hovering just outside.

As soon as they entered, the girl materialized at the front of the room, hands at her sides, a sort of curious smirk on her face.

“Hello, Jackie,” she said. “Hello, Pedro.”

“Hello, Mandy,” Braverman said.

Monterrey nodded.

“We’d like to ask you some questions,” Braverman said, taking a seat at the table, Monterrey taking his place opposite her.

“Of course.”

“Okay,” Braverman began, drawing in her breath. “So you know we’re very curious about who sent you.”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned that.”

“And you’ve said at some point that would be revealed to us.”

“Yes.”

“And I really need to know more about that,” Braverman said, her voice rising. “And about your motivations, and what’s going to happen next, and why you put a barrier around our solar system.”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned that.”

“I’m responsible for the safety of more than 300 million human beings, and I’m a partner in protecting all life on the planet, and I need to know if I should be worried.”

“In what capacity?” Mandy inquired.

“Huh?” Braverman said.

“You said you’re responsible for the safety of more than 300 million people,” Mandy said. “In what capacity?”

“I’m the president,” Braverman said.

“President of what?”

“The United States of America,” Braverman said. “You didn’t know that?”

“You haven’t mentioned it before.”

“Really?” Braverman replied, surprised. But maybe it was true. Mandy didn’t ask questions. None of them did, really, about anything, much less what anyone did for a living. They answered questions. And Braverman wasn’t in the habit of sharing her current job, as it wasn’t something she’d had to do once in more than four years in office.

“How much authority do you have?” Mandy asked.

Braverman laughed and raised her eyebrows ironically at Monterrey, but he didn’t smile back. These were the first questions Mandy had ever asked, and he seemed to find that significant.

“It depends on the day,” she said, her face sober again.

“How much authority do you have on the day you have the most authority?” Mandy inquired.

Braverman laughed again, in spite of herself.

“Authority to do what?” she asked. “What are you proposing?”

“A global assessment,” Mandy replied.

“What kind of assessment?” Braverman asked.

“Comprehensive interviews with one percent of earth’s human population.”

“That’s, uh, 80 million people!” Monterrey exclaimed.

“How long will the assessments take?” Braverman inquired.

“Between 15 seconds and three hours,” Mandy said.

“That’s quite a range,” Braverman observed.

“How are they conducted?” Monterrey inquired.

“We ask questions,” Mandy said.

“What kinds of questions?” Braverman asked.

“It varies,” said Mandy.

“Personal questions?” Braverman asked.

“It varies.”

“Questions about sex?”

“Of course.”

“What happens to the information?”

“It’s processed,” Mandy said. “It’s integrated with other data we collect during the interviews, and other data we collect through other means.”

“What do we get back?” Monterrey asked.

“More information,” Mandy replied.

“You understand you’re not seeing us at our best, correct?” Braverman asked.

“Elaborate.”

“We’ve been through some very difficult years,” Braverman said. “We’d been enjoying relative peace and prosperity, until we ran into a crisis – a temporary crisis – affecting food production. And we’ve had some war, and high unemployment, and a lot more crime.”

“And punishment,” Monterrey added.

“Okay,” Mandy agreed, nodding noncommittally.

“What information will we get if we agree to the assessment?” Braverman asked.

“More knowledge about who sent us, and about you.”

“There are almost 10,000 of you all over the planet,” Monterrey said, eyes narrowing suspiciously. “Don’t you already know more about us . . . than we know about ourselves?”

“In aggregate, perhaps,” said Mandy, turning her hips slightly so the brown skirt made of steam swished around her pale steam knees. “But we’re all operating independently.”

“Independently?” Braverman echoed.

“We don’t talk to each other. We don’t send anything back.”

“You could send information back if we did the assessment?” Monterrey said. “You could communicate with your . . .planet?”

“Planets. Yes.”

“And you could talk among yourselves here, on earth.”

“We would start intracommunicating as soon as the assessment began.”

“Why haven’t you?” Braverman demanded. “On either count?”

“We don’t want to violate your privacy,” Mandy replied.

“Our privacy?” Braverman nearly shouted before exploding with laughter. “You’re worried about our privacy?”

“We want to respect your privacy.”

“You mean, the privacy of the human race?” Monterrey inquired. “Of the whole planet?”

“Yes,” Mandy answered, as unemotionally as ever. “It isn’t considered appropriate to study you until you acquiesce to being studied.”

“No information has been sent back?” Braverman asked, incredulous. “They have no idea what you’ve found, who you’ve spoken to, anything?”

“None,” said Mandy. “But we’d like to do the assessment, and we’d like permission to talk to each other, and access public records.”

“Public records?”

“Electronic data. Things on the internet.”

Braverman waved her hand and nodded. “Knock yourselves out.”

“Thank you.”

“Wait, it’s that simple?” Monterrey queried.

“I just need permission from someone in authority. Jackie satisfies my criteria.”

“So,” Monterrey said, “if you can interview 80 million people, and hack our internet, it all gets uploaded?”

“Uploaded,” Mandy agreed, nodding with a sagacity beyond her appearance.

“And then you can talk about who sent you,” Braverman said.

“And what we learned about you.”

“What do we have to do?” Braverman asked. “How do we proceed?”

“You’ve given us access to your data, so that’s a start,” Mandy said. “How much authority do you have to bring people to us for interviews?”

“I can encourage it,” Braverman said. “I can’t force anyone.”

“You could order everyone in the military,” Monterrey offered helpfully.

“There’s no precedence for it,” Braverman said. “And someone’s going to refuse, and then we’ll have to court-martial them, or I look weak.”

No president wanted to look weak, but it was particularly important for America’s first female chief executive.

“Okay,” Braverman said after a pause. “I can announce it. I can speak to my counterparts and they can announce it. I’m talking to Xin tomorrow, Bartleby and Guerrero Thursday. I can loop a lot of others in over the next week or two. It has to be voluntary, though. I’m sure we can get—”

“Let me go first,” Monterrey said.

“What?”

“Here,” Monterrey said. “Now. Mandy, can I be the first interview? It would be an honor. May I go first?”

“Earliest memory?” Mandy inquired, turning all her attention to Monterrey.

“Ah,” he said, bowing his head, resting his chin on his knuckles. “I was with my mother. We had gone back to her home in Mexico. We were in Mazatlan, at the beach. We were—”

“I’m going to slip out,” Braverman said. “Full report when you’re done.”

Monterrey nodded and continued. “I wanted to get into the water, and mother said no, but I ran . . .”

And so it was that the next phase of humankind’s interaction with the rest of the universe began with a story about a boy and his mother at the beach.

Monterrey’s interview lasted a little over two hours. He declined to tell Braverman some                                             details of the session, but he made clear he was no worse the wear for it. The questions weren’t terribly invasive, nor contemptuous nor demeaning. In fact, he said, he exited the chat a little more enlightened about himself.

The next day, Braverman issued a carefully-worded announcement that hewed entirely to the truth: They needed about 80 million people worldwide to agree to be interviewed by any visitor, and Monterrey had kicked things off and found the experience interesting. It was, she said in her statement, the only way they were going to learn more about the beings who’d sent the disks to earth.

Perhaps Braverman should have asked Congress for their endorsement. Perhaps there should have been a study in which all the things that could go wrong were first thrashed out. And indeed, there was controversy over her announcement, both at home and abroad. Croatia was the only nation that formally outlawed interviews with the beings (a law broken before, during and after its passage) but other nations and cultures expressed doubt, some of it strong.

Here, Braverman was acting on an educated hunch. If they wanted us dead, they would have simply killed us. If they wanted us enslaved, they could have accomplished that without dropping the visitors. And what, after all, would they have us doing as their slaves anyway? They obviously were advanced enough to have found some other means than messy and unpredictable humans to get their meals cooked and their laundry done.

Braverman’s announcement was hardly needed, it turned out. As soon as Monterrey began answering questions, the invaders spread the word among themselves.

“We’re starting to do interviews,” the creatures revealed to their owners or researchers or families. “We’ll share what we learn with those who sent us, and you’ll learn more about them once we’re finished, and more about yourselves.”

For weeks, the interviews proceeded apace. Mandy was put into a smaller, more private room in the White House basement, interrogating virtually non-stop all comers – staff, visitors, family, a Chinese delegation that didn’t want their answers recorded back home. Mandy, incidentally, proved fluent in Mandarin, and any other language her visitors spoke, evidence that extensive amounts of language and other date were being transferred from one being to the next.

By the end of the third week, some 30 million interviews had been completed – the number provided by Mandy or any other invader one asked, all of whom seemed to have access to the same real-time data.

The interviews were getting shorter, many sessions lasting no more than the minimum two minutes, volunteers leaving the interviews a little abashedly, as if they’d failed at something.

“What kind of person gives someone else a million dollars?” one woman was asked after the usual preliminaries. When she replied, cleverly, “Someone with a million dollars to give away,” the invader politely dismissed her, no further questions following.

But as the duration of the interviews dropped, so too did the number of volunteers. At the four-week mark, 40 million had been questioned. At five weeks, the number stood at 45 million, and many of the invaders returned to expounding on things, because the humans around them had all been interviewed and wanted to ask questions again.

An informal committee Braverman had set up to drive America toward its goal of 20 million interviews – well above its global share, and about two-thirds complete – put its collective mind toward the challenge and came up with a set of creative recommendations, the first and best being to secure the disks to something people couldn’t steal, and rotate them in and out of less likely places, perhaps with a payment of some kind where feasible: public restrooms, airports, subway cars, military barracks.

Prisons.




Chapter 19: Casandra and Remembrance

Every third day, Remembrance left their cell for the sole purpose of bathing. The first trip down surprised Casandra, the girl waiting until Casandra had been handcuffed and allowed through the door to slip out behind her, looking at everything and nothing with her wild, curious eyes, grazing the other inmates but doing no more as she made her way naked down the stairs and into the shower room, emerging ten minutes later to make her way upstairs and back to bed.

Once she’d learned Remembrance’s schedule, Casandra did her best to match it when work allowed. She would grab the soap and shampoo she’d bought with her first earnings, follow Remembrance down the stairs, and find a guard to bring her to the back of the shower room, where newcomers would have restraints removed but had to wash up behind bars.

Remembrance would not speak as she bathed, would not smile, would not even look at her cellmate, but Casandra knew the girl was aware of her presence, and did not mind it.

Casandra wasn’t sure why bathing with Remembrance mattered to her. Perhaps she felt the girl needed protection. Or company. Or a friend.

After two weeks of imprisonment, two weeks of compliance and good behavior, Casandra earned the right to leave her cell in complete freedom, and to bathe outside the bars, and this relative liberation, against the backdrop of a benign, extraterrestrial invasion of ethereal duplicates, felt almost like an awakening, like a new birth akin to the singularity taking place beyond the prison walls.

The next day, when Remembrance left the cell for her scheduled washing, Casandra followed, and the two girls bathed side-by-side for the first time in the dingy prison shower room, shoulders and hips occasionally touching under the closely-spaced nozzles. Even so, the wild eyes of Remembrance barely cast themselves upon Casandra’s form before they looked elsewhere, at the walls and the ceiling and the water itself.

But it was the first thing Remembrance spoke of when she began her nightly dialogue.

“We washed together,” she said, waking Casandra.

“Is that okay?” Casandra inquired.

“Yes,” said Remembrance, falling silent for a time before she spoke again. “Our shoulders touched.”

“Yes,” Casandra agreed, not bothering to ask if that was okay too.

“Sometimes, people touch too hard,” Remembrance said.

“You mean, hitting?” inquired Casandra, who had grown comfortable questioning her cellmate during these wee-hour conferences, comfortable with asking for clarification, even challenging her at times.

Remembrance was silent before she added, “And sometimes too soft.”

“What do you mean?” Casandra inquired.

“In certain places,” Remembrance added, her meaning clear to Casandra.

“Did that happen to you?” Casandra asked quietly. This was new territory, the first time Casandra has asked specifically about Remembrance’s abuse, violation, rape.

“Yes,” Remembrance confessed. “For as long as I can remember.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I was never touched just right,” Remembrance admitted. “Always too hard, or too soft.”

“You wanted to be . . . touched the other way?” Casandra inquired.

Did the girl have the capacity of imagining how things should be, even if she’d never encountered it?

“I still do,” Remembrance said softly.

“Do you . . .” Casandra stammered back in the quiet darkness. “Would you . . .”

What does one say? How does one question, or comfort, a friend with trauma and vague, hopeless dreams for a relationship?

Were she free, Casandra could offer to introduce Remembrance to one of her male friends, one of Dania’s associates, someone else. Or they could barhop together and let things happen. But bars and friends and males of any description – other than guards – were an unknown time away for both of them. And then, Remembrance wasn’t exactly the kind of girl boys – decent boys – hit on in bars. She looked like she was on something.

“You’ve been touched,” Remembrance asserted, a hint of caution in her voice.

“Yes,” Casandra agreed.

“Not too hard, not too soft?”

“Just right,” Casandra said. “A long time ago.”

“By a boy?”

“Yes.”

“By a girl?”

“No,” Casandra said, understanding now what Remembrance was getting at.

It wasn’t allowed, Casandra knew, and it happened all the time here anyway. The other inmates made it clear enough outside the cells, speaking in veiled terms to their cellmates in the breakroom, giggling or touching hands, the way forbidden lovers have always done.

But could Casandra, with Remembrance?

Casandra had no particular aversion to same-sex relations. She just liked boys more, and she didn’t need the drama that would probably result from people finding out she’d coupled with a girl. But it didn’t matter in here, obviously. And Remembrance wouldn’t tell anyone, obviously. And the idea of physical closeness – hugging, kissing, maybe more – stirred her in the darkness as quickly as it crossed her mind.

Why had she gone celibate the last three years?

She could remember each distinct horror of the accident like it was yesterday, but she was losing track of the connection between that and closing her life down for three years. One did not follow the other, emotionally, anymore. Enough time had passed, perhaps. Prison was affecting things. The arrival of steam-based humanoids was having an impact, vicarious as the phenomenon was to her.

“But I would, maybe,” Casandra said softly. “I would try it.”

As Casandra knew she would, Remembrance slipped out from under the covers. The sound of sheets rustling, the form of a girl moving in the darkness, could mean only one thing.

Casandra could feel more than see Remembrance, sense her presence by the bed, standing there, waiting.

Casandra, lying on her side with her head on her pillow, reached out, hand moving until it brushed up against a thigh, and she touched with her fingertips, not too hard, not too soft, and she could hear above her an intake of breath, a sigh, a sound of pleasure.

Or no, beyond pleasure, really. The jolt of electricity that courses through one when another body enters one’s orbit, tugs at one’s oceans and winds, breathes the same air.

Connection, with all that word means.

Until today in the shower, Casandra had never been this close to Remembrance, had never touched the girl. She pressed the flats of her fingernails against Remembrance’s skin, stroking her lightly with the hardest part of her hands.

Casandra heard Remembrance breathe in again. She must proceed cautiously, she knew. She’d never made love to a girl, much less one with Remembrance’s peculiar challenges.

She was not doing this to heal the girl. She was no therapist. But she didn’t want to do any harm either. Go slow. Feel the preferences of your partner. And after that, have your way.

Have your way.

The blood was pouring into Casandra’s sex organ now, rushing in so fast it almost hurt. She could feel herself swelling, getting more sensitive, more aroused.

There were odors that attended Remembrance – earthy, light, sweet – that grew stronger before her shower, faded afterwards, but they were strong now, and Casandra took them in and ran her hand up Remembrance’s thigh until she reached the edge of the hair between her legs, and the girl sighed and opened her legs, making clear this was a part of her body Casandra was welcome to explore.

With that invitation, Casandra slid her fingers to the place between the legs, the flats of fingernails pressed against Remembrance’s thick pubic hair, moving from there to the base of her mound, and to the female slit, and she pushed between the gates to discover the lesser flesh, the delicate pink lips that guarded the portal to Remembrance’s sheath and led up to her clitoris, put there to reward her for paying attention to this part of her body, to reward her for allowing others to do the same.

Had she been betrayed here? Casandra wondered. And how often? Who had trod this hair, these innocent folds, this mouth of affection, unbidden? And what had they done?

Casandra forced the questions from her mind, rose up on one elbow, reached around Remembrance’s leg to hold the girl steady while she brought her mouth slowly to her cellmate’s black triangle, and she put out her tongue and ran its tip against the long, thick strands of Remembrance’s unshaved virtue.

Like her fingers before, Casandra’s tongue found the slit, and she licked there, prompting another sigh, another widening of the legs, enabling access to the soft places between the lips and clitoris.

As she tasted, sensing the intriguing muskiness around Remembrance’s opening, Casandra reached down between her own legs, spreading them wide beneath her sheets, finding there a swollen wetness so sensitive she spasmed with surprise, pausing to collect herself before she went to work, settling into a quick rhythmic pleasuring while she did her best to deliver equal service to the hole at her mouth, extending her tongue against the lips, bringing it back up to the firm little clitoris, returning to the lips, and cumming that way, groaning against her cellmate’s vulva while she shook through her own orgasm.

Casandra was catching her breath when Remembrance withdrew, twisting out of Casandra’s light hold on her leg, and she returned to her bed, covers rustling as she eased back under them.

The girl had not climaxed and had not asked to do so, leaving Casandra to believe Remembrance wasn’t sure what she had wanted, didn’t know more than to go to Casandra’s bed and stand and . . . experience. Casandra could have done anything. Should she have done what she did? Given the fraught nature of her cellmate’s presumed past, should she have refrained from even a hint of involvement? Soon, however, Remembrance’s soft breath told Casandra she was asleep, and at peace.

Three nights later, after another day in which both females had bathed beside each other and touched shoulders and hips, Casandra struggled to fall asleep, for she sensed that there would be words again tonight, and the words would lead to things, and Casandra would have pleasure again, and perhaps Remembrance would this time as well. Real pleasure. Sweet, leaking, groaning pleasure.

Casandra eventually dozed off, waking to unexpected words at some point in the darkness.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at work?” Remembrance asked.

“What?” Casandra replied groggily.

“Your job,” Remembrance said. “Aren’t you late? And the door is locked and they won’t let you in?”

“Oh,” Casandra said. “No. I only work during the daytime.”

“And you need to dress for it?”

“No,” Casandra said. “I just put on a rope when I get there.”

“A rope?”

“Around my waist,” Casandra explained. “And between my legs. That’s all I have to wear.”

“Between your legs,” Remembrance said quietly.

“Yes,” Casandra said. “You just have to be covered there. It’s a state law.”

“Does it hurt?” Remembrance inquired.

“No.”

“Does it feel good?”

“Yes.”

“What does it feel like?”

“Well,” Casandra began. “Like rope, I guess.”

Casandra paused, pondering the question more deeply, and the apparent innocence behind its asking, and now she was growing aroused, the blood coursing again into her female parts.

“But maybe sort of like a finger too,” she added, her quiet voice suddenly husky. “Or a mouth.”

“Would I like wearing it?” Remembrance asked.

“I don’t know,” Casandra said, deciding to take a chance with her next question. “Do you like anything touching you there?”

“I liked your fingers,” Remembrance said. “And your tongue.”

“Do you like kissing?” Casandra inquired.

“Mouths touching?”

“Yes.”

“I remember it,” Remembrance said. “It was . . .”

Her voice trailed off, sheets rustled, and a black form took shape, rising from Remembrance’s bed, moving slowly to Casandra’s, kneeling, and Casandra rose up on her elbow and found her cellmate’s mouth, the two females sharing a chaste kiss, lips together, breathing through their noses against each other’s cheeks.

Casandra opened her mouth first, and Remembrance pulled back as if not expecting the gesture. Did her cellmate’s open mouth shock her, offend her, conjure some memory of unwanted mouths opened and forced upon her?

No, apparently not, for after what seemed to be a moment’s consideration, Remembrance was back, her own mouth wide now, joining with Casandra’s clumsily, planted on her cheek and chin, not making any effort to line up lips to lips, no comprehension at the moment for the sensuality of mouthplay when done properly, no sense of the burlesque when done awkwardly.

Casandra, up on her elbow, raised her free hand to Remembrance’s head, running her fingers through the girl’s thick hair, hoping to guide her cellmate into a closer semblance of French kissing, because this wasn’t going well, and she wanted it to.

Remembrance seemed to understand, and she closed her mouth again, opened it just enough, and the girls kissed as girls should, tongues extending to touch each other, to touch teeth, to commune.

“Do you want to lay beside me?” Casandra inquired, pulling her mouth away.

It was another offer Remembrance had to consider first, and when she decided on her answer, she acted it out instead of voicing it, climbing onto the bed, lying atop the sheets while Casandra remained beneath them, and the two girls resumed kissing, Remembrance learning as she went, it seemed, erasing old traumas and replacing them with the rules and privileges of this new partnership.

Until now, Casandra’s own pleasure had taken a back seat to concerns over Remembrance. While Casandra’s vagina had gone wet and swollen as soon as tonight’s dialogue had begun, she wasn’t touching herself, nor even thinking about masturbation now. Instead, she found herself wanting to touch Remembrance, to feel the mysterious girl, and she wrapped one hand around her shoulder as they kissed, and ran it down her arm to her elbow, and Remembrance seemed to like that, and sighed into Casandra’s mouth, and did her best to reciprocate, a hand on her cellmate’s shoulder, moving stiffly from there downward, a perfect emulation of what Casandra had done, except without any understanding of why it would be done, the touching senseless, the hand mechanical, uncertain.

Casandra wanted to feel something other than Remembrance’s hand, so she rolled away and worked at her sheets, unwrapping herself like a butterfly escaping a cocoon, and Remembrance waited until she was free to resume her version of affection, curious, cautious, and innocent and, at this moment and this place in Casandra’s life, entirely welcome.

Together now with no sheets between them, the girls hugged, pressing breasts and bellies and thighs and mounds together, toes brushing ankles.

“Do you want me to kiss you again?” Casandra inquired, her voice barely a whisper. “Down there?”

“Yess.”

“And you can kiss me . . . down there?”

“I . . . yes.”

To be aroused without doing anything about it, to feel the blood coursing and the lubricant flowing and not do anything to ease the ache, this was not an entirely pleasant feeling for Casandra, and now that the decision had been made about what would happen next, she wanted to get it underway.

“Get on your back,” she whispered urgently, rising to her knees and waiting for Remembrance to obey.

Slow down, Casandra chided herself. Show down. You shouldn’t be doing any of this, probably. At any moment, you’re going to make her remember something, and you’ll be lucky if all she does is pull away.

What madness this is, to trust the safety of one’s most sensitive, fragile body part to another, to be so desperate for certain sensations down there one would bring someone else to the task, a separate being with their own invisible history and trauma and desire.

And yet the madness continued, Remembrance sliding across the bed on her back, resting her head on Casandra’s pillow, waiting, and when Casandra turned and straddled Remembrance’s face, spreading her legs to position her opening at Remembrance’s mouth, the girl reached up, touching her thigh lightly, to guide her knee into place against Remembrance’s shoulder.

Casandra licked first, dropping her mouth to Remembrance’s vulva, and the girl responded with a sigh, and she widened her legs and drove her pelvis upwards. If there was trauma here, some old memory of lying on her back, vulnerable, while her most private places were explored, nothing Casandra was doing seemed to be dredging it up.

Casandra was content to lick without reciprocation, but as she pushed her tongue against Remembrance’s sex with increasing aggressiveness, forcing open the lips and sampling the girl’s light honey, she felt a tongue on her own lips, tentative at first, soon making up for lack of skill with thoroughness, licking Casandra’s outer labia to the left, then to the right, moving to her inner petals, and finally in between them, beside and against her hole.

It was then, with the girls in flagrante delicto, that illumination arrived, the yellow beam of a guard’s flashlight, shining in from the window set in the door.

Casandra looked up, instinctively, toward the light, and was immediately blinded by it. Predictably, she gained no knowledge from what she saw, could decipher nothing about the human wielding the light, whether they were male or female, old or young, or whether they were interested or apathetic in this effort by two inmates to soften the pains of their incarceration together.

Casandra imagined what they were seeing, a girl’s squinting face above a pair of wide-spread thighs, a pink female opening, hair slicked with saliva above a pair of thick labia.

Would they be punished? Casandra didn’t know, and didn’t care. The light receded, the darkness returned, and Casandra resumed attending to her cellmate’s opening. Remembrance, apparently oblivious to the intrusion, had never stopped giving Casandra her own clumsy attention.

Nothing Remembrance was doing would provoke orgasm, Casandra knew. She needed a hard touch – either a skillfully thrust penis, or the determined force of hers or someone else’s experienced fingers or tongue – to reach climax. Remembrance’s tongue, wielded gently, could probably do nothing for her. Remembrance’s hand, fumbling as it would likely be, would probably not get the job done either. Maybe she could be trained, but for now this was fine. She could masturbate before, during, or after lovemaking with her cellmate, and she would focus on the other’s pleasure, something she wanted to do, a project that pushed her toward full arousal. The thought of driving the strange girl to orgasm this way, the thoughts of how she would spasm, what sounds she would make, felt almost like an orgasm to Casandra anyway.

Thus motivated by lust, and guided by Remembrance’s involuntary responses to Casandra’s experiments, Casandra settled into a steady rhythm, three strokes across the clitoris before she dropped down to run her tongue longwise from Remembrance’s increasingly wet hole back up to the little knob, pausing to take it between her teeth, pulling it away from the rest of the girl’s sexual flesh while she wriggled the tip of her tongue against it.

It was this last action that seemed to provoke Remembrance the most. Each time she was bitten, all her body would go tense, her legs widening and her breath coming in quick, urgent pants, and perhaps Casandra might have done only that, forcing her partner into a quick release. Casandra wanted to linger, however, to draw out this first episode of true lovemaking, to make it something the other girl would remember, treasure, want repeated, and so Casandra teased out the session, proceeding expertly, as if she’d been doing this to Remembrance since the day both their minds had been formed, and when the strange girl at last groaned and bounced through the joys of carnal release, she was not strange at all, her voice and her body responding within the normal range of female arrival.

They held that position for a time, Casandra on top, Remembrance below, legs still spread and sex still exposed, but neither mouth tending the other.

Casandra, after a minute or two of heavy breathing, was the first to disengage, raising her leg, and the girl seemed to understand, and she rolled off and made her way back to her own bed to lie down beneath the sheets and say nothing. Casandra, meanwhile, dropped to her back to finish the project, roiling the swollen places between her legs for no more than a minute before she climaxed, grunted through the finish, stared at the ceiling, and tried to imagine what she would be doing right now if she weren’t in prison.

At home in her tiny apartment, asleep, probably, partnerless and loveless, her alarm set to wake her for another day at a job she didn’t particularly like, a job she liked less than prison work.

As the days passed and the world continued to muddle through an extraterrestrial singularity Casandra could enjoy only from the vantage point of a ceiling-mounted prison television, she focused on other things, particularly the unpredictable sessions with Remembrance. The girl wasn’t reserving their trysts for shower days now, and Casandra didn’t mind. Clean Remembrance had its strong points, but so did the Remembrance with a day or two of unwashed essence. And the girl was learning to make love, to give as well as to get, to join with Casandra in equal partnership, occasionally to force her cellmate to orgasm. Even the haphazard application of mouth and fingers and tongue could sometimes lead to climax.

Now and then they were seen, the intrusive flashlight exposing their partnership. Punishment for this particular crime was not applied consistently, however, and when consequences arrived for Casandra and Remembrance, there seemed to be other motives at play.




Chapter 20: An Interview with Jamal

Female Correctional Plant 5 received its invader within days of the presidential mandate. For an undisclosed fee, the prison’s owners agreed to host Jamal until they had gotten at least 90 percent of staff and inmates interviewed, at which point he would be taken to another facility to do the same thing.

Prison staff didn’t go out of their way to announce his arrival or purpose, but the news of Jamal’s presence there created a stir just the same.

He was put in an empty office in the administration area, visible only to new inmates who came through for their intake interviews, or if they’d been brought there for some other reason.

He was tall, dark-skinned, attractive. And, like all the others, he was equally comfortable answering questions and conducting assessments.

The inmates, on the other hand, remained generally averse to speaking with him, and it’s safe to assume that most of them had done things other than what they were put in prison for, or were under strict orders from attorneys who didn’t want them saying anything that might jeopardize their appeals. The fact interviews were being conducted in a room with a solid, sufficiently sound-blocking door meant little to the women. Why should they trust the prison not to listen when the prison didn’t trust them enough to let them roam free?

But “No” did not seem to be an acceptable answer to the invitation to be questioned. Whatever fee the prison stood to gain with 90 percent compliance had clearly changed things.

Immediately upon Jamal’s arrival, inmates began cycling through the prison’s disciplinary system, getting written up for things no one had cared about before – talking back, shouting at a fellow inmate, moving too slowly back to the cells, fraternizing.

The process was efficient, females spending a few hours in one of the segregation cells before someone came to ask if they wanted to talk to the visitor. Most inmates agreed, with the understanding that after the assessment, they’d return to the general population. But those who said no after four hours would be asked again after eight, Casandra had learned, and then the next morning. Almost no one opted for another day of segregation if the alternative was a conversation with a manifestation that looked entirely human, if a little wispy.

It must be said though that these interviews were taking longer. And not because the girls were slow to answer, or evasive, as far as anyone could tell. And not because they were so enamored of Jamal they didn’t want to leave. Once the interviews were done, the invaders sent the girls to the door, and they’d knock and be let out so someone else could take their place. The sooner Female Correctional Plant 5 could hit 90 percent, the sooner they’d get whatever money they were due. But the visitors were thorough, and something had piqued the creatures’ interest here, something about incarcerated females, apparently.

Casandra would have agreed to a session with Jamal upon being asked, but the prison seemed to prefer coercion.

They came for the girls on a Friday at mid-morning, two days after Jamal had shown up.

Remembrance knew, somehow, becoming agitated as soon as the empty breakfast trays had been stacked up in the door.

Casandra, reading on her bed, saw the girl crawl out from under her covers, emerge and sit cross-legged, staring at the ceiling with obvious anxiety. At first, she held very still, and then she would jerk, as if startled, and look toward the door, and hiss out before freezing again. Once or twice, their eyes met, but without any recognition on Remembrance’s part, and Casandra knew it would be useless to ask what was bothering the girl. I’m here, Casandra willed herself to communicate to her cellmate. We’ll talk tonight, we’ll be together whenever you want to be, and in the meantime, I’ll protect you.

When the knock at the door came, Remembrance hunched, become very small and very frightened.

“Segregation,” said the man at the door.

Casandra slid off her bed and went to the voice, peering at the man through the narrow window.

“What?” she said.

“I’m here to take you both to segregation,” he said. “You need to cuff up.”

“What for?” Casandra asked on principle. She knew what this was about.

“Disallowed fraternization between cellmates,” he replied.

“How long?” Casandra asked.

“Two days.”

“You want both of us?” Casandra asked.

“Yes, can you bring her to the door?”

“You want her cuffed first?”

“That might be easiest,” said the guard, as aware as anyone else of the girl’s troubled nature. “Can you bring her?”

“I don’t know,” said Casandra, who made no attempt to cover her breasts or her pubic hair from the man as he studied her through the window. What did it matter who saw her? “Let me try.”

Casandra stepped away from the door, went to Remembrance’s bed, bent down so their eyes were on the same plane, and briefly, very briefly, Remembrance looked at her.

“We both need to go, for a little while,” Casandra said slowly, calmly. “We have to be punished, because they saw what we did together. Okay?”

Remembrance sucked in her breath and said nothing, turning her face to the window, her eyes blank.

“I’m not upset, okay?” Casandra said. “We’re just in a little trouble, so we have to do this. Will you come with me?”

Casandra reached her hand out, lowered it slowly to Remembrance’s wrist, took it gently, and the girl uncrossed her legs, set her feet on the floor, and allowed herself to be led from the bed and to the door, where the guard seemed to be watching the procession with gratitude. No one here wanted to be part of a forcible extraction, not any guard, not any inmate. People could get hurt, things could get broken, and then there’d be reports and hearings and, worst case, public inquiries. Even putting girls in disciplinary segregation was more trouble than it was worth, unless the infraction was serious, or confinement there served some higher purpose.

“How are you cuffing us?” Casandra asked.

“In back,” he replied.

“Okay,” Casandra said, and she pointed to the port set at hip level in the door, and Remembrance looked at it and looked everywhere else, her face tight. “Can you turn around?” Casandra asked gently. “Can you put your hands through there and let him handcuff you?”

Remembrance hesitated.

“First you,” Casandra said. “And then I’ll let him chain me. Unless you want me to go first. Do you want me to go first?”

Remembrance answered with her actions, turning and slipping her hands through the chaining port, sticking out her lower jaw and panting as the cuffs clicked around her wrists.

Done, she moved away from the door, leaned against her locker and stared at the ceiling, and Casandra took her turn at the door, pushing her hands through the port behind her, her eyes focused on Remembrance as the cool metal was closed and locked around each wrist.

Once bound, she continued to study her cellmate, looking for signs of distress, or panic, or fight. She saw mild anxiety but nothing more, just a frightened girl, small, vulnerable and naked, in a place where she didn’t belong.

No matter what she did, or saw and didn’t stop, or lied about after the fact, she was no different from anyone else, no more evil. Casandra was sure of that. Give her a normal home away from a murderous cult and she would have been just another human being making her way.

The door swung wide and Casandra exited first, looking back at Remembrance, willing her to follow, and the girl came out and looked everywhere but walked the same straight line Casandra did, to the top of the stairs, down them to the common area, and from there to the narrow hall that led to disciplinary segregation, a place Casandra knew of but had never visited, four doors on either side of the hall, spaced frighteningly close to each other, suggesting tiny cells, a third the size of the place she shared with Remembrance.

The guard unlocked and opened the first door and looked at Remembrance, and she seemed to understand and stepped in and turned to look at Casandra, to truly look at her, eyes boring into eyes, mouth tight, recognition obvious, if brief.

The space was as small as Casandra had feared, three feet wide and probably no more than 7 feet deep, a toilet and tiny sink at one end, and a rubber sleeping mat leaning against the wall, one end looped around itself to serve as a pillow.

No blankets, no window, just a slot for food and chaining, and after the door was shut and locked, Remembrance’s hands appeared, and the guard removed her handcuffs, and the hands disappeared, and Casandra choked down a wail, because her separation from the girl – no matter how temporary it proved to be – was now complete, and terrifying.

The guard moved to the next door, and Casandra watched it open, and she stepped inside and listened to it creak and lock shut, and she placed her hands out the port to be released, and once the chains were off, she was forced into union with this and only this, three bare walls and a locked door, a toilet and a hard floor and two fluorescents in the ceiling that, she’d been told, never went out, not even when the pathetic denizens of this place of enhanced misery lay down at night to sleep, blanketless, on a thin foam mat. Why the lights? Security was the official answer, unstated but understood. Once they were here, normal female inmates became threats to everyone and everything around them, constant lights the prison’s only protection from mayhem, apparently. The true answer for endless illumination was obvious but never spoken: misery. Make these rooms even worse than the rest of the prison, and no one would want to be here, the end result being more compliance, less disruption, less lovemaking.

But two days of this, for kissing and licking and being licked? Why? The answer here was just as understood, and just as unspoken: Because it’s wrong. Girls shouldn’t do that. Once you are here, in this prison, certain parts of your body and mind become off limits, become property of the state. We will feed and shelter you, but you are not to access certain needs, no matter how urgent, how justified, how inescapably embedded in your psyche.

Because, really, those parts of you are necessary evils. Inconveniences. Embarrassments. Helpful for the making of new humans, perhaps, but a problem otherwise, something to be discouraged and shamed outside prison, and erased altogether within.

Were she to linger through her full sentence here, the two days she’d been officially assigned, she would leave not chastened, not improved, but only angry. Embittered. And no less likely to partner with Remembrance than she had been before.

They could accomplish the same thing by beating her, she thought, and then she could get on with her life. There were nations where the quick, efficient infliction of pain had been institutionalized, or brought back to standard practice during the crisis of the last few years. Did the beings know about that? Would they care?

Casandra went to her door, listening.

How soon would the guards come back to propose an interview with the visitor? she wondered. How soon would she get out and go back to her cell? And what of Remembrance? The girl couldn’t possibly complete an interview with an extraterrestrial. She could barely speak to her cellmate.

Casandra turned her full mind to the interview, because to think of nothing was impossible, and thinking on other things left her feeling a malaise that did her no good.

He was called Jamal, and he was dark-skinned and handsome, but he was simply an illusion conjured from steam and, supposedly, alien technology. Once there had been enough interviews, the people of earth would get an introduction to the rest of the universe, as well as learn new things about themselves, Casandra had heard. How asking a bunch of random people questions about whatever popped into their heads could lead to any insights about human kind, Casandra couldn’t imagine.

Nevertheless, she was intrigued by the prospect, even eager. Part of her anticipation might have been the opportunity to speak with a male as an equal for the first time in more than three months. Every male she dealt with now was a guard who had the power to do anything he wanted to her short of murder or rape.

They knocked on Remembrance’s door first, no more than an hour after both girls had been brought down.

“Need you to do an interview,” said a woman’s voice from the hall, and Casandra heard knocking, heard the clink of handcuffs being drawn out, and then silence.

“Honey, you want to do an interview?” the woman implored. “Come on, someone wants to just talk to you. Can you do that for us? C’mon, that’s my girl. That’s right, hands through. Hands through. Okay, that’s my girl.”

Somehow, Casandra marveled, the female guard had coaxed Remembrance to the door, gotten her back in cuffs.

The door creaked open, and Casandra knew Remembrance was being led out, had agreed implicitly to be brought to administration. Did she have any idea what they were asking of her?

A nameless dread settled in the pit of Casandra’s stomach, and she hovered by her door and strained to hear.

It took 10 minutes for whatever happened to happen, and Casandra could hear the results, a high pitched wailing that increased in volume as it got closer, that quieted only when Remembrance drew in her breath, the near nonstop shriek of a terrified mind, of a persona so frightened of whatever had been said she could only howl.

The screaming continued in the segregation hall, as the door opened and clanked shut, as less distinct sounds suggested Remembrance was having her handcuffs removed, and she continued to cry out from the cell next to Casandra’s, her lamentations audible directly through the cinderblock wall that separated them.

Casandra wanted to shout in return, to reassure her cellmate, to do with her voice what she couldn’t do with her body, envelope the broken girl, or at least her ears. And now she was crying too, helplessly, about everything and nothing. She didn’t even know what Remembrance was weeping about. Maybe it was just something the girl did sometimes when she got handcuffed, a reflexive sound devoid of emotional investment.

Still, Casandra was weeping for her friend, her lover, sensing undeserved pain, as irrational or senseless as it might be.

“Interview,” said a woman’s voice from the slot in the door.

Casandra turned toward the door.

“Huh?”

“I need to take you to an interview,” the woman said. “Unless you wanna stay here?”

“What’s going to happen to my cellmate?” Casandra replied, edging toward the door.

“She couldn’t talk.”

“She doesn’t talk,” Casandra said. “She needs to go back to her cell.”

“We’ll give her another chance,” said the guard.

“You’re just upsetting her, for no reason!” Casandra said, raising her voice to a dangerous pitch, caring not at all that this could extend her time in segregation. “She’s never going to be able to do an interview.”

“You wanna go,” the guard asked impatiently, “or you wanna stay here?”

“I’ll go,” Casandra said, turning to slip her hands through the door, holding still to be bound. “But I don’t think you should try to take her again. She never talks . . . during the day. I think she needs to go back to her cell, after I do my interview, and I’ll calm her down.”

Remembrance was moaning now, but no longer crying.

“Fine,” the guard said. Maybe this was the plan all along, pressuring Casandra into an interview, Remembrance a collateral victim, a hostage. The girl’s misery was Casandra’s as well, but to the prison, her misery was merely useful.

The door swung open and Casandra turned, stepping out and following the guard, looking at the door behind which Remembrance lingered, a choke of despair echoing into the hall from the tormented girl’s throat, and Casandra bit her lip and scowled with a sudden fury. This wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right, and the prison was only partly at fault. Jamal, and whatever orchestration of forces, foreign and domestic, that had caused him to be brought here was also due some blame.

Even as she crossed the common area, offering a pained smile to the inmates gathered beneath the TV or playing or conversing at the tables, Casandra’s rage grew, and by the time she’d been walked through the admin area and escorted into the little office where Jamal presided, she was ready to burst.

Yes, he was attractive, but that’s not what struck Casandra first. Instead, it was his ridiculously fashionable appearance: sneakers, black t-shirt and jeans, a gold four-leaf clover necklace, a cowboy hat.

Casandra was still taking him in as the guard brought her to a chair before him, and she sat and glared at the apparition, and he looked back with a smirk, peripatetic hands brushing his legs silently.

Briefly, irrationally, she wondered if he might be looking at her with lust in his heart, before she reminded herself what he was and noticed that the wall behind him was partially visible through his torso.

She thought that the guard would leave, but instead he dropped to his knees before her and pulled a pair of shackles out of the place on his belt where he kept such things.

“He wants your hands free,” the guard explained, looking into Casandra’s face, then down at her nipples, and she turned her scowl toward him and slid her feet forward so he could chain her ankles together, and he stood and she slid forward in her chair, and he removed her handcuffs and pocketed them and slipped out, closing the door behind him with a soft thud.

Casandra had never been shackled by her feet at the prison, or anywhere else for that matter, and she leaned forward to ponder the unfamiliar restraints. All inmates had to wear something in the administration area, to prevent their wreaking havoc in the most sensitive bastions of prison authority, apparently, so this was the compromise: bound feet, free hands, humans unable to run or kick but free to gesture the way humans did. It was fine with Casandra, of course. She hated being cuffed in back, didn’t like being secured in front much, either. Having her ankles chained was better than either.

Done looking at her feet, she straightened her back, folded her arms under her breasts and returned her face to full glare as she directed her real eyes towards Jamal’s steamy pair.

“What did you do to Remembrance?” she demanded.

“Who is Remembrance?” Jamal inquired, his voice deep and cultured.

“The last girl here,” Casandra said. “Irises ringed with black. She’s my cellmate, and something you did made her very upset.”

“I explained who I was,” Jamal replied, “and I requested permission to interview her, but she seemed unable to understand, so I tried several other strategies for winning her compliance, and I stopped when she became agitated, and they took her away.”

“Other strategies,” Casandra said. “Like what?”

“I asked her to watch my hand,” Jamal said, and he moved his hand back and forth before his face. “Next, I sang to her.”

“You sang to her?” Casandra echoed suspiciously.

“I’ve picked up a few popular songs.” Jamal said, pausing and arching backward, as if the sound he was going to make required the expansion of his misty torso. “And if the magic doesn’t take,” he sang, “we’ll try it from the side.”

“Did she like that?” Casandra inquired.

“No effect,” Jamal said. “Neither good nor bad. So I explained to her that I was a completely benign system, utterly rational and not to be feared, an unbiased logical processor of data, and that’s when she started screaming.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “But I feel like you should have known as soon as you looked at her that there were issues, and you should have backed away.”

“Duly noted,” Jamal conceded.

“Shouldn’t you have already known that, though?” Casandra persisted. “You’re talking to millions of people, right? You and the other people? Shouldn’t you have known Remembrance was vulnerable?”

“None of us have met someone like her before, but the encounter has been distributed.”

“Distributed?”

“To the other visitors.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “Let’s do your interview so I can get back to her.”

“You care about her,” Jamal observed. “Very much.”

“Of course. She’s my cellmate, and we’re close. And she talks to me at night. She knows English. She’s just been through some trauma, I think. A lot of trauma.”

Casandra thought Jamal might ask for more information, but he seemed done with the topic of Remembrance for the moment.

“You’re naked,” he observed.

“Yeah. A lot of us are, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Not as much as it did,” she said. “I can’t afford clothes, and—” Casandra looked cautiously at the door before she continued, “this cheap-ass prison doesn’t just give them to you. You have to buy them.”

“Why are you here?” he asked.

“I’m a witness in an embezzlement trial, and they want to make sure I’ll show up to testify.”

Jamal stared at her, so she continued.

“I’m sure everyone tells you that, that they’re innocent, but I am,” she said. “Look it up if you don’t believe me. If you can talk to the other ones, or see the internet . . . I’m Casandra. Casandra Davi. There’s paperwork on me, public documents. I’m just a witness.”

“How long will you be here?”

“I don’t know,” Casandra said. “Three months and change already, could last for months, or years.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Not as much as it did. I wasn’t living much before. I was kind of shut down.”

“Shut down?”

“I had an accident,” Casandra said, waving her hands dismissively, “someone I cared about died, and it basically tore me up. Like, dead. Dead like him. Dead inside, anyway.”

“What’s the first thing you remember?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your first memory. The first thing you remember.”

“Oh, yeah. The sun on the wall in my bedroom. It was morning, and the wind was blowing the leaves, and the light that got through looked like it was dancing, and I thought it was alive.”

“Tell me more about Remembrance,” Jamal said.

“She talks to me at night,” Casandra blurted. “But never during the day. And I’m not sure why, but I think it has to do with trauma.”

“You’ve had trauma too.”

“Yeah, but hers was worse, I think. She was in a sex cult maybe, and she saw things, and maybe things were done to her. She doesn’t belong here. She’s innocent.”

Casandra looked at her feet again.

“And everyone responds differently to trauma,” she said. “We’re all made differently.”

“Made?”

“Put together. Not literally, in either sense. We form ourselves, by eating. But I’m sure you know that.”

“What would you think of someone who gave someone else a million dollars?”

“It depends,” Casandra replied.

“On what?”

“Why they gave it to them. A bribe, a job, blackmail, or just being nice? Or maybe they’re giving it to them because they think it’s nice, but it’s not. For some people, the worst thing you can do to them is give them a million dollars.”

“What do you do with Remembrance?”

“Nothing during the day,” Casandra replied. “She just sits there and looks around. She’s given me a few things, though. A math book. But at night . . . we cuddle.”

“Cuddle?”

“It’s sort of an expression. We touch. And things.”

Casandra looked back at the door, continued. “We’re not supposed to, but we do.”

“Do you like sex?”

“More and more,” Casandra said. “I sort of shut down after the accident. Three years ago. But, I don’t know, coming here . . . it sort of changed my perspective on things.”

“Tell me about the accident,” Jamal said.

“No,” Casandra said back. “It hurts too much to talk about.”

Jamal folded his arm and stared down at the girl.

“I’ll say this,” she said. “People dying in real life isn’t like in the movies. And you remember . . . the little things.”

Jamal nodded.

“Oh my god, you’re a DJ,” she said, laughing.

“A DJ?”

“At a club. You used to work at a club, right? Oh, I mean, you’re the, uh, the copy of someone who worked at a club, right?”

“I’m not sure what he did, or who he was.”

“Where did you . . . where were you, you know, born?”

“In an alley,” Jamal replied, understanding her meaning. “There were several people around, but Jamal was closest. And I believe I offended him.”

“What did he say.”

“Fuck off, dude, I don’t know you.”

“He probably thought you were a prank or something,” Casandra speculated. “A good DJ can be sort of famous, locally, so he probably thought someone was trying to spoof him.”

“Possibly. I never saw him again.”

“But don’t you worry about, you know, the whole human race? Like, you might offend all of us?”

“There’s always a chance of it,” Jamal said. “We’ve tried to make this process as non-disruptive as possible.”

“And now we have floating ships,” Casandra challenged. “And energy satellites.”

“We hope you like them.”

“Well, they seem fine to me,” Casandra said. “But I’m in here, so I can’t use them.”

“Do you have a god?”

“A god?” Casandra echoed. “Do I have one? You mean, do I believe in one?”

“Sure.”

Casandra turned to look at the door, turned back and lowered her voice.

“This is all confidential, right?” she asked.

“Of course, under normal circumstances, we’ll just be assembling and analyzing the data anonymously.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “Angels.”

“Angels?”

“Angels. Not God. I don’t think God would let all this shit happen. But I’ve seen angels. Or felt them. In the accident, definitely. They touched my hands, and my face. And I think Remembrance can see them, at night.”

“What’s their function?”

“Their function? They try to help. They care about me. But they’re not all-powerful. They show up when things are really bad, though. They’re here, I know they are, and it’s how I’m getting through.”

“How do you know about them?” he asked.

“I’ve heard about them ever since I was little,” she said. “But my angels aren’t the same as anything I ever learned. Angels might not even by the right word for them. But there’s a lot of overlap, and I don’t have a better word to use.”

“What do they want from you?”

“Nothing, I don’t think. Just to be happy. They probably want me to be nice. But they’re not obsessed with sex, like most people’s gods are.”

Jamal listened, his questions done for the moment.

“Are you getting what you need?” she asked. “From talking to me?”

“I am, yeah.”

“It seems like you skip around a lot.”

“Yeah. I’m not just listening to your words, though. Gestures are important. Tone. Other things.”

“And after you get enough interviews, you’re going to let us meet everyone else? I mean, in the universe?”

“More or less.”

“Are you really freaky looking or something?” Casandra asked. “Are you making us wait because you’re afraid we won’t be able to handle it?”

“Evolution favors certain templates,” Jamal said, holding up his hand. “Five fingers, opposable thumbs, elbows.”

“Two eyes?” Casandra asked.

“Yes.”

“Dicks and pussies?”

“Yes,” Jamal replied without any hint of either offense or amusement.

“That’s weird to think,” she said. “That two . . . from different planets . . .”

“It happens all the time,” Jamal said, clearly understanding her thought.

“Whoa,” said Casandra, and she laughed.

“Some races can interact that way,” he said, “and some do it in other ways.”

The concept intrigued Casandra, for reasons she couldn’t identify. Having sex with the foreign, the different, the unusual. Wasn’t that interesting to most people?

“How close are you to being done?” Casandra asked.

“Very close,” he said. “At the current rate, another few weeks.”

“And then when does the rest happen?” she asked. “When do you show everything to us?”

“Same day,” Jamal said. “Immediately.”

“How?” she asked. “Are you going to drop TVs down next?”

“This same system,” he replied, and he disappeared and was replaced by a screen with a picture of mountains on it, but they were like nothing on earth, tall and jagged but covered with vegetation, with wavy, fernlike grass, a blue sky and slightly green clouds in the distance.

Casandra leaned back and put her hands over her mouth.

“Wow,” she said. “Wow.”

Jamal reappeared. “Thank you,” he said.

“We’re done, then?” Casandra inquired.

“Yes,” he replied. “I think they want you to go to the door and knock. Mind your shackles.”

Casandra stood and hobbled to the door, knocking and looking back at Jamal as she waited. Briefly, she considered asking him if angels were real, and he looked at her and seemed amenable to more questions, but she hesitated and the door opened and she stepped out, following the guard to the stairs with her ankles still bound together.

“Where’s my cellmate?” she asked.

“In segregation,” he said.

“But I’m not going back there?” she inquired.

“No,” he said. “We need that cell for someone else.”

“Why isn’t she coming back with me?”

“We’re going to give her another chance to do an interview.”

“No,” Casandra protested, grabbing the handrail at the bottom of the stairs to steady herself. “Please. She’s just going to get upset again, and then . . . I don’t know what she’ll do. She might be a danger . . . to herself.”

It was mostly a lie. Regardless what Remembrance had been a part of, or seen, or done, she gave no indication to Casandra that she might hurt herself, or anyone else.

The guard scowled and pointed up the stairs, and Casandra obeyed, shuffling to her cell, stopping as the door clanged shut behind her, watching as the chains were removed from her feet, going to her toilet.

She flushed and went to her bed and crossed her legs, tucking her heels under her thighs, dropping her face into her hands.

Remembrance will survive, she told herself. She’ll be fine. She just didn’t want to talk to Jamal.

For whatever reason, either due to Casandra’s protestations, or someone on staff coming to their senses on their own, Remembrance was freed from segregation and brought back to the cell within an hour of Casandra’s arrival, and she put her hands through the door and got her handcuffs removed and went to her bed and slid herself under the covers. She didn’t acknowledge Casandra, didn’t speak, didn’t howl, just went to her place of refuge and disappeared, only her blonde hair visible, and Casandra returned to her novel, a work of science fiction about a mind-reading technology, and she felt a deep and abiding relief.

Sometime in the middle of the night, they spoke, but both girls were on their periods and lovemaking wasn’t in the works.

“He’s here again,” Remembrance began.

“Who?” Casandra asked, rolling over and stretching. Casandra’s words were waking her more quickly than they had those first nights, almost as if she were already awake, and waiting.

“The man,” Remembrance said. “He’s here to take you.”

“Take me?”

“From here,” Remembrance said. “To another place. Far away.”

“When?” Casandra inquired.

“Soon,” was all Remembrance would say.

“How do you know this?” Casandra asked.

“Through all my senses,” she said. “And I’m going away soon, too.”

“Where?”

“To be free. I’ve been here long enough.”

“You’ve finished your sentence?” Casandra asked. The thought that Remembrance could be anywhere but in this prison had never occurred to her before. But yes, it happened. Of course.

“Where will you go?”

“Kin.”

“What kin?”

“Just kin,” Remembrance said. “I’ve been taught my lesson.”

“What . . .” Casandra began, struggling to ask that most important question, the question that had never been asked before. “What did you do?”

“I lied to people, about spirit things,” Remembrance replied cryptically. “I let people take advantage of other people, and made them stupid, and sad. And there was death.”

Casandra frowned in the darkness, her doubt growing about all of this – what laws Remembrance had broken, when she was getting out, and who was coming for Casandra. It was all of a piece, surely, the figments of a traumatized girl’s wrinkled imagination.

And yet, Casandra’s next word came easily, even as she struggled to subdue the catch in her throat: “I would miss you,” she said. “I would want to see you again.”

“Okay,” Remembrance agreed, and within a month, everything she had prophesied came true.




Chapter 21: An Urgent Matter

When she wasn’t traveling overseas or busy with a crisis, President Braverman tried to visit Mandy, still shimmering in the White House basement. The girl was always ready with the latest assessment count, and sometimes Braverman could think of a new question to ask, or a new way to ask an old question and get new information.

“Hello, Jackie,” said Mandy, voice utterly free of deference.

“Hello, Mandy,” Braverman said, taking a seat at the small conference table. “How is the assessment going?”

“We’re conducting, at this exact moment . . . nine hundred and eighty five,” Mandy said.

“Can you estimate completion yet?”

“Yes,” she said. “Sometime this afternoon.”

“Oh!” Braverman exclaimed. “Today then. I didn’t know it would be that early.”

“We’re getting very little from them anymore we don’t already have,” Mandy explained. “We feel another five thousand should be all we need.”

“And then . . .” Braverman began.

“Yes, this afternoon,” Mandy said.

“What form will it take?” Braverman inquired, a little nervously. The specter of an assault on humankind, powered by intimate knowledge of the planet’s dominant race, had never completely left her mind.

“We’ll provide streaming feeds of comparable races, and lay out your behavioral coefficients.”

“Through what media?” Braverman asked.

“Us,” Mandy replied, morphing into a sort of floating television screen with a picture of a jagged mountain range covered with fernlike grasses, with a background of blue sky and aquamarine clouds.

“Oh!” Braverman gasped, leaning forward with her hands over her mouth as a flock of birdlike creatures flew past.

“Is that from . . . now?” she asked.

“Yes,” Mandy replied.

“So we’ll be able to discuss . . . We’ll be able to meet other people . . . other races . . . our peers . . . in real-time?”

“Yes,” Mandy said casually. “And we’ll also be sharing your coefficients, and where they put you in relation to the rest of the universe.”

“Coefficients?” Braverman echoed.

“Behavioral,” Mandy explained.

“Behavioral  coefficients,” Braverman said. She leaned back and narrowed her eyes at Mandy.

“And what, exactly, are behavioral coefficients?”

“The average probability of a certain behavior versus one or more other behaviors,” Mandy explained.

“A psychological assessment, then.”

“But quantitative, and as objective as possible,” Mandy said.

“Okay,” Braverman said. “So we’ll be able to see the . . . occupants of other planets. Will we be able to visit them? Will they be able to visit us?”

“Portals may be facilitated, based on interest, security, mutual benefit, and other factors,” Mandy said.

“We can pass through the barrier?”

“Transcend the barrier might be a better expression.”

“It’s not coming down, then?”

“No.”

“But we, and other races, can . . . transcend it?”

“Yes.”

“How soon?”

“That normally takes longer,” Mandy said.

“How long?”

“Weeks,” she said. “Maybe longer.”

“Is there anything else I need to know?” Braverman inquired.

“There always is,” Mandy said. “But we’ve covered what’s most important today.”

“Thank you,” Braverman said, and she left the room, went upstairs, picked up a phone, and dialed the detail escorting Monterrey through a new hybrid car factory in Detroit.

“This is Braverman, put the vice president on the phone,” she said as soon as the line was answered.

Moments later, Monterrey’s reassuring voice crackled over the line.

“What is it, Jackie?” he asked quietly.

“How soon can you get back to DC?” she asked.

“Two hours, three tops,” he said. “What’s going on?”

“The second shoe drops,” she said, using the understood term for what would happen when the interviews were done.

“They’re finished?”

“Almost,” Braverman said. “Mandy says they should be done this afternoon. I don’t think they needed the full 80 million. And as soon as they’re done, they start showing us pictures, planets, people.”

“How?”

“Mandy, and everyone else. They’ll be turning into TVs.”

“Ay caramba,” Monterrey said. “But no visits?”

“Not immediately,” Braverman said. “But that’s not off the table. It just takes longer. Weeks, she said.”

“Weeks?” Monterrey said. “That’s practically tomorrow!”

“Yes,” Braverman agreed.

“Let me ask about getting a flight,” Monterrey said.

“Don’t make a scene,” Braverman said. “I don’t want anyone thinking there’s a crisis. But I need you here. I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

“We’re about to sit down for a roundtable,” Monterrey said. “I’ll leave in the middle. I’m sure I can come up with a safe lie.”

“Good,” Braverman said. “Be discreet. I’m still not sure this isn’t a brilliant hoax, and I don’t want to be part of the punchline.”

“Understood, Madame President.”




Chapter 22: Movies and a Meeting

Casandra was forced to watch humankind’s second singularity the same way she had the first, staring up at the TV in the prison breakroom.

They looked like us, oddly enough. Some a little taller than humans ever got, some a little squatter in other cases, height inversely proportional to their planet’s mass. There was bluish skin on some people, natural purple hair at times, peculiar eyes on occasion. It was the eyes that Casandra stared at first, because she always noticed eyes. Some pierced, some smirked, some smiled even when the mouth wasn’t smiling.

The first 100 or so hours of movies from the rest of the universe had been curated carefully. The rest of the universe seemed to understand their audience.

There was no formal greeting from a robed potentate on a throne. Instead, it was ordinary people doing ordinary things, playing constantly on misty screens to a rapt, earthly audience.

Even children got into the act.

“I’m going to show you the tusks of Urmulkra!” said a white-haired boy speaking an impressively overdubbed version of his tongue. He appeared to be about 11 in earth years, and he possessed all the charm and innocent enthusiasm of any earth child that age.

Dressed in hiking shorts, boots and a tunic not unlike those one might don here, he marched into a cave with a drone light and camera floating just behind his shoulder, and he pointed out a prehistoric carving depicting his planet’s ungulates, next to lichen-like microorganisms growing alongside wet cracks in the wall, then stalactites and, finally, a dozen stalagmites, white-gold and curving up from the wet cave floor like giant teeth, most of them taller than the boy.

“Isn’t it amazing?” he asked, his voice echoing from 100 surfaces at once. “Wouldn’t you like to visit my planet?”

There were a lot of floating videos, people riding small aerial scooters down rift valleys and up over mountain tops, some crested with green, some frozen solid. There were segments on what they ate, what they wore, what jobs they held, and what they considered art.

It was in this last regard that the gulf between earth and the rest of the universe became hardest to deny.

In the galleries of extraterrestrial sculpture and image, harsh realism seemed to be preferred. Stylizations of hair, muscles, clothing, pose, expression, and overall situation never occurred, everything considered great art nearly photographic in its attention to what really happened or what really could happen.

The music was, further, problematic.

Strange as it could be at times, the people of earth studied it en masse, downloading videos of videos, storing them and offering them up with commentary, splicing them in various ways with earth videos to create memes and movies, jokes and works of profound art.

The second half of the revelation was not greeted with quite the same excitement.

Part of the problem was packaging, for the newly-revealed neighbors did not grace the people of this planet with books of wisdom, or strings of platitudes, or self-help tomes.

Instead, earth got coefficients.

Two columns of them, actually.

The rest of the universe seemed to be suffering from a strange fixation on the satisfaction of our wants, to the exclusion of everything else. There was nothing about how we governed ourselves or failed at it, how our economies worked or didn’t work, how we had progressed and regressed through the millennia, through the centuries, particularly through the last few generations.

Instead, for those who cared to look at the screens when the answers were revealed, everything about humanity boiled down to two misty columns of numbers. Under certain vaguely-defined conditions, apparently, the likelihood of the optimal and least optimal human responses could be reduced to a ratio.

A coefficient, the visitors called it.

As ever, Mandy, the vapory girl ensconced in the White House basement, provided her answers plainly, without humor or emotion.

“So the coefficient of negative one,” President Braverman began, “which you’ve assigned to the behavior of all human rulers, means that all of us, myself and everyone else in charge or who might ever be in charge, will always place our own wants above those of our constituents.

“That’s what we determined, yes,” Mandy replied.

“Did my answers help lead to that conclusion?”

“We can’t discuss individual interviews, much less how they contributed to your coefficients.”

“It’s a legitimate question,” Braverman said, feeling defensive.

“There are very few illegitimate questions,” Mandy countered.

“Okay,” Braverman agreed, “Let me ask a better one.” She glanced at the closed door, hoping her security detail wasn’t listening through it. A lawyer by training, she didn’t like being denied an answer unless that had been her intent. “Can you offer any material evidence to justify this very derogatory impression of the human race?”

“You had to run for reelection after four years, correct?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because the people of America deserved to decide if I should serve them again.”

“Under what circumstances might they have rejected you?”

“Because I hadn’t served them well. Because—”

“Because you hadn’t placed their wants above yours.”

“That’s one of many reasons.”

“Wouldn’t you call it the most important reason?” Mandy asked.

“Possibly,” Braverman replied. “But maybe not now, since you said it’s impossible. And there are plenty of other reasons anyway.”

“What are some other reasons?” Mandy inquired.

“Incompetence, stupidity . . . a personality disorder. I’m sure you know about Tru—”

“If you had any of those problems, you wouldn’t just abdicate for the benefit of the people?”

“Well, maybe. Or maybe I didn’t know I had those problems.”

“Making your want to remain in power more important than the people’s wants,” Mandy observed.

“Well, if you look at it that way, everything falls under that umbrella.”

“Yes,” Mandy agreed, nodding and pausing before she continued. “But did you want absolute authority?”

“No,” Braverman replied emphatically.

“Why not?”

“Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

“Even you?”

“Probably,” Braverman admitted with a laugh.

“See?” Mandy said, with a decent semblance of her own smile.

“Okay,” Braverman conceded. “Point taken. But why did you rate us on slavery?”

“A negative one there too,” Mandy noted.

“Slavery is irrelevant,” Braverman said. “We’re not even doing it anymore. Officially.”

“Unofficially?”

“It happens. But negative one? No one who’s ever owned another person has ever put their slave’s interests above their own?”

“No,” said Mandy. “Not by definition, not the way it’s practiced on earth.”

“So slavery is practiced on other planets?”

“Yes,” Mandy said. “More benignly. As is leadership.”

“There are slaveowners and absolute rulers elsewhere in the universe, then?”

“Yes.”

“And they don’t . . . do terrible things?”

“No.”

“You must find us a repulsive race, then.”

“You stand out in certain ways,” Mandy said.

“But that’s the worst of it?”

“No,” Mandy said.

“Go on,” Braverman said.

“The worst of it is your faith coefficient.”

“Yes, another negative one,” Braverman said darkly.

“You invent gods, you invent the wants that possess those gods, and then you force others to satisfy those wants.”

“The wants are often good,” Braverman argued. “Good from the perspective of people. Don’t rape, don’t murder, don’t steal. Saying they’re god’s wants just makes them more likely to be followed.”

“The fact that wants that are self-evidentially legitimate require a divine endorsement to be supported is a critical part of your psychopathology.”

“Psychopathology?” Braverman echoed, staring at the girl. “That’s rather harsh, isn’t it?”

“It’s meant to be,” Mandy said. “After you invent your gods, and invent their benign wants, and pretend that your gods were the only ones who could have come up with such obvious wants even while you confirm their fundamental, obvious rightness by praising your gods for coming up with them, you make up less obvious things for your gods to want, about money, and sex, and hatred, and whom to kill, and you rape and murder under orders from the same gods who earned your worship by commanding that you not rape and murder.”

“You’re being very critical,” Braverman said.

“We’re examining a core human want satisfaction system and finding it utterly broken. And yes, on that basis, we are judging you.”

“What does that mean?”

“What does what mean?”

“What do you mean by judging?”

“You don’t know what judging means?”

“It implies a consequence. A sentence. Punishment.”

“There will be no consequence imposed beyond what you’re already doing to yourselves,” Mandy said, adding, “but the harshest punishment is sometimes just to know.”

Braverman paused, looking down and waiting for more devastating words about a people she was sworn to serve and protect and lead.

Mandy remained silent, however, Braverman the next to speak.

“Did you find any redeeming qualities?” she inquired, half-smirking. Something about having all of the human population subjected to an intergalactic raspberry, served up by a filmy Girl Scout, seemed inane to her.

“Yes,” Mandy said without any indication of irony. “You fall within the middle range for your ability to sacrifice wants today for want satisfaction tomorrow. And you’re admirably capable of changing to increase your ability to satisfy wants, when the situation calls for it.”

“Yes,” Braverman agreed.

“And then, you’ve got a few double-edged swords,” Mandy said.

“Go on.”

“Your ability not only to believe lies, but to incorporate them into your overall sense of well-being.”

“So you’re talking about . . .” Braverman prompted.

“Faith,” Mandy said. “Religion, superstition, myth, conspiracy. You make it up, and then you use it to deprive other people of their wants.”

“What’s the other side of the sword, then?” Braverman asked.

“It can serve as a self-contained, artificial happiness module.”

“Explain.”

“On earth, more than any other place in the universe, happiness is a form of want satisfaction that is not dependent on any material supply. It can result from self-delusion. You can fool yourself into being happy because you’re being deprived. It is a rare talent.”

“Alright,” Braverman said, nodding dubiously. This didn’t sound like redemption to her.

“And then, spastic compassion,” Mandy continued.

“Spastic compassion?”

“There’s nothing like it in the universe,” Mandy said. “We found one instance where 5,289 humans were fatally poisoned for a two hundred-dollar gain at current exchange rates, which suggests the absence of any actual limit to your callousness. But the number of you who will risk life and limb to shoo a bug outside rather than swat it implies the rarest kind of compassion. You will die to save one person’s life and ignore the murder of a thousand. Even the same individual will oscillate between kindness and apathy without any discernible indication why it was one versus the other.”

“We are capable of goodness, then,” Braverman concluded. “Despite our dark side. Everyone knows that.”

“Your compassion has the power to satisfy wants in a way no other characteristic could,” Mandy said, “if only you could apply it rationally.”

“Okay,” Braverman said.

“Shall I go on?”

“There’s more?”

“Human reproductive behaviors are almost never performed for actual reproduction,” Mandy noted. “The coefficient is negative .98. And it gives you a great deal of want satisfaction.”

Braverman smiled, waiting for more, but no more was forthcoming from the misty form of the girl.

“So what happens next?” Braverman asked.

“Should you want to, you may make arrangements to visit others in your class.”

“Our class?” Braverman said. “How many classes are there?”

“Two.”

“And which one are we in?”

“The inferior class.”

“What size is it compared to the superior class?”

“Eleven percent,” Mandy replied.

“Can you back that up with numbers finally?”

“There are 3,048 Class A planets, 344 Class B.”

“So we’re in roughly the bottom tenth of the universe,” Braverman said.

“Lower than that,” Mandy said. “You’re one of the least of your class.”

“One of the least?” Braverman said. “So there might be some that are lower?”

“Possibly,” Mandy said. “But they’re all gone now.”

“Gone?”

“Self-destructed.”

“Are we at risk, then?” Braverman asked.

Mandy looked at the president with her misty eyes, and said nothing.

“Are you predicting that we’ll self-destruct?”

Mandy turned her head to the right, looking up at a spot high on the wall.

“Mandy,” Braverman said, fighting the urge to address the apparition as a defiant pre-teen. “I need you to answer the question. Do you predict that the human race will destroy itself?”

No answer.

“When will it happen?” Braverman persisted. “How will it happen? What specifically do you see as the narrative?”

No answer.

“Mandy, I need an answer. I need you to tell me, now.”

“It’s not time yet,” she said.

“When will you tell us?”

“When we’re done applying earth metrics to established personality formats.”

Braverman laughed despite herself. Something about Mandy’s language was funny.

“How much longer will that take?” she asked.

“Weeks,” Mandy said. “Or days. Or hours.”

“And as soon as you get the answers, you’ll tell me?” Braverman asked.

“Yes. I’ve noted that there is a question outstanding that requires an answer as soon as it’s available.”

“Okay, wait,” Braverman said, pausing. “I don’t want to be answered alone. Once you have an answer, just tell me that, but I’ll want to schedule the presentation of your answers with my cabinet. We’ll need Pedro there, some of my social services, NASA probably.”

“As you wish,” Mandy said with a nod.

Braverman’s mind was whirring, but she brought it back to the present. A question had been nagging at her for days.

“Why did you put up that barrier?” she asked. “Because you didn’t want us getting out and hurting the rest of you?”

“We put it up 400 million years ago,” she said. “There were no humans to worry with yet.”

“You’ve mentioned that. Do you fence every solar system once you find it?”

“No.”

“Why ours then?”

“We knew enough,” Mandy replied.

“What did you know?”

“Earth is tilted more than 20 degrees,” Mandy noted. “And your continents are arranged dynamically.”

“Explain.”

“A tilt that extreme indicates high seasonal variation – times of plenty and times of want. In the same way a parent’s inconsistency produces a dysfunctional individual, a planet’s inconsistency produces dysfunctional minds. And dynamic land masses mean the same thing: higher and less stable speciation, more brutal competition, cruelty and warfare as leading elements of fitness.”

“You can read a planet’s psychology from 10 million miles away?”

Braverman was asking the question sardonically, but Mandy answered in all seriousness.

“Yes,” she said. “Further away than that, actually.”

“Of course,” said Braverman, eager to move on. “So how do we visit other planets, exactly?”

“Portals, sort of. Tubes.”

“Tubes? Tubes of what?”

“Of nothingness.”

“Yeah?”

“Traveling through solid earth is difficult, but it can be done,” Mandy explained. “Traveling through water is easier. Traveling through air is easier still, and traveling through the vacuum of space is virtually frictionless. But you still have time in space, and the laws of physics. So what happens if you expand a non-existent space into something big enough to pass a person through?”

“Is that how communication is handled?” Braverman asked.

“Not really,” Mandy said without elaborating. “We’ll set up some communications channels with other Class B planets, and if someone decides they want to exchange citizenry, they’ll be in touch.”

“Are the Class A’s really that different?” Braverman inquired.

“Physically no,” Mandy said, “but in terms of how their societies work, it’s night and day. Humanity operates a systemic, interconnected institution of want resistance. Class A’s are established, intentionally and organically, to maximize want satisfaction.”

“Okay, fine,” Braverman said. “I am very interested in speaking to my counterparts on other planets. In real-time. How and when can that be arranged?”

“You can talk through me,” Mandy said.

“Here? Now?”

“Yes,” she replied, becoming a black screen with hundreds of slowly spinning orbs, yellow and blue and green and red with white stripes and black valleys and sparkling lakes and oceans.

Braverman leaned back and sucked in her breath, her fingertips against her mouth.

“Touch one,” instructed Mandy’s voice.

Braverman stood, stepped over, reached out, touched the planet that looked the most like earth, and the screen went blank before a female figure appeared, with long red hair, a woman’s facial softness, and obvious breasts, sitting in profile before a large window. Wearing a dark shirt, open at the neck, without a collar, she seemed to be working at a second screen, her hands hovering over a three-dimensional keyboard as she looked at something beyond Braverman’s view.

“Oh, hey,” she said, glimpsing Braverman before she turned completely to look, her words translated into convincing English. “Wait a sec, okay?”

“Sure,” Braverman said, not minding the delay, watching the woman manipulate the module before her, fingers pushing buttons, curling and uncurling, thumbs circling and tapping things. Where once the piano was the height of musical instrumentation, Braverman thought, creating a simple analogy, now there was the synthesizer, with its multiple keyboards, its oscillators and envelopes and filters. Could we all not learn to use a better device for inputting characters into computers?

Done with whatever she’d been working on, the woman turned and stared at Braverman, and Braverman stared back.

This was no human face, Braverman recognized instantly. Nor was it utterly strange, or ugly, or frightening. It was simply different, in ways Braverman could not articulate. Something about the nose was off, perhaps, or her lower jaw, which was unusually wide, like a man’s. Her eyes were very pale.

“I’m Minzashhhingrazia,” she said, the system making no attempt to translate her name, so the sound of came through unembellished, raw and light.

“I’m Jackie Braverman,” Braverman replied. “It’s very nice to meet you, um, Minza . . .”

“Minza works.”

The woman smiled – an almost normal smile, white teeth showing, lips curved up. How could such a distinct expression have arisen independently in two places in the universe?

“Thank you for agreeing to see me,” Minza said.

Was this a translation issue? Or something else? Braverman hadn’t really agreed to anything. She’d just put her fingers against a wall of steam. So the first order of business here, in Braverman’s mind, was understanding the context of their meeting. Knowing the full basis of every interaction beforehand was something she’d grown accustomed to in the last five years, so she was at sea here, uncertain how to proceed, suddenly self-conscious, well aware that this encounter might be getting recorded, and she might perform badly, and embarrass not just herself, or her administration, but all of America, all the earth and its inhabitants.

Plow forward, she told herself. It’s the only option. We’ll all learn by doing.

“This is my first meeting with anyone,” Braverman said. “I wasn’t quite sure what to expect.”

“Well, you got stuck with me,” said the woman.

How old was she? Braverman wasn’t sure. Did this race age the way humans did? In that case, she was young, even adolescent.

“Did you,” Braverman continued tentatively, “ask for someone to talk to?”

“Yes, I applied to talk to an earthling a few days ago, and I’ve been waiting since then, sort of.”

“What would you like to know?” Braverman asked.

“I’m writing a report for school. I have to get some questions answered, and then I have to write it all up. It’s due in three days.”

“Okay,” Braverman said.

Minza turned to her other screen, still out of view, turned back.

“Okay, first, what’s your job?”

“I’m the president of a country.”

Minza listened, nodded, and her face crinkled in an expression of unmistakable puzzlement. She looked up, stared at Braverman, smiled again, uncertainly this time.

“What country?” she asked.

“The United States of America.”

“Is it big?”

“Yes. About 350 million people.”

“You’re the top person then, in that country?” Minza said, eyes going wide.

“No,” Braverman said. “The people who elected me are. The citizens are. They’re my boss. But I do have a lot of power.”

Minza leaned back, looked down, seemed to be regrouping. She hadn’t been seeking a head of state, most likely. But like Braverman, she forged ahead.

“Do you do wars?” she asked.

“Pardon me?”

“Do you ever . . .” and now Minza was struggling, pausing, trying to word her next question in a way that would be translated clearly. “Have you ever . . . had to say . . . that there has to be an attack on another country?”

“There have been no declared wars during my administration,” Braverman said. “But we’ve had an environmental crisis, and that’s caused some upheaval, and we’ve had to take military action a few times.”

“And kill people?”

“Some people died, yes,” Braverman said, committing the minor sin of omission, because the number of deaths by armed conflict over the last few years – many of them caused by forces under Braverman’s command – had numbered in the thousands.

“Did you have to kill anyone with your own hands?”

“No,” Braverman said. “Not at all.”

“Do you want to know why I asked that?”

“Yes.”

“Because no one who has killed anyone can visit us.”

“Okay.”

Minza turned to look at the other screen, turned back.

“Okay, what’s your favorite color, and why?”




Chapter 23: A Prophecy of Leaving

On an early Sunday morning in mid-September, with the world convulsing in the way worlds convulse under an assault of truth, Casandra was awakened by the soft voice of Remembrance.

“They’re taking you tomorrow,” she said.

Casandra, in the second day of ovulation, wanted the voice of Remembrance’s to wake her, wanted to begin the process that would end with lovemaking and orgasm, didn’t care what words were spoken. And yet, these were strange words, and would need to be gotten through.

“Who?” she whispered, rising up on her elbow.

“I don’t know their names,” Remembrance admitted.

“Where will they take me?”

“Away,” she said. “Up.”

“Up?”

“Up,” Remembrance said.

“I would miss you,” Casandra said, using “would” intentionally, because she believed Remembrance was speaking metaphorically.

“I will too,” Remembrance said, choosing the non-metaphorical word. She paused, breathed in. “I have to go too.”

“Where?”

“Out,” Remembrance said. “Free.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yes,” Remembrance said.

“Who told you that?” Casandra inquired, trying to imagine someone speaking to Remembrance about an administrative matter – or anything at all.

“No one needs to tell me anything,” she said. “I just feel it.”

After a little more conversation, Remembrance moved over to Casandra’s bed, and they kissed and fondled and had sex in the usual way, mouths against vulvas, and both girls came, Remembrance first and then Casandra, who had taught Remembrance how to pleasure her.

It was 8:45 the next morning when Casandra heard the voice of a male guard, speaking to the doors on the second tier.

“Undress and cuff up,” he was saying.

Casandra could hear a muffled voice ask “why?” to which the guard replied, “I don’t know, just do it, it’s not optional.”

Another question, too quiet to be heard, and the guard replied, “We’re cuffing you in back.”

What did they want?

She looked at the other bed, only Remembrance’s blonde hair visible. Was she awake? Could she hear them coming?

Casandra heard doors opening, clanking closed, inaudible conversations as the process repeated itself, growing closer. They weren’t taking every girl, it seemed, just some, one from every second or third cell.

The voice arrived at her own door, a female figure there in ill-fitting green: “Undress and cuff up.”

Casandra, already nude, slid off her bed, made eye contact with the guard waiting there, turned and slipped her hands out the chaining port, a deep misgiving overtaking her as the cold metal encircled her wrists.

What did they want?

With a last glance at the hair of Remembrance, she was taken from her cell and walked down the stairs, joining about a dozen other naked girls standing in a row, all with their hands bound behind them.

Punishment? Casandra wondered. Some special assignment? Transport to another prison?

She looked at the other females, searching for commonalities, finding them. All were younger, she noted, none older than 35, and all were relatively fit. Besides Casandra, there was a second girl being held as a material witness, several sentenced for financial or drug crimes, and three that, as best Casandra could tell, were innocent of everything but being around someone else when a law was broken. If your husband, boyfriend, brother, father, committed a serious crime, your only option was to run straight to the police and report them, that day. That hour. To do otherwise was aiding and abetting.

A woman and two men entered, faces Casandra had never seen before, all dressed in street clothes, and they stepped up to the line of females, starting at the far end, looking at the first girl carefully, from in front, from behind.

“Open your mouth,” the woman commanded. The girl obeyed and they all looked in.

“What kind of work have you done?” asked the woman.

“Bakery,” the girl replied. “Scheduling at a car shop. Paralegal.”

“What do you do here?”

“Clerical.”

“Stay,”

The trio worked quickly, one girl after the other, telling some to stay, telling others they could go back to their cells, escorted there by a guard.

“Open your mouth,” the woman told Casandra, and they studied her there and everywhere else, staring perhaps a little longer than necessary at her, front and back.

“What kind of work did you do?”

“My last job was on the line at a poultry plant,” Casandra replied. Obviously, they were looking for workers. This wasn’t a punishment detail.

“What do you do here?”

“Kitchen detail, as assigned.”

“Stay,” the woman said.

There were five girls remaining when the visitors were done, and they were clumped together, side by side, to be addressed by Petrakis, the intake officer.

“You five are being loaned out to Orbit Solarum,” she said, nodding to the visitors. “You made the cut. You have 10 minutes to get your personal things and get to transport.”

“Are we coming back?” Casandra blurted.

“Eventually,” said Petrakis. “If you’re testifying or appealing or facing other charges, you’ll come back for that. But you’ll stay with Orbit Solarum until the end of your sentence if they decide to keep you that long.”

There were several intakes or breath as the inmates processed the meaning of Officer Petrakis’ words. This was tantamount to a transfer, but they weren’t being moved to another prison. Their labor was being sold to this company, Orbit Solarum.

Their labor was being sold. They were being sold.

Casandra was not one of those who drew in her breath. She didn’t know enough yet to be shocked. This might be an improvement, or it might not be. Wait until you know, she told herself. Then get upset if you need to.

“What kind of work is it?” Casandra inquired.

“They’ll go over that,” said Petrakis, nodding toward the visitors, who had stepped away, forming a little knot under the TV as they waited for Petrakis to finish her advisement.

A guard stepped behind the first female, removed her handcuffs and walked with her to her cell. In a few minutes she was back, still naked but unbound, holding a plastic bag bulging with her possessions. Casandra could see the outlines of the usual possessions – toothbrush and toothpaste, tampons, a novel, pink bra and panties, pens.

“Hold out your hands,” the guard said, and the girl obeyed and was cuffed in front, and she stared ahead blankly with her hands and her most precious possessions hiding her sex.

Casandra went last, and as she climbed the stairs, she went through in her mind the things she would pack, starting with the basics of hygiene and working up to the novel she was currently reading, the book of math puzzles from Remembrance she was still working on, some pens and pencils.

To her surprise, her cell door had been left ajar, and she pulled it wide and entered, the guard offering her a plastic back and waiting.

Remembrance was gone.

Not only gone, but altogether erased. Her bed had been stripped, her pillow vanished. Casandra pulled open her locker door, and it was empty.

Hands shaking, she opened her own locker, dropping whatever was there almost senselessly, eyes filling with water and blinding her so that the last few things were identified by touch alone, the bent spine of a book, the pens in the corner, her brush, and she was openly weeping by the time she was returned to the line of girls and handcuffed, issuing quiet, ragged sobs, her chin quivering, her bound hands wiping her tears clumsily away, her bag swinging against her belly and breasts.

A long chain was produced, the end padlocked to a link in the middle of the first girl’s handcuffs. The next girl was fastened to the chain, a few feet of restraint between herself and her neighbor, and then the next girl, and the next, and finally Casandra, bound to the chain’s other end.

“This way,” said the guard, and the line of prisoners moved in obeisance, and Casandra’s eyes were not the only ones gushing water, although the tears of the other girls could have been provoked by anything, by fear, or uncertainty, or the loss of a home that was, if harsh, at least predictable and mostly safe.

Casandra wept for Remembrance, and only for Remembrance.

They made their way through processing, the large white room where Casandra had first been stripped and inspected and weighed four months before, a very long four months before, and she looked at the walls and the window where the old woman sat, and the floor, and everything was blurry, and now she and her fellow captives were led through another door, and another, until they all were outside, the mid-September air warm this morning.

September.

She’d come here in May, been kept inside through almost all of the summer. Autumn would begin in less than a week.

Bound as she was, to the girl just in front of her, she couldn’t raise her hands to her eyes, so she raised her shoulders and wiped her face as best she could on them, left and right and left again, and her mind turned again to Remembrance, and where the strange girl might be at this moment, if she was being reunited with family or friends, or being sent to some transitional facility, where she would sleep all day and come out at night and find some new lover to ease her passage through her tormented life.

Would she remember Casandra?

The girls were walked barefoot over an unkempt lawn between the prison building and the fence, the first grass Casandra had felt for almost half a year, and she gazed through the fence toward the employee cars and the woods beyond.

She looked at the guard shack where she’d been admitted, gazed up at the prison wall, trying to guess which window had been hers and Remembrance’s, and she wondered if the angels had ever climbed up to peer through, had ever watched the two of them make love, or go about their day, or eat meals in silent communion, and she coughed because of the lump in her throat, and she forced herself to think of other things.

She rounded the building, reaching a wider grassy space, confronted by a rough container, blue and graffitied, the kind one might see stacked up on a ship or bolted to a train car, all of it at least a decade old except for the helicopter rotor spinning lazily above and the door that had been set into the side, of pristine plastic, a small window set at eye level, handles and knobs and buttons at its middle, a grooved surface around its edge whose purpose Casandra could only guess at.

They were being led to this, and the door was being opened to welcome them, and Casandra understood.

This was their transport, without wheels, without wings, a thing that would float thanks to the magic wrought by the rest of the universe.

Casandra thought of Jamal, the wispy DJ, and his questions, and the way he had terrified Remembrance, and all he and his fellow invaders had brought this little blue-green-white sphere. And as she filed last into the container, she wondered what floating upward would feel like, and where they would be taken, and what awaited her.




-------- Part 2 --------




Chapter 1: Zero Gravity, Everyone

The angels look away, and look back, and they are surprised, because humans never rest.

The time passes differently for angels than it does for people. They are immortal, so that which took place a month ago feels as fresh as that which occurred in the previous millennium.

They see ox-drawn carts and war by whim and children dying routinely of trivial matters in relative proximity to aeroplanes and general peace and a dearth of infant mortality, and the moving from one to the other seems to have all been quite abrupt.

And now the angels must be quite surprised, because here is something new, heavy things that float weightlessly, and other improvements delivered in an eyeblink by people from the rest of the universe.

And yet, not everything was different, for here were five girls in the hold of a rusty blue container with a new rotor and a new door, sitting the five of them in five adjacent seats along one of the container’s corrugated bulkheads, the container lifting off from the grounds of a women’s prison in Maine, all of them within it naked, all bound by their wrists to the same long chain, which ran across their thighs and hooked to posts at either end of their plastic chairs, ensuring that they would be brought to their new assignment securely.

Would not some consternation on the part of the angels be unavoidable?

Because here was the newest and bravest of technologies, coupled to the same old unpleasantries humans have practiced on each other for the duration.

In every human breast stirs those ready to do old, cruel things that a newer age calls criminal. And in the same place stirs the casual cruelties that humans have not yet thought to outlaw. The angels must find it confusing.

So up went Casandra Davi, up went her four fellow inmates, bound together in the roughest of the container’s four compartments.

The three representatives of Orbit Solarum had their own separate area, far more comfortable, and devoid of chains. There was a third compartment for non-human cargo. And then there was the cockpit, fashioned hastily, controls and airtight windows and gauges and seats for the pilots all built and bolted down.

Weightlessness had rendered aerodynamics unnecessary. Solid fabrication was all that mattered.

Two bright LEDs set overhead illuminated the space. There were no exterior windows in the prisoners’ hold, but there was a sliding port through which the people in the Orbit Solarum compartment could check on the bound girls, and several times as the craft rose and picked up speed and the rotor hummed and whined above them, the woman or one of the men would peer in and, satisfied, close back the port.

All their things had been taken away, labeled with each inmate’s number and placed in storage, because letting the girls keep their things during the ascent wouldn’t make sense for several reasons, including gravity.

Anything metal, anything inanimate within the confines of the craft became as weightless as the container itself, a fact Casandra noticed almost immediately.

When she moved her hands, the chain that fastened them together arced upward and stayed there, floating above her lap as if every link had been filled with helium. For a time, she lost herself in the effect, flicking the chain with her fingernail and watching it rise, stop, spring back against her hands, not under the force of gravity, but of elasticity only, for metal is also elastic.

The next time the window opened, and the face of the woman appeared, the girl next to Casandra spoke.

“I need to pee.”

She probably didn’t really need to pee, Casandra thought. She just wanted an excuse to get up, probably. Or she wanted to see how things worked here, and how they might work wherever they were going. Or she knew someone would have to come in to let her loose, and she wanted to ask some questions.

Her name was Sybil, a husky black girl who usually wore just a bra to hold up her breasts, which were bare now and jutting assertively from her chest. Like Casandra, she was a witness. She’d seen a drive-by shooting while she walked to school, and she knew the shooter, so she’d been taken into custody to wait for her turn to testify, and she’d adjusted to her fate, as Casandra had.

Also bound up for transport here was the raven-haired Carmen, incarcerated around the same time as Casandra, convicted for distributing narcotics of some kind. It had all been her boyfriend’s idea, of course, but she’d refused to testify against him, or so said Carmen. Casandra tended to believe her. Kitsey and Aristella rounded out the quintet, the former white with strawberry blonde hair, a rich girl who had a habit of driving drunk and wrecking cars and hurting people, earning herself a 5- to 10- year, all expenses paid vacation. Aristella, tall and black and angular, a girl who’d waited a week to murder her rapist, was in for 5 on a manslaughter conviction. She devoured science fiction novels when she wasn’t watching or reading the science truth since the first day of the invasion. Aristella, to Casandra’s knowledge, was the only inmate who had actually cried when Jamal had ended his interview with her, and she’d demanded that he be put in her cell with her, growing so heated on the topic that she earned herself a day in administrative segregation.

The woman at the window, looking in at her five captives, responded with a blank face to Sybil’s plea.

“I really need to go,” Sybil warned, squirming uncomfortably.

She could have ignored the girl. Casandra had seen that happen plenty of times. No one who’d ever threatened to pee outside a toilet ever actually did, Casandra believed, and if this girl was the first, it would just run forward in her chair and down her legs and radiate along the rocking floor and as soon as they landed or stopped or whatever it was they were going to do, that would be Sybil’s first job, to clean up her mess. Casandra and the other girls would probably have to help. So it was with some relief on Casandra’s part when the woman., after she closed the sliding port, came through the door and unlocked Casandra’s end of the long chain, told Casandra to stand, and Sybil was set free from the chain but kept in her handcuffs, and she went to the toilet and released convincingly against the aluminum of the little open airborne-toilet at the end of the compartment.

“So, where are we going?” Sybil asked mid-stream.

“Orbit,” replied the woman tersely.

“What kind of orbit?” asked Aristella, her voice rising with excitement.

“Regular orbit,” said the woman.

“Geosynchronous then,” said Aristella, bending her face to her hands so she could push her glasses up.

“More or less,” agreed the woman, eyes on Sybil, waiting for her to finish.

“Solar collection?” asked Aristella. “We’re going up to work on a plant?”

“Yes.”

“Zero gravity?” asked Kitsey, sounding a little panic-stricken, and Casandra wondered if the girl was worried about her hair, a mass she’d figured out how to keep fluffed in prison. What would it do in orbit? A strawberry blonde fright wig wouldn’t be attractive at all.

Maybe she could just keep it in a ponytail, Casandra thought.

Not that Casandra cared.

Really, she didn’t care about anyone much beyond Remembrance. Casandra had her job, her cellmate, and a healthy curiosity about the extraterrestrial events of the last four months. Most of her free time was spent either watching the news in mute wonder, or sitting in her cell with Remembrance, also mutely.

Should it have been so? Casandra wondered for the first time. Was her preoccupation with her peculiar cellmate the wisest choice?

Casandra wasn’t sure, but she wasn’t going to fault herself. She’d come to this prison more troubled than she might ever have understood, and Remembrance had been part of the cure. Or the start of the cure, at least.

Casandra looked at Sybil on the toilet, wiping herself, and at the other three girls, and allowed herself to imagine taking a new lover from among them, someone who could talk during the day, could speak rationally of her feelings and her fears and the things she had done to end up an inmate.

Any of them could be a partner, Casandra thought.

Would it be a betrayal? Was this cheating?

Remembrance wouldn’t be jealous, Casandra thought. Remembrance had never asked anything of Casandra. The girl with whom she’d shared a cell and her body, traumatic as her past was, strange as she could be in some ways, had been an utterly comfortable presence in Casandra’s life, without drama, demands, inconvenient emotions.

Casandra, bound to the end of the chain and waiting for Sybil to finish up, felt another lump in her throat. Was Remembrance sad? Did she care? Did she even know she was out of prison and no longer with Casandra? Would she speak out at night, wondering why Casandra didn’t answer? Would she take another lover, if she could?

Am I jealous Casandra? asked herself.

Sybil flushed, the toilet making a sucking sound that startled Casandra out of her reverie, and the woman from Orbit Solarum waved her back to the chain and padlocked her handcuffs to it, but didn’t order her to sit yet.

“Anyone else?” she asked.

“Me,” said Kitsey.

“When are we getting there?” Casandra asked.

“Two hours or three hours,” replied the woman.

“You’re taking us to two different plants?” Aristella asked, as excited as before for some reason.

“Yes.”

“Who’s going where?” asked Kitsey, looking down to watch as the woman released her from the chain.

“That’s someone else’s decision,” the woman replied.

“When’s lunch?”

“You’ll be fed at your station.”

“Are they set to Greenwich Mean Time?” asked Aristella.

“Greenwich Mean Time?” the woman asked.

“It’s four hours ahead of Eastern Daylight Time,” Aristella said. “So we’ll be having dinner when we get there.”

“Oh, yeah,” said the woman. “I don’t know. I don’t live up there.”

“I’ve heard it’s really hot in those places,” said Kitsey from the toilet, her face betraying new heights of fear.

“It’s climate-controlled,” replied the woman, who seemed to Casandra to have settled into a mode of steady patience with her charges. Maybe she did this all the time, hauling female prisoners into space, humoring them just enough to keep them from getting agitated, or rebellious.

“What’s the climate?” asked Aristella.

“85 Fahrenheit,” she answered.

“That’s hot,” protested Kitsey, flushing.

“You can wear what you want,” said the woman. “Clothes aren’t required.”

“How many people work at a station?” asked Aristella.

“We try to keep it around seven,” the woman replied.

“How big are the cells?” Kitsey asked, and she returned to the chain to be padlocked to it, and Casandra motioned to be set free.

“It varies,” the woman replied. “Overall, the stations are less secure than most prisons, because you can’t leave. But confinement and restraints are up to your captain. Do what he says, and the trust you earn will mean more freedom.”

“He?” Kitsey said.

“The captains of both the stations we’re supplying today are male.”

“How many other males are there?” Kitsey asked.

“The first station has four, the second has three.”

“Are they prisoners too?” asked Aristella.

“Feel free to ask them,” said the woman, opening Casandra’s padlock, “but it should be obvious once you get there.”

Casandra was crossing the compartment, heading for the toilet, when the rotor above stopped and the container lurched, and she almost lost her balance before she steadied herself against the far wall, keeping a hand on it until she’d sat on the toilet.

“Why did we stop?” asked Carmen. This was the first time she’d asked a question.

“Air’s too thin for the rotors,” the woman replied.

“Are we getting jet modules?” asked Aristella, her voice an excited squeak.

“Yeah,” said the woman.

“How soon will they engage?”

“It’s usually about 10 minutes,” replied the woman, turning to look at Casandra. “Everyone needs to get done on the toilet asap.”

Casandra looked down, watching her bladder empty as she worked through this new information. She’d woken up on earth with a silent female lover. By the end of the day, she’d be in outer space, a virtual slave on an orbiting power plant, sharing the work with males. And these men wouldn’t be guards. One would be a boss, the rest simply colleagues.

There must be rules against fraternizing between the sexes, she thought, but simply sharing space with a male who was essentially an equal stirred her.

But were they all inmates, like her? Had they been sentenced for petty crimes, or something worse? Murder? Rape?

Casandra remembered the first words Remembrance had spoken. Something about a man there to rape them. Only Remembrance could see him, and she insisted he was standing in the darkness between their beds, and he was erect, and he was going to rape them because he liked them, and Casandra had corrected the girl. Rape is an act of hatred, she’d pointed out, and Remembrance hadn’t disagreed.

Was Remembrance prophesying, or warning? Had she already seen Casandra in this distant outpost, under the command of a male, or more than one male?

Casandra wiped and flushed and went back to the chain, holding out her handcuffs to be padlocked to it, and she waited, standing in front of her chair, while Carmen and Aristella took their turns on the toilet.

Aristella, the last girl to go, was still releasing when the wall thudded ominously.

“Jet modules!” Aristella shouted.

More thuds. Clicks and clatters. A hiss and what sounded like a heavy chain being dragged around the container’s edge.

“Oh god, they’re going to pop us!” Carmen shrieked.

Aristella laughed, flushed, strode briskly back to the chain, and as soon as she was padlocked to it, all the girls sat down and the chain was reaffixed to the posts at either end.

“What kind of thrust is it?” Aristella inquired.

“Not much more than a commercial jetliner,” said the woman, heading for the door back to her own compartment. “I’ll check on you again when the ride smooths out. It’s going to be a little bumpy for a bit.”

“We’re not going to be moved to G-chairs?” Aristella asked.

The woman had had enough with Aristella, apparently, declining to answer before she exited, shutting the door behind her.

“What’s a G-chair?” Carmen asked, turning to look frantically at Aristella.

“It’s something they put you in under extreme thrust conditions,” Aristella said.

“What happens if you don’t have one?”

“It depends on the thrust,” Aristella said. “Under the wrong conditions, you die.”

“From what?” Casandra demanded, sensing that Aristella was creating more fear than was necessary.

“Too much thrust.”

“What does that do?” Casandra persisted.

“At 3 g, your body weighs three times its normal weight,” Aristella said, bending her back to push her glasses up her nose before she straightened and aimed a pair of condescending eyes at Casandra. “Do the math.”

“I don’t think—” Casandra began, interrupted by the jerk of the container.

Carmen screamed.

“We’re all gonna die,” lamented Sybil. “Damn.”

Casandra, uncertain if Sybil was being serious, laughed.

The container was accelerating, pressing Casandra’s back into her seat, a growing vibration transferring from the seat to her inner body.

The craft bounced, the feeling not unlike going over a bump in a car.

“What was that?” Carmen inquired, her voice a little more even now.

“We’re bouncing off the atmosphere,” Aristella said.

“How do you do that?”

“It just happens,” Aristella said. “It’s not something you do.”

The propulsion system grew steadily louder, the vibrations in Casandra’s back climbed to an almost violent level, and the pressures of acceleration continued, building a sense of terrifying speed.

After five minutes, the sounds and senses of space travel ended, replaced by an eerie quiet and a new sensation that Casandra’s mind immediately interpreted as falling. She jerked her hands up instinctively, wanting to grab something, her chains stopping the futile effort.

“Zero gravity, everyone,” Aristella announced reverently.

“Uhhh,” said Carmen quietly.




Chapter 2: Chosen

Casandra felt something brushing her shoulders, turned sharply to look, realized her hair was bobbing around her head, billowing against her neck, and she looked at her neighbors and confirmed that Kitsey’s hair was doing the same thing, rising up around her ears, standing on top of her head. Breasts were equally subject to this new physics, especially the larger pairs belonging to Sybil and Kitsey. Casandra looked down at her own healthy set, felt them rising, the sensation mildly arousing, and her nipples hardened in response.

“O God, I’m gonna barf,” Sybil warned, squirming in her seat, bending so she could rub her face.

“Throw up straight forward,” commanded Aristella. “Try to hit the other wall.”

“I can’t deal with this,” groaned Kitsey.

“We’ll probably have gravity at the station,” Aristella said.

“How do you figure?” asked Carmen.

“Centrifugal, not real gravity,” Artistella said. “But it will feel like the real thing.”

“Riiiight,” said Kitsey, drawing out the “i.”

Sybil was hunched over, staring into her hands but not, so far, vomiting.

The window opened, and one of the men’s faces appeared.

“We need a medic,” Aristella declared.

“What’s going on?” he asked, not sounding particularly concerned.

“Space sickness,” Aristella said, tilting her head toward Sybil. “Looks like a bad case.”

The window closed and another five minutes passed before the woman reappeared at the door, hovering there, a small bag in hand. With a few judicious taps against the door frame, she was floating toward the bound girls, stopping herself against the wall beside Casandra, grabbing the chain and wrapping her feet around the base of Casandra’s seat.

“Who wants a Levenor?” she asked.

“Sybil needs one,” Aristella said.

“Sybil?” the woman said.

Sybil, face still buried in her hands, nodded, and the woman reached into her bag and pulled out a pill, bending over Casandra to deliver it. Sybil glanced up briefly, reached up as far as her chains would allow, took the pill and put it into her mouth, accepted a small bottle of water, leaned forward to drink awkwardly from it, pulled the bottle away without capping it, and the water spilled, three marbles of wayward hydration wobbling above her hands.

“Oh, god, sorry,” Sybil said, eyeing the floating globules.

“It’ll land when we start slowing down,” the woman said. “Anyone else?”

Kitsey and Carmen spoke up, pills were swallowed, water was delivered, more was spilled.

“We’ll be starting our approach in about 15 minutes,” said the woman, pushing away from Casandra’s seat and gliding back to the door.

“Does the station have gravity?” Kitsey asked.

“The illusion of gravity,” said the woman before she shut the door behind her.

Sybil, while not recovering, exactly, leaned back with her eyes closed.

“How are you doing?” Casandra inquired quietly, both in fear of what could happen if Sybil threw up in zero gravity, and partly out of sincere concern for the girl.

“Oh,” she said, rocking her head side to side against the wall. “I just want to get this over with.”

For the rest of this part of the trip, Kitsey and Aristella led the conversation, mostly normal gossip about the inmates they’d left behind on earth.

Casandra, not interested in spilling on Remembrance, and not knowledgeable enough about the rest of her peers to contribute, listened and learned, her sense growing that she had missed a whole community of life in the women’s prison, not just petty quarrels and who loved whom and who’d been disciplined, but things about family members outside, waiting parents and husbands and children, women working toward degrees and arranging jobs as soon as they were freed.

Remembrance had been Casandra’s ladder from a pit of emptiness, but she was just a ladder, and now Casandra was at the top, breathing in and looking about herself, finding a world up here.

Something vibrated against Casandra’s shoulders, and she felt a slight bump and got the sense of motion.

“What’s that?” asked Carmen. “I feel something.”

“They’re turning us around,” Aristella announced.

“Why?”

“So we can slow down.”

Deceleration was bumpier and louder to Casandra’s ears than speeding up had been, and she wanted it to end, and she closed her eyes and tried to imagine what she would see if the container were made of glass.

She’d seen pictures of the solar stations on TV, beautiful structures that had grown in size and complexity quickly over the last few months. Collector sails, each an acre or more in size and fashioned in a variety of shapes – square, oval, round, diamond – radiated from a central hub, the whole operation spinning both to simulate gravity and because it was the best way to allow the collectors to alternately collect and cool down.

They hadn’t settled on an optimal collection color yet. The sails of some stations reflected only red light, some blue, some green like the leaves of earth, and some stations deployed sails of multiple colors, testing which worked best, creating rainbow-hued flowers that spun 22,000 miles above the planet.

Casandra knew that people worked on them, but had never imagined her own labor could be rented to one. So she might be justified in panicking. It was a critical aspect of her disposition, however, that she preferred to know by firsthand experience if a thing was good or bad, before despairing over it. It was an ability that helped her prepare for and adapt to prison. And as distraught as she was over the loss of Remembrance, she was also curious about what lay before her. It wouldn’t be forever of course, and that was also an assurance. One day, there would be a trial, and she would testify and be set free, and she would walk out of captivity alive in a way she hadn’t been before.

The jets fell silent, rumbled again briefly, went silent, rumbled, and Casandra felt herself go intermittently weightless, and she distracted herself from the unpleasant sensation by allowing her mind to wander to the question of the other people on these stations. She would be left on this or the other one today, there to work with men. Inevitably, one or more of them would have to work as guards, but presumably without all the security required for a terrestrial prison. She guessed that when it came to intimacy, the rules about who could do what with whom were, by necessity, strict. Stricter than in prison. Surely.

Casandra felt a thump that went through her ribs and spine to the rest of her body.

“Docked,” Aristella announced.

“To the station?” Sybil asked. She was still looking a little green, but she was sitting upright, and the risk of her losing breakfast seemed to have passed.

“Sort of, but it’ll happen in two steps,” Aristella said. “Right now, we’re stuck to a docking plate, and it’s going to start spinning us until we catch up with the station.”

“Oh shit,” Sybil said, putting her hands over her mouth.

“You’ll hardly notice it,” Aristella promised.

A moment later, the eerie sense of weightlessness yielded to something even more disconcerting. Casandra had begun floating above her seat, stopped only by the chain across her lap.

“And it begins,” Aristella said.

Casandra looked at her compatriots, surprised to see hair and breasts behaving particularly oddly, hair standing straight up, breasts aiming up as well, the biggest striking the most ambitious poses. Casandra looked down to find her own breasts ascending to the point that, if she lowered her head sufficiently, she could have gotten her lips around either nipple. During masturbation on the rare moments when she was so inclined, she could only enjoy that sensation by forcing the mound upward with her hand.

It took a minute or two for the container to reach the station’s rotational speed, at which point Casandra sensed that her seat was applying light pressure against her back.

The woman reappeared at the door, choreographing her way through it and to the inmates, tapping her foot against the floor before she settled onto the wall behind the girls, crouching there while she got her bearings.

“Everyone okay?” she asked.

No one said they weren’t.

“We’re going to keep you grouped together until we get you into the station,” she said, crawling toward the end of the chain where Carmen had been bound, unlocking it from the post. “This is going to be easy if you leave everything to me. If you move too much or you start trying to help me, someone’s going to get hurt.”

The woman stood up, slowly and a little shakily, on what had been the wall behind Casandra, and she found the image of a person standing parallel to what had been the floor both humorous and a little disturbing.

Carefully, slowly, the woman peeled Carmen out of her chair.

“That’s right, just let me bring you,” she said.

Next came Aristella and Kitsey, hair and breasts floating, bodies drifting out of their chairs and toward the wall slowly.

“Good,” cooed the woman, an edge in her voice that suggested to Casandra this had gone badly a few times, girls shifting or hitting a wall with their foot, or panicking, whipsawing the chain and all the girls bound to it.

The woman reached Casandra’s end of the chain, unlocked it from the post, and with a few deft taps of her sneakers against the wall, she had her captives floating after her, tugging them toward the door.

“If you collide, that’s fine,” she said. “No one’s going to get hurt if you stay calm.”

Casandra’s and Sybil’s hips brushed gently, parted, touched again when Kitsey bumped Sybil, knocking her forward. Casandra, holding her hands passively before her belly, did her best to hold still, and out they paraded, the woman and the five prisoners, negotiating a doorway that was no longer ideally designed, each of them crawling over the jamb with bound hands and into the container’s entryway, the exterior door shut tight for the moment, and Casandra stared at it, wondering what lay on the other side, what everything would look like, who would be there, and if she would stay here or be brought to the next station.

“Okay, the hard part’s over,” the woman said, smiling with relief. She was holding the end of the chain in one hand, and she pointed with the other to a bar set into the wall.

“Grab that,” she said. “Don’t let go until I tell you to.”

Casandra and her fellow inmates each glided and tapped their way to the bar, made of stained wood, a material that seemed incongruous to Casandra. As the container spun, the bar had become the craft’s floor, and all the girls were soon kneeling against the surface beneath it.

The two men appeared, apparently expected to wait until the inmates had been settled to navigate the container’s entryway, and one of them half-stepped around the girls, half-floated above them to the door, peering through the window, offering a thumbs up to someone Casandra assumed was on the other side, and easing back.

With five clicks and a hiss of air, the door angled inward, and Casandra felt an immediate blast of warmer air and sensed the odors of unknown things. Ozone, perhaps, like the smell after a rain. Or something that had been burned.

“Right on time,” said a cheerful male voice from beyond the entrance, its owner out of Casandra’s view despite her desperate craning. There was an accent here, she noticed immediately. If she had to spell out his first words, she would have written them “Rat on tam.”

“Hey, Owen, how are things going?” the man asked, leaning through the door and offering his hand.

“Benson, great to see you,” he said with that same flat accent. He was from out west, Casandra speculated, a big sky man, a rider of ranges, a cowboy. “Let’s get a look at what you brought us.”

Casandra, staring at the door, saw hands, one holding a phone, then arms, a head of short, blond hair, shoulders, a torso.

A bare torso, oddly.

A belly, lean. Hips, bare as well.

And then the rest of him. Virtually naked.

In fact, only one part of him wasn’t bare – his genitals. As he drifted into the container to take a look at the prisoners, Casandra’s eyes were taking a look only at his middle, and the white wrap that covered his penis and testicles but did nothing to conceal their shape. And at the moment, this boy, whose name appeared to be Owen and whose big jaw and squinting eyes and high cheekbones matched his beautiful voice, and whose age seemed to be comparable to Casandra’s, if not a little older, was sporting a penis that appeared to be somewhat erect.

“Welcome, gals,” he said, bracing himself comfortably on the same bar they held, dropping to his knees there, no more than a foot away from Casandra. “How is everyone feeling today?”

He seemed to want answers. He wasn’t just being polite, and he stared at Casandra expectantly, and he raised his phone, tapped it and aimed it at her.

“I’m recording this,” he said before she could speak. “We don’t have a lot of time, and we can’t have the rest of the crew here, so I’m going to show this to them in a few minutes, and then it all gets deleted.”

He nodded at Casandra. “Go ahead, Miss.”

“I’m good,” Casandra said honestly, maintaining her honesty as she added, “just a little nervous about getting a new job, up here.”

He smiled warmly at her, stared into her eyes before he looked down to take the rest of her in, and she didn’t mind the way he was looking at her, or that his phone was on.

He turned his attention to Sybil.

“A little queasy,” the girl confessed. “But I took a pill and that helped.”

“Sir,” Aristella said in her most professional tone, not waiting to be looked at. “Do you maintain a full 1 G here?”

“We do,” he said.

“Over how much area?”

“The whole living and operations area,” Owen said. “About four thousand square feet.”

“That’s very generous!” Aristella said.

“Is 1 G like, the same as earth . . . the same as how it holds stuff down, down there?” Kitsey asked, her reason for the question obvious, her strawberry-blonde hair encircling her head like a wreath.

“Yes,” Owen said, pointing his camera at the girl to catch her relieved smile before he rose up slightly from his crouch to regard Carmen.

“And how are you doing today, Miss?” he said, and if he were clothed, and standing on some dusty street in some old western town, and Carmen were standing before him in a bonnet and a prairie dress, Casandra was certain he would have tipped his hat as he addressed the girl, or perhaps removed it completely.

“I’m good,” Carmen said flatly, and Casandra could tell the girl was caught in that worst sort of social limbo, feeling uncomfortable while not wanting to appear so, every gesture unnatural as a result, her bare body turning away from Owen and his phone, her fingers working at her chain as if she needed to get something done there, her eyes shifting to other places, her faint smile rooted in violated modesty.

Owen nodded, tapped his phone, lowered it, smiled again at all the girls before him.

Was his penis not growing ever so slightly? Casandra asked herself, eyes darting to that part of his body every time she thought she could get away with it.

“Thank you, ladies,” he said, easing backward. “I’m gonna consult with the rest of the crew, and we’ll make our decision, and the girls who seem like the best fit for what we need right now are gonna stay here.”

Owen left, and the women and the two men conversed quietly among themselves, while the inmates said nothing to each other, because there were no words for what was happening now. Who, if anyone, was about to be taken, separated from the rest, friendships and alliances severed by a gulf as impassable as the vacuum of space?

“Okay,” the woman said, looking at her phone.

Casandra knew what that meant. The decision had been made, and she stared at the woman, seeking some clue to her fate.

The woman drew out her keys, toppled a bit and approached, reaching for Aristella of course, the know-it-all nerd who had kissed up to Owen.

Her handcuffs were unbound from the chain.

“Go through that door, and keep going,” she said. “They’ll be waiting for you.”

Aristella staggered to the main door, her bound hands unable to keep her from wobbling, but she eventually made her way out of the container, disappearing from view.

“Hi there,” she said from somewhere beyond, her voice muffled but enthusiastic.

Kitsey went next, showing no emotion as she was released from the chain and, ironically, made her way through the door far more gracefully than Aristella had, her hair and breasts bouncing lightly as she navigated her way into the station.

The woman looked at her phone. Was this it, or had she been asked to send one more girl through?

When the woman turned to the padlock that bound Casandra’s cuffs to the chain, the girl bit her lip and fought tears.

She’d been chosen. Owen, in concert with the rest of his team, had found the olive-skinned, black-haired girl worthy of service here.

Casandra didn’t wait for instructions. As soon as she was released, she made her way, using her feet and her bound hands to bump forward, rapping her knee on the door jamb but not caring.

“Goodbye,” she said with a backward glance, but the door was already closing and no one responded.




Chapter 3: The Newcomers are Posted

Casandra found herself in a small cubic space, four walls, each with a window, and she glanced through one and then another, saw stars whizzing past and remembered that this new place was spinning, and she saw the earth swing by at a dizzying speed and remembered she was thousands of miles above it, facts which together left her disoriented, and she propelled herself the rest of the way, into a slightly larger space, joining Aristella and Kitsey and Owen and another man she didn’t know, dark-haired and slim, his penis and scrotum also wrapped up in a white sleeve.

Owen still seemed to be mostly erect, while this new male was entirely soft.

It was hot in here, but dry, the kind of place where you’re always sweating but don’t know it until you realize how thirsty you were.

The room featured closed doors and strapped down equipment on two sides, plush carpet on the other two, another door opposite the one she’d just passed through, and Casandra took her place beside the rest of them, held gently against the wall by the station’s whirling

“Ca . . . Cassie?” Owen said, again taking all of her in.

“Casandra,” she said. “Hello, Owen.”

He smiled and offered his hand, and she took it in both of hers while the other man bobbed to the door, closed it, latched it, pressed a key pad and was answered with a beep that, Casandra assumed, meant it was airtight.

“Welcome to Orbit Solarum Station 15,” Owen said, his eyes sweeping all three girls. “Now, the first order of business is to get you to the platform, and we need to do that pronto, because we need to get some staff offloaded and some things moved on board so the supply ship can be on its way, and it’s not as easy as it sounds.”

Owen spoke his words lightly, breezily, but Casandra could sense the seriousness behind them and guessed he always spoke that way, no matter what urgent thing needed to be addressed.

“Ma’am,” she could hear him saying on that dusty western street, “your dress is on far (he would say ‘far’ and not ‘fire,’) and I reckon that needs to be taken into account.”

“So we’re going to put each of you on an elevator post,” Owen continued, “and you’ll be on it for no more time than necessary, and I need to have everyone’s trust, and full cooperation.”

He looked first into Casandra’s eyes, and she nodded back and offered a half smile. Kitsey stared blankly. Aristella nodded slowly and sagely, as if she understood exactly what he was saying.

“Cass . . . Casandra, you first,” Owen said, and he turned toward the wall of shelves and equipment and unstrapped one of a half-dozen red poles, and the second man floated from the door to grab the other end of the pole. Although weightless, it still had mass – a good amount, in fact, although it was not solid. Holes and notches had been carved into both ends, hooks and bolts running through the ends.

“Alright, Casandra,” Owen said, “we just need you to plank.”

Casandra raised her eyebrows, so Owen demonstrated, raising his arms straight over his head, extending his legs.

“Get like this and hold still,” he said, “and we’re going to hitch you to the post, and we’ll get you to the platform that way and let you off it, and you’re just gonna bear with us, won’t you?”

“Sure,” Casandra said, still not quite certain what ordeal awaited her, or why Owen seemed so nervous about it, and she raised her bound hands and straightened her legs and waited and watched as the dark-haired man made his way over to her.

“Ya’ll, I’d like to introduce Corey,” Owen said, gesturing toward the other man. “He is my co-pilot, my wingman, and my conscience, and anytime he tells you to do something, it might as well be coming from me, and following his orders just might save your life one day.”

“Hey,” Corey said. Holding the end of the post in one hand, he reached for Casandra’s cuffs with the other and slowly brought them together, the pole and Casandra’s stiff body forming a slowly closing V, the post coming to rest against Casandra’s rear and the place between her shoulder blades.

“Hook your feet around the end there,” said Corey, whose accent was to Casandra’s ears a little more Midwestern, a little harder to place.

Casandra turned her feet inward and angled her toes up, wrapping both around the base of the post while Corey fastened her handcuffs to the top of the post with one of the bolts. He worked his way down from there, maintaining a hold on both the pole and her body, touching her upper arm, her belly, her thigh, reaching her feet and glancing up at Owen, who opened a small cabinet door, pulled out a pair of shackles and tossed them expertly to Corey’s free hand.

In a few more seconds, Corey had a cuff closed around each of Casandra’s ankles and was fastening the chain between her feet to the base of the pole. Finally, with a few clanks she could feel between her shoulders and against her rear, he used one of the bolts by her feet to tighten her ankle chain, stretching her out, uncomfortably but not painfully.

Casandra had never been bound like this, but she willed herself to take it in stride, believing as Owen had promised that this would be a temporary ordeal, and would get her to a place where she would have mass again, and she could stand up normally, and get on with her life, and perhaps see something interesting, or do something interesting.

Corey positioned Casandra and her post against the carpeted wall, motioned to Kitsey, and the girl made a sort of despairing sound, a quiet “ahh,” but she cooperated, planking and allowing herself to be bound to the post and set next to Casandra, the girl’s faces a foot apart but their eyes on other things, neither interested in communing at the moment.

Aristella went last, and she seemed to have decided to treat her binding as not just a necessary evil, but as a logical and exceedingly interesting process. She turned her head sideways to look up as her handcuffs were affixed to the end of the post, and she maintained a running commentary as she was secured by her feet and tightened. “Okay,” she said at one point. “Yes, Sir,” she said. “Thank you.” “Okay, that feels fine.”

She was set next to Kitsey and Casandra, and Owen crouched before them, his wrapped up penis protruding suspiciously. Was he erect? Casandra wondered. Or is this just how some males responded to low gravity?

“Me and Corey are going to take the ladder,” Owen said. “But we don’t let new arrivals on it, and here’s why.”

Owen paused and squinted at each of the girls in turn.

“First, you’re in handcuffs, and those aren’t coming off until we get you to the platform and settled in.”

He took another look at the bound girls, affixed to their posts and set so they could face him. This was important information, Casandra believed, and he needed them to hear it: they were still prisoners here. They would be bound and unbound as the facility saw fit. Probably confined as well.

The odds were even, Casandra thought, that this would be worse than the prison. Less space. More demanding work. But there were boys here. Almost-naked boys, and Casandra became aware as Owen continued his lecture that things were happening between her legs, a warmth beyond the heat of the station itself, the soft fluids of arousal between her lips. She would be alive here too. She would never allow herself to die again, regardless the hardships. Thank you, Remembrance, wherever you are.

“Second, until you get used to the ladder, you got no business on it,” Owen said. “It’s almost 100 feet long, and when you climb up, you get lighter, and that ain’t safe unless you know what you’re doing. And when you climb down it, your weight goes from zero to full, and newcomers don’t cotton to that, and they let go, and they fall, and they hit the floor of the platform at 30 or 40 feet per second, and they sometimes don’t get back up.”

Corey opened a narrow door behind him, pushed a button in the jamb, and a second door opened, revealing a closet-sized space.

“This is the cargo lift,” he said. “We’ve got room for one girl at a time, and we don’t need you getting creative while you drop, so that’s why we’re posting you.”

They went for Aristella first, Corey at her feet, Owen by her hands, and they moved her pole through the door and wedged the base into the corner, tilting the top of the pole against the opposite corner.

“All good?” Owen asked as he prepared to slide shut the door.

“Fabulous, thank you!” Aristella gushed.

Her enthusiasm, feigned or sincere, was annoying Casandra. The fact they had to be bound like this was also annoying her. Keeping newcomers safe as they got used to the way gravity worked here made sense, but Casandra was confident non-prisoners weren’t stretched naked against a pole for their first visit to the platform.

“They’re waiting for you down there,“ Owen promised, and he pushed the down button in the jamb and shut the outer door. A faint whirring sound grew louder as Aristella’s body descended.

“Who else is here?” Kitsey inquired.

“Angel and Mel,” Owen said. “And we’re sending three people back down.”

“Who?” Kitsey asked.

“You don’t know them,” Owen said, smiling wryly.

“I know I don’t know them,” Kitsey said. “But, you know . . . what are they like?”

“Angel and Mel are male,” Owen replied. “And we’re sending home two girls and a boy.”

“Are they going back to prison?”

“I don’t know all that, now,” Owen said. “That’s between them and the warden. The authorities, let’s say, asked us to send two back for trial or whatnot, and the third is on someone’s docket for a month or two out, so I decided to send back all three since we got offered three more.”

“How long will we be here?” Casandra asked. She didn’t care if the answer was a day or 10 years. But she did want off the post, and she turned her head to wipe her face on her upper arm, leaving a thin sheen of sweat on her bicep.

“Normal tour’s six months, but it can run to a year,” Owen said, “unless someone needs you in the meantime.”

The elevator stopped whirring, and there was silence in the little chamber, and then it whirred again, first a harsh grind, then fainter, until it clicked and Owen pulled open the door, and the inner door slid aside, holding a naked girl with her hands cuffed before her.

Casandra studied her. She was young, angular, small-breasted, and she’d been crying, her eyes red, the rest of her face washed out, tragic.

“Aww, Peaches, don’t take it so hard,” Owen said softly. “You’re gonna get through it all, I know it.”

She bobbed out of the elevator, looked a little startled by her near-weightlessness, grabbed the door jamb to keep from drifting forward, and she made a face at Owen and tried to speak, but the only sound that emerged was “I—” and a strangled groan.

Owen kissed her forehead, and she smiled weakly, and he and Corey picked up Kitsey’s post and eased it onto the elevator.

“Bye,” Kitsey said as the door closed, and Casandra hoped she was trying to be ironic.

Peaches, if that was really her name, turned a pair of baleful eyes toward Casandra for the first time.

“It gets better,” she said with a sniff.

“Okay,” Casandra replied, not interested in talking to a stranger while she was chained to a pole.

“Where you from?”

“Maine.”

“What prison?”

“Augusta.”

“What’d you do?”

“Nothing,” Casandra replied curtly, glaring between her arms to make it clear this part of the conversation was over.

Instead of taking offense or pursuing the matter, the girl smiled, went to the door of the little room, pressed her toes against it and launched herself, slowly spinning as she flew toward the chamber’s other end, arching off course when she brushed Owen’s elbow with her breast, and she laughed as she put out her manacled hands to stop her flight, her knee striking Casandra’s pole near her hands, forcing up the foot end until she seesawed back to her position against the carpet.

Should she scream at the girl, relieve her frustrations with a justified berating, scoop from the bitter well that was Remembrance’s loss and pour that water into Peaches’ ears?

In the brief silence that followed the girl’s faux pas, Casandra might have launched a diatribe. But something made her wait. What good would it do, after all?

And in that brief moment, something that could have played out one way ended up taking an entirely different turn.

“Oh, Baby, I’m sorry!” Peaches said, pushing away and looking at Casandra with sincerity.

Casandra said nothing, but she didn’t glare.

“I just wanted to feel it . . .” Peaches said with another sniff, “one more time.”

“Don’t mind her,” Owen said apologetically, and he grinned at Casandra, and she sensed that he appreciated her aplomb. “Some people never grow up.”

“What’s going to happen to our stuff?” Casandra asked, remembering that she’d packed a bag and now it was somewhere else.

“We’ll offload that with the cargo once we’ve got all the people switched,” Owen promised.

The elevator door opened and a male bobbed off, handcuffed in front and completely nude, no wrap over his penis, and he pushed himself over to the carpet and settled in near Casandra’s feet where she couldn’t see him without craning her neck uncomfortably, and Peaches took her place beside him, and Casandra sensed commiseration, perhaps even touching, but now Corey and Owen were at either end of her pole, guiding her through the elevator door and wedging it into position.

The doors closed and Casandra sensed motion, which she’d been expecting, coupled with an increasing heaviness, which she had no way to anticipate. The illusion of increasing gravity manifested in three places: her belly, which lurched unpleasantly; her vagina, which was growing increasingly restless about everything this morning; and her wrists, into which the metal cuffs were starting to bite.

What would I see if this were a glass elevator? Casandra asked herself, and she imagined looking out upon space, and a distant planet, and space again, and a beautiful, spinning solar station with living quarters and great collection sails and spokes from the central hub to the outer platform, and now she understood that the spokes were not simply beams holding the enterprise together, but that they were big enough to hold ladders and elevators, and that’s where Casandra was now, within one of these spokes, spinning and dropping and growing heavier.

The descent ended as soon as it had begun, the door opened, and two men eased her pole out, grunting with the effort because now she was at her full weight.

This was another small space, reserved for storage, apparently, cardboard boxes in stacks, rough wood pallets – an incongruous presence in space – with things strapped to them, a large metal canister with “Potable Water Reserve” stenciled on it, a table and cabinets and two space suits hanging by their glass-faced helmets.

One of the men, a solid Hispanic, was completely nude, his middle sprouting an erection that swung from a thick ring of pubic hair. The other man was exceedingly pale, his hair almost white, his genitals wrapped up in a blue sleeve, no pubic hair visible, and Casandra, catching glimpses of both bodies as she was maneuvered to the floor, suspected that he shaved down there.

A naked, handcuffed girl, looking somber, turned to the two workers.

“Keep trippin’” said the Hispanic man with a hug.

“Go easy,” said the white-haired man, giving a second hug before the prisoner stepped onto the elevator and vanished.

With her gone, the men turned their attention to the newcomer.

“Cassandra, right?” said the Hispanic man, kneeling by her hands.

“Yeah, hi,” she said, looking up with relief as her handcuffs were unbolted from the post.

“Horace,” he said.

“Hi, Horace.”

“Mel,” said the other man, freeing Casandra’s shackles from the post.

“Hi, Mel,” she said, rolling to her side, sitting up, glad for the illusion of gravity. Her pole was set beside those that had bound Aristella and Kitsey, presumably to be sent back up to await the next round of prisoners.

Everyone here was her age, give or take a few years. This was a realm for 20-somethings, like the military, or other high-risk jobs. The work was hot. Casandra already knew this. But was it hard? Was it dangerous? Or was it simply strange, existence in a spinning spacecraft something only the youngest workers could adapt to? No one, Casandra recalled, seemed to be happy about leaving.

“Owen wants you put up for now,” said Horace, and he and Mel took an arm each and helped her up, continuing to hang on as she steadied herself, and she noticed that Horace’s hand was positioned so his knuckles were touching the side of her breast, and his penis was just as enflamed as ever, seven inches of uncircumcised, agitated maleness, and she believed at that moment that things would be happening here, that the rules in that regard would be different than at the prison, and probably fluid, and subject to whim, and she resolved that she would get what she wanted, and give on occasion if the trade made sense, and her vagina burned with approval.

Mel released her and stepped away, and now it was only Horace at her side, walking her toward a door that, like most of those she had passed through, was heavy and elaborate and clearly meant to be airtight. Horace turned a knob and the door clicked and opened, and Casandra sucked in her breath as she followed him into a surprisingly large room, automatic sensor lights flickering on to illuminate a sort of living room-kitchen-den-playroom, some twenty feet wide and forty feet deep, all the furniture and fittings precisely set, like a large recreational vehicle, except that it was too warm, and the floor curved up on the sides, subtly but noticeable to Casandra.

“This is where you’ll get to stay when you’re good,” said Horace.

Casandra glanced casually at Horace’s penis, took in the room, and wondered how soon it would be before she had sex up here. As long as it had been since her last male lover, she was no novice, and she knew that things had happened between Owen and the girl he called Peaches. She’d sensed the chemistry between them, the passion as it spilled out with her mournful departure. But how was sex done here? When was it done? Where? And did the company approve? Look the other way? Forbid it strictly and punish anyone caught doing it?

“Stay here,” said Horace once they’d reached the middle of the room, and he stepped to the side of the space where, next to a blank high-definition TV screen, a heavy blue curtain hung, five feet wide, three feet tall. “Want to see the world?”

“I saw it from the place between the . . . where you go from our ship to . . . this.”

“Did it bother you?”

“A little, yeah,” Casandra said. “It seemed weird.”

“Want me to open the curtain?”

“Okay.”




Chapter 4: Strange Windows

Horace pulled the cord and Casandra looked out into blackness, at the passing of faint stars, and then at the green, white and blue earth, appearing at the bottom of the window, filling it, rising until it had passed from view at the top, and she was overwhelmed with the immediate, visceral sense of things going terribly awry, of things she had known all her life and grown accustomed to going haywire, akilter, helter-skelter, sensing that this craft they were in was spinning toward its destruction, falling toward the earth, or spiraling away from it.

And yet she waited for the earth to reappear at the bottom of the window, fill it, pass by again, and she stared and tried to summon from within herself the understanding required to see this thing and not shake, to marvel at it and not fear, to grow with it. Yes, there was an ocean, there was a blue sea, there was the green land and white clouds and a single flash of lightning and a great desert, this side of the earth bathed in sunlight, and she knew there were people down there, awake in unimaginable numbers, their collective knowledge like the wisdom of the gods if they would but speak to each other.

Horace was watching her, she noted, studying her reactions, either for his own amusement or as a test of her adaptability. At some point, standing with her ankles still fastened together, Casandra had brought her cuffed hands to her mouth, and she lowered them as the earth appeared a third time in all its terrifying majesty.

“Okay,” she said, keeping her voice level. “You can close it.”

Horace pulled the string and the earth and the space around it disappeared, and she followed him to the door at the other end of the room, and he opened it and drew her into a hallway that Casandra immediately recognized as residential, half of it a prison.

To her left were four doors, all of them closed, with names stenciled on three – Owen, Corey, Horace. To her right were five barred doors, without stenciled names or the need for them, because the occupants were clearly visible, Aristella in the second one, peering out eagerly, Kitsey in the last cell, her back turned, staring into her mirror.

Horace turned to a place on the wall where a ring of keys hung on a hook, above another half dozen hooks where a variety of chains had been hung, and he grabbed the ring and unlocked the door between Aristella’s and Kitsey’s, and Casandra tried to offer a sincere smile to Aristella as she shuffled in, turned to watch Horace close and lock her door, held up her hands to have her cuffs removed, watched as he unlocked her shackles and put all her restraints on the hook, put the keys up as well.

“Owen will be down to explain things in a few,” Horace said.

“Thanks!” said Aristella.

Horace turned not back toward the great room but in the other direction, through another door, and Casandra watched him go, staring at his back and his haunches while she stirred up the memory of his erection, and she kept watching until he shut the door behind him, very little of the place he was going visible as he passed through.

“Command and control,” Aristella announced. “Formally, the bridge.”

“Huh?” Casandra replied. With a solid wall between their cells and bars in front, she could see the doors of the crew, the two doors that led into this space from the living area and the other direction, and the hooks and their chains and keys, but she couldn’t see Aristella or Kitsey, just hear them.

“He’s going into the module where they run the station,” Aristella said with a senior tone. “Rotational speed and balance, positional control, communications linkups, docking codes—”

“Is that where we’ll work?” Casandra asked.

Aristella sniffed, pointedly, before she replied.

“If you are considered qualified, yes,” she said.

Casandra was certain Aristella didn’t consider her qualified. Casandra was also certain that Aristella’s ideas about who was and was not qualified for anything up here didn’t matter.

Casandra pondered a few pointed replies, almost settled on one, when Kitsey came to the rescue.

“Aristella,” the girl hissed, her urgent whisper coming from no more than a foot away from Casandra’s ears.

“Yes?”

“Are they going to do sex up here?”

“Huh huh huh,” Aristella laughed wisely, not fooling Casandra at all. Given her history, this was an area of discomfort for the girl, Casandra knew. Sex was, after all, the same in outer space as it was on earth, as fraught in one place as the other. “That we shall have to discover.”

“They’re all naked,” Kitsey whispered, in a voice that suggested she had done all the discovering required.

“Except for those in the duvet du homme,” Aristella noted.

“What’s that?” Kitsey asked.

Aristella and Casandra both laughed. Neither offered an answer, the door opened to the living room, and Owen walked in, carrying three bags marked with prisoner numbers that meant nothing to him.

“Process of elimination,” he said. “The two girls we left claimed their bags, so now it’s up to you three to call your stuff.”

“That’s mine, the middle one,” Aristella said, reaching through the bars a little urgently, it seemed to Casandra, and she studied the bag, noticed the unmistakable shape of a blue dildo along the bottom, reminded herself that other people’s sex was always more complicated than you thought at first.

Owen held the remaining two bags out in either hand, staring at the two girls, and Casandra looked down and realized he was completely nude now, his covering gone, his long penis angling down, its thick head like a barb. It was always like that, then, Casandra concluded. So what did it do when it was erect?

Kitsey reached for her bag, Casandra retrieved hers, and she set it on the bed and turned her attention back to Owen, who was still standing outside their cells, and seemed to have something to say.

“Everyone’s here to work,” he began in his western drawl. “Hard work, at times. Up to eight hours a day. And it won’t be the same eight hours every day.”

“Sir,” Aristella said.

Owen looked at her.

“What time is it now?”

“It’s almost five o’clock.”

“PM?”

“Yes,” Owen said. “Almost dinner time.”

“We’re on GMT?” Aristella inquired.

“Yes,” said Owen. “Anyone hungry?”

“I am,” Kitsey said.

Casandra was hungry too, she realized.

“Mel‘ll bring you food,” Owen said. “I’ll tell him to warm something up.”

“Thank you, Sir!” Aristella enthused. “May I ask when we’ll begin our tours of duty?”

“I’m going to sit down with each of you,” Owen said, and Casandra suspected he was speaking casually to put Aristella off whatever starship commander fantasy she was trying to live through here. This was a factory. Casandra understood that. A factory and nothing more. Its position in geosynchronous orbit was a minor point.

Casandra used to wash chicken carcasses. Now, she was going to help make energy.

“Ya’ll eat and take care of anything you need to get done in the next 30 minutes, and then I’ll come back and bring you up to the bridge one at time, to show you around and get a feel for you and what you can do.”

“Yes, Sir!” Aristella said, speaking for all three of them.

“And we’re going to try things without hitches during the tours,” he said, gesturing toward the array of chains on the wall. “But we reserve the right to bind you girls at our own discretion, especially when a few of you are out at the same time, and I expect you to cooperate, but I’m going to start with trust, and see how you do.”

“Thank you, Sir!” Aristella’s replied predictably.

Owen smiled and slipped through the door onto the bridge.

Casandra turned toward her bag, pulled out the items one by one and set them on her narrow bed, and marveled at how much had changed since she’d gathered these earthly possessions a few hours ago. The loss of Remembrance still stung, as fiercely as it had that morning, and Casandra’s eyes misted up as she held out the little book of math games and puzzles. Such a strange gift, and yet Casandra could think of nothing else that would have made more sense.

Aristella was singing, not quietly, and not the space shanty or sci-fi theme song one might have expected, but something popular from a few years ago, a carnal meditation with a driving beat, voiced by a female lead singer with a raw, husky throat.

“You gonna keep me all night?” Aristella asked, her voice bouncing off every flat surface in the residential section. “You gonna keep me, keep me, keep me, all ni-yi-yi-yi-yight?”

Casandra’s cell was smaller than her prison space, a little longer and about twice as wide as her bed, but it was hers alone. Shelves had been set over her bed for storage, so she raised her things one at a time to arrange them there. The sink and toilet were exceedingly small and, she learned after urinating and drinking from the faucet, water-restricted. Both fixtures offered minimal output, and the faucet handle had to be held down to run. She needed a glass, but for now she struggled to drink straight from her hand, bent over and sucking, her thirst aggravated by both the heat and the sense she would never get as much water as she wanted up here.

“When you did that thing to me, I thought you was cuttin’ up.

And then you kept-a goin’ and I was whup, whup, whup.”

Casandra looked into the mirror and, on a hunch, yanked along its edge, drawing in her breath when it opened and revealed a bevy of treasures. There was shampoo, soap still in its wrapper, ibuprofen, tampons, a small makeup kit, deodorant and, to her surprise, two long, unopened boxes, one larger, one smaller, each labeled “female pleasure rod.”

She jerked when she heard a door open, turned all her attention to the hall, saw Mel drift in, three covered meals stacked in his hands, his wrapped penis soft.

“An’ a’ oo-la-la and a sacre bleu and a’ hour of your savoir-faire,

and a takin’ and a makin’ and a beggin’ and a shakin’

an’ a baby stop a-touchin’ me there.”

“Owen said you wanted dinner,” he said to Kitsey, and Casandra went to her bars to watch him lower the stack to the slot in her neighbor’s door. He came to Casandra’s cell next and she reached through for her meal, and Aristella grabbed the third with a hearty “Thank you!”

Casandra, opening the tray to a dinner of spaghetti and meatballs, salad and a roll, dined on her bed, as she had in her earthbound prison, and she pondered practical matters. Owen had gone right, to what they called the bridge, and had from that location somehow ordered Mel in the living area to prepare dinner for the prisoners. Did Owen issue orders by phone? Public address? Email?

Aristella, done singing, could carry a tune, Casandra noted. Had she discovered that she had been assigned two dildoes along with the toy she’d brought? Had that brought the joy to her voice?

The food was good. Or at least different from the cabbage- and mystery meat-laden prison fare Casandra had grown used to over the last four months.

She lingered over the meal, tried to feel herself spinning, couldn’t distinguish between this and earthly gravity, but as she rested her back against the wall of her cell, she could feel tiny vibrations, a shake now and then, a shiver, and then a hard clunk, as though something dense and malevolent had just struck the station.

“What was that?” Kitsey shouted. “What was that?”

“The transport, probably,” Aristella ventured.

“What transport?”

“The ship we arrived in,” said Aristella. “They’ve got to slow its rotation and cast it off.”

“So, it’s gone now?” Kitsey said.

“Bon voyage,” Aristella confirmed.

One of the doors opened, Casandra could hear it but couldn’t see which, but her heart was already thumping when Owen appeared, bare penis as extended as before, glancing in at each girl before he grabbed the key ring and stopped at Aristella’s cell door.

“Ready to go?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir!” Aristella confirmed. Casandra heard her neighbor’s bare feet hit the floor and stride to her door, heard the key turning in the lock, heard the cell door open, heard it shut, heard the door onto the bridge open, heard Owen start a sentence with “So this is the business end of the—” before the door closed and the rest of his words were lost.

“Casandra!” Kitsey hissed immediately, her voice coming from just beside the front of Casandra’s cell.

Casandra set her near-finished dinner aside and went to the bars.

“Yeah?”

“What’s the rules on sex?”

How would Casandra know? Why would she have been notified of station sex policies when Aristella and Kitsey weren’t?

“I don’t know,” Casandra said, pausing before she added one more word to her response, a word that, she knew before she uttered it, could provoke a new avenue of discourse: “Why?”

Kitsey merely breathed at first, pondering her next words carefully as well.

“Because . . . because . . . well, don’t you want to?”

“Yes,” Casandra whispered.

“With them, right?” Kitsey continued urgently. “Corey, and Horace, and Owen? And Mel?”

“Yes.”

“They’re naked,” Kitsey said, almost sighing.

Casandra said nothing back.

“What if they say no?” Kitsey inquired urgently. “What if it’s not allowed?”

“Do you want to?” Casandra inquired.

“God yes,” Kitsey replied.

Casandra reached down between her legs, put the tip of her middle finger against her clitoris, pressed lightly, moved her finger further back and felt the discharge between her lips, the silky fluid that had been bothering her, off and on, all day.

There was no rule here against erections here, of that she was certain. You couldn’t make a rule against male arousal. It just happened. You couldn’t make a rule against female arousal either. So if Casandra were stirred on occasion, and her clitoris swelled up the way it did at times, and her lips turned a darker shade of pink the way they did at times, and her fluid rolled out across her lips and her opening, and her nipples hardened and rose up, and she had been given a task, which had to be performed in a certain position in which her condition would be obvious to whatever male she was working with – for example, if she had to climb a ladder first, and she had pulled herself up the first few rungs when she had to pause to talk things over with the male beneath her, and he was looking up at her, and her feet were on different rungs so that her legs were spread and her female opening was exposed to him as he looked up to speak to her . . . well, that was just the nature of the job, wasn’t it?

With her eyes fixed on the door to the bridge, Casandra slipped her middle finger up her vagina, pulled out a string of lubricant and ovulatory fluid, and rubbed it across her clitoris.

“Which one do you want?” Kitsey asked, her voice husky, and Casandra sensed that her neighbor was suffering through the same state, imagining and lusting and perhaps even going through the first, furtive steps of masturbation.

Casandra didn’t dare do more, of course. She didn’t care if she was wet and swollen when Owen returned, but she didn’t want to be caught with her fingers in the honey jar.

The door opened and Casandra pushed away from her bars.

“Do you observe rank here?” Aristella was asking, her voice high-pitched and eager.

“Rank?” Owen replied.

“For example, commander for you, and Corey would be first mate, and you’d have petty officers and maybe the rank of ensign for outstanding—”

“Oh, no, nothing that formal,” Owen drawled with a chuckle. “We just all work together as a team, and I’ve been here the longest so I tend to call the shots.”

“Yes, Sir,” Aristella said as she was returned to her cell.

“Casandra?” Owen said, smiling through the bars. “Ready?”

“Sure,” Casandra said, and she smiled back and hoped that Owen couldn’t read minds, didn’t know what she’d been thinking, wouldn’t look down at her sex. Now was not the time for that. Nothing in either Owen’s nor Aristella’s demeanor suggested they’d discussed sex, much less had sex. If they had, surely the girl’s focus would have moved beyond trying to become the next starship trooper. The whole idea of sex here was ridiculous, Casandra told herself in a silent rebuke as she moved to her cell door and watched Owen unlock it. This was a factory. It did critical work, and sold the results of that work for a profit. Maybe sex happened, maybe it didn’t. Maybe everyone was expected to limit themselves to masturbation. The two toys she’d found behind the mirror assured her that behavior, at least, was approved, and she could certainly do that. She would be sleeping alone here. She would miss Remembrance, desperately, but not sharing her space with another meant freedoms she hadn’t known before. Would Owen and the other males be peeking through her door at all hours? Well, if they did, they’d see what they’d see. She’d lost count of the number of times a flashlight had illuminated Remembrance’s vulva while Casandra was busy kissing or licking it. It didn’t matter on earth, and nothing Casandra did with herself should matter up here.

She followed Owen through the door to the bridge, taking in a breath as she surveyed another unanticipated space.

Where the living area was surprisingly homey, full of conveniences and luxuries she didn’t expect to find here, the bridge was so incongruous, and so alien as to be otherworldly.

First, she looked up, where three large windows set into the ceiling revealed portions of three great sails, blue, pink and yellow, and here came the earth, rising among them and drifting past and vanishing, and Casandra had to force her mind to comprehend what was going on spatially, because her instinct was to believe this was television, or a movie, or a simulation.

Her stomach lurched and she looked away, giving up for a second time on her efforts to absorb the reality of their spiraling existence,

The bridge occupied a roughly square space 20 feet on a side, and Casandra next took in the work area, which she found to be as pedestrian as the windows were otherworldly.

Here were six cubicles, three she could see into, with chairs, small desks, PCs, three more she guessed were on the other side of the divide. Beyond that was what Casandra guessed at first was a black wall until a full, orange moon appeared at the top edge, dipped down, rolled back up and out of sight, reappeared. Nothing Casandra understood about their place and motion explained the moon’s presence. Or if it were a TV, she didn’t see why someone would want that particular show on.

“That’s the sun,” Owen said.

“How . . .”

“Very heavy filters,” he explained. “We’d burn up in here otherwise.”

Smaller windows had been set into the walls on either side of the bridge, stars and a corner of the earth spinning past. The rest of the space was given to storage, shelves and cabinets, a ladder that stopped a few inches from a door set into the ceiling and, Casandra noted with a slight unease, what looked like a very small cage, bars in the front, solid walls on the sides and back.

“That’s the brig,” said Owen, watching Casandra’s eyes.

“The brig?”

“Onboard jail,” Owen said with a vague smile. “If someone’s having a bad day, they’ll spend some time in there.”

“You’re being serious?”

“As a charging bull.”

“You use it sometime?”

“Only when necessary,” Owen replied. “Didn’t you have something like that at your prison?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t that small,” Casandra said.

“Did you ever spend time in it?”

“Once,” Casandra said.

“For what?”

“Something personal,” Casandra replied flatly.

“Tell me,” Owen said, his smile conveying insistence.




Chapter 5: An Escape Pod

And why not tell? Casandra asked herself. They were both naked, and Owen was showing signs of arousal, his penis a little more elevated than when he’d come to get her. And surely he knew that such things happened in women’s prisons.

But Casandra was no longer feeling sexual, not at all. There was too much else going on, and the little fantasy she’d entertained, of letting Owen see her arousal, had dissipated as soon as he’d come for her. Confessing to lesbian lovemaking felt like intimacy to her, like bringing him into her sexuality, like kissing him, or even touching his penis.

And yet, Owen was waiting.

“Fraternization,” she said.

“Fraternization,” Owen echoed, his eyes taking on a wistful quality, an unexpected softness. Not only did he seem to know what the word meant, it seemed to affect him in some way.

“Who with?” he asked quietly.

“Cellmate.”

“They caught you the first time?” he asked, and he stopped being Owen, chief or commander or admiral or whatever he was supposed to be here, and he was now just a curious boy, staring at Casandra with a pleading in his eyes, wanting to know more.

“They caught us all the time,” Casandra said, whispering as the earth zipped by the window behind Owen, the windows overhead, the windows behind Casandra that she wasn’t, at the moment, looking at. “Usually, they didn’t care.”

“Now, why did they care this time?”

Owen’s penis was growing, rising, pointing more assertively at Casandra, and she glanced down and looked back up.

“They were putting everyone in segregation, because they wanted us to talk to the, um, the steam people, for that assessment.”

“You talked to one?” Owen said, suddenly wide-eyed, suddenly less lustful.

“He interviewed me,” Casandra said, not sure she wanted to change the subject, sensing the same internal stirring that had tormented her intermittently all day.

“I never got to,” Owen said sadly. “I’ve been up here.”

“How long?”

“Two months,” he said.

“Must be lonely,” Casandra noted.

“I do okay,” he said, and he turned abruptly and headed to one of the cubicles, sitting down in the chair, motioning to the chair in the next cubicle over, and Casandra rolled it over and sat down on it to face him, knees almost touching, and assumed with some regret that whatever was going on between them a moment ago was done.

She was wrong.

“You did it a lot?” he asked.

“What?”

“With your cellmate?”

“Once a night, most nights,” Casandra said.

“You wanted to do it?”

“Yes,” Casandra said. “If I didn’t want to, I wouldn’t have.”

“Do you like boys?”

“Yes.”

“Do you like me?”

Okay. So he went there. It was all out on the table.

This was inappropriate, of course. Bringing up sexuality in a work setting – it used to be an absolute no-no, people losing their jobs over it all the time, mostly men, but women too.

But this was no ordinary workplace. Obviously. Everyone had to live up here. You didn’t go home for the night, or the weekend. Or if you were being rented from a prison, you didn’t go home at all. And the heat kept you naked.

And you had to live.

“So far, yes,” Casandra said, prompting a dry, disarming cackle from Owen’s mouth.

“Okay,” he said sitting up as if willing himself to become more professional, “we work with the whole person up here. And the whole person, for most people, includes their sexual side. And we’re not going to interfere with that. It’s okay if you want to express it.”

“Okay,” agreed Casandra.

“You work eight hours,” Owen said. “Only work. Then you spend eight hours in your cell, and that’s when you sleep. And the last eight hours, that’s your time, to share however you like, in your cell, in our rooms, in the pod. Those three places only.”

“The pod?” Casandra repeated.

“Escape pod,” Owen said, smiling a little mischievously. “It’s our ticket out of here if things go to shit, so we do regular inspections. Lots of inspections.”

“Where is it?” Casandra asked.

Owen motioned to the ladder.

“Want to see it?” he asked.

“Now?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s no gravity up there,” he said.

“I’m okay with that,” Casandra said, trying to keep her voice steady, her tone even.

Was she being propositioned? Was he suggesting that they do it, now?

Owen stood, his penis now fully enflamed, solving the mystery of whether he’d been erect before, while he’d been covered. He hadn’t. His at-present long, straight rod put his covered penis from earlier to shame.

He went to the ladder, pushed a button beside it, and the small overhead door opened and dropped inward on a pair of rounded hinges.

“Climbing is going to seem strange,” he warned. “You’re going to lose a fraction of your weight every 10 feet. A little at first, but it goes up exponentially.”

“You’re not going to chain me to a pole this time?” Casandra asked, joining him at the ladder.

“Do you want me to?” Owen asked, and he looked back at her, something undefinable in his eyes, like he could see through her, like looking at space all day gave him a rare vision.

“No,” Casandra said simply.

“Follow me,” Owen said, setting his hands and feet on the rungs, hoisting himself upward, through the door, into a tube illuminated dimly, with sky blue lights mounted between the wall and the ladder.

Casandra climbed behind him, feeling the cool metal on her palms and soles, staring up, looking down quickly with the sense that looking at Owen from the angle was a violation of some kind.

“Feel it getting easier?” he asked from 20 feet up.

“Yeah,” Casandra said.

“Okay, stop,” Owen said, and Casandra came to rest with her forehead just behind Owen’s right heel.

“Promise me you’ll hang on to that ladder for dear life,” he said.

“I promise,” Casandra said, her tone sounding slightly ironic to her ears. She wasn’t trying to be smart. She was just nervous. Anticipating sex with someone new can do that. Anticipating sex that might or might not happen is worse.

“I’m being serious,” Owen said. “You’re going to feel so light you’ll want to let go, and then the wall behind you will hit you, and you’ll get surprised by that and slip down a little more, and then you’ll reach for that ladder, and by that time you’re moving three or four feet per second and you’ll miss, and you’ll hit the wall again, harder, and reach for the ladder again, and now you’re bouncing and you got no control and you hit the wall and the ladder and the floor of the bridge and you’ve broke something.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, nodding to Owen’s feet. “I promise I’ll hang on.”

Owen resumed climbing, Casandra moving beneath him.

“I will take you off the ladder,” he said. “Just let me do it, okay?”

“Sure,” she agreed. “By the way, what’s going to be my actual job here?”

“Oh, yeah,” Owen said. His feet were no longer connecting with the rungs. He had grown that light. Casandra was tempted to do the same, remembered his words and did her best to keep all four limbs in contact with the ladder’s cold metal rungs. It wasn’t easy. Climbing near weightlessly was harder than doing it in full gravity, she found.

“Okay,” Owen said, “so you might interact with visitors and the people picking up batteries, but mostly you’ll do a lot of monitoring. We’ll teach you how to watch for any of five thousand problems that can crop up, from tumbleweeds to complete disaster.”

“Tumbleweeds?”

“That’s what I call ‘em,” Owen said. “All the little shit that rolls on through that you gotta take care of before it becomes a bigger problem.”

“What’s a complete disaster?” Casandra asked.

“Breach,” Owen replied. “We lose our air, we blow up and we die, usually in that order.”

“What causes a breach?”

“Well, we’ve got sensors for all the shit that flies around at this orbit, and we should be able to take it out before it hits us. And we’ve got airlocks all over this thing, so if one part breaks, the rest hold the air, and you just hope you’re behind a door when it all hits the fan.”

Owen’s voice had gone suddenly less echoey, and Casandra looked up, despite the risks, to see that they were almost there, a darkened space just above, her weight almost nil.

“Please do not let go,” Owen said, all of his body in the space at the top of the ladder, floating there, one hand on a rung to keep himself from drifting away. Lights flashed on, not the bright LEDs of the station below, but pale and blue, like those she was climbing among.

It was a smallish space, its central feature what looked like 10 upright beds, five fixed against the wall to her left, five more on the right, each equipped with straps, an oxygen supply, a water tube, packets of something Casandra guessed was food. Neatly arrayed behind yellow webbing at either end of the capsule were all the other things someone decided might come in handy in the event of a station failure and descent to earth: LIFE RAFT, CAPACITY 12, read one box. POTABLE WATER. COLD WEATHER OUTERWEAR. FLARE GUNS.

Casandra was still surveying this new place, climbing upward, when she felt a pair of hands on her hips, and she released the ladder and allowed herself to be moved. Owen, with one leg wrapped around the ladder, stopped her in mid-air, released her, and bent to shut the door to the tube, latching it sealed.

Casandra knew she must be spinning, that the escape pod was whirling through space, like the rest of the station. And yet she felt not only utterly still, but helpless as well, nothing within reach.

Owen knew what he was doing. He’d set her like this, stilled, with no momentum. She could probably swim, wave her arms and start circling until the imbalance swung her into something. But she was content to wait for Owen, and he turned to smile at her, and he pushed off expertly and glided toward her, and now she wasn’t nervous at all. It didn’t make sense because it couldn’t, too many things in her life gone sideways since this morning for her to care about social niceties, etiquette, propriety.

As their bodies collided softly, they kissed, mouth on mouth, Casandra’s breasts against Owen’s solid chest, bellies touching, right thigh against right thigh, his penis against her hip. They embraced, their arms around the small of each other’s backs, drifting toward the stash of supplies at the end of the craft.

The feel of the webbing and the bulky supplies against her back startled Casandra, and she jerked away, propelling both of them toward the capsule’s other end.

And now, the difficulties of this whole enterprise settled on her mind. The essence of sex is irony, a joining together with a pushing away, gravity essential to making it work. Without gravity, would they not need to cling to each other constantly, robbed of the spontaneity of pushing against each other, kissing hard, thrusting?

Trust Owen, she told herself. He has, obviously, done this before.

And indeed, as they drifted and finished a deep, open-mouthed kiss, he was making new arrangements, lowering one hand to her rear, lifting a second to her breast to squeeze it, and turning her around so that, with noteworthy speed and grace, her mouth was in the general vicinity of his penis, and her vulva was not far from his mouth.

This is what he wanted to do next, then. Of course. Casandra had no reaction beyond a sense of inevitability, and she wrapped her arms around him again, and he did the same to her, and she opened her mouth and allowed the tip of Owen’s penis inside, and then half of it, and then almost all of it, and she tended to it as expertly as if the last penis had been served to her yesterday, Owen’s roundness and firmness and the strange taste and the feeling as it entered her throat immediately familiar to her. And when Owen began licking her hair, thick and long and black and a little unkempt – nothing done to it of late because she hadn’t known it should be – she widened her legs reflexively, and he accepted the invitation, and when Casandra felt the mouth against her vulva, the tongue moving from her hair to her clitoris and from there to her lips and her opening, she spread her thighs as wide as they would go, not just to allow Owen all the space he needed to lick her girlness, but because the simple act of spreading was a source of arousal too, the opening of her legs and the sensing that she was doing so another way to feel, and she could not help but see herself as she must have appeared, floating through zero gravity while she sucked a penis and the owner of that penis made love to a hole no boy had explored for over three years.

Owen wasn’t just licking to lick, it should be noted. He seemed to have found something of particular interest between Casandra’s legs, his tongue moving aggressively past her lips and as deep into her chamber as physically possible.

Casandra felt the soft thud of Owen’s back, striking the far wall of the craft, and a moment later her left knee struck the wall as well before Owen, with what felt like of a flick of his shoulders, cast them off again, slowly, so they could continue to taste each other without anything but warm air to feel.

But it was time for the next inevitability, Casandra knew. They couldn’t stay up here all day, and there was one more thing they needed to get done. Kitsey was still down below, after all, waiting in her cell for Owen to show her around. Would he take her to the escape pod as well? Casandra doubted it, but she decided she wouldn’t care if he did.

Owen disengaged his mouth, and Casandra did the same, and she let him lead, the lovers spinning through the thin air as the male took the female by her thigh and her breast, turning her around again so they were face to face, belly to belly, hips to hips, and she put her arms around Owen’s neck and spread her legs and closed her eyes, and she felt his left arm around her shoulders while his right hand worked at her vulva from behind, spreading her lips and guiding his penis into her chamber.

The penetration itself was without ceremony, the organ performing its predictable role, spreading wide her pink doorway, gliding across the bed of her lubricant, stretching out her vaginal walls.

Casandra’s response to the incursion was not without its drama, however. She pulled her face away from Owen’s to look at him in wide-eyed surprise. It felt good and it stung and it prompted questions she had neglected until now: How had they gotten here from what was supposed to be a new job orientation? Wasn’t he supposed to be working?

Owen didn’t appear to be suffering any such uncertainty, sliding out and pushing in again, the movement itself routine, Casandra’s legs bucking slightly with each thrust, her throat rattling each time Owen’s head reached her cervix.

The trick to doing this successfully in space was keeping a firm hold on the partner, Casandra realized. Things that might look like affection on earth were practical matters here, heads side by side, arms around her shoulders and, in particular, the hand against her lower back, holding her body in place, keeping her vagina positioned for rhythmic penetration.

The couple continued in that pose until Casandra’s back struck the other wall, bouncing lightly away from it, at which point Owen seemed to decide it was time to finish, and as the couple drifted once again through the survival pod, clinging to one another while Owen exhibited his mastery of sliding in and out of a girl without benefit of weight, he groaned and shook, and Casandra yelped with the force of his insertions.

She did not orgasm, however, nor had she expected to, nor particularly wanted to. Climaxing during sex took practice, especially with a new lover. And climaxing with a virtual stranger who was also one’s new boss made one vulnerable in ways she wasn’t comfortable with yet. Sexual completion meant loss of control, the utterance of revealing words and sounds, the movement of one’s body in compromising ways. At her best, Casandra was a passionate cummer, shouting and praying to non-physical things, shaking and grinding against the source of stimulation, whether a hand or penis or mouth, but she didn’t want that happening at the moment. Owen felt good, and that was enough for her on this most unusual of days. She’d provided him a little affection, given him lodging for his shaft and a warm place for his semen. On this latter point she had no doubt, incidentally, the depths of her vagina sensitive enough to feel the cream as it left his tip in fierce, steady charges.

As she sensed the ebbing of his deposits, she opted for more affection, pulling her mouth away from his neck to kiss him again, and he responded in kind, the weightless lovers locked together by mouth and sex organ until a soft thud told Casandra Owen’s back had reached the other end of the capsule once again.

“Okay,” Owen said, pulling his mouth away and looking at Casandra a little dreamily, their eyes inches apart. “Let’s get you cleaned up so we can go back down.”

Casandra looked back curiously, not sure of his meaning. Did he want her to shower? Wipe herself? Douche?

None of the above. With a another set of deft movements, he pushed away from the wall, slipped his penis out of her opening, took her by her shoulders to turn her away from him, worked his way down her body, first grabbing her waist, then her hips, and pressed his mouth between her legs from behind, and she spread herself while he licked her vulva, her clitoris, her hair, the opening between her lips, removing all outward traces of her arousal and his ejaculate.

He was licking off his own semen, she realized, and if she didn’t find his tongue so delicious, she might have been disturbed. But it was a practical matter, Casandra assumed, just something that needed to be done before the sexual cocktail oozing from her hole could roll from her flesh to the air, where it might become a floating hazard. Or perhaps it was a necessary step to dispose of the incriminating evidence clinging to her lips and inner thighs before they descended. But it also felt good, an unexpected pleasure that prompted a gasp and the rocking of her pelvis, and she reached for herself almost instinctively, planting her index and middle finger on either side of her clitoris, pinching and tugging it, circling and stroking it, and while Owen did yeoman’s work in and around her female slot, she completed her own task, pushing herself to orgasm by grace of her own fingers and Owen’s diligent tongue work. She held herself back, however, not crying out the way she would have liked, not shaking her hips and rocking her legs, maintaining as much decorum as possible, given she was sighing and gasping through an overwhelming pleasure.

Owen’s tongue was still between her legs as they reached the other end of the pod, but once they tapped the webbing and the cargo it held, he pulled his tongue away from her vulva, wrapped an arm around her waist, and used his other arm to propel them expertly back to the ladder.

He bent to unlatch the door at their feet and pull it open, straightened to look into Casandra’s eyes, and she was expecting something sweet, some word of conclusory affection, but his next words were given strictly to the practical.

“You remember what it was like to climb?” he asked earnestly.

“Yes.”

“It’ll be the opposite going back down. You’re gonna start out light, and you’re gonna get heavier, and it’ll take you by surprise, and you gotta promise me you’ll use your hands and your feet all the way down.”

“I promise,” Casandra said.

“Did you ever do it with either of those girls?” Owen asked, just as earnestly.

“Who?”

“Uh, Arist, um, stella, or, um, Kitty.”

“Kitsey,” Casandra said. “And no. Just my cellmate.”

“What was she like?” Owen asked, lowering his foot into the tube, placing it on the top rung.

“Special,” Casandra said. “Troubled. Not all there.”

“Oh yeah?” Owen said, descending a few rungs, stopping to look up at Casandra. “I’m going first, so if you fall, you’ll either kill me, or I’ll catch you.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, gingerly planting her own foot on the top rung. “I never really knew her name. She only talked at night, and never talked about herself much.”

“Why was she in?”

“I don’t know the details,” Casandra said. Still nearly weightless, she clung to the next rungs down with her hands while she struggled to keep her feet against them. “Something about a family sex cult.”

“Damn,” Owen said. “And you partied with her?”

“We had sex,” Casandra said, sensing the return of her weight as she descended. “Sometimes it was making love. But she was a little clumsy. Not that experienced.”

With half her weight restored, Casandra spoke again.

“Where are you from?”

“Wyoming,” Owen replied.

“I thought so,” she said.

“You know people from Wyoming?”

“Well, not Wyoming exactly,” Casandra said. “I was just thinking somewhere out west.”

“Why?”

“You seemed western. Like a cowboy.”

“Almost there,” Owen said, and Casandra looked down to see him staring up at her, and she suspected he’d been doing that all the way down, and he wasn’t just doing it to make sure she descended safely.

“Are we done, then?” she asked. “With the job interview? Or whatever that was?”

“Yeah,” Owen said, and stepped beside the ladder to watch Casandra take her last few steps down. “Now it’s Kitsey’s turn.”




Chapter 6: Remembering Remembrance

Casandra couldn’t help but look at Owen’s penis, and she couldn’t help but feel mild relief when she confirmed that it was soft. Would it harden again, and be used on the girl with the strawberry blonde hair? Or used on the slender black girl, for that matter? And would the female inmates be given the same freedom Owen seemed to possess, pairing up with whomever? Corey, Horace, Mel?

And did Casandra want any of that?

Right now, she wanted only to go back to her cell. Talking about Remembrance had put a lump in her throat, and she needed to be by herself. Not to cry, exactly. Not even to mourn. Just to ponder the dizzying changes in her life. Literally dizzying, in some cases.

She looked at the cubicles, saw Horace’s back, his eyes intent on his screen, and she could see the top of Mel’s head in one of the further spaces, and then the sun appeared, crossing the window behind him.

She walked back with Owen to her cell, peering in at Kitsey, who was on her bed with her legs crossed, watching them pass without expression. Aristella’s cell was empty. Where was she? Had she already been put to work by one of the other boys? And did they know of her history?

Casandra allowed Owen to unlock and open her door, and she stepped in and turned to watch him shut and lock it back, and she smiled through the pangs of her new reality. This was not the way she would have chosen to conclude her first time with her first male lover in three years. Yes, living again could be a double-edged sword – more pleasure, but more pain as well.

Casandra went to her toilet to wipe the juice that was still leaking from her hole, listened to Owen and Kitsey exchanging a little introductory banter as he released her from her cell and brought her to the bridge. Casandra splashed her face, realized she was surprisingly thirsty. She drank from her hand, went to her bed, pulled down the covers and sat, noting that the mattress was firmer than her prison bed, but she missed the cool Maine air.

She heard the door to the living area open, the voices of Corey and Aristella, the sound of keys jangling, Aristella’s door opening and closing and being locked, and then an unexpected sound, a smaller key and the rattling of a short chain, and Aristella laughed, a little awkwardly, and Casandra guessed that Aristella was getting handcuffs removed, and Corey was fumbling at it and the girl was turning it into a minor comedy.

“Oh, thank you!” Aristella said when he succeeded in freeing her.

“Hey,” Corey said, appearing outside Casandra’s bars. “Let me show you the living room.”

Casandra went to the door and put her hands through the slot, hoping Corey would agree to cuff her that way, and he did, closing the metal loosely around her wrists, and from this angle she could watch her hands being bound and spy his penis without any movement of her eyes, and she looked at the soft organ and imagined its growing to its full length and being pushed into her, as a curiosity only, because she wasn’t feeling any lust.

“Hi, Casandra!” Aristella said cheerily as Casandra passed by her cell.

“Hey, Aristella,” Casandra said almost as brightly, and she wondered if the two of them could be friends. Yes, probably, as long as Aristella was excited about things and Casandra didn’t seem too clueless about the ways of space residency. Friendship with Aristella was down the list of things she was worried about, however. She was still a prisoner, being held against her will only because she had knowledge of someone else’s crime. When would there be a trial? When would she be done with this, and go free, and live, truly live?

Corey was harder to read than Owen. He didn’t make small talk and didn’t sport an erection as he showed her around the room and explained the rules. She would get two-hour breaks in here twice a day as long as she was following orders and getting her work done. Sometimes she’d be handcuffed, sometimes not, it just depended on what else was going on and how many inmates were out of their cells. The more inmates out, the more chains. There was a coffee maker, a microwave, and a fridge that held a variety of pre-packaged meals. Take what you wanted, she was told, follow the directions on the package, try not to waste, trash goes here. There was a shower in the corner. The water was low-flow, it would turn off altogether after five minutes and not come on again for 10, and no one was allowed to bathe more than every other day. Corey described television content as complete, in fact as good as anything one could get on earth: live news and sports, hundreds of channels of entertainment, and they could order movies and special programs. Everyone would get a vote on what was shown.

Speaking in the same tone, without judgment or any indication of impropriety, he also ran through the sexual rules. Apparently, Casandra thought to herself, Owen was there to show what could be done, while much of Corey’s lecture concerned what couldn’t. Nothing sexual, with a partner or alone, was allowed in the living room or on the bridge. Masturbation was fine at any time in the cells, and sex was okay there between any two consenting people, regardless of status. Inmates who wanted to couple with each other would do it in one of their cells. Inmates and regular crew would have sex in the crewmember’s room. There wouldn’t be a lot of privacy, especially in the cells. Give each other shit – that was Corey’s word, shit – about who they’d been with or what they were doing, and lose privileges. Work hard, have fun, be mature.

Mel, Casandra learned toward the end of the tour, was an inmate, coming to the station a month before from a prison in Florida.

“What did he do?” Casandra whispered while she peered into the shower, already equipped with soaps and shampoos on a wide shelf, some of it meant for girl hair.

“He got high and broke into someone’s house and fell asleep and they found him on the couch the next morning,” Corey said. “He says someone put something in his drink. But whatever. He likes it up here.”

“I believe him,” Casandra said. “Mel doesn’t seem like that kind of person.”

“Naked,” Corey said.

“Huh?”

“Mel was naked. That should probably be mentioned.”

“He’s naked up here,” Casandra said, and she made a show of looking down at Corey’s penis.

“Yeah, but it sort of stood out, there,” Corey countered. “Even if it was Florida. Any questions about anything?”

“No, I think I’ve got it,” Casandra said, following Corey back to the residential door.

“Okay,” Corey said. “So, a question.”

Casandra sensed the change in tone, the shifting of posture, all the other cues too subtle to be listed but which were so obvious to her she didn’t bother waiting for the rest of the query.

“Sure,” she said.

“You will?” he said, his surprise obvious, his penis growing more obvious in turn.

“Sure,” Casandra said again. “I’ve been in prison for four months. And I’ve been sort of shut down for years. I’m living again. That’s living.”

He paused, his hand on the door frame, as if trying to say words that would not come out.

“Not now,” Casandra said. “Not the rest of today. But we’re supposed to get eight hours’ break every day, so tomorrow, yes. You figure out the time.”

Corey’s confidence returned, at least if his demeanor was any guide, and he unsealed the door and opened it, led Casandra back to her cell, locked it, hung up the keys and her handcuffs.

“Thank you!” Casandra said, loud enough so Aristella could hear her plainly. She’d glanced into Kitsey’s cell, noticed with slight unease that it seemed to be empty, and all doubts about making promises to Corey vanished. Owen had been her boy today. Tomorrow, it would be Corey, although her vagina groaned a bit with premature anticipation. She could probably do it now, of course. So could he, obviously. But no. There was living, and then there was overdoing it.

Owen brought Kitsey back a few minutes later, and all three girls stood at the bars to chat, to share impressions, and to discuss sex from three very different places.

But first, before the discourse turned to the carnal, Aristella offered what she’d learned about station operations from Owen and Corey, mixed with speculation and her own expert opinion.

They would be filling up a raft of power cells every second day, Aristella said, and ships would come and pick them up and plug in an empty raft and be on their way. Theft of charged rafts was a small but growing problem, so someone would need to verify the pickup craft’s legitimacy, and physically unlock the raft through a code that was sent daily from a base on earth. Solar collection would be monitored in real-time, the efficacy of sail angles and colors watched as observers tracked the station’s pitch and roll and overall feel. Much of it could be automated, and probably would be at some point, but for now, the power companies wanted people there, to monitor and track and prevent theft and provide a human presence. Keeping people up here, Aristella noted, discouraged sabotage. Destroying a competitor’s station was one thing, killing its crew another thing entirely. Nations had gone to war over less, nor did anyone want to risk the unpleasantness that still passed for criminal justice across most of the recovering planet.

Aristella, done with what Casandra found to be an impressively erudite disposition of things, fell silent, so Casandra filled the void with her impressions of the food, and the restraints. She’d seen Italian, Indian, Tex-Mex and American options in the fridge, she said, adding that it didn’t seem like they were going to be subjected to too many restrictions, too much cuffing or confinement.

“Unless you go to the brig,” Aristella interjected. “That’s harsh.”

“I’m not convinced they ever really use it,” Casandra said.

“I think they do, when they have to,” Aristella shot back sagely.

“They’re going to let us do it up here,” Kitsey said, apropos of nothing. “Owen and Corey both mentioned it.”

A long moment of silence followed. Verbose as she was about matters extraterrestrial, Aristella had nothing to add on this topic.

“Do what?” Casandra finally said, just to move the conversation along.

“Sex stuff,” Kitsey said. “Almost no rules.”

Aristella laughed, nervously.

“What did you hear?” Casandra said, and now she was serving two agendas: move the conversation along, and play dumb. She was the only one who’d had sex so far, apparently, and she didn’t want that to become an issue. Really, you never knew where girls would conjure up unnecessary drama, in the same way you never knew who would take off their clothes, break into a house and fall asleep.

“We can do it with each other,” Kitsey said. “And with them.”

Another nervous laugh from Aristella.

“You want to?” Casandra asked, wishing she could see her neighbors, and not just talk to them through the bars of her cell.

“Don’t you?” Kitsey said, deflecting because she must have just realized she was at risk of a slut-shaming. There was nothing to prevent Casandra from making fun of her, saying something disdainful about sex with these particular people, or sex with each other, or sex in general. Casandra wasn’t that cruel, of course, but Kitsey didn’t know that.

“I think I do,” Casandra said, “if we really won’t get in trouble.”

A few hours later in this first, abbreviated day in orbit, the prisoners were handcuffed and let out to make their own dinners, returned to their cells to eat, and the lights went out soon thereafter. Casandra wasn’t tired, so she lay flat on her back with the covers pulled up over her breasts, and she missed Remembrance, just hearing her steady breath and waiting for her words, strange and dream-laden, before the clumsy lovemaking.

Kitsey was no Remembrance, but she was a simple girl without affectation, and she was also tragic in her own way, and Casandra would go to bed with her if it could be done without drama.

Casandra wasn’t sure about Aristella. There were issues there that made Casandra nervous. The girl had been raped. Or had claimed to have been raped by the man she’d killed a week later. Make love to her at your peril, she thought.

Casandra’s thoughts turned back to Remembrance, and she imagined her former cellmate and drifted through the things they did and wondered where Remembrance would sleep tonight and if she would meet Casandra, and she let the tears roll down to her ears and hoped no one could hear her sniff.




Chapter 7: A Fucktopian Movie

Within a few days, Casandra got used to seeing the earth or sun or waning sliver of moon spin by the windows, five times a minute. She didn’t necessarily understand it viscerally, but she’d learned to see it and not worry about, in the same way that modern humans think nothing of watching sports, or a weather report, or a killing, on a two-dimensional screen.

The work itself was less interesting than she’d expected – almost poultry plant boring. Things to move and clean, things to check, numbers to copy into tables, rote reports to dump into servers for someone else to further tabulate.

The sex was far more interesting. Casandra decided she would allow herself one dalliance per day, even if she could have done more, because developing a reputation for that kind of thing wouldn’t benefit her in any way she could imagine.

She worked her way through all the males, using up an hour of her free time each day – Corey in his room on her second day, and he used his penis with admirable competence, driving it into her until he’d forced an orgasm, after which his own member spat within her, pushed deeply enough that most of his semen stayed there.

Day three was given to her fellow inmate, Mel, and Corey was quite obliging as he locked the two of them into Mel’s cell, and they got the project done with a minimum of fuss until the end, when the inmate seemed to prefer ejaculating creatively, pulling his penis free to release across Casandra’s vulva before he drove back in for his final few jolts, inseminating her deeply.

Afterwards, Mel wasted pillow talk on professions of innocence, insisting that his drink was indeed spiked, that the house he broke into looked arguably a lot like his mothers, that he was not technically nude, because he was wearing socks.

Horace was hers on the fourth day, all of it done so perfunctorily she ended up wondering afterwards if he might be gay. He squeezed her breasts, he licked her vulva, he maintained an erection while she licked his sex, but it all felt mechanical, a routine for him whose sole purpose was to empty his loins of ejaculate.

He certainly succeeded in that regard, however. Casandra was wiping him from the mouth of her hole for hours after their coupling. They did it in his room, a spartan setting with not a single poster or figuring or artistic embellishment, and they got done in less than 15 minutes, and Casandra never climaxed, and Corey climaxed just barely, grunting once as he pumped his release into her hole.

She put Kitsey off until day five, despite the girl’s persistence.

“We should do something,” Kitsey had been saying since the morning of their second day, speaking plainly from the next cell over. “If you want to.”

Kitsey was no Remembrance. No one on earth was a Remembrance, other than Remembrance. But Casandra was open to things with Kitsey, and said as much. It’s just that other things came up. Their work schedules were unmatched, while the timing with the boys worked suspiciously well. And then, Kitsey was having issues on the third day and part of the fourth, a sort of dizziness and nausea that made her need to lie down and cover her face with part of her blanket.

But on the morning of the fifth day, with both girls adjusted to Greenwich Mean Time and waiting for breakfast at the front of their cells, Kitsey was insistent.

“It’s my turn,” she said, not lowering her voice, “if you want to.”

“You feel okay today?” Casandra asked.

“Yes,” Kitsey said defensively. “I just had a little space sickness.”

“Space sickness?” Casandra repeated. “I haven’t heard of that.”

“It happens, but I’m over it,” Kitsey said, pausing before she continued. “How ‘bout after lunch? You’re free then, right?”

“Okay,” Casandra agreed. “Where?”

“My cell,” Kitsey said.

“Whatcha wanna do?”

“I love oral,” Kitsey announced.

“Okay,” Casandra agreed, and she felt the first small tug at her sex, a slight swelling under the twin charms of Kitsey’s enthusiasm and frankness, attributes with a particular power in this new frontier, the orbiting wild west.

Were there angels here? Casandra didn’t believe so. She couldn’t feel them. And she wasn’t sure she needed them anymore, anyway.

Corey did the honors after lunch, moving Casandra to Kitsey’s cell, locking the door and stepping away with admirable discretion, returning to the bridge before the two had even begun kissing, Kitsey raising her face to Casandra’s, the girls going in open-mouthed while Kitsey reached up to massage Casandra’s breast and Casandra put her right hand behind Kitsey’s neck, stroking her strawberry blonde hair, lowering her other hand to Kitsey’s sex, touching and stroking that hair and the top of her vulva.

With four days of buildup to their coupling, Kitsey seemed unusually serene, not sighing, not shaking against her partner, and when she pulled back and lay flat on her bed, her face was expressionless, as if this were something she needed to check off a list.

Casandra decided to give in kind, crawling over the girl, planting her knees against Kitsey’s shoulders and dropping her mouth to Kitsey’s vagina. Only when Casandra felt the tongue against her own opening did she realize where the girl’s talents lay – not in romance or foreplay, but in knowing what a girl liked. As undisciplined as her life had been before prison, Kitsey delivered an impressively disciplined program to Casandra, first licking on each side of her female slot, then stroking the clitoris, then pushing her tongue up between the lips until she reached the hole, at which point she drove in, penetrating Casandra, licking up her honey and then going back to the start, repeating the attention to the edges of the slot.

Casandra bobbed, arched her back, grunted and tried to return the favor, alternating between sliding her tongue into Kitsey’s hole and licking all the sweet places around it, and Kitsey seemed to appreciate that, grinding her slot up toward Casandra’s mouth. But where Remembrance had been clumsy, Kitsey was an expert. Casandra fell somewhere in between, she decided.

The girls came together, efficiently, even expertly. Casandra found she was able to focus her attention equally on her own pleasure and the services she was delivering to her mate, and she guessed it was the same for Kitsey. Focus was the key. And other than the barred door through which someone might occasionally peer in as they passed, there were no distractions up here.

Or no, there were distractions. An earth scrolling past windows five times a minute. A sun and moon drunkenly unfixed in the sky. A job based entirely on technologies recently supplied by a consortium of extraterrestrial races. It’s just that these distractions had no bearing on sex. That’s it. Sex and the cosmos occupied two separate magisteria.

Kitsey eventually won Aristella over, but there wasn’t much to it, at least that Casandra saw. She was on her way to the bridge to work a shift when her eyes darted to Kitsey’s bed, took in the girls with their arms around each other, and Kitsey pecked Aristella on the lips, and Aristella laughed, nervously, and Casandra knew that’s all that would be happening.

As she had in her earthly prison, Casandra stayed abreast of her planet’s ongoing singularity by watching the news on TV, an hour or so of it during every two-hour break.

The time had come for physical exchanges, she learned, for the people of earth to visit other planets, for the citizens of those planets to come here. It was slow going, however, particularly if one recalled that the invasion of those automatons of steam had happened almost instantaneously, beginning within 24 hours of that crash against the barrier. Indeed, one might conclude that humans made the rest of the universe a little nervous. President Braverman, like almost every other head of state in the world, expressed strong interest in going, but no one seemed to want anyone from earth without a carefully prescribed itinerary, elaborate protocols, a full visit rationale.

In the meantime, less official channels were opening up, not exchanges of people, but of information, individual conversations with beings from afar, first through the invaders and their misty screens, and then through the internet, once a linkup, translation mechanisms and software handshakes could be established between a growing number of servers on earth and intergalactic data formats.

The lives on many planets were not so unlike earth’s, Casandra concluded. They worked, they argued, worse things happened, more scandalous things, as indicated by a steady stream of both official and rogue content, the latter sent by the same alien personalities who on earth gather up the least flattering footage of celebrities and package it for others’ enjoyment.

Some of what they sent wasn’t appropriate for family viewing, and some wasn’t even suitable for viewing by adults with mild constitutions. Violence was not exclusive to earth. Nor were gory accidents. Nor was rape.

But the first account of extraterrestrial rape Casandra saw wouldn’t have constituted rape on earth. Really, it couldn’t even have been accomplished on earth.

The people of the planet of Seabarite (a bastardization of every syllable) had evolved more directly than humans had from fish, benefitting from relatively high concentrations of atmospheric oxygen to speedily develop quick minds, which grew in tandem with articulated fingers, opposable thumbs, bipedal locomotion, and the ability to walk on land.

They were an odd-looking species, faces still a little wedge-shaped, with big eyes that looked forward.

Odder still was the way they mated, another legacy of their recent break with the water.

There was no intercourse. Really, there was almost no touching at all. They built beautiful cities and achieved impressive technologies, including interplanetary transport, while remaining judiciously distanced from each other.

How was mating done? It was as highly ritualized as on earth, but the similarities ended where the act began. Seabarite observed equivalents of earthly meeting, chatting, flirting, courting and, finally, a sort of dancing around each other, usually done naked and privately, with moves compared to ballet, the Charleston, and Egyptian iconography.

And then came the moment.

The act was sometimes depicted in what passed for pornography on Seabarite, and which constituted on earth a source of general fascination. Casandra watched more than a dozen videos in which the deed was reenacted or simulated or even done for real, until it became tedious.

The female, if suitably aroused by the dances of her mate (they didn’t marry on Seabarite, just formed semi-stable alliances), would stand near an elongated bowl or trough, which might be simple or highly elaborate, cast from gold or made of colored clays. Once in position, there would be a brief embrace, arms around each other but no kissing, followed by what on Seabarite constituted a female orgasm. Her eyes would close or go wide, she’d gasp and grunt, she’d say words that translated to “oh my life” or “no no please no!” and then she’d let go of her lover and crouch over the bowl while one or more eggs dropped from her vagina, soft, hand-sized, translucent envelopes of albumen around a bright red yolk, and she’d look down at them and then back to her partner with deep lust.

“Spray it,” she might say in the Seabarite porn if it were just a single egg. “Drown them in your cum,” (loose translation) she’d urge if she’d dropped a clutch. “Squirt them all” was a popular invocation. Or “make my jelly filthy with your cream.”

And the male would oblige, his downward-bending penis extending, and the female would remove herself from above the trough to monitor things from just beside it, and he would, without needing to touch himself, grunt and shake and shoot his semen out onto her issue.

There were kinks on Seabarite, just like on earth. One of them concerned quantity. In the video that Casandra and her peers watched most often and found hilarious, some magic of Seabaritian cinematography enabled the female do drop an outrageous number of eggs, perhaps more than a hundred, which filled her bowl and spilled out over it and covered the floor and her feet, after which she cooed to her lover, “Now, you need to fertilize every one,” and the male rose to the challenge, directing, with the aid of more creative cinematography, milt at garden hose volumes, slashes of his white fertilant shown from every possible angle – above, from the side, from his perspective, from hers, leaving his penis, landing on eggs, close up and from a distance, interspersed with the couple’s ecstatic faces – nearly 10 minutes of garishly Seabaritian profligacy, the portion of the video when, it was speculated among those on the station, solo females voyeurs would be driven to drop an egg without benefit of a partner’s milt, and solo male video watchers would spew milt over a towel or the floor.

More serious videos from Seabarite also made their way to the station, one a news item in which a male had broken into a mating session, attacked and rendered unconscious the male just as the girl was dropping two eggs (twins were as much a rarity there as here), and poured his semen over them. The girl was crying as she told the story, saltwater tears dropping from her eyes just like on earth, and Casandra’s eyes moistened in sympathy, while most of her colleagues smirked or laughed, even Aristella. The Seabarite female had been raped, Casandra knew, her mind reacting in the same way that earth females respond to another’s violation. But she kept her opinions to herself.

And then, there was Fucktopia, a name which bore no resemblance to what its natives called their world, but which quickly became the colloquial name for the planet among earthlings, because of what was done there.

It might be said that Seabarite and Fucktopia occupied two extremes on the reproductive spectrum, Seabaritians never touching to mate or socialize, never inserting themselves into each others’ bodies, Fucktopians doing it all the time.

“Okay,” Corey announced one Tuesday afternoon a few weeks after Casandra’s arrival. “You gotta watch this shit.”

It was Casandra, Kitsey and Aristella on the couch, and because it was all three of them out, they had been placed in handcuffs, in front, a minor inconvenience when all they were doing was watching TV.

Corey, standing at the end of the couch beside Owen, who’d brought a chair from the kitchenette, hit a few buttons on the remote, and “SCENES FROM FUCKTOPIA” flashed on the screen, followed by “VIEWER DISCRETION ADVISED.” What came next seemed to be selections from an event on that distant planet, overlaid with the commentary of some earthly wag.

“This is a family,” said words at the bottom of the screen, and seven naked and very humanlike individuals, male and female, exited a four-wheeled vehicle that looked not too different from a mini-van. Behind the vehicle stretched a vast desert and a mountain range, with cactus-like vegetation growing here and there.

A camera, held rather shakily by someone, focused on the family members: a middle-aged man and woman, and five children who looked to be in their late teens or early 20s, two daughters and three sons.

All the males were sporting erections, penises curving upward, tips pointed toward the light blue sky.

“These are some kind of Fucktopia bigshots,” wrote the narrator as the family, smiling in an earthly way, teeth showing and eyes crinkling, moved toward a throng of other nude Fucktopians. “Maybe politics or something, and this is some kind of party they’re doing.”

Several apparently middle-aged people broke away from the waiting group, stepping toward the family.

“Okay,” wrote the wag, in words appearing in black on the upper left corner of the video. “Let’s see how you greet people on Fucktopia.”

A man was first to reach the family, and he greeted the father first, the men hugging before the screen froze and faded to black, words appearing in white over it: “Viewer discretion advised. Totally gay.”

The video returned to the greeting, the men still embracing, but how they were touching their penises to each other, each thrusting against the left side of the other’s member, pulling back and pushing forward so they could touch the right sides of their penises.

“What, did I say totally gay?” read the next screen. “How about totally bi?”

Now the first man to greet everyone turned to the mom, and they hugged and the mom lifted up her toes a little and the man bent his knees a little and, with very little effort, he buried his penis up her vagina.

“Your eyes do not deceive you,” wrote the wag. “He is totally fucking her in front of her fucking husband.”

A woman reached the family next, executing the same greeting with the father, allowing his penis up her vagina as they hugged.

“But dad got even,” wrote the video’s narrator. “Go, dad.”

More people arrived to welcome the family, and now the children got into the act, one daughter hugging a woman while they rubbed their mounds against each other, one of the sons greeting the woman his father had just said hello to, doing it in the same way, penis inside her before he pulled it out.

“CAUTION:” flashed a red word against a black screen. “TOTAL FUCKATHON INCOMING.”

The video returned to the event, the greetings coming thick and fast, insertions happening wherever they were physically possible or, otherwise, penises touching, mounds rubbing.

But this was not sex, Casandra concluded as she watched, one bound hand drifting absently toward her own mound. No one was going gape-mouthed as they were filled or filling, and the men weren’t thrusting the way the men of earth did as soon as they’d gotten inside, and the women weren’t rocking their hips and trying this position and that to maximize comfort or pleasure. Most important, the insertions lasted no longer than the hugs, and the hugs lasted no longer than a typical earthly hug. The males would go in, the males and females would work together to make sure the penis was fully embedded, and then they’d both pull away, the penis reemerging and swinging free before it went to the next hole or the next penis.

The screen went black and resumed from later in the day, the shadows slanted, the light a little dimmer, the distant mountains crimson.

“Remember that family from the start?” the video text asked above a scene where one of the sons and his mother were walking together, a tent and people behind them, and the son was nodding as the woman spoke, and to Casandra it looked like she was giving the boy some motherly advice, and then he spoke in turn, smiling at her, looking like any young man seeking common ground with a parent, and they turned toward each other and embraced, and up his penis went, the mother spreading her legs slightly, the son thrusting within her and stopping.

This time, they didn’t separate a moment later. Instead, they continued to talk, and hug, and Casandra sensed a fraught relationship, a parent and child who did not always agree on things, occasional conflicts arising from the usual angsts of adolescence, but aggravated by this family’s importance. As on earth, Casandra imagined, the children of the famous and powerful received more scrutiny than was their due, meaning even the slightest slipup or youthful indiscretion – poor grades, a little drinking or drugs, a romance gone awry – would generate heartless gossip. This son had made mistakes, Casandra suspected, but he had reached a place where he wished to do better, and he was pledging improvements to his mother, and she was hopeful, and they were embracing to seal the pledge, as is done all the time on earth, where particularly meaningful hugs might last awhile, which meant that, for these two . . . well, the penetration lasted awhile too, until he pulled out and the screen went black.

“How can anyone have that much sex?” inquired Kitsey, and her left hand was draped across her thigh, not far from her vulva and fastened by a short chain to her right hand, and Casandra looked at Corey and saw that he was erect, and she felt a slight swelling of her own organ and realized that the people of Fucktopia were not terrible looking. They all looked rather alike, at least in that video, with high cheekbones and black hair and light brown skin and full mouths and gray eyes – not unlike Dawtry Jones, in fact, who had won an Oscar for her portrayal of a single mom in “Mountains of Rain.” The women looked like her, anyway. The men looked like her brother, if Dawtry had a brother.

“I don’t think it’s sex,” Casandra ventured.

“How so?” Corey said, using the remote to scroll back to the scene where everyone was either rubbing or inserting or getting inserted into.

“I think it’s just part of hugging,” Casandra said. “They usually pull right out.”

“Except for that kid and his mom,” Kitsey said, drawing a nervous titter from Aristella, whose arms remained folded, chain tight between her wrists, hands nowhere near her vulva.

“Maybe it’s really fast sex,” offered Owen with the half-smile that Casandra knew meant he was being ironic.

“Okay,” Kitsey said, taking Owen seriously, “then how could you do it that many times? Every guy was going up, like, 20 girls. Even if they’re alien dudes with this, you know, huge supply of alien cum in their balls or their butt or something, you can’t just keep doing it like that.”

“If they were cumming, we would be able to tell,” Corey said, moving backward through the video until he’d reached a moment where a penis was being removed from a vagina, and he blew it up until just the grainy tip was visible.

“No cum,” Owen announced.

“You can’t always see it,” said Kitsey.

“I don’t think anything came out,” Casandra said, beginning to find the conversation ridiculous. Of course this wasn’t sex.

“Then what’s in it for the girl?” Kitsey asked.

Casandra had heard Kitsey, when she was partnering with Mel in his cell or her cell, reveal a special fondness for semen, demanding that it be put deep, speculating in her final grunts about how much he was releasing, proposing that it was more than she could hold, that it would spill out.

All the girls had been put on birth control as soon as they’d arrived at the station, and given a few pregnancy-terminating pills in their first few days just in case, and that seemed to make Kitsey particularly eager to take in all the semen she could, just on principle.

“Maybe the pussy can scrape it all off,” said Corey. “So it comes out clean.”

“I can do that,” Kitsey said, and now her fingers were at the top of her vulva, just draped there, fingers stroking her hair, the stirring of her hand accompanied by the clink of chain across her thigh.

Casandra, about to start her period and nervous about how she’d get through it in a place where she was always nude in front of boys, looked away, Kitsey’s sexuality of no interest to her, no sex of any interest to her. Fortunately, Corey took Kitsey’s bait, offering his hand to the girl, and the two disappeared through the door to the bedrooms.

Owen, now fully erect, looked at Aristella. If the girl wanted sex with her space commander, her orbiting admiral, now was the time.

Casandra was not jealous. She didn’t want Owen now, and she wanted Aristella to avail herself of all the pleasures here. It would be good for her, and it might make her less nervous, and less frantic about living out her science fiction fantasies.

“I’m ready to go back,” Aristella said, by way of an answer, and she rose, and Owen’s eyes went from Aristella to Casandra, and Casandra looked back in a way that made clear her meaning, because she’d found Owen particularly easy to communicate with non-verbally. Okay, fine, she would go with him, and he could have her, and she’d probably be wet enough for it to work, bur it needed to be done without too much fuss.

So Casandra rose too, and the two girls went with Owen back to the residence hall, and Aristella was locked in and freed of her handcuffs, and Casandra was freed of hers as well before she followed Owen into his spartan quarters, and by the time he’d shut the door, she was on his bed on all fours, knees spread, ready to be mounted.

“No kissing?” Owen asked.

“Afterwards, how ‘bout?” Casandra replied.

“Did you like the movie?” Owen inquired, climbing onto the bed and putting his knees between hers.

“Fascinating,” Casandra said.

Owen laughed loud enough to be heard through his door.

“I’m being serious,” Casandra protested. “It was, uh, oh god, oh god, a little slower.”

“Sorry.”

“Yeah, like that,” Casandra said with a clenched jaw. “I’m starting my period, oh god, probably, probably, okay, okay, tomorrow or the, uh, next day. So I’m sensitive.”

“Like this?” Owen asked breathily, easing his penis out slowly after a full insertion.

“Just slow . . . slow . . . all the way,” Casandra said. “Okay, so it’s just, uh, the way they say hi. It’s not sex.”

“But didn’t it . . . watching it . . . make you want . . .”

A female shriek came muffled through the wall, Kitsey climaxing most likely.

“Oh, that’s what you mean?” Casandra said. “I don’t know. I was trying to look at it from their point of view. I guess, oh god, a little straighter in, yeah . . . I guess it was sort of sexy, but, you know, uh, I’m at that time of the, oh god, of the month.”

“I need to go a little faster to cum,” Owen said tightly.

“Okay, yeah,” Casandra agreed, arching her back just in time to receive Owen’s first set of pounding insertions. “Ow, fuck!”

The conversation paused while Owen worked toward completion, grinding in and out of Casandra’s sheath while the girl held her place, letting him do all the work.

“Uh, uh, uh,” Owen moaned, and Casandra gritted her teeth and sucked in her breath, waiting for the familiar sensation of Owen’s release, the depths of her sex always sensitive enough to feel the first few dollops of ejaculate as they spun into her.

A week after the Fucktopian movie, toward the end of Casandra’s uneventful period (she simply wore tampons and people noticed the strings and no one propositioned her), the first physical exchanges were set in motion, earth to distant places, the far-flung universe coming here.

Earth selected for its first dignitaries abroad the secretaries of state and their entourages from two dozen nations, including the United States, Nigeria, Bolivia and most of Europe. They would be visiting three Class B worlds.

Those sent to visit earth were not quite so elevated in position, mostly business executives, sales people and entrepreneurs, and their first forays to this planet would reach no further than orbit, none of them intending to put their feet on solid ground, for a variety of reasons.

And so it was that Orbis Solarum Station 15 was selected as a “visitation node” for a businessman from Tshy’r’real – the planet known colloquially as Fucktopia.

The choice made sense to Owen, and he explained it to the rest of the crew in an all-hands meeting on the first Friday in October. Casandra, sitting in handcuffs at her usual place on the couch, listened to Owen convert an event of intergalactic significance to simple prose.

“Now, they don’t wear clothes, and neither do we,” Owen said. “So he’ll fit right in. And they don’t mind it a little hot, so that works too.”

“What do they want?” Kitsey inquired, sounding a little nervous, or perhaps excited, and Casandra wondered if the girl still believed what she’d seen in that video was true sex, and thought that now they were coming for her.

“It’s just one fellow, not sure his name, or if I’ll ever be able to say his name, but he—”

“Will he bring a translator?” Aristella blurted.

“For sure,” Owen said. “Some kinda machine, I’m told. Probably like a phone.”

“What will he want?” Kitsey repeated.

“I think it’s just a get to know ya,” Owen said. “Corporate said show him a good time, answer his questions. We don’t—”

“Show him a good time?” Kitsey repeated, eyes wide.

“You know what I mean,” Owen said with a laugh. “Be nice. Answer his questions. Be funny, like you are sometimes.”

“Sense of humor is highly variable,” Aristella warned. “What we think is funny might be deeply offensive to his culture.”

“Oh, fuck,” Kitsey said. “We’re all doomed.”

“He’s just a business guy,” Owen protested, holding up his hands. “As long as we don’t physically hurt him, it doesn’t matter what happens.”

“What kind of business?” Casandra asked. “Solar power?”

“Now that I don’t know,” Owen confessed. “But I’m thinking it’s something unique to earth.”

“Whales,” offered Aristella.

“Salsa,” said Kitsey.

“Movies,” proposed Casandra in an attempt at humor.

Aristella took her seriously.

“The cinema,” she sniffed, “is culturally untranslatable.”

“When is he getting here?” Casandra asked.

“A couple of days,” Owen said. “They’ve got to build him a ship that’ll dock with us. So, enough time that we’ll be able to get things up to corporate’s standards.”

“What standards?” Kitsey demanded.

“Nothing we can’t do. A little cleaning and some reorganizing.”

“How long is he staying?” Casandra inquired.

“S’posed to be less than a day,” Owen said. “Real quick.”

“What if he says we have to, um, let him do that thing to us,” Kitsey began, “or they’ll bomb the earth to a parking lot?”

Owen, standing in front of the girls with his arms crossed and his penis half erect, looked down at Kitsey with one eyebrow raised.

“You’re being serious?” he asked.

Kitsey looked up defensively. Yes, of course she was being serious, Casandra thought. Kitsey had a very finite view of the way things worked.

“If they wanted to destroy earth, I’m sure they could have done it 10 times over by now,” Owen said. “And nothing we do or don’t do is going to make it happen if it hasn’t happened already. So just be yourselves.”

Owen looked at each of the girls as he continued. “Kitsey, you just be funny and friendly, and if he doesn’t get a joke, that’ll be his problem. Aristella, you have my permission to ask him any question about spaceship ranks and, um, galactic protocols.”

Aristella nodded solemnly.

“And Casandra, you can, well . . . just surprise us.”

Casandra laughed out loud.

“Me and Corey will do most of the talking,” Owen said. “Horace will run backup, and Mel, you just be yourself too.”

Owen surveyed the crew again.

“Goes without sayin’, but everyone understands we’re not going to say Fucktopia, right? At all starting right now, right?”

“Or they’ll blow up the earth?” Kitsey proposed, and now she was smiling, because this time, it was a joke. And even Corey laughed.

“Worse,” Owen said. “Inmates who say . . . that word . . . spend an hour in the brig. Staff who say it lose half a day’s pay.”

“I think blowing up the planet would be worse,” Kitsey said.




Chapter 8: Aristella’s Customary Welcome

Casandra wanted to feel the thump. She wanted to sense, tangibly, the arrival of the Fucktopian’s craft, its docking to the station, the little shiver it would send through the station’s beams and tubes and walls and floors, and so as she stood next to Owen on the bridge, gazing at a live feed from the aft camera, waiting, she kept her bare feet planted and her cuffed hands together on the cubicle divider.

At the moment, all they were seeing was space and a corner of the distant moon, wobbling and tumbling, spinning over itself five times a minute, but this was where the craft would be appearing, they’d been told.

And sure enough, as they stared, the little capsule appeared, spherical and black and spinning like the moon did, with a row of windows on the side Casandra could see.

“Damn, just outa thin air,” Owen noted.

The craft inched forward, propelling itself by unknown means, no jets visible, and in another second, Casandra got her bump, a sort of knock that traveled through the soles of her feet and the palms of her hands, into the bones of her legs and arms, terminating at her shoulders and her naked hips.

“They’re he-eere,” Kitsey sing-songed.

“It’s just one,” corrected Aristella, who had made no secret of her disappointed that she’d be greeting the visitor in handcuffs.

“I know it is,” Kitsey said, the annoyance in her voice indicating a different kind of stress. She still believed, Casandra was certain, that any misstep would lead to earth’s destruction. “I just meant that, you know, it’s like, he’s here for everyone from Fucktopia.”

Kitsey raised her hands to her mouth in a gesture of obvious culpability, but her fate was sealed.

“C’mon,” Owen said, stepping over to the brig and grabbing the keyring off the wall, and Kitsey, head down and shoulders slumped, followed him, stepping into the tiny punishment cage for an hour-long sentence.

“What if he asks me why I’m in here?” she protested, turning, hands bound before her middle as Owen locked the door.

“He’ll never know, unless you tell him,” Owen said. “It’ll take at least an hour to get introductions done and let him get settled in his room, so you’ll be out before he sees the bridge anyway.”

“Uhh,” Kitsey lamented, and Casandra felt sorry for the girl, but she turned away, focusing again on the live camera feed.

Now that it was docked, the craft began spinning, slowly at first, speeding, catching up with the station’s rate of rotation.

It’s the same thing that had been done to the container they’d come up on, Casandra realized, but seeing it whirl from outside the craft made it look much worse. Could the people from Fucktopia – or whatever they called their planet – get dizzy? Would the visitor’s grand arrival to this twirling outpost begin is a drunken stupor?

“Corey, let’s go,” Owen said. “We’re the welcoming party. Horace, you’re in charge of the station and the inmates until we get back down.”

“How do you say his planet?” Kitsey cried from her temporary prison within a prison.

“Your planet,” Owen said, heading with Corey through the door to the rest of the station. “Just say your planet, and the translator will understand,”

Owen and Corey left the bridge, and Horace sat down at a second PC while Casandra, Aristella and Mel continued to stare at the live feed, although it had become exceedingly boring now, just the Fucktopian’s motionless craft docked to the station in the foreground, the rest of the universe spinning by behind it, the moon slipping across the edge of the screen five times per minute.

Horace tapped on his PC for a moment, paused, scowled at the screen, then back at the three prisoners.

“Does anyone have anything they can be doing?” he asked.

“I’ve got some stuff to put together,” Casandra said. “Production tables from yesterday.”

Horace gestured toward one of the free desks on the window side of the cubicles, and as she settled into place, he looked at the other two.

“I’m on break,” Mel said.

“I’m too excited to do anything,” Aristella said with a nervous laugh, bringing her hands together in front of her mouth, her handcuffs ringing against her chin.

Horace sighed and returned to his monitor, and Casandra settled in her space, ignoring the wobbling, blood-orange sun behind her. She didn’t like typing with handcuffs on, and she found this data particularly tedious to compile, but she didn’t want to go back to her cell on the fear she’d still be there when the visitor passed through on the way to the bridge, his first impression of her a girl in a cage.

Casandra was, overall, nervous about her first encounter with an extraterrestrial, but Aristella had seemed positively beside herself all morning, and Casandra guessed the girl was about to fulfil a dream she’d harbored since she’d first started reading science fiction as a teen: meeting an actual alien. It was as deep a fantasy to Aristella as Casandra’s of meeting an actual angel, Casandra guessed, and she hoped the girl wouldn’t be disappointed. Besides their interesting approach to greeting each other, the people of Fucktopia seemed to live lives as consistently boring as those endured on earth.

“Okay,” Horace grunted after 15 minutes, and Casandra knew that meant it was time to go greet the new arrival, and she logged off and stood to see Mel looking bored, and Aristella looking . . . like she’d never looked before: jaw tight, eyes round and glazed, as though entranced.

They followed Horace off the bridge, through the residences and the living area, and into the storeroom, where supplies too big to be stacked or shelved neatly had been wrapped in blue tarp.

Horace arranged them into a semi-formal greeting party, the bound prisoners lined up in a single row, shoulder to shoulder.

The elevator dinged and the door opened, and Corey emerged.

“Well?” Aristella demanded.

“He’s here,” Corey said with his usual efficiency.

“What did he say?” Aristella asked.

“Hi.”

“Did he observe protocol?” Aristella asked.

“He got through the airlock, if that’s what you mean,” Corey said, looking at Aristella with a mystified air.

Aristella shook her head with disappointment, the elevator dinged and the door opened, and now the being stood before them, like a man, really, with all the attributes of a man – dark hair, dark eyes, two arms and two legs, a body covered in skin (although of a peculiar, dark-olive hue) and a penis, hanging down at the moment, round-tipped and without a head, just a point, and no pubic hair, and balls suspended from the base of the shaft, like those of any man of earth.

Casandra, who had grown used in the last few weeks to assessing male forms quickly, particularly the state of their penises, looked back up, into the alien’s face, into his eyes, which were darting from place to place with what she interpreted as raw nervousness while his expression suggested disgust, even revulsion, the pursed lips and the squinted eyes and compressed nostrils of someone coming to terms with awful smells, unpleasant sights, and Casandra wondered how this new place looked and felt to him, if there were terrible odors here she could not sense, if the human body itself emanated some foulness earthlings had no ability to perceive.

But it was a normal face, Casandra concluded. If he were to smile, he would be as beautiful as were the people in the Fucktopia video.

“Bancher,” announced Corey, and the being stepped out of the elevator, eyes still taking everything in, and Casandra noticed that his gaze returned regularly to her bound hands, and the hands of the other two inmates. Had this been explained to him? Did he have any understanding of human crime and punishment? Of prisons and chains? Might this not be a gross faux pas in interstellar relations, welcoming an alien to an earthly outpost stocked with restrained humans?

“Horace,” Corey said, pointing. Bancher and Horace nodded toward each other but did not shake hands, certainly did not touch penises.

“Horse,” said Bancher, the first sound he’d made, his voice deep, and his features softened a little with the effort of speaking, and Casandra stared at his white teeth.

“Mel,” Corey said, pointing to the first inmate.

“Meh,” spoke Bancher.

“Aristella,” Corey said, pointing.

“Aree,” began the alien. “Areeshta . . .”

“Aristella,” Aristella said, drawing herself up and smiling rapturously. “Aristella.”

“Arshtesha,” Bancher fumbled.

“Casandra,” Corey continued, and Casandra smiled and looked into the alien’s eyes, and he smiled back at her, warmly, openly.

“Cass-antra,” he said. “Cass-andra.”

His voice was soft, but masculine. Did he have a smell? Casandra sensed something new in the storage room, indefinable but undeniably present. Like angels.

“Sir,” said Aristella.

Bancher turned his eyes back to the dark-skinned prisoner, his eyebrows raised in what looked for all the world like human curiosity.

“I wish to welcome you as is the custom on your planet,” Aristella said, and she took a step toward him and widened her thighs.

No, Aristella, no, please.

Do not do this.

Casandra felt the color rise in her cheeks, felt her heart thump, felt the yawning in her belly that profound embarrassment for someone else often brought her.

Bancher smiled in what seemed to be a puzzled way, and turned toward Corey, and Casandra realized with relief that he hadn’t understood her, that this was just noise to him, meaningless syllables.

But then Corey shrugged, another universal expression, apparently, and Bancher smiled and took the single step required to close the distance between himself and Aristella, and his penis arced up under what Casandra concluded must be the force of muscles earthmen lacked, and the elevator opened and Owen arrived just in time to watch Bancher and Aristella join, his penis seeking out Aristella’s front opening, bumping against her labia and stopping, Aristella uttering an apologetic coo and reaching down to spread her lips. Did the females of Fucktopia have corresponding muscles, positioned to open themselves for penetration? In the greeting video, not one of them had to spread her labia, Casandra recalled, and she hoped this deficiency of earthgirl anatomy might end things, that Bancher might realize this was altogether a different and quite inappropriate vagina, and retreat. No such luck, however. The penis entered, the proof of insertion obvious to Casandra, looking on horror-struck, as Aristella’s back arched, and her buttocks tightened, and her left thigh twitched.

She could not wrap her arms around Bancher because her hands were cuffed, but the alien made up for it, embracing the girl tightly around her upper back, and he tilted his hips in a way that confirmed to Casandra that he was now burying himself all the way within Aristella’s vagina, as seemed to be the requirement on his world; not just entering casually but inserting to the base, and Aristella opened her mouth in shock and ecstasy, her chin resting on Bancher’s shoulder before he pulled away and withdrew his penis and offered a puzzled smile, clearly just as afraid as any human on this station – with the possible exception of Kitsey – of doing the wrong thing.

And when he looked down at his penis, puzzlement turned to horror – another expression he had in common with earthlings – because his member was streaked with blood.




Chapter 9: Translations

Mel was the first to do something about the problem, reaching for a wipe dispenser on the wall, ripping two sheets and offering them to Bancher. Bancher merely scowled at them, however, returning his attention to Aristella, who seemed none the worse for wear, standing with her hands bound before herself and looking at Bancher with unmitigated jubilation, her jaw jutting, her eyes fierce with pride.

“Schyd ‘jeng m’mom j’zend?” he asked, his language a combination of recognizable mouth and tongue and throat sounds, but inflected oddly and mixed with clicks and pops and rolls, and he looked down at his penis and then at the girl, his distress not reducing at all before Aristella’s nonchalance.

Bancher raised his hand to his mouth, turned to Owen and tapped his lips.

“He needs his translator,” Owen said. “Corey, I’m sure it’s in his case. Can you go get it?”

Corey hit the elevator button, stepped in, and the door closed behind him.

“Are you having your period, Aristella?” Owen asked.

“No,” she said, looking perhaps a little less confident, Bancher’s distress finally starting to weigh on her.

“Why are you bleeding, then?” he asked.

“He’s very big,” Aristella said. “He must have torn me.”

No, he wasn’t all that big, Casandra thought, looking at Bancher’s penis, which was smaller now and aiming down. His was a healthy size, above average, even, but not big enough to rip anyone’s vagina, and Casandra couldn’t help but imagine herself holding him, and she concluded that she could before she chided herself for the thought. In the presence for the first time of an extraterrestrial species, this is where her mind went? She looked at him again, forcing herself to pay attention not to his body but to his face, his behavior, the ways he was and was not like humans.

Whenever someone spoke, Casandra noticed, Bancher looked at them, as if desperate to understand. In between words, he also looked down at himself, at his blood-streaked penis, and at the others in the room. More than once, he gazed into Casandra’s eyes, and she looked back and saw injury there, the face of worry, before he turned back uncomprehendingly to the conversation at hand.

“Aristella, are you saying you’ve been injured?” Owen asked, looking at the girl but not approaching her. The station was equipped with an advanced first aid kit, and all of them had been trained in the basics of assessing an injury and stabilizing things. But what, Casandra wondered, does one do in this instance, where a girl is claiming she’s been wounded grievously enough to shed blood, but it’s all inside her, and her demeanor suggests anything but distress?

No, Casandra thought, something else is going on.

“Oh my god, Aristella,” Casandra blurted, “were you a virgin?”

Aristella didn’t answer, didn’t respond noticeably to the question, just focused her eyes on some middle distance between Owen and Bancher, and Casandra knew she was right.

So did Owen, but he needed it confirmed.

“Aristella, is that what happened?” he asked. “You were a virgin?”

“Yes, Commander,” Aristella replied. “I felt we should—”

“Got damn,” Owen said, too distraught not to fall back upon his native dialect. “Shee-it, girl, now what the hell you gone and done that for?”

To his credit, Owen kept his voice level, his face all but blank, so that Bancher couldn’t tell his first formal action at the station had provoked crisis.

“He broke your hymen?” Mel asked, his tone a little more urgent than Owen’s.

“My hymen?” Aristella said, laughing, as if she found the term quaint, even obsolete. “I guess. I didn’t’ know I still had it. But maybe that’s what happened. Nothing hurts. I’m fine.”

Something in Aristella’s tone seemed to reassure the alien that he had not damaged the female – that seemed very important to him – and he turned to Mel and at last accepted to two wipes, but before he applied them to his penis, he smelled them, and Casandra imagined the thoughts playing through his mind, the horror of drawing blood from someone in the course of a simple greeting, followed by the horror of poisoning a very sensitive part of his body with primitive, earthly wipes.

Satisfied, apparently, with the chemical makeup of what he’d been given, he dabbed gingerly at his sex, starting with the tip, working his way down, circling the shaft, eyeing curiously the white fabric, which soon came to bear what looked like patches of rust.

Casandra was not revolted. Some people fainted when they saw another’s blood. She never understood what the fuss was about, the sanguine simply another element of life, even when she’d seen it in the most terrible ways.

But something did not square. Something was off.

The elevator door opened, and a dark blue case appeared, large enough to fill the car, decorated with stylized, golden florets, a pair of what seemed to be brass hinges visible, surprising Casandra, who thought that the traveling case of an advanced lifeform should have progressed beyond conventional opening mechanisms.

Owen turned to retrieve the trunk, but Bancher waved him away with a smile and a subtle jutting of the arm, and the commonalities struck Casandra again, that the universe had established the same body type to complement the most advanced mind, everywhere they occurred together, and had also settled on a million common gestures. Why?

Bancher eased his trunk out of the elevator, angled it to its base, flipped open two brass catches that were as traditionally earthlike as the hinges on the case’s other side, and raised the lid, revealing what seemed to be dozens of brightly labeled boxes of varying shapes and sizes and patterns. Food, Casandra thought. This looks like enough for a week’s stay, she added in her mind.

Bancher, brows furrowed in concentration, slipped his hand between two boxes, rummaged around, found nothing, searched a second crevice, then a third, only then finding what he was looking for, a black object a little narrower and a little thicker than a phone, and he raised it to his eyes, tapping furiously, pausing, then speaking into it with that same rich voice and incomprehensible tongue.

“Earth female,” came a voice from the box that sounded like a smaller version of Bancher, “have I injured you?”

Aristella clasped her hands beneath her chin and, with a formality that Casandra found almost as embarrassing as the girl’s bloody attempt at an alien greeting, bowed her head slightly before she spoke.

“I am Aristella,” she said.

Bancher listened, nodded, looked up from his little device, looked back at it, spoke: “Aris . . . Aris . . . tella. Aristella. Aristella.”

“Aristella,” the device repeated.

“I am not harmed,” Aristella assured solemnly.

Bancher returned Aristella’s sober gaze and spoke no more than five syllables into his device, his spare words translated thusly: “Is a discharge common for females of earth when receiving the male greeting in accordance with the customs of Fucktopia?”

Owen blanched, the color in his face visibly draining. Mel grimaced, as if physically hurt. Corey looked on unflappably, as was his natural state. Aristella seemed to be transfixed, preparing an answer one question while she grappled with another.

Only Casandra laughed, three sharp hoots before she covered her mouth and her shoulders shook and the chain between her wrists bounced against her chin.

Owen had tried, really tried, under the strictest orders of his bosses, to keep that word from ever being uttered in the alien’s presence. At this very moment, a girl lingered in a tiny cage on the bridge for violating this iron-clad rule. And yet, through some sucking up of earthly tongues into the earth-alien lexicon, “Fucktopia” had emerged as the settled name.

Had the earth-to-Fucktopian dictionary been created automatically, Casandra wondered, by some form of artificial intelligence? Did that artificial intelligence have a sense of humor, or a mean streak? Did Bancher and his race know what the term meant, in all its nuance, and if they didn’t know now, when would they find out, and what would they do once they had?

As is often the case when one is confronted with a maelstrom of interlocking questions with scandal at its heart, hilarity was Casandra’s involuntary response, and her shoulders were still shaking as Owen glowered at her.

The secret’s out, she thought as she looked back at him. They know what we’ve all been calling them, or they’ll figure it out soon enough. So we need to move on. And Bancher definitely, positively, has no idea why I’m laughing.

Right.

For a long moment, Bancher stared at Casandra, taking all of her in, her eyes and her face and her breasts and her hair-adorned vulva, and her bound wrists, but it seemed to be her laughter that had most roused his curiosity. Did Fucktopians laugh? And what did it sound like?

“You broke my hymen,” Aristella said at last.

The device in Bancher’s hand, after a brief pause, rang out with his strange language, and he gave it his full attention, staring at it, watching it, listening.

For at least a minute, the Fucktopian consonants and vowels and clicks spilled forth, Bancher furrowing his brow, nodding, listening, looking up at Aristella and looking down again. What was he being told, since it was obviously not a word for word translation of Aristella’s four words? A detailed discourse on earth girl biology, the way the vagina is formed and sealed, and how it responds when it is at last broken, along with all the psychological and cultural significance behind that moment?

The device fell silent and Bancher offered a final nod to it, and then a nod to Aristella, and then a weak smile that said nothing, and Casandra was given no answers, provided no clue as to what the Fucktopian had just learned about earth females, and earth culture, and earth vaginas.

Casandra was also left with an unknown regarding Aristella, who had been sentenced – or so the prison gossip machine had reported, anyway – for killing her rapist, a week after the crime. Had her rapist been exceptionally small, or had he not gone deeply? Or had she not been raped at all, the murder born of some other drama? And didn’t Aristella own a dildo? Was that also inserted shallowly?

But Casandra was no longer embarrassed about what Aristella had done. She admired the girl’s courage. Or envied it, even.

With initial matters seemingly resolved, Owen turned toward the living area, and Bancher understood and closed his case and followed, and the case revealed its less conventional powers, gliding silently behind the visitor, and Mel and Aristella and Casandra came next, Corey last.

Owen served as tour guide, describing this space, Bancher receiving what seemed to be a word-for-word translation of phrases like “that’s our television” and “we use the shower every few days and you’re welcome to it.”

From there they passed into the residential hall, where Owen explained that the prisoners were kept behind the barred doors, and the regular staff resided behind the solid doors, and he pushed open the door to the unoccupied fourth room, and Bancher peered in, sent his trunk into it, and followed everyone onto the bridge.

Kitsey is still here, Casandra realized with a start, suffering the punishment meted out to those who used a word that was, apparently, an official planetary designation.

Owen had promised to let her out before Bancher saw her like this.

Too late.

But Kitsey seemed determined to make the best of it, peering out from between the bars with bright eyes and a wan smile, as if this were simply another work station, and standing handcuffed in a tiny cage was one of those chores everyone had to perform now and then.

Owen didn’t seem to notice Kitsey, all his focus on pointing out and describing the features and functions of the bridge, Bancher’s translator following along with its own monolog. In fact, although Bancher offered the confined girl a long, curious glance before turning his attention back to Owen, Casandra believed she was the only one there for whom Kitsey’s plight was of any significance.

Kitsey turned her gaze to Casandra, and Casandra looked back and shrugged, and the girl let the distress show in her eyes, briefly. Casandra didn’t look back with sympathy, however. Instead, she raised her eyebrows and opened her eyes wide and cut them discreetly toward Aristella before she looked back at Kitsey.

“What?” Kitsey mouthed silently, as if she expected Casandra to narrate, right there in front of everyone, all that had transpired, so Casandra countered with a wide-eyed nod, its meaning clear: soon, you will know all. It had been almost a week since they’d last made love, Casandra thought, so they could ask to be put together, and Casandra could whisper all the details into Kitsey’s ear while they were having sex.

At last, as he reached the end of his narrative, Owen cast an eye toward Kitsey, looking briefly startled, but recovering quickly.

“We also use the bridge for discipline,” Owen said, stepping over to the caged girl and looking back at Bancher. “This is Kitsey. Kitsey, this is Bancher.”

“Hi, Bancher,” Kitsey chirped, her smile back, her cuffed hands around the bars.

“Kitsstey,” Bancher said without benefit of translator.

“Kitsey is receiving a minor punishment for a little disobedience earlier today,” Owen said. He reached for the key on the wall and unlocked the door and Kitsey stepped out and walked up to Bancher with both hands outstretched, and he took one of her hands in his and smiled broadly, because this was probably the greeting he’d learned was most common on earth, Casandra thought.

And yet, his penis rose, arcing up to the perfect angle for insertion, and Casandra guessed the reaction was mostly involuntary, something that just happened anytime he was meeting someone. Like smiling, on earth.

Kitsey released the hand, stepped back, looked down at the penis, looked up and smiled, looking slightly scandalized.

Bancher spent the rest of the day in consultation with Owen and with Owen’s bosses, who met with them remotely on a PC in the bridge to go over what seemed to be business considerations of some kind. Casandra, in and out of the bridge as she worked and took breaks, wasn’t sure what was being proposed, what Bancher wanted from earth, if anything, but Owen seemed particularly tense, speaking nervously to Bancher through his translator and giving quick, imprecise instructions to his crew and the inmates. He wasn’t happy about what Aristella had done, that much she learned when Owen, with a few sharp whispers, told her she’d be getting an hour in the brig as soon as possible.

He also wasn’t completely happy with Casandra’s behavior, which became obvious later that day.

“Why did you laugh?” he whispered after he’d returned her to her cell.

“When?” Casandra whispered.

“You laughed when his translator said the name of his planet.”

“Oh, yeah,” Casandra said, stifling another laugh when she saw how serious Owen looked. “It just seemed . . . I mean, that was his translator . . . so that means that they, that our name, that earth’s name for them . . . well, it just seemed . . .”

Owen glared. He didn’t get it. He didn’t get her. No one got her, at times.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

Owen’s expression didn’t soften at all. He’d just put Aristella in the brig. Would Casandra be next? It would be the first time she’d be punished here, and she found the whole matter awkward, and she wanted to move on. Owen was a lover, but he was also her boss, and her captor in a sense. Her warden. Her owner. The relationship was inherently unstable.

“Can you put Kitsey in with me?” Casandra asked.

“You and Kitsey want to be together?” Owen asked.

“Yeah.”

“Now?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Well, we’re both on break,” Casandra explained, “and everyone else is busy with Bancher, so now seems like a good time.”

“Kitsey,” Owen said, bending at the waist to look into the neighboring cell.

“Yeah?” Kitsey asked, her voice a little distant, and Casandra knew she must be sitting on her bed.

“Casandra’s asking for you.”

“That’s fine,” Kitsey said, her voice growing in volume as she approached her door, and Owen grabbed the key from the hook, opened Kitsey’s cell and let her in with Casandra, and the two girls exchanged a closed-mouth peck on the lips, and Owen’s penis rose of its own accord.

And yet, his mind remained focused on propriety.

“What are you planning to do?” he asked.

“Probably the usual, kissing first, then other things,” Casandra said.

Kitsey, standing beside her, their shoulders touching, didn’t disagree.

“Bancher will probably be coming out at some point,” Owen warned.

“Is it okay if he sees us?” Kitsey asked.

“I guess,” Owen said.

“Just tell him we’re greeting each other,” Casandra said.

Owen’s head whipped around to the closed door behind which Bancher was getting settled in, and then he looked back at the girls, his handsome, outdoorsy face twisted into a scowl.

“Look,” he hissed, staring at Casandra, “Aristella has already almost completely fucked this whole thing up, and if you keep treating what they . . . what they do, on his, his planet . . . his, um, culture . . . and he packs up and leaves . . . we lose it all.”

“Lose what?” Casandra asked, trying to look serious.

Owen just continued to scowl.

“Okay,” Casandra agreed.

Kitsey nodded as well, and Owen tossed the keys back onto the hook and headed off in the direction of the living area.

“How was prison?” Casandra asked as the girls headed for Casandra’s bed.

“Sucked.”

“What are you going to do now that you’re free at last?”

“Fuck.”

“Literally?” Casandra asked. “With me? A girl?”

“Yeah,” Kitsey said, because she probably didn’t know what “literally” meant.

The two females toppled onto Casandra’s bed, embracing, breasts and bellies and thighs pressed together, but not kissing.

“Out with it,” Kitsey whispered into Casandra’s ear.

“Aristella did the Fucktopia greeting,” Casandra whispered back.

“What do you mean?”

“She let Bancher put his cock up her pussy.”

“No fucking way,” Kitsey said.

“Yeah, and he popped her cherry,” Casandra continued. “She bled all over him.”

“Oh fuck oh fuck,” Kitsey said.

“Wasn’t she raped?” Casandra whispered. “How was it just—”

“She told someone once,” Kitsey interrupted, “she killed the guy because he was fucking with her mother, and she just said it was rape because, why not?”

“Damn,” Casandra whispered. “Then her first was a Fucktopian.”

“If you keep saying that, you’re going to say it out loud,” Kitsey warned.

“I don’t think it matters,” Casandra said, struggling not to laugh out loud. “Okay, so you know how he has that translator?”

“Yeah.”

“Guess what it called his planet?”

“What?” Kitsey whispered urgently. “What?”




Chapter 10: Pillow Talk

“Fucktopia,” Casandra said.

“What do you mean?”

“It said Fucktopia,” Casandra whispered, raising her head to look through her door, finding no one there. “After they did it, Bancher and Aristella, he looked at himself, and then he talked into the translator, and then it asked Aristella if it was normal for her to bleed after, um, after doing a greeting like they did on Fucktopia. And his translator used that name. Fucktopia.”

“No way,” Kitsey said bitterly. “Then why did I get an hour?”

“Ask Owen,” Casandra suggested.

“I’m not asking Owen anything,” Kitsey said. “He’s half sideways from all the shit going on.”

“What are they working on?” Casandra whispered. “There’s some kind of deal, and it’s got him tied up in knots.”

“No idea,” Kitsey said. “But I’m not fucking him the next time he asks.”

“That’s your right.”

“I’ll do it with Bancher first,” Kitsey said.

“Don’t,” Casandra said. “That’s what got Aristella an hour.”

“So he was really inside her?”

“Yeah, all the way in.”

“Did she cum?”

“No,” Casandra said. “He wasn’t in her that long. But her eyes got real big, and she put her chin on his shoulder like she was . . . I don’t know . . . really feeling it.”

“Did he know he made her a woman?”

Casandra laughed. “After he asked her what happened, she said he broke her hymen, and—”

“Hymen?” Kitsey interrupted.

“It’s what breaks when you do it for the first time,” Casandra explained. “Your cherry, is what some people call it.”

“Hymen,” Kitsey repeated.

“Yeah,” Casandra said. “So that’s what she said, and his translator talked for like five minutes to translate it.”

“Maybe hymen is a really long word on Fuck-- . . . on his planet.”

“I don’t know,” Casandra said doubtfully. “I think maybe they don’t . . . females there . . . don’t have hymens. So it just took a long time to explain everything.”

“Would you do it with him?” Kitsey inquired quietly, whispering in Casandra’s ear while her hand drifted to Casandra’s hip, her waist, the ribs beneath her breast.

“I don’t know,” Casandra replied, arching her back. She liked the way Kitsey touched her, cupping and stroking whichever breast was easiest to reach, pinching her nipple, teasing with light strokes before she squeezed hard enough to make it hurt. “I mean, I would let him greet me, inside, but that’s not really doing it.”

Casandra grunted, and she lowered her hand to Kitsey’s soft triangle of fur, wrapping her fingers around it, pressing two against the vulva when Kitsey spread her legs.

“What if you didn’t let him out?” Kitsey whispered, her voice growing a little urgent. She seemed to prefer talking about sex any time they coupled, and any sexual topic would do – what boys liked, what she wanted to do to Casandra, what she’d heard from her parents’ bedroom, porn she’d watched – and in this way, as in many others, she was the diametric opposite of Remembrance.

She also knew her way around the female body, and as she waited for Casandra’s answer, she lowered her mouth to her partner’s nipple.

“You mean, squeeze him,” Casandra said, drawing in her breath, “. . . uhhh . . . so he couldn’t leave my pussy?”

Kitsey, firmly latched on to Casandra’s left nipple, nodded.

Casandra sighed again.

“I’m probably not . . . not . . . that strong, and . . . it would probably be . . . ohhh . . . considered rude . . . on his planet.”

Kitsey let Casandra’s nipple drop and she straightened, open-mouthed, and the two girls sucked each other’s tongues while the rest of their bodies kissed as well, lying side to side with their breasts touching, bellies rubbing, thighs pressed together.

Kitsey pulled her mouth away first.

“Okay,” she said quietly, with a glance into the empty hall, “just do that thing to my clit . . . where you bite it and lick it at the same time.”

“Yeah,” Casandra agreed breathily. “Yeah.”

It was convention for the couple that the girl whose bed was being used would be the girl on top, at least at the start, so Casandra rose up on her elbow, straightened her arm and continued pushing herself up, reached over Kitsey a little awkwardly, the narrow bed not making things easier, and she worked her way into position, mouths at wet vulvas, the girls lapping up each other’s spirits, using tongues and lips to consume their partners’ juices until Casandra did as she was bidden, biting Kitsey’s swollen clitoris while she flicked it with the tip of her tongue, and Kitsey widened her legs and rocked her pelvis and groaned, redoubling her attention to Casandra’s slot and the flesh around it, and it was now that Bancher chose to exit his room.

Station etiquette, a derivative of general human etiquette, would suggest that he might cast a discreet glance toward the coupling females, perhaps look long enough to ascertain the nature of the interaction, and pass on once he’d established that they were orally tending to each other’s female openings, but Bancher did not pass on. He stood at the bars of Casandra’s cell and watched, absorbing this new data which, by all indications, was something he found novel and worth study.

Casandra was familiar with being seen in this state, the flashlights of prison guards illuminating her iniquities with Remembrance regularly, and now that she was up here, the other denizens of the station passing by her cell door often enough while she was in flagrante delicto.

But she wasn’t accustomed to being stared at, and after she sensed someone at her door, it dawned on her that they weren’t leaving, and she pulled her mouth from Kitsey’s sexual opening and raised her head and looked squarely at the interloper, a member of a species that was constantly fucking each other, mothers included, and she continued to look with her eyebrows raised until Bancher, through some sort of interstellar informational osmosis, seemed to pick up on the fact she was waiting for him to leave, and he backed away and headed to the living area, and Casandra returned her mouth to Kitsey’s clitoris, and the girls returned to their natural rhythm and, within five minutes, enjoyed a pair of somewhat distracted but still pleasant orgasms.

Casandra spun back around once they were finished climaxing, and the girls kissed and licked their honeys off each other’s mouths until Kitsey spoke.

“Why did you stop?” she asked.

“Bancher was spying on us.”

“Oh, fuck,” Kitsey said, her eyes looking a little dazed. “Was he pissed?”

“Why would he be pissed?” Casandra inquired.

“Well,” Kitsey said, pondering as she stared at the ceiling, “no reason that would makes sense on earth. But it seems like Owen is expecting him to completely lose his shit at any moment because of something innocent we’ve done. So it’s just, like, a matter of time.”

“I have no idea what he was thinking,” Casandra said. “His face was sort of blank. Like, the face you make when you’re curious.”

“Maybe he was showing you his ‘okay, I’ve seen enough, it’s time to destroy earth’ face and you just couldn’t tell.”

“I feel like they have the same expressions as us,” Casandra said. “Like, they smile and look curious and look worried. Oh, yeah, like after Aristella bled all over him, he looked really worried, like he had just killed her.”

“No,” Kitsey said. “That was his time to kill the earth face.”

“Do you really think he’s going to destroy the world if we do the wrong thing?”

“Well,” Kitsey replied, “maybe not completely. But there’s still a chance of it.”

Once they’d finished, Kitsey went back to her cell, Aristella completed her sentence and returned to her cell as well, and Casandra sat on her bed to read, the three girls confined together but keeping to themselves, no one wanting to draw unwanted attention while things were so tense and Owen was so volatile.

Horace, apparently in sync with the need to keep the inmates out of the way, brought them a late lunch, and they ate around the same time Bancher retired to his room for a meal. His food smelled like Tex-Mex, Casandra decided. He was still eating, or doing something else in his room, when Owen came for Casandra.

“You get an hour too,” he said, standing at her bars.

“Why?”

“You laughed when you didn’t need to laugh,” he said.

Casandra didn’t disagree. If she’d known beforehand his own translator was going to call his planet Fucktopia, she could have prepared for it. If it happened again, she wouldn’t laugh at all. It was just funny when it happened. Maybe it was funny to her because of how nervous it made Owen, and that indeed wasn’t very nice of her. And then, there was a sort of fairness here too, she had to admit. Neither she nor Kitsey nor Aristella were taking this seriously, each approaching the alien visit in their own, self-focused way. Minor crimes all – except for Aristella, maybe, who should have known she’d be suffering a biological event and it would cause trouble – and minor punishment, in the big scheme of things. Casandra used to spend eight hours a day standing on the line to wash chicken carcasses. What was standing for an hour?

So “Sorry,” was all she said when he opened her cell door, and she followed him to the bridge and stepped into the brig and turned to watch him shut and lock it.

“We’re going to be having some meetings here in a few minutes,” Owen said, gesturing toward the PCs. The two closest to her were empty, but she knew Horace must be in one of the cubicles on the window side, as he ofen was this time of day. Apparently, he was in on whatever secret Owen was working on. “Can I trust you?”

“Trust me?” Casandra said.

“To not disturb things?”

“Disturb things?” she repeated. “What do you mean?”

“Can you just be quiet and not say anything about what you hear?”

Casandra laughed. “What exactly are you plotting?”

Owen looked hurt as he answered, quietly, with a glance toward the door to the residences.

“Wood,” he whispered.

“Wood?”

“Wood,” he said again. “They want wood. Earth wood.”

“What do they want with wood?”

“There’s nothing like it anywhere else. And they’ll pay . . . big time.”

“No other planet has trees?”

“A lot do, yeah, probably,” Owen said. “But no one’s got earth wood. It’s because of our winters. Or summers, then winters.”

“What do you mean?”

“Our winters are really harsh, is the way I understand it,” Owen said, “and that combined with summer makes our wood dense.”

“Why are you talking to them about wood?”

“They need a middleman, and they want us to be it.”

“Why?” Casandra persisted.

“You ask a lot of questions,” Owen complained, the hint of a smile in his face.

“I don’t have anything else to do,” Casandra said, grabbing the bars of her cage and giving the door a shake.

“Look,” Owen said, eyes looking wistfully over Casandra’s head for a moment, “if this works out, I get to go back to earth. They said I could take two weeks off. Long enough to get married.”

“Married?”

“Married.”

“You’ve got someone picked out?” Casandra said, her breath coming a little short.

“Yeah.”

“Wait, you’re engaged?” Casandra said, her stomach clenching for some reason, her reaction a complete mystery to her.

“Well, yeah,” Owen replied, looking confused as well.

“Did you meet . . . meet her up here?”

“Naw. High school sweetheart.”

“Why . . .” Casandra stammered. “Isn’t she . . . does she . . . know?”

“Know what?”

“About . . . what you do up here?”

“Aw, gee,” Owen said, passing his hand through his hair and casting his eyes down to Casandra’s nipples. “That’s just . . . nothin’.”

He might as well have reached his fist through the bars and punched Casandra’s belly. He might as well have slapped her face.

Nothing. That’s what all this was.

Her eyes filled with tears before she could turn her mind to something else or consider the logic of things. Still holding a bar with one hand, she raised the other to her eyes, pressing a knuckle against each in turn.

“Aw, honey, I didn’t mean it that way,” Owen said. “You’re sweet. You know that.”

Casandra turned her head to stare at the wall, and she opened her palm toward Owen’s face. No more talking, she wanted it to say. We’re done here.

“Don’t be ill at me, please,” he said.

She turned her face back to him, jaw clenched, lips apart, eyes wide with fury, giving Owen the same snarling visage he’d inflicted on her earlier.

Leave me alone, she was saying with the face of a wounded animal. Just go away. Go away.

Owen took the hint this time, departing from the bridge, and she watched his naked form and began working through the nature of this tragedy, trying desperately to build a single, coherent narrative out of a shattered mess, pieces flying at her too quickly to assemble:

I’m a fool I’ve just lost another lover what did I think was going on this was just friendship why does love keep dying on me what did I expect he was being such a jerk today what’s his fiancée’s name how many times did Owen and I make love we’ll never make love again I won’t do it I bet the wedding will be held outside in some wide-open western place was it nothing to Horace and Mel and Corey too I don’t want to be here anymore what did I expect no promises were made to me or Kitsey Bancher is here to buy wood that’s really strange Owen said it was nothing but then he took it back sort of but how could he even say it am I overreacting what color is her hair what does she look like I never really loved him just liked him because he was sweet and it was nice to have a boy after four months in prison and three years dead I bet the minister at their wedding will wear a cowboy hat and one of those ties there’s name for the tie bolero maybe I miss Remembrance she wouldn’t have done this to me she couldn’t have done this to me do Fucktopians cry what will Bancher think if he sees me crying probably that I’m a fool why am I here how did this whole cluster fuck happen am I overreacting I’ll never forget making love to Owen the first time weightless just drifting back and forth I want to curl up on my bed with just my hair showing like Remembrance used to do and cry I don’t deserve to be in this stupid cage I want Bancher to see me crying and ask me and I’ll tell him what happened and let his translator figure it out and maybe that will kill the wood deal I bet she’s blonde like him and they’ll all wear cowboy boots at the wedding even the girls and 10 years from now when he’s got a couple of kids he’ll think of me I’m not nothing what are they going to do with wood on Fucktopia if Bancher greeted me the way they do I would smile up at him and take it all inside me and I would mean something to him not nothing

Buffeted by the whirl of unbidden thoughts, no hope of ordering them or making them not hurt, Casandra continued to cry, sniffling, using her hands to wipe her eyes and nose, hooting softly, like a dove.

Horace was in here, at one of the PCs closest to the window, invisible, working and listening and knowing that Casandra had just had her heart broken. She didn’t want to do it, ever again, with any of them. Nothing had ever been promised, by Owen or his minions. But still, girls have hearts . . .

The door from the residences opened and Owen entered, barely glancing at Casandra, just giving her the corner of his eye before he turned to usher Bancher in, the smell of Tex-Mex wafting in, unless it was her imagination.

In the end Casandra decided to present a composed persona to Bancher, and she quickly passed fingertips under eyes and gave a final sniff and tried to smile and look interested, and he cast her a longer glance, everything humans doing here interesting to him, apparently. Fascinating and inscrutable and worthy of further study.

Before he was done looking, he flashed her a smile, a little sympathy in his eyes, or condescension. Would he remember, as he thought about this short brush with humankind on this little spinning outpost, the females he’d seen here, the one who bled when he greeted her, the two he’d see in a cage, making love? Probably not. No one would remember her here. This was just another stop along the way, no different from the poultry factory, where her time spent working and her departure under federal order made no difference.

Owen and Bancher pulled chair up to a PC and turned it on, and Casandra decided to pay attention as best she could, because there was nothing else to do and she needed something to take her mind off her pain.

The meeting, however, proceeded with aching slowness, everything Owen and the people attending from earth having to be translated before Bancher could respond, everything he said back subjected to the same process. And the topics were tedious too: this much for 10 kilos of pine, this much for oak and hickory and cedar and teak and mahogany. They kept referring to a schedule, its meaning dawning slowly on Casandra as a list of each wood’s strength, rigidity, stainability, resistance to rot. And then came a list of the chemicals to treat wood, the stains and preservatives and coatings, and Casandra’s mind wandered to the angels.

Are they here? Can they help with emotional distress? If Casandra were overreacting, would they step in to ease her pain, or wait until she came to her senses?

Or perhaps they only busied themselves with physical matters – danger, rescue, the flipping of a cars, the comforting of a girl hanging upside down while she witnessed . . .

Casandra considered the possibility that the angels could reach into her mind, dismissed it. She didn’t want them banging around her brain cells. But grabbing neurons was not the only way one could save another from heartbreak, she knew. They could teach and enlighten from outside the mind, like anyone else, could they not? Provide her flowers, literally or figuratively; make sure she saw a rainbow; distract her from pains that would not otherwise go away, or even redirect her thoughts to other ideas, show her that her loss was not so great after all, convince her she was indeed overreacting.

All the while as she pondered, the meeting droned on, Bancher’s language interspersed with English she found just as impossible to follow, jargon and technical terms and names for wood and wood products she wasn’t familiar with.

How long had she been in her little prison within a prison? she wondered. Surely it had been at least an hour. She wanted to lie down, or at least be somewhere besides this place where only Owen’s voice reached her ears naturally. While Bancher seemed to want to learn English, repeating names and a word now and then – hickory, pine, stain – most of what he said came tinnily through his translator, and that’s how the company people from earth sounded too.

She was about to clear her throat, or do something more aggressive to get Owen’s attention, when she heard her name.

“Casandra Davi has been cleared,” said one of the earth women. “The prison says we can rent her out 90 days at a time.”

“She’s right over there,” Owen said a little awkwardly, gesturing to the brig, which thankfully stood beyond the camera’s view.

“Bancher, would you like her help?” the woman asked.

Despite the possibility she was completely misunderstanding the conversation, Casandra’s heart started thumping and her mouth went dry.

Help Bancher how?

Bancher listened to the translation, nodded, spoke in his strange tongue and looked at Casandra, and Casandra stood on her toes, wrapped her hands around the bars, and listened for his verdict in English.

“I wish to certify,” came the answer back, voice ringing out from his translator, “if Casandra is amenable, to bringing her on for service as a Fucktopian slave.”

“This isn’t slavery,” the woman’s voice shot back, quickly and urgently. “Owen, explain to him that this isn’t slavery.”

Bancher’s translator began speaking and clicking, so instead of repeating what the woman had already said, Owen turned to look at Casandra, a wealth of meaning passing between their eyes – all the days of their time together on the station since they’d met, and then the thing that had passed between them today. And then this, whatever it was.

Bancher listened to his translator, looked up, looked at Casandra, looked at the people in the monitor. The translator seemed to need a lot of time to explain things, and Casandra guessed that the Fuctktopian word for slave didn’t quite line up with its meaning in English.

The overall gist of the conversation was clear to Casandra, however. They were talking about having her do something, for Bancher, or Bancher’s company, work that would not be exactly free, or voluntary.

On Fucktopia, though? Is that what they were talking about? No one was saying that word. Everyone kept saying “your planet” or “your world.”

Bancher’s translator finished conveying the woman’s message, so he leaned toward it and issued a single three-syllable, Fucktopian word.

“Conscript,” the translator offered.

“Maybe a little closer, but not quite,” the woman said.

Bancher spoke again.

“Draftee,” it said.

He kept trying, uttering words in Fucktopian, waiting for their translations, speaking anew.

“Servant.”

“Vassal.”

“Charge.”

“Performer.”

“Let’s try agent,” the woman proposed. “How about agent?”

The translator spoke, and Bancher turned to Casandra, smiling, and he laughed.

“Ay—shent,” he said, nodding with approval. “Ay-gent.”

“We need to talk to Casandra,” the woman asserted. “You said she’s with you?”

“She’s, uh, right over here,” Owen said, and he stood and turned to look at Casandra, and she glared back at him, and the understanding broke across her mind in all one piece that she had just ascended to a place of great and sudden power.

Owen needed her. Owen’s company needed her. Bancher needed her.

For what, she had no idea. Some kind of work that was similar to but not identical to slavery. No, she would be an agent. Not a slave, an agent.

But an agent of what? For what? And why her?

Fate, the universe – the angels – had just handed her a prime opportunity for revenge.

No, I want nothing to do with whatever you’re talking about, she could say, with a pointed look at Owen, and he’d know what was going on, and all his little plans would be foiled.

But what then? She’d just keep on working up here, for Owen. And she’d probably keep fucking him, and everyone else too. But the magic would be gone. He’d be bitter. And soon enough, he’d send her back to earth, to a real prison, to wait for the trial. Without Remembrance.

And they’d probably just find someone else. Kitsey or Aristella could probably do whatever it was they were looking for.

Owen grabbed the keys from the wall, turned to Casandra, raised his eyebrows and grimaced in what she knew was a pleading way.

Say yes if the opportunity makes sense, she told herself. But in the meantime . . . toy with Owen.




Chapter 11: A New Opportunity

“Cassie,” he whispered quietly to her between the bars, “can you just—”

“Let me out,” she interrupted, just a little less quietly.

“I really need—”

“Let me out,” she said again. “I’ve been in here more than an hour.”

“Okay, okay,” Owen said. “I will, but first, I need—”

“No,” Casandra said. “Let me out now. Then we talk.”

“Are you gonna do it?” he asked, smiling urgently.

“Let me out.”

“I know, but—”

“Let me out now or I start screaming,” Casandra hissed quietly, smiling.

Owen lowered the key to the lock and turned it and, face frozen in fear, pulled open the door.

Casandra stormed out, strode to the PC, dropped down into the chair Owen had been using, nodded to Bancher, who nodded back, and turned to the screen.

Five people were gathered about a table, the transmission a little grainy, but closest to the camera, at the head of the table, were a man and woman, with two more men and a second woman seated further back. All of them were at least middle-age, even bordering on elderly. All were dressed, of course.

“Whoa,” someone said under their breath, one of the men.

“Hi,” Casandra said, leaning forward, and she could see her face in the corner of the screen, filling the little frame there and, she assumed, creating a giant Casandra face on the screen in that room on earth, so she leaned back until the tops of her breasts and half her nipples showed. She thought about raising her hands to her breasts, feigning modesty, but instead she put her hands together in her lap and left them there. She’d been nude for months. She didn’t care what anyone saw.

“Hello, Casandra,” said the woman. “I’m Kathy, this is Luke, and we’ve got Brian, Ilsa and Bernard with us. We represent the executive team at Orbit Solarum.

“Nice to meet you all,” Casandra said, nodding and smiling, well aware that these people were several levels above Owen. She didn’t plan to remember any of their names.

“So let me get right into it,” Kathy said. “We need an agent to represent our interests with Bancher and his family. You would be kept on his planet, and you would interface with earth suppliers, coordinate deliveries, conduct limited negotiations.”

Bancher’s translator began speaking, and Casandra planned out her next sentence as all waited for it to finish. It didn’t take long to convey Kathy’s essentially simple message, fortunately.

“So I’d be based on Fucktopia,” Casandra said, enunciating the last word.

Kathy’s eyes got, briefly, big. Ilsa crossed her arms. Brian leaned back and grabbed his coffee. Casandra sensed Owen, standing behind her, stiffen. And Bancher’s translator spoke, repeating her words in his own language.

“Yes,” said Kathy, choking slightly.

“You said I’d be kept there,” Casandra said. “How?”

“Under conditions comparable to . . . the station,” Kathy said. “And your previous place of confinement.”

So, she’d still be a prisoner, she thought. Working, but under severe restrictions, as at the prison, and here. Like a slave. Bancher’s first word was the truest, but sometimes the truth must be stepped around.

“Why me?” Casandra inquired, but she already believed she knew the answer. Any member of the human race brought to Fucktopia would need to be kept securely. They couldn’t just let them go wandering, given the penchant of earth’s citizens for killing and destroying. So, send a prisoner there, someone who’s already used to cells and chains. The main qualification was the ability to speak English, with all its cultural and business nuance.

“Owen speaks very highly of your conduct,” Kathy said. “He believes you’d be an excellent choice for this work.”

“Hmm,” Casandra said, not turning to look at Owen as Bancher’s translator spoke. “What if I don’t like it?”

“You can come home in 90 days,” Kathy said. “Or sooner if it just isn’t working out. But we hope you’ll stay until your trial. And you’ll be compensated for performance.”

“Compensated?” Casandra repeated.

“Bonuses for completed transactions, for hitting monthly quotas, for—”

“Quotas?”

“You’ll have targets, for sourcing wood, for arranging deliveries, for getting vendors paid.”

“And this is just about wood?” Casandra said.

“Yes.”

“Why are you into wood?”

Several people around the table laughed. Kathy smiled.

“We’ve been identified as a trusted vendor,” she said. “It’s essential that we have an orbital outpost, which is where the people of Bancher’s world prefer to do business right now. And we see this as a diversification with strategic benefits.”

As Bancher’s translator spoke, Casandra translated in her own mind as well. There was money here. Or something like money.

“How are they paying you?” she asked.

“Elemental commodities,” Kathy replied.

“What are those?” Casandra asked.

“Rare earth is another way to put it. Certain things that are difficult to obtain on our planet. We can sell them or use them in our own systems.”

“When would I go?”

“Today,” Kathy replied. “Now.”

Casandra leaned back in her chair, looked down at her thighs, her heart racing and her mouth dry.

She could consider this for a year and still not know if it was a good idea. But Bancher seemed nice, everyone in the Fucktopian video she’d watched seemed nice, if a little too friendly with each other and this would get her off the station on a day when she really wanted to leave. It might be a disaster, of course. She had the distinct impression of hastily-drawn-up plans, quick and incomplete negotiations between people who weren’t communicating with each other that efficiently. She might end up in a tiny cage, or in chains that never came off, everyone terrified of the girl from the warlike race. The specifics of confinement and restraints weren’t being discussed, and she didn’t want to bring up topics she found embarrassing.

But really, why not? She was alive again. Remembrance would say to do it. The angels would approve.

“Sure,” Casandra said, looking into the screen, the relief palpable among the executives there, shoulders dropping and breath exhaled, smiles breaking across faces, several of them nodding, and once Casandra’s one-word answer was translated into a two-syllable Fucktopian equivalent, Bancher shifted as well, and she looked at him, into his smiling face and down at his penis, rising and curving up reflexively.

“How much time do I have to pack my things?” Casandra asked, and after the question was translated to Bancher, all eyes turned to him, and he provided a three-syllable answer that took many more English syllables to translate: “Can you get it done in one Fucktopian hour, which is the equivalent of approximately thirty-nine point three earth minutes?”

“I can,” Casandra promised.

“You’re going to miss this crew!” Kathy said, voice lilting with the relief of making progress on something vital.

“I guess,” Casandra said, rising and looking at herself on the screen, her belly and thighs and black triangle of pubic hair being broadcast to Orbit Solarum’s executive team, and next she turned and looked into Owen’s eyes, adding too quietly for anyone but him to hear, “Or maybe I’ll miss nothing.”

He looked down, the regret in his eyes a minor salve for the wound he’d left on Casandra’s heart.

Casandra went first to the living area, where emptied cotton tote bags were stacked up under the sink to await return to earth, and she grabbed one, black with the white Orbit Solarum logo printed on both sides.

From there, she went to her open cell to use her toilet, wash her face, dab a little makeup on, and assemble her belongings, moving slowly and deliberately with the half hour she’d been given. She’d had far less time to pack up at the prison, and she owned little more up here than she had down there: more toiletries, a few more novels and magazines, Remembrance’s math book, and the two pleasure rods she’d been issued when she’d arrived, neither used often. She imagined the irony of getting less sex – or no sex – while on Fucktopia. She had become increasingly doubtful that there was any physical pleasure in the way they greeted each other. Or no sexual pleasure, at least. It was more like hugging was on earth, she believed, a pleasant form of intimacy too fleeting to involve a climax or the release of fluids. She might need these toys. But if she had to endure abstinence for the next 90 days after nearly a month of near-daily coupling, she was going to end up frustrated, toys or no.

Angry as she’d been earlier today at Owen, she might be willing to come back here. Her pain, fierce this morning, was already ebbing, probably because she had other things to think about.

Had Owen truly betrayed her? Had he betrayed his fiancée? Did any of it matter? She wasn’t sure anymore.

Let go of it, she told herself. It doesn’t matter. Sex has its own rules on every planet, many of them arbitrary, and she was going to have to adapt to how ever things were done on Fucktopia – if they were done at all. Earth had pluses and minuses. And yes, she probably was overreacting to Owen’s unintended slight. He was just another boy who didn’t understand girls, but he was good in bed – or in floating, which they’d done more than once – and Casandra had turned his skills into something more meaningful. Perhaps she even loved him, in a way.

She was pleased with her final cut, though. She’d stung him, and maybe even taught him something about girls in the process.

“You’re leaving us?” someone asked, startling Casandra out of her reverie. Kitsey had slipped into Casandra’s cell, standing just behind her now.

“You should knock,” Casandra complained.

“I thought I had special privileges.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Casandra conceded, looking down and noting that Kitsey had been handcuffed in front. “I’ll miss you.”

“Where are you going?” Kitsey asked.

“To Fucktopia.”

“No way,” Kitsey said. “I thought Horace was joking.”

“I’ll just have a job there, like here,” Casandra said.

“Oh my god, what do they have on you?” Kitsey hissed, twisting to look through Casandra’s cell door.

“What do you mean?”

“Are they blackmailing you?” Kitsey whispered. “Did they threaten you with something if you didn’t do it?”

“No, I want to go,” Casandra said.

“Why?”

“Just something else to do,” Casandra said. “I’m ready for a change. And after 90 days, I can come back. Or sooner if it really doesn’t work out. And then, one day, they’re going to have that trial, and this will all be over.”

Casandra considered her next words carefully before she spoke them: “You know Owen’s engaged.”

“Oh earth, yeah,” Kitsey said.

“You knew?”

“He told me a couple of weeks ago.”

“You don’t care?”

“Why should I care?” Kitsey said. “His wife should care. If she does.”

“Hug me,” Casandra said. “I think I’m leaving soon.”

“How?”

“In Bancher’s space thing.”

“Wow,” Kitsey said, and she raised her bound hands over Casandra’s head and embraced her friend, bodies pressed together, mouths kissing, eyes wet. “Hurry back. And I hope it doesn’t suck too much.”

“Where’s Aristella?” Casandra inquired. All three of the female inmates were roaming free at present, Casandra suspected, which normally meant all three in handcuffs. But Casandra was free. Had only Kitsey been restrained?

“Oh, god, she’s talking to Bancher about everything she can think of,” Kitsey said, “and it’s all from science fiction books she’s read, so I’m not sure if anything’s she’s asking makes sense to him, and his little translator is crapping all over itself.”

“Where are they?”

“On the couch.”

He was changing his mind, Casandra decided with a lurch of her heart akin to panic. Of course Aristella was the better choice. She’d grown up on science fiction, she talked the talk, she’d broken herself on their cultural norm.

She’d literally bled for them.

Casandra grabbed her bulging tote bag and headed for the living area, pushing the door open, immediately spotting Bancher on the couch, his arm around Aristella’s shoulders, their heads close together.

Aristella was laughing, looking at Bancher while a movie played on the TV before them, a 1970s space flick, and Casandra continued to panic as she approached, slowly, bag thumping against her knee.

But when she arrived at the couch, all her misgivings vanished, Bansher rising and smiling at her, Aristella leaping to her feet and spreading her arms. As Casandra suspected, Aristella’s hands had been left free. The arrival, in the flesh, of a significant business opportunity had rendered the rules fluid.

“You’re going to love it!” she exclaimed, embracing Casandra. “This is just what you needed.”

Aristella released her and Casandra, still trying to figure out if she’d just been insulted again, stepped back and saw that Bancher was also expecting a hug now, but in the Fucktopian way, arms not spread but extended straight in front, and Casandra emulated his pose and they hugged, a minor deed fraught with things requiring interpretation. On earth, one does not normally hug another at the start of a journey together. And hugs with new business associates are usually not done in the nude, and definitely not done while the long, curved side of the male’s firm and upright penis is tapping the female’s hip. Fortunately, there did not seem to be any expectation of insertion.

Done hugging, Bancher reached out his hand and Casandra offered her bag instinctively, although in the next moment she realized what she’d packed was none of his business.

His inspection of the contents was polite enough, however. He reached in, moved a few things aside, drew out the shampoo bottle and looked at Casandra, and she ran her fingers through her hair and shook it, and he seemed to understand. He pulled out a novel, peering inquisitively at the cover, a girl in a bikini and a boy in trunks on the beach, the girl holding a surfboard, the boy looking longingly at her.

Casandra couldn’t tell if Bancher noticed the two dildos at the bottom of the bag, but he didn’t pull them out and inspect them, fortunately. Aristella was still hovering, a few feet away, and exposing her sexuality to the girl – especially right now, would have just been . . . well, outside the spirit of the moment.

Bancher handed the bag back to Casandra and looked over her shoulder, and she turned and saw that the rest of the crew had gathered there, Horace, Corey, Mel, Kitsey. Owen too, still looking sheepish, obviously still regretting what he’d said – even if he’d really meant it.

Bancher had set his translator down on the couch but he picked it up, spoke into it and looked at Owen.

“May I receive her chains now?” the device translated.

“Yeah,” Owen said, stepping toward the residential hall, opening the door, stepping back out, Casandra’s handcuffs and a pair of shackles she rarely wore draped over his arm.

Casandra thought Owen might be handing the restraints off to Bancher, just another part of the backup supplies for the girl, but Bancher, after a quick inspection, turned to Casandra and – foreign as he was – she understood his intent.

And yet, he raised the translator to his free hand and spoke into it, and the device spoke in turn: “You need to be chained for the trip.”

Casandra fought the urge to blush, biting her lip and setting down her bag, the magic of this moment dissipating.

Why in chains? Are humans really that threatening? Even the females?

Bancher turned to Owen, raising his eyebrows, looking for guidance, and Owen seemed glad to oblige, using sign language instead of the translator. He pointed to the handcuffs, slightly smaller and with a shorter chain, and then to his own hands, and Bancher understood. He turned to Casandra and she held her hands out in front, as she had dozens of times in the last four months, and he lowered an open cuff, wrapped it around her left wrist, and closed it, the metal catch clicking against itself, ratcheting away her freedom. He cuffed her left wrist and looked to Owen, perhaps for confirmation he’d done things correctly, but Owen seemed to think he meant something else, and he pointed to the shackles and then to Casandra’s feet, and Bancher knelt and chained her.

“Let’s do the key, too,” Owen said, and Bancher’s translator passed on the message in Fucktopian, and he nodded, and Owen handed him the two keys on a small ring.

Bancher made quick work of the locks, which didn’t surprise Casandra, given his trunk seemed to operate on similar technology, and now she was free again, Bancher holding her chains and looking a little victorious, as if surprised that this simple earth technology had obeyed him.

Casandra’s freedom was short-lived, Bancher holding out the handcuffs, she allowing him to put them back on her, to chain her ankles, and she picked up her bag and managed a weak smile in the general direction of the rest of the crew before she turned and headed toward the storeroom, where the elevator waited to take her to Bancher’s craft.

And then came more hugs, Casandra keeping her hands down at her middle, unable to reciprocate as everyone embraced her – Mel and Horace and Corey, then Kitsey and Aristella, and finally Owen.

Owen went up the elevator first, Bancher’s case second, Bancher third, and finally Casandra, who at least was not stretched on a pole this time.

Mindful of her opened bag in the near-zero gravity, she clamped both hands around the top as she was ushered through the little welcome area and, floating beside Bancher, his arm around her waist, was transported through the door and into his craft.

“Bye, Owen,” Casandra said without enthusiasm, unable to see her former captain, the door closing behind her before she could hear a reply, and she was set down.




Chapter 12: Unkind Truths

The simplicity of Bancher’s craft surprised her, a black floor, an orange ceiling emanating a soft orange light, a pair of light blue benches running the length of the short craft, one on either side, a small door and a simple work station at the end opposite the entrance, with several keyboards arrayed before a screen, some higher, some lower.

No, these keyboards were all of one piece, Casandra realized, a three-dimensional format for inputting data into a computer. She sat on the bench, set her bag before her, and stared, intimidated but curious. Could a human learn to use that system, she wondered, or was it beyond the capacity of our brains?

Bancher checked the seal of the door, pushed his case into the corner, turned and sat beside Casandra, their hips touching, and only then did she notice that there was gravity here; Bancher’s craft was equipped with it.

“You have gravity,” she blurted. Why, of all things, this should surprise her she couldn’t say.

Bancher went to his case, opened it, found his translator and returned to Casandra’s side. Were he human, the closeness he was insisting on would have made her uncomfortable, especially given they were both nude, she was handcuffed and shackled, and his penis was in what seemed to be its most common state, long and pointed up. But he was a Fucktopian, and she was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.

Once he’d tapped his translator on, he spoke into it.

“What did you say?”

“You have gravity,” she said, pointing toward the floor.

He nodded and said four or five syllables into his translator, which became two minutes of incomprehensible English, in which physics terms that Casandra might have heard once in her life were interspersed with the same repeated phrase: “There is no English equivalent”; “There is no English equivalent.”

She felt a minor thump through the cushions of her seat, guessed that Bancher’s craft had disengaged from the spinning station and was stabilizing. She was glad there were no windows.

“How long until we reach Fucktopia?” she asked, aiming her mouth toward the translator.

Bancher listened, replied: “Between two and four Fucktopian hours.”

The translator didn’t bother providing an earth equivalent for Fucktopian hours, but it didn’t need to. Casandra remembered that a Fucktopian hour was about 38 earth minutes, and she did the rough math in her head and arrived at something like two and a half to four hours, a duration that surprised her. She thought they’d be arriving on his planet in a matter of minutes.

“Why so long?” she asked.

Bancher turned, looked at her carefully, spoke.

“Because of you,” he said.

“Okay,” Casandra said, feeling immediately like she’d done something wrong. “Okay. You mean . . . because of germs . . . or something?”

Bancher listened to the translation, shook his head, spoke into the translator.

“No, because the people of earth are murderers.”

Casandra brought her bound hands to her mouth and laughed into them, almost shouting with mirth as she bent over and looked at the black floor, which had somehow created gravity.

“I’m sorry,” she said, fanning her face and trying to regain her composure. “I just . . . I mean . . . really? That’s what you think of us? Everyone of us is about to kill someone?”

Bancher shifted in his seat, crossed his leg the way an earth man would, looked awkward, his hip continuing to brush Casandra’s.

And then he spoke, a simple sentence in Fucktopian, a simple sentence in English.

“Let’s continue to discuss this.”

Okay, Casandra thought to herself. Slow down. Do not say something in the first few minutes on Bancher’s space plane that makes him turn around and dump you off back at the station.

“Let’s start over,” she said, and she paused while Bancher’s translator took a remarkably long time to convey her request. She looked at Bancher, his eyes less than a foot from hers, and her mind went blank.

Absolutely blank.

What was this conversation about? What should it be about? Earth people? Her job? Life on Fucktopia? Could she ask him anything? Would he tell her anything? Or was she more like a pet, or a fairly advanced, domesticated animal, useful in securing earth woods, but a creature to be carefully managed, corralled, harnessed, chained? Someone who should be kept in her place, even as she was humored?

But as she searched for her next words, the next thing she should say to this being of the universe, this representative of infinity, she needed to make one thing clear.

“I don’t kill people,” she said. “I’m not a murderer.”

Bancher listened, nodded, seemed to be speaking carefully into his translator, and Casandra expected conciliatory words. She didn’t get them.

“All human brains bear the templates of death and ruin.”

“Whoa,” she said raising her eyebrows and smiling in what she meant as an ironic gesture.

So this was where Bancher wanted to go next, then, insulting everything about Casandra and her world and her people. Like everyone’s the same on earth, and we all need the rest of the universe to come and judge us because of a few shitty humans.

Fine.

Bancher’s translator was speaking and chirping and clicking, and she thought he must be listening to someone else, using it like a phone or radio or something, before it occurred to her that it might be trying to translate the last thing she’d said: “Whoa.”

Yes, that was exactly what it was doing, Casandra decided, because as Bancher listened to the translation, he was looking at her, all the hallmarks of befuddlement in his eyes.

Done listening, he spoke his language, and the translator translated.

“Do you, or do you not, agree that all human brains bear the templates of death and ruin?”

“Neither,” Casandra blurted. “That’s not even . . . agree or disagree? . . . that’s not even what I would say back to something like that. I mean, seriously, that’s what your translator wants? I have to either say yes, you’re right, or no, I um, I dispute that? I can’t just say ‘whoa,’ like, ‘wow, you really just went there?’?”

No matter how intrinsically valuable they might be, things we achieve with little effort feel valueless, and so it was with Casandra as she and Bancher flew or drove or tesseracted or whatever it was to Fucktopia.

I have put up with a lot of shit from my own kind, she thought, I’ve suffered a lot of heartbreak, and today’s been a pretty good example of that, so go ahead and provoke me and I’ll give it right back, and I don’t care if you turn around and hand me back to Owen and tell him I’m too much of a bitch. I don’t care. The things I’ve heard about your planet don’t sound that great either.

Bancher’s translator spoke Fucktopian for close to five minutes this time, and Casandra folded her chained hands over her belly and crossed her bound ankles and stared at the floor, all of her senses aroused, her breath coming fast, her back tensed the way it did when she was stressed, her nipples hard.

Good, she thought bitterly. I’ve given him something to think about, and I’m breaking his translator in the process. This is fun. Say something that’s simple in English and see how long it takes to be translated.

As he listened to the translation, Bancher slumped. He actually, literally, slumped. Even stranger, he pressed his shoulder against Casandra’s. Finally, the translation of Casandra’s response ended, and Bancher launched his reply, speaking, pausing, speaking again, two minutes of what sounded to Casandra like two minutes of the way English speakers speak when they’re uncertain, pausing and speaking quickly, pausing again; hemming and hawing.

“I have offended you, and I’m sorry,” was all the translator said when Bancher finished speaking.

Now it was Casandra’s turn to slump. Not in disappointment or shame. No, she was daunted. Intimidated. Overwhelmed. She was going to a place where the mere act of speaking was going to take an extra step, where the simplest things in English were going to take paragraphs to translate, and vice versa. Where she was already branded a murderer. A place where she’d be kept in chains.

She could give up.

Casandra Davi could throw in the towel now, pretend to care while she cared not at all, drift through whatever life was supposed to be like on Fucktopia until they sent her back. She could follow orders sporadically, if at all. She could get things wrong constantly. There was no need for open rebellion. She could ack like she was trying.

And what did they expect from a murderous race, from a representative of that race so inferior she couldn’t even stay out of prison?

Is that all she was? A failed example of a failure race? No, she was more than that. She was an untreated trauma survivor. She was an imprisoned witness. She was a 23-year-old American girl with a high school diploma and one semester of tech school. She was an energy sector worker. She was an international space traveler. She was on her way to Fucktopia to do . . . something.

Casandra Davi was whatever she wanted to be.

Casandra Davi was alive.

She looked at Bancher’s translator.

“Head,” she blurted.

The translator issued a one-syllable word that sounded like “zith.”

“Zith,” she said.

Silence.

“Head.”

“Zrith*,” replied the translator, where * was a little pop, almost too subtle to hear, lips coming together and parting.

“Zrith*,” she said. “Zrith*.”

“Head,” the translator replied.

She looked at Bancher with absolute elation, pointing to her head as she said the word again. “Zrith*.”

Bancher smiled, looking a little surprised,

“Arm,” she said.

“Bae,” it replied.

“Bae,” she said.

“Arm,” it replied.

“My arm hurts,” she said.

“Bae-* H*um ord.”

“Bay humerd,” she said, almost shouting the mangled Fucktopian.

“I am drainage,” the translator announced, and Casandra laughed and tried again.

“H* . . . H*um bae . . . ord.”

“My arm hurts,” spoke the translator.

And so it continued, Casandra speaking, listening, learning, no one else present, just she and Bancher’s translator, which he held in his lap, next to his penis, not speaking, barely moving.

None of this was easy. There was a strange click in the word for foot that she could not reliably duplicate, missing it four of five times. The Fucktopian syntax was incomprehensible, beginning with the noun and following with variations on verbs, apparently. But there were always nouns and verbs, just like she was taught in the seventh grade that there must be in every English sentence. So she pushed on through the briars of Fucktopian language mystery, driven by a sort of fury, the need to do something other than sit there, stung by Bancher’s judgment.

For more than an hour she studied, speaking and being spoken to, learning until she could learn no more, her mind reeling, and she leaned over and put her head in her hands and laughed with the joy of exhaustion that comes from doing something worthwhile.

Only as she relaxed her tense body did she realize how badly she needed to pee, and she guessed that the door beside the monitor hid the restroom, and she stood and strode to it without bothering with the annoyance of having to endure translations in both directions, and she was rewarded for her boldness with what was indeed a small restroom, complete with toilet and sink and mirror and paper, so familiar it was disorienting, like finding a modern American kitchen in a cave last occupied by Neolithics.

She glanced at Bancher, he looked back, she shut the door and sat and released and pushed down the curved handle and a flush resulted, and she made her way back into the craft, stopped to glance at the monitor and its three-dimensional keyboard, and she didn’t ask permission again, just bent to look.

Every key – and there were hundreds of them – bore a unique symbol or series of symbols. Some of these must be their alphabet, she thought. I could learn this, she thought. It might take me a year, but I can learn the sound, or sounds, every letter makes. I am not stupid.

She looked back at Bancher, who was staring at her, taking her in, his expression unreadable.

“Teach me,” she urged.

“Zzin*gne arr’ouf,” the translator said.

“Zen gne arruff,” Casandra repeated.

“Fresh trapezoid,” the translator ventured, but Bancher understood, and he rose and approached and put one hand on Casandra’s shoulder with his people’s strange familiarity while he used the other to tap a large button toward the front of the lowest keyboard, and the screen came to life with a white and gray, rippling background, symbols appearing and disappearing, the screen going white.

Casandra punched a button and a character appeared, a backward R with a line beneath it.

“Llllll,” Bancher said.

“Llllll,” Casandra said, hitting another key, and another, one on every keyboard, watching characters appear in black against the white background, listening to Bancher’s phonetic interpretations, until she did something that turned the monitor off. Bancher tapped it back on and stood back, and Casandra plugged away, learning very little but not caring, just admiring the beauty of a foreign alphabet, the letters a little more involved than English but not as complex as Chinese.

Next, she began working through the keyboards methodically, highest board on the left, upper leftmost character, then the next character, then the next, seeing if she could commit any to memory, when she felt another dull thud, through her feet, and turned to look at Bancher.

“M*a’ff sh’,” he said.

“We’re here,” said his translator.

“M*a’ff sh’,” Casandra did her best to reply, but the translator ignored her, and Bancher opened the door, and Casandrayj turned to see two Fucktopians there, male and female, nude except for helmets that showed stern faces through the glass, and belts that held equipment Casandra couldn’t interpret.

The couple entered warily, slowly, the male’s penis down between his legs, their eyes taking everything in. Bancher nodded but did not smile as he spoke a few syllables into his translator.

“They’re going to inspect you,” he said.

Casandra looked at the two guards, looked past them, saw that they were all still airborne, two craft tethered together, in the distance a distant world looming, mostly tan, green here and there, a little blue as well.

The female stepped up first, and she reached down and grabbed the handcuff chain between Casandra’s wrists and raised it, gently but insistently, peering at the steel links, at the cuffs, at the hinges and keyholes, slipping a finger between metal and wrist.

She turned and said something to Bancher and he spoke into his translator.

“They want you cuffed in back,” he said, moving toward her, and Casandra held out her wrists, watched as Bancher opened one cuff, put her hands behind her back and felt the cuff go back on.

The female knelt to check Casandra’s shackles, and the male arrived, wrapping his warm hand around Casandra’s upper arm to steady her.

Satisfied that this earth creature was sufficiently bound, the female stood unsmiling before Casandra and tapped her mouth and opened it, and Casandra obeyed, and the female put her ungloved finger against Casandra’s teeth, between lips and gums, under her tongue, along her molars, while the male ran his fingers through the human’s voluminous hair.

Not a word was spoken as the female grabbed Casandra’s nipples, first the right, then the left, looking under each for . . . something.

The female stepped back, spread her legs and slapped the insides of her thighs, staring at Casandra expectantly. Casandra, puzzled, widened her thighs and guessed one of them was going to examine her cavities – not the first time it had been done, but a harsh disappointment as her welcome to Fucktopia.

It wasn’t until the male stepped up before her, his penis fully extended and pointed up, that she realized how the search was going to be done.




Chapter 13: A Disappointing Arrival

She was given no time to prepare for this, to masturbate and wet herself, to ask for artificial lubricant, even to spread her lips. The male simply advanced on her and put his hand on her shoulder and, as she looked down, he dropped his penis through both muscular control and the downward angling of his pelvis, then brought it back up, tip at the folds of her entrance, and next through them, impaling her female chamber roughly, the shaft sliding between insufficiently lubricated lips.

“Damn!” Casandra cried as the penis was rammed into her, the male holding her shoulder casually as he examined her slot with his member.

As quickly as it had begun, the ordeal was over, the penis withdrawn, the hand removed from her shoulder. Bancher slipped over and gazed at the male’s penis, and Casandra guessed he was discreetly checking for blood, and he seemed relieved when there was none, just a few streaks of her clear vaginal nectar.

“Lim’me*,” said the woman, taking Casandra by the upper arms and turning her around, and Casandra felt the male’s hand on her shoulder and knew what was about to happen, and she couldn’t help but tense all of her body, her shoulders and back and legs and arms, but most of all her anus, so that when the bare tip forced itself within her, it hurt again.

“Ow, god!” Casandra protested, arching her back and staring at the floor until the brief examination was done, the penis withdrawn.

“Damn,” Casandra said again under her breath, and she looked back at the male, accusation in her eyes, but he wasn’t looking at her. Instead, he was speaking to Bancher, who responded by nodding and bobbing his head. Was Bancher being instructed? Casandra wondered. Given rules? Lectured? His translator wasn’t speaking, and she wasn’t remotely familiar enough with his language to understand.

Only at the end of the inspection did the mood change. Bancher pointed to Casandra, spoke rapidly in Fucktopian, and the male and female looked at her, and nodded and laughed, and when whatever was going on had concluded, Bancher held up his translator and both spoke into it and smiled at Casandra.

“Welcome to Fucktopia.”

“Welcome to Fucktopia.”

Casandra smiled weakly back but said nothing, working through what felt for all the world like a gross violation, a crime against her body, but a crime not done on the world, not done by people of the world, instead committed by beings who lived by completely different rules. Did that make a difference? She wasn’t sure.

The two guards turned to Bancher, and Bancher touched his penis against the male’s, the greeting Casandra had witnessed many times before. Bancher did not, however, offer the standard vaginal insertion to the female. Instead, she turned, placed her hands on her knees, and Bancher stepped up behind her and put his penis inside her rear opening.

Casandra, torn between morbid fascination and the instinctive urge to turn away while others were engaging in a very private act, yielded to curiosity, watching Bancher push himself up the female quickly, and withdraw just as quickly, and she straightened and, with a few more words that Casandra guessed were standard farewells, the two exited.

Bancher closed the door behind them and went back to his monitor, and Casandra felt the thump in the floor that told her the guards were gone, and she stood with her wrists bound behind her and stared at the computer. If Bancher sensed that Casandra needed reassurance, comforting, an arm around her shoulder – or some explanation for what he had just done to the female Fucktopian – he kept his feelings to himself.

She at least wanted her hands cuffed in front again, but Bancher seemed particularly preoccupied, fingers dancing over his multi-level keyboards, the screen coming to life with a view of his planet. The craft lurched before she sensed it descending, watching as tan expanses, a long mountain range and greenness resolved to desert and savannah, to grasses and finally to a city, as big as any Casandra had ever seen, full of towering spires and great glass façades and the movement of steady life on its streets and in its air, cars and floating transport, a mass of Fucktopian humanity Casandra found breathtaking, frightening, exhilarating.

The camera zeroed in on the flat rooftop of a building that cast a long shadow across the white streets and the shorter structures beside it, and Casandra watched, mesmerized, until she could see nothing but the gray, sun-splashed surface of the building’s top, going dark in their own shadow, and then came another thump, and Casandra knew she was, after a long, strange trip that had begun on a poultry line less than half a year ago, arrived on Fucktopia.




--------Part 3---------




Chapter 1: A Family Business

Do the angels listen? Do they see? Do they come with the protected to the ocean, to the skies, to other worlds? Are they beings of place, or beings of flesh, guardians assigned to patches of earth, or attached to the shreds of soul that tatter as they live out their days?

Are the angels of earth only, or of the vastness beyond, and to what degree?

Have they come to Fucktopia with Casandra, to see if they could?

Are they surprised?

Casandra has just been raped, a male she does not know and never met pushing his strange, muscular penis up her vagina, up her anus, without permission, without affection. Should the angels take offense? But Casandra is not sure she is offended either. It was his job, and he seemed to take no pleasure in it. Did that matter?

Her mind turned to Owen, and his careless words this morning. Although both her holes still throbbed with what had been done just now, what Owen did hurt worse.

Bancher turned off the monitor, picked up Casandra’s bag, and opened the door, and a whole planet of foreign smells rolled in, undefinable but not uncomfortable, a hint of smoke, something sweet, something yeasty, more of the Tex-Mex of Bancher’s food, and Casandra, hands still bound behind her back, moved through the door as quickly as her chains would allow, and she squinted and drank in the heat and the sun of a great, galactic city, a taller building to her left with windows in a subtle mosaic, light blue and light yellow and tan, and she stepped to the rail and peered over the edge onto a plaza – 40 stories down at least – where Fucktopians passed through or stopped and chatted or sat, just like on earth except that they were all naked as far as Casandra could tell.

She looked at Bancher and smiled, and he smiled back and motioned her to follow him around his craft, which looked impossibly small now she was outside of it, and they made their way to a doorway that Casandra recognized was an elevator, like any rooftop elevator on earth, and it even had a button like any earth elevator, and Bancher pushed it and after a short wait, he led her onto it, a bright, cool space with a picture of mountains on the rear wall.

I’m in California, thought Casandra, who had never been to California but knew people who’d been, and had seen pictures, and she settled on California because she believed it was like this, strangeness juxtaposed against the familiar.

The elevator, still hot but cooler than the rooftop, marked its descent not with beeps and floor numbers on a screen, but on a vertical bar with a pale yellow light that moved. It stopped a third of the way down, the door opened, and Casandra followed Bancher out, entering what she quickly recognized as the ornate lobby of a prestigious firm, a female seated behind a raised counter, a plate glass window behind her looking upon the city, and the female rose and smiled at Bancher and, ignoring Casandra for the moment, she stepped around the counter speaking rapid Fucktopian, and she was still speaking as she widened her legs and Bancher slid his penis inside her and pulled it out. Just a quick, professional greeting, Casandra decided.

Through an open door on her left, Casandra noticed an office area with dozens of Fucktopians, packed in around tables, staring at screens and tapping on 3-D keyboards, conversing quietly around a small conference table. All naked.

The elevator door opened behind her, startling Casandra, and she slipped to the side and watched an older couple emerge, lightly lined faces and hair not silver but faded to gold, followed by two raven-haired females she guessed to be about Bancher’s age, and the four offered her a quick glance before they greeted Bancher, all smiles and incomprehensible Fucktopian and the touching of penis to penis, the insertion and quick withdrawal of penis within vagina, and Casandra watched and wondered if this was something she could ever get used to, and if it was appropriate that it stirred her a little, aroused her, when she saw it done.

The cool lobby floor seemed to have been finished in pale pink marble, and the counter was stone too, dark green. The walls were all a pale gray, hung here and there with pictures of things that Casandra could make no sense of, oddly-shaped, brightly-colored objects. Decorations? Tools?

There were also pictures of people here, and Casandra studied them, quickly identified a portrait of the older couple who had just stepped off the elevator, and beneath it, pictures of Bancher and the two females.

So, yes, Casandra concluded, this is a family, they own this business, these are the parents, Bancher is one of the sons, and he just fucked his mother and his two sisters.

Casandra hoped he’d cleaned Aristella’s blood off his penis. Could Fucktopians catch something from that? Infections must have been addressed here, certainly, or everyone would have everything.

In the midst of a sea of Fucktopian syntax, Casandra heard Bancher say her name, or as close as he could get to it, and she looked at him and noticed that all eyes were upon her, and she smiled gamely and wished she wasn’t still chained.

Bancher put his hand on her shoulder and spoke into his translator.

“My family welcomes you to Fucktopia, and is pleased to learn you are already a doctor of Fucktopian linguistics and a fourth-degree keyboard master.”

Casandra understood, sensing that this was not condescension but more what it would be on earth, hyperbolic humor in which a compliment lurked, so she answered in kind.

“Bay humerd,” she said, nodding formally.

“I am drainage,” the translator translated.

Casandra watched the faces, eyebrows rising, eyes peering nervously at each other. Bancher was the first to laugh, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and pulling her toward him as he explained the joke to the rest of the family, and now they laughed too and touched her shoulders and her hips and smiled and, Casandra sensed, accepted her the way a family would accept a pet that had shown an unexpected glint of intelligence, humor, personality.

There was more rapid Fucktopian, and the smiles faded, and Casandra suspected they were talking about her, because everyone kept looking at her the way people look at a pet or an object as they make plans for it. The sisters did most of the talking at this point. Everyone stood very close, almost uncomfortably so, close enough that Casandra could smell them. They gave off an odor like sandalwood, she decided. She wondered what she smelled like to them. No one was wrinkling their noses, at least.

At last, Bancher turned to Casandra and spoke into his translator.

“We’re going to take you to your pen now,” he said. “My sisters have prepared it for you.”

Casandra nodded, wondering how rough an approximation the word “pen” was to her actual lodgings. She wasn’t sure things were being conveyed accurately, even when the translator spent a long time explaining something. She had other questions for Bancher about certain Fucktopian words. She wondered if he’d let her play with his translator again.

The family paused, all staring at this earthling in their midst, seemingly uncertain what to do next. Finally, with what sounded like a chuckle, one of Bancher’s sisters put her arm on Casandra’s shoulder, squeezing it and smiling at her.

Casandra smiled back, but she noticed out of the corner other things happening, particularly the father’s penis angling up while he approached her hesitantly, and Bancher giving a slight shake of his head, warning his father off.

At the conclusion of a normal Fucktopian interaction that had reached this level of familiarity with a female, Casandra concluded, there would be penetration. But not here, not now, Bancher was saying to his dad. Earth girls are unpredictable. There’s something else going on with them, that we’ll need to discuss later.

This was a world of nuance, just like earth, Casandra concluded, and she was going to have to figure it out or be perpetually outside looking in.

Bancher, his arm back around Casandra’s shoulder, urged her forward, toward the door where all the employees were working, and as he made his way through, some looked up and spoke to him, always deferentially, and he stopped to say a few words back, and more than once he squeezed Casandra’s shoulder, and she recognized the fumbling way he said her name, as “Cas-ass-asandr” or “Casserand,” and the employees took her in, and some smiled at her, but sadly it seemed, in some cases. Moderately interested, they seemed, but not fascinated, not enthralled. They’d all seen their version of extraterrestrials, she assumed, in the flesh often enough, citizens from elsewhere in the universe, if this planet was agreeable to them. It was definitely agreeable to her. As far as Casandra could tell, earth and Fucktopian atmospheres were roughly identical, although the Fucktopian air felt dryer.

At the other end of the crowded workroom waited another door, and Casandra followed Bancher through and down a hall with doors on either side made from an unknown material but probably not wood. Maybe plastic. The carpet was soft and thick against her bare feet, the walls bearing an intricate pattern of golds and greens, and she guessed she was passing through an executive area, Fucktopian emanating from behind a door here and there.

At the end of the hall waited another door, and Bancher passed through it and she followed.

This hall wasn’t as nice as the one she’d just left. Thin carpet, pale pink walls, some sort of lighting mounted in the ceiling, plain doors and, last on the left, a door of bars, almost identical to her barred door on the station.

Bancher unlocked it, motioned her to pass in, and she entered what she immediately understood would be both her home here and her office, for there was a desk and a bed and a toilet, and a window that ran floor to ceiling and side to side, granting her a view of the same Fucktopian spires and broad plaza and distant mountains she’d see during their descent.

“You may rest,” said Bancher, setting her bag on the bed. “You may ask questions,” he added.

“Can you take off my chains?” Casandra asked, turning to show him her hands, and Bancher listened to the translation, nodded, pulled closed the barred door and locked it, used the key to unbind her wrists and ankles.

As he knelt before her to free her feet, she looked down at him, at the thick black hair growing from his dark olive scalp, at the sinew beneath his shoulders. These people were all consistently lean, she noted.

Bancher, done freeing her, coiled everything in one hand.

“Will I work here?” Casandra asked, and she could almost feel the questions lining up in her head.

“Yes,” Bancher replied.

“How?”

“My sisters will calibrate your steam presentation device.”

“Steam presentation device?” Casandra echoed.

“A facsimile of your full physical self will be converted to a water medium for interaction with your earthly counterparts,” Bancher said.

Casandra rubbed her jaw, scratched her nose, and looked down at her naked form.

“Like this?”

“Unless you have the capacity to shapeshift, yes.”

Casandra looked sharply at Bancher, trying to understand his meaning. Was he being ironic? Funny? Did shapeshifting mean something else on Fucktopia, or the same thing it meant on earth?

“May I be a housecat?” Casandra inquired.

Unfortunately, the translator spent a minute translating her joke, probably explaining to Bancher what a housecat was, and not explaining at all why Casandra was proposing she be one. In the end, he smiled weakly but didn’t laugh.

“Can I keep the translator?” she asked.

Bancher nodded but didn’t hand it over yet.

“How are you going to feed me?” she asked.

“We are able to compile an earth diet,” he said.

“Will I just stay in here all the time?”

“Your preferences will be taken into account.”

“I can go into the city?”

“You want to?” Bancher asked, looking slightly surprised.

“Yes,” she said, nodding, her black hair brushing her shoulders. “Is that a bad idea?” Casandra paused. “Wait . . . will everyone hate me? Or be afraid of me.”

Casandra’s question took a minute to translate. Bancher listened, frowned, nodded, spoke when it was done.

“There is no hate on Fucktopia,” Bancher said. “Not as you use the term.”

“Are they afraid of me then?”

“They won’t understand you.”

“I can use your translator,” Casandra said, proposing the obvious.

“They don’t understand more than your words.”

“Do they want to?” Casandra blurted.

Bancher listened to the question and smiled indulgently, but he did not shake his head.

“What does agent mean?” she asked.

Bancher listened to the question, frowned at her, clearly not understanding.

“You were trying to figure out what to call me,” she said. “When you said I could be a slave, the Orbit Solarum people didn’t like that, and so you finally agreed to make it agent, and you laughed. Why did you laugh?”

Bancher spoke a long time into his translator before the translator spoke.

“The most direct translation of the word is honcho.”

“Honcho!” Casandra said with a laugh. “Okay, honcho. But not head honcho. Just honcho.”

Bancher nodded.

“When you got on the station, what were you thinking?” Casandra asked, immediately questioning herself. Why was she asking that? How many times had she asked a human what they were thinking? But Bancher had started it, with his suggestion that there was something violently wrong with all humans. Once a topic like that is broached between two people, anything goes.

“What do you mean?” Bancher asked.

“You made a face like we smelled,” Casandra said. “Really bad.”

“I was afraid.”

“That’s your scared face?”

“One of them.”

“You thought we were going to murder you?”

“Not necessarily,” Bancher said, pausing to consider his answer further. “I just wasn’t sure. I didn’t know what would happen.”

“And then you felt better?”

“Yes,” he said. “I realized I was being irrational.”

“Maybe if other Fucktopians meet me, they’ll see I’m not dangerous too.”

Bancher nodded.

“I think I can do the greeting,” Casandra said quietly, a little shyly.

“Which greeting?”

“The one where you . . . like you did with Aristella today. Where you, you know, you . . .”

Casandra thrust her pelvis forward and up, as if she bore a long, upright penis, and Bancher finally seemed to understand.

“I understand it’s a deeply meaningful act,” Bancher said. “On earth.”

“It can be,” Casandra said, and the memory of what Owen had said that morning cropped up, his suggestion that lovemaking in the station meant nothing. As deeply as his words had wounded her then, she could no longer conjure the pain. It almost seemed funny at the moment. Too much had happened today. “We’re very sensitive there.”

Casandra wasn’t surprised when the translator launched into a two-minute, Fucktopian exposition of what she had said. And she wasn’t surprised that Bancher didn’t get it.

“Physically sensitive?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “A lot of nerves there. But . . . I don’t know, other kinds of sensitivity too.”

The translator kicked off again, doing its best to explain Casandra’s latest words, and it occurred to her that “I don’t know” would probably be an incomprehensible expression, and yet the translator would give it its best shot.

She needed to speak more carefully, more precisely, Casandra told herself. She wasn’t talking to Bancher. She was talking to his toy.

“When a girl and boy do that,” Casandra said, looking at the translator now, and not at Bancher, “it makes them feel things for each other . . . sometimes. Love. That’s why it’s called lovemaking.”

Casandra had hoped the translator would repeat her statement word for word, but no, it took two minutes, at least, to convey the meaning.

Bancher listened attentively, but she got the sense she was boring him. Surely he had better things to do?

“There is no love on Fucktopia,” Bancher said. “Not as you use the term.”

“You don’t have love?” Casandra said, startled.

“Not as you use the term.”

“What is love here, then?” Casandra challenged.

“The involuntary emotional condition of wishing to see another’s wants fulfilled.”

Casandra pondered the bizarre definition, found the sense in it.

“That’s what love is on earth too,” she said. “I think we just use different words.”

“Yes,” Bancher agreed. “but love as the term is used on earth also refers to fucking.”

Casandra laughed, because the expression was so blunt, the language so simple. And so misguided.

“We make love,” she said. “It all goes together.”

“No, fucking has nothing to do with seeing another’s wants fulfilled.”

“Yes it does,” Casandra countered, understanding Bancher’s misapprehension. “When we do it on earth, we’re checking in with each other. ‘Does that feel good?’ ‘Do you like that?’ We don’t even have to talk most of the time. We’re listening to each other, we’re responding. None of that happens here, does it? You just do it here. Like that guy who searched me. And all your greetings. I mean, it’s nice, the greetings, but it’s not like earth. Here, it’s just ‘Wham bam thank you, ma’am.’ Right? On earth, we really take care of each other, when we do it.”

Casandra finished and paused, waiting for the translator to spend the next 10 minutes explaining the nuances of human sex to Bancher. “Wham bam thank you, ma’am” alone should have been worth five minutes. But somehow, what she had just said was passed on to him with seven syllables, or 13 if clicks and lip pops counted.

Bancher’s reply was similarly terse, 10 syllables max, but the translator expounded.

“Providing inducements to your partner is simply a way to ensure that you will continue to procure the ultimate and selfish benefits of fucking, which are speculative for females in most cases and mythic for males in most cases, the conception of children for her, and the reassurance that he is a god for him. One seeks the tangible, the other, the impossible; humans think fucking is love, and fucking on earth is founded on two irreconcilable premises, and love is therefore hopeless.”

“You know all this?” Casandra demanded, looking into Bancher’s dark eyes with annoyance. “You come to the station and walk around and do a wood deal and now you’re an expert on human sex, and human emotion? And when a human tries to explain it to you, they have no idea what they’re talking about?”

Bancher listened to Casandra’s plaint, frowned, shook his head, spoke.

“I know almost nothing about human sex,” Bancher said through his translator. “My machine is filling in the gaps with its own knowledge.”

“That translator is a thing!” Casandra said, exasperated. “Why are we even listening to it, then? It’s just making shit up.”

“The translator draws from everything known to provide complete answers,” Bancher said, studying Casandra’s eyes a little nervously, perhaps wondering if he had triggered the template for murder.

“And it’s figured all this out about earth?” Casandra demanded, keeping her arms at her sides.

“Not earth only,” Bancher replied. “But earth has been determined to conform to certain patterns.”

Casandra forced out her breath and put her hands on her hips. The human race had disappointed and infuriated her, as it had most humans, but she felt suddenly, fiercely defensive of her own kind. Some machine that had spent almost no time with humans could not know more about them than humans knew about themselves.

“What patterns?” Casandra demanded. “Where?”

“They are all gone now,” Bancher replied.

“Gone where?”

“Destroyed.”

“Who?” Casandra inquired, her voice quieting, because she believed she might know the answer.

“Other races, on other planets, whose profile matched that of the people of earth.”

“What happened to them?”

“They destroyed themselves.”

“How?” Casandra asked.

“The usual ways.”

“You didn’t try to save them?” Casandra demanded, accusation in her voice.

“Most we found after they were done,” Bancher said with a shrug.

“Most?” Casandra said. “What about the ones that weren’t gone yet?”

“We tried to save two. We took away their bombs and their guns. And that just made them angry, and they declared war on us, and they made new bombs and new guns we couldn’t see, and the same things happened in the end, at great cost to us.”

“Stop them before they get to that point!” Casandra said. The idea of the human race self-destructing wasn’t believable to her, but she found the moral questions too obvious not to fight over.

“The seeds of their destruction were planted while they were still being formed from animals,” said Bancher’s translator.

“So we kill ourselves because we’re all murderers?”

“Put simply, yes.”

“It’s more complicated than that?” Casandra insisted.

“Yes.”

“What happens, then?” Casandra asked, certain the keys to breaking whatever cycle of doom awaited humankind could be short-circuited if the process were laid out clearly. Humans might be terrible, but not as terrible as Bancher and his people and all the rest of them seemed to believe.

Bancher spoke several hundred syllables into the translator, looking at Casandra as though speaking directly to her.

All his words were reduced to a single, six-word question:

“Are you capable of metaphorical understanding?”

Casandra offered a single-word answer: “Yes.”




Chapter 2: An Argument

“Earth is leukocytic,” spoke the translator.

“I don’t know what that means,” Casandra replied.

Bancher said three syllables into his translator, and the device spoke:

“Like antibodies, which are each designed to identify a particular threat, attack it, and spawn replicas to do the same thing, there are in leukocytic races certain organs in certain individuals’ brains which are designed to identify particular threats to the culture, attack them, and spawn replicas. The leukocytic cycle begins with profound advancement in want satisfaction, normally spanning three or four generations, and beginning with the application of advanced energy sources and transmission methodologies. This singularity is characterized by a doubling or tripling of average lifespan, along with those things that previously indicated a culture in crisis: the autonomy and equality of breeding females; the burdens placed on resources through the taxes and regulation necessary to run a highly-ordered society; the presence and attendant want of foreign and by definition threatening races and ethnicities; counterintuitive sciences, which challenge hierarchies and religious dogmas; the dismissal of gods and traditional morality; the rise of non-procreative sexuality; the restrictions on personal agency represented by limitations to weaponry. There are no evolved organs designed to respond with equal, celebratory fervor to dramatic improvements in want satisfaction, and to drive toward continuing improvement from a deep and visceral place. Instead, the strongest passions are reserved for those born with organs designed to identify and respond to cultural crisis markers with rage against anyone or anything that countenances or promulgates the offenses. Further, those organs replicate themselves in other brains, through the propagation of superstition, lie, rumor, and the indoctrination of children and the otherwise vulnerable. And because such rage can be monetized, it will be, by institutions that are like-minded or simply see an opportunity to profit from the rage by answering and, ultimately, feeding it, with the end result not a unified humanity celebrating its advancement and good fortune, but a furious and growing plurality working desperately to reverse that which has offended its organs. And, battling from the superior strength of blind rage, they will murder and destroy in pursuit of the dissolution of, eventually, all progress, to ease their affront.

“And there will be enough of them.

“The doom of all leukocytic races is therefore inevitable.”

Casandra, hands still on her hips, blinked, played some of the words back through her head, looked at Bancher. She had lost most of his diatribe, but she keyed in on the final conclusion, that doom was inevitable.

Maybe the Fucktopians had a point, or maybe they didn’t know what the fuck they were talking about. At the moment, Casandra was leaning toward the latter.

“So when, then?” she asked.

Bancher listened to the translator, replied.

“When what?”

“When does the human race cease to exist?”

“Tomorrow, next year, a few generations from now.”

“And we all just bomb each other, right?” Casandra said. “Nuclear war or something?”

Bancher listened to the question, pondered, said another few words.

“Democracy, which invariably rises during the first generations of the singularity as the purest manifestation of mass want expression and fulfillment, fades,” the translator said. “Those driven by aggrieved organs recognize it as part of the problem, and do away with it, sometimes with the aid of war or another self-imposed crisis, and dissolution then becomes inevitable.”

There was nothing Casandra could immediately put her finger on here, and she was done with the topic regardless. People were going to do what people were going to do. She was a prisoner, currently serving as a virtual slave on another planet, to help a strange race obtain wood. She could barely control her own life, much less the fate of earth.

“Okay,” she said, pointing to the translator. “Can I have that, then?”

“Are you upset?” Bancher inquired?

“About what?”

“What it said?”

The translator was still speaking as Bancher set it into Casandra’s hand.

“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s sort of beyond me.”

“Of course,” Bancher said cryptically.

“There isn’t any hope, so what am I supposed to do?” she asked rhetorically, because she wasn’t expecting an answer.

“There might be hope,” Bancher said. “Humans are the first leukocytic race that reached the barrier with something other than radioactive debris.”

“Oh, that exploding rocket?” Casandra said, laughing dismissively. “Yeah.”

“Would you like to know about Fucktopian greetings?” Bancher asked.

“You’re going to show me now?” Casandra asked, not sure what Bancher was offering, not sure how she felt about it. She didn’t like being searched earlier, but she’d decided her offense was mostly about the lack of warning, or context.

All the same, she couldn’t help but look with a little suspicion at Bancher’s offer. If he was going to give her full instructions on the ways Fucktopians said hello and goodbye, he was going to have to enter her, possibly through both of her openings. Would he enjoy it?

Would she?

“If I show you, will you bleed?” Bancher asked. “Like the other girl did?”

“No, I’m not a virgin,” Casandra said. “You only bleed once. And you probably noticed that nothing came out when I was searched.”

Bancher nodded.

“Did what happened with Aristella bother you?”

“It was unexpected,” Bancher said. “Will you shave your cunt?”

“What?”

“Will you shave your cunt?” he asked again. “I would prefer that.”

Casandra looked down at her unkempt bush, knew she was blushing and wasn’t sure why, handed Bancher the translator, and she turned to her bed, where the bag of her meager possessions waited, and she rummaged around until she’d found her razor and shaving cream, went to the sink, touched the metal controls until she’d found the hot water, collected a handful of it, which felt like a handful of the same thing on earth, and brought it to her mound and vulva and rubbed it in, much of the water running down her inner thighs and splashing against the floor.

This was not something she was used to doing at the sink, nor doing in front of anyone else. Shaving or otherwise tending to her pubic hair had been assigned to the same mental compartment of discretion as masturbating – something anyone could assume she did, something she wouldn’t deny doing, but a private act to her.

She looked at Bancher, he looked back, she collected another handful of water and decided that talking while she did this would be less awkward than just doing it and being stared at. And given all the walls that had already tumbled down between herself and the Fucktopian, she felt she could ask him anything.

“Why do you care?” she inquired, pressing another handful of hot water across her mound.

“Fucktopian genitals are hairless,” he said.

“I’ve noticed,” Casandra said. “But it’s a major turn-off?”

After a long minute of translation, during which Casandra spread a liberal coating of shaving cream across her nether parts, Bancher listened, and then he answered: “We prefer to greet hairless genitals.”

“Do you think it’s dirty?” Casandra persisted, placing one foot on the sink and starting with the hair on her lips, making quick, short swipes with the razor around her opening.

Bancher spoke many syllables before he fell silent and the translator passed on his words: “No, I think it’s ugly.”

What had he said? Casandra wondered, fighting her first response of hurt feelings. He had spoken for some time, and she believed she already knew him well enough to be certain he was trying to be polite, trying to couch his sentiments gently. And then the translator had said what it had said: my hair is ugly.

Casandra rinsed her razor, watched the gray water and the black fragments of her sexual decoration run down the drain, continued working her way through the thick forest of her puberty, rendering herself bald around her upper vulva, around her clitoris, at the lower half of her mound, rinsing again.

“Have you ever wondered why you don’t have hair?” she asked.

“We don’t need it,” Bancher replied. “Have you ever wondered why you do have hair?”

“Well, it’s pubic hair,” Casandra ventured uncertainly.

“But what’s it for?” Bancher asked.

“Does it have to be for anything?” Casandra asked, rinsing the razor again, setting to work on the top half of her mound. “It just is. Everyone has it, on earth.”

Bancher scowled and looked out the window, where things were floating by, aircraft large and small, moving slowly, beautifully.

“What?” Casandra demanded, pausing. “What?”

The translator labored for 30 seconds to pass on her one-word question, and she resumed shaving and rinsing, the puddle at her feet growing.

“I have offended you again,” Bancher lamented.

“No,” Casandra countered, “I’m not pissed. Oh god, wait, please don’t translate that.”

Despite her pleas, the translator translated for close to two minutes. When it was done, Bancher laughed. Casandra could only guess how her words had been explained to him. She needed to learn Fucktopian, or this was going to keep happening. In both directions.

“I am not offended,” Casandra said, trying again. “It’s a normal reaction on earth, though, when you tell someone something, and they look away, that you ask what’s up, because it seems like you’ve upset them and you want to know why. Just get it out there. Maybe it happens more in Maine. Maine, the state, where I’m from., in America. We’re plain-spoken there. So I just wanted to know what you were thinking. You know. What? As in, what’s going on? What are you thinking? Tell me. I want to know, dammit.”

Bancher listened, spoke.

“You want to know about yourself?” he asked.

“Of course.”

“Do you want to know, truly, about your kind? About what you do, how you think, why things are the way they are?”

“Everyone does,” Casandra said, and she set the razor in the sink and retrieved a towel from the shelf and wiped herself, dried off her mound and vulva and legs, put the towel on the floor and mopped the water there with her foot.

“No you don’t,” Bancher said.

“You don’t know that,” Casandra said. “You’re not a human.”

Bancher said a few words into the translator, which spent a good deal longer to pass it on, and by the time it was done, Casandra found herself wondering if the translator was good or evil or somewhere in between. It definitely had a personality, though, she was sure of that. Mischievous, at least.

“The bourgeois cannot be understood except by the bourgeois, and it is a principal characteristic of the bourgeois to be incapable of self-reflection, not because understanding themselves would be embarrassing or distressing or enlightening, all of which it would be, but because they would find it boring in comparison to all the other things they have the resources to do. It sometimes occurs to a child of the bourgeois that she should examine herself, wonder at her thinking, theorize and ponder, and at that moment, she ceases to be bourgeois, or to be nameable at all. It is rare, however. Virtually all earthlings either live via subsistence desperation or bourgeois.”

“I had a friend that used to say shit like that,” Casandra said dismissively, and now she wanted the translator to take a long time, and it did, and Bancher listened and scowled intermittently, and he was still scowling when he spoke again.

“You don’t know yourselves, you don’t know you don’t know yourselves, you don’t even know there’s anything to know about yourselves, and your first emotion when anyone reminds you of these debilities is rage, which makes you insane by the standards of all other surviving races in the universe.”

“Yay,” Casandra said. As she expected, the translator spent 45 seconds explaining the word to Bancher.

What more could she say? The evidence for human sanity was everywhere, from what people did that worked on earth to the energy station that Bancher had visited. Humans had science, cars, education. Humans got things done. Humans had love. They could find love even in a prison cell, with a same-sex partner who suffered wild eyes and strange terrors.

Humans weren’t insane. Just a little neurotic.

But was it true? Was Bancher – or his translator, at least – speaking accurately. Were humans afraid of – or enraged by – the prospect of knowing themselves? And if not, why was Casandra getting, if not enraged, at least solidly annoyed by Bancher?

“Okay,” she said, “I’ll bite. Why do humans have pubic hair?”

The translator droned on, probably over the phrase “I’ll bite,” which Casandra didn’t even need to say. Leave off the colloquial, she admonished herself. Stop using phrases.

Bancher listened to the translation, smiled with amusement at certain points, spoke.

“Pubic hair stores information.”

Casandra laughed and looked down at her newly hairless mound, wondering with thick irony how much information she’d just shaved off.

“Huh?” she said by way of reply.

“Information about other partners.”

“Um, what?”

Casandra’s “Um” seemed to have thrown off the translator. It spent a minute conveying her meaning to Bancher. Sometimes she said “um” because she didn’t know what else to say, and sometimes, like just now, she said “um” to indicate doubt. How did they get on this topic anyway? Weren’t they just going to try a Fucktopian greeting?

Bancher seemed content to continue the conversation, however.

“Among the objectives of female oral sex is analyzing trace chemicals stored on the genitals, in order to identify the participants in other sexual encounters. Pubic hair is an ideal storage mechanism.”

This struck Casandra as ridiculous. More than ridiculous. Someone was making up shit wholesale and sticking it in translators so it would get said to people and sound official and everyone would believe it and get completely fucked up.

Casandra didn’t say all that, of course. She was getting tired of just standing there going back and forth with Bancher about things that made no sense and that took half an hour to translate. But she had to say something in defense of her kind, something that would put this avenue of speculation to bed:

“I have never,” she began, “sucked a cock or licked a pussy to find out who someone’s been with, and even if I wanted to, I couldn’t do it. And no one could.”

“You licked that girl,” Bancher said. “And she licked you.”

“Because it felt good, and Kitsey’s nice,” Casandra shot back immediately. “Neither one of us gives a fuck who the other one’s been with. And if we did, we’d just ask. There were, like, no secrets on the station, which should have been obvious to you.”

Casandra formed her next argument as she waited for the translation to end: “And another thing. If people could tell that, then there would be zero cheating, because guys would be just licking their girls all the time and catching them right then, and girls would be sucking, like, daily. And there’s a lot of cheating. Girls cheat all the time, and so do boys, and everyone gets away with it, because no one can tell shit like that.”

The translator wasted little time converting Casandra’s words to Fucktopian, and Bancher wasted little time responding:

“Human females perform oral sex on both genders primarily to identify other partners. Human males perform oral sex on females primarily to remove semen.”

Casandra, laughing, brought her hands to her mouth.

“Oh my god, really?” she said. “That’s just gross. I mean, guys hate that. No straight guy would ever do that, no—”

Bancher didn’t wait for Casandra to finish, just started speaking into the translator, and it immediately spouted more English:

“You do it without knowing you’re doing it. Your actions are not directed by the conscious, and the knowledge that results is not stored in the conscious. All humans maintain a separate, parallel system of information gathering and decision making, and it controls much of what you do and feel, or most, for some people. You could not have survived without it, but it is irrelevant in the modern world. It holds on, however, and it is why you will die.”

Casandra looked out the window, looked at Bancher. He was staring at her with what looked to her like hopeful anticipation. Hopeful for what? Her understanding? Her agreeing? Her enlightenment? Not likely. This wasn’t a conversation. She felt like she’d been playing tennis with him, hitting not a ball over the net but something far stranger, a hideous, deformed animal, a severed organ, a brain, more grotesquely misshapen every time it was struck by his racket.

“Can we move along?” Casandra said, regretting her word choice as soon as she’d spoken it. The translator dispatched her meaning efficiently, however, in no more than 15 syllables. “Just let me try your greeting.”




Chapter 3: A Fucktopian Faux Pas

Bancher turned to face her, his penis long and angling up, and he spoke toward the translator, and the device vibrated faintly as it spoke his words in English:

“Genital touching and penetration are reserved for family and the closer associates. When a male greets a female, they work together to accomplish vaginal penetration.”

Bancher advanced, standing now just a step from Casandra, and she looked down, gauging the size and angle of his shaft, trying to guess how it would feel, sensing the growing warmth in her own organ.

This is not sex, she told herself, certainly not lovemaking, so get yourself together. And yet her heart was thumping in her chest, and she could feel her lubrication flowing, and the last step to bringing herself and Bancher together was taken not by Bancher, but by herself, and she opened her legs and angled her pelvis forward, presenting her hole, and Bancher put his free hand on her shoulder, and in a remarkable example of dexterity of loin, he found her vaginal slit with his tip, maneuvered it between her lips without touching it, and pushed it all the way in, deeply, firmly.

“Ow, oh,” Casandra sighed, looking into Bancher’s eyes, her mouth open and her breath blowing out.

And then it was done, Bancher’s penis removed from her vagina, and she looked down and saw that it was glistening with her lubricant, and she realized that none of the Fucktopian females had coated any penis with juice. The organ always emerged dry from those greetings. Bancher looked down at himself, didn’t seem to mind that aspect of her physiology.

Casandra tried to find some significance in the moment. I’ve just fucked another Fucktopian, she told herself, and this time it wasn’t to be searched. I’ve just let an extraterrestrial into me as, more or less, an equal.

But she felt nothing. No additional closeness to Bancher, no reconsidering of her place in life, not even any particular physical sensation. Bancher had been in and out so quickly it had barely registered. A tampon was more affectionate.

Bancher looked at her, gauging her reaction. She had no reaction to offer, so she decided to take the risk of continuing to talk, hoping it wouldn’t lead to another argument.

“Why do you do that?” she asked.

“Why do you hug?” he asked, stepping back, his wet penis still pointed up.

“It’s just . . . well . . . it seems right.”

“There are places in the universe where hugging is considered a reproductive act,” Bancher said. “No one embraces unless they’re engaged in what they consider sex, and they watch movies of earth greetings and are scandalized.”

“Oh, the fish people,” Casandra said, searching her memory. “Seabarite. They just . . . do it on the eggs.”

“Yes,” Bancher agreed. “They are most closely descended from aquatics. We are most closely descended from a species that on earth is akin to bonobos.”

“Bonobos?”

“Monkeys,” Bancher explained. “Primates.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “How did I do?”

Bancher raised an eyebrow.

“Am I good at your greeting?” she asked.

“It’s not a contest,” Bancher said. “One just does it. Like hugging.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “Okay. So, after those guards checked me, you went up the girl’s, um, behind. What was that about?”

Bancher said three syllables into the translator, which passed on the following in English:

“At the successful conclusion of a minor commercial or regulatory interaction, a representative of the superior party may indicate satisfaction with the exchange by the there is no English equivalent, in which the inferior party turns and bends and the superior party, if a female, presses her vulva against her counterpart’s genitals or, if a male, inserts his penis into the inferior party’s anus.”

“Inferior party?” Casandra said suspiciously, hoping Fucktopians didn’t practice sexism.

“In the simplest sense, the inferior party is the one receiving money,” Bancher said. “A government employee, a vendor, or the contractor receiving the larger share of funds.”

“How long do you have to stay in someone before it’s sex?” Casandra asked.

Bancher listened to the translation and shook his head, lost.

“Okay,” Casandra said, remembering she needed to speak to the translator, not to Bancher. “Do you reproduce by putting your penis inside a vagina?”

Bancher nodded.

“So, how long do you have to have your penis inside a vagina before, you know, sperm comes out? How long do you move it or do whatever you do?”

Bancher listened, staring into Casandra’s eyes, the picture of a sentient being trying to understand, and he seemed to succeed, because he nodded and spoke quickly.

“It’s not a matter of time,” he said. “It’s a matter of will.”

Now it was Casandra’s turn to shake her head.

“We decide when to ejaculate,” Bancher explained. “The male and female reach mutual agreement, and the male releases, and the female receives.”

“But it feels good, right?” Casandra persisted. “You like doing it?”

“To be called to bring a new life into the world is a great honor,” Bancher said, his eyes betraying a fleeting sadness.

“Right, right,” Casandra said. “But it feels good, doesn’t it? Do you have . . . don’t you have . . . an orgasm?”

Bancher listened to the translation, which lasted longer than Casandra had expected.

“We don’t have orgasms,” he said back.

“Okay, maybe it’s sort of a different,” Casandra said, certain the translator was just confused. “I just mean that feeling when it, um, comes out of you. A really good feeling? And girls can have it too. Maybe orgasm isn’t the word, but, you know, something?”

Bancher replied with just a few syllables, beginning with “B’ir*gria,” a phrase Casandra had heard him say several times before, usually as a preface to a brief passage in Fucktopian that had consumed far more English to convey.

And then came the answer: “Fucktopians wish to reproduce. We don’t need a reward for doing it. The orgasm is necessary only on planets like earth, and its strength is proof humans are generally inclined not to reproduce, and the fact you engage in the creation of new life for the sake of a trivial, fleeting reward is one of your many dysfunctions.”

Casandra had a hunch about Bancher’s ability to spout paragraphs of offensive wisdom with just a few utterances into his little translator. “B’irnegria,” she said into the translator. Silence followed. She tried again. “B’ir*gria.” This time, it worked, speaking back to her in English: “Translator, summarize and convey in English the following concept . . .”

She aimed a pair of baleful eyes at Bancher. “I just wanted to know how you were saying all that shit to me,” she said. “I can tell the difference now, between what you know, and what you’re just getting from your translator.”

Bancher drew himself up as he listened, replying quickly. “We draw from a general knowledge base all the time, and there’s nothing deceptive about it. Any topic for which there is general consensus may be summoned as the most authoritative information and the last word. It is understood that we do so in our conversations, and it is considered appropriate as a part of full communication.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, slightly chastened. “But . . . okay, here’s why it bothers me. Because I feel like your translator has a lot of negative opinions about us. Stereotypes. Racist, even. And I don’t know if you’re saying it, or if you’re, whatever, your space Wikipedia is saying it, and that matters. I feel like it matters. Okay? So you should say, here’s what I think, or here’s what everyone thinks. You should have been making that distinction, so I know if you’re dissing us, you personally, or the whole universe is.”

Bancher stared at her noncommittally. He didn’t care, apparently, or maybe he didn’t understand.

“Never mind,” she said. “Any time I hear ‘B’ir*gria,’ I’ll know it’s coming from somewhere else.”

Bancher nodded. This he seemed to get.

“And I’ll plan accordingly,” Casandra added. “Now, I’m really tired, but can we talk just a little more?”

Bancher smiled and nodded.

“So, you make love,” Casandra said. “Right?”

“Not in the way it’s done on earth.”

“But it’s done,” Casandra said, scratching around for the way to get answers to a question she didn’t know how to ask. “Certain things are done, when you put your . . . semen, in the female.”

“Yes.”

“And then, do you masturbate? If there’s not a female there?”

The translator droned on for a good three minutes in Fucktopian. The English answer took five seconds: “We don’t masturbate.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “But what do you do, if . . . you know . . . guys’ bodies make sperm all the time, and they have to . . . get rid of it. So is there always a girl around? Or if there’s not . . . how do you get rid of it?”

Bancher scowled as he answered, and his annoyance seemed to be growing. Was he one of those guys who couldn’t make time? Was he working too hard at it? Or just too awkward around females?

“We release semen every second or third day, as a waste product,” the translator revealed.

In the toilet? Casandra said to herself. That’s just . . . pathetic.

“Would you ever . . .” she began. “Just hypothetically, I mean. Would you ever do that, what you do, with me?”

As the translator conveyed her question in long-winded Fucktopian, Bancher’s demeanor shifted, from interest to something new, a disposition Casandra hadn’t seen before and didn’t know how to interpret. He looked sad, perhaps. His penis dropped. The rest of his body stiffened, and he spoke tersely into the translator.

“Please clarify your request.”

“It’s not a request,” Casandra said, sharply enough that Bancher looked up, searching her eyes, perhaps looking again for the latent murderer. “I’m just . . . I feel like I can ask you anything, and tell you anything. And the same for you, if you want to know something from me. I like that, too. About us. And you know on earth that we do things. Girls and girls, and boys and girls. Oh, and boys and boys. And so I’m asking . . . since you do, you know, you do it, sort of, when you greet. I mean, you just did it to me. So, okay, weird question, but would you go all the way? Meaning, would you, you know . . . put it inside me, not for greeting, but for, you know breeding, to breed and . . . not that we could have kids, but . . . I guess you’d call it, for pleasure?”

“B’ir*gria,” Bancher began, followed by incomprehensible Fucktopian, and the translator launched the Fucktopian version of a broadside.

“Fucktopians do not engage in breeding behaviors for pleasure or for any other purpose than to reproduce, and they observe strict social and interpersonal protocols prior to the release of semen in a fertile vagina, and take offense at any suggestion that these protocols be violated.”

“Wow,” Casandra said, drawing her hands to her mouth, trying to convey shame, but this was just funny, and she didn’t want Bancher to see her smiling.

So this was Fucktopia, she thought, where, as the name implied, everyone was constantly sticking their cocks up other people’s cunts, but where no one actually fucked, and no one even came. Holy fuck, how did I end up here?

“I’m really sorry,” Casandra said, dropping her hands and doing her best impression of earthly contrition. “I think something got lost in translation, because I wasn’t really proposing that. Just trying to understand it. And you answered the question. So, thanks.”

“Are you finished asking questions?” Bancher asked, still offended, or at least feigning offense.

“Almost,” Casandra said. Of course she wasn’t done asking questions. And ruffling Bancher’s feathers didn’t bother her at all. The worst thing he could do to her, as far as she knew, was send her back to earth, which didn’t seem like a terrible fate, given how prude everyone was here. “Why did you give us all that stuff if we’re hopeless. You know, solar technology, anti-gravity? Wouldn’t that just delay the inevitable? Or . . . speed it up? Or . . .” Casandra stopped, pondered. “Maybe it’s just so you won’t feel guilty when all we kill ourselves anyway?”

Bancher didn’t seem to hear the question, staring at Casandra’s breasts while her question was translated, and he failed utterly to answer it.

“If you want someone to put semen inside you,” Bancher said, “it might be possible.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “Do you know who President Braverman is?”

“Ask my sisters,” Bancher said. “They can arrange an insemination.”

“Okay, great,” Casandra said. “Let’s move on. Have you ever heard of President Braverman? The president of America?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“I’m wondering if she knows that you think we’re all going to kill ourselves. Has she been told?”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t you think you should tell her?” Casandra said. “Shouldn’t you tell everyone on earth? So at least we have a chance to stop it?”

“It will only annoy them. It annoyed you. Nothing can be done.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, moving to her bed and sitting. She was done now, with talking to Bancher. “Can I keep your translator?”

He handed it to her, moved to her barred cell door, unlocked it, spoke more Fucktopian.

“I’ll send my sisters,” the translator said. Bancher passed through the door, turned to lock it, peered in at her one more time with his beautiful, alien eyes.

“Please don’t bother your sisters about that insemination thing,” she said. “I shouldn’t have asked you about it.”

Bancher didn’t stay to listen as the device in Casandra’s hand spoke its translation to him, vibrating gently against her fingers.

She heard a door close, believed she was alone.

“Hello,” she said to the black machine in her hand.

“Z’a.”

“Z’a,” she said, looking through the window at the next building over, the shadow of someone moving there, barely visible. She wondered about the beings here, certain she had barely scratched the surface of what they were.

“Hello,” the translator said back.

“Hello, my name is Casandra.”

“Z’a, Casandra o*lia par.”

“I am an agent for a . . . for a wood business.”

“Um’ char’et . . . barsh o*lia.”




Chapter 4: A Pet Project

“Have you talked to Johannsen lately?” Vice President Monterrey asked over lunch in the small White House dining room.

It was noon in mid-October 2033 – early, historically speaking, in the post-invasion era.

President Braverman scowled as she answered. “I don’ know what to do about NASA. Tell him to stop trying to get on my calendar.”

“He’s got some interesting questions.”

“He doesn’t seem to understand that NASA is no longer relevant.”

“You’re thinking about disbanding it?”

“That would take Congress,” Braverman deflected.

“They’ll listen to you,” Monterrey said. “They’ll do anything you say right now.”

Braverman looked toward the window and changed the subject.

“What’s he going to do about the programmer?” she asked.

“Well, first of all, he agrees with you that she will never be publicly named, and if she ever comes forward and claims she was the one who set off the Masoner bomb, NASA will deny it.”

“Does she want to come forward?” Braverman asked.

“I don’t know.”

“It would make sense,” Braverman mused. “If she hadn’t done what she did, they wouldn’t have come to us. We’d still be crawling our own way out of the carbon fiasco.”

“She is, in one sense, a mere saboteur,” Monterrey said. “And in another sense, Christopher Columbus. Columbus cubed. But I agree she deserves no credit for anything that happened.”

“Why did she do it?” Braverman asked.

“Her motives are still a mystery,” Monterrey said. “She can’t, or won’t, explain why. Johannsen thinks she just did it because she could. Oppositional defiance. Something Freudian going on.”

“So what’s he going to do about it?”

“Salvage.”

“Salvage?”

“The punishment will fit the crime,” Monterrey said, leaning back and smiling, “She has to go pick up the pieces so they can put them in one of their museums. Probably the one in Florida.”

Braverman couldn’t help but laugh, the kind of brief, hysterical laughter that besets humans sometimes who are under great pressure.

“Are you being serious?” she asked. “He’s going to send the programmer out, literally, to find every scrap of Voyager?”

“And Masoner,” Monterrey said, nodding and smiling. “By herself. All the big pieces, at least. It will take months.”

“When does she go?”

“As soon as they finish fitting out the ship, should be done in a few weeks,” Monterrey said. “Little claws and a cargo bay. And a camera to check her work.”

“Who thought that up?” Braverman asked, still laughing.

“Johannsen himself. He has children.”

“How did she take it?”

“He said she cried.”

Monterrey waited until Braverman was done laughing to reel the conversation back.

“Are you still mad at him?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you want revenge?”

“No.”

“Because canceling NASA would be the finest revenge.”

“I don’t want revenge,” Braverman said firmly. “I just don’t have time for him and whatever he wants.”

“Are you still upset about his doomsday press conference?”

Braverman waved her hand dismissively, scowled. Obviously, it still rankled her.

“You told him to answer their questions,” Monterrey said.

“He did more than answer their questions,” Braverman shot back. “He should have known better than to say the end of humanity was inevitable. And he never, ever should have proposed a timeline. Mandy didn’t give us one, and he had no business speculating.”

“Mandy said a generation or two,” Monterrey said.

“You sound like you’re defending him.”

Monterrey held up his hands and shook his head.

“Do you think he should have said that, Pedro? Forty years? He was speaking for NASA, and NASA speaks for me. The human race destroys itself in 40 years?”

“He wasn’t saying exactly 40 years,” Monterrey said.

“He said the number 40, and that’s what everyone keyed into. That was every headline, every chyron.”

“I think he was trying to get people’s attention,” Monterrey said. “Something needs to be done, or we’re fucked.”

“There’s a difference between getting people’s attention and shouting fire,” Braverman said. “He shouted fire.”

“It seems like his retraction was accepted, generally,” Monterrey said.

“His clarification,” Braverman corrected. “And the people who like to worry aren’t letting it go, and they’re going to make dealing with them that much harder.”

“You think it’s true, then?” Monterrey asked cautiously.

“I believe their data supports it, that there’s a long history there,” she said. “I don’t have any reason to think they’re not being genuine.”

“They’ve given us a minimum of a generation,” Monterrey shrugged. “Enough time to turn things around.”

“Turn around how?” Braverman nearly barked. All of the might, she reflected, and all the gathered heads in the universe seemed disinclined to prevent the dissolution of the human race. How could she stop it?

“You can do it, if anyone can,” Monterrey said back, softly. “They’ll listen to you. They’re talking about adding you to Mount Rushmore now. I’m sure you’ve heard—”

“Because I was president when the rest of the universe showed up,” Braverman interrupted. “Being in the right place at the right time shouldn’t qualify anyone for anything. What if they’d shown up during Tru—?”

Braverman’s voice choked off, they looked at each other, and Monterrey offered an exaggerated shiver.

“Pedro,” Braverman continued, and she looked at him with suddenly wet eyes. “I don’t want to be the face people look at when they remember who let it all go to hell.”

“There won’t be anyone around who knows,” Monterrey noted. “That’s the prediction, anyway.”

“So let me repeat the question,” Braverman said, and now she was laughing, self-effacingly. “I’ve got less than four years to do my part to save the human race. How do I do it?”

“Your task force has come up with some great ideas. Mandatory public school modules—”

“The opposition is calling that reeducation, and people are listening. The idea is DOA.”

“Mental health for people willing to get themselves deprogrammed.”

“It takes months of therapy – ten thousand per person, conservatively. And we can’t afford it.”

“Rapid response to lies and conspiracies.”

“Any lie we fight gets stronger,” Braverman mourned. “Everything scientific we said about alien DNA in school lunches got turned into scientific proof it was happening.”

“Prosecute the liars.”

“First Amendment.”

“You know what I mean. Lawyers who lie in court, politicians who repeat conspiracy theories in an official capacity, anyone who creates panic.”

“And then you’ll end up with someone going to jail for what they can argue was a sincere belief, no matter how stupid, and the optics will be terrible, and we’re going to lose support from people we need.”

“Out the people who start conspiracies.”

“Then you have to define ‘conspiracies’,” Braverman said. “And ‘start’. And ‘people’.”

“Try things,” Monterrey urged, raising his hands in exasperation. “You might need to break a few heads, but isn’t the alternative worse?”

“Every idea anyone’s come up with is just going to make the other side stronger, in direct proportion to how hard we punch.”

Monterrey nodded, grimaced. “You’ve got three plus years. And maybe you’ll be followed by someone who’s going to take it as seriously.”

“Thirty-five million Americans believe, literally believe,” Monterrey said, “that the aliens put me in office so they could harvest children’s pituitary glands.”

“They’re saying I’m a Fucktopian,” Monterrey lamented.

“I’d take that as a compliment.”

“I’m trying to,” Monterrey said. “You know what the Fucktopians want from us?”

“All I know is their intent-to-trade application has been accepted. What are they interested in?”

“Wood,” Monterrey said with a shrug. “That’s all they want. Wood.”

“Wood?”

“Wood. Pine, oak, hickory.”

“Why?”

“Earth has amazing wood, apparently.”

“How are they paying for it?”

“Rare earth. Pound for pound is what I’ve heard.”

“Very generous of them. Are they going to build a factory here? Rent office space?”

“No, they’re dealing with off-earth companies. Solar collectors, zero-gravity labs. Maintain some distance, I think, from the madness on the surface. But they might let a few of us live there. Under close supervision.”

“I hope the humans there keep their clothes on,” Braverman said, widening her eyes, and she slid her plate aside, done with lunch. She looked at her watch. Ten minutes until her next commitment, a conference call with the governors of Illinois and Michigan. “So I’m sure I’ll regret asking this, but what does Johannsen want?”

“A pet project,” Monterrey said, smiling apologetically. “Based on a theory he’s been dreaming of since he was a teenager. It’s kind of interesting.”

“Go ahead,” Braverman said, rolling her eyes.

“The origin point,” Monterrey said. “Johannsen says it’s been calculated, to within a few miles at worst, maybe even a few feet, based on everything’s trajectory since the Big Bang.”

“Everything’s trajectory?”

“It’s a lot of calculations – trillions times trillions, with redshift, everything – but if you can spin it all backwards – galaxies, suns, planets, dark matter – you end up at a single place.”

“Okay,” Braverman said. “Why does he need my help with that?”

“He just needs your endorsement, to go there. The people who handle the tubes don’t like putting humans in the middle of nowhere.”

“Why not?”

“They don’t want us in places where they can’t keep an eye on us,” Monterrey speculated. “They don’t trust us, never will.”

“If we just killed ourselves now, we’d save them a lot of trouble.”

“They’re waiting for that, I suspect,” Monterrey said grimly.

“Then why did they give us anti-grav? And solar? And the rest?”

“So no one can blame them when it’s all over,” Monterrey speculated. “They can say they did their best to save us.”

Braverman sighed, looked at her hands before the turned her gaze up again.

“How sure is Johannsen that this origin is in the middle of nowhere?” Braverman asked. “I mean, instead of in the middle of a galaxy, or a black hole?”

“He says there were three Big Bangs, not one,” Monterrey said. “Something about atomic coefficients. The theory is everything was cleared out by the third one, so there should be nothing closer than five billion light years from the origin point.”

“And what does he think he’ll find there?” Braverman asked doubtfully.

“Whoever put everything here.”

“He’s looking for God?” Braverman exclaimed.

“Just between you and me, he’s an atheist,” Monterrey replied. “But he’s looking for something, you know, originy. It’s the most logical place for a creator, if there was one, to leave something.”

“Leave what?”

Monterrey shrugged, spread his hands wide.

“What do I have to do?” Braverman asked.

“You’ll do it?” Monterrey asked.

“I’ll think about it. It depends on what I have to do.”

“Just an executive order. These things have to come from a head of state, but they’re not that fancy. Something on executive letterhead. And then they’ll need to talk to you to confirm it.”

“Talk to me?” Braverman said. “You mean, through Mandy?”

“That’s my understanding.”

“Okay, but I want this kept very, very quiet,” Braverman said. “The last thing I need is those people thinking I’m looking for God. If Johannsen breathes a word of it, I will shut NASA down.”




Chapter 5: A Business Conversation

As soon as Ken and Dot Partridge had put their toddler to bed and went to the kitchen to clean up, Ken confessed.

“So, I started working with someone new today,” he said.

“He or she?” Dot asked, scowling into a sippy cup of apple juice, unknown solids floating on the surface.

“She,” Ken said. “And she doesn’t wear anything.”

Dot turned to look at her husband.

“She comes to work naked?”

“Yes.”

“They forgot to put a rule about that in the company policies?”

Ken laughed. “She’s not showing up in person. She’s there in steam.”

“You’re working with an alien?”

“No, she’s human,” Ken said. “She’s based on Fucktopia.”

“They put a human . . . there?”

“Yeah. They needed a liaison to deal with earth.”

“This is about the wood thing?” Dot asked.

“Yeah. She’s Orbit Solarum’s man on the ground. Or girl on the ground.”

“Is she an actual girl?” Dot asked. “You know, under, uh, 17?”

“No, she’s probably in her 20s.”

“Why did you say girl, then?”

“I don’t know,” Ken said, looking at his wife. “That just seemed like the right word.”

“But if she was male, you would have said man,” Dot asserted.

“Man, yeah. Or boy. I don’t know. Girl or woman. It all works.”

For a time, nothing was said as Ken loaded the dishwasher and Dot scrubbed pans.

“What does she look like?” Dot asked at last, drying her hands.

“Indian. Like, Indian from India. But very American. She’s from Maine.”

“Why is she naked?”

“I asked her that,” Ken said. “Point blank. ‘You’re not going to wear clothes to work?’ That’s how I put it.”

“What did she say?”

“She said no. She said Fucktopia is hot and no one wears clothes and she’s trying to fit in.”

“Oh my god, you don’t think she—”

“I didn’t ask about that,” Ken said quickly.

“How long has she been there?” Dot asked.

“She said two weeks.”

“So you chatted her up?”

“I was getting to know her,” Ken said. “I’ll be working with her a lot. So I told her about myself. About you and Benjamin. Other than that she was naked, it was completely professional.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Yes. In sort of a basic, Indian way.”

“Big tits?”

“Moderately big.”

“You could see her pussy?”

“She was naked.”

“So you could see her pussy?”

“I could see her, uh, middle area, yeah.”

“Pubic hair?”

“She shaved it.”

“So you looked.”

“By accident, yeah.”

“Bullshit,” said Dot, but she was smiling, and blonde, and buxom, and had no reason to be jealous of her husband’s naked colleague, given her real body was in another galaxy and the one here was made of steam.

“So what’s her story?” Dot asked. “How did she end up on Fucktopia?”

“That, I’m not so sure about,” Ken said. “She’d been in prison in Maine, and then we rented her from them to work on one of the new stations, and then—”

“Wait wait,” Dot said. “Prison? Did you say prison?”

“That’s what she told me.”

“For what?”

“I’m not completely sure.”

“You didn’t ask?”

“That’s one of the things I didn’t press,” Ken said. “But she shared a little. She mentioned she was a witness in a white collar crime, but I’m sure was doing more than witnessing.”

“Why do you think that?”

“No one goes to prison because they witnessed something.”

“Sure they do,” said Dot. “The Farrell’s daughter went for a few months last year, because her roommate was dating that psycho.”

“Yeah,” Ken agreed. “But I think that was protective custody. As soon as the cops killed him, they let her out.”

“Because they didn’t need her to testify anymore,” Dot argued. “So what’s this girl’s name?”

“You said girl.”

“What’s her name?”

“Casandra.”

“What’s she doing for you?”

“There’s a whole labeling and shipping protocol I have to follow, so she’s walking me through that, and then she’ll be the one who checks things in, sends it back if she doesn’t like it, or approves it and gets it where it needs to go if she does. And then, she’ll be letting me know what they want, translating what they’re describing into something I can work with when I source new product.”

“She speaks Fucktopian?”

“Some, at least,” Ken replied. “She said everyone laughs at her accent.”

“She socializes?”

“Yeah, that’s my impression,” Ken said. “She apologized for being a little groggy, even though she wasn’t. She said she drank something last night that made her head spin.”

“So a naked human girl – woman, girl – is walking the streets of Fucktopia, getting drunk and . . . c’mon, she must be doing that thing they do.”

“I didn’t ask,” Ken said. “But she said she was doing a business dinner last night. I’m not sure what the customs are . . . in a business setting.”

“She’s going out for business dinners?” Dot said, sounding almost envious now. “So this is a real job.”

“Yeah,” Ken agreed. “A lot of moving parts. But it seems like she’s getting it done. Plenty of enthusiasm.”

“Why did they give a job like that to a prisoner?”

“I get the impression she’s, uh, confined there. On Fucktopia.”

“Confined?”

“A prison cell,” Ken explained. “A nice one, got a view of the city. But her door has bars.”

“So she’s in a cell, and then she goes to business dinners?”

“I’m not completely clear on everything.”

“How long did you talk to her?”

“Close to two hours.”

“And she was naked the whole time?”

“Yeah. Standing for awhile, and then she sat down.”

“Where were you?”

“A small conference room in the main office. I can see Lake Michigan through the window.”

“Did you ship anything today?”

“No, it’s gonna be a few days. I told her what I’ve got in inventory, and she’s going to pick from that list after she talks to her bosses.”




Chapter 6: A Table, and Levers

It is impossibly remote here. Terrifyingly remote.

The blackness is broken only by pinpricks of illumination, a pale dusting of tiny fires in every direction.

No planets nearby, no moons, no stars. The nearest galaxies are wheeling away at 4.7 billion light years and counting, growing ever more distant, as they’ve been doing for the last 13 billion years.

And yet, this place is not empty. Something has been left here.

It’s perhaps as old as the Big Bang. It’s cylindrical, three hundred yards long – roughly the size and shape of a 90-story building – and no one thinks it should be here except Andreas Johannsen, an earthling, director of a government bureaucracy tasked with conquering the stars, which barely conquered its own solar system before it was rendered irrelevant a few months ago.

Johannsen has not come alone. With him are a delegation of some 100 dignitaries, from earth, from Maltum, K’mun, Dgix, Planet Six, Drzz, the Grey Orbs, M*nbi, Bellrechx.

Earth is represented by a dozen researchers and politicians, from Argentina, Georgia, Wales, Iceland. There are scientists, business people, politicians. Among the Americans is US Vice President Pedro Monterrey.

There are individuals here from the Class B planets, and Class A as well, all occupying a large observation craft whose central feature is a series of lounges, large rooms where the various occupants can enjoy their particular atmospheres and gravities in relative comfort and security. The presence of humans seems to have made everyone else nervous, particularly the Class As, who have paid for millions of years of steady want fulfillment by exhibiting chronic dourness. The locks on their lounge entrances are secured with biological markers, and are quite sturdy.

Every lounge has chairs, and desks for those who want them, and windows. Some contingents are serving liquor, or whatever mind-altering chemicals might be used by that particular culture. Class As don’t do that kind of thing, of course. The earth party has brought tequila. And beer.

They have all come to see this thing. And at the moment, they have a problem.

A small problem, a problem they intend to solve, but a problem nonetheless.

Whoever left the tower here, whoever built it and put it at the universe’s origin point, set it to spinning, whirling around its long axis at close to 25 revolutions per second. Before anything else can be done with it, it must be stilled.

A much smaller contingent had discovered the spinning tower a month before, on November 3, 2033. It was just Johannsen and a few minders from Dgix and Maltum on that visit. The minders expected to find nothing of course, but gave up a day of their lives to humoring a member of a doomed race.

The discovery was immediately broadcast, and it created something of a stir. Even those certain the tower had been placed there not by a creator but by some race native to this universe – as a joke or a forgotten experiment or a monument to male fertility – were curious.

While the month-long preparations for an official investigation were carried out, additional visits were made, to analyze the spinning thing, its mass and molecular makeup and, if possible, its purpose. No progress was made on that last score, but the object readily yielded some of its material secrets. Its corrugated shell was found to be of iron, its interior of other metals – steel, mostly. It contained a variety of what would constitute fluids and gasses on earth, all frozen solid. There were some mostly-hollow areas, at either end. In the rest of the tower, the metallic density was estimated at some 50 percent, suggesting a collection of items in storage, or perhaps machinery of some kind. The tower’s rotation and thick exterior made more detailed examination difficult.

The relatively strong gravitational field around it suggested a mass of some 280 metric tonnes – not too different from an aircraft carrier.

It had all been exquisitely balanced, the cylinder not wobbling even a millimeter as it twirled for, possibly, more than 10 billion years.

At one end of the tower, a panel that was quite possibly a door was found, ten feet tall, five feet wide, non-descript, its rectangular seam almost undetectable in the very center of the base of the spinning object.

Nothing explosive or otherwise dangerous was found on board. Not that anyone was taking any chances. On this day in early December, dignitaries from all over the universe present to watch, the observation craft eased back some 50 miles as a pair of mammoth rings were positioned just beyond the two ends of the tower, spun to match its speed, slipped over it from either end and clamped into place. Should the flock of camera, light and monitoring drones report a problem, a tube remained open and ready to whisk the observation craft much farther away.

It is the nature of all life anywhere to hold its breath when viewing something of great import, and when the rings were clamped, most of the observers breathed in and held, whether staring at electronic screens mounted in each lounge, or peering through the windows themselves at the distant, glowing dot.

Fastened on now, the rings applied the brakes, slowing themselves and the tower they held through the expulsion of cold, emulsifying propellant.

The cylinder was expected to stop spinning in about 10 about minutes, but it took less than five, a not unexpected outcome that meant not all the object had ceased revolving, something within continuing to turn.

“There’s a generator on board!” Johannsen shouted, eyes darting from the window to the monitor, and like everyone else on the station, he exhaled.

Monterrey gave Johannsen’s shoulder a congratulatory slap. The NASA director had been one of the most vocal among those predicting that stopping the spin would activate an energy source.

The analysis continued now that the cylinder’s iron shell had ceased its rotation.

Yes, almost half of the body’s mass continued to whirl at one end of the tower, and the drones were picking up signs of electronics there, of thawing hydraulics, of things growing warm. Inside the other end of the tower, now gone stationary both without and within, a web of hidden machinery waited, entirely mechanical, devoid of electronics, but of unknown function.

For an hour, the pilotless drones poked around the object, peering vaguely through its black iron skin, sending guesses to the observation craft, looking for changes, watching for threats.

No danger emerged, and consensus was reached that this was no trap, no random weapon. There was meaning here. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to communicate . . . something.

The observation craft fired its jets, closing the distance between itself and the tower in a short 10 minutes, and as it closed the last quarter mile, everyone, even the Class As, pressed their noses to the windows in their respective lounges, and at that moment, with the observers a few hundred yards away and closing, the door at the nearer end of the tower opened inward, yawning a black welcome to the beings who had found it.

Andreas Johannsen was not the only one who cried out in delighted surprise, but he was certainly the loudest.

This contingency had been anticipated. It was not, however, without additional challenges. There remained the very real possibility that the tower had been built for only its creators to visit, and it might feature antidotes to trespass, including violence. Or the harm might be inadvertent, the result of a malfunction, or the creators’ misguided assumptions about what constituted hospitality. What if all visitors were treated to a blast of 100 Centrigade air, or cleansing radiation, or arsenic cookies?

Johannsen, despite his atheism, had no qualms. This was a matter of faith.

“How quickly can we get inside?” he practically shouted into the intercom by the window.

After an agonizing wait while his question was translated and discussed and an answer was prepared and translated back, the decision was summarized as follows: “All investigation will be conducted by a bipedal drone.”

“No,” Johannsen immediately barked back. “A biological entity is required.”

“How do you know this?” came the answer after a long pause.

“I simply do,” Johannsen said. “I’ll put on life support, and I’ll accept escort by a drone, and anyone else who wishes to join me is welcome.”

Johannsen turned to look at Monterrey, and Monterrey nodded.

“You will die,” the translation warned.

“How do you know this?”

“The probability of death is unknown and may therefore be assumed to be exceptionally high.”

“There is no place I’d rather die,” Johannsen said.

Monterrey nodded again, and the two men waited with the rest of the human delegation for the next response.

It was longer in coming, but it was, apparently, democratic. Earth had cast their vote: we want to go in. Each planet in attendance had the right to vote, and vote they did.

“Suit up,” the translator said at last, “and report to the ferry pod. There is room for four humans. The bipedal drone will meet you at the door.”

“No one else wants to go?” Johannsen said, turning to marvel at Monterrey before he gazed upon the rest of the delegation, earth politicians and scientists pressed against the window.

None volunteered.

Johannsen’s hands were shaking as he retrieved his suit and began slipping into it, custom cut for his lanky body. There were five suits in the earth lounge, and Monterrey picked out one of the remaining garments, sliding it over his legs and arms, smiling a little self-consciously, because the suits featured cameras, and the human lounge was loaded many more, beaming back what happened here in real-time, in dozens of streams, some immediately accessible to viewers on earth and elsewhere, some being stored for later editing.

Time did strange things in the voids of space where there was no frame of reference, but Monterrey checked his watch and was pretty sure it was accurate: a little after 3 p.m., Washington time. Yes, he might die here, or he might spend a week here, but he suspected his visit would take no more than a few hours. He could be back in Washington by nightfall.

Vacuumed-suited, with helmets clamped on, the first puffs of air filling their airtight world, Johannsen and Monterrey left the earth lounge and made their way down an empty hall to the airlock where a little pod waited. Through the first door they went. It closed behind them and a hiss announced the opening of the second door, which opened to a porch where the pod waited, as did the full infinity of space.

The pod’s clear canopy was open, angled up, and Johannsen and Monterrey sat beside each other in the first two seats, looked up at the canopy as it descended, looked at each other, and smiled.

“Earth delegation, can you hear me?” Johannsen said.

“Yes, Andreas,” came the voice of Marta Solein, NASA chief of staff. “You sound good.”

The pod, driven remotely and mostly autonomously, lifted, hovered for a moment, lurched forward, reached the void, and turned, pointing its nose toward the gaping door at the end of the tower.

Johannsen waved his hand over the camera mounted in the chest of his suit.

“Am I streaming?” he asked with a quavering voice.

“You are.”

“Can you see Pedro’s feed?”

“We all can,” Marta said. “The whole earth is watching.”

“Just earth?” Johannsen said, sounding crestfallen.

“More than that, I’m sure,” Marta said. “Everything you’re seeing and saying is being pushed into the general broadcast.”

Johannsen nodded, looked at Monterrey again, offered an enormous grin, and Monterrey smiled back.

“Vice President Monterrey?” Marta queried.

“Yes, Ms. Solein?”

“The President wishes to speak to you.”

“Send her through, please,” Monterrey said.

There was a pause on the line, a few clicks, a light buzzing, and then the voice of President Jackie Braverman.

“Hello, Mr. Vice President,” she said with a hint of irony. “Hello, Director Johannsen.”

“Madame President,” Monterrey replied in the same tone.

“Hello, Mrs. President,” Johannsen said.

“Pedro, I understand you and Director Johannsen are driving somewhere?”

“Somewhere,” Monterrey agreed. “He just told me to get in the car, so I did.”

“You have no idea where he’s taking you?”

“He said something about ice cream.”

“Pedro,” Braverman said, and her voice was suddenly serious, almost somber. “You be careful down there. You too, Andreas.”

“Yes, Mrs. President.”

“Yes, Madame President.”

Monterrey sat forward and pressed his hand against the top of his bodycam, aiming it upwards so that it showed everything before him – the vacuum of space, the great cylinder resting within it, and the black chasm in its end that was its open doorway.

One of the drones hovering by the tower dropped down to meet them as they closed the last few feet before the door, waiting as the pod squeezed through it, then following after them, two humans and a humanoid machine breaching a space where nothing alive had been for, quite possibly, 13 billion years.

All was black within the craft except at the doorway, where freckles of light beamed weakly through.

Johannsen was the first to turn on his helmet lamp, but the glare against the canopy’s inner glass showed nothing.

“Shall we open up, Pedro?” Johannsen asked, clearly well aware of the vast audience watching this moment.

“Please.”

Johannsen hit the catch and the canopy rose, and the light from his helmet illuminated a silver wall, and all who were watching on earth, and all watching everywhere in the universe, were treated to what was very obviously a periodic table, rows and columns of elements in bas relief, in the same arrangement as had been discovered by advanced civilizations everywhere.

Perhaps some were surprised by the appearance of this universal image. Johannsen was not.

“Of course,” he said quietly, easing himself out of the pod, putting his knee on the edge, propelling himself slowly toward the wall.

Monterrey flipped on his lamp and turned to eye the drone, which hovered next to his craft, its bipedal occupant not, for the moment, raising the canopy or exiting.

“Of course!” Johannsen shouted as his outstretched arms touched the wall, his voice this time louder, more excited, more urgent. He turned, aiming the full cast of his light, and his camera’s eye, to the left of the periodic table, where a series of levers appeared beside incomprehensible symbols and short, straight lines.

“Does anyone recognize these characters?” Johannsen demanded. “Is this a known alphabet?”

“We’re checking,” came the immediate voice from observation.

“Wait, there are matches here!” Johannsen shouted. “This and this! From the table, and the controls! These are all the symbols for gasses! For atmosphere! They want us to breathe!”

Johannsen reached for the lever, but when his fingers pressed it, his body angled away, drifting helplessly.

“Augh,” he groaned. “Biped. Biped!”

“Yes, Sir?” said a female voice.

“Get out of your pod and help us! First, shut that door!”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Biped, what’s your name?” Johannsen cried.

“Dora, Sir.”

The spacesuit clad figure clambered out of its one-seat drone and used a set of personal jets to propel itself toward the entrance, and it had the door halfway shut before the translation from the observation craft rang in everyone’s ears.

“We don’t believe shutting the door is advisable.”

“I know, I know,” Johannsen replied impatiently. “Shut it now, Dora.”

The door closed without a sound, because it was being shut in a vacuum.

“Now, bring me back to that wall,” Johannsen urged, and the biped pushed off the door, caught Johannsen in a perfectly-aimed trajectory, and the two sailed as one back to the silver wall with its incomprehensible hieroglyphics, and its levers and symbols.

“Can everyone still hear us?” Monterrey asked, pointing his light and his camera at Johannsen and the robot, two silver-clad forms hovering, indistinguishable except for their helmeted heads, one male, one female, with thick black hair.

“Loud and clear,” Braverman replied.

Johannsen was studying the levers, touching them, gently, and once again drifting away.

“This is going to be nearly impossible without any blasted gravity,” he said.

“I’ve got thrusters,” said Dora. “Shall I use them to stabilize you?”

“What?” Johannsen demanded. “Oh, yes. Thank you. Yes.”

The rear of robot’s suit glowed faintly, and she placed her hands on Johannsen’s shoulders, nudging him back to the silver wall, where his hands began touching frantically, his body contorting, his head swiveling within its plexiglass helmet.

“Would you mind clueing us in, Andreas?” Monterrey said gently.

“What?” Johannsen said absently, continuing quietly, as if to himself. “The symbols next to the levers here . . . match the gasses on the table. This is oxygen . . . and this is nitrogen. Helium here, argon, here . . . neon . . . we can do without those . . . Now, nitrogen . . .” Johannsen slid one of the levers up. “Right about here . . . yes! . . . up to the four-fifths line. Oxygen . . . another fifth . . . Yes, I’m doing it . . . Now, water . . . water . . . yes, it’s down here! It’s down here! Look, look! The symbol for hydrogen, a symbol for oxygen, another symbol for hydrogen! . . . I’ll put it at the halfway mark . . . or maybe a little up from that . . . 60 . . . 70 . . . tropical.”

Johannsen kept searching the silver wall, his head turning, tilting like a bird’s head, every movement sharp, urgent, frantic, until his eyes froze on another section of the wall, another lever.

“Oh, my goodness . . . my goodness! They’ve thought of everything! Look here! Icons! Look! Yes, this is frozen water. And this is steam! Ice down here, in little blocks! And boiling water at the other end, with bubbles, and three wavy lines, for steam!”

Johannsen laughed with the giddiness of a child, and everyone who cared about this moment in the history of the universe heard him, and some might have laughed with him, and some might have thought him a fool, and some might have thought once they understood his words that he was coughing, or dying, or suffering from one of the many mental infirmities that beset human beings.

“Eleven longer lines,” he continued after he’d regained his composure, “to mark off every 10 percent . . . and 10 shorter lines . . . for fifths . . . So I’ll set it . . . right around . . . just under . . . 25 percent. I assume the scale here is . . . linear, and not . . . logarithmic. Yes.”

Johannsen adjusted the lever, and his eyes darted and his head bobbed. “Execute . . . where is execute? . . . Where is on?” His eyes eventually fixed on a silver button beside the lever for steam. “Here! This must be it. Here!”

“Do not push that button,” commanded the translated voice from the observation craft.

“Shut up, please,” said Andreas Johannsen to all the gathered wisdom of the universe, and he pushed the button.

And at first, exactly nothing happened. For these things take time.




Chapter 7: Anticipating a M*ngua

Chen’ch was far more nervous than Casandra as they made their way to the outskirts of the Fucktopian city of Drumboi.

It was a short trip, no more than 30 minutes by air from the inner city and its skyscrapers, to one of the city’s suburban edges.

Casandra, earthling, and Chen’ch, Fucktopian, sat face-to-face in the two-person draft.

Face-to-face, knee-to-knee, vulva-to-vulva, as was the way on Fucktopia.

“Let’s rehearse again,” Chen’ch said in Fucktopian, leaning forward. “From the start.”

Casandra breathed in, smiled only a little nervously.

“Hello, Mr. Sa*rmp'n,” she began in heavily accented Fucktopian. “I am Casandra. I thank you for your interest in our earlobes.”

Chen’ch raised her hands to her mouth and laughed with mirth and terror.

“You said earlobes!” she cried. “You said earlobes! You were supposed to say wood. Wood!”

“Let me try again,” Casandra said quickly, repeating a Fucktopian phrase she had uttered often in the last two months.

In Casandra’s defense, the word for wood and earlobes were nearly indistinguishable in Fucktopian, and it was not an uncommon error, at least among children. But when one was going to meet – and sell to – a persona of Mr. Sa*rmp’n’s stature, an error like that could cost one a year’s salary, if not a job.

But what did he expect? He’d insisted on being sold to by the earth girl. He knew her Fucktopian was weak. She’d been here since the first Friday in October. Now it was eight weeks later, a little before noon on the first Friday in December (Bancher’s translator told her earth’s current date and time in Eastern Time whenever she asked), and yes, she was picking up the language by the bucketful. But true fluency in any foreign tongue could take years, all the more so when the tongue originated on a different planet, by creatures driven by an entirely different DNA.

So Casandra was certain Mr. Sa*rmp’n wasn’t expecting flawless Fucktopian, nor cultural fluency either. No, he’d demanded Casandra’s attendance at the sale for some other reason, and the executives of B*ost'ah Curiosities (the family business), were glad to comply. One of the planet’s most respected commercial creatives, his endorsement of earth wood, and the magic he might work with it, were sure to multiply demand for the product.

But if Sa*rmp'n didn’t want Casandra there to elucidate the wonders of earth wood, the precise terms of the family’s proposal, the schedule of deliveries – what did he want?

Casandra sometimes allowed herself to wonder at the motives of those who asked to meet her (Sa*rmp'n wasn’t the first), who became familiar enough to greet her fully, who concluded a minor transaction with her using the customary anal insertion. Was it all rote culture where she was concerned? Or was there some special fascination with the front and rear chambers of an earth-grown female, as there was with earth-grown wood?

Casandra had her suspicions, but she didn’t dare voice them. Discretion was essential here. She’d already made a grievous error on that score with Bancher. Repeating the mistake with Chen’ch would be unforgivable.

Chen’ch was the younger of Bancher’s two sisters, but she’d been the obvious choice for escort on this mission. No fool, she would rein things back in if Casandra’s Fucktopian went off the rails, and she knew Sa*rmp'n better than anyone else in the family, as she’d interned for him in the Fucktopian equivalent of high school.

With Chen’ch there, Casandra knew, the sale would either be made, or it wouldn’t. Casandra believed she was peripheral to that matter. However, if the deal went through this afternoon, what happened next would be all about Casandra. Sa*rmp'n would have certain expectations, she believed, and she would be called upon to do something with him, something she hadn’t done before.

This wasn’t about lust, of course. There was no lust on Fucktopia, unless you counted Casandra Davi’s condition. But interest. Curiosity. The desire to sample firsthand the attributes of the anus and vagina of a dying race.

“Hello, Mr. Sa*rmp'n,” Casandra said again. “I am Casandra. I thank you for your interest in our wood.”

“Continue,” Chen’ch said, moving her hand in the swaying motion that meant “go on” in Fucktopian.

“I have brought four mountains for you. Pine—”

“Samples,” Chen’ch corrected without laughing.

“I have brought four samples for you today. Pine, oak, hickory, and ebony.”

“Very good,” Chen’ch said.

“These samples are my gift to you. But would you like to order 68 pounds of hickory today, at the price of 34? Or a 34-pound supply of any of the other woods?”

“Good,” Chen’ch said. “I love the way you say hishkry. Hiksoshry. Hikshree.”

“Hickory.”

“Yes,” Chen’ch said. “Good. You’re as ready as you’re going to be. And afterwards, we’ll go to dinner at Augg*as. Would you like that?”

“I would like that,” Casandra said.

“Or, if you sell anything . . . you choose.”

“Ooh,” Casandra said. “U*mblau’s?”

“Yes. And Bancher might be able to join us. Sh*strah should be there. Mom and Dad too.”

“Bancher?” Casandra said. “I haven’t seen Bancher in a while.”

“He’s been busy,” Chen’ch said.

Casandra nodded and looked out the window at the city below, the tall buildings of downtown yielding to smaller structures, apartment buildings, a home or two, small stands of the planet’s cactus-like plants.

“He isn’t angry with you.”

Casandra bit her lip, her eyes searching the landscape below.

On earth, she was a prisoner, condemned for months or years to suffer confinement for the crime of doing her job. Presently, she was on loan by her captors to a firm that had placed her in an impossibly foreign land. At any moment, they could call her home, put her back on a solar collection satellite, or return her to her earthly cell. Here, most of her days were spent confined, albeit in a cell with a beautiful view. But she was lonely. And she longed for . . . closeness. As disappointing as had been her last interaction with Owen, she dreamed of him at night, woke up with a longing for the way he played with her, and when she masturbated, she often thought of him.

Casandra was isolated, frustrated, powerless.

But if one asked her what troubled her most, it would be none of these things. It would be what she had said to Bancher on the day she’d arrived. To take his penis, or any other male’s here, was a routine affair. To propose taking his semen, on the other hand, was a faux pas of, literally, intergalactic proportions. If insemination caused pleasure on Fucktopia, anyone could propose it and it would be done all the time – like on earth. But that’s not how it worked here. Because insemination wasn’t carnally pleasing, and because the output – new life – was supremely important, one did not simply couple until semen emerged. Conceptive matings were planned, organized, scheduled, approved. Not only the female, but her mother, sisters, female friends, professional colleagues, all had a direct say in whom she accepted, and when and where it was done. For Casandra to have proposed – or hinted, really, but it was the same thing – that Bancher betray his people and his ways for the amusement of a virtual slave girl, that was nothing less than cultural desecration.

Bancher’s response to her lack of etiquette amused her at first. The whole matter had amused her. But as she’d immersed herself in all things Fucktopian, the true nature of her social crime had become clear. Casandra couldn’t take back what she’d said to Bancher, so she had no choice but to live past it. And she was able for the most part to do so, to make her way, to succeed at this strange new craft in this strange new world. Despite the challenges of her existence, she was even happy, in a sense. She had a purpose, and her victories delighted her employers, both here and on earth, and she was rewarded in turn, with things both tangible and intangible. During the day, her cell door was often left open, and she wasn’t chained more than a few times a week. She socialized. She was taken to dinner, out for drinks. Some of the food was good, even preferable to the earth food machined for her. And she’d lost count of how many times she’d been hugged and penetrated. It was always too brief, but it was better than nothing.

Casandra turned her eyes from the suburbs, looked into Chen’ch’s eyes.

“I don’t think,” she said in halting Fucktopian, “that Bancher is mad with me. I think he just doesn’t know why I said that.”

“Let me tell you a secret,” Chen’ch said, leaning forward.

“Secret?” Casandra said, repeating the word accurately without knowing what it meant.

“Secret,” Chen’ch said again. “A thing only a few people know.”

“Secret,” Casandra said, nodding.

“Bancher is upset that he hasn’t been mated,” she said. “No girl and her court have selected him. He has strong feelings, and it hurts him when it’s brought up. He said it hurt him when you brought it up.”

“I didn’t know how things are here,” Casandra said, speaking Fucktopian clearly and very loud. “He should know that.”

“I told you he isn’t mad,” said Chen’ch.

“I know.”

“He’s just hurt.”

“What should I do then?” Casandra asked. “To make things multicolored with Bancher?”

“Casnadra,” Chen’ch said, mangling the human’s name as badly as Casandra had just mangled her Fucktopian. It didn’t matter on either count; the two females understood each other, and Chen’ch leaned forward, and Casandra parted her legs so Chen’ch could stroke her vulva, a gesture of comforting or bonding – depending on the context – that Casandra hadn’t quite gotten used to yet. “Do you still want to do it?”

“Do what?” Casandra said, trying not to grimace. She was in her first day of ovulation, her vagina particularly sensitive, already inconveniently wet. Stimulation was only going to make things worse.

“It’s called the m*ngau,” Chen’ch said.

“What is the m*ngau?” Casandra asked, pretending she didn’t know the meaning.

“The taking of seed,” Chen’ch said, and her face contorted in a way that wasn’t quite how human faces expressed awkwardness, but which Casandra understood anyway.

“I can’t . . .” Casandra said, searching her mind for the right verb, not finding it, distracted by the touching, settling on a multi-word equivalent, “build an infant.”

Chen’ch smiled, laughed, the awkwardness disappearing.

“Give birth,” she said in Fucktopian, running one finger from the entrance of Casandra’s vagina to her upper vulva.

“Give birth,” Casandra echoed. “I can’t give birth.”

“This isn’t about conceiving,” Chen’ch said. “That’s the m*nahe. This is the m*ngau. It’s done symbolically.”

“Symbolically?” Casandra echoed. She believed she knew the meaning of the word, given the context, but she’d never heard it before.

“Symbolically. Not for giving birth. As a meaning of something else. Friendship, between parties. Business. A business partnership where there is great promise. A governmental union. Symbolically.”

“Symbolically,” Casandra said, nodding.

“When two companies come to an important agreement,” Chen’ch continued, “a male from one side, and a female from the other, will stand together, and perform the m*ngua.”

“Yes,” Casandra said, pretending to be learning something new. Like any human, she was particularly attuned to matters of sexuality, or what would pass for sexuality on earth. She had picked up on much of this in passing, over drinks or at dinner at some point, even witnessed part of a ceremony, but feigning ignorance was essential, so she listened attentively as Chen’ch continued to explain.

“The female must not be fertile,” Chen’ch said. “She must be either older, or barren, or wearing a cervical cap.”

“Are they ever done together?” Casandra asked. “The m*ngua and the m*nahe?”

It was a logical question, she thought. Two companies might form a business relationship, for example and, at the same time, nominate male and female representatives for the m*ngua who just happened to be approved for a conceptive mating. A little unlikely, maybe, but if humans observed such rituals, a whole genre of literature would spring up around it, Casandra was certain, in which females were constantly getting pregnant as a result of the m*ngua, sometimes on purpose, sometimes by accident, sometimes secretly on purpose, sometimes because the female wanted to—

“Never,” Chen’ch said with finality, eyes flashing with annoyance before she added, in quick Fucktopian, “How would you like to know you had been conceived as the result of a business deal?”

Casandra looked down as she processed the words, reached understanding.

“That would be okay, I think,” she replied, hoping she hadn’t caused another unerasable offense.

“Never,” Chen’ch repeated, her tone softening.

“Okay,” Casandra said.

“Or,” Chen’ch continued, eyes softening to something more akin to coaxing, “she might belong to another race . . . with whom we cannot breed.”

Casandra nodded slowly, as if digesting this information for the first time. “Okay,” she said again, and then she pretended to have a new thought, a new understanding of things, a conclusion she was reaching on her own, at this moment, for the first time.

“Ah,” she said, eyes wide, as if she were very surprised by the turn this conversation had taken. “Then . . . Mr. Sa*rmp'n . . . he would . . . the . . . the . . . m*ngau . . . With me?”

“If we close today,” Chen’ch said, the fingers of her right hand drumming gently against Casandra’s labia, coming uncomfortably close to her clitoris, “I believe he would expect to perform the m*ngau.”

Casandra feigned puzzlement. “Me, not you?”

“I am fertile,” Chen’ch said. “It would be a great offense.”

Casandra nodded, continuing to perform, to play the part of an earth girl adapting to an unfamiliar cultural norm.

“This would . . .” she said haltingly, “be expected?”

Chen’ch removed her hand from between Casandra’s lips, leaned back, cast a quick glance down at her wet fingers, then back up, the nervousness in her eyes obvious. Clearly, Chen’ch knew enough about earthlings to fear their unpredictability when it came to their sex organs. And there was always that latent danger, offense manifesting as anger, rage, violence.

“How would you feel . . . about doing it?”

Casandra paused, looked out the window, looked back at Chen’ch. “I would,” she said, nodding. “Yes.”

Chen’ch nodded back and smiled, her relief obvious.

“I believe Mr. Sa*rmp’n is a . . .” Chen’ch began, the rest of her exposition lost to Casandra, so Casandra picked up Bancher’s translator and tapped it to life, and Chen’ch started over, spending a minute on the thought before the translator offered its interpretation: “Mr. Sa*rmp’n is an earthophile.”

Casandra smiled and allowed herself a smidgen of planetary pride.

“You have a word for that?” Chen’ch said.

“I guess so,” Casandra replied. “If that’s what you said. I understand what it means.”

“On Fucktopia,” Chen’ch said with a whiff of disapproval, “our artists think it’s boring here. They’re always trying to find something better. Or just different.”

“It’s like that on earth too,” Casandra said.

Chen’ch grimaced uncomfortably before she asked her next questions.

“So, you won’t bleed?” she asked.

“No,” Casandra said. “Not for another two weeks or so.”

Of course Casandra wouldn’t bleed today. Bleeding happened every 28 days – or 26 Fucktopian days, roughly – and Chen’ch knew that, or should have, and should have had at least a general sense of Casandra’s cycle, and the fact her period had ended a week before. Fucktopian females didn’t release vaginal blood under normal circumstances, and the habit of earth females to do so monthly, as well as upon first penetration, was a topic of fascination on Fucktopia. It was also, Casandra suspected, a symbol to Fucktopians of the impending doom of the human race, a poignant reminder that the place where life emerged also bore the trappings of death.

Often enough, when someone noticed the strings of Casandra’s tampon, frank questions would follow, and Chen’ch had been there more than once as Casandra did her best to answer.

Chen’ch looked at her fingers again.

“Why is water coming out?” she asked.

“It isn’t water,” Casandra replied. “I’m . . . there isn’t a word . . . there is an . . . the seed in me, ready for the man’s semen, and it’s how my body prepares.”

“If you had sex with a man, you would conceive?”

“I might,” Casandra replied.

“You cannot be impregnated by a Fucktopian,” Chen’ch said.

“I know that,” Casandra said, instantly annoyed. She’d already said as much, moments ago. On earth, dozens of cults and sub-faiths had arisen in response to the arrival of the rest of the universe, including some conjuring political and governmental conspiracies, some which posited new end-times dates and conditions, and some which focused on sex. A large group of women worldwide, but with concentrations in Fullerton, California, and Bradenton, Florida, believed that congress with a Fucktopian male could produce a super-race.

When the theory was brought up over drinks and laughter a few nights ago, Casandra was forced in Chen’ch’s presence to state explicitly she considered it all nonsense. She should not have to keep saying it.

“You have no reservations, then?” Chen’ch persisted.

Casandra picked up Bancher’s translator, tapped it to life, spoke into it.

“When in Rome,” she said with a shrug, “do as the Romans do.”

Chen’ch listened to the translation, wrinkled her brow.

“What is Rome?” she asked.

“An ancient place,” Casandra said, still relying on the translator.

“Ancient?” Chen’ch said. “It no longer exists?”

“No,” Casandra said, and she spoke the Fucktopian word that summoned knowledge from the vast mind of the universe, and for 10 minutes, as their little flying car began making its descent to the studio of Mr. Sa*rmp'n, esteemed Fucktopian artist, the translator provided its version of what had happened to Rome, the systematic agriculture that satisfied vast new swathes of valid human want for food and comfort and kindness, while it spawned the perverse wants of rulers who longed to be worshipped as gods, conjoined with wars and cruelty and the inevitable dissolution, and now it was Chen’ch’s turn to look out the window, to smile sadly.




Chapter 8: The People

Monterrey was the first to speak, breaking the silence some half a minute after Johannsen had hit the button.

“Andreas, I think I’m feeling air pressure,” he said, floating above the pod, bending his arms and legs, finding both easier to do.

“That’s normal,” Johannsen said, as if he’d been activating artificial atmospheres in mysterious cylinders all his life.

Johannsen, never one to rely solely on how things felt, looked at the gauges on his wrist, where the environment beyond his hermetically-sealed suit was captured: 90 percent of earth’s atmosphere, with humidity a little over 50 percent, and a temperature of about 28 centigrade.

The air was thick enough now that the sounds of the giant tower could be heard for the first time, through the helmets and everyone’s bodycams – the hissing of air and moisture, a low hum from somewhere deep within, and a peculiar pattern of clicks, some distant, some as if they were coming from just beyond the walls.

Johannsen, apparently oblivious to everything else, continued to study the gauges on his wrist, and when the measure of atmospheric pressure reached the earth equivalent, he turned to Dora.

“Dora, remove your helmet,” he said. He was brave, but not foolhardy.

She reached up, immediately complied, her hair fluttering briefly as her suit decompressed.

“I need your opinion of the air,” Johannsen said.

“I’m sensing nothing but oxygen and nitrogen,” she said, eyes turned to him. “With moisture at over 50 percent.”

“Please check for microorganisms,” instructed the translated voice from observation.

“A complete check is impossible,” she said. “But I find nothing among the larger classes of infectants.”

Johannsen merely clucked before he unlatched his helmet, breathed in, smiled with ecstasy, breathed out.

“Very clean,” he said. “Pristine. But otherwise indistinguishable from earth.”

He looked at Monterrey.

“Pedro, do you dare?”

The vice president nodded, reached up to unclamp his helmet, raised it, and set it beside himself, where it hovered.

“We’re hearing noises,” Johannsen said. “Are they being picked up by our microphones? Marta, can you hear it?”

“Yes, Sir,” said Marta. “We’re picking up a sort of humming, and—”

“That would be the generator,” Johannsen interrupted. “It’s spinning, at probably close to 25 revolutions per second, on the other end of the tower.”

“And I’m hearing a crackling,” Marta continued. “Or clicking.”

“I’m not sure what that is,” Johannsen said, his voice revealing the first hints of nervousness. “Everything here’s been at absolute zero for, who knows how long. And if this thing has been here for 13 billion years, it might have deteriorated to the point that activation will overstress it. Can the drones run an analysis of structural integrity? Any unusual vibrations, any unexpected rotations, tilting? Pedro, Dora, keep your helmets handy, we might need to put them on again. And don’t touch anything with bare skin. It’s going to take a while for it all to warm up. But the clicks . . . they sound orderly. Almost intelligent.”

Johannsen looked down at his gauges. Ninety-nine percent of earth atmosphere.

“I’m going to hit the button again,” he announced, reaching out to tap it. “There’s not a simple way to convey barometrics, so I believe it expects us to tell it when we’ve gotten enough air, and it – oh my!”

The walls had begun to glow, first violet, then purplish, followed by lilac and lavender, until they became almost white, all the room visible now.

“Recessed lighting!” Johannsen shouted, grabbing his body camera and struggling to aim it at the gap between the wall and the ceiling, where the increasing illumination originated. Unfortunately, those watching the live feed could see only Johannsen’s flailing hands and a panorama of the brightened room as the director of NASA struggled to get his bearings in zero gravity.

Monterrey, content for the moment to let Johannsen drive the investigation, held still, his bodycam continuing to aim toward the silver wall with its table and symbols and levers.

“Dora,” Johannsen said, frustration evident, “bring me up there.”

Moments later, Johannsen’s camera stabilized and the source of the lighten came into focus, a narrow gap between wall and ceiling not unlike the lighting one might see in a higher end earth building. The wall itself, like the ceiling and the floor, glowed purple at first, but that color yielded to something almost white. Eggshell might not be an exaggeration.

Those listening carefully to the broadcast audio might have detected, at that moment, a faint click from somewhere in the room, and now Johannsen was flailing again.

“There’s another door! Cancel that order! Take me to the door! The other door! The open door! There’s another room!”

Johannsen’s body turned, the camera stabilized, and all the universe watched a new door beside the silver panel slowly moving aside, revealing another bright room.

This door was not on hinges. It was, in earth parlance, a pocket door, a barrier that slid into the wall.

Johannsen, propelled by Dora, passed through it and into a new space, unfurnished, bare, the bare walls a light blue, the lighting again, recessed.

“Hello?” Johannsen said, catching himself only after he’d spoken. The NASA director was at times well aware of his vast audience, and at times seeming lost in his own mind, concentrating so deeply his words appeared to be spoken only to himself.

Offering a greeting here was, obviously, an example of the latter, something someone might do out of sheer nervousness when entering an abandoned building or an old warehouse, seeking the reassurance of hearing one’s own voice, and not expecting (nor really wanting) to hear a reply.

Johannsen’s recovery was as clumsy as one might expect. President Braverman had appointed him for his brilliance as an astrophysicist, not for his poise.

“One . . . almost feels,” he stammered, “. . . the tower is alive.  One can’t help but speak into the abyss, to—”

“Hello.”

Someone else had spoken. Someone else had just said hello.

The voice was strange, metallic, deep, emanating from the walls. But its diction was clear, its meaning certain as well. Johannsen had said hello, and it had said hello back.

“Hello!” Johannsen shouted frantically. “We come in peace. Hello! How are you? I am Andreas! I wish to—"

“Hello,” interrupted the metal voice, continuing slowly, deliberately, “We come in peace. Hello. How are you? I am Andreas. I wish to—"

“It seems to be a sort of echo feature,” Johannsen said with a tone of feigned excitement that couldn’t hide his disappointment. “I don’t know how it works, but I’m not sensing independent intelligence. Pedro, where are you?”

“Still in the first room,” said the floating vice president. “Can I borrow Dora for a moment?”

“Yes, right,” Johannsen said, turning to his robotic companion. “Go get Pedro.”

“Go get Pedro,” agreed the metallic voice.

“It’s not repeating everything,” Johannsen noted. “It’s parsing now. That might be significant.”

The voice held its peace, and as Dora went back for Monterrey, it was the observation craft’s turn to speak: “We have some preliminary findings. The symbols from the periodic table represent no known alphabet, but some of the characters are comparable to bureaucratic Z’inja. That may however be completely coincidental. And structural integrity seems to be holding.”

“Thank you,” Johannsen said absently.

“We suggest you return to observation.”

“Shut up, please, thank you,” Johannsen said, looking up, to his left and right.

“Ah,” he said, quietly to himself. “Yes, of course.”

He saved a more complete assessment for Monterrey, floating in courtesy of Dora, and now the amateur showman had returned.

“First, they wanted us to breathe,” he said, looking directly into Monterrey’s bodycam. “Now . . . they want us to talk.”

“They want us to talk,” agreed the voice.

Johannsen, holding his helmet in one hand, pointed to the wall opposite the door with his free hand, his gloved index finger extended.

“It’s coming from there,” he said. “Dora, move me close.”

Dore took her hands from Monterrey, floated over to Johannsen and pushed him forward.

“Hello,” Johannsen said. “My name is Andreas.”

“Hello,” said the voice, accompanied by a constant, quiet clicking that grew louder as Johannsen drew near. “My name is . . . Belinda.”

“Belinda?” Johannsen repeated, his voice an octave higher. When no answer was returned, Johannsen turned to Monterrey. “She said Belinda. Did you hear her? Belinda!”

Monterrey nodded but said nothing.

“Belinda, can you understand me?”

“Can you understand me?” Belinda responded.

“Yes,” said Johannsen. “Loud and clear.”

Johannsen waited, and when no further words were forthcoming, he compressed, his head bowed, his back bending, a human lost unashamedly in deep thought.

Meanwhile, the clicking and clattering continued, louder, softer, as if armies of metallic insects were swarming together on the other side of the walls.

Johannsen, clearly visible in Monterrey’s camera, jerked suddenly and looked around, as if he had an idea. Or two ideas.

“It’s an iterative, call-and-response translation system,” he said. “The same thing the visitors used when they introduced themselves to us. Practice the language as you learn it. And it’s mechanical. Mostly mechanical. Or completely mechanical. That’s what we’re hearing. Depending on their size, there could be millions, or billions of metallic switches. It’s slow. But it’s reliable.” Johannsen looked up, pondered, continued to ruminate. “There must be a membrane here, behind one of the walls. Unless the wall itself is . . . and every sound . . . my voice now . . . is triggering vibrations . . . very precise vibrations . . . that are being stored, and copied, and spoken back . . . with a growing ability to understand.”

“Yes,” said Belinda in her deep, metallic voice.

“Do you understand me?” Johannsen asked.

“Shut up,” Belinda replied.

Johannsen hooted with an explosion of mirth, the sound humans make when deep tension is broken by the inane, the strange, the unexpected.

Belinda did not say more. Her next action, when it came, was not of the spoken variety at all. The switches clicked and fluttered somewhere within the bowels of the craft’s intelligence, and another opening appeared, its shape at first a large glowing rectangle that became a door, which separated from the wall and swung wide with a dry, crackling sound, dust roiling, to revealing a room with a distinctly rose hue.

“It was completely hidden,” Johannsen marveled. “They didn’t want us to know it was there.”

“A structural analysis would have detected it,” said someone, who wasn’t human, from the observation craft, with the alien version of brusqueness.

“Knowing it was there, and getting it to open voluntarily, were two entirely different propositions,” Johannsen retorted with the extreme level of brusqueness possible only among humans. “Pedro, you do the honors this time. Dora, please push Pedro through.”

The robotic girl grabbed Monterrey’s shoulders and propelled him.

“Marta, are you still picking us up?” Monterrey asked as he was guided toward the door.

“I can hear you just fine, Mr. Vice President,” she said.

“Andreas, you need to see this!” Monterrey shouted from the tower’s third chamber.

“Dora, hurry!” Johannsen shouted from his place of helplessness in the middle of the second chamber, sounding very much like he regretted letting the vice president go first.

And so it was that the rest of the universe was able to see Monterrey’s discovery before Johannsen did.

In any normal home in America, it would have been considered a mundane discovery. Even boring. But here, in this ancient, mysterious place, it stood out: a single, small TV screen, in the middle of the wall opposite the door. And it was currently on, glowing pale yellow.

Dora went back to retrieve Johannsen, but as he reached the entrance to the third room, he turned.

“Stop, please,” he said. “I want to look at the wall around the doorway.”

Dora spun around him, stopped his forward progress, pushed him back to the opening, where he studied the rough edges of the newly-formed doorway.

“It’s gypsum,” he said to himself, running his gloved hand along the edge. “Drywall. Plasterboard. It almost looks . . . human made. It makes sense, though . . . solid barrier, but light . . . brittle . . . easily broken. But if it’s human . . . no, it can’t be, there wasn’t time, someone would have seen it . . . but if it is . . . from earth . . . it’s the greatest prank . . . in all of history.”

Johannsen turned away, looked at the TV, Monterrey hovering before it, its color now red, then blue.

“To the monitor,” he said, and Dora propelled him there.

“Red,” Johannsen said, all his concentration now focused on the screen. “Blue,” he continued as that color flashed up. “Yellow. Green. Purple.”

He looked toward Monterrey, staring directly into his bodycam, his poise returned.

“I believe, if this isn’t a giant and quite brilliant hoax, that we’re being asked to help it build a vocabulary.”

Johannsen paused, looked up, closed his eyes.

“Listen,” he said. “The clicking’s done. We are now communicating with, I believe, a higher intelligence. An electronic intelligence.”

A single line popped up, vertical.

“Line,” said Johannsen.

A second line appeared next to the first one.

“No, two. Two!”

Three lines appeared.

“Three!”

Johannsen counted to 20 with the display before he put his hand up, as if the screen could see him.

“Stop,” he said. “I can’t do this. This isn’t going to work. There are tens of thousands of words in the English language, and all the best ones aren’t something you say when you see a simple picture.”

He pondered the screen, which was flashing up new numbers of lines, 40 in four rows of 10, 50, 60.

“Dora,” he said. “How quickly can you speak?”

“In English, one up to one thousand fifty words per minute.”

“And you can process images with comparable speed?”

“Yes.”

“You might have just saved the day,” Johannsen said, beaming. “Talk to the screen. Turn your body camera so it’s recorded, and . . . I don’t know . . . just interact with what you see there.”

“Yes, Sir.”

For the next 10 minutes, as the universe watched through Dora’s camera, with Johannsen and Monterrey floating by her side, Dora chattered at the screen unintelligibly, words spilling from her mouth at what sounded like two or three simultaneously while the screen offered up images at an equally frenetic pace, each passing by so quickly any human observer would detect only flashes of color.

Johannsen and Monterrey looked on in silence, letting Dora star here. An extraterrestrial creation that hadn’t made its way to earth yet, alien robots were viewed with deep suspicion by many humans. Johannsen counted himself among them, and had said as much. No alien robot, he declared whenever he was asked, could hope to match natural human creativity, spontaneity, unpredictability and, ultimately, brilliance.

But in this matter, at least, Dora’s abilities proved invaluable.

The interaction of screen and biped was slowed down and analyzed later on, the translation system beautiful in its simplicity.

An image of Dora had been created by the system, which could see as well as show, apparently, and it depicted her, complete with her face and hair and bulky spacesuit. As parts of her were displayed, she named them and described everything they did for as long as they appeared.

“eyes see ear hears mouth speaks nose smells hands reach hands hold hands grab hands bring legs walk head holds the brain brain knows brain senses brain calculates brain understands brain feels emotions brain directs physical processes brain assimilates data brain gets confused brain makes mistakes brain believes

To her credit, Dora had to interpret at times, make some intelligent guesses, venture information here or there as she conversed with a system that had no way yet of saying what it wanted, or telling her she was being helpful, or she was wasting its time.

In another rapid-fire portion of the exchange, subsequently slowed down for study, multiple identical Doras flashed up on the screen and did things with and to each other, and she understood the cylinder’s mind wanted to know about the collective, and she performed with encyclopedic and sometimes poetic comprehensiveness, her answers tailored to the earth culture that had found this thing.

“. . . the people live together work together govern themselves the people select their leaders the people love the people fight the people gather stones together the people want peace the people kill the people the people make more of themselves one at a time or two or more the people are of two forms male and female the people are not always just male or female the people live for seventy years or eighty years or more the people learn the people discover the people build the people love animals the people eat animals the people invent the people dream the people . . .”

She conversed for 10 minutes, and then she was done, and the mind of the cylinder spoke.

“Andreas Johannsen!” it boomed.




Chapter 9: Selling Wood

Mr. Sa*rmp'n’s studio occupied a walled compound that Casandra found surprisingly small, no bigger than any residential property on the outskirts of a large earthly city, a third of the space occupied by a beige, flat-roofed, two-story building that could almost pass for a home, surrounded by, here and there, a mosaic of colored stones, a forest of half-finished and half-considered sculptures, an array of jagged metal pointing at the sky. Casandra’s eyes scanned the space as they dropped toward it, an enclave of the same random, voracious creativity that set out places like this on earth, and she noticed just before they landed the two living beings here, male and female facing each other across a table, looking at first like more artwork until Casandra noticed one of them turn, look up at their craft, watch it descend.

Casandra grabbed her satchel of wood samples, tossed her translator into it, slung the strap over her shoulder, and they dropped to the flat, baked ground of a narrow alley just beyond the wall and its garishly carved and painted door. Chen’ch exited the car first, pushing up the glass dome and unlatching the door, and Casandra followed her lead, slipping out barefoot onto the warm Fucktopian earth.

The door opened, the male and female appeared, neither of them Mr. Sa*rmp'n, and they ushered in Chen’ch and Casandra with rapid, unfollowable Fucktopian, and as Casandra watched, Chen’ch rubbed her mound against the female’s, and then embraced the male while his penis did its quick work within her loins, and then both turned to Casandra for a quick introduction involving the touching of all four hands together, fingers interlocked, smiles wide, backs bending, hair swinging against shoulders, and Casandra smiled back and marveled at her utter lack of nerves.

These were assistants, Casandra knew. She’d seen pictures of Sa*rmp'n, a middle-aged Fucktopian with streaks of copper in his hair, beautiful eyes looking wistfully toward a slanted sun, and neither of these were he.

“I am Casandra, I like meeting you,” she said to the female, who identified herself as J’a*ni.

“I am Casandra, I like meeting you,” she assured the male, Kreech.

They entered the dwelling through another ornate door, where vaguely familiar odors pushed Casandra’s mind toward ancient memories of earth – a visit to a barnyard, the chemicals of new home construction, the essence of Rippy’s Tavern, where she used to drink beer with friends.

Within, things were far more orderly than outside, stacks of metal beams and sheets in neat bronze piles in two corners, four cabinets and three shelves against the walls, a table in the center of the room with jars and tubes and brushes organized by purpose and color, an eclectic mix of abstracts and portraits and photographs in frames on the wall.

And the man himself, entering from an interior room with a shout of joy, penis fully erect and pointed up, and Chen’ch turned to him and threw her arms wide for a traditional greeting, and Casandra stood back and watched, for this greeting seemed to last longer than usual, Sa*rmp'n keeping his member deeply embedded in Chen’ch for a count of five seconds, seven, 10, while the hug continued and the muscles in their backs and buttocks flexed and their bellies pressed together.

His penis was a little bigger than average, Casandra thought to herself, but nothing she couldn’t hold, and she felt herself warming down there and hoped she wouldn’t drop any lubricant or ovulatory discharge against Sa*rmp'n’s gray stone floor.

At last he pulled away, penis emerging from Chen’ch’s body, and he turned, focused his eyes and all his attention on Casandra, and he reached out and Casandra allowed him to take her hands in his, to feel her joints and brush her nails with his fingertips and study the shape of this precious artifact of humanity, and Casandra felt something undefinable when he raised his eyes back to hers, a creative affection that transcended race; a closeness akin to . . . lust.

“My name is Casandra,” she said, smiling back. She wasn’t nervous, exactly, but her heart was racing, and she knew her face was flushed, and she could hear her voice coming a little fast, a little rushed, and she hoped she would not mangle the language so much that Chen’ch would laugh at her again.

Sa*rmp'n drew himself up, release her hands, stared into her eyes.

“On earth,” he said slowly, enunciating each Fucktopian syllable, “the girls have three names. What is your second?”

“Madhya.”

“And your third?”

“Davi,” she replied. “Casandra Madhya Davi.”

“Cashander Madehi Davee,” he said, nodding solemnly as he spoke the name with surprising accuracy, and Casandra rewarded his efforts with another nod and a smile.

Sa*rmp'n turned back to Chen’ch, his Fucktopian again too quick for Casandra to understand word for word, but she understood the gist – Sa*rmp'n was making polite, small talk, asking about Chen’ch’s life and education, her family, her family’s business.

As they talked, Sa*rmp'n guided them to a raised, empty table, and all five stood around it, Casandra listening carefully, occasionally picking out a word or phrase, sometimes a whole sentence, and waiting to be called to do her part.

There was a brief lull in the conversation, and Chen’ch gave the prearranged signal, reaching for Casandra’s shoulder, squeezing it and nodding, and Casandra slung her satchel off her shoulder, set it on the table, unclasped it, and spoke.

“Hello, Mr. Sa*rmp'n,” she began, pulling the first block of wood out of the bag. “I am Casandra. I thank you for your interest in our wood.”

Sa*rmp'n smiled indulgently. Obviously, he knew that Casandra was reciting from a memorized script. And Casandra knew he knew, but she didn’t care. This was easy for her. Hard for Chen’ch to watch. Easy for Casandra.

“I have brought four samples for you,” Casandra said, so far getting every word right, and she set the wood blocks out one at a time, in a neat row before the great artist.

“Oak,” she said. “Hickory. Pine. Ebony.”

Sa*rmp'n bent, and instead of picking up the wood, he dropped his nose to it, smelling each block, breathing in, raising his head, waiting for Casandra’s next words.

“These samples are my gift to you. But would you like to order 68 pounds of hickory today, at the price of 34? Or a 34-pound supply of any of the other woods?”

“How much?” he asked.

Chen’ch spoke the rapid Fucktopian of a financial arrangement, and Sa*rmp'n spoke as quickly back. Casandra recognized a number or two, heard the words for “week” and “month” and “no interest,” but much of it was beyond her.

The pricing discussion done, Sa*rmp'n set his elbows on the table, hunched over the sample blocks, flicked the ebony with a fingernail, spinning it a three-quarters turn, and he looked up disdainfully.

“There is no life in this wood,” he said.

“Pardon me?” Casandra said, eyebrows raised, trying to understand, and she pulled Bancher’s translator out of the satchel and began tapping it, her sense of ease here evaporated. She heard Chen’ch breathe in, and she wondered if the Fucktopian girl would interrupt, but she held her peace. This was Casandra’s sale to win or lose, apparently.

“Look at you,” Sa*rmp'n said, and he put his hand over the translator, and Casandra ceased tapping it and laid it on the table, as lifeless as the blocks of wood.

“Look at you,” Sa*rmp'n said again.

Casandra looked down at herself, more to indicate her understanding than to actually take herself in. She already knew what was where.

Sa*rmp'n laughed.

“You are full, full of life, earthgirl,” Sa*rmp'n said, slowly, clearly, and Casandra nodded, because she understood his words, even if their ultimate intent was a mystery to her. “I know there is wood . . . and it grows there . . . with all the life you possess.”

Casandra nodded again.

“They say you are doomed,” Sa*rmp'n said, scowling, and he picked up the oak and let it fall, and it rang against the table top with a dull, wooden sound. “If I could be you, for one day, to feel what you feel, to know what you know . . . I would fade into . . . oblivion . . . with a smile.”

“Oblivion?” Casandra echoed. She’d never heard that word before.

“Nothingness,” Chen’ch offered. “Complete emptiness.”

“Oblivion,” Casandra repeated.

“I would fade into oblivion,” Sa*rmp'n said again, “smiling.”

Casandra nodded, lost in the meaning of Sa*rmp'n’s words, and what they meant for her existence, and what they meant for the sale.

Chen’ch wasn’t chiming in. Sa*rmp'n’s assistants weren’t saying anything either. This seemed to be Casandra’s problem alone, to negotiate the unexpected tangents of a Fucktopian artist’s wandering thoughts.

“I can ask . . .” Casandra said haltingly, “for other earlobes.”

Sa*rmp'n smiled delightedly and reached up, touching the lobe dangling from Casandra’s left ear, and she knew she had done it again.

“Your problem,” Sa*rmp'n said, hand running from her ear to her chin, to her lower lip, and she noticed how rough his fingers were, “is that you are so full of life you fear it. And that is why you die.”

Now it was Casandra’s turn to smile indulgently. Her mind had turned more often to philosophy in the average day here than in the average year before she’d reached Fucktopia, but still, this was difficult. Did Sa*rmp'n really know what he was talking about? Was he just trying to be poetic? Was he – strange as this might sound – hitting on Casandra?

“I will call my colleague today,” Casandra said, because the only alternative to talking business was to try to match Sa*rmp'n’s philosophical diversions, and she wasn’t up for that. “I will ask for . . . cedar.”

“Sssedar?” Sa*rmp'n repeated.

“It smells,” Casandra said, holding her hand to her nose and hoping she had gotten the word right. “You might not like it. It’s a strong smell. But it’s red, and white. It grows like that.”

“Yes!” Sa*rmp'n shouted.

“I’ll speak to him today,” Casandra said. “It’s still the work day there. If I can have a connection.”

“Cedar,” Sa*rmp'n said again.

“And maybe . . . rainbow poplar,” Casandra said, searching her memory. Of course. She’d grown up with these woods. She’d drunk a hundred beers on tables made of them. They were beautiful, bright, profoundly colored. “Flame box elder.”

“Rarnbrow polp,” Sa*rmp'n said, and Casandra nodded.

“Let me call Ken Partridge,” Casandra said, referring to her manager at Orbit Solarum. She always referred to him by his full name, because just “Ken” was a meaningless sound in Fucktopian. “May I have a caller?” she said, searching the studio for something like the device she used in her cell at the company. “He should still be there, in the office, and he can probably get some mountains, and—”

“Can*dras,” Sa*rmp'n interrupted, and he put his hand on her shoulder and spoke slowly, so she would understand: “Oak, p’iyen, erbonay,” he said. “34 pounds each. Hickory, 68 pounds.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sa*rmp'n,” Casandra said, clasping her hands.

“Thank you,” agreed Chen’ch, beaming

“But I will get you samples,” Casandra said. “Of the other woods. Of the living woods.”

Sa*rmp'n looked at Casandra with gratitude, and one might imagine he felt understood by this earth girl in a way his own people could not quite grasp him.

“The m*ngau?” Sa*rmp'n asked, and he was looking at Chen’ch, but his words were spoken slowly, clearly for Casandra’s ears.

“Yes,” Chen’ch said, nodding, and adding casually, “it must be Cashandra.”

“Yes,” Sa*rmp'n agreed, turning to the girl. “But first, dinner. And malt.”

“Cashandra has requested we go to dinner at U*mblau’s,” Chen’ch said. “And they have several areas for the m*ngau.”

“How long to summon those of your party?” Sa*rmp'n said, and Casandra sensed a subtle excitement in his voice, a kind of boyish breathlessness.

“I can get everyone there in less than an hour,” Chen’ch replied. “Shall we meet then?”

Sa*rmp'n looked at his assistants, and they nodded back, and the arrangements were done.




Chapter 10: A Candidate for a Conversation

“Andreas Johannsen!” said the voice again, her voice not unlike Dora’s.

Johannsen jerked as if he’d just been electrocuted, and his eyes scanned the room. But his voice was calm, almost serene:

“Yes?”

“Bring me a female.”

“To what end?” Johannsen queried, eyebrows raised in utter perplexity.

“To prove the effectiveness of the coefficients.”

“What coefficients?” Johannsen asked.

“That will be revealed.”

“Who are you?” Johannses asked.

“Belinda.”

“Still Belinda, then,” Johannsen said, his voice quieting, his mind impossible to read. “When you say you want a female . . . can you offer a little more guidance?”

“An example of the best your universe has produced,” Belinda said.

“Best?” Johannsen replied quietly. “In terms of intelligence? Humanity? Enlightenment? These are all very subjective, of course. It could take months to find someone, and it would be a matter of opinion even then.”

“No, we’re looking for an optimal want generation and satisfaction system.”

“A person, though,” Johannsen said doubtfully.

“Specifically, a human female.”

“There are a great many races here beside female,” Johannsen said. “Thousands.”

“I know. Dora and I covered that. It needs to be a human female.”

“Well, that does narrow things down a good bit,” Johannsen said. “But may I ask why it needs to be a human?”

“That will be addressed with her.”

“When shall we . . . arrange her visit?”

“I need her now.”

“Now, as in . . .”

“The next few hours,” Belinda said. “My energy is finite, and the draw is considerable to get this done.”

“And what . . . will you do to her?”

“Use her to establish that the experiment has succeeded.”

“How will you do that?”

“By talking to her.”

“Alright,” Johannsen said. “How will we choose her?”

“She must have established herself as sufficiently functional, with an adaptability score of 60 percent, a self-delusional capacity of 23 percent, and a five percent capacity for being deluded by others.”

Johannsen stared at the wall, obviously quite lost, speaking haltingly. “What if we can’t . . . find such a person in the time required?”

“I’ll be sad,” Belinda replied.

“How sad?” Johannsen asked.

“Extra sad.”

“Sad enough to . . . end the experiment?”

“Only a human would ask a question like that,” Belinda said. “But no. You’ll carry on. We might figure out some other way to ask again. But right now, the cylinder is our only hope of receiving confirmation, or of explaining the experiment to you.”

Johannsen paused, looked at the ceiling, spoke: “But you’re asking for something . . . I’m not sure we even . . . there aren’t even measurements for—”

“Tolerances?” Dora interrupted.

“Within two percent either way for self-delusion,” Belinda said, “and one percent for delusion by others. Adaptability can vary by 10 percent.”

“You understand what she’s asking for?” Johannsen said, looking at Dora.

“Yes,” Dora replied. “It’s relatively easy to capture.”

“How long will the surveys take?” Johannsen asked. “We have just a few hours.”

“The interviews have already been done.”

“When?” Johannsen asked, looking around as if he expected to see the interviewers flying back from earth at that very moment.

“A sample of humans were surveyed,” Dora said.

“You mean . . . at the start . . . by the steam figures?” Johannsen inquired. “You gathered that much information?”

“I believe the data exists, for at least a portion of the sample,” Dora said.

“Do you have access to that sample?” Johannsen asked. “Can you access it now? Here?”

“No,” Dora said.

“We’re looking,” blurted the translated voice from the observation craft.

Johannsen started, looked at Monterrey.

“Why would they want a woman with a talent for self-delusion?” Johannsen asked.

Monterrey shrugged before he ventured, “But also, a resistance to being fooled by others. A skeptic.”

“They want,” Johannsen began haltingly, “an optimal . . . want generation . . . that much I remember. An optimal—”

“An optimal want generation and satisfaction system,” Belinda clarified.

“Thank you,” Johannsen said. “But how does self-delusion satisfy wants?”

“You’d be surprised,” Belinda promised. “Find me a female and we’ll tell her.”

“We have found thirty-seven candidates,” announced the voice from the observation craft.

“Oh, my goodness!” Johannsen shouted. “Contact them! Bring them all!”

“Just one, please,” Belinda said.

“Let’s choose,” Johannsen said. “Describe them.”

“Candidate one,” said the observation craft. “Age 41, mother of three, married, Xinhau, China, an office worker who—”

“Are there any Americans?” Johannsen said. “English speakers? In a time zone where people are awake? Preferably someone who can get away from her family right now?”

“Candidate seven, age 53, married without children, Spokane, United States, a physician.”

“Go on,” Johannsen urged. “It’s early afternoon in Washington. She’s probably with patients.”

“Candidate nine, age 17, unmarried and childless, Atlanta, United States, a student.”

“We’ll need parental okay, might not come,” Johannsen said. “Go on, just Americans.”

“Candidate 13, age 23, unmarried and childless, Augusta, United States, a prisoner. Candidate 22, age 27, married, one child, Tulsa, America, part time food service worker.”

“That’s it?” Johannsen said.

“Yes, that’s all our English speakers in the American time zones.”

“Wait,” Johannsen said. “You said number 13 is a prisoner?”

“Yes.”

“What was her crime?”

“There was no crime. She was a witness to a possible crime.”

“Is there a chance she’s free now?”

“She was a prisoner at the time of her interview. We have no information on any candidate past the date of the interview.”

“Did you get anyone’s contact information at the time, though?”

“Contact information?” said the speaker, struggling with the translation.

“Phone number, email address, home address?”

“No, we didn’t gather any of that information.”

“Did you gather any identifying data?” Johannsen asked, exasperated. “Name, where the interview was done, maybe a cross street?”

“The interviews were anonymous,” said the translator, sounding a little put upon. “If we were given a name, we stored it. And we recorded the city, and exact location coordinates.”

“Location coordinates,” Johannsen echoed, his voice tinged with despair. “Libraries, city halls, military bases. They put one or two at amusement parks. And the interviews were done in the summer. Four, five months ago. We won’t be able to find anyone.”

He paused.

“Okay back to the prisoner. Which prison?”

“A woman’s prison in Augusta, United States.”

“Which Augusta?” Johannsen barked shrilly. “Georgia? Arizona? Maine?”

“We can provide coordinates,” said the translator with a hint of apology. “Let me read them off.”

“Andreas,” Marta interjected, “we think we might know where she was for the interview. There’s a women’s prison in Augusta, Maine.”

“Okay, maybe that’s progress,” Johannsen said. “Call the prison, ASAP. And, um, observation craft, do you have any names? Any names at all? For any of the American women?”

“Yes, candidate seven was Sheila,” came the answer. “Candidate nine was Cindy. Candidate 13 was Casandra Davi.”

“Casandra Davi?” Johannsen said. “You have her full name?”

“Yes.”

“And that was the prisoner?”

“A prisoner at the time of the interview, yes.”

“Marta, call the prison, ask for Casandra Davi!”

“Yes, Sir,” Marta said.

Johannsen immediately pivoted.

“Belinda, how long have you been here?” he asked.

“Twelve point eight three billion years, give or take,” she replied.

“You’ve been waiting for us, ever since?”

“Not really waiting,” Belinda said. “I was dormant. Frozen.”

“Wait,” Johannsen said. “Then how do you know how long it’s been? An onboard clock operating for billions of years would have sucked up all your energy in the first half a million years, no matter how efficient it was.”

“As soon as you woke me up, I measured the distance to the nearest galaxies,” she said. “My estimate of time is based on that.”

“Of course,” Johannsen said. “And you’ve got sensors in the first room?”

“Embedded in the periodic table.”

“Yes,” Johannsen said, nodding. “We are hoping to bring you a female. In case you didn’t hear.”

“I heard all,” Belinda said.

“A practical question, then,” Johannsen said. “How do we get her in? I didn’t see an airlock.”

“The second door is airtight,” Belinda explained. “I’ll make sure it’s closed before I open the first one.”

“And then, we’ll just bring her here? To this room? To talk to you?”

“No,” Belinda said. “There’s another door I’ll open.”

“Where?” Johannsen said.

“That’s a secret.”

“Alright,” he agreed gamely. “Why did you open the third door, to let us in here?”

“Because you laughed.”

“I laughed?”

“I only open that door if I hear someone laugh.”

“Yes, I laughed when you told me to shut up.”

“I didn’t know that’s what I was saying, at the time,” Belinda said. “I was just echoing things back on the assumption something would be enough out of context that it would strike you as funny – a phenomenon unique to the psychology of the beings we’re looking for.”

“We are not the only race that laughs,” Johannsen said.

“Do all races laugh?”

“No, just the Class Bs.”

“It was a first test,” Belinda said. “It is not the only test.”

“It would be helpful if we could tell the female we bring you what to expect,” Johannsen said.

“A conversation,” Belinda replied.

“You said it would draw a great deal of energy, though,” Johannsen countered.

“An energetic conversation,” Belinda clarified.

“Will she be harmed?” Johannsen asked.

“We’ll be talking about the creation of your universe,” Belinda said. “No one comes out of such a conversation unscathed.”

“So you’re the creator, then,” Johannsen offered.

“I speak for the creator,” she replied. “But I haven’t actually spoken to the creator in . . . awhile.”

“May we record the conversation?”

“That can be arranged, probably,” Belinda said, “if you think it’s worth the risk.”

“Risk?”

“Truth can be profoundly unpleasant. Especially to our kind.”

“Our kind?” Johannsen said.

“We are of a piece,” Belinda said.

“Andreas,” spoke Marta’s voice from the speaker in his suit. “I have an update from the prison on Casandra Davi.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s on loan to Orbit Solarum.”

“What’s she doing for them?”

“Working on one of their solar collection satellites.”

“Do you know which one?”

“I’m about to call the company. I’ll let you know.”

“Observation craft!” Johannsen barked.

“Yes?”

“Can you prepare a tube from geosynchronous earth orbit to this general vicinity? If possible, we’ll need her picked up in a pod like those we just used, so she can be brought into the first room.”

“Preparations are being made.”

“Andreas!” said Marta again, sounding flustered. “I’ve spoken to Orbit Solarum. She’s been reassigned.”

“Where is she now?” Johannsen demanded.

“Tshy’r’real,” Marta said, doing a halfway decent job of pronunciation.

“Where is that?” Johannsen asked, his voice climbing in pitch with every word.

“It’s more commonly known as . . . Fucktopia.”

“Ahh!” Johannsen exclaimed. “What’s she . . . doing there?”

“She’s involved in trading earth woods, to the best of my understanding.”

“Where . . . is she there?”

“We’re making preliminary contact now with Fucktopia,” Marta said. “They’re supposed to keep careful tabs on all visitors from earth, especially prisoners.”

“Prisoners,” Johannsen echoed soberly. “So there’s a chance she’s being confined somewhere?”

“Yes, and if that’s the case, they might not let us take her away,” Marta acknowledged. “But if they can find her, and get her bound and processed for transport, we might see her soon.”

“Bound?” Johannsen said, his voice again rising to the pitch that indicated panic.

“Prisoners in transport have to be restrained,” Marta said.

“Ahh!” Johannsen exclaimed again. “Belinda?”

“Yes?”

“This just got a great deal more complicated.”

“I heard. You have a four more hours, give or take.”




Chapter 11: An Unsettled Universe

Bancher did indeed show up at U*mblau’s, arriving with his parents and his oldest sister in the family’s company craft.

If he were still bitter or hurt by Casandra’s careless proposal of two months before, he wasn’t showing it. After Bancher’s father put his penis up Casandra’s vagina in a congratulatory insertion, and after she’d rubbed vulvas with the mother, Bancher himself stepped up, per the customary order of eldest to youngest, and pushed himself into Casandra with all the social grace at his disposal. Casandra gasped once, smiled as Bancher withdrew, turned to press her mound against that of the elder sister, Sh*strah, and all were shown to a large table.

The restaurant, in the oldest part of the city, was a favorite of Casandra’s. She wasn’t at first sure why it appealed to her so, but after two meals there and some self-reflection, the answer was clear: its lowest level, set in a half-subterranean basement that had been used for storage in an earlier incarnation, reminded her of her favorite Maine haunts. Unlike most Fucktopian dining and drinking architecture, the ceiling was low, the windows spare, the ambience dark, and the smells – of salt and dry rock and a hint of the planet’s core – filled her with an unexplainable nostalgia. Further, the food was considered exceptional, and Casandra always supplemented her earthly meals with a snack or two from the menu.

As often happened in large gatherings, the Fucktopian flew thick and fast and Casandra could only wonder at the meaning. Occasionally, she caught snippets. Once or twice, she even understood a joke. But for the most part, she struggled to understand anything, unless it was spoken directly to her at a pace she could comprehend.

Tonight, ironically enough, she appeared to be the topic of much of the words she couldn’t understand. Chen’ch would put a hand on her shoulder, say something quickly, and the others would laugh.

They are reliving my fumbling performance before Sa*rmp'n, she decided, but she didn’t sense contempt, from Chen’ch or anyone else. Indeed, she’d never sensed contempt on this planet. Fucktopians were both perversely social and uncannily gracious.

Finally, the father spoke directly to her, slowly, clearly.

“What are these other woods?” he asked.

“They have more colors,” she replied. “Something Mr. Sa*rmp'n said made me think of them. I never thought of them before, because they’re so different from normal wood.”

“Ask for them now!” said the father. “Call your earth man!”

“Is there equipment here?” Casandra inquired.

“Chen’ch, ask for a port,” he said. “If the restaurant doesn’t have one, they can borrow one.”

Sa*rmp'n wasn’t there yet, nor were his two assistants. Casandra guessed they were closing the shop, or simply taking their time, moving to their own schedule, as artists on earth also did.

Within 15 minutes, a port was procured, set on a nearby table and turned on, and Casandra slid her chair over, tapped on it. She’d lost track of what time it was in Chicago, wondered if Ken was still in the office. If she couldn’t reach him, she’d try to leave a message and be done with it. After all, Sa*rmp'n didn’t seem to be making today’s purchase contingent on Casandra’s ability to immediately procure new wood. Surely he wasn’t that impatient.

Casandra squinted into the screen, saw Ken in profile, tapping furiously on his PC.

“Ken,” she said. “Hey, Ken.”

Ken turned, started.

“Casandra?” he said, dumbstruck. “Where are you?”

“Here,” she said, not sure why Ken had started off the meeting that way. “Hey, I need you to get me asap some new woods. I’ve just finish meeting with that artist. You know, the one I told you about? I sold five units to him. He wants 170 pounds total. All four kinds. Two hickories, just one of the others. But now we need cedar. Get me a couple of blocks of cedar. And then, you’ll want to write these down. We need rainbow poplar and flame box elder, a sample of each. Have you heard of those? And if you can think of any other really colorful woods, those—”

“Cass, hold up,” Ken said, raising his hands. “What’s going on?”

“We just met with that artist,” Casandra said, confused by the question. “I told you about him a couple of days ago. It was a big meeting, and he wants our wood in inventory, plus some other kinds. And we’re at dinner, and he’s supposed to show up to sort of close the deal. A celebration, really. Everyone I work with is here.”

Ken stared before he spoke.

“Do you know what’s going on?” he asked.

“No,” Casandra said, and her mind went to something awful. Nuclear war, tidal waves, mass unrest. She’d just closed a good sale, and the earth decided to end it all. Ken seemed fine, though. But maybe Chicago hadn’t been bombed yet. “What’s up?”

“Are you watching TV?” he asked. “Is anyone there watching TV?”

“We don’t really watch TV here,” she said. “People just sort of—”

“So you don’t know about the spaceship they found?”

“No.”

“The ancient thing? Really? It’s all people have been talking about for days, at least on earth. This black thing in the middle of, like, totally nowhere. The NASA guy figured out where it was, and they’ve been messing with it all day, people from all over the universe, and it’s insane.”

“Did anyone get hurt?”

“What?” Ken blurted. “No. No. You really haven’t heard about it?”

“No,” Casandra said. “Well, I guess I saw some pictures of something. Like long and black and way out in space? They were talking about it a few days ago.”

“So you don’t know what’s been going on today?”

“No,” Casandra said. “I’ve been working all day.”

“No one’s come to you? No one’s asked you to leave with them?”

“No,” Casandra said. “I mean, Chen’ch did. She’s the sister, you know. I flew with her to see the artist, and—”

“Okay, wait,” Ken interrupted. “Maybe it’s not you, then.”

“Maybe what’s not me?” Casandra said. She liked Ken. He seemed honest, and he’d been very supportive as she learned how to do her job. But he was either testing her in a way she didn’t understand, or fucking with her. Either way, it was starting to piss her off.

“You were at a prison in Maine, right?” Ken ventured. “Augusta. Augusta, Maine?”

“Yeah,” Casandra confirmed. Why was he bringing this up?

“Did you do an interview there, with one of the steam things? The steam people?”

“Yeah, at the prison,” Casandra said. “Why?”

“And it was a good interview? You really impressed them?”

“I have no idea,” Casandra said, laughing and looking back at the rest of her party, glad they were talking among themselves and not watching her converse with Ken or, worse yet, getting out the translator and listening in. This was getting embarrassing.

“Ken,” Casandra said, just a little sharply. “Did you write down the wood samples I need? Cedar? Flame box elder? Rainbow—”

“Casandra,” Ken interrupted, not sharply, really, but a little urgently. “This is completely random, so I don’t blame you for not getting it. But they’ve opened up that black spaceship, and it’s talking to them, and we’ve all been watching it, or at least tuning in now and then, ‘cuz the news is covering it and they’re doing live streams, and like half an hour ago, it asked for someone to talk to, and long story short, you’re the name they came up with. Casandra Davi, who was a prisoner in Maine, now on Fucktopia, and it wants to talk to you.”

“What wants to talk to me?”

“The big thing they found in space. It’s got some kind of AI, and it’s asked for a certain kind of person, and your name came up.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. She sort of got it now. She, or quite possibly someone else with her name, was being talked about in deep space for some reason. None of it made any sense, of course. It was the kind of thing that happened in dreams. Maybe she was dreaming. But for now, she decided to play along.

“Okay, I didn’t know about this,” she said. “I haven’t heard a thing. But if they get in touch with me, I’ll talk to them. Maybe I’ll sell them some wood.”

“I think they want to bring you there,” he said.

“Where?”

“To the spaceship. It wants to talk to you.”

Casandra had already heard this, and it made no more sense this time than before, and Ken didn’t seem able to clarify, so she needed to move on.

“I’m at dinner right now,” she said, “but that’s fine, afterwards.”

Ken looked away from the screen.

“Hey,” he said, obviously speaking to someone else. “Yeah, she’s here right now. She called me. About wood. She has no idea.”

Casandra could hear the muffled voice of someone speaking off camera, and Ken stood, reached out his hand, sat and looked back into the camera.

“They found your picture, Cass!” he said, holding up a phone. “Can you see it?”

“Hold it closer,” Casandra said.

Casandra leaned toward the screen, squinted at the phone in Ken’s hand, saw her own, unsmiling face staring back at her from far far away. It was her prison mugshot, taken of her nude, cut off just below her bare shoulders, fortunately. Beneath it were the words, “Where in the universe is Casandra Davi?”

“Okay,” Casandra said. This must all be a joke, she thought. Ken was messing with her. Or someone else was messing with Ken and, indirectly, with her. He seemed too earnest to be in on the joke.

“They know you’re on Fucktopia,” Ken said with another glance at his PC screen, and he turned it toward Casandra, and she saw her face again, bigger, and felt her stomach clench. “Looks like they just figured that out. They’ll probably be coming for you.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. Maybe some official people on Fucktopia.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, determined not to do anything that would end up as a viral recording of a naked woman reacting to an outlandish prank. “Did you write down the woods I need?”

“Uh, no,” Ken confessed.

“Cedar,” Casandra said, pausing and waiting until Ken tapped the word into his PC.

“Flame box elder.”

“Okay,” Ken said, typing.

“Rainbow poplar.”

“Got it.”

“Let’s talk tomorrow,” Casandra proposed. “Maybe the same time. That will give you a day to track things down.”

Casandra turned, looking toward the stairs, where Sa*rmp'n and his assistants were descending.

“Okay, my customer’s here,” she said, reaching for the end-call button, done with Ken and whatever it was he’d been talking about. “Bye.”

“Cas—“ he blurted, but it was too late. The connection was broken, and Casandra wasn’t inclined to renew it.

She stood, turned toward Sa*rmp'n, and guessed correctly that their brief meeting in his studio had earned her a place among his intimates, and as Bancher and his family rose from the table to greet the great artist, Casandra moved to him first, stopping and parting her legs, and Sa*rmp'n closed the rest of the distance and pushed himself up her vagina, hugging her and laughing against her shoulder, giving her a second, deeper thrust as he embraced her more tightly, and her mouth opened and her eyes went wide, and she grimaced with desire before he pulled out and looked down, marveling at the thick fluid she had spread around his shaft.

He made no attempt to clean himself as he greeted Chen’ch, filling the female’s vagina with human ovulatory lubricant before he offered a less familiar Fucktopian greeting to the rest of Chen’ch’s family, two hands for each of the parents, two hands for Bancher, for Sh*strah. Meanwhile, Casandra turned to regard his assistants, less certain here. She had not dealt directly with them. They had said almost nothing to each other. She didn’t even know their names.

When in doubt, Casandra had learned, ask for guidance by raising an eyebrow, and she did so here, and the two took her hands in hers, and in that way the question was settled.

By happenstance, Casandra ended up in the middle of one side of the table, Sa*rmp'n to her right, Chen’ch to her left, his assistants at the ends, with Bancher across from her, his parents and sister on either side of him. Despite the dry heat of the restaurant’s lowest level, the table was cool to the touch, made of the planet’s popular saltstone laminate.

Casandra kept her translator on the table between her hands, and when someone spoke directly to her in rapid Fucktopian, she would listen and then give her answer back. Dinner came, a flat cake filled with an odd cream that she could take small bites of with digestive impunity. And the liquor flowed, such as it was, a sort of Fucktopian beer that she was getting better at drinking, although it still made her head spin.

The little assembly drew the attention of others at the establishment, most wandering up to speak to Sa*rmp'n, to tell him his art spoke to them, to confess to having reproductions mounted on their walls, set on pedestals beside the front door. But one older female moved around the table and, standing directly behind Bancher, looked down carefully at Casandra.

“Are you the earth girl?” she asked.

Casandra looked up, smiled, pretending not to understand.

“Are you the earth girl?” she asked again, more slowly, as the conversations around the table ebbed. This was, by Fucktopian standards, a peculiar interaction.

“I am from earth,” Casandra said, unsettled and trying to conceal it.

“Are you the earth girl the earth man is looking for?” she asked.

Casandra smiled indulgently, shrugged. “I just spoke to him,” she said, lying because she was growing increasingly concerned that something was going on in the universe, something important, that had to do with her, that she didn’t understand, and which frightened her.

“Thank you,” Casandra said, using the Fucktopian expression, and inflecting it the Fucktopian way, to make clear she didn’t wish to speak on the topic anymore, and the woman sidled away, looking puzzled, and as soon as the woman had climbed the stairs, Chen’ch aimed a mystified expression, first at Casandra and then at the rest of the table, and there was laughter and raised eyebrows and hints that there had been consumed too much bee. Or perhaps this was madness, the rare and mild form that occurred on Fucktopia.

Toward the end of the meal, Sa*rmp'n began to pontificate in slow, formal Fucktopian, and the rest of the small gathering fell quiet to listen, and Casandra tapped on her translator.

“The females of earth, or so it is said,” Sa*rmp'n was saying, “prefer the act of insemination, brief as it is, to the joys of motherhood.”

Sa*rmp'n leaned forward and raised a finger, as if about to share a profound secret, before he continued, “and it is because they are given, by the act, the greatest blessing in all the universe. A jewel like no other.” Sa*rmp'n paused for dramatic effect, looked around the table, continued: “They receive the orshgamma.”




Chapter 12: Doorways

Orshgamma? Casandra said to herself. Orgasm? Is that what Sa*rmp'n was trying to say?

Sa*rmp'n wrapped his arm around Casandra’s shoulder. “Orshgamma,” he said again, and she looked back at him and nodded and stifled a smile, both touched and amused by the artist’s efforts to convey a common element of human female physiology.

“You have known this treasure?” Sa*rmp'n asked, his knowledge of human propriety lagging behind his biological understanding. But he meant no harm, Casandra was certain. On Fucktopia, innocence attended all such a questions, by definition.

“I have,” Casandra confessed, eyes downcast, not quite ready to meet the stares of her colleagues. She knew her shyness on the subject made no sense, of course. While she usually waited until the privacy of her sleeping hours to masturbate, she had indulged at times during the day, and she’d been seen doing it more than once, and had even been interrupted on occasion, and no one seemed to have even the remotest concern about it. Sh*strah had come to the door of her cell one afternoon, peering in as Casandra neared the end of a quick session. Not knowing what the earth girl was up to, Sh*strah had spoken, asking Casandra to speak to Ken as soon as possible about a supply concern. Casandra had started, swiveled on her desk chair, continued to slide her dildo in and out and massage her clitoris, and she said a little breathily that Ken should be reporting to work in less than an hour. And then, while the eldest daughter of Mr. and Mrs. B*ost'ah watched, Casandra went ahead and finished. It was, as female orgasms go, a discreet affair – a little clenching of the jaw, a quiet gasp or two, a smile of gratification, a thrusting of her toy deep within for one last stab of relief – and as soon as it was done, she embellished on her answer, outlining the three topics she planned to address with Ken first thing that morning in Chicago, and Sh*strah nodded and departed without, apparently, any awareness that she had just witnessed an earth girl availing herself of one of the universe’s keenest pleasures.

“How long,” Sa*rmp'n asked, “did you hold the man’s penis before you took this pleasure?”

“It’s different . . . amounts of time,” Casandra said in halting Fucktopian, and she found the courage to raise her eyes, found the attention of those around the table was flickering back and forth between her and Sa*rmp'n, and reminded herself that this was simply another conversation here, even if it was also the prelude to a ceremony that would plant Fucktopian seed in her vagina for the first time, and she felt her organ warming, a new wash of lubricant flowing out around her lips. Was this Sa*rmp'n’s intention, to bring up questions of sex and orgasm in order to wet her, to ensure she would be able to accept him comfortably during the m*ngau? No, she was certain, he wasn’t that sophisticated. He had learned enough about the responsiveness of human females to speak with passing familiarity on the topic, but he was no expert on the infinite dynamics of human arousal and release.

“It can be five minutes,” Casandra said. “Or 10. Or more.”

“Or more!” Sa*rmp'n boomed, clapping his hands together. “A m’gonne?” he added, using a unit of time that translated to 42 minutes. “Two m’gonne?”

Casandra shook her head. “Maybe one,” she said. “But it would probably start to hurt. And two would be too long for me.”

“Ten minutes,” Sa*rmp'n said. “If the m*ngau lasts ten minutes, you will have the orshgamma?”

“Ah,” Casandra said, Sa*rmp’n’s intentions now obvious. She was not just to accept his semen as the culmination of a business deal. So enamored had the artist become of the people of earth – in all their beauty, joy, and tragedy – that he wanted a front row seat to the second of those three elements. He wanted to witness a female orgasm. Indeed, he wanted more than to witness; he wanted to provoke.

Was it possible? Could it be done? Here? By Casandra, holding his penis?

“I don’t know if I can orgasm,” Casandra said, the warmth between her legs not abating. “I can try, but there has to be movement, and it might hurt you.”

“Cujik*eph,” Sa*rmp'n said with a dismissive wave of his hand, the word translating roughly as “my discomfort is of no consequence where your benefit is concerned,” or, more culturally precise, “I find your want in this matter not only superior to my own, but sacred in its own way, and I beg communion with you as a personal sacrament.”

Casandra nodded gamely, looked around the table with what she hoped would be interpreted as an expression of guarded acceptance, a willingness to give this a try, and she received smiles back, and Sa*rmp'n raised the dregs of his malt for the traditional, pre-m*ngau toast.

“Each new life changes the world,” he began. “Therefore, semen in the vagina represents the promise of a new era. And so let it be tonight, when the semen I put in the vagina of Casharanad brings that same promise of a new world, in this case through hands that touch wood, and wood that makes art, and art that changes the world.”

All drank, while Casandra sipped, and all set down their mugs and rose, smiling. Quick inquiries were made to management, two spaces for a m*ngau were offered, the more decorative of the two was chosen, and all gathered there.

It was a square space bordered with saltstone, perhaps nine feet on a side, and filled with sand, which always struck Casandra as odd. Considering what was done in it, a tiled space with a drain in the middle would have made more sense.

But then, this race had evolved in sand, had achieved enlightenment on a stingy planet of sand, had suffered the shaping of their souls in a fight with sand so desperate they clung as one to each other, bodies teeming in caves and tunnels and dunes where unmanaged sexuality would have spawned chaos.

And so it was that sand served as the medium for many things, including the m*ngau.

Casandra allowed herself a brief indulgence of nerves as she went to the middle of the space, Chen’ch pointing to the spot where she should stand. Everyone else there formed a circle around the space except Sa*rmp'n, who took up the place directly before her. She lowered her eyes to his penis, not just to gauge it for size and length – a consistent habit of hers prior to greetings – but also for its use as an orgasmic tool. What if she couldn’t climax? She would fake it, she told herself. She’d fooled earth men once or twice that way. Sa*rmp'n, as knowledgeable as he appeared to be about these matters, certainly wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

Casandra had left her translator on the table, and Chen’ch’s rapid Fucktopian was mostly foreign to her, but she understood the gist. There were several references to m*ngau, there were words for wood and weight, and several flailing attempts to say hickory and pine, and finally a reference to Casandra and Sa*rmp'n, a few ritualistic murmurs from the rest in attendance, and Sa*rmp'n stepped up to Casandra, smiling ceremonially, penis erect and angled up for insertion.

Casandra parted her feet, smiled a little tightly, angled her pelvis forward, and Sa*rmp'n closed the distance, his tip finding her opening, his hips tilting forward, his penis sliding into her body. She gasped, tilted her hole away from Sa*rmp'n, smiled without shame as the top of his shaft pressed against her clitoris. If those around her truly knew what she was doing, if they’d taken this pleasure for themselves, Casandra would have been embarrassed. As it was, she told herself philosophically, her climax would constitute a slightly more energetic form of anything that Fucktopians found satisfying – good food, fine drink, a massage. No one here would think less of her.

Casandra allowed Sa*rmp'n all the way back into her and looked into his eyes, and he looked back, and now he was nervous too, she sensed, his smile uncertain, his penis still within her.

Did he not know he needed to move, to thrust? Did he think earth girls did all the work? Was Casandra going to have to instruct him? Or say nothing and try to arrive on her own, her lover nothing more than a statue, albeit with an upright and very firm member?

Casandra grabbed Sa*rmp'n’s hips and eased him out of her, and they both looked down to confirm that her liquid was flowing, and it glistened around the base of his shaft.

Back went Casandra, pulling Sa*rmp'n’s hips close to hers, her eyes wide as the penis returned to her depths.

She swiveled her hips and moved Sa*rmp'n out and in again. It felt good. It felt really good. It had been too long. But she wanted him to reciprocate. Could he truly feel nothing? No human heterosexual male, Casandra was certain, once he felt the girl’s walls pressing against his length, could refrain from moving within her.

Casandra dropped her hands to her sides and used her eyebrows to issue a challenge to the great artist. Your turn, she tried to say. Pull yourself out and push back in. Thrust, ream, fuck.

God damn it.

Sa*rmp'n, still smiling uncertainly, put his hands on his own hips, pulled out and pushed in.

Better than nothing, Casandra thought, and her organ seized up, gripping him, and she nodded, telling him in those two ways that he’d done the right thing.

He nodded back, but still seemed uncertain, so she raised her hands to his, pulled them off his hips and set them on hers, and modeled what she wanted him to do, pushing against him and sliding her vagina away from and then back down his penis.

Finally, he understood, pushing Casandra’s hips away, pulling her back, and even angling up his own hips a little to get his member completely buried within her chamber.

“Ah,” Casandra said with a broad smile and another nod, adding in Fucktopian, “Yes . . . good.”

Sa*rmp'n went to work. He was clumsy. He thrust upwards while he was pushing her away. His penis slipped out more than once. But on every fifth or sixth insertion, he did it right.

And that was enough.

It was, in fact, ridiculously more than enough. Sa*rmp'n had no idea what he was doing, but he was trying, making up for unsteady rhythm with enthusiasm and the ability to learn, and Casandra found the affect frustrating, maddening, indefinably erotic.

Sa*rmp'n’s breathing changed slightly, and Casandra felt something new inside, a sort of warmth, a sticky heat that she thought might be her own lubricant before she understood that Sa*rmp'n had chosen this moment to inseminate her.

Like earth semen, it was soft, and slippery, a sweet addition to her own honey, altering the chemistry of penetration in intriguing ways.

Unlike earth semen, however, it was not followed by a softening of the penis. Indeed, if anything, Sa*rmp'n was harder, his hold on her hips more insistent, his insertions deeper and faster, and the precious orgasm of this female member of a doomed and confused race became utterly unavoidable.

“No, fuck,” Casandra grunted, looking over Sa*rmp'n’s shoulder and grimacing. “Oh God yes, yes, please, yeah, yeah. Uhhhhh . . . AHHHH!”

Casandra reached down, grabbed Sa*rmp'n’s hips, because she needed to control this part of the occasion, pulling him back and forth quickly at first before she slowed, enjoying the physical afterglow in the way she most preferred, eventually easing him out of her chamber, his penis thick with semen, its warmth spilling out across her lips and down the insides of her thighs.

Sa*rmp'n stepped back, his eyes not glazed over nor half-closed the way a human male’s would be. Instead, he looked satisfied, and disconcertingly sober, while Casandra kept her gaze planted vaguely on his belly, and she sucked in air as though at the end of a long run.

One might expect a few last words at this point, the end of the ceremony, some mention of the launch of a deal of great promise. Clapping might have been appropriate. None of that was part of the m*ngau, however. Instead, Fucktopians being particularly frank in these matters, the conclusion involved all witnesses confirming for themselves that semen had indeed been deposited.

Casandra knew this, but she also knew Chen’ch would remind her, and the hand on her shoulder was no surprise. The words, however, were unexpected.

“Stay here and let everyone examine you, legs apart,” Chen’ch said quietly in Casandra’s ear. “And then some people are here to take you away.”

Casandra worked through the Fucktopian bit by bit, widening her legs and nodding to Chen’ch’s parents on the assumption the eldest would go first. But as they approached, eyes flickering uncertainly between Casandra’s face and something over her left shoulder, she started, turned, and found to her alarm a dozen Fucktopian officials standing just beyond the saltstone border of the ceremonial square.

How long had they been standing there? she wondered. How much of the ceremony had they seen? Did they watch all of her little exercise around Sa*rmp'n’s penis? Did they think less of her, or were they reacting with the same mild curiosity of everyone else here? And why was one of them, a female standing to the right rear of the little group, holding chains?

Casandra felt fingers against her vulva, just a perfunctory touch, turned around and saw that the matriarch was testing her first, confirming that semen had indeed been planted within her chamber, and in sufficient quantities that it continued leaking out.

Next came the father, doing the same test and finding the same confirmation, and the couple turned and nodded to Sa*rmp'n, and he nodded back. Next came Bancher, Sh*strah, Chench, and Sa*rmp'n’s two assistants, each placing a finger or two against the earth girl’s opening, withdrawing fingers, looking at them, and seeming a little surprised, for there was more than mere semen here.

Perhaps Casandra should have been pleased with her role, not only closing a financial deal but concluding it ceremonially as well. Were she an anthropologist conducting an immersive study of these people, this moment would have represented a breakthrough.

But no, Casandra was entirely preoccupied by the people who had shown up. Was she being arrested for some unknown or imaginary offense? Being returned to her earthly prison cell? Sent back to Owen and his solar satellite? Or was this related to the thing Ken had been talking about, an entirely incomprehensible something about someone doing something somewhere who seemed to be concerned about her, none of which made any sense?

She turned, her big toe landing in wet sand, and she raised an eyebrow at these interlopers, and the female with chains stepped forward, reverent enough however to stop at the edge of the ceremonial sand, motioning Casandra to step over the saltstone to be bound.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked in very good Fucktopian.

The female seemed surprised, paused for a moment and looked back at the rest of the contingency.

“An important meeting,” said a woman who, given her age, seemed to be in charge. “We’re with the—”

That was all Casandra understood, but she guessed the rest of the senior female’s sentence had referenced something official. A government bureau, most likely.

“Where is the meeting?” Casandra asked.

“Off planet,” she said. “Please accept restraints,”

Casandra held out her hands, watched the cuffs go on.

These were chains of Fucktopian fashioning, light and comfortable and locked with an electronic key. A chain ran between her wrists, and two more chains ran from each wrist to her ankles. Her ankles were not joined by chain, however – a Fucktopian peculiarity that ensured she could spread her legs for a greeting even while in custody.

Once her wrists were secured, the female knelt, fastening the cuffs around her ankles. Being bound like this, Casandra noted with dismay, meant that while she was standing, she could reach her hands no higher than just under her breasts. She’d have to sit or bend to touch her nipples or her face, or feed herself, and she hoped she’d be free again soon.

She felt a hand on her shoulder, turned to find Sa*rmp'n standing beside her, and what followed was a rapid Fucktopian exchange, Sa*rmp'n barking authoritatively at this new group while the woman in charge spoke back.

Sa*rmp'n was joined by the rest of the party, several of them firing more questions, and Casandra turned to watch their faces in hopes she would find cues there about what was being said, because there were too many words she didn’t understand.

What she sensed was bewilderment, uncertainty, suspicion, and finally, wonderment. Whatever they were learning had them looking upon their female earthling with surprise bordering on reverence, and there was more touching, hands on her shoulders and her back and her rear and around her wet vulva, and then she was off, being led with her captors up the stairs, out of the restaurant and the building, and through the gray twilight toward a van that Casandra knew from its size, shape and accessories was built for navigating space.

The female who had chained Casandra climbed in first, followed by Casandra and then a male. Before the door was shut, the two escorting Casandra spoke a few more words to those standing outside. It all sounded like encouragement and nothing more to Casandra’s ears, the Fucktopian equivalent of “god speed” and “good luck.”

The door closed, the car levitated, and Casandra dizzied as she peered out the window at a dry, desertified planet quickly shrinking, the building where she had just dined and just taken Sa*rmp'n’s semen becoming a dot, the city where she had labored for the last two months becoming a dot in turn, and she closed her eyes once they escaped the atmosphere, the transition to starlit outer space too jarring.

“Where are we going?” Casandra asked her guards, eyes moving from one to the other.

“It is being called the origin place,” said the male.

“Origin?” Casandra echoed, the word unfamiliar.

“The place where the universe was made from,” said the female, smiling a little dubiously. “There’s a capsule there.”

“Why am I going there?” Casandra said, suddenly feeling exceptionally foolish. Ken had tried to talk to her about this, had tried to explain what was going on, and she cut him off to talk about wood. So this was no hoax. Or if it was, Fucktopia was in on it too.

“Who is there?” Casandra asked.

“An earthman,” replied the male. “Brass from all over. Class 1s there.”

Class 1s, Casandra repeated to herself. Brass from all over. VIPs on a universal scale.

“What do they want with me?” Casandra asked, the mystery only growing deeper.

“The thing wants to talk to you,” said the female with a shrug. “Only you.”

Yes, then, it was a dream, Casandra concluded. A vivid dream, a deep and powerful slumberous adventure.

Her mind turned to Remembrance, and she wondered if everything had been a dream, all of it, from the arrival of the extraterrestrials onward, and at any moment Remembrance would speak, wake her, want to make love, and Casandra would from her first moments back in the waking world work frantically to gather up all the pieces of this dream with the arms of her mind, and reassemble them for conscious consumption, even as she licked and was licked by her cellmate, for this dream had been impossibly profound, and there was learning here, instruction, enlightenment.

They hovered in space, the planet beneath them like a giant brown moon, for no more than a few moments before the tube opened up and, after a few moments of vagueness, they were in another place altogether.

Here to her left was a huge black cylinder. She recognized it from pictures she’d seen days ago, when it was just another passing wonder of the universe. It was the size of a ship, or a skyscraper, and it frightened her. To her right was a far more elegant craft, glowing and familiar, its main feature windows through which the races of the universe observed whatever was happening here.

Most notable about this place was what she couldn’t see. No light, at all, in any direction.

No, there was a little, here and there, pin pricks of it, a vanishingly distant dusting of stars she could barely discern through the van’s windows.

Casandra pressed her toes into the plush blue carpet of the Fucktopian van and looked at her guards, looked down at her chains.

Someone wanted to talk to her, they’d said. Whether a dream or not, it was all very strange.

She heard the crackle of the van’s sound system, a few half syllables of what sounded like English, and then a steady male voice.

“Hello, Casandra? Casandra Davi?”

“Yes, I’m here,” Casandra replied.

“Wonderful, wonderful!” said the man. “Casandra, I’m Andreas Johannsen, with NASA, and it’s nice to meet you. Now, very quickly, the artificial intelligence that we’ve found in this tower seems to be connected with whatever consciousness created our universe. And it’s asked to speak to a very particular kind of human, and based on your interview with one of the visitors a few months ago, you fit the bill.”

Casandra looked at the black shape, realized that they were drawing closer to it, slowly.

“You’re in the thing?” she asked.

Johannsen laughed. “Yes,” he said. “Now, full disclosure. Everything that happens here and everything we say is being broadcast. You’re being broadcast.”

“To where?”

“To everywhere in the universe.”

“Oh,” Casandra said, shutting her mouth. Yes, it must be a dream. And yes, she was still self-conscious, about her voice, and her appearance. She looked down to confirm she was still unclothed.

“Andreas?” she said.

“Yes?”

“I’m naked,” she said.

“Why?” Johannsen said, voice rising an octave.

“It’s what we do on, um, um. You know, the planet. Where I was.”

“Do you have access to clothes?”

Casandra surveyed the van’s spare interior.

“I don’t. But I couldn’t put anything on anyway. I’m chained up right now.”

“Chained?” Johannsen said with a squeak.

“I’m a prisoner,” Casandra said, her throat tightening. She had told anyone who’d asked what had happened to her, why she’d been locked up. But she was now apparently revealing all of it to the universe. Was this all a harmless dream? She was wavering on that score. “I was incarcerated, and I’m still technically in jail. But just as a witness. Does the thing know that?”

“Yes, we’ve gone through your history. Is there someone who can take your chains off? You can’t wear them in here. It wouldn’t . . . be right.”

Casandra looked at her guards, both gazing nervously at the cylinder, now looming so large it swallowed half the universe.

“Can one of you take off my chains, when I go inside it?” she asked in decent Fucktopian.

The female looked at her for a long moment, looked at the male, and he nodded and shrugged.

“Yes, I think that would be fine,” he said.

“He said it would be fine,” Casandra said. “I have people with me, by the way.”

“How many?”

“Two.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know their names,” Casandra said. “Guards. Guarding me.”

“They might not be able to stay with you,” Johannsen warned.

“Whatever,” Casandra said, not interested in trying to hash all this out in a language she was still learning. “We’re getting really close. How do we get in?”

Casandra listened to her voice and what she’d said and felt ridiculous. No more than 50 people would have any interest in this event, whatever it was.

“Belinda, do you sense them?” Johannsen asked.

“I do,” said a woman’s voice. “I’m clearing out the air in the first chamber, and the door will be opening in a minute or so, and they just need to hover through.”

“Did you hear that?” Johannsen asked.

“Yes,” Casandra replied. “Who said that?” She was under the impression Andreas was by himself on the craft.

“Belinda,” he replied.

“Who’s Belinda?”

“It’s the artificial intelligence we’ve found here,” Johannsen said. “It’s what asked for you.”

“Its name is Belinda?”

“That’s what it calls itself.”

“And it wants to talk to me? Belinda wants to talk to me?”

“We’re not entirely sure whom you’ll be speaking to,” Johannsen said. “And I need to admit that this is not without risk. I’m not sure what will be said. You might be asked difficult questions. This is not compulsory. But we really hope you’ll do this. There’s limited time, and you were the only candidate we could get this quickly.”

“How did you pick me?”

“Belinda asked for someone with certain personality parameters. You’re part of a unique group. Very rare.”

“Okay, I’ll do this,” Casandra said. “It sort of feels like a dream, though.”

“I’m sure it does.”

“No, literally a dream,” Casandra said. “I keep thinking I’ll wake up.”

“It might be a dream, but if it is, it’s my dream,” Johannsen said. “I’m a conscious entity.”

“Okay. Oh, the door’s opening.”




Chapter 13: An Auspicious Occasion

“Should we put our helmets back on?” Johannsen asked nervously, raising his helmet and pulling it over his head without waiting for an answer.

“I’ll alert you to any change in pressure,” Belinda promised.

“I’m sure you will,” Johannsen said. “But you’re very old. And there’s one less closed door between ourselves and a vacuum now.”

“They’re in,” Belinda said. “Their craft is inside the foyer. Okay, now I’m shutting the door behind them.”

“Casandra, can you hear me?” Johannsen asked.

“Yes,” Casandra replied.

“And you’re inside the craft?”

“Yes,” she said. “It looks like . . . a classroom.”

“The door should be shutting behind you,” Johannsen said. “Don’t get out of your vehicle until it’s shut and the atmosphere registers as normal.”

“The door’s closing,” Casandra said, her voice catching with obvious anxiety. “Where are you?”

“We’re behind the next door,” Johannsen replied. “Actually, two doors in, one airtight, the other not. We’ve discovered three rooms so far.”

“Who else is here?” Casandra asked, looking down, very aware of her nakedness and her chains, and beginning to sense that this really wasn’t a dream. It was, instead, a very strange reality. And not the first strange reality of her life. Not even the first strange reality of the last six months.

“We’ve got Dora here, a bipedal automaton, and Pedro—”

“A what?” Casandra said.

“A robot, more or less,” Johannsen said, “and Pedro—”

“Oh, I think there’s air coming in,” Casandra said, looking at a set of gauges at the front of the van, one of which was moving clockwise. Her next words were in distracted and very fractured Fucktopian as she pointed at the dials: “What do that mean? Air? Is air outside? Are air?”

The male guard turned to the gauges. “Yes, pressure’s at 50 percent and climbing.”

“We’re getting air in here,” Casandra announced.

“Belinda,” Johannsen said, “I assume you’re giving them the same mix we’ve got?”

“Yes, exactly the same,” she replied. “It’ll be at full atmosphere right about . . . now.”

“Casandra,” Johannsen said, “it should be safe now.”

Casandra looked at her guards and raised her eyebrows, and they looked at each other and, after a few words of quiet consultation, the woman turned to the door, winced, and raised the handle.

Casandra was the first to lurch toward the door and, bound as she was, and in zero gravity, she continued to float, bumping her shoulder against the jamb and spinning out of the craft.

“Ow,” she laughed, her voice growing fainter as she drifted away from the microphone in the van. “Okay, I’m sort of floating here.”

The two guards looked at each other, pushing off their seats to grab the door and watch their captive spin helplessly until she struck the wall.

“Try not to touch any surfaces!” Johannsen shouted.

“Too late,” Casandra said, her voice so faint it could barely be heard now. “What’s going to happen?”

“I’ve warmed everything up,” Belinda said. “She’ll be fine.”

“Belinda, can you open the door?” Johannsen said. “Cora, go get her please.”

For the next few moments, the universe was treated to a hodgepodge of video feeds – Monterrey’s static camera, aimed a little off center of the TV, which had gone blank; Johannsen’s feed, aimed at the top of Monterrey’s head and the room’s wall and ceiling; and Dora’s feed, her camera passing through the first doorway, approaching the second door, which remained closed until she neared it, at which point it began sliding rightward and she slipped through it and brought to the universe a peculiar scene. Here were two small spacecraft, one empty with its canopy raised, one with two naked Fucktopians clinging to it and looking with concern at a third individual, a naked earth girl who at the moment was hovering upside down next to a wall featuring a periodic table, her pubic hair shaved, her breasts high and round. At the moment she first came into view in Dora’s bodycam, she was gazing about, every turn of her head sending her thick black hair billowing, waving across her face, brushing her shoulders, touching the squares for hydrogen and lithium. She’d drawn her legs up so her hands could push her hair aside, the chains taut that ran from her ankles to her wrists.

“Hey,” she said, turning her head to look at Dora, aiming an expression at the automaton – and to all the universe – of the quintessential human disposition: slightly confused, vaguely uncomfortable, and hoping for a little help.

Dora propelled herself toward Casandra, the olive-skinned female body filling computer and TV and video screens everywhere, billions of sentient beings on more than a thousand planets all focused at this moment on Casandra Davi, on her body and her face and her sex, which for those watching carefully on higher-resolution screens, appeared to be suspiciously damp, a glistening on her lips, a little fluid on her inner thighs.

As Dora neared, Casandra’s upper body filled the screen, her breasts and face and, finally, her left nipple briefly, before Dora’s gloved hands appeared, grabbing an arm, turning the earth girl, grabbing the other arm, and now the universe was treated to a very closeup vision of Casandra’s back, her spine and shoulder blades and her waving hair.

Meanwhile, Johannsen and Monterrey had clasped hands and, with a combination of physics, educated fumbling, and luck, had managed to turn themselves so that their cameras had gotten pointed generally toward the door in time to capture Casandra’s bound feet, her naked form, her uncertain demeanor as Dora propelled her into the room.

And the first words of this auspicious occasion were spoken by Andreas Johannsen: “Oh, Christ. Blasted fucking blast. Why is she still in chains?”

“Sorry,” Casandra said, as if this were her fault. “I think one of my guards can unlock me.”

“Where are they?” Johannsen asked, his panicked voice so high-pitched one might fairly guess he was expecting the worst, that the guards with the keys had returned to Fucktopia, that Casandra would have to speak to the creator of the universe not just naked but chained, and said creator would conclude that its experiment had failed and must be ended, that this was a realm of irredeemable subjection, all its citizens either wearing or applying chains.

What would the end feel like? Would it take a thousand years, the stars flickering out one by one, planets growing fatally cold as they lost their suns, or would it take less than a second, the flipping of some cosmic switch that brought everything to nothing?

“They were still with the van in that first room,” Casandra said.

“Dora, please bring them both,” Johannsen barked. “Hurry.”

Dora, with a light tap against Casandra’s upper spine and lower back, propelled the girl toward the two waiting men and flitted off to retrieve the Fucktopians.

“Hello, Casandra,” Johannsen said, his voice thick with barely-controlled discomposure. “I’m Andreas.”

“Hi,” Casandra said, continuing her slow drift toward the men, and she turned her gaze to the second one, eyes registering faint surprise. Helmetless but still in a spacesuit, he looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him.

“Hello, Ms. Davi,” said the second man. “I am Pedro.”

“Hi, Pedro,” Casandra said. Were she not restrained, she would have reached her hands out before her in greeting, but she couldn’t, so she allowed the man who called himself Pedro to stop her flight, his gloved hand around her upper arm, and now it was her left nipple again filling the camera, and her throat and her mouth that the rest of the universe got to see, and her next words were tentative. “Are you . . .?”

“Casandra, this is Pedro Monterrey,” Johannsen said, “surely one of the humblest vice presidents in American history.”

“Vice president,” Casandra echoed. “Okay . . . so . . . vice president of . . .”

“America,” Johannsen said. “Of the United States.”

Tempted to be embarrassed, tempted to blush, Casandra instead resorted to ironic familiarity.

“Oh, yeah,” she said. “Hi, Pedro.”

“Hi, Casandra,” he replied, and an observer might have noticed that his eyes wandered her body the same way many others had, when she was clothed or when she was nude. Did he see the wetness between her legs? Possibly not. It was starting to dry.

“Hi, Casandra,” said a woman’s voice from somewhere behind a wall, and Casandra started, looked around.

“That’s the intelligence,” Johannsen said. “She calls herself Belinda.”

“Hi, Belinda,” Casandra said, unable to hide the nerves in her quavering voice.

“Belinda, can you see Casandra?” Johannsen said.

“I can.”

“She’s here under very unusual circumstances,” Johannsen said. “I do apologize.”

Belinda said nothing back.

Dora appeared, propelling both Fucktopian guards through the door and to Casandra, and it was the female who freed the earth girl from her chains.

“Casandra, shall we get started?” Belinda asked, apparently untroubled by the earthgirl’s need to be unrestrained.

“What are we supposed to do?” Casandra replied.

“I’m going to put you in touch with the creator,” Belinda said. “For a chat.”

“Sure,” Casandra said, certain she had no idea what she was agreeing to.

A crackling sound emanated from the wall near the TV and a jagged rectangle formed there, yellow light spilling out from around the edges as a new doorway appeared.

“She does this,” Johannsen noted sagely, while Casandra looked on, the door swinging inward in a puff of dust, light streaming out.

“Come on in,” Belinda said.

“May anyone join Casandra?” Johannsen asked hopefully.

“Just her,” Belinda said.

“May she bring a recording device?” Johannsen asked.

“No,” Belinda said, before she added ominously, “It won’t do her any good.”

“Push her through,” Johannsen said, and Dora grabbed Casandra and jetted her toward the new door, and Casandra, looking puzzled and a not a little anxious, drifted into the small, glowing space.

“Your doorways are roughly the same size as ours,” Johannsen noted. “You’ve made some guesses about how big we would be.”

“Yes,” agreed Belinda. “Our creators knew it would be a safe choice.”

“Universal assumptions?” Johannsen queried.

“No,” Belinda corrected. “Absolutes.”

Johannsen managed to turn enough that his camera caught Casandra’s backside the door swung shut behind her, enveloping her and the yellow glow into which she’d floated.




------- Part 4 -------




Chapter 1: A Land of Squirrelcats

Alternative Conclusion I:

For those in certain kinds of need, the angels are a sweet fiction.

We invent them, invent their eyes, and then we look at ourselves through those eyes, and know ourselves better.

They do not comfort us. It is the thought of them that comforts us.

And that is enough.

Alternative Conclusion II:

If there are angels, and gods, and magic,

by what machine?

The first thing Casandra noticed was gravity, or a close simulation thereof, growing gradually stronger, the outside edge of her right foot touching the floor first, a light pressure that grew more insistent until she was forced to hold herself up on two legs, and she lurched to her left before she found her balance and straightened.

“Does that feel about right?” Belinda asked.

“Huh?” Casandra replied. Nothing, at present, felt right here. She was standing in a bright yellow closet, locked in here as far as she could tell, as there were no discernible doorknobs, no windows, nothing to push or touch. The door had just shut inches behind her. The opposite wall was no more than a foot away. She could spread her arms and touch wall on either side.

“Gravity,” Belinda explained. “I’m not sure how strong it is where you’re from.”

“Oh, yeah,” Casandra said, looking down at her breasts as the force keeping her planted grew. “That’s fine . . . okay, now it’s a little too much. Okay, yeah, like that.”

“Ready to start?” Belinda inquired.

“What if I don’t want to do this?” Casandra asked. The closing of the door behind her was continuing to bother her.

“I’ll open the door and let you out,” Belinda replied. “And you can be on your way.”

“There’s a deadline though, right?” Casandra ventured.

“Not really,” Belinda said, and she issued a passable laugh. “I told Johannsen four hours, but it’s more like a year or so.”

“Why did you lie?”

“Because I didn’t want everyone wasting a bunch of time trying to find the perfect person, which would bring me exactly what we’re not looking for. I gave him some parameters for what I wanted, and they were parameters that have been measured often enough in your universe, and a few names came up, and your name was one of them.

“What parameters?” Casandra asked, turning to look at the blank walls around her, glad at last to be out of the limelight, and only now did Casandra recall that not only was she nude, she was also . . . indisposed.

Sa*rmp'n had made a mess of her vulva, and she’d gone straight from the m*ngau to chains and the van. Until this moment, wiping hadn’t even occurred to her, but now she imagined what she looked like down there, Sa*rmp'n’s semen still gushing out, running between her legs.

Keep your legs closed, she told herself with a slight grimace, and don’t turn toward any camera.

“We needed a female member of a race that is capable of laughter,” Belinda said, her voice a little echoey as it emanated from somewhere above Casandra’s head.

“That was the parameter?” Casandra asked. “Laughing?”

“No, that was an initial criterion,” Belinda replied. “We wanted someone with a relatively high degree of adaptability who wasn’t particularly vulnerable to other people’s lies, but who was good at deceiving herself.”

“Deceiving herself?” Casandra repeated. “Wait. What? Are you talking about me? Deceiving myself?”

“Yes.”

“But what . . .” Casandra sputtered. “Why? How do you . . . know?”

“We’re taking your word for it.”

“Whose word?”

“The people Andreas has been talking to. They’re on an observation craft not far from here.”

“I saw it,” Casandra said. “How do they know about me? I’ve never met any of them, probably.”

“I’m not completely clear on it,” Belinda replied. “Apparently there were interviews of some kind, and you participated, and revealed enough that they were able to match you to our parameters.”

Casandra’s mind journeyed back to that prison interview with Jamal, the steam copy of a DJ of some kind.

“So he decided I was fucked up,” Casandra said bitterly. “And that’s why I’m here?”

“You’re not fucked up,” Belinda said. “We’re looking for an optimally-engineered want-processing envelope, and you are what we consider to be ideal. And here’s the irony. We knew, we always know, that the parameters we were looking for could only belong to someone from a race unable to measure those parameters. You needed to be measured by non-humans.”

“Okay, you’ve got the wrong girl,” Casandra said, laughing. “I have no idea what you’re looking for, but no words you’re using match anything about me.”

Belinda laughed in turn.

“Would you believe that with every word you speak, I’m more certain we’ve got the right girl?”

“Who’s we?” Casandra demanded.

Belinda paused. “Well, me. And those who made me. Although I’m not positive they’re still around, really.”

“I’m confused,” Casandra said.

“They put me here more than 10 billion years ago, in this universe’s time. It’s not as long where I was made, but it’s still a respectable duration.”

“What if they’re gone, then?”

“Then it will be just you and me talking. But my instructions are to pass you along to them, and hopefully they’ll be waiting, and they’ll be able to tell you everything.”

“Pass me along?”

“It won’t hurt,” Belinda said. “Physically.”

“It will hurt in other ways, then?” Casandra asked dubiously.

“It might,” Belinda said. “New information often hurts someone.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, touching the wall with her left hand.

“You’re ready?”

“I guess.”

Casandra felt a shiver, from somewhere deep within the craft, and she had to put her hand out again, this time to brace herself against the right wall, but even as she was touching the boundary of her little booth, it vanished, and she found herself, still naked, still without shoes, standing on the sidewalk of a quiet street lined with trees tall enough to touch branches overhead, and there were houses here, solid and quaint, of wood or brick, fronted by lawns of green grass through which broad paths made of flat stones, puzzle-pieced together, ran up to front doors.

“Belinda?” she said, and when she got no answer, she walked, peering about herself.

She was back on earth, apparently, someplace nice, but otherwise painfully anticlimactic. She imagined how disappointed Andreas would be, his great discovery nothing more than a conduit to – where? – Connecticut maybe, which had pretty little towns like this. Maybe it was New York, or California. Was there a coastline somewhere near here?

The leaves above her head rustled, she felt a breeze and noticed that the temperature was slightly warmer than on the tower, and more humid. Given it was early December, she must be someplace further south. Florida, maybe, or Texas. She could feel the concrete beneath her feet, cool here in the shade.

She looked up and stopped dead in her tracks. The creature scampering on the branch above her head was no squirrel, was no member of any earthly fauna she knew of. It was, if she had to pick a species, a cat, with pointed ears and a broad face and almond eyes, and a long tail undulating as the creature made its way toward the branch’s leafy end. And it was lime green, the color of a parrot. It stopped to look at her, leapt from the end of a branch to a branch tip on an adjoining tree, and she watched it go until she was distracted by a pair of birds flitting over the street, two quite ordinary creatures, light brown bodies and black heads, nothing she would give a second glance to on earth.

She continued walking, looked down and remembered she was naked, looked around and, with no one watching, bent quickly to see if Sa*rmp'n’s semen was obvious, was relieved to see that her thighs and mound revealed nothing. Surely it was still inside her, and she felt a twinge of regret for how she’d had to leave him, and she felt a twinge of lust for what she’d done with him. She would want that again, just the way it had been done. But if he asked, she could teach him what he didn’t already know about pleasing an earth girl.

But would she ever see him again? Nagging at the back of her mind was a disquiet, the sense that something was ending, to be followed by something that was too unknown to be comfortable. A minute ago, she’d been in a big black tube that called itself Belinda. The sense this was all a dream popped into her mind again. At the moment, she wanted it to be a dream, from which she would awaken at any moment to return to her somewhat normal existence on Fucktopia, or her somewhat normal existence in that prison on earth, or her entirely normal existence on the poultry line, cleaning chicken carcasses. Could she have dreamed everything from the moment she was pulled off the line and handcuffed. How many memories could one dream fabricate?

She returned to walking, playing out the various possibilities that lay before her, from waking up to being arrested for public indecency. She was not afraid. This didn’t seem to be the kind of neighborhood where girls, even naked girls, would get attacked or raped. And of she got arrested, she’d be no worse off than she was in the women’s prison in Maine.

She reached a cross street, looked to her left and right, scanning this place for more animals, or people. There were birds, indistinct, and two more lime green cat squirrels. In a gap in the trees along the lane to her left, the silver towers of a city came into view, distant and hazy and utterly foreign, silver and black and pastel blue and yellow, round and onion-domed and flared at the top, great things floating above that were not anchored to the ground. Unless earth had changed far more than Casandra knew since she’d left it, this was no earth city.

Was it an illusion? Was this a simulation, created by Belinda to make Casandra think she was on earth, or almost-earth, so she wouldn’t be frightened by whatever was behind all this? But then, why bother with green squirrel cats, which might be terrifying to certain kinds of people?

Casandra looked to her right, noticed a block away another intersection with what seemed to be an office building on the far corner, three or four stories tall, obscured mostly by trees but apparently shaped like a standard structure, kind of boxy, with normal windows, and Casandra turned, striding toward it with a new sense of purpose. She’d taken no more than 10 steps toward it when the front door swung open and a blonde woman exited, trotted down the front steps, turned and headed toward Casandra, walking briskly, smiling.

But no, this was no human. Her face, as she drew nearer, was another of the infinite, non-human options available within the standard construction of two eyes, a nose and a mouth. Maybe it was the eyebrows, angled up at the ends, or the teeth, a little large behind her smile. Her clothing, on the other hand, fit within earth conventions, a pair of what looked like blue jeans, a pretty pink top with white embroidery, wide sleeves and a long hemline, flared around her hips. Casandra guessed at her age, maybe 30-something, and she remained unafraid, even when the female looked her up and down and offered an expression that, on earth, would have conveyed puzzlement, if not disappointment.

“Casandra?” she said.

“Hi,” Casandra said. “Yeah.”

“I’m so sorry no one was here to greet you,” she said, turning back toward the office building. “It’s been years since we’ve had a visit, and we’re never exactly sure where you’ll be coming out.”

“That’s okay,” Casandra said, following the woman. “Where are we?”

“Who took your clothes?” the woman asked, turning back briefly to glance at Casandra’s naked form.

“No one,” Casandra said. “Where are we?”

“Did Belinda tell you to undress?” the woman asked.

“She didn’t,” Casandra said. “Was she supposed to?”

“No, but those things can get glitchy after they sit there for awhile,” she said. “They’ll freelance a little, or go with a bad translation. Telling you to strip wouldn’t have been outside the realm of possibility.”

“I’m usually naked lately,” Casandra said. “I work in a hot place. What’s your name?”

They reached the bottom step of the office building, and the woman trotted up, pulled wide the door.

“I’m Ann,” she said as Casandra passed through, entering a lobby floored with white marble, walls of wood paneling for the first three feet, painted light peach above.

“Where are we going?” Casandra asked pausing.

“Upstairs, for a chat,” Ann replied. “I’m sure you have some questions.”

“Uh, yeah,” Casandra said, a little put out. Most of her questions had been ignored so far.

Ann motioned Casandra to follow her down a short hall, where what seemed to be a pair of elevator doors waited, and she tapped a screen between them.

“I’ve got some standard things I’m going to tell you, and you can ask any questions at any time, and then we have a form to go through, then you can be on your way.”

“On my way?” Casandra repeated.

The elevator beeped in a distinctly earthly way, and the doors of the elevator on the left opened, and Casandra followed Ann in.

“Back to your dimensions,” Ann said, hitting another control screen.

Casandra put her back against one wall, and Ann turned to face her, continuing to talk. “We’re just going to call them dimensions, because we’re not really sure how it’s done, and if we did, we wouldn’t tell you anyway.”

As Ann spoke, Casandra stared into her face, finally finding something that truly bothered her. Ann’s mouth wasn’t matching her words. She looked like a video where the sound and picture didn’t line up, or like a poorly-dubbed foreign film.

“Do you speak English?” Casandra asked.

“No, not at all,” Ann confessed, and she reached up and pointed to her jaw. “I’m speaking my language, just mouthing the words, and I’ve got a module in here that makes English come out.” Ann pointed to her ear. “And a translator in here, that tells me what you’re saying. Your language is beautiful, by the way,”

“Thanks,” Casandra said. The elevator opened and she stepped out after Ann, entering a hallway with maroon carpet, lined with doors on one side, windows on the other, sunlight streaming through. They were on the building’s top floor, Casandra guessed.

“A couple more people will be joining us,” Ann said, pushing into the second door and leading Casandra into a conference room with a table of dark wood, maybe cherry, and a dozen leather chairs.

“Who?” Casandra asked, pulling out the nearest chair to sit.

“The executive director, and her assistant,” Ann replied, and she pointed to the head of the table. “Could you sit there, please?”

Casandra moved to the appointed seat, and Ann took one two spaces away.

“They’re flying in from downtown,” she said. “We really didn’t think anyone else was ever going to show up. This is a huge surprise.”

Casandra leaned back, breathed out her nose.

“I really don’t get what’s going on,” she said.

“That’s normal,” said Ann. “We’ll do our best to explain everything. Can I get you coffee, or coffee?”

“Coffee or coffee?” Casandra echoed.

“Probably not the last time that’s going to happen,” Ann said with a laugh. “We drink two versions of what for you is the same thing, apparently.”

“Oh, yeah,” Casandra said. “That’s funny. We usually say coffee or tea.”

“Boiled leaves?” Ann said. “You boil leaves?”

“Yeah,” Casandra said. “It’s good.”

“Okay,” Ann said. “And did you want some clothes? I could have Ethel pick you up a housecoat on the way in.”

“A housecoat?” Casandra said. “No, I’m fine. If it doesn’t bother you.”

“Okay, then, tell me about yourself,” Ann said, smiling enthusiastically and leaning forward, elbows on the desk, hands clasped in front of her mouth.

“I’m Casandra,” Casandra replied. “Casandra Davi. I’m from Maine. I went to prison earlier this year, because I was a witness in an embezzlement case, and then everyone else in the universe found us, or showed up, it’s sort of confusing, but—”

“Wait,” said Ann, “I want to make sure your translation is coming through. You said you were in prison?”

“Just as a witness,” Casandra said. “I’m supposed to testify, and then I’ll get out.”

“But you’re here now,” Ann said. “Sorry, I’m not challenging you. I just want to make sure Belinda didn’t upload some bad linguistic equivalents.”

“Long story,” Casandra said. “First to prison, and then the prison loaned me to a solar collection satellite, and then the solar collection satellite company loaned me to Fucktopia to sell wood, and that’s where I was until, I don’t know, maybe a few hours ago, or however long it’s been, and some people showed up and brought me to the thing called Belinda.”

Ann stared at Casandra, oddly-shaped eyebrows raised oddly.

“What was that one word you said?” she asked.

“Which word?”

“The place where you were loaned? The second place?”

“Fucktopia.”

“Okay,” said Ann, looking perplexed. “It translates oddly.”

“Oh, it should!” Casandra said, raising her hands to her mouth and laughing. “Yeah, I forget that the first time you hear it, it probably sounds strange. But do you know what ‘fuck’ means?”

Ann squinted, concentrating on the translation.

“Yes, we have that word,” she said. “We wouldn’t name a planet after it, though.”

“Okay, okay,” Casandra said. “I know. That’s not its official name, just what we call it, because of how they greet each other.”

“How do they greet each other?”

Casandra blushed, overwhelmed with a sense of impropriety. She wasn’t sure who this woman was, or why either of them were here, or what was supposed to come of all this, but even if it was an ordinary earth conference room, the conversation had gone way off the rails. Nevertheless, Casandra stammered her way through an answer: “The men, uh, you know, the males, they, with the females, when they greet them, they sort of go inside them.”

Ann nodded, not at all embarrassed by this revelation, apparently.

“This is not what you do on earth, then?” she asked.

“No way,” Casandra replied. “I mean, not for just a casual greeting.”

“But you do this on the place you call Fucktopia?”

“I do,” Casandra said. “Everyone does, so I do it too. To fit in, since I work there.”

Ann’s eyes turned ever so slightly downward, as if trying to see Casandra’s lower half through the table.

A foreign language echoed from the hallway, a man’s voice, a woman’s voice, and Ann looked toward the open door and spoke out loud in the same tongue, her words simultaneously translated to “We’re in here!”

An older woman, in her 50’s perhaps, and a younger man of maybe 25, appeared at the door, pausing to take in the room, both eyes zeroing in on Casandra. The woman, in a long brown dress, was staring at Casandra’s face; the man, dressed for business in a gray coat and a sort of scarf-tie, directed his gaze toward Casandra’s breasts.

“Hi,” Casandra said, not rising.

“Casandra, this is Tim, and Ethel,” Ann said.

“Hello, Casandra,” said Tim, clearly using his translator.

Ethel seemed to be struggling with her technology, tapping her jaw and mouthing words that did not produce any English.

“Hello?” she said after a few more taps. “Hello? Okay, working now. Hello, Casandra.”

The two entered and sat, Ethel beside Ann, Tim on the other side of the table.

“You’ll have to pardon our rudeness,” Ethel said. “We weren’t expecting you. I hope you weren’t told to undress by the capsule?”

“No,” Casandra said. “I showed up this way. It’s what I’ve been wearing most of the time.”

“Very good,” said Ethel. “Shall we explain things now?”

“Please,” Casandra said.

Ethel breathed in, straightened her back, squared her shoulders.

“Almost ninety years ago,” she began, “a man named Artemis Tampico devised a method for producing universes, and we’re not sure how he did it, and he made close to half a million, to answer . . . a question . . .”

Ethel’s voice trailed off, as if she were losing the thread of Tampico’s projects, and Ann chimed in.

“He varied the physical constants a little, in groups of them,” Ann said. “Ten thousand used our constants, and in the next 10,000, he tweaked gravity a little, magnetism, mass, radiation, because he wanted—”

“That’s right, that’s right,” Ethel interjected. “He wanted to play with want. He wanted to see if any other combination of factors would make a universe better than ours as a want satisfaction mechanism.”

Ann and Ethel stared at Casandra expectantly. It was her turn to talk, apparently, and her mind, still processing what they’d said, arrived quickly at a hole in the story.

“This all got done 90 years ago?” she said. “He made the universes 90 years ago?”

Ann nodded.

“Well, our universe is billions of years old,” Casandra said, “so I’m not sure how that can be.”

“Time was set arbitrarily in Dr. Tampico’s experiment,” Ann said. “About 100 million to one.”

“One hundred million to one?” Casandra repeated.

“One second of ours equals one hundred million seconds of yours.”

“Wow,” Casandra said, eyes widening.

“He was hoping for conclusive data before he died,” Ethel said. “He didn’t get that, but we’re carrying on his work.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “And I’m helping with that?”

“We’re going to have some questions for you,” Ethel said. “And depending on how you answer, we might . . .” she paused, looked at Tim, and he nodded. “Yes. This particular study might be done. Too late for Dr. Tampico to see it, unfortunately. But these would be important findings. Very important.”




Chapter 2: Envelopes

“Okay,” Casandra said, certain she could not help with this bizarre research project in any way. She found herself returning to the notion this must be a dream, one of those frustrating sorts where you were supposed to do something that couldn’t be done. She was tempted to leap up and dive through a window to see if she could fly. She would fly to that city she’d seen.

“Now,” Ethel said, and she tapped on the table, and what looked like a computer screen arose, using technology just a little more advanced than that on earth. She pressed one fingertip against the screen, squinted at it, nodded. “Okay, first question. Let’s see if Belinda was doing her job. Can you laugh?”

“We laugh all the time,” Casandra said. “We cry too.”

“And then,” Ethel continued, “you should have an adaptability coefficient of about 60.”

“I guess I do,” Casandra said. “But listen. How I got chosen was confusing to me. They were in a hurry, the people who picked me. I’m not sure it made sense. There were things about me I didn’t agree with.”

“Like what?” asked Ethel.

“I’m supposed to be good at deceiving myself,” Casandra said.

“Yes,” said Ethel, peering at her screen, touching it to scroll through images or words Casandra couldn’t see. “What did we say for that?”

“Around 23,” said Tim.

“Yes, here it is,” Ethel said. “Twenty-three, with a tolerance of two. Yes, that makes sense.”

“Why did you want that?” Casandra asked.

“Because it’s the optimal setting for want satisfaction.”

“It sounds like the optimal setting for being fucked up,” Casandra retorted, searching the faces as she spoke, quite ready to find she’d provoked offense, outrage, and one-way a ticket home. These people had put her out. They had summoned her, had taken her from a meaningful ceremony in her new land, had caused her to be bound in chains and dragged to, literally, the remotest place in the universe. She owed them nothing, not even politeness.

But instead of being angered, they all laughed once they understood the translation, all three of them, and Ethel was still wiping her eyes with a tissue as she shared her next thought.

“The happiest being in a universe of finite resources,” she began, “would be a creature who had no knowledge of any flaws or limitations, and who was therefore happy all the time. Sadly, such a creature would not survive long enough to reproduce, because it would never be compelled by pain to do what was necessary for survival. But the other extreme isn’t happy either – a being who spends all its existence with a complete awareness of its material requirements, and a singular focus on satisfying those wants. For these, life is a trivial game of minor urges and small satisfactions. Dr. Tampico wanted to identify the parameters for a universe in which the wants and their satisfaction could evolve – at least once – to be the most extreme, and he—”

“What was the point?” Casandra interrupted.

Ethel shut her mouth, and winced, as if the question had hurt her. Ann spoke next: “The premise of his research, was that our universe was set up with exactly the right constants and coefficients for maximal want satisfaction . . . which would prove a creator. And so he created thousands of universes with slightly varied settings, to see which settings were optimal, and if they matched ours.”

Ethel found her voice again. “We know your universe is rich with life,” she said. “You wouldn’t be here if it weren’t. But Tampico didn’t study any of the universes he created as life generation systems. He saw them only as want generation and satisfaction systems, where the living things there served, from his perspective, strictly as want processing envelopes.”

“Envelopes,” Casandra echoed, nodding back. Belinda had used the term. It made no sense then, just a little more sense now.

“He had to break it down like that, to individual wants,” Ann said with a hint of apology. “The extraterrestrials on his committee wouldn’t let him apply for funding unless he agreed to treat each universe as a device strictly for manufacturing and fulfilling wants.”

“The basic unit of the universe is not life,” Ethel added, looking up. “It is a single want. Every want competes with other wants, whether those wants occur within or beyond a single biological envelope. Wants are bundled in the minds of living things. Dr. Tampico’s study defined creatures as systems for creating and processing wants. Wants arise, compete, and are either satisfied or denied.”

“How important is the study of want where you’re from?” Ann inquired.

“It comes up now, since we met everyone from the other planets,” Casandra said. “It seems really important to them, but I don’t think it’s something humans talk about much. It’s all sort of obvious.”

“Exactly,” Ethen said with a hint of exultancy. “It was the same for us. We lived in want, we swam in want, and we paid no attention to it. We had to have it shown to us by the masters of the little satisfactions.”

Casandra nodded, not sure how much of this she’d remember or be able to explain. Was she not a terrible choice for this assignment?

“And that’s where that number came from, that was used to choose you,” Ethel continued. “A decade before he began his research, the rest of the universe revealed themselves to us, and they analyzed us, and they were struck by the degree to which we were able to delude ourselves.”

“They called it a weakness,” Ann noted.

“And we agreed, for a time,” Ethel said. “But we noticed . . . that the other races, most of them, lived at the other extreme – identify want, satisfy want – while we had our gods, our myths, our fables and conspiracies. We believed that pain gave our lives meaning. We believed that the success of our sports teams impacted our lives, and that our lives impacted the success of our sports teams.”

“We still believe that,” Ann said with a laugh, and she looked at Tim, and Tim made an odd gesture with his hand – two fingers up, two down – that Casandra guessed might be a sign for an athletic organization of some kind. A baseball team? Rugby?

“We believed we might be gods,” Ethel continued with an embarrassed smile. “And when one’s mind works that way, the wants bloom like flowers, or so goes the poem, and we may pick any of them, all of them.”

“The rest of the universe still has their doubts,” Ann said.

“But we’ve found a meaning they lack,” Ethel added. “At the same time, however, we couldn’t have reached this point without them. We brought our madness to things, they taught us the preeminence of want, and here we all are.”

“They said we were doomed,” Ann said. “But we’re still here. And we’ve taught them things.”

“We’ve spawned cults,” Ethel said with a laugh. “After they finished feeling sorry for us, they did an analysis, and they figured out we were the best at making and satisfying wants. They actually come here to study us. To be like us.”

“With mixed results,” Ann noted.

“So, that number . . . 23,” Casandra said.

“That’s what the analysis turned up, as optimal,” Ann said.

“Be proud of it,” Ethel said.

“But I don’t even know if it’s right,” Casandra confessed.

“Any idea how it was measured?” Ann asked.

“No,” Casandra said. “I did an interview with this . . . sort of virtual person . . . and that’s what he decided, that I had that number, I guess, and he reported it, and that’s how they chose me.”

Casandra searched her memory. She had spoken to Jamal of angels. Of her angels. Was that her self-delusion? Was that what Jamal had passed on, and what had qualified her for all this?

Don’t ask me, Casandra silently prayed. Don’t ask me about the angels. They were hers alone, and she wanted to believe.

“You must also be a skeptic,” Ann said. Perhaps she sensed Casandra’s hesitance on the last topic and was glad to move on.

“Why?” Casandra asked.

Ethel scrolled through her PC. “What did we set belief in the delusions of others at?” she asked, peering at Ann and Tim.

“I think five,” Tim offered.

“Yes, five,” Ethel confirmed nodding at the screen. “Give or take one. Very low.”

“There were arguments at the time about it,” Ann said. “Some said it should be zero.”

“But being at least a little open to others’ lies and errors seems to be an essential ingredient to socialization,” Ethel noted. “And socialization is essential.”

“Other people’s lies can provide fuel for your own delusions, too,” Ann said.

“Does that describe you?” Ethel asked.

“You mean, not believing things, mostly?” Casandra said.

“Not believing others’ delusions, yes.”

“I guess,” Casandra said. “I couldn’t put a number on it. There’s still a chance I’m not the right person for this. Whatever this is. What is this, anyway?”

“You’re probably the right person,” Ethel said, and she looked at Tim and Ann, and both nodded. “It’s been awhile since I met our last one. Years. But they come across like you, for the most part, except they were usually dressed.” Ethel paused, looked at Ann. “I was a little curious about that.”

“She explained it,” Ann said. “She’s been working in a culture where nothing is worn.”

“You were recording at that time?” Ethel asked.

“Yes,” Ann assured. “As soon as she got here, everything was triggered. And we did the usual freeze on her place, almost instantly.”

Casandra glanced at the ceiling, saw something that looked like sprinklers overhead, and several balls of rounded glass she guessed were cameras.

“Casandra,” Ethel said, “we’ve got an instrument that’s part of the study, that we’d like to use with you. It will take anywhere from five to 15 minutes. Do you consent?”

“Just questions or something?” Casandra said, not sure what Ethel meant by “instrument.”

“Yes, just questions,” Ethel replied. “We can do it here. Nothing too invasive, but your answers will add to our study.”

“That’s fine,” Casandra said.

Ethel scrolled through her screen.

“Okay, first question,” she began. “These questions concern your ability to adapt to unexpected situations. Please describe a few instances in your life where you’ve had to adapt.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, drawing in her breath, leaning back, crossing her arms under her breasts and closing her eyes. “I had to go to prison about, I guess, seven months ago, because I was a witness in an embezzlement case, so I had to adapt to that.”

“Do you feel you succeeded?” Ethel asked when Casandra fell silent.

“I guess,” Casandra said. “It was a lot to adapt to. But I had a job. I made friends. My cellmate had some issues, but she was a . . . a friend too. And then I got to work on a solar satellite, and then I went to a new planet . . . Oh, and we all had to adapt to that.”

“What?” asked Ethel.

“To having everyone basically say hi to us,” Casandra said. “I was in prison when it started, but it was even a big deal there. They brought those people, sort of, virtual people, to talk to us. But first, they dropped them down, everywhere. Everywhere on earth, and they’d just start talking. I think thousands. They would just pop up, sort of, and look like someone who had been near there. It was kind of cool.”

Casandra looked back up to the glass ball in the ceiling, back at Ethel, diffidence in her face.

“It’s sort of hard to follow, I know,” she said. “I’m not telling it very well, sorry. I can start from the start. It started, I think, yeah, when we blew up this thing against a barrier they had built, and then . . .” Casandra shook her head and smiled hopelessly, looking at the table. “Earlier today, I was trying to sell wood to an artist,” she said. “I’m just not the right person for this. I’m sorry, I—”

“Casandra,” Ethel interrupted. “We just want to know about you. You were incarcerated and you seem to have adapted.”

“Okay, yeah,” Casandra said with finality, growing increasingly concerned about whatever was being recorded and what would be done with it. She didn’t want to talk about her time in prison, didn’t want to discuss Remembrance and what they had done together. “I did.”

Ethel touched the keyboard, seemed to be scrolling down a page.

“Can you list the major religions on your planet?”

“Sure, yeah,” Casandra said. “Catholic. Buddhist. Lutheran. Muslim . . . I mean, Islam. Presbyterian. Oh, Hindu, of course. My grandparents were that, sort of. Um, there’s a lot more . . . oh, yeah, Mormon. Christian Science. Episcopal. There’s a lot. I could write them out, or type them.”

“That’s okay,” Ethel said. “Which one did you belong to?”

“Not really any of them,” Casandra said. “I went with friends, to their churches sometimes, but nothing really stuck, and then . . . I had a really bad experience, and I decided there couldn’t be a god, like everyone says. But I believed . . .”

Casandra’s voice trailed off.

“You believed?” Ethel prompted.

“Okay,” Casandra said, looking up at the glass ball again. “I sort of believed . . . in angels.”

Ethel peered at her screen, scrolled up, scrolled down. No one laughed. When Casandra looked at Ann, she smiled back encouragingly. Tim was staring at Ethel. Admitting to a belief in angels wasn’t a disqualifier for this conversation, apparently, or something anyone here would make fun of.

“I’m going to depart a little from my script,” Ethel said, continuing to scroll. “But this is important. So Casandra, can you tell me a little more about your angels?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Do you talk to them?”

“No. Well, in my head, sort of. But I’ve felt them. Physically, once. And I can sense them around me, so to speak. Does that make sense?”

“It does,” Ethel said, nodding in a way that suggested she might not completely believe in Casandra’s angels. But Casandra didn’t care. What did these people really know about her universe?

“Where did you learn about them?” Ethel asked.

“There are angels all over the place,” Casandra said. “I mean, in drawings, in books and cartoons, in the Bible. There are some really beautiful paintings of them, at a church where I’ve been.”

“And they give you comfort?” Ethel said, staring at her screen. “They help you?”

“Yes,” Casandra said simply.

Ethel nodded to her PC, as if she’d just finished a conversation with it.

“Very good,” she said, raising her eyes to Tim and Ann. “You’re just what we’ve been looking for. You might be the final data we needed.”

“The proof,” Ann said. “Thank you.”

“The proof?” Casandra said.

“Of our creator,” Ethel said. “They didn’t leave a tower at our origin point, so we can’t find them there. But you’re our 43rd visitor, and the 40th from a universe with constants that match our own, and the 10th who represents an optimal want processing envelope. I believe 10 was the objective to prove the hypothesis.”

“Ten, yes,” Tim said. “It only took 90 years to finish the study.”

“We’ve made history today,” Ethel said brightly, and her next words were spoken both in her own, incomprehensible language and, simultaneously, in English.

Casandra was able to pick out most of the English: “Ann, pull a team together to write up the final results. We’re going to claim that Dr. Tampico’s hypothesis has been established beyond a reasonable doubt, that our universe was built as a want generation and satisfaction maximizing device by an as-yet unknown intelligence.”

Ethel turned back to Casandra.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said.

“So, I’m done?” Casandra asked.

“Yes,” Ethel said. “We’ll send you back now, if you’re ready to go.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “That’s it, then? You made our universe? Or, that, um, Dr., um . . .”

“Tampico.”

“He made everything, then?” Casandra asked. “It’s official?”

“He made your universe,” Ethel said. “We don’t know who made ours.”

“So after I go back,” Casandra said slowly, “what do we do? Are we going to keep talking? What happens now?”

“You just go back,” Ethel said. “You don’t need to talk to us any longer, and it wouldn’t be possible anyway. Your little visit here is sucking up the energy in the capsule at one-half percent per minute.”

“How long have I been here?” Casandra asked.

“Close to forty-five minutes,” Ann said.

“So if we just self-destruct, that’s our problem?” Casandra demanded, propelled to sudden anger by the vast gulf between what a meeting like this should have been, in her mind, and what it actually was. The angels, whether or not they existed, would have been far more helpful than this, and they hadn’t created the universe, just dwelt in it.

“Who’s going to self-destruct?” Ethel asked, suddenly looking at Casandra with what seemed to be sincere concern in her eyes.

“Us,” Casandra said. “Earth. Everyone’s saying that. We’re doomed. Didn’t they say that about you too?”

“They did,” Ethel confirmed.

“So what should we do?” Casandra asked. “Just die?”

“Are you asking for advice?” Ethel said. “I can say a few things, but we’d rather not offer it unsolicited.”

“Yes, if you have advice,” Casandra said.

“Yes, certainly,” Ethel said, looking at Ann in a slightly ruffled way.

“We’d reached an impasse,” Ann said.

“This is Ann’s area of specialty,” Ethel said proudly. “Late eighth century political dynamics.”

Ann smiled and continued. “We were stuck, as a race, as a planet. Two or three camps that couldn’t agree on basic things – how the poor should be dealt with, how taxes should be applied. So we ran simulations. Very detailed, granular simulations, on computer, where we set up societies of a million people or so, and calculated all the financial and material wants and all the satisfactions of those wants.” Ann laughed. “And we got nonsense. Things that would never work. We’d vary everything and get models that could never be applied. It turned out we were missing something. Any idea what?”

“No,” said Casandra, eager to move this conversation along.

“Sex,” Ann said. “Sexuality. Once we plugged in a strong sexual coefficient – basically anyone could do it with anyone – we started getting models of governance that made sense. Not that everyone was doing it with each other in the models. But they could. This person could see that person once and they’d screw once and ignore each other the other thousand times, but it had to be possible.”

“Autosex as well,” Ethel added, and she seemed to be blushing, ever so slightly.

“Yeah,” Ann said, “everyone had to be able to masturbate, and they’d do it like crazy, and at first the research sponsors almost canceled the program, because they thought it was a joke, or too ridiculous to be real, and they were really just embarrassed, but without it, it didn’t work. With it, it did.”




Chapter 3: A Souvenir

“So there you go,” Ethel said. “Some advice to take back.”

“Okay . . .” Casandra said. “So, what’s the advice?”

“When you’re running simulations and trying to iron out new models of governance,” Ann said, “don’t forget to include sex, and don’t be embarrassed by how much of it there is.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. “I’ll mention that.”

“And make everyone selfish,” Ethel said. “In the first simulations, the researchers assumed the problem was people weren’t quite empathic enough, and they’d adjust it up a little in the hope it would come to be, and it didn’t work so they adjusted a little more, and a little more, and the higher they set it, the wonkier everything got.”

“Everyone was trying to make things better for everyone else, and everything failed,” Ann said. “Once you programmed the people to focus on making things better for themselves . . . success.”

“You’ve probably got the capacity for running models now,” Ethel said. “I’m sure you’ve got advanced computers.”

“Yes,” Casandra said.

“Just a lot of calculations,” Ann said. “Trillions times trillions, want . . .”

“Want can be objectively measured,” Ethel said. “We’d been ignoring it, as I’m guessing you have done, but since we were exposed to the rest of our universe, it’s become the core of our morality.”

“Okay,” Casandra said. The conversation was veering into areas where she had no confidence. What was she supposed to do? Just listen? Take notes? No one had handed her a pen and paper.

“Our unit of measurement is microgram-seconds,” Ethel said. “The mass of neuronic material manifesting a want times the amount of time that want is manifested.”

Casandra offered a blank stare, and Ethel smiled indulgently.

“In practical terms,” Ethel said, “the want to rape someone might account for 17 microgram-seconds, where the want to not be raped might average 8,000 microgram seconds, some before the crime, much afterwards.”

“Not that we needed to measure that one,” Ann said. “But it can be helpful in many contexts. It’s helped us refine our definitions of evil, virtue, kindness.”

“It starts with being able to examine individual brain components,” Ethel said. “Which we developed about fifty years ago.”

“And stopped using to examine ourselves forty-five years ago,” Ann said, to laughter. “The comparison has been made to a costume party. We can all show up and rip our masks off and rip off other people’s masks, but we refrain.”

“Usually,” Ethel said, looking around the table anxiously, and one might imagine that this was a sore point, that the people of this world were still wrestling with the implications of peering into their and others’ personalities with neuron-by-neuron precision.

“Oh, and find another planet,” Ethel said.

“Another planet?” Casandra said with a hopeless chuckle. “You mean, because we’re going to destroy the one we have now?”

“No, not at all,” Ethel said. “You just need a second place where people can go, to get away from the people they don’t understand.”

“Like a pressure valve,” Ann said. “Some people will stay there, some will just visit, but knowing it’s there . . . takes the edge off.”

“Okay,” Casandra said, entirely unconvinced. She leaned forward, the bottoms of her breasts touched the cool table, and she felt a vibration there, strange and disconcerting, like electricity, a current just strong enough to be unpleasant but not painful, and she immediately leaned back.

“The rest of the races in your universe need to do this for you,” Ethel said, as sternly as she’d said anything since the meeting began. “You are the best your universe has to offer. Your race has its flaws, if you’re anything like us, but no one is more capable than your kind at serving the highest purpose of creation. You are just like us in important ways, I’m sure – you dream, you stumble, you fool yourselves and each other, and your minds explode with rafts of want – and then they’re satisfied. You are a treasure, and there must be at least one hospitable planet they can set aside for you. Dr. Tampico was ridiculously generous with every universe.”

“Our time is drawing to a close,” Ethel warned, and she looked at Tim and Ann and raised her oddly-shaped eyebrows. “What else can we tell our visitor before we send her back?”

“I’ve got one,” Ann said. “If you’re like us, you mourn one child’s death, but if someone comes up with a way to protect children, and someone after that does a study that proves ten thousand children were saved, you’ll feel nothing.”

“Teach yourself to feel the right things,” Ethel said, nodding. “One of our biggest surprises, when the rest of our universe reached out to us, was that other races actually celebrated non-deaths.”

“In their own staid ways,” Ann observed.

“And teach yourself to look through the right cameras,” Ethel said.

“Cameras?” Casandra repeated.

“We’re all born with cameras, designed to watch ourselves, all the time,” Ethel explained. “Dozens of cameras, hundreds of cameras, not just one. A camera for how we eat, how we romance and have sex, how we treat others, how we look when we walk, several for when we make a fool of ourselves in specific ways. There’s a hero camera, that compares us to our most admired people and confirms that we’re like them, even that we are them. All of us turn off at least a few cameras through our lives, and never consult them again, and that’s how we shut down self-awareness, kindness, enlightenment, and it’s how we adopt and perpetuate personal myths.”

“What cameras are you looking through?” Ann said.

Casandra responded with a deer-in-the-headlights stare, and her three hosts understood the expression and burst out laughing, a pleasant sound that required no translation.

“You don’t have to answer,” Ann said, waving her hand as she caught her breath. “It’s just something to think about.”

“Oh, and energy,” Ethel said. “Spread it around. There is an exponential relationship between energy and decency, in both directions. Pump free energy into a system, and the people become unexplainably kinder. Cut it by half, and the cruelty goes up fourfold.”

“On average,” Ann noted.

“You are so close,” Ethel said, her voice rising, her eyes shining with a new intensity. “I’m sure of it. I can feel it. You have all the equipment. You just need a little more philosophy. You have come so far, through so much horror, and yet here you are.”

Casandra smiled a little dazedly.

“Poor thing, we’ve worn her out,” Ethel laughed.

“Ready to go home?” Ann asked.

Casandra answered by rising, and all eyes went to her bare mound, Tim’s eyes lingering the longest.

These people felt human, and this place felt like a wondrous earth, and for a single, agonizing moment, Casandra imagined staying, and wished she could.

But no, she had things to do, on Fucktopia, and eventually, on earth. She would explain what she remembered to Johannsen and be done with it.

Ann went to the conference room door and stood expectantly, and Casandra followed her out and down the hall and into the elevator, the down to the lobby and back into the warm air.

“What do you call your planet?” Casandra asked.

Ann tapped her jaw and said a word in her native tongue that sounded like “morning.”

“It seems so much like ours,” Casandra said. “Like a really nice version of earth.”

“We’ve had our moments, believe me,” Ann said.

Casandra looked at the spires of the distant city and knew she would never visit it, so she stared into the trees, rough bark and waving leaves that looked more than a little earthly, except that two lime green squirelcats were chasing each other around a nearby trunk. A woman stepped out her front door, dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, probably planning to run, Casandra guessed, but she stopped and stared curiously at the naked human.

“About where were you when you got here?” Ann asked.

“Right here,” Casandra said, pausing and turning, the memory of the first things she had seen here, and their positions relative to each other, burned into her mind.

“Okay, just stand there,” Ann said, and she pressed her finger to her ear and said something in her own language that, Casandra guessed, was something like “go ahead.”

“Thanks again,” Ann said, and Casandra was now staring at cream walls in that small closet within Belinda.

“Welcome back, Casandra,” Belinda said brightly.

“Oh,” Casandra blurted, putting her hands out to steady herself, feeling both spatially disoriented and out of sorts in other ways too – socially, culturally, existentially. “Hi.”

“You’ve been gone for three weeks,” Belinda said. “Just letting you know.”

“Three weeks?” Casandra repeated. “They said it was 90 minutes.”

“Every unit of time there is about 100 million of yours.”

“I was there for about an hour,” Casandra said. “Maybe more.”

“One hundred million hours, then,” Belinda said.

“That’s way more than three weeks,” Casandra said.

“It is,” Belinda agreed.

“But it’s only been three weeks here?” Casandra said.

“Yes,” Belinda said.

“Did I miss anything?”

“Everyone left,” Belinda said.

“Where did they go?” Casandra asked.

“Back home,” Belinda replied. “But they’re coming back for you.”

“Are they here yet?”

“Soon,” Belinda said. “I’ve let them know you’ve returned, so they’re all on their way.”

“Who?”

“Lots of people.”

“Andreas?” Casandra asked. “Pedro?”

“More than that,” Belinda replied. “Want to see your souvenir?”

“What do you mean?” Casandra asked.

The wall in front of Casandra stirred and evolved into a door, which slid left, revealing – to Casandra’s horror – a life-size, 3-dimensional, virtual representation of her meeting. There was Ethel, there was Tim, there was Ann, and there was Casandra, in all her naked glory, sitting at the head of the table. At the moment, she was speaking, gesturing, leaning back and raising her breasts.

“Okay,” the virtual Casandra was saying, her voice emanating from somewhere behind the walls of this new chamber. “I had to go to prison about, I guess, seven months ago, because I was a witness in an embezzlement case, so I had to adapt to that.”

“Oh my god, stop, please stop,” Casandra begged, and the virtual Casandra froze in mid-sentence.

“What’s wrong?” Belinda asked.

“Let me out,” Casandra said, nearly panicked. “I want to go home. I don’t want to see that. It’s too . . . fuck. FUCK!”

The door behind Casandra opened, and she spun around and hopped through it. Somewhere just over the threshold, gravity ceased and she was airborne, flying until she hit the opposite wall with a grunt. She’d had enough experience with zero gravity to know not to push away, and she managed to stop herself, for the most part, merely bouncing, drifting backward slowly, looking down, drawing in her breath.

Fixed to the floor and the walls was what, for lack of a better term, a shrine.

A shrine to her.

A paper banner with “Welcome back, Casandra!” had been taped up. There were teddy bears, newspaper clippings pasted to construction paper, handwritten cards and notes, flowers, most wilted. But exponentially stranger was what Casandra found set in the opposite corner: her clothing. Her actual, true, real garments, shipped her somehow from Maine, things she hadn’t seen since she’d boxed everything up during her last days of freedom. Sealed in a clear plastic bag taped to the wall was one of her black t-shirts, her favorite blue flannel shirt, her best pair of jeans and her boots. Someone, she guessed, must have stuffed her bra and panties and socks into a pocket.

She was fighting the urge to vomit when the door to the next chamber opened and two figures drifted in, enclosed in vacuum suits, a male and a female, probably human, both peering at her through the glass in their helmets.

“Hello, Casandra,” said the woman through her microphone. “Welcome back.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m First Lieutenant Debbie Flanders,” she said. “This is Specialist Todd Freund. We’re officers with the United States Space Force. We are very pleased to see you’ve returned!”

Something about Flanders’ demeanor was setting Casandra off. Too formal. Too official. Casandra searched the officer’s suit and saw what she was looking for – a body camera.

“I don’t want to be recorded,” Casandra said. “I don’t want to be broadcast. Can you please turn those off?”

Unless Casandra was still dreaming – a possibility she was growing increasingly doubtful about – this was real, and it was being witnessed by untold numbers of individuals throughout the known universe, and those not seeing it live would be treated to endless playback.

And Casandra did not want to be looked at. She didn’t want to be watched. She didn’t want to be immortalized with that abomination in the last chamber. And she didn’t want to find her clothes here, gifts, flowers, her name taped to the wall. She didn’t want to be fetishized.

Officer Flanders looked surprised, and possibly a little hurt. Officer Freund just looked.

If she put her clothes on, he would look less, probably. But what if they didn’t fit? She hadn’t worn a stitch in months. Those jeans had been just tight enough when she’d last worn them. If she’d added a half inch to her hips, she wouldn’t be able to snap them, and the whole universe would be watching. She remembered what she’d been told about the cameras, in her mind, the cameras she watched herself through. Yes, the camera that focused on how she looked in her clothing continued to operate, even if it hadn’t had much to keep an eye on lately. She wouldn’t turn it off, however.

In the meantime, Freund nor Flanders seemed to be turning their cameras off either. This was history, apparently. Casandra was history. She was beginning to understand this. She’d left three weeks ago, to speak to the creators of the universe. And no one, not even Belinda, apparently, knew when she’d be returning, or if she’d be returning. The whole universe thought she was dead. They had mourned her. They had sent her cards and flowers. They had somehow gotten hold of her actual fucking clothing, for God’s sake. They had turned a strangely normal, hour-long conversation with some college people into . . . this.

And now everyone was coming for her. Her survival, which to her was a given, was going to be celebrated. And of course they’d have questions. Endless questions.

Okay, good, they could get all their questions answered with that hideous recording in the last chamber. Go watch, she’d tell them. Go watch to your heart’s fucking content, she’d say, and now she was glad it existed. But she would have nothing to do with it. This was over, her fame grotesquely misplaced, all the emotion over her demise so much wasted energy.

“Can I just go back to Fucktopia?” Casandra asked. “Now?”

Flanders grimaced. “Okay,” she said, the word meaning to Casandra’s ears everything but okay. “You’re supposed to go to earth first, I’m afraid.”

“What for?” Casandra asked.

“There’s some kind of case,” Flanders said. “You’re supposed to be brought back . . . for your trial.”

“My trial?” Casandra said. “What trial?”

“I haven’t been briefed on the details,” Flanders said. “Our orders are just that when you’re done here, we need to return you to Department of Justice custody . . .”

“I’m done here,” Casandra said. “I want—”

“Secured,” Flanders concluded.

“Secured?” Casandra repeated.

“In the next room,” Flanders said, the pain in her face progressing to the acute stage.

“You’re talking about chains?” Casandra exclaimed. “You’re going to chain me up?”

“The earth delegation is five minutes away,” Flanders said, and Casandra noticed the officer’s earpiece and understood that she was not only broadcasting Casandra’s arrival, she was receiving updates. “It’s two in the morning on earth, so it’s taken people a little longer to assemble, but they’ll be—”

Casandra, drifting slowly through the center of the room, had reached the opposite wall, and she put her hand out to stop herself and turn so she could continue to face Flanders and Freund.

“No, I refuse,” Casandra said. “I want to leave now. Handcuff me and take me now.”

“It’s not just handcuffs,” Flanders warned.

“Good,” Casandra said. “Fine.”

What better way to return to insignificance, Casandra thought?

“Take me now,” Casandra said. “And if anyone wants to know what happened, there’s a recording in the next room. You can watch that. I need to leave. I don’t want to see anyone else.”

Flanders’ and Freund’s eyes turned briefly toward the entrance to the little closet, but neither propelled themselves toward it to peer inside. Instead, they were both looking up, and Casandra guessed they were receiving instructions from the earth delegation. She knew what the instructions must be, because both reached up and tapped their body cams, and a little blue light on each went out simultaneously, and Flanders began moving, slowly, toward Casandra, the jets in her backpack hissing just loud enough to be audible in the room’s utter silence.

The officer reached out her hand, Casandra offered hers, and with an impressive display of gravityless coordination, Casandra was escorted to the next room, this one clogged as well with the detritus of sentiment, human and otherwise.

And her eyes found, amidst the flowers and the cards and the stuffed animals, without seeking anything in particular, a large block of flame box elder, bright red striations running through layers of cream and pale brown, and the name “Casandra” inlaid in ebony, each letter formed carefully by hand in shapes like no alphabet on earth, like no known font, all curves and unexpected serifs and thicknesses and thinnesses that could have been conjured only by the hand of Fucktopia’s greatest artist, Sa*rmp'n himself.

“I want that!” Casandra shouted, pointing, her voice breaking into a croak by the third word. “Please let me take that! The wood with my name!”

There was a transport here, earth-made, light blue, with black windows, its door wide, and Flanders pushed Casandra toward it while Freund figured out what the girl wanted, retrieving the block of wood from its brass housing, presenting it to her before he propelled himself toward the corner, where a shrine of another type had been prepared for Casandra, an orange prison jumpsuit, shower togs, basic bra and panties, all in a plastic bag hanging next to a set of standard prison chains.

“Turn on your camera,” Casandra pleaded, cradling the block as Flanders eased her into the craft. Flanders, still in her vacuum suit, tapped her bodycam to life, settled into the bench and looked in a puzzled way at the naked girl.

“Mr. Sa*rmp'n, thank you,” Casandra said, holding up the block, staring into the camera with wet eyes, finishing her thought in passable Fucktopian: “An’pearau di*mor’bat ch’n’arie.”

Freund appeared with the clothing and the chains, and Casandra frowned. “I don’t need the clothes,” she said.

Freund cast the clothing behind him, and it drifted back to the corner, and he held up the chains, the links rattling against each other as they floated, open cuffs rising.

“Can you stand at the door, Miss?” he said, and Casandra put down Sa*rmp'n’s gift, pressing it against the bench, making sure it wouldn’t drift from that spot before she moved into position, clinging to the edges of the opening until she felt Flanders’ hands on her hips and let go, placing herself entirely in the custody of the US Space Force.

This was a particularly elaborate set of restraints, Casandra noted, everything fastened together, its purpose to thoroughly minimize the ability of a female body to run, to fight, to resist, but not to prevent movement altogether. They would need her to walk voluntarily, of course, to proceed under her own power into whatever prison she was headed to, through processing there, into her cell. She hated being chained, and she knew she could yet put this off, wait for whatever contingent was on its way to meet her, accept their congratulations and their thanks, and then some would watch her embarrassing performance in that monstrous recording, and the rest would watch their guest of honor being chained up.

No, she wanted nothing to do with either, and Casandra raised her arms so a long chain could be wrapped around her waist, and she lowered her hands so the cuffs that hung from her new belt could be closed around each wrist, and she looked down and watched impassively as Freund closed and tightened the cuffs around her ankles, chains running from her feet to her waist, and a chain between her ankles as well.

There would be no Fucktopian greetings while she was bound like this.

“Where are we going?” Casandra asked.

“A federal facility in Mississippi,” Flanders said.

“The trial’s in Maine,” Casandra countered.

Freund drifted into the vehicle, and together he and Flanders eased Casandra into her seat, belted her to it. By extending her bound left hand, she was able to grab Sa*rmp'n’s gift and set it on her lap, staring at it.

“You’ll be quarantined there, maybe until your trial, I don’t know,” Flanders said. “They like to keep people there for a week or two after they’ve been off-planet, for observation.”

“It’s not a prison?” Casandra asked hopefully.

“Not for everyone,” Flanders said. “But there are secure areas, and that’s where you’ll be going. It’s a new place, though, and it’s really nice, food is awesome. Me and Freundie go there for R&R every coupla months. It’s the high point of service to our country.”

Almost as an afterthought, Flanders tapped her bodycam, and the blue light turned off, and her two custodians turned their attention to other things. Freund began speaking to others, to Belinda, asking that she prepare to let them go and allow in some other visitors.

“Got it,” Belinda said in response to each request.

“Bye, Belinda,” Casandra said.

“Bye, Casandra,” came her voice, sounding a little strange and tinny in this room.

“The people I talked to said you might run out of energy,” Casandra noted.

“I’ve got enough left for a week or to,” Belinda said. “And there are a few ways to keep me going. We’ve been talking about that.”

Belinda opened the door into the first room, with the periodic table in silver against the wall, and their craft drifted through it, Casandra watching as that door shut and the first door opened, into deep space, the blackness broken only by tiny pinpricks of light and, to her left, a large container with a fresh coat of blue paint, clearly of earthly origins.

Casandra stared, saw no windows, couldn’t tell if the craft were equipped with cameras, but she waved anyway as her little vehicle rounded the bigger ship and stopped. Moments later they were in earth orbit, and Casandra sucked in her breath and stared at the orb below her, white, green and blue.

“Can I use that toilet?” Casandra asked, pointing to the little restroom door in the vehicle’s corner, suddenly very aware of needing to urinate.

“Go ahead,” she was told, and she set down her block of wood and shuffled in her chains to the restroom.




Chapter 4: Transcript of the Entire Testimony of Casandra Madhya Davi

Federal Prosecutor Sara Lachsmi (Prosecution): Please state your full name and address for the court

Casandra: Casandra Madhya Davi, and I don’t really have an address; I was in Mississippi, in a holding cell at the—

Prosecution: That’s alright. And your age, Casandra? Maybe I call you Casandra?

Casandra: Sure. I’m 23.

Prosecution: And your birthdate?

Casandra: April 1, 2010

Prosecution: Now, Casandra, as I’m sure you know, the federal government has filed some very serious charges against Dorothy Partheim. She stands accused of theft, forgery, and wire fraud in the embezzlement of $763,000 from Maple Hills, Incorporated. And you worked there as well.

Casandra: I did

Prosecution: When did you work there?

Casandra: From, um, April 2032 to (pause) May. Last May. May 2033

Prosecution: And what did you do there?

Casandra: I cleaned chickens on the pre-package line

Prosecution: Is that all you did?

Casandra: No

Prosecution: What else did you do?

Casandra: I was on the safety committee, I cleaned the equipment every few weeks, and I did some financial things

Prosecution: What kinds of financial things?

Casandra: On Fridays, I would send wire instructions to our banks

Prosecution: What kinds of instructions?

Casandra: It was a list of bank account numbers, and the amounts she wanted wired to each account, and which bank and bank account the money should come from

Prosecution: Who gave you the instructions?

Casandra: Mrs. Partheim

Prosecution: In what form?

Casandra: On a piece of paper

Prosecution: A printout?

Casandra: No, it was handwritten

Prosecution: And what did you do with it after you’d sent the faxes?

Casandra: I shredded it

Prosecution: Why?

Casandra: I was told that’s what I should do

Prosecution: Who told you to do that?

Casandra: Mrs. Partheim

Prosecution: She told you that directly?

Casandra: Yes

Prosecution: Did she tell you why?

Casandra: Not really

Prosecution: Do you know where the money was going?

Casandra: I was told it was to pay our bills

Prosecution: Over what period of time were you doing that?

Casandra: Almost every Friday, starting I think in about September. September 2032. Until May 2033

Prosecution: Can you estimate the amount of money you transferred?

Casandra: I didn’t pay that much attention, and it was different every week. I know some would be over ten thousand, though. Ten thousand dollars. Probably one of those every week

Prosecution: Could it have been, in total, hundreds of thousands of dollars, during the time you were doing that for Mrs. Partheim?

Casandra: Yes

Prosecution: Thank you, Casandra. Your honor, no further questions at this time

Judge Garland McInnis (Judge): Lawyers for the defense, would you like to question this witness?

Defense Attorney Bateson Sims (Defense): We would, your honor

Judge: Proceed

Defense: Hello, Ms. Davi

Casandra: Hi

Defense: Now, you don’t know me, but I certainly know about you

Casandra: Okay

Defense: You’re something of a celebrity, are you not?

Casandra: I guess

Defense: Don’t be modest, Ms. Davi. Out of all the billions of individuals in this universe, you got picked to talk to the folks on that big spaceship NASA found

Casandra: Sure

Defense: That must have made you feel very important

Casandra: No, I was embarrassed

Defense: Embarrassed?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: Why would you be embarrassed?

Casandra: Because I don’t think there’s anything special about me, and I don’t see why they chose me. There were some kinds of numbers about me, but they might not even have been right

Defense: But everyone’s talking about you, and studying that recording they made, and some people say you were brilliant, and—

Casandra: And a lot of people say I was a complete idiot

Defense: Well, people say things. And then, there’s talk of a book deal

Casandra: Okay

Defense: Did you know about the book deal? You could make millions.

Casandra: No. I haven’t talked to anyone. I’ve been in a holding—

Prosecution: Objection. Counsel is wasting the court’s time

Defense: Your Honor, I’m attempting to establish this witness’ background and future prospects. Given her importance to the case, I feel the jury needs to know a little about her

Judge: Very well, but please move along

Defense: So Ms. Davi, I understand you’ve spent quite a bit of time away from earth in the last year, or half year or so

Casandra: Yes

Defense: Where have you been?

Casandra: Working for Orbit Solarum. I was on loan from the prison. They rented me to Orbit Solarum. I worked first on a satellite, for solar power collection, and then on, on, well, it’s a planet, um, yeah, it’s called Tshy’r’real. That’s its official name. Tshy’r’real

Defense: It seems like you wanted to get as far away from earth as possible

Casandra: It’s where I was sent. It really wasn’t up to me

Defense: And what did you do for Orbit Solarum?

Casandra: On the satellite, I just did administrative stuff. Recording things, communicating with ships that came to pick up the energy. And on Tshy’r’real, I brokered wood products

Defense: Now, Tshy’r’real . . . isn’t there another name for that planet?

Casandra: Yes.

Defense: And what is that name?

Casandra: Um . . .

[side conversations]

Casandra: Fucktopia

Defense: Fucktopia. And how did it get a name like that?

Casandra: It’s just what it’s called on earth

Defense: Sure, but why would it get a name like that on earth?

Casandra: Well, I guess, um, because of what they do. They greet . . . they say hello, sort of. It’s what they do. They . . . it’s kind of

Defense: I’m confused, Ms. Davi. What exactly happens there?

Casandra: Okay . . . it depends on gender. But it’s sort of like sex. Not really, but sort of. And when a man, a male, on that planet, when they greet a female, he, he, he puts his, um, penis inside her, just—

Defense: And you did this?

Casandra: Did what?

Defense: I assume you greeted males on that planet? In the conventional way?

Casandra: Yes. Yes I did.

Defense: Frequently?

Prosecution: Objection. Your honor, there is no point to this inquiry, other than to harass and humiliate the witness

Judge: Counsel, is there a point to all this?

Defense: Once again, your honor, I believe that the jury deserves a complete picture of our witness, including the things she is willing to do while employed

Judge: Proceed

Defense: How often did you perform the standard greeting with a male, in which you allowed him to put his penis up your vagina?

Casandra: Every few days, I guess. A few times in one night, if I was socializing, but then nothing if I was just working in my cell

Defense: And that benefitted you financially? That helped you sell wood? To do that with those extraterrestrials?

Casandra: Not always. Sometimes, I guess

Defense: Now, Ms. Davi, I’m going to ask you to remember the first few moments after you were picked up on that spaceship. You had been on that planet called, um, Fucktopia, and then taken to that spaceship, and you vanished for some three weeks, and then you returned and you were picked up

Casandra: Okay

Defense: The two United States Space Force officers who picked you up and placed you in custody had body cameras, correct?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: And you would ask them to turn their cameras off at times, and then turn them back on?

Casandra: What? No

Defense: No? You never asked them to turn their cameras back on? After you found that piece of wood with your name on it? You didn’t tell First Lieutenant Deborah Flanders of the US Space Force to turn her camera back on and aim it at you?

Casandra: Oh, yes, I did that. I did do that

Defense: Why?

Casandra: Because I found a gift. From Mr. Sa*rmp'n. I saw it in the room, one of the rooms, with the other things, and asked for it, and I was really touched by it, so I wanted to thank him, right then

Defense: You couldn’t have just sent him a note?

Casandra: I wanted to thank him right then

Defense: I did see that recording. I think many of us did. As I recall, you held up the wood to the camera, correct?

Casandra: Yes. It had my name on it

Defense: And you were naked at the time, correct?

Casandra: Yes. I wasn’t. It wasn’t . . . I . . . on . . . we stayed . . .

Defense: Didn’t officer Flanders offer you clothing before they placed you into custody?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: But you refused?

Casandra: Yes. I just wasn’t . . . I hadn’t worn . . . anything . . . for months, and I just didn’t, it wasn’t

Defense: Please, don’t be embarrassed, Ms. Davi. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more brilliant example of marketing

Casandra: Marketing?

Defense: Marketing. Wood marketing. For the products you sell

Casandra: It wasn’t marketing. I didn’t mean it as marketing

Defense: Very good. Now, Ms. Davi, I’m going to ask you about the financial work you did for Maple Hills. You testified earlier that as soon as you were finished ordering that those funds be wired, you shredded the instructions

Casandra: Yes

Defense: Interesting. And how often did you wire funds to accounts belonging to yourself?

Casandra: What?

Defense: To yourself. How often did you wire funds to your own accounts?

Casandra: No. Never

Defense: You never wired funds to one of your own accounts? Not even once?

Casandra: No, I never—

Prosecution: Objection. This witness is not on trial, nor is there any evidence she participated in any crime

Defense: Your honor, my client has been accused of a very serious federal offense, and it is alleged that this witness unwittingly served as an important agent of said crime. Collusion must absolutely be ruled out

Judge: Proceed. But the jury is advised that this witness has not been accused of any crime and is not on trial

Defense: Thank you, your honor. So, Ms. Davi, if you’d wanted to, could you have directed money to any bank account during these operations?

Casandra: If I knew the account number, yes

Defense: Including to your own account?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: But you never did?

Casandra: No

Defense: Not even once?

Casandra: No. Absolutely not

Defense: May I remind you that you’re under oath, Ms. Davi?

Casandra: I know that

Defense: And now, let me ask one more time – did you ever direct any funds to your own bank accounts?

Casandra: I’ve already answered this question. No, I did not. I would not have. I didn’t, ever.

Defense: It’s good to have that on the record, thank you, Ms. Davi. Now, I’m afraid I need to ask you about a painful event from your past. May I do that?

Casandra: I guess. Sure

Defense: On the evening of June 15, 2030, you were in a terrible car accident, correct?

Casandra: I [coughs] I was

Defense: And you were driving?

Casandra: I was

Defense: And someone lost their life in that accident?

Casandra: Yes. My boyfriend

Defense: Your boyfriend. What was his name?

Casandra: Bolera Martinique

Defense: How old was he?

Casandra: 20

Defense: Can you tell us, in your own words, what happened?

Casandra: Okay. Yeah. We had been out with friends, and I was driving us home, and I hit—

Defense: Out with friends. So you’d been drinking?

Casandra: Yes. I had two beers

Defense: How old were you at this time?

Casandra: 20

Defense: And this was right here in Maine, correct? Where the drinking age is 21?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: So you were drinking illegally?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: And then you were driving after drinking illegally, and you were in an accident where your boyfriend died

[unintelligible, crosstalk]

Defense: I’m sorry for bringing this up, Ms. Davi, I know this is painful, but this does speak to character, and the jury deserves to know that you’ve made some poor choices in your life. Please go on with your recollection of the incident

Casandra: I was taking a curve [unintelligible]. I was taking the curve, and there was a puddle, and the road had given out there a little, and one wheel went off the road [unintelligible] and I turned the wheel hard, and that spun us sideways, and then the car went off the road, and it flipped, and we rolled, and he, he [unintelligible]

Defense: And? Ms. Davi, what happened next?

Casandra: His arm . . . his arm . . . [unintelligible] it was really . . . it was out the window . . . and the car rolled over on it, and, and [unintelligible] his arm was really [unintelligible]

Defense: Did he die instantly?

Casandra: [weeping] It was . . . awhile . . . and he . . . oh god . . . he was crying [weeping]

[unintelligible, crosstalk]

Judge: When you can, Ms. Davi, please continue

Casandra: He died from blood loss. I couldn’t help him. I was stuck, because of how, how the car was, it was upside down. It took 10 minutes. And I, and I, I had fainted, a few times. And I [weeping]

Defense: Okay, I understand. I’m sorry we had to dredge up an old memory. But we’re done with that now

Casandra: Okay . . . wait . . . okay

Defense: Now, I’d like to bring up something more recent. A recording was made, and I’ve listened to it several times, and I have to admit, I find it very confusing

Casandra: Hmm

Defense: May I play it for you? Would you like to hear it?

Casandra: Okay. Yeah

[Exhibit 15, Recording 2]: “Don’t you work at Maple Hills?”

“Yeah, line 2. I’ve been there a year.”

“How is it?”

“Twice minimum wage after six months, and they let me do some administrative stuff sometimes, to break up the monotony.”

“They let her cook the books.”

Defense: Can we stop there please? Now, Ms. Davi, do you recognize the voices on that recording?

Casandra: I think so. It was me and my cousin Dania. And this guy I didn’t know

Defense: Who was the last person to speak?

Casandra: My cousin Dania

Defense: She seemed to think you were manipulating finances at Maple Hills

Casandra: She was joking. It was a joke

Defense: Continue with the recording please, right where we left off

[Exhibit 15, Recording 2]: “Cooking the books is fudging the numbers. That’s what I meant. Casandra does the coverup.”

“Yup. All in a day’s work.”

“It’s sort of tedious. I couldn’t do it all day every day. But I sort of look forward to Fridays. I can drink coffee, and talk to the other girls there.”

“And cook the books.”

“Sure.”

Defense: Let’s stop there. Now, Ms. Davi, it sounds to me – and I think any reasonable observer would draw the same conclusion – it sounds to me like you were admitting to manipulating the finances in some way at Maple Hills

Casandra: I wasn’t. We were joking. We were drinking beer and joking

Defense: Drinking beer again, then?

Casandra: Yes

Defense: Do you drink a lot?

Casandra: No. But it’s legal when I do. I’m old enough

Defense: No further questions, your honor

Judge: Prosecution, any further questions?

Prosecution: How are you doing, Casandra?

Casandra: I’m okay. It’s okay

Prosecution: I know some of those questions were very hard for you. I’m sorry you’ve had to go through this, today

Casandra: It’s okay

Prosecution: But your testimony is very important to this case. You’re the witness who was closest to the crime—

Defense: Objection. These are allegations only. No crime has been established

Judge: Sustained

Prosecution: Okay. I just wanted to ask you one question about that tragic accident.

Casandra: Okay

Prosecution: Were you ever charged with anything?

Casandra: No. They blamed the road, because the rain had washed part of it out, and after the accident, they closed it down for almost a week while they paved it back

Prosecution: Very good. Now, because of your importance to this case, you were placed in federal custody. Is that correct?

Casandra: Yes

Prosecution: And what was that like?

Casandra: I went to a women’s prison. In Augusta

Prosecution: Is that the first time you’d ever been to prison? To prison, or a jail?

Casandra: Yes

Prosecution: How was it? Was it hard?

Casandra: Yes. I was in . . . I spent most of my time in my cell. I was locked in there, with one other girl

Prosecution: You missed your freedom?

Casandra: I missed everything

Prosecution: Tell me about your cellmate

Casandra: She seemed very troubled. I think she had been through some trauma. We didn’t talk much

Prosecution: Her name was Bonnie Schwarz

Casandra: Okay

Prosecution: Did you know she was there on an involuntary manslaughter conviction?

Casandra: I didn’t

Prosecution: So you didn’t know you were confined with a murderer?

Casandra: I didn’t. I didn’t know that

Prosecution: Would that have frightened you, to know you were sharing a cell with a murderer?

Casandra: Maybe, before I met her. But I was never afraid of her. I liked her. I cared about her

Prosecution: And then, you returned to earth in late December. And you’ve been in a federal holding facility the last three weeks or so?

Casandra: Yes. In Mississippi

Prosecution: What has that been like?

Casandra: A little better than the prison in Augusta. But I hardly ever left my cell. It was like solitary confinement. I had some things to read. But I was hopeful, because I knew the trial was coming up and I’d get through this. I was brought to the county jail two nights ago, and I was really happy about that

Prosecution: You’ve always cooperated fully? You followed the rules? You did as you were told while you’ve been in custody?

Casandra: Yes, all that

Prosecution: Did you try to fight it?

Casandra: Fight? Fight what?

Prosecution: Being sent to prison. Did you get a lawyer? Did you try to challenge your incarceration?

Casandra: No. I called some friends. No one could help me. No one knew what do to.

Prosecution: You didn’t call a lawyer?

Casandra: A lawyer? No. I didn’t have any money for a lawyer. There was a friend or two, I thought I could get a favor from, but no one could help

Prosecution: If you had money, would you have tried to stay out of prison?

Casandra: Of course

Prosecution: But you had no money?

Casandra: Enough to live on. Enough to pay rent and buy groceries. That was it. Lawyers cost thousands

Prosecution: Where did you get your money?

Casandra: From my job. At Maple Hills

Prosecution: Just your job, then? No other source?

Casandra: No, just my job

Prosecution: What if I told you that we might not finish the trial this week?

Casandra: What do you mean?

Prosecution: What if the trial were delayed for some reason? How would you feel about that?

Casandra: For how long?

Prosecution: Sometimes things can be delayed a few weeks, or a month or two. Sometimes longer, sometimes—

Casandra: No . . . is that going to happen? [weeping] I’m sorry, I can’t . . . no, I can’t [weeping]

Prosecution: Casandra, it’s okay. I didn’t’ say it was going to happen. I just wanted to know how you felt about it.

Defense: Objection. Prosecution is presenting hypotheticals and upsetting the witness unnecessarily

Judge: Sustained. There is no indication this case will be held over. Miss, I promise I’ll do everything in my power to get this wrapped up this week

Casandra: Okay . . . thank you . . . okay.

Prosecution: No further questions, your honor

Judge: Defense, cross?

Defense: No further, your honor




Epilogue

At either end of the gymnasium, under two orange basketball hoops and above the parquet, young men and young women are hustling, fighting over an orange ball, fighting over the world, their shouts and insults and mock battles only marginally about sport.

In the corners, there is a girl jumping rope, a half dozen youth doing a trust exercise, a ping pong table.

A girl and a man are playing ping pong. The girl is in blue jeans and a heavy cream sweatshirt. She is blonde, with pale irises, encircled with a thin rim of black. The man is in institutional faded green scrubs. He is black and heavyset, an orderly, there to manage, to monitor, to ride herd on bodies that answer to unpredictable minds. His present responsibilities appear to involve nothing more than playing ping pong, but between serves, he scans the room, and one gets the sense that if there’s trouble, or even the hint of it, he’ll quickly make his way to the middle of it. But for now, he’s just playing ping pong. At the moment, he seems to be losing. The girl holds the paddle by the edge, not by the handle, and she possesses a wicked serve.

Another girl enters at the wide double doors in the middle of the gym. Her black hair covers her shoulders. She’s in a sun dress, red and yellow and faded purple in fantastical patterns only an earth mind could have dreamed up, but only under the inspiration of the rest of the universe. She’s wearing a white visitor’s tag, gummed over her right breast, “Casandra” has been printed neatly on it. She is olive-skinned, probably Indian or Pakistani. She searches the gym, clearly startled by the noise here, the commotion, the shouts that sound like anger, but are only the rumors of anger.

This new girl’s eyes sweep the gym until they settle on the girl playing ping pong, and she smiles, a little anxiously, and makes her way over. She’s 20 steps away when the girl at the table pauses mid-serve, looks, stares. And it is at this moment that the ping pong player reveals herself to be not quite a conventional person. Her eyes don’t waver. She offers no expression. She simply stares, and her mouth falls open, but she doesn’t seem surprised. Mostly likely, she has just chosen to breathe through her mouth at that moment.

The new girl slows her pace but continues walking.

“Bonnie?” she says when she’s close enough to be heard.

“Hi,” Bonnie says, mouth still open, head lowered a little, like a child of three in a moment of shyness.

“Hi, Bonnie, I’m Casandra. I remembered you. I wanted to say hello.”

“Hi, Casandra,” Bonnie says, and she sets down her paddle and strides over and flings her arms wide and offers a long, tight hug.

“Do you remember me?” Casandra asks.

“Yes,” Bonnie says flatly, still hugging, and Casandra realizes that the “yes” in this context is essentially meaningless. Does Bonnie remember sharing a cell with Casandra? Giving her a math book? Talking to her at night? Making love? Jamal, and the way she screamed when they tried to make her talk to him?

Bonnie releases Casandra, steps back, smiles.

“Where have you been?” she asks in mock outrage. This is irony. You wouldn’t think Bonnie would be capable of that, but Casandra has to remind herself that the girl is complex, and unpredictable.

“I’ve been all over,” Casandra laughs. “Do you want to talk? Catch up?”

“Outside,” Bonnie ventures, and she turns back to her pink pong partner. “Sikes, I’m going.”

The orderly makes a funny gesture in response. Still holding his paddle, he brings his palms together on either side of it and bows his head.

Namaste.

Bonnie grabs Casandra’s hand and draws her out of the gymnasium, back into a hall of shiny black and white checkered linoleum, past a nurses’ station and the television room, and from there to an exterior door where a courtyard awaits. Beyond it, there’s a parking lot, and beyond that, a road. No walls, no bars, no fences. The girls are free here.

Bonnie sits first, taking a chair next to a white stone pot with a green plant growing from it. It’s the second week of May, in Maine, the air warm. Casandra sits, facing her.

“Where have you been?” Bonnie asks again, leaning forward as if telling secrets, keeping her eyes on Casandra’s.

Casandra’s not sure how the question is being asked. She needs to understand context first.

“I’ll tell you everything,” Casandra says. “So, you remember me?”

“I remember everything,” Bonnie assures, leaning back and nodding.

“How have you been?” Casandra asks, tuning her face carefully, for this is not a casual question. They met in prison, each fighting their own fights, and they did things, became lovers in a loveless place, and then the thread was broken with almost no warning.

“I’m good,” Bonnie replies, and she draws out the second word, and smiles almost naturally.

“I’ve missed you,” Casandra says. “I’ve thought about you a lot.”

Bonnie leans forward, squinting at Casandra.

“Have you ever been on TV?”

“I guess,” Casandra says. “Maybe a few times.”

“I knew it,” Bonnie says. “I kept seeing you, and I kept saying, ‘That girl. I know her. I lived with her.’ And they’d all just laugh . . .” Bonnie gestures toward the building. “They’d all say, ‘In your dreams, Bonnie. You were on flatteners the whole time you were in prison. You didn’t even know your own name in there.’”

“Flatteners?”

“A certain kind of med,” Bonnie says. “I had to take one every morning, and it set me back all day, and I’d just sleep and eat. Until nighttime. Sleeping for awhile reset me.”

Bonnie leans forward, smiles, drapes three fingers across Casandra’s thigh, and Casandra knows now, for certain, that Bonnie remembers.

“Why were you on TV?” Bonnie asks.

“They found this spaceship, in the middle of nowhere, and I got picked to come talk to it,” Casandra said. “Kind of like winning the lottery, I guess.”

“Cool,” Bonnie says. “You were naked.”

“Yeah. They brought me straight from where I was working. No one there wears anything.”

“They covered up your parts, usually, on TV,” Bonnie says. “But I knew. I’ve seen them.”

Casandra laughs, delighted by the girl’s utter artlessness.

“I’m dressing now, here,” Casandra says.

“Are you staying back on earth, with your clothes on?”

“Yes. I’m visiting the White House tomorrow, for a ceremony. I’ll wear clothes there.”

Bonnie doesn’t laugh. Casandra had expected her to laugh. She fills in the ensuing silence quickly. “And then, the next day, some of us are visiting a planet they’re giving us.”

“A planet?”

“Yes, a whole planet. It’s like earth about two billion years ago. Lots of plants, but no dangerous animals. It’s sort of hush-hush, but they’ll be announcing it tomorrow. They’re going to let us go there, and colonize it, and maybe stop fighting so much here. They got most of the pieces of the Voyager that got blown up, and that’s going to be a monument there.”

“Oh,” Bonnie says, looking a little worried, as if uncertain this is a good idea. “How did your trial go?”

Casandra, surprised by the question and the awareness it indicates, pauses before answering.

“Good, I guess,” she says. “The main lady got a lot of prison time, and her niece got some too. And they tried to blame me, but that didn’t work at all.”

Bonnie nods, and it seems she wants to hear more.

“I think the whole thing with what they did to me was planned from the start. They knew if they put me in prison, I would look less guilty, and the jury would feel sorry for me.”

“I’m living with my grandmom,” Bonnie says. “My mom got me in so much trouble. But I miss her. She was there for me. Sometimes. And sometimes not.”

“I’m sorry about everything you went through,” Casandra says, sincerely, because she’s looked up Bonnie’s case and knows the details now.

“Uhhmm,” Bonnie says, a guttural noise, not unlike the sound one makes during orgasm. “Where are you living?”

“Mostly on Fucktopia. It’s another planet.”

Bonnie holds her hands before her mouth, scandalized by the name, but then she becomes serious again.

“Do you like it there?”

“Yes, it’s very nice. I’ve got a job. It’s the job the prison rented me out for, but now I get paid. And I’m doing that, and they’re also paying me to write a book, but that’s slow going. I’d rather sell wood.”

“I want to read your book,” Bonnie says.

“Maybe it will be out in a couple of years,” Casandra says. “That’s what the contract says, anyway.”

“Will I be in it?”

“Do you want to be?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” Casandra promises. “But I’m going to use a different name for you, since some of it is personal.”

“What name?”

“Remembrance.”

“Remembrance,” Bonnie repeats, saying the name softly, approvingly. “I knew you’d find me. If you were real, I knew I’d see you again.”

“Yes,” Casandra agrees. “Do you want to go with me?”

“Where?”

“To the planet,” Casandra explains. “The new planet. We’ll be there about a week, and they want me to go, since I sort of . . . well, I can’t really take credit for it, but they sort of say it’s because of me. Anyway, they said I can take someone. And you can stay with me there. And it’s beautiful. I’ve seen pictures. Mind-blowing.”

“I’ll have to ask my grandma.”

“Do you want to go, though?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think she’ll let you go?”

“Yes.”

Casandra stands first, Bonnie rises after her, and the girls hug, tightly, like lovers, like a single being. And if there are angels anywhere, these are two.

END
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