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No Explanations

 


I am not a parrot. I am not a child. I am not stupid.
I am a spacer, the captain of a cargo hauler. I am independent. I
am a successful businesswoman. I have autism. I do not like loud
noises, smelly food or pets. That’s it. That’s all. So please stop
calling me a hero.

 



 


No Explanations

 


Interviewer: So, why did you choose to go into space
as a small cargo hauler, as opposed to another career?

Me: (confused) I'm not opposed to other careers.

Interviewer: (pause) Let me rephrase that. Why did
you choose to go into space as a small cargo hauler?

Me: Oh. Space is quiet.

Interviewer: And why did you choose life on a small
ship?

Me: (pause) Big ships are noisy and full of noisy
people. You can only fit a maximum of three people on a ship of 700
square ft. My ship is 712 square ft. So it is quiet.

Interviewer: And how do you feel about –

Me: (interrupting) You have to be neat in space too.
Everything has a protocol, everything has its place on a ship, and
everything must be put back into its place on a ship. If you don’t,
you die. Sloppy people belong on planets. I like things neat. I
like protocols. I live on a ship.


 


 


 


Clearly Station, Yutis System

 


“Captain Stone of the Havilah?”

That's me. I'm Captain Stone. I was sitting in a
quiet little cafe called the Red Bagel. When I dock at Clearly
Station, I always eat at the Red Bagel because they have an even
number of yellow tables and red tables and an even number of
chairs. They always give me the same yellow table to sit at and the
same waitress always served me. At that moment, I had a computer
tablet in my hand and I was studying a screen full of lists. Years
of practice allowed me to look up immediately to inspect the owner
of the voice who had addressed me, instead of ignoring it as a part
of me greatly wished to. The voice belonged to a male, a human,
with strong looking, grease-stained hands. He wore coveralls with
no name tag or company logo, so he was an independent spacer, like
myself. His coveralls were clean but as permanently stained as his
hands, worn at the knees and slightly frayed at the cuffs.

He was a worker. Rough, but clean and neat.

My glance up at him was apparently all the reply he
needed, for he went on, “My name is Andrei Danilov. I’m here to
apply for the position of 1st mate you advertised
for.”

Ah. I looked down at one of the lists on my tablet’s
screen and found his name. I had posted my advertisement yesterday
evening at 19:07 station time. One Andrei Danilov had responded to
it at 5:56 station time this morning and set an appointment to
interview at 9:30 today. It was now 9:28.

“You are punctual,” I replied with a smile.

Which was not a greeting, of course. Andrei Danilov
blinked at me and I realized that my reply had been abrupt and out
of the blue. Rules, I reminded myself firmly. Stick with the rules.
Get out of your own head. I pulled up another list on my tablet,
briefly scanned its contents to remind myself of how to be
welcoming, then looked back up at Mr. Danilov. He was beginning to
shift with…discomfort. My extended silence had made him
uncomfortable.

Please sit down,” I pointed to the yellow metal chair
across from me. “It is good to meet you, Andrei Danilov.”

Likewise.” Mr. Danilov smiled at me charmingly as he
sat, and that smile paired with the twinkling in his blue eyes made
him look very handsome in that moment, and my female human heart
skipped a beat. “You can call me Andy, if you like.”

My heart only skipped one beat though. He was being
charming, but, “I don’t like nicknames Mr. Danilov. They are not
real.”

Once again, he didn’t know what to say to me and he
looked uncomfortable. So I pressed on, accessing another list and
pasting my gaze on his nose, which was my way appearing to have eye
contact without actually having eye contact. Mr. Danilov had a very
nice looking nose.

“I have 10 requirements that must be passed in order
for me to consider giving you the position, Mr. Danilov. You have
passed two already. Number 3 is, can you lift that?”

I pointed at the floor next to my table. There sat a
brand new drive shaft for my ship’s starboard engine. It weighed
103.275 lbs. Danilov didn’t hesitate. With a confident, “Sure, no
problem,” he got up, bent at the knees, got a grip on the shaft and
then stood up straight. He held the shaft for a few moment at chest
height, then put it down gently on the floor.

“Good,” I replied. “Number 4.” I cleared the screen
of my tablet and handed it to him. “Plot me the shortest route from
Davos II to the Strythm Asteroid Belt.”

Danilov brought up the Navigation App on my tablet
and worked out a simple but correct course that encompassed 3.75
solar days of travel. It was not a brilliant equation, but it
worked, and it was one of the more difficult courses to plot along
the stellar map.

“Number 5: Do you have a pilot’s license for a Class
3 cargo hauler?”

Danilov spoke for this question. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”
He pulled a card out of one breast pocket and handed it to me. It
contained his Identification and pilot’s license. “I just
re-registered. Passed with a 2 rating.”

“That’s very good,” I said distractedly as I studied
the numbers on the card. I handed it back. “Better than most of us
out here.”

Danilov shrugged modestly. “I did a stint in the Navy
a while back. They trained me to fly.”

“What was your discharge?”

“Honorable. I completed my contract and left.”

“How old were you when you joined?”

“18. It was a standard 4 year contract.”

“You are 47 years old now?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do when your contract with the Navy
ended?”

Danilov took a deep breath as if that helped him to
reach back into his memory. “Went home to Ios in the Krammer
system. The family there mines ice for water. I worked there for a
few years, but I’ve always had trouble sitting still, so I left.
Did some asteroid mining for a while, then I piloted a messenger
ship for a year. I found my niche as a trader though. I get to see
lots of places and lots of people. It’s similar to being in the
Navy, I just don’t have to deal with bad guys.”

I found his history fascinating. My own was very
static. But I had other questions for him. “How many years have you
hauled cargo?”

“16 years.”

“Have you ever served as a 1st mate
before?”

He nodded slowly. “On my last ship, the Moth,
I was promoted to 1st mate. Served in that position for
seven months over a crew of 6. My stint there ended on this new
planet that has just been opened up for trade. MJ757. Locals call
it P’Tuma and they are a very touchy people. They got pissed off at
us and another trader ship and then literally pissed all over our
ships. Their urine is uh, pretty corrosive. Anyhow, we were able to
make it off planet, but we had to ditch our ship in orbit and bum a
ride with a trader who was coming in to scope out the territory. We
warned him, and he turned and put to port here. We arrived two
station days ago. My captain isn’t in a position to replace her
ship, so she canceled our employment with her, gave us references
and some severance pay to tide us all over, and here I am.”

It was quite a story. I didn’t speak right away. I
had to process all that he had said. It seemed that he was getting
used to my silences though, because Danilov just sat patiently and
waited for me to move the conversation forward.

And I eventually did. “Your last Captain was a
female,” I stated. “Number 7 is how do you, a human male, feel
about taking orders from a human female?”

Danilov smiled that charming smile again, the one
that made my heart skip one beat. “It’s no problem. I was with
Captain Molinsky for four years. Started with her as general crew.
She made me her 1st mate when her previous one retired.
I’ve a good reference from her, and she’s still on station if you
want to check with her direct.”

“I will,” I said. “The Moth's identification
code is 782214KJFR. Do you own any pets?”

Danilov’s eyebrows knitted together ever so slightly,
why I didn't know. “No.”

“I don’t allow pets on board,” I said firmly.

“I have no problem with that,” he said slowly.

“Good. Number 9: Do you have any experience bidding
on cargo?”

Danilov’s face brightened. “Yes ma’am, I do. Captain
Molinsky trained me on many aspects of the trade and captaincy, and
she was a pretty successful privateer. She uh, she was going to
retire and sell out to me.”

I frowned. “Then why aren’t you seeking a captaincy
now?”

Danilov’s shoulders slumped ever so slightly. “I like
private shipping, but I don’t have the funds to buy my own ship.
Captain Molinsky was going to sell to me cheap. She didn’t need the
money, and she – well, she liked me. She was a grandmother. Not my
grandmother, but a grandma. You know what I mean?”

I didn’t but I nodded anyways because I wanted him to
get to the point.

“Well, the Moth is floating scrap and I’m not
about to sell my soul to a big company just so I can don a cap and
have extra large quarters. When I’m captain, I want my ship to be
mine. I want to fly where I want when I want and deal with who I
want. So I’m happy to stay a 1st mate for now, till I
get enough funds together.”

My frown deepened. “How long do you think it will
take you to earn enough for your own ship?”

“You mean, am I going to jump ship after a few months
or a year?” Danilov asked. He shook his head. “It will take me at
least 4 or 5 years to scrape up enough. And as I said, Molinsky was
selling to me dirt cheap. It takes a lot to start from
scratch.”

“Yes, it does,” I agreed. I took a deep breath. Now
the hard part. The part that never got easy, no matter how many
times I explained myself to others, especially other humans. “One
last requirement, Number 10. I am an autistic. That means, very
shortly, that I don’t always react to stimuli and social scenarios
in a neuro-typically human way. Are you willing to live in close
quarters and work for someone whom you may not always understand
and who may not always understand you?”

Danilov sat back in his chair and took a deep breath;
his eyes looked me over. “My first and third captains in the Navy
were not human. Captain Molinsky herself is human, but a woman,” he
said carefully. Then he smiled, a small smile. “I didn’t always
understand them, and they didn’t always understand me, but I always
followed their orders. I’ve never been put off a ship for
insubordination, belligerence or otherwise.”

“That’s a fair answer,” I said and I tried to meet
his blue eyed gaze. I succeeded for about 2 seconds before looking
once more at his nose. “On my ship, all work is shared. Nothing can
be beneath you. So, if you agree with that, and if you can prove
your ability to pick a good cargo for the Stallen market and win a
fair bid, and if you can install that drive shaft in my starboard
engine in less than two hours, then I’ll take you on. Does that
sound fair?”

“Sounds fair,” Danilov said easily.

“Do you have any questions for me?”

He nodded. “We’re the only two crew?”

“Yes. My ship can only billet 3 max. I don’t need a
second hand. Too many people make too much noise.” I frowned at him
and looked him in the eye for a second to make my point. “I don’t
like a lot of noise.”

Danilov held up his hands. “Quiet as a mouse, I
swear.” Again that smile. “I have one more question. I checked you
out before coming here. You’ve captained the Havilah for
four years without any crew besides yourself. Why change now?”

I hesitated before answering. The truth was that my
father had suggested it as a way of easing some of my anxieties
over cargo pickups and deliveries, to help me grow as a person, and
to perhaps make a friend. But those were not very captain-y
sounding reasons and I was sure that I shouldn't share them with a
new subordinate, so I simply said, “It can be tiresome to always be
on duty on a space ship. It’s just time to get someone to help
share the load.”

That was more of my father’s reasoning, but Danilov
accepted my words with a nod. “Do we have a deal?” I asked.

“Yes, Captain we do,” and he held his hand out for me
to shake.

I stood, since that was on my list of How to End
Business Transactions, and placed my hand in his. Danilov also
stood and shook my hand in that delicate way a man will shake a
woman's hand.

“Are you ready to start now?”

“My gear is stored in a public locker. I’m ready to
go.”

I smiled. “Then let me show you my
Havilah.”


 


 


 


Deep Space

One day out from Clearly Station

 


“Danilov! Where did you put my – the laser spanner
at?”

Danilov’s head and shoulders were stuck inside a wall
panel near the floor. He was replacing a coolant tube that had
lived beyond its time and had been voted most likely to start a
fire on my ship. Danilov’s torso and legs were scrunched up in the
narrow corridor at an angle unlikely to be comfortable.

He didn’t attempt to take his head out of the wall
before answering me. “In the tool chest, Captain.”

I wrung my hands together. I couldn’t help myself.
“It’s not there,” I said plaintively.

“Well,” Danilov said in a tone that meant he was
trying to remember. “I can’t recall where else it might be. It
thought I put it back. I’m usually pretty careful.”

I harrumphed. “You didn’t put it back,” I said
shortly. “I need you to go find it now and put it away where it
belongs.”

My tone dripped with distress, and after hesitating
for a moment, Danilov said, still without moving an inch, “Okay,
Captain. I’ve just got one more section to replace and then -“

“No!” I cut him off. I couldn’t help it. I stamped my
feet like a child. “You need to go now! Find it now! It can’t be
missing. I can’t have it be missing!”

Danilov finally brought his head and shoulders out of
the wall with a twist of his body. His face showed surprise and
confusion at my loud outburst. “Okay Captain,” he said quietly.
“I’ll go find it now.”

He maneuvered himself to stand, and as he did so I
took the opportunity to quickly wipe moisture from my eyes. Stupid
eyes. Stupid tears. I looked surreptitiously at Danilov. He seemed
to be avoiding my gaze.

“I’ll go look by the starboard engine. I might have
left it there yesterday.”

“Yes,” I said with relief. “That’s a good place to
start. Retrace your steps,” I muttered as I followed him down the
corridor. “That’s a good rule.”

I followed Danilov as he traveled through my ship,
which I think unnerved him, but I didn’t care. I was incapable of
not following him, and yet as he checked place after place and
still hadn’t found the spanner, I became more and more distressed.
The more distressed I became the more I tried to comfort myself by
holding my hands in front of my chest and repeatedly tapping each
finger on both hands against my thumbs while counting under my
breath. The more I did this, the more agitated Danilov became.

Finally, he pressed both of his palms against his
forehead and growled. “Look, I can’t-!” but he stopped himself. He
lowered his hands, his eyes narrowed, and he looked at me. As he
looked at me, his gaze softened, and I recognized the expression
that melted his frustration with my hovering. Pity. I was very well
acquainted with the expression. I didn’t like that Danilov, who was
supposed to be subordinate to me, felt that way now. But pity
helped him to calm down, which helped him to think. “Maybe I left
it in yesterday’s coveralls.”

There was a certainty in his voice that he had lacked
with his previous suggestions, and I knew that that was going to be
the place. I followed him to the door of his tiny room, which held
a bed and a wash stand and a locked chest. I forced myself to stand
outside as he picked up a pair of coveralls from off the floor – I
frowned; he had a dirty laundry bin – and checked the pockets. When
a smile lit his face and he pulled the small but very important
tool out of a pocket, I let out a breath of relief and snatched it
out of his outstretched hand. I held the tool lovingly. “Let’s put
you back,” I told it.

I left Danilov there without a word to him. I could
feel his eyes on my back as I hurried off to the tool chest. I was
relieved to have my tool back, but I couldn't help but wonder, and
worry, about what he was thinking about me.

 



Interviewer: Many autistics use technology to help
them get along in the world. Is there any technology you use to
help you communicate?

Me: Yes.

Interviewer: And what do you use?

Me: I make lists on my tablet to help me remember
sequences of words and actions, like to how to greet someone or say
goodbye. I technically know what to do, but sometimes I will get
the sequence out of order. Or I will use my tablet to make an
outline of a conversation I want to have. That helps keep me
focused.

Interviewer: Is there anything else you use to help
you communicate?

Me: I have a CA, a communication assistant, implant.
It helps me identify the body language, gestures and facial
expressions of people I am talking to or looking at. The
information is displayed in the upper right and left sides of those
respective eyes.

Interviewer: Does it do anything else?

Me: No.

Interviewer: Well, it still sounds like a pretty
amazing device. Can you tell me what brand of CA you use?

Me: No.

Interviewer: Oh. How does it feel to use an implant
like that? Does it feel like a foreign body inside your head, or it
is more like another organ of your body?

Me: It’s like another organ. My dad calls it my sixth
sense. I use it like I use my hands or my feet. It’s just
there.

Interviewer: Did the CA help you identify the
terrorists?

Me: No. Andrei identified them for me.

 


 



 


 


 


Ra’akel System

Planetside on Ra’aekl

 


This was the most relaxing transaction of goods in my
life. I looked with satisfaction between my new 1st mate
and an old customer of mine, a Bengoli merchant named Ranuulf. He
was a squat, gray little male creature whom I had carried cargo for
many times over the years. He was a good customer, unfortunately he
came with a high pitched loud voice that always made me cringe and
accept his offer of payment a little too quickly just so I get away
from his racket. Ranuulf wasn’t a cheat, just cheap and willing to
take advantage of my weakness.

Now though, I stood by with my noise canceling
headphones on and read Danilov’s lips as he haggled for a good
price for 2 crates of zinc paste, a must have for any Ra’akeli
female with a care for personal hygiene, and 3 crates of baby aloe
plants held in stasis for shipping. They were a Ra’aekl delicacy
which they ate deep fried and liberally powered with black
pepper.

Danilov and Ranuulf parted, Danilov pleased and
Ranuulf satisfied with having found a worthy haggling opponent. As
Danilov and I walked away, he handed me a receipt. I took off my
headphones and read it over.

“You did good,” I said, impressed. “You got him to
pay more than I had quoted.”

“It was the aloe. High demand and low stock means
profit for all.”

Amen. “Our business is done for now. We’ll bid on a
cargo lot tomorrow morning, then lift.”

“In the meantime,” Danilov said with that twinkle
back in his eye. “Shore leave?”

“That’s fine.”

“Thank you, Captain!” he said exuberantly, and then
practically ran off deeper into the merchant’s district.

I frowned after him, watching till he disappeared
from sight in the crowd. It had only been four solar days since we
had left Clearly Station. Was I really that bad to be around that
he had to run off at the first opportunity? I felt very
disgruntled with him as I walked back to my ship. Sure, I had
reacted a few times to things that most neurotypical people
wouldn’t be bothered by, but it wasn’t as if Danilov had been the
picture of perfection. He was a huge grump in the morning. He
smelled like onions by the end of the day. He had the habit of
jiggling his feet while we ate so that the galley table vibrated.
And he had eaten all of my favorite fruit wafers, so that I had to
go stock up on more before we lifted.

I could have gone on listing all the ways he had
managed to annoy me in only four days, but was I running away from
him as fast I could? No, I wasn’t. I was stuck doing responsible
things like returning our crate cart back to its rack in the
Havilah’s hold. I had to buy extra wafers for the bottomless
pit. And who knew what kind of things said bottomless pit would do
while on shore leave. I mean, I hardly knew the man. What if he got
into a drunken brawl and landed himself in prison? Did I really
want a person like that on board my ship?

No. No I did not. I walked faster back towards the
docking lot, getting angrier by the minute.

Then I stopped walking abruptly. What the heck was I
angry about? Leg jiggling? Wafer eating? The odor caused by a day
not spent lazing about?

I frowned, but this time at myself. No wonder Danilov
had run off. I was the grump.

 


“What’s that smell?” I asked, walking into my galley
the next morning, my nose wrinkling at the aroma.

Danilov sat at the galley table and smiled – he
actually smiled at me – over a steaming up of-

“Coffee,” he said simply, and took a swig of it. “I
bought some coffee yesterday.” He sent me a twinkly eyed smile.
“Coffee makes me a better man. Especially in the morning.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what to say, so I unlocked a
cupboard and brought down a box of breakfast wafers. I read the
label. Bacon, eggs, spinach, and cheese. My favorite. I opened the
package and immediately crunched down on one wafer. Then I took my
seat at the table.

Danilov was looking at me as if he couldn’t fathom
me, an expression which I was used to seeing on people's faces, so
I ignored him and crunched down on wafers as I read over two lists
I’d just downloaded from the city’s Market and Docking Control
Center. They showed, respectively, all the recently docked ships
and available cargo lots. The River's End had docked last
night at 19:31 – Ident #258349ZFRW – and I knew its captain tended
to bid on mainly on non-perishables. A big commercial hauler owned
by Tyler Inc. – Ident #TY561002LOGX – had arrived at 02:01 this
morning. They were delivering appliances, clothing and spare parts.
Spare parts were always something the small operations scattered in
between the Outer Worlds needed, and big companies like Tyler let
privateers like myself make a buck shipping to small timers in the
middle of nowhere. Then there was the Yellow Ribbon – Ident
#650197FGTE – which I knew liked to carry-”

“Want some coffee?” Danilov asked me, interrupting my
study.

I didn’t look at him as I answered. “No. I don’t like
it.” Then I remembered my manners and looked at him, or rather, at
his nose. “No thank you.” I looked back at my lists. The Yellow
Ribbon had docked at only an hour before at 4:49 and liked to
carry small arms and small pets.

Danilov cleared his throat. “Captain, could I ask you
for something?”

I stopped my perusal. “For what?” I asked
suspiciously.

He pointed casually to my packet of wafers that was
almost gone by now. “Uh, these wafers – they’re great emergency
rations or on the go food when you’re in a pinch, but I was
wondering if we could bring along some perishable food. Before we
lift.”

I looked at him down my nose. “Perishable food?”
Perishable food perished. And then smelled.

“Yeah. Nothing fancy. We wouldn’t have to have a
lot…”

“I don’t want to have to cook,” I said with a frown.
“Cooking can make the air smelly.”

“Well,” Danilov said, obviously not wanting to lose
this favor. “What about fruit? Apples, bananas, peaches…”

“Fruit?” I latched onto that idea. If it would stop
him from eating my all my mango wafers, then… “Yes. We can buy
fruit. You can have a budget of 20 credits.”

“Thank you Captain!”

He was really pumped by my acquiescence. Either he
hated my food wafers that much, or coffee really did make him a
better man. Without telling him, I added coffee to the ship’s
permanent shopping list. Then I went back to my lists of ships and
their cargoes.

 


“Captain Stone?”

“Are you finished with the bidding?” I was staring
off into the crowd as Danilov walked up and stood beside me. He
handed me a tablet with two contracts for me to look at.

“Yes. I got the salsa and the bolts of Dalonian silk,
but not the toilet seats.”

That was funny to him – bathroom humor was always
supposed to be funny, I was told – but I wasn’t in the mood to
smile at that moment.

“That’s alright,” I said brusquely, my tone making
Danilov look at me sharply with a question on his face. “We need to
load up fast and leave now.”

I turned and started walking in the direction of our
salsa client. I was moving fast, almost running and slipping easily
through the market crowd. I didn’t like to be touched or jostled by
strangers, so I had learned early how to sidle and scurry. Danilov,
who was taller than me by almost a head and broader of course, had
to shoulder his way rudely through the crowd to catch up.

“What’s the rush? What’s up Captain?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I didn’t have the words
because I was focused on a list I was making in my head.

“Captain,” Danilov reached out and placed a hand on
my arm, bringing both of us to a halt. “What’s wrong?”

I jerked my arm away from his grip and whipped
around. “Don’t touch me! I don’t like it.”

Danilov stopped and put his hands up in the air.
“Sorry. But something is wrong.”

I turned away. Explaining things to Danilov was not
on my list of things to do. I found my salsa vendor, an older human
male with two prosthetic arms who I had shipped for before, and
after I went through the ritual of securing half-payment and the
cargo, I turned the salsa crates over to Danilov, who had remained
silent throughout my dealing.

“Take these crates back to the Havilah. I’ll
get the silk bolts and I will meet you at the ship.”

Danilov was stubborn. He didn’t move right away, but
asked in a low but tense voice, “Captain, is something
wrong?”

“Yes,” I said impatiently. “When you are done loading
the salsa, run thru pre-flight and warm the engines. As soon as I’m
on board with the silk, contact Tower Control and request take-off
parameters.”

“Are we running from something? Or someone?”

“Yes. Now go to the ship.”

For a moment I thought Danilov was going to grab me
again, but he didn’t. Instead he just asked with great frustration
in his voice, “But who-”

My patience, always thin, wore out and I snapped at
him. “I gave you an order and you are wasting my time. Do as you
are told.”

Danilov blew irritated air out his nose, but said,
“Aye Captain. I will.” He grabbed hold of the handle of the crate
cart that was carrying the salsa and turned and roughly steered it
in the direction of my ship. I didn’t bother to watch him long. I
took a deep breath and hurried toward the silk vendor.

No matter where I docked at, at every half hour I
downloaded Control's constantly updated list of docking and
departing ships. At exactly 7:11, a ship owned by Yalazc and Co.
Ident #401575GUPZ, had docked. It was piloted a man named Daniel
Marionn, and he had accosted me on 4 different worlds. He had
learned on the 3rd world not to put his hands on me, but
that hadn’t stopped his mouth from running on the fourth world.

And words had always hurt worse than a punch.

A month had passed since I’d last seen him, since
he’d last seen me, and now I kept scanning the crowd as I slipped
thru it on my way to the silk vendor. I was less likely to run into
him in this part of the market than where the salsa vendor had
been, but I didn’t want to let my guard down.

I found the silk vendor and went through getting
authorizations and partial payment, and then loaded the bolts on my
crate cart. As I moved, I kept to well peopled areas where he was
less likely to frequent. When I had first run into Marionn, it had
been at a metal vendor I was collecting cargo from. The second time
had been outside a bar. I didn’t go to bars, but they did lie along
streets just like other businesses and he had just happened to see
me pass by. Marionn, by my calculations, seemed to frequent places
where macho men were welcome. I was currently passing down a street
filled with women's clothing shops. Unless there was an even more
twisted side to him than I had already seen, Marionn was not likely
to be on this street.

But to get back to the docking lot, I had to pass
through a gate with a security check, and there was a line. It was
short, but it was a place I couldn’t stay away from. On the other
hand, there was security, so if Marionn did find me, he couldn’t
put a hand on me. I got in line and waited my turn to enter the
docking lot.

“Hello, idiot.”

I jumped in fright. He was right behind me; his
breath tickled my ear and defeat coursed through me. So close. I
could see the rear end of my Havilah from where I stood.

“You’re supposed to say, “Hello,” back,” Marionn
breathed.

I did not turn around to look at him. The line moved
up two paces, and I eagerly moved along with it.

He stuck close though. “You know, I’ve been doing
some research into your mental condition. Wanna’ know what I found
out?”

“Yes,” I said clearly, even though autism is not a
mental condition.

My reply threw him off his guard, as was my
intention. I had been studying ways of handling bullies. My first
line of defense was my mouth. My last line of defense was the gun I
wore under my jacket. The line moved up again. Almost to the
gate.

Marionn recovered quickly. “Well, I learned that
people like you don’t know how to talk like real people, and you
have to be fed lines that you repeat, like parrots. So as far as I
can figure, Captain Polly, you’re nothing but a trained
animal, parroting lines you’ve heard other people say.”

We were at the gate. I held up my ident card and my
tablet for the security to scan and was allowed through. I walked
as fast as I could without seeming to run. I was almost to the
Havilah when Marionn caught up with me.

“Now, how does a trained parrot like you get to be
the captain of a space ship? Whose dick did you tease to get a
license? ‘Cause I don’t know any official who would give a license
to a person who can’t hold a conversation like a normal human
being, let alone allow you to be in control of a whole ship. It’s
like letting a blind person drive an air car.”

Marionn was talking pretty loudly, and what he was
saying was humiliating, but that was his whole point. Reacting, I
knew, was the last thing I wanted to do. So I ignored him and
pushed my cart to the big cargo door and pressed my thumb to the
lock to unlock and open it. The segmented door slid down and made a
ramp I could walk up. I could see the crates of salsa already
locked down and could feel the engines humming.

“Rraahh! Polly want a word?” Marionn mocked me in a
parrot's voice from the street that was now below me. He knew
better than to try to get on my ship. “Rraahh!”

I escaped inside the hold and hit the door’s
mechanism so it could slide up. Before it closed so far that I
couldn’t see Marionn’s face anymore, I told him in the most even
voice I could manage, “That is a completely inaccurate imitation.
Perhaps you should research parrot calls and try again the next we
time we meet.”

“Bitch!” called Marionn before the door slid
completely shut and blocked him out.

I stood facing the door for a moment unable to move
and let a silent tear fall down my cheek, then another. I sniffed
twice and let out a ragged sigh.

“Captain.”

Danilov’s voice made me jump. I quickly wiped my
face, but I didn’t turn around. “Yes?”

“Tower gave us parameters. We’re third in line to
lift.”

“Okay.” I still hadn’t turned around. I was waiting
for Danilov to go.

“Captain, who was that?” he asked quietly.

I didn’t want to talk about it. “I don’t know,” I
said mechanically. I could tell Danilov wasn’t going to go away, so
tiredly I told him, “Stow this silk, please. I’ll pay our bill and
take us up.”

Sometime later, after we had lifted and were
out-system with a new course laid in, Danilov came into the control
room and sat down next to me in the copilot’s chair. He didn’t say
a word, just checked systems that were already green. In deep
space, the Havilah's computer flew, not me, so I pulled my
knees up under my chin and wrapped my arms around my legs. Then I
began a speech that I had spent the last half hour outlining on my
tablet, my eyes focused on the navigation map in the piloting
console in front of me.

“Danilov, I am very good with numbers. Navigation
between stars is easy for me. Mechanics and electronics is easy,
just a puzzle to be solved. But a lot of things are hard for me.
Before I ever set foot on a space ship, I spent ten years and two
months inside simulators because I had to learn by rote how to cope
with everything about life in space that is easy for everybody
else. I had to learn how to obey orders instantly instead of
getting lost in my own head over what was said to me. Random things
scared me to death, like blinking lights and alarms. I had to learn
to cope with piloting through space junk and asteroids, how to deal
with emergencies and distress calls, alien cultures, the protocols
of a 100 different worlds. I memorized them all. I died 1 million
different ways in the simulators, but I learned how to function and
how to not be a liability to my crew.

“But I’m still different from other humans. Usually
people don’t care, because there are so many different kinds of
people out roaming the galaxy now that different is normal. But
humans can tell there is a difference. Often, it doesn't
matter to them. But sometimes humans treat me like I’m a child.
Sometimes they won’t trust me with their business. Sometimes they
are cruel.”

I paused to look at Danilov, but he didn’t say
anything, just looked at me with some expression I couldn’t
translate. I looked back at the navigation map. “Daniel Marionn is
a bully, but I can handle bullies. I make a recording of every
encounter with him, and if I need to, I have a lawyer that can take
care of him.”

I put my legs down, deciding that it wasn’t a very
“in charge” position. I faced Danilov, looking at his nose. “Why
did you hesitate to follow my orders to go to the ship? Why did you
try to force me to tell you what was going on?”

Danilov opened his mouth, but nothing came out, so he
closed it. He looked rather ashamed, I thought.

“Do you think I’m a child or that I’m stupid?” I
asked calmly. I was not angry.

Danilov shook his head, his cheeks turning red. “Of
course not. I just…”

I waited for him to speak. There was no point in my
trying to guess what he would say because I had no idea what was
going through his male mind.

“I guess, I feel like I should understand you,
because you’re human. And since I don’t understand you, I kind of
want to protect you. And being sent away when you were alarmed…it
was hard for me to understand why you’d want to do that because
you’re so…”

I waited for him to find the right word, not
speaking, not moving a muscle.

Danilov shook his head in frustration. “Look, all my
Captains have always been old or crusty or both, but you’re…” He
looked at me and his blush deepened. “Not.” He sighed as if
disgusted with himself and let his head fall against the chair
back. “I am a giant stereotype.”

He looked so distressed, but I had no idea what to do
except reach out with a hand and pat him exactly twice on a
shoulder and say, “I’m sorry.”

Which made him laugh. I didn’t know why he thought it
was funny, but at least he was laughing.

“Danilov, I need something.”

He stopped laughing and looked at me solemnly.

“I need to know that you can see me, not
as...whatever it is you see me as right now, but as the captain of
this ship. As your captain, a person you can trust to make
the right decision. I need to know you see me as capable, despite
the fact that I am different.”

Danilov nodded. “I can do that. “

“Good. Otherwise I’ll fire you.”

His mouth quirked up in a half smile. “Yes,
ma’am.”


 


 


 


2 Years Later

Ios, Krammer System

 


“I’ve changed my mind. I want you to take me back to
my Havilah.”

“I can’t. You promised me you would go. You can’t
break your promise.”

I gripped the hold bar of the aircar Andrei Danilov
was driving, my knuckles white. Andrei's driving was fine; I was
just nervous and looking for a way to get out of meeting his
family.

“Besides, my mother is looking forward to meeting
you. She was very disappointed in me for not bringing my new
captain with me on Touchdown Day last year. You don’t want her to
be disappointed again, do you?”

“Since I don’t know her, I don’t think I’ll be
bothered by guilt.”

Andrei smiled without taking his eyes off the stark,
gray landscape that whizzed by us. Ios was an icy planet that
orbited a red, weak sun whose evening rays made the sky a delicate
pink. There was only one spaceport on the backwater planet, which
lay at its equator, where there was a narrow temperate zone. We had
parked my Havilah there at the spaceport and rented an air
car to make the hour long, high speed trip south over dry tundra to
the Danilov home at Oleg’s Ice Mine & Water Supply. The Danilov
family owned a freshwater lake along with underground aquifers and
ice caverns the size of Earth’s Australia. They sold water to a
quarter of the Outer World’s colonies and the ships that roamed
there.

“You can’t break your promise. My mother will eat me
alive if I come without you.”

I chewed on that, damning him for having wheedled the
promise out of me in the first place. It had been a moment of
weakness only; a momentary lapse in judgment. That lapse had
occurred two weeks ago on the anniversary of my mother’s death. I
had been far from my home and I hadn’t been able to talk to my
father, since he was dealing with business. I had been feeling low,
and since Andrei had decided that we were “buddies”, he had
determined that what I needed was a little pampering, which in his
mind meant getting fed by his mother.

“Doesn’t your family have pets? You know I don’t like
pets.”

“I called ahead to make sure they get ready. The dogs
will be in their kennels.”

“Doesn’t your sister have 15 small children? You know
I don’t like children. They move quickly and they cry and they
smell. They can puke on you at any moment.”

Andrei’s shoulders shook in silent laughter and I
whacked him on the arm.

“Hey! I’m driving here!” he complained
good-naturedly. “She’s only got three kids and they’re good kids.
And they won’t puke on you. I swear.”

I noticed he didn’t promise that they wouldn’t cry or
smell or jump all over me.

“Samantha, it will be great. You will have a good
time. I promise.”

Andrei had also decided that since we were buddies he
could call me by my first name when we weren’t doing business. He
got away with it because that charming smile of his still made my
heart skip a beat. More than one beat nowadays.

“Did you tell them I’m an autistic?” I asked in a
firm voice.

“Yes,” Andrei answered, serious once more. “They know
basically what to expect. But seriously Samantha, they’re not
jerks. They raised me, and you've come to more than just
tolerate my existence. Look, we’re getting close.”

The Danilov's lived in the middle of nowhere. There
were no buildings or houses in sight, just tundra and moss and
little yellow hillocks as far as the eye could see. “Close to
what?” I asked.

Andrei pointed an arm straight in front of us. “See
that little rectangle in the distance?”

I squinted. I did see it. Barely. “Yes.”

“That’s home.”

I didn’t understand what he was saying, so I just
waited and watched the little rectangle in silence.

The rectangle grew in size and height and quickly
came to look like a chimney that seemed to go straight into the
ground. “They live below ground?”

“Only way to stay warm here,” Andrei said cheerfully.
A few minutes later we pulled up in front of a huge yard surrounded
by a wire fence and a wide gate with a large unwelcoming red sign
that said, “Trespassers will be shot dead.” Beyond the gate, along
an uneven gray stone path, stood a very tiny “house” with a red
door.

“That is a shed.”

“It's a front door,” Andrei explained and he the
engine on the car. “There's stairs straight down from it that lead
to a mud room and beyond that, living space. The garden behind the
“shed” is actually our roof.”

“And that chimney…?”

“It's an ignitable beacon, not a chimney. You got to
have one around here because there aren't any landmarks for a
person to use to orient oneself. For newbies like you, if it wasn't
for the beacon, it would be easy to miss the house unless you
physically drove up right next to it.

“Where are the mines?” I asked as we unbuckled our
safety straps and took off our helmets.

Andrei pointed east. “The lake is that way a few
miles over. It’s a noisy operation, and my great grandpa, who built
this house for my great-grandma, wanted to live in quiet. But there
is an underground tunnel from the house to the main mining office.
It’s convenient in the winter.”

He got out of the air car, opened the trunk and
pulled our two duffel bags out. One was mine, the other heavier one
was his. I didn’t get out of the car after him though. I sat still
staring at the yard, taking it in. There were kid’s toys and four
empty dog houses inside the fence, and 3 heavy-duty air cars parked
outside. The place looked worn but loved. It was also deserted.

Andrei walked around to my side and opened my door
for me, but didn’t say a word. He knew I was centering myself. His
patience touched me, but I didn’t want to wear it out. I made
myself smile and lift one foot, then the other, out of the car and
stand up.

“Ready?”

I nodded and reached out to take my duffel. Andrei
shook his head. “I got it. Come on.”

My turn to obey orders.

 


Andrei’s family was big, loud, brightly dressed and
they all converged on him as if they hadn’t seen him in years
instead just one year ago.

“Andy, my baby!”

“Dad! Andy’s here!”

“Hey, Barfhead!”

“Son, you made it! Glad you’re home again.”

There was much hugging and kissing and back slapping
and inspecting of his weight. The clot of people seemed to absorb
Andrei into them, sucking him into the middle like a marble dropped
into a bowl of pudding. I stayed put where I was, pressed against
the door that separated the mud room from the flight of 12 stairs
that led up to the front door. The family was making an obscene
amount of noise over Andrei and I kept one hand on the door’s
lever, ready to make an escape should the family try to envelope me
into them too.

After what felt like an eternity but was actually
only one minute and thirty-three seconds of enthusiastic greeting,
Andrei reappeared and attempted to take control.

“Okay, okay! Guys. Our guest.”

Like a flipped switch, the family quieted. 22 pairs
of eyes were suddenly fixed on me. I began to lift the lever.

But Andrei was quick. He was beside me before I’d
realized he’d moved. “It’s okay,” he murmured, putting his hand
ever so lightly at the small of my back to urge me forward.
“They’ll behave.”

He didn’t know it, but the only reason I moved at
that moment was because my heart and stomach were doing somersaults
at his touching me like that. My legs moved me forward in an
attempt to get away from that hand so that I could get my bodily
organs under control. But that motion brought me to into the crowd
of people, and the amount of them made me press backwards into
Andrei’s hand. In short, in a matter of seconds I was a hormonal,
overstimulated, tongue-tied mess.

I did the only thing I could do. I closed my eyes and
recited pi silently in my head until my heart and my head quieted.
My stomach was still roiling though when I opened my eyes. Andrei
was standing in front of me, looking down at me. He was shielding
me from his family. He didn’t look overly concerned about what I
was doing; after two years of working and living together, he was
used to me by now.

“Ready?” he mouthed.

I nodded, though I wasn't convinced.

With a smile that reached his eyes, Andrei stepped
aside and said, “Family, this is my captain and friend, Samantha
Stone. Samantha, this is my family.”

Someone somewhere had taken our duffel bags out of
his hands, so he once more propelled me forward by barely touching
the small of my back again. As we moved, he gave people names.
“Samantha, this is my mom Sophia, my dad Oleg, granddad Oleg,
grandma Rita. That's my sister Faith and her husband Tomas. Their
kids: Blaine, Saphire and Rita Jr.””

I barely paid attention. We were suddenly in a big
living room, filled with bookshelves, tables, comfy looking leather
couches and chairs – and more people.

“This is my big brother Oleg W. and his wife Monica.
That’s their daughter Mint. My little pain of a brother Roger” –
Roger threw a child’s building block at Andrei’s head. He caught it
and playfully threw it back. “Where’s Pilar? Sick, oh well that’s
too bad.” To me, “Pilar is Roger’s girlfriend. Over at that table
there is Uncle Piotr and that's his wife Penny. Over there are
their kids, my cousins Anita, Diane and Nick. That’s my other
cousin Pella and her husband Xavier. Pella’s got twin buns in the
oven. She’s also got first dibs on this level’s bathroom.”

I waved because I was supposed to, but I didn’t
remember a single person’s name. To their credit, Andrei’s family
didn’t throng around me like they had with him, but the attention
and the amount of people talking to me and to each other left me
confused and flustered. The moment I started tapping my fingers
together soothingly, Andrei must have made some sign, because his
mother, a tall woman with beefy arms and leathery hands, clapped
said hands together to get the crowds’ attention.

“All right everyone! We’ve mobbed Captain Stone
enough. Now there are lots of chores to be done before supper will
be ready. Hop to. Andy, go help your brothers.” She looked down at
me kindly. There was curiosity in her hazel eyes. “You come with me
into the kitchen, dear. It’s warm and quiet in there.”

I shot a look at Andrei. He didn’t look alarmed at my
prospect of going with his mother, whatever her name was, so I let
her lead me through the living room and passed a swinging door into
a place that smelled…like fish.

I don't like fish.

 


“So, how is my son treating you?”

I had been sat down at an old trestle table in the
middle of the Danilov’s huge kitchen and was given a plate of fried
soybeans with a gross vinegar hot sauce and a glass of something
deliciously fizzy called kombucha. I didn’t touch the soybeans but
was already making my way through my second glass of fizzy
goodness.

I set my glass down. It was hand-blown and beautiful.
“Fine,” I said. “He’s a good employee.”

“Oh?” Sophia asked. She quirked an eyebrow.

I nodded. Grandma Rita sat down next to me at the
table with a plate of raw fish and started to fillet them with
practiced ease. I watched her in fascination as her deadly sharp
knife flashed and added, “I’ve only had to threaten to fire him
twice.”

“We call this creature a jade fish,” grandma
interjected in a gravelly old woman voice. “Because of the color of
its top scales. Makes it hard for the birds to see it in the
water.”

Sophia was looking at me as if she wanted me to
elaborate on my answer, but I didn’t know what she wanted me to
say, so I didn’t speak.

“And you’ve become close over the past two years?”
she asked.

“Yes.” I studied her face carefully. Sophia looked
like she was in pain. She wanted me to talk more, I realized. She
wanted me to tell her a story, something I was not good at
doing.

“Yes. We use one another's first names now. So we are
friends. Last year Andrei beat up a man who was bothering me, and I
bailed him out of jail.” Trying to think, I gave each bubble in my
hand blown glass two taps each. “Uhh. He tries to get me to eat
different kinds of foods. It’s a little annoying, but he’s good at
fixing things and haggling. He's always wanting to see the inside
of my cabin, but I don't let him.”

Grandma Rita paused in her work to point her knife at
me. “Well, I have to say I approve of that. No man wants to buy a
cow after he's already milked it.”

I don't do a lot of gestures, but that comment
confused me so much that I cocked my head and screwed my face.
“What? I don't understand what you mean.”

Sophia's cheeks turned red, but she smiled and waved
her hands at me. “It's okay, don't worry. It's an old saying. Go
on, now. Tell me more about you two.”

I racked my brain for more to say. “Sometimes he gets
a little too…male, so I have to remind him to stop being a
stereotype.”

This last caused both older women to bust out in
laughter. “Oh, oh!” Sophia said, waggling a wooden spoon in my
direction. “That’s a good one. I’ll have to use that on his
father.”

“And where are you from my dear?” Grandma Rita asked
me after she stopped chuckling.

“From the Inner Worlds. Altaera.”

“That’s a rich world,” Rita said. “And your
family?”

“Yes.” I answered.

Rita frowned. “Yes what?”

I blinked in confusion. I had answered her question,
hadn't I?

Sophia jumped in. “Does your family live on Altaera
still?”

“Oh” I said, understanding now. “Yes. And they are
also rich.”

“What are their names?” Sophia asked while Rita just
chuckled and shook her head.

“My father’s name is William. I have one sister.
She’s named Christina.”

“Your mother?”

“Her name is Havilah. She died seven years ago. She
fell off a mountain. She didn’t die from the fall though. A
mountain cat ate her. We only recovered a few bones to put in her
casket.”

“That’s…tragic,” Sophia said, at a loss for words at
my bluntness.

Grandma Rita finished filleting her final fish with a
flourish. “That reminds me of my aunt Gerda. She was one of the
first settlers of Ios. She fell into a crevasse in one of the North
Sea Glaciers. Froze to death. She was found about 60 years later,
perfectly preserved. She was a beautiful woman. We had to keep her
out in the shed for 6 months, till the thaw came. You can’t bury a
body very easily here. Ground is frozen solid for most of the year.
Her tomb is beautiful, and so is she, still.”

“Wow,’ I said, utterly fascinated.

Sophia cleared her throat. “And how old are you,
Samantha?”

I turned back to her and took a sip of fizzy
kombucha. “57.”

Sophia made a face as if weighing something in her
mind. “That’s only nine years difference.”

“That’s not strange at all, so don’t worry dear,”
Grandma Rita said, patting me on my hand, the one that had been
tapping bubbles.

I had no idea what they were talking about. I pulled
my hand away and tucked it in my lap under the table so that she
couldn’t touch me there again.

“Well, we’re glad to meet you and have you here,”
Sophia said warmly. “Andy doesn’t usually bring anyone home.” She
smiled at me before turning away to stir a pot of something smelly
on the stove. “I hope I’m not overstepping myself here, but it’s
good to think about him settling down.”

I blinked at her, shocked. “Did Andrei say he was
going to live here again?”

Sophia turned back and opened her mouth to reply, but
different voice cut her off in a panic.

“Oh my God, Mom! What are you doing?”

It was Andrei, wearing thick boots and a funny,
furred hat. I laughed at him. “That’s a nice hat.”

He made a face at me as he passed and stood very
close to his mother. “This is my friend mother. My friend
and captain. That’s it.”

“Are you going to stay and live here again?” I asked,
alarmed at the thought of losing him. He was really a capable
second, after all. And that was all, I told my beat skipping
heart.

“No,” he told me firmly. “No one is settling down
anywhere.” He looked sternly at his mother. “Capiche?”

Sophia had turned an interesting red color. “Yes,
okay. Sorry. But you could see how a mother could assume…”

“Not really,” Andrei said curtly.

“Mothers often want their children to live close by,”
I interjected from behind them. “My mother wanted me close when she
was still alive.”

“Her mother was eaten by a mountain cat,” Grandma
Rita told Andrei. “Doesn’t that remind you of your great-aunt
Gerda?”

“Okay,” Andrei said. He sounded like he was
surrounded by crazy people he was trying to appease. “Come on,
Samantha.” He came around and dragged my chair backwards. “Let me
give you a tour.”

“Okay,” I said, trying to go with the flow despite
the fact that I was very confused. I felt like I had missed
something. But, unlike my dealings with other people, I didn’t feel
embarrassed, so I followed him, and even waved good bye at
Rita.

“I like your Grandma,” I said as we stepped back into
the big family room. “How do you bury people on this planet?”

 


Dinner was casual, and consisted of heavily spiced
fish stew with bread. The whole family ate together in the family
room, on eight small folding tables that were shoved together to
make one long slightly uneven tabletop. Everyone talked while they
ate, and the main topic was politics.

I do not like politics. I find the entire subject to
be confusing, illogical and annoying. If I could have my own way, I
would be happy with the installation of a benevolent dictatorship;
just make good laws and enforce them fairly. But benevolent
dictators are hard to find, and people just don’t go for
dictatorships. They like having a “voice”. I know from personal
experience that the only “voices” politicians hear come with deep
pockets and expensive lawyers. And it goes without saying that the
voices with the deepest pockets are usually not out to make things
fair for all.

So I tried to tone out the Danilov’s talk of politics
and focused on choking down a few tiny bites of Sophia's stew. And
of course, since I was the guest, I got a huge helping and she
watched me like a hawk to make sure I was enjoying it.

Have I mentioned that I am a terrible actor?

“So, Samantha,” boomed Andrei’s father. He talked
loudly all the time, as if he was half deaf. I was seated as far
away from him as possible, but still his loud voice made me wince.
“How goes the privateering business?”

“Fine,” I said, taking a bite of bread and butter.
The bread was very good.

“We supply water to most of the outposts in this
sector of space, and the big companies like Tyler and Experion are
trying to nose their way in. They’re trying to undercut us, but
it’s been hard because we’re so remote from the Inner Worlds that
shipping water here is pricey and people like to buy local. But an
eventual move in of one of those fancy companies is on the horizon.
What are you seeing as a small cargo carrier?”

I swallowed my piece of bread, but I didn’t answer.
Oleg had said a mouthful about his own situation, but I didn’t
quite know how to compare it to my own experiences.

Before my silence could become too awkward for Oleg
and the myriad listeners, Andrei interjected, “We have seen some
movement on the companies’ parts to try to take over areas of trade
that have traditionally fallen to the smaller operators, and a few
privateers have folded, but Samantha has some pretty ingenious ways
of keeping her business up.”

And that gave me a direction. I smiled at him. He
was my friend. “I like numbers. I remember them forever. I
know the Ident numbers of every ship that I come across, the times
they are likely to arrive at dock, and their preferred cargoes.
Therefore, I am able to know which are the best cargoes to bid for,
when, and where to sell them. I also maintain shopping lists for
clients who require special items that the big companies may not be
able to carry easily or for a good price.”

Someone, I don’t remember her name, asked uneasily,
“Do you mean contraband?”

“Black market items?” someone else asked.

“I did not say that,” I said testily. Though
sometimes I did run contraband, but not for the black market. I was
more of a ‘worthy cause’ kind of gal. “There are many things that
the big companies won’t bother shipping, odd items or hard to find
specialty items that I am good at finding.”

“Like what?” someone else asked. A male voice.

There were really too many people in Andrei’s family.
I had no idea who was talking to me or to whom I was talking too.
It was becoming frustrating.

“Like butter,” Andrei spoke up. “Whiskey, aloe
plants, red dye #2. Oatmeal soap. What was that load we delivered
to that doctor over on Handril, Sam?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. I didn’t like nicknames.
“Yo-yos.”

“Yeah. The kids are batty for them there, and he has
to give’em all their immunizations. The yo-yo’s were handmade by
some old men on Vaona. That cargo load wasn’t even on the big
companies’ radars.”

“Ah,” said Oleg loudly.

The conversation went on from there without me.
Andrei said something about being squeezed nonetheless. Another
voice mentioned the corruption of the Council, how lobbyists were
slowly ruining the looser way of life that we in the Outer Worlds
enjoyed, and how the price of water was going up but that miners
were being paid less and less. Then there was the whole outrage
over the Galactic Preservation Society, or GPS for short, a group
of eco-activists whose dead leader, Robert Morrow, had hailed from
Altaera. The group had been becoming more violent over the years
and had recently turned terrorist when they had blown up an ore
mining operation in an asteroid belt in the Raquell system. Their
current spokesman, who was careful to mask his face and alter his
voice, had told the media that they wanted to keep the beautiful
belt intact and virgin.

The GPS had killed 71 people, miners and their
children, in the explosion.

During this, I was calculating in my head how long it
would be till I could sneak off into the room I’d been given to
sleep in so I could break into my secret stash of food wafers. I
had brought lasagna flavored ones in my luggage. It wasn’t that I
was unmoved by these events and facts – I was, but like I said
before, I find politics to be confusing. It is hard enough for me
express myself and my opinions without a great deal of rehearsal
and help from the endless lists I keep on my tablet, let alone try
to join an emotional argument about extremists and lazy politicians
and greedy commercial giants.

My personal opinion is simple: just be kind. Since I
had no way of making people follow that advice, I just chose to
think about things I could control, like my dinner.


 


 


 


Raquell System

Three Months Later

 


“Why are we going here?”

Andrei shook his head at me as he marched me toward a
big colonnaded museum atop a low hill at the south end of a public
park. It was the fifth time I’d asked him that question.

With a long-suffering sigh, Andrei asked, “Samantha,
tell me; how many different planets have you been to?”

I didn’t have to think about the answer. “51.”

“And on how many of those worlds have you seen
anything beyond the docking lots and the merchant’s sector?”

“Zero,” I said firmly.

“And that right there is exactly why we are going
here,” Andrei said, flinging his arm towards the huge museum. “This
planet is a bastion of culture with a thriving tourist scene, and I
am going to take advantage of our visit here. And, as your
friend, it’s my job to force you to do the same.”

Ugh. I hate museums. Can anyone say, “Yawn?”
Unless…

“Do they have the history of math here?”

“Uhh,” Andrei paused at the top of the stairs that
led to the museum’s entry. “They have the history of flight. That’s
math.”

No it wasn’t. “I already know the history of flight,”
I said testily.

“Memorized it in school did you?”

“Yes.”

That answer actually took Andrei by surprise, a
reaction which pleased me greatly. He faltered in his forward
momentum for a step. Then, “Samantha Stone, what is rule #3 in How
to Be a good Friend?”

How did he know about that list? Had he been looking
at my tablet? “Be interested in your friend’s hobbies slash
interests.”

Andrei put a finger up. “History is my interest. My
hobby as a kid was putting together model ships. I wanted to fly
them, of course. The Navy let me do that. But those are the modern
ones. There are so many ships out there I haven’t had the chance to
run my hands over, and here is a place where I can do that. And
since you’re my friend – you are my friend, aren’t you?”

That smile. Those eyes. I blushed. “Yes.”

“Great! Then as my friend-”

We reached the entry to the museum, and I toned
Andrei out as I looked at its doors through narrowed eyes. To
enter, I would have to maneuver through revolving doors. They
weren’t my favorite – they required concentration on my part to
deal with successfully. I took a deep breath, tensed my body and
just as we were about to step into them, we both heard an explosion
sound in the not so far distance, and the ground shook under our
feet.

Andrei turned around to look. “What the…”

Then a shockwave hit us.

I was picked up, or pushed – I don’t know for sure –
forward through a layer of shattering glass, then another, in what
seemed like a split second. I landed, but I don’t remember landing.
I do remember opening my eyes and looking up and seeing a gaping
hole in the ceiling above me. I was covered in dust and lying in
chunks of debris. The air was thick with dust and smoke from a fire
that burned somewhere. I coughed and attempted to take some deep
breathes as I tried to understand what had just happened, but that
was a mistake. Somehow I ended up on my hands and knees, coughing
even harder.

My brain felt fuzzy. I was bloody but whole, though I
couldn’t hear a thing. My heart was racing, I was sweating and
shaking. The air smelled terrible. I could see a few people
stumbling about, checking on lumps of unmoving fabric and twisted
limbs.

Then a thought went through me like electricity.
Where was Andrei? He was not at my side, he was not one of the dust
covered, coughing figures stumbling about. I looked around
frantically.

“Andrei?” I tried to yell, but my voice came out as a
croak and I had to double over and cough again.

I tried again. “Andrei!” That was stronger.
“Andrei?!” I screamed. My hearing was coming back, and his lack of
an answer was starting to panic me like nothing else had so
far.

He’d been standing right next to me. Where could he
be? I looked frantically about myself. I had to fight my natural
instinct to sink to the ground and hit my head against the floor in
grief. My time spent in simulators as a youth, plus my practice as
a captain kicked in, and I began to wildly, if ineffectually, start
flinging pieces of debris all over in an attempt to find Andrei,
all the while calling his name out and wiping tears and blood from
my eyes. All I could think was that he couldn’t be dead. He
couldn’t. I couldn’t imagine what I would do if he was, and
the thought of his not existing in the world terrified me.

“There’s a live one here!” I heard some woman shout.
“Under this display here!”

I turned to look. There was a small crowd gathering
around a display case that must have fallen down from the floor
above us. They were talking to the person pinned beneath it, and he
answered in a weak voice.

Weak it may have been, but I just knew that that
voice belonged to my friend, even though I could still only barely
hear. “Andrei!” I shrieked, and stumbled over to the small crowd. I
pushed my way through the bodies that were helping him and knelt
down by his head. He was cut up, and pinned from the hips down by
the case, but he was alive and when my eyes found his, I just lost
it. I crumpled up beside him, my head bowing over to touch his
shoulder, and I just cried; I was so relieved that he was alive. He
was in too much shock to do much to comfort me, but he knew who I
was – he kept saying my name over and over, “Sam. I’m okay. You’re
okay. Sam.”

I didn’t even care that he was using my nickname.
Someone pulled me away so that an arriving med tech could look
after him, and I allowed that, but I wouldn’t let them take him
away without me. “We’re together. I go where he goes,” I croaked to
the med tech as Andrei was lifted up onto a stretcher.

No one argued with me. We were taken to a hospital
filled with other bombing victims – that’s what the doctors and
nurses called us – bombing victims. There were no empty rooms, so
Andrei’s stretcher was parked in a hallway already lined with
occupied stretchers.

“Your husband will be alright, ma’am,” someone in a
doctor’s uniform told me at one point. I didn’t bother correcting
her on her misconception, not if it gained me information. “He has
a concussion, but he’ll recover from that in no time. He has a more
serious injury to both fibia and tibia in his left leg. The bones
were crushed by a display case, which also severed an artery in
that leg. The case kept the bleeding to a minimum – lucky for him –
and the med tech reattached the artery in the field.”

I signed some forms when someone asked me to, because
I was in reality his emergency contact and his captain, and Andrei
was taken away to have the bones in his leg knitted back together.
I had to wait in the hallway and someone came by to wash me up and
clean and seal the cuts on my face and arms and legs. I had no
worse injuries. Just lots of bruises.

I didn’t talk to anyone. I couldn’t. I didn’t have
the ability to speak then. I was just too overwhelmed. Too rattled.
But I did listen. The news was playing on a screen at the end of
the hallway, and while Andrei was gone, I wandered over to listen
and read the headlines.

GPS. Suicide bomber at the governor’s house, which
had been only three blocks from the museum Andrei and I had been
visiting. 300 dead. Over 2000 wounded in the blast. Millions of
credits of damage to buildings. A highly sophisticated bomb.
Motive? The Governor had planned on signing a bill that would allow
Dynasty Inc., a major vacation company, to turn this world’s third
moon, the entire moon, into a vacation resort. The GPS had declared
it a travesty and a raping of nature. They couldn’t allow the
universe to be ruined. The moon had to be preserved.

It was all nonsense. Weren’t the 300 dead more
important than a moon? Wasn’t Andrei more important? Wasn’t I?

I had to cry then. I couldn’t keep the tears in. I
didn’t want to.

 


“Hey there, Captain.”

I lifted my head from off the edge of Andrei’s bed.
He’d come back from surgery a few hours ago, his leg knit together
but now terribly bruised and swollen. He’d also been asleep - still
knocked out from the anesthesia.

I smiled at Andrei. He looked terrible; I knew I did
too, but it was wonderful to see him awake, his eyes alive with
life and color coming back to his previously ashen face. “How are
you?” I asked, my voice as dry sounding as his was.

“Been better.” He smiled back thinly. “How are
you?”

“Fine. Just scratches. Nothing worse.”

“Good.” Andrei laid his head back as if just that
little bit of talking had exhausted him.

“The museum is gone.”

Andrei closed his eyes. “I don’t want to talk about
it right now. Maybe tomorrow.”

I accepted that. Then a few seconds later,
“Andrei?”

“Hmm?”

“I need to ask you some questions.”

He opened his eyes. “Medical questions?”

I paused, uncomfortable. “You could have died.”

His turn to pause, swallow. “Yup.”

“So could I have.”

No reply.

I didn’t know what his silence meant. “So there are
some things I don’t know about you; things that I realized, while
you were…asleep… that I should know. Because we’re friends. You
know.”

He sighed as if answering questions was the last
thing he wanted to do at the moment.

I pulled out my tablet. “I have a list,” I said with
urgency. “It’s not very long. Please?”

“A list?” A smile blossomed on his face, pulling at
the cracked skin of his lips. “Ok. Ask. My friend.”

 I sighed with
relief at his acquiescence. “What is your favorite color?”

The smile grew a bit more. “Brown.”

I looked askance at him. “Be serious.”

“I am. My favorite color is brown.”

I frowned. That couldn't possibly be normal, having
brown for a favorite color. I raised my eyebrows and went back to
my list.

“Do you want to get married?”

Andrei closed one eye and looked at me quizzically.
“Is this some weird kind of proposal?”

That question shocked and embarrassed me so much that
my mouth moved but nothing came out. Andrei on the other hand, just
dropped his head back on his pillow and waved his hand. “Just
kidding. Yeah. Someday. Sure.”

I took a deep breath and tried to recover my
composure. I felt hot all over. “Do you want to have children?”

“Sure. If I get married.”

“Have you ever killed anyone?”

 

“Yes,” he whispered raggedly. “That’s why I left the
Navy. I just couldn’t get over that part of the job.”

“If I allowed you to have a pet on board ship, what
would it be?”

“Two rats. Female.” His voice was still a little
rough.

“What annoys you the most about me?”

A slight hesitation there. “Nothing about you annoys
me, Captain.”

I looked up from my tablet and frowned at him. “That
is a lie. And I’m not your captain right now. I’m your friend.”

Andrei shook his head, laughing now. “Uh-uh. Not
falling into that trap, Sam. You are my captain and you are
a woman. I am not telling you about the ways I find you
annoying.”

“Oh.” I noticed that he said “ways”. Plural. I chewed
on that thought.

“Do you want to know I like the most about you? That
should be on your list, if it’s not.”

“What do you like the most about me?”

His smile was soft, his eyes a little moist. “You
make me laugh when I just want to hide my head in despair.”

I looked at him quizzically. “When have I ever done
that?”

“Just now.”

“That doesn’t count.”

“Why not?”

I couldn’t answer that.

“Do you know what I like the most about you?” I
eventually said.

Andrei shook his head and closed his eyes. “What do
you like the most?”

“That you’re my friend.”


 


 


 


Saltis Minor

Three Months Later

 


“This is all your fault!”

“Don’t blame me! How was I supposed to know you carry
a gun? It’s not like you’ve ever mentioned the fact.”

I frowned at Andrei. “You shouted. This is
your fault.”

“I did not shout. I exclaimed loudly.”

“You said, ‘Oh my God, you have a gun!’”

“And YOU never told me that you carry a weapon.”

“I have a permit to conceal and carry. I don’t
advertise to people that I do.”

“I’m not people! And if you’d advertised it
even a tiny bit to me, we wouldn’t be in jail on possible terrorism
charges, so this is really all your fault!”

“Will you two shut up!” a guard yelled at us from a
ways off. We shut up, our silence sullen.

A lot had happened in the three months since the GPS
had attacked the governor, and us, in the Raquell system. Raquell
was Inner System too, not some podunk, outsystem hole full of blue
collars, and authorities took the attack there seriously. Security
measures increased in every system. Paranoia and fear were rampant,
whipped up by the media. New laws had been enacted to ensure the
peace and security of the Inner and Outer systems. The newest law
declared that all citizens with a carry and conceal weapons permit
had to wear a badge on their shoulder, “to help the military and
local police to tell the difference between a good guy with a gun
and a bad guy with a gun.”

I thought it was a silly and pointless law; after
all, none of the laws had stopped the GPS, who thanks to their
wealthy Altaeran founder were untraceable and therefore still
running amok. They had hit two more targets over the last three
months. But I obeyed nonetheless, and Andrei, upon seeing me walk
out of a government office wearing my newly purchased badge –
because it of course it couldn’t be free – had asked me, “What is
that?” even though he watched the news and knew exactly what my
badge was.

“It’s a carry and conceal badge,” I had replied, and
I unzipped my jacket – the light jacket I always wore planetside
and never took off till were lifted and exiting a system – and
showed him the underarm holster that carried my R-32 pulse
pistol.

Then he had exclaimed loudly, “Oh my God, you
have a gun!” Some woman had screamed, police bots surrounded us
about five seconds later, the bots shot us with paralytic drugs,
and then we were carted off – literally – to the nearest security
station where we were dosed with anti-paralytics, roughly patted
down and our statements taken.

Well, they tried to take my statement. I was assigned
to a very impatient officer who yelled at me so much I ended up
crouching on the floor in between his desk and the trash can,
crying while Andrei yelled at the top of his lungs for the officer
to leave me alone, that I was autistic, and that he knew the name
and number to my very expensive lawyer.

Somebody somehow shut Andrei up without paralyzing
him again, and a juvenile caseworker was called in to talk to me.
She did, treating me like an adult thankfully, and I let her take
my statement in a voice recorder. Then we were done.

But there was no nice place for the probably innocent
to wait to be released till their stories were corroborated. So we
were locked up together in a 10 x 10 gray cell that smelled like
sweat and pee, and we sat on benches made sticky from god only knew
what. I tried unsuccessfully to not use my imagination there. It
was cold, I was hungry, and it was late, but we had to wait. There
were IDs and my permit to be checked, along with security
footage.

Andrei broke our silence first. “I just can’t believe
you own a gun.”

“Why?” I shot back defensively. “Because I’m
autistic?”

He threw me a disgusted look. “Because you freak out
if you step on a bug or see road kill.”

“Oh.” That did seem reasonable.

“Yeah. Plus, we’ve lived together for how long in the
same 700 square foot box, and you’ve never even mentioned the fact.
How long have you had it?”

“712 square feet.”

“Huh? What are you talking about?” Andrei asked with
frustration.

“The Havilah is 712 square feet.”

Andrei left to his feet and waved his arms around.
“Bloody hell, Samantha! Do I look like I care? And it doesn’t
matter. That isn’t even what I asked you! I asked you how long
you’ve had that gun!”

“This gun? Three years and six months. And 17
days.”

“Okay. At least that’s not recent.” He ran a hand
through his hair which was sticking up on end. Then, “Why do you
even have a gun?”

“Because I need it.”

Andrei shook his head. “No. No one needs a gun
like that. You’re not a hunter that lives off the land, and that is
no rifle. You’re a cracker eating cargo hauler who lives in space,
is scared to death of animals and stays in relative isolation from
people on planets. A gun like yours only does one thing: it kills
people. So why do you need it?”

I didn’t answer him right away. I was too busy trying
to figure out the meaning of the cues Andrei’s body and face were
giving me. He was sad, angry, hurt, betrayed, confused. Too many
feelings for me to read and comprehend at once. I did best dealing
with one basic emotion at a time.

I chose angry. Andrei was angry with me. I didn’t
understand why, but I did know that his being upset with me made me
feel terribly guilty and anxious. I just wanted to talk about
something else.

“I’m really hungry.”

“What – don't change the subject Samantha! I want to
know why you need a gun!”

I didn't answer; I really couldn't. My throat felt
closed off and tight from the tears that were threatening to fall.
I didn't want to cry, so I stared off at the wall opposite from
where he sat, hoping he'd just give up.

“You know what?” Andrei said, his voice quiet, which
meant he was really mad now. I shrunk backwards on my bench.

“You don't want to say, that's fine, but you listen
to me. I HATE guns. Hate. You know why? Because in the Navy, I was
ordered to use them. On people. On the good days, we killed the bad
guys. But on the bad days, we'd get something called bad intel, and
on those days we'd kill innocent civilians. Men, women, kids. Twice
that happened to me. The Navy cleared me, made restitution, but I
still killed. The families of those dead civilians, they called a
murderer. I can't argue with them, Sam. So I HATE guns. Where do
you keep yours? In your cabin?”

I kept staring at the wall. It was covered in dried
spit and curse words. I didn't move or speak. I was getting a
headache.

“Yeah, probably in your cabin. In a safe? Unloaded?
With the safety on? I don't know. Why? Cause that's another thing
I've never seen; the inside of your cabin. You won't step an inch
inside mine – you won't let me even see past your door. Makes me
kind of wonder what other little surprises you have hiding in
there, or around the ship.”

He was being mean and unreasonable. I had no idea
where this entire rant was coming from. Apparently he was very
unhappy with me and was using this occasion to dump on me. I didn't
like it.

“I'm the Captain,” I blurted, my voice cracking as I
strained to keep it even and not burst into tears. “It's my gun, my
ship and my cabin. I make the rules. You don't.”

“Oh, it's Captain, is it?” Andrei opened his
mouth to say something, then closed it and his eyes.

I had hurt his feelings apparently. I hadn't meant
to. I didn't even know how I had. A tear slipped out and down my
cheek.

Andrei opened his eyes, and they were cold. “So I'm
just crew, right? Okay, Captain, if that's the way you want it,
that's the way it'll be.”

What did that mean? I didn't know, and I had a
headache, my stomach was starting to hurt and the floodgates had
opened and I shook with silent tears that were raining down fast.
Andrei saw them and his face softened. He started to rise to come
over beside me, but I didn't want him near me. I was too upset with
him to want him near. So I scooted away, hunched over, hid my head
in my legs and wrapped my arms around my head, trying to hide like
an ostrich. Andrei sighed in frustration but didn't come any
closer.

Good.

But what did he mean, really? I was missing
something, some nuance. Was he mad about the cabins, the gun, both
or something else? Why had reminding him that I was the captain
made him so mad?

We didn't speak to each other till we were told by
security two hours later that we were free to go. Andrei turned
away as I took my pulse pistol back and holstered it in its usual
and comfortable place. After that, he only said, “Yes, Captain,”
when he had to reply to me. He was still mad. It was late by then,
we were both starving and we had to be escorted by security back to
the Havilah because it was past curfew – another new law
that the citizens of Saltis Minor had to thank the GPS for.

When I unlocked Havilah, Andrei marched in,
went straight to his cabin and locked the door behind him. He never
locked his door. I always locked mine, but he never locked his.

I did his chores and mine. As captain, I knew I could
say he was being belligerent and disrespectful, but we'd been
operating more as friends and partners for so long that the lines
were blurred quite a bit, and I didn't know what to do. He wasn't
just my employee anymore. I had hurt him somehow, and not just
today. I didn't know how to fix it.

I went to bed after taking an antacid and a headache
cure. I felt terrible; I tossed and turned all night, trying to
figure out what to do. My greatest fear was that Andrei would leave
in the morning. Saltis Minor was a good place to find a new berth.
I didn't know much, but I did know that I did not want Andrei to
quit and leave. He was my friend. I was his friend. I –

I loved him?

That sounded right, felt right. I loved my friend. I
couldn’t tell him, of course, but I could try to make him want to
stay. But how?

 


“Have we lifted off?”

Andrei entered the control cabin sounding and looking
like himself once more, if a bit fuzzy faced. His hair was
handsomely ruffled from sleep and his coverall was casually half
snapped, showing a white undershirt over a lean torso. He had a
covered cup of coffee in one hand – I had made the coffee for him –
and a croissant in his other – I had bought some at Market early
that morning.

I nodded in answer to his question, watching my
instruments and looking out the view screen as I manually lifted
and piloted our way up and out of Saltis Minor's atmosphere.

“Without any cargo?”

“No. I went out early and made a few bids. I got some
studio sound equipment from a storage auction. I can sell them on
Hertan III for a nice price.”

“And you got this?” he asked, raising his pastry up
slightly.

“Yes. I remember you said you liked them.” He had
told me that last year.

“I do. Thank you.” He sat down in his co-pilot
chair.

“You’re welcome.”

“It's only 5:30. You got a lot of stuff done.”

It was actually 5:31. I replied in a quiet voice. “I
didn't sleep much last night. It just made sense to get up and be
useful.”

Andrei was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t sleep much
either. Sorry I was such a jerk last night,” he grumbled with
embarrassment.

“I'm sorry too,” I replied. We were both silent for a
moment, then I blurted, “But I don't know exactly what I'm sorry
for. I don't understand why you were upset. Or what you were upset
about.”

Andrei dropped his head and rubbed his forehead with
one hand. “Ohhh, I was just surprised and… and assuming things and
expecting things. I just – I just forgot for a little while that we
both play by different rules. I read something once that I try to
remember when I get frustrated with you; that our brains are like
computers with different operating systems. I'm not right, you're
not wrong. I'm not normal, you're not abnormal. We just go about
things in different ways.”

I had heard that one before. He could believe it if
it made him felt better, but I was pretty sure that a neurotypical
me would have understood the nuances of the night before clearly
and would have been able to fix things using communication skills
the autistic me couldn’t dream of grasping.

“But what were you mad about?”

“Nothing. It was stupid,” Andrei dismissed it. “Let's
just move on.”

We left the Saltis system in companionable silence. I
was relieved that Andrei wasn't mad at me for lifting earlier than
usual. My way of making him stay on board was to take the option
away from him. Despite his nonchalance about our argument last
night though, I was still worried he might leave or have lingering
anger, so I entered our course in the navigational computer, set
the autopilot and then faced him so I could look him straight in
the nose.

“Were you mad because I’ve never let you see my
cabin?”

A slight smile quirked the corner of Andrei’s mouth.
“You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

I tapped my fingers together rhythmically. “No. I
don’t want you to be mad at me. I… don’t want you to leave.”

“I’m not going to leave,” Andrei reassured me with a
smile. “You’re a great captain, and we’re good partners. And we’re
friends. I just…” He took a bite of croissant and chewed on it
thoughtfully. “You know how a lot of little things can pile up and
become this big mountain of annoyances that you try to forget about
until something comes along and smacks you in the face and just
surprises the heck out of you? Well, you carrying a gun was that
kind of surprise, and it made the whole mountain of little things
come crashing down. Only, in the light of day, the mountain was
never a mountain, just me being stupid. You know?”

I thought hard about what he said for 1 minute and 11
seconds. “So you think I’m a very annoying person?”

Andrei shook his head ruefully. “No. I think we live
in a 712 square foot space ship and we’re only human.”

“I don’t understand.”

Andrei sighed. “I’m not mad at you because you won’t
let me see the inside of your cabin, or even that you have a gun
that I’ve never known about – though that was a very unpleasant
revelation. I really don't like guns. I guess I was a little upset
because… because in my family there are no secrets. Everyone is
loud and has loud opinions and everyone knows everyone else’s
business. And with you, I feel like everything is a secret, and you
put up barriers that you don’t want me to get around. And it messes
with my head because I don’t know if you put them up because you’re
the captain and I’m your subordinate or if you just don’t want me
to get close, like you don’t trust me. Or maybe you don’t realize
you put them up. But then I remember we live in a 712 square foot
ship and why the hell shouldn’t you have a little space that’s all
your own, and you are the captain, so why shouldn’t you have a few
secrets?” He smiled at me. “I guess I’m trying to say that you’re
not the only one that sometimes gets a little too much into your
own head.”

I blinked. I wasn’t sure what to say after a speech
like that. I’m sorry? Thank you? What did he want?

“Samantha.”

I looked at him with confusion plain on my face. “I
don’t know what to say. I’m not good at relationships – friendships
– that’s why I don’t have many. People just get frustrated; so do
I. I don’t mean to keep secrets,” I said in distress. “I don’t want
you to get mad. I don’t want you to see my cabin because it's mine.
I share my whole ship with you, but my cabin is mine. I don’t have
secrets. And my gun is mine. My father gave it to me. He wanted me
to stay safe. I carry it because he told me to. I’m sorry. I’m
–

“Samantha!” Andrei almost shouted in order to shut me
up. I obeyed. He placed his hands on mine, which were clutching
each other tightly and he squeezed them gently. My heart did a
somersault. “Samantha. You’re my friend. It’s not on your list, but
do you know what a good friend does? A good friend doesn’t expect
more out of a person than they can give. So if you want to keep
your cabin private, I’m okay with that. And if you want to carry a
gun, I’m just going to have to get over that, because we’re
friends. And as your friend, I don’t want you to worry like you are
right now. And I really don’t want you to cry again, so let’s just
forget about yesterday, okay?”

He let go of me and sat back in his seat. For the
first time, I missed his touch. But he didn’t notice, and of course
he couldn’t read my mind. That was the whole problem, I realized. I
needed to talk to him more. Easier said than done.

“Now where did you say we were going?” he asked.
“Hertan III? I’ve never been there before. What are the statistics
for the place?”

I gave Andrei what he wanted: an end to our argument,
but that didn’t mean that I stopped thinking about the whole
matter, and later on when, in the privacy of my cabin, I called my
Dad to talk to him about what Andrei had said, I listened carefully
to his explanation.

“Sweetie, you are an extremely capable person, and I
think it’s great that Andrei doesn’t want to pressure you, but
expectations can also be good for you. If you’re going to grow as a
person, than you need someone prodding you and arguing with you.
Your mother and I did that for each other when she was alive. In
fact, that’s one of the things I miss most, because without her, I
retreat into my shell more, and I get stuck in my ways more. Now
here you have a young man who is your friend, whom you love – which
by the way I think is great, as long as he acts like a gentleman.
If he doesn’t, you let me know and I’ll take care of him, you hear
me? So why not let him in? Why not take advantage of what he holds
out?”

“What does he hold out, Daddy?”

“He’s your friend. He likes you for who you are. He
respects you, and he listens, and he’s not afraid to apologize. He
seems like a very honest young man, and I think that if you ever
bothered to introduce him to me, I would like him very much.”

Daddy made it sound so simple. Maybe it was.

“You just have to talk to him sweetie. He likes to
hear your reasons and opinions. He won’t laugh at you.”

We spent a few more minutes chatting about the
weather and the latest fashions for older gentlemen that my sister
was trying to force him into, then I signed off and got up and
looked around my cabin carefully and critically. It was painfully
clean and neat. The walls were neatly lined with 3D maps of space
and photographs of seashells, flowers, snowflakes, spiral galaxies,
and pretty much anything that had a Fibonacci spiral. On the
ceiling, a hologram of our Pegasus galaxy swirled in a lazy circle,
its jagged edges feathering out to just touch my cabin’s walls. It
was beautiful. Under my neatly made bed was my clothing locker and
the safe where I kept my pistol. Finally, on a shelf over my bed
were my trophy ribbons: Junior World Spelling Bee Champion five
years straight, 1st place Altaeran Math Championship,
2nd place Junior Marksman Championship, 1st
place World Championship Sharpshooter... There were a few more on
the shelf for shooting. It was a sport I had been able to do as a
youth that hadn’t involved working with a team and that nobody made
fun of me for. It also made the secondary school bullies stay
away.

It was a room, and it was mine, but I supposed that
there would be no harm in letting Andrei peek inside it like I
peeked sometimes peeked inside his.

Maybe seeing how neat I kept my cabin would encourage
him to pick his haphazard mixture of dirty and clean clothing up
from off his floor.

So I opened my cabin door and walked away towards the
galley, leaving the door both unlocked and open, and I wondered as
I ran my fingers lovingly down the smooth walls of my ship, what
Andrei would think when he saw all the trophies I had gotten over
the years for shooting a gun very, very well.


 


 


Me: (frowning) I don’t like you.

Interviewer: What – you don’t like me?

Me: Yes. I do not like you.

Interviewer: Why? Have I done something to offend
you?

Me: Yes. That is why I don’t like you.

Interviewer: But what did I do? What did I say?

Me: You’ve made my life very difficult.

Interviewer: (puzzled) How?

Me: I’m from Altaera.

Interviewer: Oh. Yes, that’s right.

Me: (silence)

Interviewer: I’m sorry. That wasn’t me; I didn’t
report on any of that. But I’m sorry.

Me: Ok.

Interviewer: Can I ask you a few more questions?

Me: No. I don’t want to talk to you anymore right
now.


 


 


 


Two Years and Four Months Later

Saracen System, Blalock Station

 


“I can’t help you here. You need to go somewhere
else.”

I was standing in a machine shop in a dingy old
mining support station. I looked down at the cracked machine part
that I held in my hand and then back up at the machinist in front
of me with confusion. “This is a standard M-31 cylinder module that
fits into a standard P-31 Kooler guard. An apprentice
machinist could reproduce this.”

The machinist crossed his arms over his chest and
frowned at me. “I'm no apprentice, and that may be standard, but I
won't help you.”

“Can I speak to someone who can help me?” Behind me,
I heard the shop door open and close.

“No.”

“What’s going on here?”

It was Andrei who had entered. He came up to stand
just behind me to my left. I turned to him and gestured at the
machinist. “This person doesn’t seem to know how to machine a
standard M-31 cylinder module that fits into a standard –“

“Lady, I didn’t say I didn’t know how,” the machinist
cut me off. “I said I couldn’t help you.”

Andrei’s eyebrows lowered. “You mean won’t,” he
accused. “You got a valid reason for refusing service on a Fringe
station?”

The machinist looked Andrei up and down, sizing him
up. Andrei wasn’t a small man at all, but the machinist was a huge
man, broad shouldered with thick arms corded with muscle. He was
not intimidated by Andrei’s challenge.

“I don’t’ work for GPS lovers. You Altaerans think
you’re so much better than everyone else, but look what came from
you. The way your people have defended their founder; it makes me
sick. I lost a good friend on Terro to one of their bombs.”

“Hey!” Andrei countered, pushing me aside, gently, to
lean closer to the machinist's face. “Just because a few people
made some comments you don’t like, doesn’t mean all Altaerans are
terrorist supporters. We were at the first blast that took out the
Governor on Raquell. We hate the GPS just as much as you do.”

“Buddy, your words are just so much gas. Now you need
to leave my shop. And I mean now.”

Andrei tensed. I knew that he was not afraid to take
on a big burly man – his older brother Oleg was a big guy himself,
and their mother Sophia had told me many stories about how they had
fought like animals as teenagers. Andrei had good self-control, but
I had seen him fight. In fact, for a man who hated guns, he
sure could fight. But now was not the time to get into
one.

I placed my hand on Andrei’s upper arm; his bicep was
hard and tense under his coverall – his hands were curled into
fists. “Andrei? Let’s go, okay?”

He looked down at me. He was angry. His blue eyes
were hard, but he nodded. He still gave the machinist one last
threatening look before spinning around and stomping out. I
followed him in silence to the lift. “Docking ring 8,” Andrei
barked to the voice activated lift as we stepped inside.

The door slid closed. We were alone, and we could
talk. Andrei talked. “They gouge us on docking fees, won’t
let us restock food and our client tried to stiff us on
payment. Now we can’t even get that part replaced. What the hell
are we going to do?”

I watched him pace back and forth inside the tiny
compartment. “We are going to go someplace else.”

“And where are we going to go?” he demanded to know,
whirling around to face me. “Sam, this is the second time this has
happened in less than a month, and this attitude is spreading. The
media just won’t let that story die, and now we’re paying the
price.”

The story he was referring to was of the GPS’s dead
founder, Robert Morrow. He was from Altaera, my world, and his
surviving family maintained an on planet residence, several
commercial real estate holdings and a ran a church, all while
claiming to have no ties to the GPS. However, three semi-prominent
GPS members had been caught in a raid by authorities at the
Morrow’s church and were now being held without bail in prison
awaiting trial. Robert Morrow’s family had granted the media
permission to interview them in their home, and during that
interview they stood up for their son, insisting that he had
nothing to do with this GPS. Their Robert had never hurt anyone in
his life. But when asked what they thought of the GPS, they said
that it was a shame that they resorted to killing people, but
really, wasn't the underlying principle of the organization a valid
one, that people should be trying to preserve space and what it
holds, not grinding it up to serve the engine of intergalactic
expansion?

That interview, held 39 days ago, had exploded all
over settled space and now every Altaeran was assumed to be a
terrorist supporter. To top everything off with a delicious
hypocritical cherry, the Governor and several other top Altaeran
officials had all received terror threats from other individuals
and organizations who claimed to hate everything that the GPS and
Robert Morrow stood for.

When I didn’t say anything right away in reply,
Andrei began pacing again. “We're five light years from the nearest
dock, our environmental system could fail before we get there
because that idiot won’t replace our cylinder module, we’ll be
stuck eating crackers and goo, and who knows if we'll get the same
kind of reception once we get wherever we go!”

I considered his words as the doors opened, as we
walked through a docking ring filled with angry eyed people who
turned their backs on us as we walked by them to our docking gate.
This was definitely our worst reception to date since people had
begun to turn anti-Altaeran. I considered Andrei's words as we
walked through our gate, as I went through pre-flight and as I
requested clearance from the Tower. I considered it as they granted
my request and called me a few choice names, and as I paid my
docking bill - the highest I'd ever paid for such a short time
docked at such a lousy station.

I made a few calculations in my head, and I came up
with a few options.


 


 


 


Ios System

Danilov Home

 


The next closest dock from Blalock Station was the
planet Yellow Ribbon. After watching a news broadcast of a local
Altaeran immigrant family being driven out of their business and
home for simply being Altaeran, we decided to make for the next
closest dock, which was Ios. Luckily, it was an isolated planet
with a small population and a cold climate, which meant people were
more worried about heating their homes than who was docking at a
remote-from-everything spaceport.

Andrei's family welcomed us, as they always did when
we visited, which was several times a year. I had come to view them
as family, and vice versa. They did not care about my planet of
origin nor my autism, and I did not mind – mostly – their crushing
presence and loud conversation. Sophia's fish stew however, I had
never been able to choke down. Andrei's younger brother Roger made
us a new M-31 cylinder module for our very important environmental
system, and we thawed out from a frosty trip that had seen us
huddled up in blankets in the engine room to just stay warm because
of said M-31 cylinder not being machined back at Blalock.

Sophia fed us, showered us, and put us to bed, but I
couldn't sleep. I had made my suggestions about our options to
Andrei, and he had listened, but said nothing in reply nor made a
decision. I could think of nothing but those options, and him. I
still loved him, I had never told him, and I was afraid of the
decision he would make.

After tossing and turning for several hours, at 1:29
I got up on the pretext of being thirsty. Really, though, I just
couldn't stand being in my bed anymore. I tied a robe about me –
Sophie insisted that I wear one “for modesty’s sake” - for some
reason she didn’t think it was appropriate for me to walk around in
just a shirt and soft pants - and then meandered in the direction
of the kitchen. I stopped outside the swinging door though because
I heard two voices through it: Andrei’s and Oleg’s. I froze and
listened.

“So how come you’re all tied up in knots, son?”

“It's that obvious I'm tense?” There was a pause on
Andrei’s part. “She offered me a partnership. Sam did.”

“That’s wonderful. Do you want it?”

“I don’t know.”

Oleg paused. “You’ve been saving for years for your
own ship.”

“Yeah. I’ve finally got enough to get started out on
my own.”

I knew this. It was the reason I’d offered him the
partnership in the first place. I didn’t want him to leave my
Havilah.

I loved him. I just didn’t have the words to tell
him.

“Are you going to do that?”

Andrei didn’t answer.

“What are you going to do?”

A sigh. “She made a list. She always makes lists you
know. We've been having a rough time, what with everyone hating
Altaerans at the moment. So I've got a few options, according to
her. I could go my own way, start my own business. What with the
way the economy is, it'll be a lot harder than it would have been
five years ago if I'd gotten Molinsky's ship, but I could make it
happen. Or I could stay where I am, accept Sam’s partnership. She
says we could register it for Ios. Or I could leave and find
another captain to work for.”

“Wouldn’t that be moving backwards?”

“Yeah. It would. That's not what I want to do.”

“So do you want to stay or do you want your own ship?
Being Samantha's partner would make good business sense, and you do
work well together.”

“Yeah, we do.” A pause. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

A sigh. “Sam’s my friend.”

“Uh-huh.”

And the Havilah is my home.”

“Yeah.”

“And I don’t want to leave either of them.”

“But?”

“But…” Andrei didn’t seem able to finish his
statement.

“But you don’t want to just be business partners , do
you?”

Silence. I wished very hard at that moment that had
the power to see through the door.

“Son, you’re a terrible poker player, have I ever
told you that before?”

A rueful laugh came from Andrei. “What’s my
tell?”

“Your eyes, when you look at her. And you never touch
her or stand too close to her.”

Andrei grunted.

“How does she feel about you?”

“You mean you don't know her tell?”

“No. I don't know her as well as you do. Samantha
isn't exactly an open book.”

Andrei sighed again. “Well, that's a damn shame,
because I don't know how she feels about me either.”

“You don't know at all? After five years of living in
the same 700 square foot space?”

“I know she cares for me – as her friend. But
anything more than that? As far as I can tell, she doesn't even
realize I exist in that way.”

Oleg grunted.

“Part of the problem, and this comes from knowing her
for five years Dad, is that I can't recall her ever paying
attention to anyone in that way, or encouraging that kind of
attention from anyone. She doesn't flirt, or dress provocatively,
or do the things that women usually do to let a man know they like
them.”

Now Oleg laughed.

“What?” Andrei sounded vaguely insulted.

“Oh, my poor attractive son. The girls always came to
you, and they still do, don't they? You've never had to chase a
woman, have you?”

“I wouldn't say never...”

“You've never had to convince a woman to look twice
at you, or work to get her to go out. Your mother calls you
charming. I will tell you charm works – on shallow water, but deep
currents need something special.”

“What?”

“A hunter. A hunter is patient, careful and
respectful, but mostly he hunts. He goes after his prey, he
picks his settings, and he takes the shot. He does. Not the
prey.”

“Dad, that's a really morbid illustration.”

“But true. I had to convince your mother to go out
with me, and it took me a while. But I got her. And I've kept her.
Now you want Samantha. So what's holding you back from trying to
get her?”

Andrei was silent.

“Are you afraid?”

A pause. “Scared to death.”

“Good,” Oleg said cheerfully. “You ought to be. Any
woman is a handful, let alone a smart one like Samantha.”

“Yeah, she's smart. She thinks of the most amazing
things, and the way she computes equations in her head is something
else... But Dad, she's never in my five years of knowing her paid
attention to anyone romantically. What if that's something she
doesn't want, and if I try to tell her how I feel, how is it going
to work out living together in a 700 square foot box? Mom at least
was from a different continent. If it didn't work out with her, you
weren't going to lose your home and your best friend.”

“True. But some things a man has to risk. And if she
kicks you out on your ear, you have family and money. But you're
also missing the point.”

“How?”

“Does a hunter say, 'Yoo-hoo! Little deer! Come here
because I want to shoot you and put your head up on my wall and
turn your insides into delicious BBQ?”

A sigh and another rueful laugh from Andrei.
“No.”

“No! Exactly. So don't just walk up to Samantha and
say, 'I love you, do you love me?' No man does that. Hunt the
woman! Woo her! You say she is your best friend. Use your knowledge
of her to your advantage. Remember respect, care and
patience gets you your prey. Hunting is rarely a fast-paced
sport.”

 


The next morning, I said nothing to Andrei about what
I had overheard; I said nothing about it for the entire three days
we stayed. I couldn't. What was I supposed to say? And Andrei,
well, he took his father's words to heart. He was polite – no, not
just polite; he had always been a well-mannered person – he acted
gentlemanly towards me. He complimented my looks, he fetched my
mango wafers for me when I realized I had forgotten them on
Havilah. He touched me when he could: my hand to help me
down from a tractor, the small of my back as we walked, my hair to
remove a bit of nature.

He was very subtle about these things; if his entire
family had known what he was doing, they would have teased us, but
no one said a word to me or gave Andrei knowing looks in my
presence. For that, I was grateful, because I was embarrassed by
his attention. I was pained by it. There were good reasons why I
had never sent encouraging signals to Andrei, or to any man.

For the first time, I couldn’t wait to get away from
the Danilovs; I wished I could even leave Andrei behind on the day
we were set to leave, but it seemed as if he never left my side. I
couldn't speak to him on the way back to my Havilah. I was
so nervous to be alone with him in that air car – I had never been
nervous with him before. I was sad too. I had to put a stop to his
plan. Somehow, I had to find the words, and I knew that when I did,
he would leave.

You might be thinking, “Samantha Stone, what are
talking about? You love him, he loves you! What is stopping you
from becoming real partners?”

Well, like I said, I had good reasons, logical
reasons. I knew, because I was his friend and I gotten to know
Andrei for five years, that despite the fact that our attraction
was mutual, in the end I wouldn't be able to give him what he
wanted, what he expected.

And that broke my heart.

 


“Samantha, I've made my decision.”

I looked up and frowned. Andrei was looking chipper
and handsome as usual; I, on the other hand, was wearing safety
glasses and giant black gloves and was spattered with muck from
cleaning the water filters out. I was also tired. I hadn't slept
well in a week, since Andrei's conversation with his dad.

“I want to be your partner,” Andrei said confidently,
even though I hadn't replied.

I took my gloves and glasses off and threw them into
a cupboard sized wash unit. “You do.”

“Yes.” Andrei's eyes narrowed and it was his turn to
frown. “Is that still something you're offering?”

My eyes darted from his eyes to his hands, to the
floor, then back to his face. “Would you turn around?” I asked in a
small voice. “I want to take this off.” I was referring to my
filthy coverall.

He looked confused. “But –?”

“Please?” I interrupted. I had never asked him to
turn around before, but I was embarrassed. I could feel my cheeks
burning. I had clothes on underneath, but I just didn't want him to
see me undress.

“Okay,” he acquiesced, but he was far from sounding
nonchalant. He turned and faced the cabinet behind him.

I unsnapped my filthy coverall and threw it into the
wash unit as well. That left me in a pale blue undershirt and
figure fitting shorts. They covered everything, but I didn't
usually sport them outside my cabin.

“Can I turn around now?”

“Umm. No.” Didn't I have an extra pair of coveralls
in that bottom cabinet? I bent over to look.

“Samantha. I've seen you in your underwear before
with no problem. Now what's wrong? You've been acting weird since
we left Ios. Are you mad at me?”

“No.” I sighed with frustration. There were no extra
coveralls in the cabinet. What was I going to do now?

“Then what's wrong? Do you not want to be partners
anymore?”

I stood up and turned around, and gasped. I hadn't
heard him move, but Andrei had turned around without my permission
– not the act of a gentleman I must say – and had stepped forward
so that we stood close, too close for my comfort. I looked to my
left and right. I had nowhere to go.

I didn't realize it then – Andrei told me later –
that in that moment I looked like a deer in the headlights: wide
eyed, frozen in place, and looking scared to death. Andrei took one
step backwards.

“Sam, you gotta' talk to me,” he begged me. He
sounded so sad.

Talk.

Tell.

Tell him.

I looked at the floor and mumbled an explanation for
my behavior.

“What? I didn't understand you.”

I made myself speak clearly. “I overheard you talking
to your dad. On Ios. In the kitchen. At one in the morning.”

All color drained from Andrei's face and he was
speechless for a moment. Finally, he sputtered, “You – you did? So,
you know – ohhh.” He scrubbed his hands over his face.

His discomfort didn't encourage me as it usually
might. My palms felt clammy and my heart was beating hard.

Suddenly, Andrei dropped his hands and looked at me
intently. “Wait. What exactly did you hear?”

I studied the floor intently. “That you love me, that
you're scared to death of telling me, that Oleg said you should
hunt me. That I'm your best friend.” That last I said with a little
hiccup of contained tears.

Andrei's cheeks turned red. “Oh God.” He turned and
sat down on a box of soap. He looked at the floor, then at the
ceiling, and finally at me with a sigh.

“So, what do you think about all that?”

“About what?” Or rather which part?

“About me loving my best friend.”

That was a good part. Still, I didn't move. I didn't
speak. What I was I supposed to say? I had no idea.

Andrei got up and began to pace – as well as he could
in the tiny compartment. “That's why you've been acting so distant.
I've messed everything up, haven’t I?” He stopped and looked
intently at me, as if he was trying to see inside me. “You don't
feel that way about me at all, do you? I'm just you're friend, and
now you don't know how to act around me, or even know if you want
me as your partner anymore. Do you want me to leave?”

His voice was rising as his hopes and dreams were
collapsing. He was in pain, and he was reaching the worst possible
conclusion to the matter much too quickly and without any logical
discussion about it.

“Andrei – you want pets,” I blurted out. I had to fix
this.

My words threw him. “Huh? What does that have to do
with anything?”

I tapped my fingertips together. “I don't like pets.
But you do. And I like guns, but you don't. And you want children,
but I just don’t want them. So –” here my voice broke, and I
scrubbed away tears that were filling my eyes. “So you shouldn't
love me, because I can't give you the things you want.”

I took a deep breath. There. I had told him. Surely
he would understand now.

But Andrei didn't look like he understood. In fact,
his eyes were gleaming with an intensity I'd never seen before.
“Samantha,” he breathed, stepping close to me once more. “Samantha,
I love you. Do you love me?”

I tried to laugh, but the sound that came out of my
mouth didn't quite make it there. “Oleg said not to say that.”

“I don't care what he said.” Andrei laid his hands on
my shoulders and gently drew them down the bare skin of my arms
till he reached my hands; he left goose bumps in his finger's wake
and his touch tied me in knots. He took my hands in his and raised
them up to his mouth and kissed the knuckles of each one gently,
all the while looking me in the eyes, because for once I couldn't
break contact with his.

“Samantha, do you love me?” he asked softly.

I looked away. I felt overwhelmed. I was shaking. “I
don't like pets,” I whispered, pulling my hands out of his to wipe
my eyes.

Andrei backed away, and I looked back at him. I could
tell by the way his eyebrows were knitted together that he was
thinking. He had the same look on his face when he did those puzzle
games he liked so much.

“Samantha,” he said slowly. “I haven't had a pet for
over 10 years. I have not felt a loss because of that, and the
continued absence of a pet in my life will not make me unhappy. I
don't want a pet.”

“I have a gun –” I began desperately, but he shook
his head and silenced me.

“You've had a gun, and I've lived with that.
You keeping a gun, or even secretly going to shooting ranges when
we dock planet side, as I know you do, does not bother me. Nor will
it in the future. You having a gun does not make me unhappy.”

I looked down at the floor and watched as a tear
spattered on my bare feet. “You want children.”

“How do you know that?”

I looked up. “You told me in the hospital on Raquell,
after the bombing.”

Andrei smiled at me ruefully. “I don't remember that
conversation. I was pretty hopped up on pain medicine, you realize.
What did I say, exactly?”

I remembered the conversation exactly. Memorization
had always been a skill for me. “I asked you, 'What is your
favorite color? You said brown. I asked you if you wanted to get
married, you asked me, 'Is this some weird kind of proposal?”

Andrei laughed.

I kept going, though I didn't think it was funny. “I
said no. Then you said, 'Yeah. Someday. Sure.' Then I asked you if
you wanted to have children. You said, 'Sure. If I get
married.'”

Silence reigned for about five seconds after I
stopped speaking. Andrei was just looking at me with a dumbfounded
look on his face. “So you love me, but you've made up these excuses
to do nothing about it based on a questionnaire you gave me after
I'd just had surgery?”

I bristled. “These are not excuses! These are deal
breakers. These are serious issues that are known to break up
relationships!”

Andrei sat back with a satisfied smile. “So you do
love me and you want to have a relationship with me.”

“Andrei!” I cried in frustration. “Stop it!”

“Alright, look!” he said with finality as he jumped
up and stalked towards me.

I felt my eyes grow wide as he came to stand right in
front of me. If I moved an inch, I would touch him. Or vice
versa.

“Samantha, I know you don't want children. I know
that you barely tolerate their existence. I've known this for five
years. I still managed to fall in love with you. And you know what?
I can live without kids. I don't know if you've noticed, but I'm
not like my family. I like quiet. I like solitude. I like wandering
- seeing things and experiencing different kinds of people. I've
really enjoyed doing those things with you, Samantha. If I get the
urge to tickle and wrestle a kid, I go home. But after a few days,
I want to leave. I want to be traveling again; I want to be working
again. With you.”

I stuck my tongue in my cheek and thought furiously.
Andrei had very deftly and logically brushed aside all my neat
little... excuses. I had one more up my sleeve though.

“I’m autistic.”

Andrei shook his head. “You know, since we're
bringing up conversations from the past, I remember something you
said to me once, when we were first learning to work together. I
don't know how we got on the topic, but you said that everyone has
some sort of disability or handicap or something about them,
brought on by genetics or environment or tragedy. Everybody's got
something, it just isn't always something that's diagnosed.”

“I remember that.”

“So you’re autistic. I've got some things about me.
Guilt, PTSD, ants in my pants...”

I smiled. Then I laughed. Ants in his pants...

“I have fallen in love with you, Samantha
Stone, not some idea or some expectation. I have lived with you for
five years. You are my best friend. I would like to be more.”

He stopped talking and I let his words sink in. I had
no more logical deal breakers anymore. I was left only with my own
fears and lack of confidence and the little voice inside me that
liked to tell me that I was not good enough, not normal enough.

Andrei laughed nervously. “Come on Samantha, you
gotta say something. I’m dying here.”

“What if you get sick and tired of me?”

A look of pity washed over his face. “What if you get
sick and tired of me? You can’t say what if, Sam. Love is work.
Love is time. My dad told me once that love will not fade,not
unless you starve it. So it’s a commitment. For both of us. I make
a commitment to you; you make a commitment to me.”

My eyes darted back and forth once, and then rested
on his nose. His very nice nose. I had always liked looking at his
nose. I shrugged. “I don’t know what to do next.”

He looked at me with his eyebrows raised. “Is that a
yes, I love you?”

“Yes. And yes we should be partners.”

He smiled then, a very happy smile. He hooked a
finger around a bit of hair that had come loose from my braid and
tucked it behind my ear. I shivered. “Then at this point,” he said,
stroking a finger around my ear, down my neck, and then down one
arm again. “People usually kiss to seal the deal.”

Oh, yes. Of course. Have I ever mentioned that the
last time I kissed someone I was in secondary school at a dance?
The boy I was with kissed me, and I thought it was so nice I
started to cry a little, which totally freaked him out. He drove me
home in utter silence and never talked to me again.

“Um, okay.” I straightened my back and smoothed my
hair and made sure my eyes were dry and told myself firmly get a
grip. Andrei watched my little preparations with amusement in his
eyes.

“Ready?” he asked with a laugh.

“I think so.”

Andrei drew his hands up my arms again, stroking my
skin. One arm slid around my waist and he pulled me close, slowly,
gently. His other hand traveled up my back, burrowed itself in my
hair and then brushed my cheek before he bent his head and I raised
mine and our lips touched…

And I can say with pride that I did not cry. I
did start thinking about sex, though. These were not new
thoughts; I’m a human, after all; it’s what we do, and I had
thought about sex before, dreamed of it, watched love scenes in
movies. But standing in my underwear kissing the man I loved, who
loved me back, who wanted to commit, really made me want to just
have sex right there.

I don’t think Andrei was expecting that. I think he
was expecting timidity, shyness, inexperience. I was inexperienced.
I was not timid or ignorant though. I became a space ship captain
using my sheer will and determination. I have those two qualities
in abundance; they just don’t always come across clearly in
conversation.

But Andrei recovered from his surprise over my…
enthusiasm with his usual flexibility. He was really getting into
it, and I was really enjoying myself, until an image of Grandma
Rita came into my mind and I heard her say, “A man doesn’t want to
buy a cow if he’s already had her milk for free.”

Andrei was eating my neck, which felt really good,
but I pushed him away. Or rather, I pushed his head away, because
he did not let go of me and I did not let go of him. We were both
breathing heavily.

“What’s up?” he said with a naughty grin.

“Men don’t buy cows if they can get the milk for
free.”

He busted out laughing. “Grandma Rita?”

“It’s true,” I said as he kissed me again.

It took us a few minutes till we came up for air
again. When we did, Andrei gathered me close and just held me, his
cheek resting on my temple. “You’re right,” he said. “Should we go
to Altaera? I’ve never met your family, you know. It would be a
good time to go.”

I didn’t answer immediately. I didn’t visit my
family. I talked to my dad every week over the comm, but I didn’t
go to Altaera, even on business. Altaera was a week and half away
from our current position. I didn’t want to wait that long to get
milked.

“We’re headed for Vallory; we’ll be there tomorrow
evening with our cargo from Ios,” I said softly. “They have a court
house near the Market.”

“That sounds good. But I think I should ask you.” He
pulled back to look me in the eyes. “Samantha Stone, will you marry
me?”

“That’s what –” I stopped myself from arguing that he
had already asked, and I had already accepted, in so many words,
when we had spoken of commitment. He needed the words, the
tradition. And with tradition came clarity and a unity of thought,
so I just said, because that was the scripted line, “Yes.”

Tradition satisfied, Andrei kissed me again.


 


 


 


Altaera

The Crawley Estate

 


“Well, that was… horrible.”

A massive glass door stood closed behind us while
Andei and I stood on the front porch of my sister’s house. House.
It was a mansion, 3 stories high, and the porch we stood on was
made out of solid marble. 10 wide marble steps led down to the
driveway which was paved with polished black stone.

I looked up at Andrei. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head and started down the steps. “Well,
now I know why you hate your sister now. And why you never visit
home.”

I followed him without comment, and at the bottom of
the stairs he reached for my hand and we walked together to an out
of the way, and out of sight, side lot where the estate’s staff
parked their vehicles. Our vehicle had been relegated to that
lot.

Our visit had been short. My father had welcomed us
with open arms, but my sister had been distant and had looked down
her nose at Andrei, a working man. My sister looked down her nose
at my father too. He had been a working man, once upon a time.

The estate - and the money - came from my mother’s
side, and my sister Christine had inherited it in lieu of my
father, who had signed a pre-nup. The house and purse-strings were
hers - my father just lived there.

Andrei made eye contact with a gardener who was
eyeing us suspiciously. He didn’t recognize me; most of the staff
that we had run into didn’t know who I was. “Your sister is a
real…” He looked down at me. “Nevermind.”

“She’s not very nice. I know. She takes after the
Crawley line. I take after my dad. That’s what I was told anyway,
growing up.”

“I like your Dad.”

There was hesitation in Andrei’s tone. My dad was
likeable, and I loved him, but he had his faults. He was too quiet,
too willing to let Christine have her way, too unwilling to reign
her in so that I had suffered at her hands mightily as a child, and
even as an adult. Havilah, our mother, had been a balanced person,
stern but fair, but she had died and Dad just hadn’t been up to the
task of raising one child who was prideful and devious and another
child with autism.

But… “Dad helped me learn to be a spacer. He helped
me buy a ship.” I squeezed Andrei’s hand. “He encouraged me to hire
someone on.”

“Really?” Andrie smiled the smile that still made my
heart skip a beat. “Well then I really like him, and I’m indebted
to him. And…” we had reached our car at this point. Andrei swung me
around till he held me against him, with the car behind me. He had
me cornered. It was quite a turn on.

“You haven’t yet told me where you want to go on our
honeymoon. Have you decided? What would you like to do? What would
you like to see?”

I would much rather he kissed me at that point
because I had no idea where to go. I didn’t want to disappoint
Andrei with an “i don’t know,” or “Back to the Havilah so we
can get back to business and our regular routine.” Andrei was such
a tourist, and he was so excited about our honeymoon. I wracked my
brain and said the first thing that popped up into it.

“Riker’s Island?”

Andrei’s eyes lit up. “Really? You want to go
there?”

I nodded, a fake smile plastered on my face. Riker’s
Island was a floating city on the water planet of Rio, owned by the
Riker Family Corporation. It was a paradise destination, one that I
remembered Andrei talking about with envy - he’d never been there
before.

Andrei kissed me enthusiastically. “That is so
great!” He opened my door for me and I climbed in. “We can get
massages, go diving, play golf - they have the best seafood
restaurants there. We can relax in the sun -.” he closed my door
and walked around to his own side and got in. “I think this the
right time of year to see the monorcas migrating too!”

“I don’t know how to swim,” i informed him as he
started the engine and car lifted off the polished drive.

“Really?” he asked incredulously, then without
missing a beat, he went on. “Well, they have to have swimming
instructors there, and then we can go snorkeling, and get tattoos
and…”

He jabbered on as we sped down the long drive under a
canopy of flowering gypsy trees. I tried not to frown as I looked
out the window. I knew I had made the right choice. He was
happy.

So I tried to look on the bright side. Perhaps they
would have a shooting range on Riker’s Island.

 



 


 


 


Rio

Riker’s Island

 


The only way on or off Rio was via one of the Riker
Family ferry yachts, named Festival I, Festival II and Festival
III. We had to dock our ship, now Ios Registered, at an orbiting
space station that was dedicated to gambling, raccoon racing and
space diving. I hated the space station. It was crowded, loud and
bright. I held tightly to Andrei's hand all the way to our yacht,
Festival III, which was reserved for the budget tourists.

Andrei took pictures of everything, “for posterity...
and my mother's voracious curiosity,” he said as he posed me next
to a big man decked out in flowers and tattoos and coaxed me into
smiling. The almost naked man was apparently a Riker employee. The
yacht was slow in its descent so that passengers could “see the
vistas” as we sliced our way into the planet's atmosphere. I will
admit that the planet was beautiful, and so I enjoyed our overly
slow approach, but Riker's Island I did not like. It was bright and
open and airy, but it was full of singing, costumed employees
greeting us with fake smiles and fake laughter. The décor was over
the top: jungle themed with steel drum music playing over the
speakers as two story high rainbow colored streamers blew up from
the floor. Floating colored balls wafted lazily through the air and
every now and again the balls popped and showered those below them
with candy confetti.

Andrei loved it. I was tired of it all after an hour
and just wanted to return to the Havilah.

Our cabin was small; again we were packed in with the
budget tourists, but it had a bigger bed than what we were sharing
on the Havilah, one that Andrei could stretch out in
properly as we made love, and after, as Andrei was dozing and I was
counting the fine blond hairs that dusted his chest, I thought that
even though I loved my ship dearly, it might be a good idea to buy
a new ship, one that we could pick out together, one that had a
bigger captain's quarters, so that it could be our ship and our
quarters. It was something to think about.

And I did think about it. I thought about it while
Andrei taught me how to golf, and during our massages, and while he
got a huge tribal tattoo on his chest and abdomen that would fade
in a month. I did not think about it while I was being taught how
to swim, because that was terrifying, but I did think about it as
we snorkeled a reef and while we rowed out to the open sea to watch
the monorcas migrating. I calculated a budget and when Andrei
wasn't looking I researched cargo vessels and dealers. All the
while, Andrei dashed here and there, wanting to experience
everything, and I followed him on tired feet and smiled and was
actually happy, but his happiness was my happiness.

The only thing good about Riker's Island was their
library, because it was quiet and clean and smelled of dusty paper
and hot computers. On our fourth day, I went there by myself while
Andrei napped out on the city's north deck on a lounge chair in the
morning sun. I ran my fingers over the spines of the books, and
smiled as I spotted Dr. Ian Q. Garcia's Pure Mathematics. I
took it off the shelf and was about to sit down in a leather arm
chair and indulge when I heard three odd sounds that were totally
out of place in this pleasure den.

Gun fire. Screams. The fire alarm.

My hands flew up to cover my ears from the blaring
siren. I knew the route to take during a fire alarm. I had
memorized them all on our first day here, but the main route from
the library would take me straight towards the gun fire I had
heard. Guns were not allowed on Riker's Island, even before the
trouble with the GPS. Since it's rise though, extra security
measures had been put into place to protect the city, since it was
a prime target for the group.

So much for security measures.

I chewed my bottom lip as I stared at the heavy
walnut doors that kept the library closed off from the decadent
island city. I didn't know what to do. Maybe it wasn't gunfire.
Maybe it was…

Andrei.

Andrei was on the north deck. The gunfire and screams
had come from the south. Spinning around, I moved quickly to the
rear doors of the library, my hands still covering my ears. The
rear doors would take me to a large gallery and then, in a
roundabout way, to the east deck, where I could get to Andrei. I
had to find him, because he had no idea where I was at.

I was almost to the solid wood doors when they swung
open forcefully and I skidded to a halt. I was suddenly eye to eye
with an MPG-57 assault rifle with a locking target scanner and a
double ammo clip. It was a projectile weapon, its bullets designed
to shred flesh, and it was being held by an armor clad man in a
mining mask.

“You scream, I'll blow a hole in your head.”

My mouth, which I realized had been hanging open,
snapped shut.

“Move,” he stepped out of the doorway and gestured
with his gun that I should go through, and I obeyed. I was in the
gallery then, where other tourists were huddled on the ground
amidst streamers and crushed jungle scenery. Some were crying, some
were dead, their blood slowly running down the seams of the
intricately tiled floor. I didn't see Andrei before I was pushed
down on the floor myself, my hands still covering my ears to
protect them from the fire alarm that was going off above us.

I didn't keep my eyes on the ground, though I wanted
to. Instead, I counted. There were 43 hostages, 13 dead tourists, 2
Riker security personnel – also dead, their guns no longer on them,
and two armed… bad guys in the room. The third bad guy, the one who
had found me in the library, was gone, perhaps to round up more
hostages.

Tense minutes passed while we waited on the floor,
and I thought of Andrei, and whether or not he was alive or dead. I
wondered if I was going to be killed, and I wondered who the
attackers were.

Then the alarm stopped blaring, and I lowered my
hands. The two bad guys in the gallery who held weapons on us
listened to the comms in their ears, nodded and then stepped
forward menacingly.

“All you men!” one yelled through the mask on his
face. “You stand up now!”

The huddled mass on the floor froze; no one stood up,
and the man who had yelled pointed the muzzle of his gun, a D-77
laser rifle, at the head of a very pretty woman who lay weeping
silently on the floor near him. “You men stand up NOW! Or I kill
her!”

There were 27 men in the crowd, some tourists, some
flower adorned employees, and they bravely stood, all of them. I
didn't see Andrei among them. I took a deep breath of relief.

The two bad men raised their rifles, pressed the
triggers, and cut down the 27 standing men in a matter of seconds.
I heard screaming and wailing and I stared down at a body that had
fallen almost in my lap. The man was dark haired, trim, handsome,
but he had a gaping hole in his chest that smoked and smelled like
burnt meat and blood. A wreck of a woman crawled over him, weeping
and hugging his body and calling his name over and over. Sean. Oh,
Sean. My God, Sean.

“Up, you lot!” yelled the first bad man, the one who
had ordered the men to stand. “We're moving out, and if you don't
get up, you will die!” He kicked at some women who lay prostrate on
the floor. “Get up!”

There were 16 of us left. Some women got up, a few
didn't. I rose and was pushed into the small crowd of crying women
that were herded out of the east gallery and into the main
promenade. I heard gun shots behind me, loud ones that reverberated
through the air.

There were 11 in our little group now.

The promenade had two levels. It was a big open area
lined with shops on the lower level and Administration on the top.
The lower level was littered with dozens of bodies, as if someone
had stood on the upper level and sprayed down death. I looked up.
There were two armed and armored bad guys on the Admin level, and
no security in sight. Another group of hostages, this one all men,
was being marched in from the east, and finally, finally, I caught
sight of Andrei.

My tears came then. I had been numb, I suppose, up
till that point, but then, as we were forced to kneel down in the
center of the promenade, my vision became blurry. I didn't blubber
or moan or whimper, but I did cry; big fat tears that fell on my
knees as I bent my head in an attempt to hide them from the captors
and from Andrei. Andrei. He was alive. He hadn't been gunned down.
But there were no women in his group, only men, and it didn't take
much imagination to visualize what the east deck looked like.

Andrei's group was made to kneel down with ours, but
he did not shoulder his way to kneel by me. He was close enough to
me that I could reach out and touch him if I stretched, but I did
not. I couldn't move. I could only cry and try not to. Andrei
smiled at me to encourage me, but his face was pale and drawn,
which made the blood that was spattered there and across his chest
stand out all the more.

The sound of gunfire, three bullets popping off into
the ceiling, brought my head up to look at an unmasked but armor
clad man on the Administration level, who looked down on all of us
like a cat looks at its quarry. He smiled, and I shivered.

“My name is Randalf Constantine. I am GPS.”

“Murderer!” someone called out from the crowd of
hostages, and the attackers who guarded us, three of them, all
trained their weapons blindly on the crowd.

“Yes!” called Constantine proudly. His smile
vanished. “And you are rapists!” He paused, then began to stroll
casually along the railing. “You use this planet for your selfish
pleasure, polluting its waters, hunting its life, taking its
resources… and for what?” He stopped his stroll to look down on us.
“Because you want to have a good time.”

This man was a lunatic, I thought to myself.

“But we are here to correct this injustice, you see,”
Constantine went on calmly, as if he wished to persuade us to his
way of thinking. “We are going to sink this city, and you all will
die, and the balance of nature will be restored.”

So we were going to die. I looked at Andrei. I felt
hopeless. He looked… not hopeless. In fact, he had a look about him
that suggested he was getting ready to spring up and try something
very stupid. I glared daggers at him in an attempt to get him to
understand that under no circumstances was he to try something
stupid, but then I was suddenly ducking my head down in reaction to
the sound of very close gunfire coming from behind me, and then
strong arms were lifting me up and running me in the direction of
that gunfire.

“Oy! Ova here! Get behind me!”

I don't know who was yelling that, but Strong Arms
and I ended up behind the man with the New Britain accent. Strong
Arms turned out to be Andrei, and New Britain was a Riker security
guard in a bullet/laser proof vest and helmet. We ducked behind him
and he backed up while laying down laser fire till we were safely
behind a gold plated column.

“You stay here while we mop these colpers up.”

I didn't know what a colper was, and I didn't get the
chance to ask because just then a bullet tore through New Britain's
neck, shredding the flesh and almost taking his head off. His body
fell slowly, crumpling where he stood, and Andrei held me in place
behind the protective column as I tried to backpedal away from the
gory sight.

“Sam. Sam! Look at me,” Andrei shouted over the din
of battle. I shook my head and babbled something incoherent. Andrei
shook me and turned my head up to force me to look at him. His lips
thinned at whatever he saw in my face. Then he dug in his ear to
show me a small ear bud. “Sam, look! I lifted this off a dead
guard. The GPS didn't get all of Riker security. They've taken out
The GPS outside of the Promenade. There are 3 guys up on the upper
level left, but they can't get at them. So we need to stay put,
under cover. Do you understand? Captain? Do you read me,
Captain?”

That phrase, Do you read me, Captain, got through the
haze of meltdown, and was strangely soothing to me. Looking back, I
know now that it was a routine phrase, a spacer phrase, something
familiar to me that had a scripted line I was supposed to repeat
back.

“I read you,” I said taking a deep breath. I was the
Captain. I needed to act like it. I didn't want to let Andrei down.
I took from my pocket something I always carried when I was off
ship, ear plugs, and stuffed them in my ears.

Then I looked up at the Upper Level. I could see fire
coming from two places, shooting down at the ten Riker security
guards who were pinned down about four meters away from us. They
were shouting at each other, gesturing madly. One guard nodded, got
up into a crouch, and ran out from cover, ostensibly to try to find
a better angle to shoot from.

He was cut down almost immediately. The remaining GPS
were too well holed up and were very good shots.

The security personnel were pinned down at the wrong
angle, but I was not, I realized with sudden clarity. From my
vantage point, if I had a rifle, I could probably hit two of the
GPS terrorists within a few seconds of each other. The third… well,
i'd have to be fast. But I could do it. I could probably do it.

I turned back to Andrei, formulating an argument for
me taking such a risk, but when I did turn, I saw what I did not
expect to see. Andrei was holding a rifle out to me. His mouth was
set in a grim line and his face was white, but his expression was
firm.

“We have the better vantage point, and you're the
better shot.”

I gingerly took the rifle from him and checked the
ammo and safety and I looped the gun's strap over my head. I took
one more peek to make sure of my targets' locations, then took a
deep breath.

“I have one condition though. You don't have any
armor, so I stand in front of you. You fire up, over my shoulder.
Got it?”

I looked up at Andrei and wondered what I should say.
Should I argue, should I agree?

I remembered what my dad had told me in a private
moment back when we had visited the estate. “You're the Captain,
Sam, but let Andrei be the man. Let him protect you. Let- let him
be a man.”

So I didn't argue. I just nodded and let Andrei stand
in front of me. Then I slipped into Captain mode, because I knew if
I didn't, I would cry.

“Move four paces at ten o'clock,” I ordered, and we
moved. I sighted my first target and squeezed the trigger before we
came to a halt. I hit my target in the side of the neck, just like
had been done to New Britain. He fell.

“Face 12 o'clock.” We turned and I sighted. I
squeezed the trigger. Number two fell.

That just left number three, the leader. He was
yelling out to his fallen men, wondering who the hell was taking
the shots. Andrei and I turned toward him. “Left, three paces,” I
barked.

I sighted him. Randalf Constantine. He saw me, raised
the muzzle of his gun, and our eyes met, just for an instant, my
brown eyes to his green ones.

I pulled the trigger first, then he pulled his.
Andrei and I dived right to try to evade his shot. Andrei shouted,
we fell and hit the ground hard, and so did Randalf Constantine.
And then there was silence. Deafening, dead silence. It was if
someone had hit the pause button on a vid screen.

Then someone made the decision to press play. “Check
them!” someone shouted after that pause, and my heart started
beating again. I could feel everything again, my breath coming
hard, the sweat trickling down between my breasts, an ache in my
shoulders and knees, the throbbing of my temples.

“Andrei!” I screeched, the resolute captain leaving
and the panicked woman returning. He just moaned where he lay to my
left and I scrambled to my knees and leaned over him. His left
cheek was burned from the muzzle fire of my gun. His knuckles were
scraped, there was a thin cut on one forearm, all were superficial
wounds.

But there was a bullet wound in his thigh. It was not
pumping out blood, so the artery likely wasn't hit, but the flesh
was shredded, and there was still a lot of blood pooling underneath
him.

“My leg,” Andrei moaned.

“I know.” I took off my shirt. “This is going to
hurt,” I warned him, “But I have to put pressure on it to try to
stop the bleeding.”

Andrei nodded, and I pressed down the wound with my
shirt. He gave the loudest yell I had ever heard, but I took that
as a good sign. He didn't pass out unfortunately. I looked around.
Why wasn't anyone coming over to check on us?

“Clear!” I heard a voice from the Upper Level shout.
“They're dead. All the GPS are accounted for.”

“Right! Get a med team into here now! We've got
eleven men wounded. Rivers, start a triage, and Trio, get over
there to our two heroes over there.”

That meant us. Trio was a lightly armored woman with
a med kit who skidded to a halt next to Andrei and I and
immediately took over caring for his would. I held Andrei's hand
while she administered a coagulating spray to the wound and
injected him with pain killers. Andrei squeezed my hand hard while
Trio worked. As for me, the self-recriminating thoughts began.

If only I'd been faster, if only I had kept my head
and not panicked, if only I wasn't autistic, if only…

“He'll need to go into surgery ma'am. Luckily the med
staff were only locked up. We have a full surgery ready to go. The
doctors are prepping to take your husband in now.” She unfolded a
stretcher from her first aid case. “You'll have to help me carry
him. Their aren't any extra hands right now.”

“Of course.” My mouth was dry and my head felt
light.

“Take me away,” Andrei joked. The pain killers were
obviously working.

“I'm sorry,” I said, a lump in my throat as we rolled
him onto the stretcher.

Andrei grabbed my forearm almost painfully. “Hey, you
have nothing to be sorry for. I volunteered to be the shield, and I
don't regret it. You're my wife. It's my job to take care of
you.”

I nodded and moved into place at Andrei's head and
stooped to pick him up on Trio’s count of three. Andrei stared up
at me. I couldn't look at him. The surgery wasn't far away, and we
were actually met halfway there by a nurse who lent a hand so we
could literally run him in. The surgery was ready for him, and
before he went in, he took my hand, kissed it, and told me, “I love
you.”

I could only nod.

“Say it,” he demanded.

“I love you too,” I choked out.

“You killed three men today.”

My face crumpled and I started to weep.

“I love you. I'm so sorry. I love you.”

“I know.” I took a shaky breath and tried to smile.
“I know.”

Satisfied, Andrei let go and the nurses took him into
surgery. I stood rooted to the spot, staring at the metal doors he
had gone through.

I had killed three men that day. Andrei knew that
even though I had killed in self-defense and justice, I would still
have to live with that fact for the rest of my life. I had to try
to not let that eat at me as people walked by, patted me on the pat
and saluted me and called me a hero. They were wrong. I was just
the person who had pulled the trigger. What I had done was easy. It
was Andrei who had made the sacrifice. He made the hard choice. It
was Andrei who had saved me, Andrei who had stood in front of me,
risking everything. He loved me. He had been willing to take a
bullet for me; to die for me.

My husband. He was the hero.

Because he loved me.


 


 


Interviewer: You saved 397 people by your actions
though, you know that right?

Me: Yes. I know the fact of it.

Interviewer: (nodding acceptance) Have you suffered
any long term effects of your ordeal on Riker's Island?

Me: Yes. I've been diagnosed with PTSD. I'm dealing
with it. We're dealing with it.

Interviewer: I can appreciate that. How do you feel
about the fact that GPS is still out there, still a threat to the
public.

Me: I don't think about it overly much.

Interviewer: Life goes on?

Me: (nodding) Yes. People still need their goods
delivered, and we still need to be able to pay our bills. It would
be nice though, if everyone could just get along though. I don't
understand why people have to hate and kill just to make a
point.

Interviewer: I don't either.

Me: I guess there are no explanations. So life goes
on then?

Interviewer: (smiling sadly) Yes. Life goes on.
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