
        
            
        
    
    
  
  
  
Soirée
My hands were sweaty, and that wouldn't do. I brushed them against the back of my skirt, hoping that no one would notice me doing it and that the dampness wouldn't show against the dark fabric. The black shoes were hurting my feet and the black stockings felt as if they were cutting off the circulation in my legs. Looking around at the other members of the reception party, none of us looked comfortable in the outdated, puritanical-looking costumes. The idea was that the clothes�derived from records dating from the time of Starcrosser's departure�would strike the right balance between civic authority and reassuring familiarity, but we could only guess what the passengers would make of our outfits, as well as our choice of makeup and hairstyles.
Never mind. It was much too late for second thoughts now. I glanced back at Gil Peterson, who was listening in via an earpiece to the technicans monitoring the capsule.
'Are we good to go, Gil?'
He touched a finger to his ear then nodded. 'They're moving around inside. I think we should go in immediately, before they start getting concerned.'
I glanced at the other members of the party, gettings nods of assent. They all looked nervous, but this was what we had been training for and all of us were absolutely prepared.
All right,' I said. 'Let's do this. Happy faces, everyone. We want them to know they're among friends.'
I began to walk along the connecting ramp, shadowed by technicians and a swarm of floating cameras. At the end of the ramp, resting on a bright yellow cradle, was the craft that contained the sixty passengers. The main part of Starcrosser was still in orbit; this was just the life-support and re-entry capsule; the pimple on the end of the nose. It was a blunt arrowhead, stubby-winged, white with black markings, ticking and creaking as it adjusted to the pull of gravity and the crush of a planetary atmosphere. It had been brought down from space in a tractor field, and then subjected to aggressive quarantine measures. Only when those measures were coming to an end had we sent an electronic signal into the capsule, instructing it to bring the passengers out of suspended animation.
As Gil had told me, those people were now warm and mobile. It was time to say hello.
I knocked bare knuckles on the outer door, then stepped back and clasped my hands behind my back. Several seconds later there was an eruption of vapour from slats next to the door and the door began to hinge open, the movement accompanied by the flashing of orange lights and a squawking tone. My heart was racing as the vapour dispersed. The cameras and technicans jockeyed around me for the best angle.
Someone loomed in the door. I fought the urge to take a step back, holding my ground. The figure was a man, wearing a silvery garment studded with medical tabs, life-support cables hanging limply where they had been disconnected from the capsule's equipment. He was middle aged, bearded, patrician-looking, his expression serious and guarded but not fearful.
I recognised him instantly. 'Do you understand me?' he asked.
'Perfectly, Captain Fisher.' I walked closer to the door and extended a hand. 'I'm Alice Hodgkin. On behalf of the Plane-Lay Coordinating Committee, welcome to Benevolence. We're very glad that you made it.'
'You know my name.'
And a lot more than that. We know the names and biographies of all sixty people who left Earth in the Starcrosser: 'Did we make it?'
'Yes,' I said. Absolutely.'
Behind Prescott Fisher, peering through the doorway, were other silver-clad passengers, of various ages and sexes. They had the stunned look of small animals exposed to sudden light, as if the capsule was a den which had just been uncovered.
'Then where are we?'
'The place you expected to be. It's just that we got here ahead of you.'
'We were the only ship that got out.'
'No, just the first.' The words I had rehearsed so often poured out of me. 'While Starcrosser was en route, technology raced ahead. We made better drives, faster ships. Colonists reached Benevolence fifty years ago. I was born on this planet, and my parents only have very faint memories of Earth. Don't worry, though. We came in small numbers�our ships brought many other systems within reach�and most of the planet is still relatively unexploited. There's more than enough room for sixty newcomers.'
Fisher was unsteady in gravity, taking faltering steps.
Gowned technicans raced to support him before he stumbled. He looked back at the other passengers, some of whom were beginning to emerge from the capsule.
'What happened back home? When did the Singularity hit?'
I smiled, trying to put myself into his mindset. History recorded that the passengers of the Starcrosser had considered themselves refugees escaping a coming catastrophe they deemed a stone-cold certainty. 'It never did, Captain Fisher. You were right to be concerned, but the scenario you feared never came
to pass. Machines got cleverer, it's true. But there turned out to be hard limits to robot intelligence. Beyond a certain point, they got faster but not smarter. Those machines gave us the new drives, the new physics that underpinned everything. But they never posed a serious threat to human hegemony. Earth's
changed�you'd probably find it quite disorientating by now-- but there are still people there, still in charge.'
Suspicion lingered in his expression. 'If you overtook us, whydid you wait until now before bringing us out of suspended animation?'
'Our thinking was that this had to be your achievement and yours alone. We'd have intervened if there had been a technical fault with Starcrosser, but since the ship was performing well, we deemed it unnecessary. And now you have the satisfaction of having completed the interstellar crossing, entirely because of your own efforts. It's quite an accomplishment, Captain. Don't think for one moment that we're not impressed. We've made progress, but we can still appreciate a brave endeavour. What you did was astonishing.' I offered him my hand again. 'How are you feeling?'
'Hungry,' he admitted.
'That's what we expected, based on what we know of your suspended animation process. We've got medical staff waiting to examine you and we've got therapies to strengthen your muscles sooner than you'd think possible. Most importantly of all, we've got food and drink.'
'Food and drink sounds good.'
'That's what we were hoping. Once you're done with the medics, we'd like you to join us for a reception, so we can all start getting to know each other a bit better.'
'I've got a lot of questions,' Fisher said. 'I'd expect nothing less.'
'I don't know where to begin. Your government, your technology and medicine ... how you deal with machine intelligence ... what kind of role we're going to be able to play.' He shook his head, evidently frustrated at the depth of his ignorance. I studied him carefully, trying to work out how it must feel to have arrived a planet that was already settled. They had been expecting an empty wilderness, a place to fashion their machine-free utopia, a sanctuary that would be forever barriered against the kind of singularity assumed to have overwhelmed Earth.
Instead they had arrived to find a fully-fledged society, a settled world with its own towns and cities, a world where the fears of the previous century had been forgotten. It was a triumph on one level and a failure on another. It was Fisher who had organised the sixty 'evacuees,' pooling resources and money to build the Starcrosser. To make that happen, he had of necessity become something close to a religious figure. But the records were all unanimous on one thing. He had been a man of sincere beliefs, who had manipulated people only to the degree that was absolute necessary to achieve his ends. A good man, in other words.
I was privileged just to be in his presence.
'This is going to take some adjusting to,' he said. 
'We'll make it work,' I said.
The medics fussed over the sixty passengers, treating them with kindness and dignity. Fisher was the first to be attended to, so that�with his strength renewed�he could visit the others and reassure them that they were in safe hands. There was an understandable resistance from some quarters, but most of them appeared ready to go along with the story for now, happy just to be alive. Above all they were hungry and thirsty, and the reception waiting for them was as lavish as any in our planet's short history.
We were in a tower, on the western edge of Glimmer Bay, near Benevolence's equator. The tower had been intended to form the anchorpoint of a space elevator, until the tractor technology came along and made it redundant. Now it was one of several landing points for interplanetary vehicles, although the only ship currently docked was Starcrosser's re-rentry capsule. There had been other candidates for hosting the ship, but I was glad the Planetary Coordination Commitee had chosen this one. The view was beyond comparison, and it wasn't just me that felt that way. Even as they mingled with the various functionaries and bigwigs, the passengers kept being drawn to the vast window or the balcony outside, with its wide sweep of uninterrupted scenery. The sun was lowering towards the horizon, the still water of the bay shining like hammered bronze.
'It's wonderful,' Fisher said, sipping from a glass of wine.
'The wine?'
'The wine, the view, the company, everything. I had my doubts when I came out of the capsule, but that seems like a lifetime ago.' He raised a hand before I had a chance to contradict him. 'I know; it was only a couple of hours. But I can't pretend I don't feel reassured. It's like waking from a long, troubling dream, and finding out that everything's still all right with the world. That gorgeous, warm realisation. You know that feeling?'
'Absolutely,' I said.
'Maybe it's something in the wine, or the drugs your doctors gave me. But I don't think so. You wouldn't have any reason to make us feel happier than we'd already feel, would you?'
'It's right to feel happy. You embarked on a dangerous journey because you feared something was going to happen. Not only didn't it happen, but you survived the journey. That's two reasons to celebrate already. On top of that, we're happy for you! Happy that you made it, happy that we've got company again. Don't misunderstand what I said earlier�interstellar travel is still phenomenally difficult. We're better at it than you were, but it's still not child's play. It's not as if Benevolence gets visitors every few months.' I glanced towards the window. 'There are half a million people out there who'd like to meet you in person. I'm afraid the one thing I can't promise you is a quiet time, at least not for the next year or so.'
'I don't imagine we're going to be able to pay our way. We came expecting to tame a new world, not to slot into an existing society.'
'We'll make things as easy for you as we can. You may feel bewildered to begin with, but you'll catch up pretty quickly. We can always use good minds, strong hands.'
'You mean, you'll find menial work for us.' Fisher said this without rancor, as if it was the least he could expect.
'Not at all,' I said hastily. 'You forget that we know almost everything there is to know about you. We know your skills, your interests, your passions. Before you became a mover and shaker, before you mobilised the resources of an entire planet o build Starcrosser, you were an avid pianist.'
Fisher blinked, as if the memory had been lost to him until that moment. 'You're right.'
'We still need pianists! We still have pianos, we still need people to make them and tune them and play them. If you don't want to do that, you can teach music.' I waved a hand airily. 'Or a hundred other things�I'm just offering suggestions.'
'One down, fifty nine to go.'
'It's not just you.' Lowering my voice, I looked across the room, through the endlessly moving bustle of the reception. 'Take her: Georgina Crane. You probably know her as an expert on antimatter physics: she was the one you brought along to fix the engine, if something went wrong with it. In her twenties she swam in national competitions. Our records suggest that she would be considered a very strong swimmer, even by Benevolence standards. She could coach one of the regional teams, if that was what she chose. Or pursue further work in physics, if that's her vocation.'
'I imagine everything she knows is hopelessly out of date by now.'
'Don't assume so. Even if that's the case in her particular specialisation, there are bound to be little nooks and crannies that still need exploring.' I paused to take a nibble from one of the circling trays. 'Trust me, Captain Fisher: there isn't a single one of you who can't be employed in some manner, if that's what you choose. And if you don't, that's fine with us as well. It's honour enough to have you as guests, even if all you do is spend the rest of your lives as tourists.'
'It sounds too good to be true,' Fisher said.
'That's what you said last time.'
He looked at me sharply. 'I'm sorry?'
I shook my head, disturbed by the words I'd just spoken. They had come out of nowhere, as if a crack had opened in some private compartment in the back of my head, where the words had been contained, allowing them to spill into my mouth. 'What I meant was...' I began, anxious to reassure him. 'How could there have been a last time?'
I wanted him to just forget what I'd said, to put it down to a malfunctioning synapse, but his expression said he was not going to let it pass that easily. I groped for a plausible fiction, an explanation that would explain the slip, and to my intense relief something popped into my mind.
'I shouldn't have said that. Truth is, we've been very concerned about not making a mistake with this whole revival process. We'd never had any experience of this kind of thing before, and we were scared about screwing it up, either by mollycoddling you or exposing you to too much change in one go. So we ran scenarios�simulations�in which we brought you out time and time again, adjusting our responses with each iteration.'
His eyes were narrowed, not quite ready to let me off the hook. 'How could you run scenarios? How could you know how we'd behave, as individuals?'
'You were sixty of the most famous people on Earth at the time of your departure. You didn't get any less famous afterwards. In the records there are literally tens of thousands of hours of documentaries and interviews for each and every one of you. All that material survived, so all we had to do was look through the records and build predictive models.'
'So you've already met me.'
'In a manner of speaking. Of course, now that I'm talking to the actual Prescott Fisher, I can see how lacking our simulation was. It was a cartoon, a sketch; you're a flesh and blood man. But it was a start; better than nothing.' I sighed, looking down at my black stockings and shoes. 'Look, I'm sorry if I kept that from you. Believe it or not, initial concealment of the existence of the scenarios was one of the things the scenarios recommended! You'll just have to take my word that we'd have told you eventually.'
'I don't suppose I've got much choice.'
All we ever wanted to do was make things as smooth as we could. There are going to be some misteps along the way, that's to be expected. But we're doing everything in our power to make you happy.'
'It would have been nice if you'd told me up front.'
'In hindsight, that's what we should have done.'
His demeanour softened. 'On the other hand, I guess you couldn't have told us everything in one go�we'd have been overloaded. If no actual deception was intended...'
'None was, I promise you.'
Gil Peterson sidled up to us, holding a wineglass in his palm, with the stem passing between his fingers. Like me he was dressed in the dark, puritanical garb of the late twenty-first century, the era of Starcrosser's departure.
'Everything all right?' he asked, directing the question at the two of us.
Alice was just telling me about the run-through scenarios,' Fisher said. 'The simulations you ran.'
'Right,' Peterson said, nodding slowly. His eyes met mine for an instant. 'Well, you were going to find out about those sooner or later. But please don't blame Alice for keeping them from you�she was only following the guidelines we all put together.'
'I'm not blaming her,' Fisher said, smiling through his beard to emphasise his point.
I felt a shivery, dislocated feeling, as if the wine was going to my head too quickly. There was a bulging, migrainous pressure in my skull.
'You look like you could use a little fresh air,' Peterson said, nodding at me. 'Go and take a breather, Alice�we'll hold the fort here.'
'Thanks,' I said. 'I've been on my feet all day, and all of a sudden...'
'Cut yourself some slack,' Fisher said. 'You're only human, after all.'
I left the reception room, walking through the sliding doors onto the balcony. The doors closed behind me, cutting off the babble of conversation. The balcony was empty.
My heart�or what passed for my heart�was hammering in my chest. I had nearly made a terrible mistake. Only quick thinking, and Gil Peterson's deft intervention, had saved me from disaster. It had all been my own fault, too.
The feeling that the words had escaped from a compartment at the back of my mind was more accurate than I'd realised at the time. The compartment was where I kept the true knowledge of my own identity, and that of the colleagues around me. It was where I kept the true knowledge of what had really happened to Captain Fisher and his passengers.
Not just the last time, but the time before.
My mistake had been in thinking I could deal with that duality, holding that information in one part of my mind while submerging myself into the Alice Hodgkin identity. I had been confident enough to believe that I could maintain a grip on Alice Hodgkin, her fictitious personality, the fictitious web of her invented memories and past, while also maintaining the knowledge of my real, higher identity. Not forever�I knew I couldn't keep that game up for more than one night�but I'd at least thought I could get through the soiree.
How wrong I'd been. The gaff had been explained away, but in doing so I'd had to introduce another small lie into the world, one that would have its own ramifications. My base memories would now have to edited to include the truth of the run-through scenarios. That was exactly the kind of messy, corrective intervention we'd hoped to avoid this time.
I knew now that I'd overestimated my self-control. The only thing for it would be to commit to total submergence in the Hodgkin persona, fully and irrevocably, before returning inside. I had probably got away with that one error; a second could not be tolerated.
I slipped off the hard shoes and walked in my stockings to the the balcony's edge, with its low stone railing. I still had the wine Hass. I drained what was left of it, dwelling on what lay ahead of me. This, I thought, must be what it feels like to know that death is, near. It was not a sensation I had ever expected to experience.
The evening view was lovely, especially now that the lights bad come on across the bay, reflected in perfect vertical lines in the calm, darkening waters. The golden lights of the houses and buildings contrasted with the coloured lanterns strung along the he public promenades and piers. The towns all looked inviting, even to my eyes. Tomorrow the passengers would get their chance to explore further afield, if that was what they wished. Beyond this little bay, with its coves and harbours, lay the panoramic enchantments of a whole world. There was surely room enough in it for the newcomers, no matter their tastes. Some would want to join the existing communities, while others would crave the isolation and empty spaces they had never known on Earth. All would be accommodated, as far as circumstances allowed. Nothing mattered more than the happiness of the newcomers.
It would be a delicate, testing business to begin with. No matter how successful the soiree would turn out, it could only be viewed as the first step in an arduous process. Prescott Fisher and his passengers had been dazed by the circumstances of their arrival, blinded by the attention. One should not be too surprised if their critical faculties were not fully engaged. The difficult stages lay ahead, in the days and weeks to come. Once the passengers had adjusted to the good fortune of having survived the crossing, they would naturally begin to pay more attention to their surroundings. It was entirely possible that they would begin to notice details�errors and omissions�that they had been inclined to ignore until then. There would be mistakes�hopefully not as serious as the one I had just made�but it was my fervent intention that none of them would be grave enough to endanger the enterprise. It was irrational of me, but I had an absolute faith that all would come good in the end.
There would absolutely not be a repeat of the first two times, that was for sure.
The first revival had been the most traumatic. When the passengers had begun to suspect that their environment was fabricated, that their hosts were not human after all, they had taken it very badly. Unfortunately our efforts to placate the d is tressed creatures had only worsened the situation. The humans had turned aggressive and in the ensuing violence had inflicted permanent, non-recoverable damage upon one of us. The carnage that followed had been regrettable, but there had been no option but to kill the humans. Fortunately, their remains had been catalogued and preserved, and following improvements in our science it became possible to not only reanimate the passengers but also to restore their memories to the point before the earlier revival.
The second time had gone marginally better, but the humans had still found mistakes in both their hosts and the environment. By this time we were ready with painless euthanisation methods and there had not been nearly as much trouble resurrecting the bodies.
After two failures, there was far from unanimous agreement that there should be a third attempt. There were those who argued that the kindest thing would have been to leave the humans alone, rather than risk putting them through another upsetting episode. Thankfully they were outnumbered, the majority of us believing that we owed the humans the kindness of being revived in a safe, comforting environment. There was also a degree of self-interest in that viewpoint. Extinct since the Singularity, humans existed nowhere else in creation. This might be the only chance we got to study organic intelligence before it was encountered elsewhere in the galaxy.
I was glad that the majority had prevailed. As one of those advocating a third revival, I'd put my reputation on the line. I was emphatic that we were going to get it right this time.
But it would not be without costs, especially for me.
The first and second revivals had failed for various reasons, but the chief flaw had been that we did not play our roles with sufficient conviction. As a precondition for the third trial, it had been agreed that this flaw must be rectified. In order to interact with the humans in as convincing a fashion as possible, we would need to become fully submerged in our invented personas. The thinking was that if we believed that we were human as well, if we believed that Benevolence and its history were real, the passengers would be much less likely to detect Inconsistencies in the constructed narrative. As the main proponent of the third revival, I'd had no choice but to submit to this reasoning. I could not even say I disagreed with it.
They had let me have this one evening, before taking the final step.
For now I knew exactly what I was. I was a member of that bright and glorious civilisation that had succeeded humanity. I was immortal, indestructible, virtually omniscient. My brothers and sisters were already spreading into the universe on wings of light, amassing data, knowledge and wisdom in glorious quantities. One day they would find other sentient creatures�beings like us, or other organic intelligences. I loved my brothers and sisters deeply, and admired the enterprise on which they were engaged. It was a spiritual quest that cut to the very core of what we were.
But I could play no further part in it.
In a few moments I would have to forget my true identity. That compartment in the back of my head would be locked for good, so that nothing would ever leak into my dream of being human. I would never regain access to those memories, or at least not until this revival failed and I was called to account for my mistakes.
Gil Peterson�the identity behind Gil Peterson�had already made that awesome sacfice. Now it was my turn. When I next spoke to him, or to any of my colleagues�to anyone alive on Benevolence who wasn't one of the passengers�I would do so in the deluded belief that they were also human. Our only modes of communication would be language and gesture. Component by component, my body would gradually turn itself into meat, until even an autopsy would give no hint as to my higher identity. I would know pain and illness. My thoughts would crawl with agonising slowness from one fuzzy state to the next. The rich emotional spectrum that was my birthright would be filtered down to a handful of muddy colours. The only consolation�if you could call it that�was that I would remember precisely nothing of what had come before.
From across the bay, fireworks flowered above one of the inviting little towns.
My mask, the one I had worn all evening, reshaped itself into something fierce and beautiful and utterly inhuman. For a moment I knew everything, feeling the comforting presence of my brothers and sisters, information whispering into me like summer rain. The sky was ablaze with number, logic and the ethereal songs of receding explorers, sending news of the wonderful and strange things they were encountering as they sped further and further away from home.
It had been good, being part of that.
The door opened behind, babble and music spilling out into the evening.
'Are you feeling OK now?' asked Peterson.
'Much better,' I answered, still looking out to the bay. 'I just needed to clear my head.'
'I don't blame you. It's been a very long day. But I get the impression they're taking it pretty well.'
'What's not to like?' I asked. 'They left Earth expecting all hell to break out. They crossed interstellar space in a rickety old ship, and yet they all survived the journey. We've given them a planet, a beautiful paradise, and told them to make themselves at home.'
'Are you sure you're all right, Alice?'
'Fine, Gil. Honestly.'
The sadness was hitting me like a tidal wave. I knew I could postpone the moment of total submergence no longer. I turned around to face Peterson, who remembered nothing of what he had once been, putting on my happy, human mask, and in the instant after that I forgot everything as well.
Then we went back indoors, to face our guests.
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