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THE DAYS BETWEEN
by Allen Steele
Copyright (c) 2000

Three nonths after |leaving Earth, the URSS _Al abarma_ had just achi eved cruise velocity when
the accident occurred: Leslie Gllis woke up

He regai ned consci ousness slowy, as if enmerging fromlong and dream ess sl eep. Hi s body,
naked and hairless, floated within the blue-green gelatin that filled the interior of his
bi ostasis cell, an oxygen mask covering the lIower part of his face and thin plastic tubes inserted
in his arms. As his vision cleared, GIllis saw that the cell had been | owered to a horizonta
position and that its fiberglass Iid had fol ded open. The lighting within the hi bernati on deck was
subdued, yet he had to open and close his eyes several times before his retinas were able to take
even that little illum nation

H's first lucid thought was: _Thank God, | made it._

His body felt weak, his linmbs stiff. Just as he had been cautioned to do during flight
training, he carefully noved only a little at a time. As Gllis gently flexed the nmuscles of his
arns and | egs, he vaguely wondered why no one had come to his aid. Perhaps Dr. Ckada was busy
hel ping the others emerge from biostasis. Yet he could hear nothing save for a sublinme electrica
hum no voi ces, no novenent.

H s next thought was: _Sonething' s wong_.

Back aching against the strain, his arns feeling as if they were about to dislocate fromhis
shoul ders, G llis grasped the sides of the cell and tried to sit up. For a minute or so he
struggl ed agai nst the phlegmatic enbrace of the suspension fluid; there was a wet sucking sound as
he prized his body upward, then the tubes went taut before he renmenbered that he had to take them
out. Cenching his teeth, Gllis pinched off the tubes between thunb and forefinger and, one by
one, carefully renoved themfromhis arns. The oxygen mask canme off last; the air was frigid and
it stung his throat and |ungs, and he coughed in agoni zed spasns as, with the last ounce of his
strength, he clanbered out of the tank. His legs couldn't hold him and he coll apsed upon the cold
floor of the deck.

Gllis didn't know how long he lay curled in a fetal position, his hands tucked into his
groin. He never really |ost consciousness, yet for a long while his mnd |ingered sonewhere
bet ween awar eness and sl eep, his unfocused eyes gazing at the burnished netal plates of the floor
After awhile the cold penetrated his dull ed senses; the suspension fluid was freezing against his
bare skin, and he dully realized that if he lay here nuch | onger he would soon |apse into
hypot her m a.

Gllis rolled over on his back, forced hinmself to sit up. Aquamarine fluid drool ed down his
body, formed a shall ow pool around his hips; he hugged his shoul ders, rubbing his chilled flesh.
Once again, he wondered why no one was paying any attention to him Yes, he was only the
conmuni cations officer, yet there were others farther up the conmmand hi erarchy who shoul d have
been revived by now. Kuni ko Okada was the |ast person he had seen before the somatic drugs entered
his system as Chief Physician, she also woul d have been the | ast crew nenber to enter biostasis

and the first to energe. She would have then brought up -- Gllis sought to remenber specific
details -- the Chief Engineer, Dana Monroe, who would have then ascertained that _Al abama_'s mgjor
systens were operational. |If the ship was in nomnal condition, Captain Lee would have been

revived next, shortly followed by First Oficer Shapiro, Executive Oficer Tinsley, Senior
Navigator Ul man, and then Gllis hinself. Yes, that was the correct procedure

So where was everyone el se?

First things first. He was wet and naked, and the ship's internal tenperature had been
| owered to 50 degrees. He had to find some clothes. His teeth chattering, Gllis staggered to his
feet, then lurched across the deck to a nearby | ocker. Opening it, he found a stack of clean white
towels and a pile of folded robes. As he wi ped the noist gel fromhis body, he recalled his
enbarrassnent when his turn had cone for Kuniko to prepare himfor hibernation. It was bad enough
to have his body shaved, yet when her electric razor had descended to his pubic area he found
hi msel f beconing involuntarily aroused by her gentle touch. Anused by his reaction, she had sniled
at himin a notherly way. _Just relax_, she said. _Think about sonething else..._

He turned, and for the first time saw the rest of the biostasis cells were still upright
within their niches. Thirteen white fiberglass coffins, each resting at a forty-five degree angle
wi thin the bul khead wal | s of Deck C2A. El ectrophoretic displays on their lids emtted a warm anber
gl ow, showi ng the status of the crewrenbers contained within. Here was the _Al abanma_'s conmand
team just as he had | ast seen them Lee, Shapiro, Tinsley, Okada, Mnroe, Ul nan..

Everyone was still asleep. Everyone except hinself.
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Gllis hastily pulled on a robe, then strode across the deck to the nearest window. I|ts outer
shutter was cl osed, yet when he pressed the button that noved it upward, all he saw were distant
stars agai nst black space. O course, he mght not be able to see 47 Usae Majoris fromthis
particul ar porthole. He needed to get to the command center, check the navigation instrunents.

As he turned fromthe wi ndow, sonething caught his eye: the readout on the nearest biostasis

cell. Trenbling with unease as nuch as cold, Gllis noved closer to exanine it. The screen
identified the sleeper within as _Cortez, Raynond B. _ -- Ray Cortez, the life-support chief -- and
all his life-signs seemed nornal as far as he could tell, yet that wasn't what attracted his

attention. On the upper left side was a tine-code:
E/: 7.8.70 / 22:10:01 Gvr

July 8, 2070. That was the date everyone had entered hibernation, three days after the
_Al abama_ had nade its unschedul ed departure from Hi ghgate. On the upper right side of the screen
t hough, was anot her ti me-code:

P/: 10.3.70 / 00.21.23 GVI

Cct ober 3, 2070. Today's date and tine.

The _Al abama_ had been in flight for only three nonths. Three nonths of a voyage across forty-
six light-years which, at 20 percent of |ight-speed, would take nore 230 years to conplete.

For several long mnutes, Gllis stared at the readout, unwilling to believe the evidence of
his own eyes. Then he turned and wal ked across the conpartnment to the manhole. H's bare feet
sl appi ng agai nst the cool netal rungs, he clinbed down the |adder to the next deck of the
hi ber nati on nodul e.

Fourteen nore biostasis cells, all within their niches. None were open

Fighting panic, Gllis scranbled further down the | adder to Deck C2C. Again, fourteen cl osed
cel I's.

Still clutching at sone intangible shred of hope, Gllis quickly visited Deck C2D, then he
scurried back up the | adder and entered the short tunnel |leading to the _Alabama 's second
hi bernati on nodule. By the tinme he reached Deck ClD, he had checked every biostasis cell bel onging
to the starship's one hundred and three renaining passengers, yet he hadn't found one which was
open.

He sagged agai nst a bul khead, and for a long tinme he could do nothing except trenble with
fear.

He was al one.
* * %

After awhile, Gllis pulled hinself together. Al right, something had obvi ously gone wr ong.
The conputers controlling the biostasis systens had nade a critical error and had prematurely
awakened hi m from hi bernation. Okay, then; all he had to do was put hinself back into the | oop.

The robe he had found wasn't very warm so he nade his way through the circul ar passageway
connecting the ship's seven ring nodules until he entered C4, one of two nodul es that woul d serve
as crew quarters once the _Al abama_ reached 47 Ursae Majoris. He tried not to | ook at the rows of
enpty bunks as he searched for the | ocker where he stowed his personal bel ongings. His blue
junmpsuit was where he had left it three nonths ago, hanging next to the isolation garnent he had
worn when he left G ngrich Space Center to board the shuttle up the H ghgate; on a shelf above it,
next to his high-top sneakers, was the small cardboard box containing the precious few nenmentos he
had been pernitted to take with him GIllis deliberately ignored the box as he pulled on his
junmpsuit; he'd look at the stuff inside once he reached his final destination, and that wouldn't
be for another 230 years ... 226 years, if you considered the tinme-dilation factor, but why split
hai rs?

The command center, |located on Deck H4 within the ship's cylindrical hub, was cold and dark
The lights had been turned down and the rectangul ar wi ndows along its circular hull were
shuttered; only the soft glow enmtted by a few control panels pierced the gloom Gllis took a
nmoment to switch on the ceiling lights; spotting the environnental control station, he briefly
consi dered adjusting the thernostat to make things a bit warmer, then decided against it. He had
been trained as a comuni cati ons specialist; his technical understanding of the rest of the
_Alabama_'s nmmjor systens was cursory at best, and he was reluctant to nake any changes that m ght
i nfluence the ship's operating condition. Besides, he wasn't staying here for very |long; once he
returned to biostasis, the cold woul dn't make much difference to him

Al the sanme, it was his duty to check the ship's condition, so he wal ked over to the nav
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table, pulled away the plastic cover which protected its keypad, and punched up a display of the
_Alabama's_ present position. A bright shaft of |ight appeared above the table, and within it
appeared a tiny hol ographic nodel of the ship. It floated in mdair at the end of a |ong curved
string which I ed outward fromthe center of the three-di nensional halo representing the orbits of
the major planets of the solar system Myving at constant 1-g thrust, the _Al abama_ was al ready
beyond the orbit of Neptune; the ship was now passing the canted orbit of Pluto, and in a few
weeks it would cross the heliopause, escaping the |ast weak remmants of the Sun's gravitationa
pull as it headed into interstellar space.

The _Al abama_ had now travel ed farther fromEarth than any previ ous manned spacecraft; only a
few space probes had ever ventured this far. Gllis found hinself snmling at the thought. He was
now the only living person -- the only conscious |living person, at least -- to have voyaged so far
fromEarth. A feat alnost worth waking up for ... although, all things considered, he would have
preferred to sleep through it.

He nmoved to the engineering station, uncovered its console, and pulled up a schematic display
of the nmain engine. The deuteriumhelium3 reserves that had been | oaded aboard the _Al abama_'s
spherical main fuel tank before | aunch had been | argely consuned during the ninety-day boost
phase, but now that the ship had reached cruise speed, the magnetic field projected by its Bussard
ranscoop was drawi ng ionized interstellar hydrogen and heliumfroma 4,000 kil oneter radius in
front of the ship, feeding the fusion reactor at its stern and thus maintaining a constant .2c
velocity. Mcrosecond pul sations of the sane nagnetic field enabled it to simnultaneously perform
as a shield, deflecting away the interstellar dust that, at relativistic velocities, would have
soon shredded the _Alabama_'s hull. Gllis's know edge of the ship's propul sion systens was
limted, yet his brief exam nation showed himthat they were operating at 90 percent efficiency.

Sonet hing softly tapped agai nst the floor behind him

Startled by the unexpected sound, Gllis turned around, peered into the seni-darkness. For a
few monents he saw nothing, then a small shape enmerged from behind the nav table: one of the
spi der-1ike autononpbus nai nt enance robots that constantly prow ed the _Al abama_, inspecting its
conpartnents and nmaking mnor repairs. This one had apparently been attracted to Gllis's presence
within the command deck; its eyestalks briefly flicked in his direction, then 'bot scuttled away.

Well, then. So much the better. The 'bot was no nore intelligent than a nouse, but it
reported everything that it observed to the ship's Al. Now that the ship was aware that one of its
passengers was awake, the time had come for Gllis to take care of his little problem

Gllis crossed the deck to his customary post at the communications station. Sitting down in
his chair, he pulled away the plastic cover; a few deft taps on the keyboard and his consol e
glowed to Iife once nore. Seeing the famliar screens and readouts made himfeel a little nore
secure; here, at |least, he knew what he was doing. He typed in the comands whi ch opened an
interface to _Alabama_'s DNA-based artificial intelligence.

Gllis, Leslie, Lt. Com |.D. 86419-D. Password Scotl and.

The response was i mediate: |.D. confirnmed. Password accepted. Good nmorning, M. Gllis. My
I help you?

Wiy was | awakened? Gllis typed.

A short pause, then: Gllis, Leslie, Lt. Com is still in biostasis

Gllis's mouth fell open: _What the hell...?_

No, I"'mnot. I'"'mhere in the command center. You've confirmed that yourself.

This time, the Al's response seened a fraction of a second longer. Lt. Com Leslie Gllis is
still in biostasis. Please re-enter your |I.D. and password for reconfirnation

Impatiently, Gllis typed: |.D. 86419-D. Password Scotl and.

The Al cane back at once: ldentification reconfirnmed. You are Lt. Com Leslie Gllis.

Then you agree that I'mno |onger in biostasis.

No. Lt. Com Leslie Gllis remains in biostasis. Please re-enter your |.D. and password for
reconfirmation.

Gllis angrily slamed his hands agai nst the console. He shut his eyes and took a deep
breath, then forced hinself to think this through as calmy as he could. He was dealing with an
Al; it may be conditioned to respond to questions posed to it in plain English, yet nonetheless it
was a nmachi ne, operating with machine-like logic. Al though he had to deal with it on its own
terns, nonethel ess he had to establish the rules.

|.D. 86419-D. Password Scot | and.

Identification reconfirned. You are Lt. Com Leslie Gllis.
Pl ease locate Lt. Com Leslie Gllis.

Lt. Com Leslie Gllis is in biostasis cell ClA-07
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Ckay, now they were getting somewhere ... but this was clearly wong, in nore ways than one
He had just energed froma cell located on Deck A of Mdule C2.

Who is the occupant of biostasis cell C2A-07?
Qunt her, Eric, Ensign/FSA

The nane was unfam liar, but the suffix indicated that he was an Federal Space Agency ensign.
A nmenber of the flight crew who had been ferried up to the _Al abama_ just before | aunch, but
probably not one of the conspirators who had hijacked the ship.

Gllis typed: There has been a mistake. Eric Qunther is not in cell C2A-07, and | amnot in
cell ClA-07. Do you understand?

Anot her pause, then: Acknow edged. Biostasis cell assignnents rechecked with secondary data
system Correction: cell ClA-07 presently occupied by Eric Gunther

Gllis absently gnawed on a fingernail ; after a few minutes he devel oped a possible
explanation for the switch. Captain Lee and the other conspirators had srmuggled al nmost fifty
di ssident intellectuals just before the Al abama_ fled Earth; since none of them had been |isted
in the ship's original crew nmanifest, the D.1.s had to be assigned to biostasis cells previously
reserved for the nenbers of the col onization team who had been | eft behind on Earth. Gllis could
only assune that, at some point during the confusion, someone had accidentally fed erroneous
information to the conputer controlling the biostasis systems. Therefore, although he was
originally assigned to ClLA-07 while Ensign Gunther was supposed to be in C2A-07, whoever had
switched his and Gunther cells had al so neglected to cross-feed this information fromthe
bi ostasis control systemto the ship's Al. In the long run, it was a small nmatter of substituting
one single digit for another....

Yet this didn't answer the original question: why had he been prematurely revived from
bi ostasi s? O rather, why was Gunt her supposed to be revived?

Why did you revive the occupant of cell C2A-07?
CLASSI FIED/TS. | SA Order 7812- DA

VWhat the...? Wiy was there an Internal Security Agency |ock-out? Yet he was able to get
around t hat.

Security override AS-001001, Gllis, Leslie, Lt. Com password Scotland. Repeat question: why did
you revive the occupant of cell C2A-07?

CLASSI FI EDJ TS: OPEN. Ensign Gunther was to confirm Presidential |aunch authorization via secure
communi cati on channel. Upon failure to confirm authorization by 7.5.70/00.00, Ensign Gunther was
to be revived from biostasis at 10.3.70/00.00 and given the option of termninating the nission

Gllis stared at the screen for a long while, conprehendi ng what he had just read but
nonet hel ess not quite believing it. This could only nean one thing: Gunther had been an | SA nole
pl aced aboard the _Al abana_ for the purpose of assuring that the ship wasn't |aunched w t hout
Presidential authorization. However, since Captain Lee had ordered GIllis himself to shut down al
nmodes of communi cati on between M ssion Control and the _Al abanma_, Gunther hadn't been able to send
a covert transm ssion back to Earth. Therefore the Al had programmed to revive himfrom bi ostasis
ni nety days after |aunch

At this point, though, Gunther wouldn't have been able to sinply turn the ship around even if
he'd wanted to do so. The _Alabama_ was too far fromEarth, its velocity too high, for one person
to acconplish such a task on his own. So there was no ni stake what "terminating the m ssion”
meant ; Gunt her was supposed to have destroyed the _Al abama_.

A loyal citizen of the United Republic of America, even to the point of suicide. Indeed,
Gllis had little doubt that the Republic's official press agency had already reported the | oss of
the _Al abanma_ and that FSA spokesnen were issuing statenents to the effect that the ship had
suffered a catastrophic accident.

Since no one el se aboard the ship knew about Gunther's orders, the Al's hidden program hadn't
been del eted fromnenory. On the one hand, at |east he had been prevented fromcarrying out his
suicide mssion. On the other, Gunther would remain asleep for the next 230 years while Gllis was
now w de- awake.

Very well. So now all he had to do was join himin biostasis. Once he woke up again, Gllis
could inform Captain Lee of what he had | earned, and | et himdecide what to do with Ensign
Qunt her.
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There has been a mistake. |'mwas not supposed to be revived at this tinme. | have to return
to biostasis inmediately.

A pause, then: This is not possible. You cannot return to biostasis.

Gllis's heart skipped a beat.

| repeat: there has been a nmistake. There was no reason to revive the person in cell C2A-07. | was
the occupant of cell C2A-07, and | need to return to biostasis at once.

| understand the situation. The crew nmani fest has been changed to reflect this new information
However, it is inpossible for you to return to biostasis.

H s hands trenbl ed upon the keyboard: Wy not?

Prot ocol does not allow for the occupant of cell C2A-07 to resune biostasis. This cell has been
per manent |y deactivated. Resunption of biostasis is not adm ssible.

Gllis suddenly felt as if a hot towel had been wapped around his face. Security override B-
001001, Gllis, Leslie, Lt. Com Password Scotland. Delete protocol inmediately.

Password accepted, Lt. GIllis. Protocol cannot be deleted w thout direct confirmation of
Presidential |aunch authorization, and nmay not be rescinded by anyone other than Ensign Gunt her

Rage surged with him He angrily typed: Revive Ensign Gunther at once. This is an energency.

No menbers of the crew may be revived from biostasis until the ship has reached its fina
destination unless there is a mission-critical energency. Al systens are at nomi nal status: there
is no mssion-critical energency.

Eric Gunther. Eric GQunther lay asleep on Deck ClLA Yet even if he could be awakened from

hi bernation and forced to confess his role, there was little he could do about it now The |ong
swat h of ionized particles the Alabana_left in its wake rendered i npossible any radio

communi cations with Earth; any signals received by or sent fromthe starship would be fuzzed out
whil e the fusion engines were firing, and the _Al abama_ woul d renain under constant thrust for the
next 230 years.

If | don't return to biostasis, then I'Il die. This is an enmergency. Do you understand?

| understand your situation, M. Gllis. However, it does not pose a nission-critical energency. |
apol ogi ze for the error.

Reading this, Gllis found hinmself smling. The smle becane a grin, and from sonewhere
within his grin a wy chuckle slowy fought through. The chuckle evolved into hysterical |aughter
for by now Gllis had realized the irony of his situation

He was the Chief Conmunications Oficer of the URSS _Al abanma_. And he was dooned because he
coul dn't conmuni cate
* * %

Gllis had his pick of any berth aboard the ship, including Captain Lee's private quarters,
yet he chose the bunk that had been assigned to him it only seened right. He reset the thernostat
to 71 degrees, then he took a long, hot shower. Putting on his junpsuit again, he returned to his
berth, lay down, and tried to sleep. Yet every tine he shut his eyes, new thoughts entered his
m nd, and soon he would find hinmself staring at the bunk above him So he lay there for a | ong
time, his hands fol ded together across his stomach as he contenplated his situation

He woul dn't asphyxi ate nor perish fromlack of water. _Alabama's_ cl osed-1oop |ife-support
system woul d purge the carbon-dioxide fromthe ship's air and recirculate it as breathabl e oxygen-
nitrogen, and his urine would be purified and recycled as potable water. Neither would he freeze
to death in the dark; the fusion engines generated sufficient excess energy for himto be able to
run the ship's internal electrical systens without fear of exhausting its reserves. Nor would he
have to worry about starvation; there were enough rations aboard to feed a crew of 104 passengers
for twel ve nonths, which neant that one person would have enough to eat for over a century.

Yet there was little chance that he would last that long. Wthin their biostasis cells, the
remai ni ng crew nenbers woul d be constantly rejuvenated, their natural aging processes held at bay
t hrough honeostatic stemcell regeneration, tel eonerase enzyne therapy, and nanotechnical repair
of vital organs, while infusion of somatic drugs would keep themin a coma-like condition that
woul d deprive them of subconsci ous dream sl eep. Once they reached 47 Ursae Majoris, they would
energe from hi bernation -- even that termwas a m snonmer, for they would never stir fromtheir
long rest -- just the sanme way as they had been when they entered the cells
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Not so for him Now that he was renoved from bi ostasis, he would continue to age normally. O
at least as nornmally as one would while traveling at relativistic velocity; if he were suddenly
spirited back home and was net by a hypothetical twin brother -- no chance of that happening; |ike
so many others aboard, Gllis was an only child -- he would discover that he had aged only a few
hours less than his sibling. Yet that gap would gradually w den the farther _Al abana_ travel ed
fromEarth, and even the Lorentz factor wouldn't save himin the long run, for everyone el se
aboard the ship was aging at the sanme rate; the only difference was that their bodies would remain
perpetual ly youthful, while his own woul d gradually break down, grow old..

No. _ GlIlis forcefully shut his eyes. _Don't think about it._

But there was no way of getting around it: he was now living under a death sentence. Yet a
condemmed nman in solitary confinenment has sone sort of personal contact, even if it's only the
fleeting glinpse of a guard's hand as he shoves a tray of food through the cell door. Gllis
didn't have that luxury. Never again would he ever hear another voice, see another face. There
were a dozen or so people back home he had | oved, and another dozen or so he had | oathed, and
countl ess others he had nmet, however briefly, during his twenty-eight years he had spent on Earth.
Al'l gone, lost forever...

He sat up abruptly. Alittle too abruptly; he slammed the top of his head agai nst the bunk
above him He cursed beneath his breath, rubbed his skull -- a small bunp beneath his hair,
not hing nore -- then he swng his | egs over the side of his bunk, stood up, and opened his | ocker
H s box was where he had last seen it; he took it down fromthe shelf, started to open it...

And then he stopped hinself. No. If he | ooked inside now, the things he left in there would
meke himonly nore m serable than he already was. His fingers trenbled upon the lid. He didn't
need this now. He shoved the box back into the | ocker and slammed the door shut behind it. Then
havi ng nothing else better to do, he decided to take a walk

The ring corridor |led himaround the hub to Mddule C7, where he clinbed down to the ness
deck: long enpty benches, walls painted in nuted earth tones. The deck bel ow contai ned the galley:
chrone tables, cooking surfaces, enpty warmrefrigerators. He located the coffee naker, but there
was no coffee to be found, so he ventured further down the |adder to the ship's ned deck
Anti septic white-on-white conpartnents, the exam nation beds covered with plastic sheets; cabinets
cont ai ned cel | ophane-wrapped surgical instrunments, gauze and bandages, and rows of plastic bottles
cont ai ni ng pharnaceuticals with arcane |abels. He had a slight headache, so he searched through

themuntil he found sone ibuprofen; he took the pill w thout water and lay down for a few nonents.
After awhile his headache went away, so he decided to check out the wardroom on the bottom
level. It was sparsely furnished, only a few chairs and tables beneath a pair of wallscreens, with

a single couch facing a closed porthole. One of the tables folded open to reveal a hol ographic
game board; he pressed a button marked by a kni ght piece and watched as a chess set naterialized
He used to play chess assiduously when he was a teenager, but had gradually lost interest as he
grew ol der. Perhaps it was time to pick it up again..

I nst ead, though, he went over to the porthole. Opening the shutter, he gazed out into space
Al t hough astronony had al ways been a minor hobby, he could see none of the famliar
constellations; this far fromEarth, the stars had changed position so radically that only the
Al's navigation subroutine could accurately |locate them Even the stars were strangers now, this
revel ati on made himfeel even nore lonely, so he closed the shutter. He didn't bother to turn off
the gane table before he left the conpartnent.

As he wal ked along the ring corridor, he came up a lone "bot. It quickly scuttled out of his
way as he approached, but Gllis squatted down on his haunches and tapped his fingers against the
deck, trying to coax it closer. The robot's eyestal ks twitched briefly toward him for a nmonent it
seenmed to hesitate, then it quickly turned away and went up the circul ar passageway. It had no
reason to have any interaction with humans, even those who desired its conpany. Gllis watched the
"bot as it di sappeared above the ceiling, then he reluctantly rose and continued up the corridor.

The cargo modul es, C5 and C6, were dark and cold, deck upon deck of col or-coded storage
| ockers and shi pping containers. He found the crew rations on Deck C5A; sliding open one of the
refrigerated | ockers, he took a few mnutes to inspect its contents: vacuuntseal ed pl astic bags
contai ning freeze-dried substances identified only by cryptic |abels. None of it |ooked very
appeti zi ng; the dark-brown slab within the bag he pulled out at random coul d have been anyt hi ng
from processed beef to chocol ate cake. He wasn't hungry yet, so he shoved it back and sl amred the
| ocker shut.

Gllis returned to the ring corridor and wal ked to the hatch [ eading to the hub access shaft.
As he opened the hatch, though, he hesitated before grasping the top rung of the shaft's recessed
| adder. He had clinbed down the shaft once before already, yet he had been so determ ned to reach
the command deck that he had failed to recognize it for what it was, a narrow well alnost a
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hundred feet deep. Wile the _Al abana_ was noored at Hi ghgate and in zero-gee, everyone aboard had
treated it as a tunnel, yet now what had once been horizontal was now verti cal

He | ooked down. Far below, five levels beneath him lay the hard netal floor of Deck H5. If
hi s hands ever slipped on the ladder, if his feet failed to rest safely upon one of its rungs,
then he could fall all the way to the bottom He would have to be careful every tinme he clinbed
the shaft, for if he ever had an accident..

The trick was never |ooking down. He purposely watched his hands as he nmade his way down the
| adder .

Gllis neant to stop on H2 and H3 to check the engineering and |ife-support decks, yet
sonehow he found hinself not stopping until he reached H5.

The EVA deck held three airlocks. To his right and I eft were the hatches leading to the
_Alabama's_ twin shuttles, the Willace_ and the Helnms_. Gllis gazed through the porthole at the
_Helms_; the spaceplane was nestled within its docking cradle, its delta wings folded beneath its
broad fusel age, its bubble canopy covered by shutters. For a monent, he had an insane urge to
steal the Helnms_ and fly it back home, yet that was clearly inpossible; the shuttles only had
sufficient fuel and oxygen reserves for orbital sorties. He wouldn't get so far as even Neptune,
| et alone Earth. And besi des, he had never been trained to pilot a shuttle.

Turning away fromthe porthole, he caught sight of another airlock |ocated on the opposite
side of the deck. This one didn't lead to a shuttle docking collar; it was the airlock that |ed
out si de the ship.

Rel uctantly, alnost against his own will, GIllis found hinmself walking toward it. He tw sted
the | ockwheel to undog the inner hatch, then pulled it open and stepped inside. The airlock was a
smal | white conpartnent barely |arge enough to hold two nen wearing hardsuits. On the opposite
side was the tiger-striped outer hatch with a small control panel nounted on the bul khead next to
it. The panel had only two najor buttons -- _Pres., Purge , and _Open_ -- and above them were
three lights: green, orange, and red. The green light was now lit, showing that the inner hatch
was open and the airlock was safely pressurized.

The airl ock was cold. The rest of the ship had warned up by now, but here Gllis could fee

the arctic chill creeping through his junpsuit, see every exhal ati on as ghostly wi sps rising past
his face. He didn't know how | ong he renmi ned there, yet he regarded the three buttons for a very
long tine.

After awhile, he realized that his stomach was beginning to runble, so he backed out of the
compartnent. He carefully closed the inner hatch, and |ingered outside the airlock for another
m nute or so before he decided that this was one part of the ship he didn't want to visit very
of ten.

Then he nade the long clinmb back up the access shaft.

There were chrononeters everywhere, displaying both Geenwich Mean Tinme and rel ativistic
shiptime. On the second day after revival, Gllis decided that he'd rather not know what the date
was, so he found a roll of black electrical tape and went through the entire ship, masking every
clock he could find.

There were no natural day or night cycles aboard the ship. He slept when he felt tired, and
got out of bed when he felt like it. After awhile, he found that he was spending countl ess hours
lying in his bunk, doing nothing nore than staring at the ceiling, thinking about nothing. This
wasn't good, so he made a regul ar schedule for hinself.

He reset the ship's internal lighting so that it turned on and off at twelve-hour intervals,
gi ving himan senbl ance of sunrise and sunset. He started his nornings by jogging around the ring
corridor, keeping it up until his |legs ached and his breath cane in ragged gasps, and then
sprinting the final |ap.

Next he woul d take a shower, and then attend to hinsel f. Wen his beard began to grow back,
he made a point of shaving every day, and when his hair started to get a little too long he
trimmed it with a pair of surgical scissors he found in the ned deck; the result was a chopped,
butch-cut | ook, but so long as he managed to keep the hair out of his eyes and off his neck he was
satisfied. Oherwise, he tried to avoid closely |ooking at hinmself in the mrror

Once he was dressed, he would visit the galley to make breakfast: cold cereal, rehydrated
veget abl e juice, a couple of fruit squares, a mug of hot coffee. He |liked to open a porthole and
| ook out at the stars while he ate.

Then he woul d go below to the wardroom and activate the wall screens. He was able to access
countl ess hours of datafiche through the Al's library subroutine, yet precious little of it was
i ntended for entertainment. |Instead, what he found were mainly tutorials: service nanuals for the
_Alabama's_ nmmjor operating systens, texts on agriculture, astrobiology, |and nmanagenent, acadenic

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Allen%20Steele%20-%20The%20Days%20Between.txt (7 of 14) [11/1/2004 12:28:04 AM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/Allen%20Steel €%620-%20T he%20D ay s%20Between. txt

studi es of historical colonies on Earth, so forth and so on. Nonethel ess he devoted hinmself to
studyi ng everything he could find, pretending as if he was once again a first-year plebe at the
Acadeny of the Republic, menorizing everything and then silently quizzing hinself to make sure he
got it right. Perhaps it was pointless -- there was no reason for himto | earn about organic

met hods of soybean cultivation -- yet it helped to keep his m nd occupi ed.

Al t hough he | earned nuch about the _Al abama's_ biostasis systens he hadn't known before, he
never found anything that would help himreturn to hibernation. He eventually returned to Deck
C2B, closed the hatch of his forner cell, and returned it to its niche. After that, he tried not
to go there again; like the EVA airlock on Deck H5, this was a place that nade hi munconfortable.

When he was tired of studying, he would play chess for hours upon end, matching his wts
agai nst the ganme system The outcone was al ways inevitable, for the conputer could never be
def eated, but he gradually |l earned how to anticipate its next nove and forestall another |oss for
at least a little while Ionger.

The food was bl and, preprocessed stuff, artificial substitutes for neat, fruit, and
veget abl es neant to remain edible after years of long-termfreezer storage, but he did the best to
make di nner nore tolerable. Once he |l earned how to interpret the |abels, he selected a variety of
different rations and noved themto the galley. He spent considerable tinme and effort maki ng each
meal a little better, or at least different, fromthe |ast one; often the results were dismal, but
now and then he nanaged to concoct something he wouldn't mind eating again -- stir-fried chicken
and pi neappl e over linguine, for instance, wasn't as strange as he thought it might be -- and then
he could type the recipe into the galley conputer for future reference.

Wi | e wandering through the ship in search of sonething else to divert his attention, he
found a canvas duffel bag. It belonged to Jorge Montero, one of the D.l1.s who had hel ped the
_Al abama_ escape from Earth; apparently he had nanaged to bring a small supply of books with him

Most were wi | derness-survival nmanuals of one sort of another, yet anong themwere a few 20th
century classics: J. Bronowski's _The Ascent of Man_, Kenneth Brower's _The Starship and the
Canoe_, Frank Herbert's _Dune_. Gllis took them back to his berth and put them aside as bed-tine
r eadi ng.

On occasion, he would visit the command deck. The third tine he did this, the nav table
showed himthat the _Al abama_ had crossed the heliopause; the ship was now traveling through
interstellar space, the dark between the stars. Because the ranmscoop bl ocked the view, there were
no wi ndows that faced directly ahead, yet he | earned how to nani pul ate the caneras | ocated on the
fuel tank until they displayed a real-tinme imge forward of the ship's bow It appeared as if the
stars directly in front had clustered together, the Doppler effect causing themto form short
conmet-like tails tinged with blue. Yet when he rotated the canera to | ook back the way he had
conme, he saw that an irregul ar black hol e had opened behind of the Alabanma ; the Sun and all its
pl anets, including Earth, had becone invisible.

This was one nore thing that disturbed him so he seldom activated the bow caneras.

He slept, and he jogged, and he ate, and he studied, and he played long and futile chess
ganmes, and otherw se did everything possible to pass the tinme as best he could. Every now and then
he caught hinmself nmurnmuring to hinself, carrying on conversations with only his own mnd as a
conpani on; when this happened, he woul d consciously nake hinself shut up. Yet no matter how far he
managed to escape fromhinself, he always had to return to the silence of the ship's corridors,
the enptiness of its conpartnents.

He didn't know it then, but he was beginning to go insane.

* * %

His junpsuit began to get worn out. It was the only thing he had to wear, though, besides his
robe, so he checked the cargo nanifest and found that clothing was stowed in Deck C5C, and it was
whil e searching for themit he discovered the |iquor supply.

There wasn't supposed to be any booze aboard the _Al abama_, yet nonet hel ess sonmeone had
managed to srmuggle two cases of scotch, two cases of vodka, and one case of chanpagne onto the
ship. They were obviously put there to help the crew celebrate their safe arrival at 47 Ursae
Majoris; GIllis found them stashed anbng the spare cl ot hing.

He tried to ignore the liquor for as long as possible; he had never been much of a drinker
and he didn't want to start now. But several days later, after another attenpt at naking beef
stroganoff resulted in a tastel ess mess of hal f-cooked noodl es and beef-substitute, he found
hi nsel f wandering back to C5C and pulling out a bottle of scotch. He brought it back to the
war droom poured a couple of fingers in a glass and stirred in sonme tapwater, then sat down to
pl ay anot her ganme of chess. After his second drink, he found hinself feeling nore at ease than he
had since his untinely awakeni ng; the next evening, he did the sane thing again.

That was the begi nning of his dark tines.
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"Cocktail hour" soon becanme the highlight of his day; after awhile, he found no reason to
wait until after dinner, and instead had his first drink during his afternoon chess gane. One
nmor ni ng he decided that a gl ass of chanmpagne woul d be the perfect thing to top off his daily run
so he opened a bottle after he showered and shaved, and continued to indul ge hinself during the
rest of the day. He discovered that powdered citrus juice was an adequate ni xer for vodka, so he
added a little of that to his nmorning breakfast, and it wasn't |ong before he took to carrying
around a gl ass of vodka wherever he went. He tried to ration the |iquor supply as nmuch as he
could, yet he found hinself depressed whenever he finished a bottle, and relieved to discover that
there al ways seened to be one nore to replace it. At first he told hinmself that he had to | eave
sone for the others -- after all, it was neant for their eventual celebration -- but in time that
notion faded to the back of his mnd, and was finally forgotten altogether

He went to sleep drunk, often in the wardroom and awoke to nasty hangovers that only a hair
of the dog could help dispel. H's clothes began to snmell of stale booze; he soon got tired of
washi ng them and sinply found another junmpsuit to wear. Unwashed plates and cookware piled up in
the galley sink, and it always seened as if there were enpty or half-enpty gl asses scattered
t hroughout the ship. He stopped jogging after awhile, but he didn't gain nuch wei ght because he
had | ost his appetite and was now eating | ess than before. And every day, he found a new source of
irritation: the inconvenient tinmes when the lights turned on and off, or how the conpartnents
al ways seened too hot or too cold, or why he could never find something that he needed.

One night, frustrated at having lost at chess yet again, he picked up his chair and sl anmed
it through the game table's glass panel. He was still staring at the wecked tabl e when one of the
"bots arrived to investigate; deciding that its compani onship was better than none at all, he sat
down on the floor and tried to get it to cone closer, cooing to it in the sane way he had summoned
hi s puppy back when he was a boy. The 'bot ignored himconpletely, and that enraged himeven
further, so he found an enpty chanpagne bottle and used it to denolish the nachi ne. Renarkably,
the bottle remained intact even after the 'bot had become a broken, useless thing in the niddle of
the wardroom fl oor; even nore remarkably, it didn't shatter the porthole when Gllis hurled it
agai nst the w ndow.

He didn't renenber what happened after that; he sinply blacked out. The next thing he knew,
he was sprawl ed across the floor of the airlock

The harsh clang of an alarmthreatened to split his skull in half. Dully surprised to find
where he was, he clunsily raised hinmself up on his el bows and regarded his surroundi ngs through
swol | en eyes. He was naked; his junpsuit lay in an heap just within the inner hatch, which was
shut. There was a | arge pool of vomit nearby, but he couldn't recall having thrown up any nore
than he could renenber getting here fromthe wardroom

Li ghts strobed within the tiny conpartnent. Rolling over on his side, he peered at the
control panel next to the outer hatch. The orange button in its center was lit, and the red one
beneath it flashed on and off. The airlock was ready to be opened w thout prior deconpression
this was what had triggered the alarm

Gllis had no idea how he got here, but it was obvi ous what he had al nbst done. He craw ed
across the airlock floor and sl apped his hand agai nst the green button; that stopped the alarm
Then he opened the inner hatch and, wi thout bothering to pick up his discarded junpsuit, staggered
out of the airlock. He couldn't keep his bal ance, though, so he fell to his hands and knees and
t hrew up again.

Then he rolled over on his side, curled in upon hinmself and wept hysterically until sleep
mercifully canme to him Naked and m serable, he passed out on the floor of the EVA deck

The following day, Gllis nethodically went through the entire ship, gathering the few
remai ning bottles and returning themto the | ocker where he had found them Al though he was
tenpted to jettison theminto space, he was scared to return to Deck H5. Besides, there wasn't
much booze left; during his |long binge, he had managed to put away all but two bottles of scotch
one bottle of vodka, and four bottles of chanpagne.

The face that stared back at himfromthe mrror was unshaven and haggard, its eyes rinmed
with dark circles. He was too tired to get rid of the beard, though, so he clipped it short with
his scissors and let his hair remain at shoul der Iength. It was a new |l ook for him and he
couldn't decide whether he liked it or not. Not that he cared nuch any nore.

It took a couple of days for himto want to eat again, and even | onger before he had a good
night's sleep. Mire than a few tines he was tenpted to have another drink, but the nenory of that
terrifying nonent in the airlock was enough to keep himaway fromthe bottle.

Yet he never returned to the daily schedule he had previously set for hinself. He |ost
interest in his studies, and he watched the few novies stored in the library until he found
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hinself able to recite the characters' lines fromnmenory. The gane table couldn't be repaired, so
he never played chess again. He went jogging now and then, but only when there was nothing else to
do, and not for very |ong.

He spent long hours lying on his bunk, staring into the deepest recesses of his nmenory. He
repl ayed events fromhis childhood -- snmall incidents with his nother and father, the funny and
stupid things he had done when he was a kid -- and thought |ong and hard about the m stakes he had
made during his journey to adulthood. He thought about the girls he had known, refought old
quarrels with anci ent enemnies, remenbered good times with old friends, yet in the end he al ways
came back to where he was.

Sonetinmes he went down to the command deck. He had | ong since given up on trying to have
meani ngf ul conversation with the Al; it only responded to direct questions, and even then in a
perfunctory way. |nstead, he opened the porthole shutters, and slunped in Captain Lee's chair
while he stared at the distant and notionl ess stars.

One day, on inpulse, he got up fromthe chair and wal ked to the nearest console. He hesitated
for a nonent, then he reached down and gently peel ed back the strip of black tape he had fastened
across the chrononmeter. It read:

P/ 4.17.71 / 18.32.06 GJI

April 17, 2071. Alittle nmore six nonths had gone by since his awakening.
He could have sworn it had been six years.
* * %

That evening, Gllis prepared dinner with special care. He selected the best cut of processed
beef he could find in the storage | ocker and marinated it in a pepper sauce he had |earned to
make, and carefully sauteed the dried garlic before he added it to the nashed potatoes; while the
asparagus steaned in lenon juice, he grilled the beef to nediumrare perfection. Earlier in the
af ternoon he had chosen a bottle of chanpagne fromthe Iiquor supply, which he put aside unti
everything el se was ready. He cleaned up the wardroomand laid a single setting for hinmself at a
tabl e facing the porthole, and just before dinner he dimed the ceiling lights.

He ate slowy, savoring every bite, closing his eyes fromtine to tine as he allowed his
mnd's eye to revisit sone of the fine restaurants in which he had once dined: a steak house in
downt own Kansas City, a five-star Italian restaurant in Boston's Beacon H Il nei ghborhood, a
seafood place on St. Sinmon's Island where the | obster came straight fromthe wharf. Wen he gazed
out the porthole he didn't attenpt to pick out constellations, but sinply enjoyed the silent
maj esty of the stars; when he was through with dinner, he carefully laid his knife and fork
together on his plate, refilled his glass with chanpagne, and wal ked over to couch, where he had
earlier placed one last thing to round off a perfect evening.

Gllis had deliberately refrained from opening the box he kept in his |ocker; even during his
wor st nonments, the |owest depths of his long binge, he had deliberately stayed away fromit. Now
the tine had conme for himto open the box, see what was inside.

He pull ed out the photographs one at a tine, studying themclosely as he renmenbered the
pl aces where they had been taken, the years of his life that they represented. Here was his
father; here was his nother, here he was at age seven, standing in the backyard of his chil dhood
hone in North Carolina, proudly holding aloft a toy spaceship he had been given for his birthday.
Here was a snapshot of the first girl he had ever |oved; here were several photos he had taken of
her during a canping trip to the Snmokey Muntains. Here was hinself in his dress uniformduring
graduati on exercises at the Academny; here he was during flight training in Texas. These images,
and many nore like them were all he had brought with himfrom Earth: pictures fromhis past,
small rem nders of the places he had gone, the people whom he had known and | oved.

Looki ng through them he tried not to think about what he was about to do. He had reset the
thernostat to |lower the ship's internal tenperature to 50 degrees at m dnight, and he had
instructed the Al to ignore the artificial day-night cycle he had previously programed. He had
left a note in Captain Lee's quarters, informng himthat Eric Gunther was a saboteur and
apol ogi zi ng for having deprived the rest of the crew of rations and liquor. He would finish this
bottl e of chanpagne, though; no sense in letting it go to waste, and perhaps it would be easier to
push the red button if he was drunk

Hs life was over. There was nothing left for him A few nonments of agony would be a fair
exchange for countless days of |onesone m sery.

Gllis was still leafing through the photographs when he happened to gl ance up at the
porthole, and it was at that nonment when he noticed sonething peculiar: one of the stars was
novi ng.
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At first, he thought the chanpagne was getting to him That, or it was a refraction of
starlight caused by the tears which clung to the corners of his eyes. He returned his attention to
a picture he had taken of his father shortly before he died. Then, alnpbst reluctantly, he raised
hi s head once nore.

The wi ndow was filled with stars, all of themstationary ... save for one.

A bright point of light, so brilliant that it could have been a planet, perhaps even a conet.
Yet the _Al abama_ was now far beyond the Earth's solar system and the stars were too distant to
be moving relative to the ship's velocity. Yet this one seemed to be following a course paralle
to the his own.

His curiosity aroused, Gllis watched the faraway light as it noved across the starscape. The
| onger he |l ooked at it, the nore it appeared as if it had a faint blue-white tail; it mght be a
comet, but if it was it was headed in the wong direction. Indeed, as he continued to study it,
the light becane a little brighter and seened to nmake a subtle shift in direction, alnost as if...

The photos fell to the floor as he rushed toward the | adder.

By the tinme he reached the command deck, though, the object had vani shed.

Gllis spent the next several hours searching the sky, using the navigational tel escope in an
attenpt to catch another glinpse of the anomaly. Wen optical nethods failed, he went to his com
station and ran the broad-band sel ector up and down across the radio spectrumin an effort to
| ocate a repeating signal against the warbling background noi se of space. He barely noticed that
the deck had becone colder, that the ceiling lights had shut off; his previous intentions now
forgotten, he had neglected to tell the Al that he had changed his m nd

The obj ect had di sappeared as quickly as it had appeared, yet he was absolutely certain of
what he had seen. It wasn't a hallucination, of that he was positive, and the nore he thought
about it, the nore convinced he becane that what he had spotted wasn't a natural object but a
spacecraft, briefly glinpsed fromsone inestimble distance -- a thousand kil onmeters? ten
thousand? a nillion? -- as it passed the _Al abanma_.

Yet where had it conme fron? Not fromEarth, of that he could only be certain. Wo was aboard,
and where was it going? His mind conjured countless possibilities as he washed his di nner dishes,
then went about preparing an early breakfast he had never expected to eat. Wiy hadn't it cone
cl oser? He considered this as he lay on his bunk, his hands propped behind his head. Perhaps it
hadn't seen the _Alabama_. M ght he ever see it again? Not likely, he eventually decided ... yet
if there was one, wasn't there always a possibility that there night be others?

He realized that he had to record this incident, so that the rest of the crew would know what
he had observed. Yet when he returned to the command deck and began to type a report into the
ship's log, he discovered that words failed him Confronted by a blank flatscreen, everything he
wote seened hollow and lifel ess, nothing evoking the mysterious wonder of what he had observed.
It was then that he realized that, during the six |long nonths he had been living within the
starshi p, never once had he ever attenpted to wite a journal

Not that there had been nuch worth recording for posterity: he woke up, he ate, he jogged, he
studi ed, he got drunk, he considered suicide. Yet it seened as if everything had suddenly changed.
Only yesterday he had been ready to walk into the airlock, close his eyes, and jettison hinself
into the void. Now, he felt as if he had been given a new reason to live ... but that reason only
made sense if he left something behind besides an unmade bunk and a hal f-enpty chanpagne bottle.

He couldn't wite on a screen, though, so he searched through the cargo | ockers until he
found what he needed: a supply of blank | edger books, intended for use by the quartermaster to
keep track of expedition supplies, along with a box of pens. Mich to his surprise, he also
di scovered a coupl e of blank sketchbooks, sone charcoal pencils, and a watercol or paint kit;
sonmeone back on Earth apparently had the foresight to splurge a few kilos on rudi nentary art
suppl i es.

Gllis carried a |l edger and a couple of pens back to the wardroom Although the ganme table
was ruined, it nmade a perfect desk once its top was shut. He rearranged the furniture so that the
tabl e faced the porthole. For sone reason, witing in |onghand felt nore confortable; after a
couple of false starts, which he inpatiently scratched out, he was finally able to put down a nore
or less descriptive account of what he had seen the night before, followed by a couple of pages of
i nformal conjecture of what it might have been

When he was done, his spine ached from having bent over the table for so long, and there now
was a sore spot between the index and middle fingers of his right hand where he had gripped his
pen. Al though he had nothing nore to say, nonethel ess he had the need to say nore; putting words
to paper had been a release unlike any he had felt before, an experience that had transported him
however tenporarily, fromthis place to sonewhere else. H's body was tired but his mnd was alive;
despite his physical exhaustion, he felt a longing for something else to wite.
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He didn't know it then, but he was beginning to go sane.
* * %

As Gllis gradually resuned the daily schedul e he had established for hinself before the
darkness had set in, he struggled to find sonething to wite about. He tried to start a journal
but that was futile and depressing. He squandered a few pages on an aut obi ography before he
realized that witing about his |life made him sel f-conscious; in the end he ripped those pages
fromthe | edger and threw t hem away. His poetry was ridicul ous; he al nost reconsidered a trip to
the airl ock when he re-read the tiresone doggerel he had contrived. In desperation he jotted down
a list of things that he mssed, only to realize that it was not only trivial but even nore
enbarrassi ng than his auto-biography. That too ended in the wastebin.

For long hours he sat at his makeshift desk, staring through the porthole as he aimessly
doodl ed, nmaking pictures of the bright star he had seen that eventful night. More than a few tines
he was tenpted to find a bottle of scotch and get drunk, yet the recollection of what he had
nearly done to hinmself kept himaway fromthe |liquor. Mire than anything else, he wanted to wite
sormet hing nmeaningful, at least to hinmself if not for anyone else, yet it seened as if his mnd had
becone a featureless plain. Inspiration eluded him

Then, early one norning before the Ilights came on, he abruptly awke with the fleeting nenory
of a particularly vivid dream Mst of his dreams tended to be about Earth -- nenories of places
he had been, people whom he had known -- yet this one was different; he wasn't in it, nor did it
take place anywhere he had ever been.

He couldn't recall any specific details, yet he was left with one clear vision: a young nan
standi ng on an alien | andscape, gazing up at an azure sky dom nated by a |arge ringed pl anet,
wat ching hel plessly as a bright light -- Gllis recognized it as the starship he had seen -- raced
away from him heading into deep space.

Gllis alnmost rolled over and went back to sleep, yet he found himself sitting up and
reaching for his robe. He took a shower, and as he stood beneath the | ukewarm spray his
i magi nati on began to fill the missing pieces. The young man was a prince, a nobleman from some
world far fromEarth; indeed, Earth's history didn't even belong to the story. His father's
ki ngdom had fallen to a tyrant and he had been forced to flee for his life, taking refuge on a
starshi p bound for another inhabited planet. Yet its crew, fearing the tyrant's wath, had cast
hi m away, | eaving hi m marooned upon a habitabl e nmoon of an uncharted planet, w thout any supplies
or conpani onshi p. .

Still absorbed by the story in his mind, GIllis got dressed, then went to the wardroom He
turned on a couple of lights, then he sat down at his desk and picked up his pen. There was no
hesitation as he opened the | edger and turned to a fresh page; alnost as if in a trance, he began
to wite.

And he never stopped.

To be sure, there were nany tinmes when Gllis laid down his pen. His body had its
limtations, and he couldn't remain at his desk indefinitely before hunger or exhaustion overcane
him And there were occasions when he didn't know what to do next; in frustration he woul d
i mpatiently pace the floor, groping for the next scene, perhaps even the next word.

Yet after a tinme it seened as if the prince knew what to do even before he did. As he

explored his new world he encountered many creatures -- sonme of whom becanme friends, some of whom
were inplacable enemies -- and journeyed to places that tested the Iimts of Gllis's ever-
expanding imagination. As he did, Gllis -- and Prince Rupurt, who subtly becone his alter-ego --

found hi nmsel f enbarked on an adventure nore grand than anything he had ever believed possible.

Gllis changed his routine, fitting everything around the hours he spent at his desk. He rose
early and went straight to work; his mnd felt sharpest just after he got out of bed, and all he
needed was a cup of coffee to help himwake up a little nore. Around nidday he would prepare a
nmodest |unch, then wal k around the ring corridor for exercise; two or three tinmes a week he woul d
patrol the entire ship, making sure that everything was functioning nornmally. By early afternoon
he was back at his desk, picking up where he had left off, inpatient to find out what woul d happen
next .

He filled a | edger before he reached the end of his protagonist's first adventure; w thout
hesitation, he opened a fresh book and continued w thout interruption, and when he wore out his
first pen, he discarded it w thout a second thought. A thick callus devel oped between the second
and third knuckles of his right mddl e finger, yet he barely noticed. Wen the second | edger was
filled, he placed it on top of the first one at the edge of his desk. He sel domread what he had
witten except when he needed to recheck the nane of a character or the location of a certain
pl ace; after a while he |earned to keep notes in a separate book so that he wouldn't have to | ook
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back at what he had al ready done.

When eveni ng cane he woul d make dinner, read a little, spend some time gazing out the w ndow.
Every now and then he would go down to the command deck to check the nav table. Eventually the
_Alabama_'s distance fromEarth could be neasured in parsecs rather then single |ight-years, yet
even this fact had becone incidental at best, and in tinme it becane utterly irrel evant.

Gllis kept the chrononeters covered; never again did he ever want to how nmuch tine had
passed. He stopped wearing shorts and a shirt and settled for nmerely wearing his robe; sonetines
he went through the entire day naked, sitting at his desk without a stitch of clothing. He kept
his fingernails and toenails trimed, and he always paid careful attention to his teeth, yet he
gave up cutting his hair and beard. He showered once or twice a week, if that.

When he wasn't witing, he was sketching pictures of the characters he had created, the
strange cities and | andscapes they visited. By now he had filled four |edgers with the adventures
of his prince, yet words alone weren't sufficient to bring life to his inmagination. The next time
he returned to the cargo nodule for a new | edger and a handful of pens, he found the watercolor
set he had noticed earlier and brought it back to the wardroom

That evening, he began to paint the walls.

One norning, he rose at his usual time. He took a shower, then he put on his robe -- which
was now frayed at the cuffs and worn through at the el bows -- and made his long journey to the
wardroom Lately it had becone nore difficult for himto clinmb up and down | adders; his joints
al ways seened to ache, and aspirin relieved the pain only temporarily. There had been ot her
changes as well; while nmaking up his bunk a couple of days ago, he had been mldly surprised to
find a long grey hair upon his pillow.

As he passed through the ring corridor, he couldn't help but to admire his work. The forest
mural he had started sonme tinme ago was al nost conplete; it extended hal fway fromMdule Cl to
Module C3, and it was quite lovely to gaze upon, although he needed to add a little nore detail to
the | eaves. That m ght take some doing; he had recently exhausted the watercol ors, and since then
had resorted to soaking the dyes out of his old clothes.

He had a light breakfast, then he carefully clinbed down the | adder to his studio; he had
I ong since ceased to think of it as the wardroom His |edger |lay open his desk, his pen next to
the place where he had left off last night. Rupurt was about to fight a duel with the lord of the
sout hern ki ngdom and he was | ooking forward to seeing how all this would work out.

He farted |l oudly as he sat down, giving himreason to snile with faint amusenent, then he
pi cked up his pen. He read the | ast paragraph he had conposed, crossed out a few words that seened
unnecessary, then raised his eyes to the porthole, giving hinself a few nonents to conpose his
t hought s.

A bright star noved agai nst space, one nore brilliant than any he had seen in a very |ong
whi | e.

He stared at it for a long while. Then, very slowy, he rose fromhis desk, his |egs
trenmbling beneath his robe. H's gaze never left the star as he backed away fromthe wi ndow, taking
one small step after another as he noved toward the | adder behind him

The star had returned. Or perhaps this was another one. Either way, it |ooked very nmuch |ike
the nysterious thing he had seen once before, a long time ago.

The pen fell fromhis hand as he bolted for the ladder. Ignoring the arthritic pain shooting
through his arns and | egs, he scranbled to the top deck of the nodule, then dashed down the
corridor to the hatch leading to hub shaft. This tinme, he knew what had to be done; get to his old
station, transmt a clear vox transmssion on all frequencies..

He had clinbed nearly hal fway down the shaft before he realized that he didn't know exactly
what to say. A sinple greeting? A nessage of friendship? Yes, that mght do ... but how would he
identify hinself?

In that nonment, he realized that he couldn't renenber his nane.

Stunned by this revelation, he clung to the ladder. H's name. Surely he could recall his own
nane. . ..

Gllis. O course. He was GIllis. Gllis, Leslie. Lieutenant Commander Leslie Gllis. Chief
communi cations officer of ... yes, right ... the URSS Al abama_. He sniled, clinbed down anot her
rung. It had been so | ong since he had heard anyone say his nanme al oud, he probably couldn't even
speak it hinself...

Coul dn't he?

Gllis opened his nouth, urged hinself to say sonething. Nothing emerged fromhis throat save
for a dry croak

No. He could still speak; he was sinply out of practice. All he had to do was get to his

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Allen%20Steele%20-%20The%20Days%20Between.txt (13 of 14) [11/1/2004 12:28:04 AM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ule/lncoming/Allen%20Steel €%620-%20T he%20D ay s%20Between. txt

station. If he could renenber the correct commands, he might still be able to send a signal to
Prince Rupurt's ship before it passed beyond range. He just needed to..

H's |eft foot m ssed the next rung on the | adder. Thrown off-bal ance, he gl anced down to see
what he had done wong ... then his right hand slipped off the | adder. Suddenly he found hinself
falling backward, his arns and |l egs flailing hel plessly. Down, down, down..

"Ch, no," he said softly.

An instant later he hit the bottom of the shaft. There was a brief flash of pain as his neck
snapped, then bl ackness rushed in upon himand it was all over.

* * %

A few hours later, one of the "bots found Gllis's body. It prodded hi mseveral tines,
confirmng that the cold organic formlying on the floor of Deck H5 was indeed lifeless, then it
rel ayed a query to the Al. The nolecular intelligence carefully considered the situation for a few
fractions of a second, then it instructed the spider to jettison the corpse. This was done within
the next two nminutes; ejected fromthe starship, Gllis spun away into the void, another small
pi ece of debris | ost between the stars.

The Al deternmined that it was no | onger necessary for the crew conpartnents to renmain
habitable, so it returned the thernostat setting to 50 degrees. A 'bot noved through the ship,
cleaning up after GIllis and returning the rations he hadn't consumed to the storage |ockers. It
| eft untouched the thirteen ledgers GIllis had conpleted, along with the fourteenth that |ay open
upon his desk. There was nothing that could be done about the paintings on the walls of Mdule C7
and the ring access corridor, so they were left alone. Once the 'bot completed its chores, the Al
closed the shutters of the windows GIllis had |left open, then nethodically turned off all the
Iights, one by one.

The date was February 25, 2102, GMI. The rest of the flight went snoothly, without any
further incident.

End
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