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    “The shrieking of nothing is killing, just pictures of Jap girls in synthesis, and I ain't got no money and I ain't got no hair. But I'm hoping to kick but the planet it's glowing. Ashes to ashes, funk to funky, we know Major Tom's a junkie strung out in heaven's high, hitting an all-time low...” 
 
    –David Bowie, Ashes To Ashes (1980) 
 
      
 
    “In 1828 Rattus norvegicus, otherwise known as the common brown rat, was the first animal ever to be domesticated and bred for purely scientific reasons. Sharing 99% of their genes with humans, these rodents now serve as an important animal model for research in psychology and biomedicine. In the US alone, approximately 100 million rodents per year are used in such research. Without their sacrifice, the health and long lives we enjoy today would be impossible. Although, this has not been without consequence. After nearly two centuries of being bred, genetically altered, and experimented on, these rats are now showing signs having undergone an accelerated evolution—one inadvertently caused by human hands.”  
 
    –Boston Journal of Biomedicine, “Of Rats and Men” (May 2019 edition) 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    >Rise and shine! 
 
    >Rise and shine!  
 
    I awake to tiny hands on my face. Delicate. Clawed. Batting at my cheek. 
 
    >Up and at 'em! 
 
    >Daylight waits for no one! 
 
    Eyes drift open to a darkened room. Outside, the mild roar of the freeway says that it’s sometime after four AM. “Max, I don’t see any daylight...” My voice is a dry-mouthed croak. There's bile on my tongue. Deep within my belly forces are conspiring against me. 
 
    >Situation Charlie Foxtrot! 
 
    >Max was in kitchen. James was yelling. 
 
    >James was dreaming bad. 
 
    “Well, I can’t argue with that.” I gently push Max off my face, then wipe the sleep from my eyes. The bed is a wreck. Twisted sheets and scattered pillows. Clearly, my voice wasn’t all that had alerted Max. “Christ on a fucking crutch,” I mutter, sinking back into the mattress. It’s clammy with the chill of my own sweat. “Fifth night in a row...I’m getting damn sick of this. If I don’t get some decent sleep...” 
 
    >Max and James should go for a walk. 
 
    My four-legged friend climbs onto my chest, then pokes his nose against mine before rising to his hind legs. Behind him the room is painted in serrated shadows cast by the glow of a streetlamp outside. His pearly black eyes gaze down at me expectantly. 
 
    >Max and James should go for a walk. 
 
    He repeats. 
 
    I want to tell Max no. Tell him that James needs more sleep. A lot more sleep. But we both know those ears of his are good enough to hear my heart, and right now my heart is pounding rivets into my chest—as if the rapid breathing and quaking jaw wasn’t already enough of a giveaway. I’m riding the edge. All nerves and shivers. A textbook example of a mind scarred by traumatic imprinting. One short burn is all I'd need to lose my shit. To panic straight into apocalyptic collapse of all rational thought.  
 
    Emotionally, though? I'm absolute zero. 
 
    I'm numb. Tired. Yet very much awake. 
 
    Awake and looking into the demanding eyes of a very stubborn rat. 
 
    “Alright...alright...” I say, reaching over to fish my leg out from a pile of clothes. “Max and James will go for a walk.” 
 
    Pull. Twist. A flick of the thumb. 
 
    And click! 
 
    The limb is firmly locked in its socket just below the knee. Snapping the thing on is easy, even in the dark. Finding a brand of footwear that doesn’t clash with the prosthetic, on the other hand, is a different matter entirely. For now, I’ve stuck to Chaikin A7s. Orbital boots. The kind I was issued during my stint aboard the Atropos. Of course, these days I only need one boot, for my flesh and blood foot. The polycarbonate one is best left bare. The mechanisms work better that way. 
 
    Max flops off the bed. Scurries into the closet. A few seconds later he's back, dragging a t-shirt behind him. 
 
    >Smells clean. 
 
    He tells me. 
 
    “Lemme see what we've picked today.” I raise the shirt into the scattered half-light. A demon-faced furnace glares back at me from the cheap fabric. “Moloch's Forge...good choice. Used to work with this guy. This is his band.” 
 
    >A clean shirt is good. 
 
    >Music is good. 
 
    >Music that is a shirt does not make sense. 
 
    We've had this conversation before. It's a losing battle. “On some deeper cosmic level, Max, you're probably right,” I say, standing. Stretching. Pulling on the shirt. I'm slapped by instant vertigo. Then nausea. I brace against a wall. “I guess...” I continue, steadying my head. My goddamned hands won’t stop shaking. “I guess there are some things that only make sense to a primate species that's got a love affair with iconography.” 
 
    Five minutes later I’m in the kitchen. In my palm is breakfast, a collection of the best pharmaceuticals my policy can buy:  
 
    -A serotonin inhibitor to stabilize mood. 
 
    -An aminoketone stimulant to keep me balanced. 
 
    -An over-the-counter antacid to beat back the nausea. 
 
    -An anti-inflammatory to quell the swelling in my stump. 
 
    -And then there's the sledgehammer—Chronocyclarol. The magic diazepam derivative that's able to smash even the worst of post-traumatic episodes. 
 
    With a swig off the tap, I choke it all down in one go. The alkaline kiss of rust-tainted water washes away the bitter chalk aftertaste. Now all that's left is to wait. Shiver. And watch the clock. I'm standing in my usual spot—back to the fridge, arm folded, eyes locked on the second-hand as it ticks, ticks, ticks, tracing its path over stylized numerals, each shaped to resemble an animal in the Chinese zodiac. The clock is cheap tourist trash, molded in red recycled plastic and flecked with gold paint. I'd picked it up the last time I was in Hainan. Bought it from a stall outside the spaceport. 
 
    That was a year ago. 
 
    Might as well have been a lifetime. 
 
    The memory is distant. Foreign. Like it belongs to somebody else. I suppose, in a way, it does. I'm not the man I was the day I boarded that clipper in Hainan. It's not him I see in the mirror, anymore. It's the same face, but the eyes are cold, the lids are sunken, dark rings showing against pale flesh. They're the eyes of a man who can sleep—but can never rest. 
 
    I watch the clock. 
 
    Count the seconds. 
 
    T-minus six minutes left to go. 
 
    Twelve minutes is a typical wait. The time it takes the Chronocyclarol to slam my system and force all those jumbled nerves to go from jagged peaks to gentle S-curves. Already my breathing has slowed. Soon my heart will follow. Then, I'll be five-by-five, smooth and steady, until the mood stabilizer and stimulant can pick-up the slack an hour later. 
 
    It's at T-minus four minutes and counting when a tiny set of teeth nips at my toe. 
 
    Nibble. Squeak! 
 
    The blur of a tail zips out of sight, vanishing under the table. 
 
    >Gotcha!!! 
 
    For as shit as I feel, I can’t help but laugh. For all of Max's gene-spliced smarts, he’s still a rat. And this? This is a favorite rat game. Sneak up on the human, nip his toe, then bolt for cover. It’s akin to a child’s game of tag. And right now, I’m it. 
 
      
 
     “...direct brain-to-brain communication became a reality at Harvard last year when a team of researchers led by associate professor of radiology Seung-Schik Yoo developed the first interspecies brain-to-brain interface... “We were interested in creating a way for information to be transmitted between two brains without using nerves or muscles,” says Yoo...” –Harvard Magazine, “Scientist Creates Human Brain To Rat Brain Interface” (April 2014) 
 
      
 
    >Why does James dream bad so much? 
 
    The words flare like movie subtitles across the bottom of my vision. Everything Max says comes to me this way—as tiny yellow letters projected to my retina. The eye enhancement is a left over from my time with the company. Every lasso-jock has one installed, for when comms are overloaded and there isn't bandwidth for another voice. If it weren’t for the upgrade, I’d need a hands-free device to read Max's texts...and to be brutally honest, maybe that would’ve been for the best. As it is, I can never tune him out. 
 
    >Why does James dream bad so much? 
 
    He asks again, and just like every other time this question has beamed onto my eyes. I wrack my brain for a way to dodge it. “That’s a tough one, Max.” I say, my voice tapering off into a long, uneasy sigh. 
 
    In the morning chill I can see my breath—caused more by humidity than temperature. If it were truly cold, Max would be burrowed into a jacket pocket right now. Instead he’s perched in his usual spot, riding shotgun on my shoulder. We’re two blocks away from the place I’ve come to call home, a single loft apartment at the edge of San Diego’s trendy plaza district. Under the stale glow of streetlamps, the scene is a moment frozen in time. A ghost of its daylight self. Signs still crackle with holographic light. Mannequins still pose in the latest fashions. Yet the world is dead of movement. Empty sidewalks. Empty streets. And all the silence that comes with it. 
 
    “Oh, I dunno Max,” I finally say, my gaze tilting skyward. “Some questions have no easy answers. Sometimes, well...” Above, there’s not a single star in sight. Just the rust-orange patina of aerosols and dust made luminous by the city's electric glare. It’s the reason I live here, so close the coast. Here, the only “stars” I see are the circling drones that monitor traffic, and the occasional low-flying aircraft.  
 
    >Sometimes what? 
 
    > What? 
 
    > What? 
 
    > What? 
 
    An endless string of “what?” blazes across my retina, the five-character message rapid-fire repeating until the sidewalk is clouded over under a mess of tiny, yellow words. 
 
    “Alright, Max,” I sigh, giving him a gentle (but firm) bop to the nose. “Lessee if I can put this to words...ones that both us understand. You’re a mammal. You’re smart. And I know you dream. So, you must have nightmares, right?” 
 
    >Affirmative. 
 
    “What do you see in your bad dreams?” 
 
    >Max dreams bad about fire and noise. 
 
    >Max dreams bad about burning smells. 
 
    His back teeth grind. It’s the bad kind of grinding. Like boots on broken glass. Unknown to most, rats have two sets of teeth. There’s that overbite in the front, which everyone sees—those four long incisors that jut out like a Cenobite’s idea of a staple remover. Then there’s a second (and far less terrifying) set—twelve tiny molars tucked away in the back. I’ve come to learn those molars are more than just for chewing. They’re a barometer for Max’s shifting moods. 
 
    >Bad dreams are ass. 
 
    >Burning smells are ass. 
 
    >Max hates burning smells. 
 
    “All burning smells?” 
 
    >Max hates ALL burning smells. 
 
    “Even barbecue?” 
 
    The grinding stops. His feet twitch. He makes the faintest of tittering noises. 
 
    >Barbecue is best! 
 
    For someone who communicates mostly in text, Max has a way of making it known when he's deadly serious. Something in the way he grips my shoulder and in that subtle flinching of his tail.  
 
    “What if I say I don’t believe you?” 
 
    >Shut up! Barbecue is best! 
 
    “Even when it comes to chicken?” He knows I’m screwing with him but can’t help but take the bait. Barbecue is serious business. 
 
    >Barbecue chicken is most best! 
 
    “I dunno, Max. I suppose barbecue is okay...” 
 
    >James! Stop being so much shithead! 
 
    “...if you’re into that kind of thing. I mean, anybody with three teeth and a pair of thumbs can barbecue, but grilling? That’s where the flavor is at. Grilling is a goddamn art form.” 
 
    >Barbecue! 
 
    >Barbecue! 
 
    >Barbecue! 
 
    >Grilling is ass! 
 
    It’s a cruel trick, but an effective one. When Max starts in with the uncomfortable questions, I’ll mention any one of his favorite foods—then argue with him about it. Max is by no means stupid, but he is a rat. And rats think a lot about food. The method is far from foolproof but has saved me more than a few times now from having to explain why I wake-up screaming. Or have a snap-on leg. Or why I can’t bear to be under a clear night sky. Max has never seen the stars. To him they’re mere smears in the dark. How do I even begin to explain the great void to someone whose world ends a few meters away from his snout? 
 
    Of course, that’s an excuse. 
 
    And a goddamned lie. 
 
    I’ve approached Max like every unknown in my life. The moment I was assigned Max I read everything I could about his kind. How he thinks. How he lives. How he engages his surroundings. In a way, Max is no different from the AI aboard the Atropos. Once I studied the manuals and pored over the specs, talking to that idiot-savant of a computer was easy. And if I can hold a conversation with a brain-dead machine, there’s no reason I can’t explain a bad dream to a brilliant rat. A brilliant rat, who already understands hard concepts like mortality and loss. 
 
    Truth is, I haven’t told Max fuck-all about my past because... 
 
    ...I’m not ready to be honest with myself. 
 
    That same dishonesty came to a head four months ago when I was wheeled into a trauma ward, my blood toxic with wine and pills. What I recall was unpleasant. Stomach pumping. Blood replacement. Tubes and needles jammed into arms and orifices. At least, that’s how I remember it. The doctors said I hallucinated for three days. When I finally came back down to Earth and was able to form sentences once again, there came a very long and uncomfortable talk with a specialist. A woman from the company who worked exclusively with cases like mine. 
 
    “You’re a wreck,” were the first words out of her mouth. 
 
    “No shit,” were mine. 
 
    The diagnosis was about what I expected: Post-traumatic stress disorder. Depression. Social anxiety. Most probably suicidal. Strangely alcoholism didn’t make the list. “You’re not an addict, James,” the specialist had told me. “Just self-medicating in the dumbest way possible. I’m giving you two options: Enter the treatment program I’ve prescribed...or enjoy an extended stay at one of the company’s rehabilitation clinics.” 
 
    I took the first option. 
 
    And with the first option came Max. 
 
      
 
    “...hearing distress calls from its compatriot, it learned to open the cage and did so with greater efficiency over time. It would release the other rat even if there wasn’t the payoff of a reunion with it. Astonishingly, if given access to a small hoard of chocolate chips, the free rat would usually save at least one treat for the captive—which is a lot to expect of a rat. Researchers came to the unavoidable conclusion that what they were seeing was empathy and apparently selfless behavior driven by that mental state.” –The Washington Post, “A New Model of Empathy: The Rat” (2011) 
 
      
 
    A quick walk through an empty parking lot and the marina comes into view. Through gaps in the skyline the masts of tethered boats bob on the horizons, silhouetted against the vivid purple a pre-dawn sky. Max sniffs at the ocean breeze, inhaling in whatever strange, new odors have rolled in on the tide.  
 
    >Max smells rain. 
 
    “Yeah? Want me to put you in a pocket?” 
 
    >Negative. Rain smell is far away smell. 
 
    “So, not a problem then? Good to know, I suppose.” 
 
    >Max is a working rat. Max earns his keep. 
 
    “That you do, pal. You make me go for walks, you slap me out of bad dreams, you eat the dead bugs under my fridge...since when have you ever heard of a dog doing that, eh?” I give him a friendly scratch behind the ear. For a second his teeth chatter. It's the good kind. The sound of scissors slicing rapidly though paper. Bruxing it's called. 
 
    >Dogs are ass. Cats are more ass. Cats can eat mountain of dicks. 
 
    I pause. Blink. Shoot Max a long side stare. 
 
    “Where the hell did you learn this stuff?” I choke through a laugh. 
 
    >Mountain of dicks? 
 
    “Yes, mountain of dicks! I don't talk like that, so you didn't pick it up from me. So, where did you?” 
 
    >Training. 
 
    “One of your trainers must've had a hell of a mouth on him.” 
 
    At the waterfront we follow a path that leads down into the harbor. There the growls of tugboats fill the air, their engines revving at full throttle as they guide arriving trawlers home. Max and I wander the docks, taking in the sights and smells. Fresh salmon. Giant tuna. Assorted crustaceans. Everywhere cranes are hoisting and dropping fat nets wriggling with last night's catch. The reek is overwhelming. Max absolutely loves it. Fortunately, he doesn't complain when I choose not to linger. 
 
    In the brief time I’ve known Max this walk has become something of a ritual for us. The hour is always different, but the routine remains the same: Wake-up, throw on a coat, hit the street with Max perched on my shoulder. The trip always ends at the same place, the All-Nite Harbor Café. 
 
    From the outside, the place suggests having once been home to a much classier joint. Beneath all the flat paint and cheap signage hides the remnants of a Spanish villa, as seen in the cracked terracotta roof and painted tile walkway. At the door customers are greeted by the words: All-Nite! Every-Nite! We R Open 4 U! spelled in pink bioluminescent plastic. The food isn’t much to speak of, but coffee’s passable and the breakfast menu caters specifically to troubled sleepers like me. 
 
    This morning Max and I are in luck. Deb is on shift. Blue lips, spiked ponytail, and enough eyeliner to put a raccoon to shame, Deb is always glad to see us. “Well, look who it is! My two favorite regulars!” she says when she sees us come through the door. It’s standard waitress etiquette. Nothing special...except that it is. We’re usually greeted by scowls. 
 
    Everybody loves dogs. 
 
    Most people like cats. 
 
    Even parrots, in all their obnoxiousness, can get by on exotic novelty. 
 
    But a rat? 
 
    Nobody smiles when a twelve-ounce rat is brought into their place of business. Nobody, except Deb. “Right this way, sweetie!” she says, escorting us into the back. “Your private table awaits you in the VIP section.” 
 
    She doesn’t have to do this...sugarcoat the truth, I mean. The tags on Max’s harness requires the Harbor Café to provide us service, but only Deb is this nice about it. The “private table” she seats us at is just a booth that's tucked around a corner, out of sight and away from the main floor. Max once told me the walls stank of old nicotine tar. Said it was buried beneath the paint. In another era this table had been reserved for smokers. Now, it’s the one spot management will allow us to sit. It should piss me off. Maybe it does. Then again, maybe I’m just more at home in the shadows these days, where there’s no long stares at my myoelectric leg, or faces aghast at the big rodent on my shoulder. 
 
    “So how we doin’ today, sweetie?” Deb says as I settle in, the sound of plastic cushions creaking beneath me.  
 
    “Me? I’m still waking up, but Silver Hammer here is craving barbecue,” I give a brief nod to Max, who’s nose has gone into overdrive. For a rat, a restaurant is like a movie, an epic narrative of ingredients mixing, merging, held over flame until the drama of the kitchen comes to its thrilling conclusion—the moment when a steaming hot meal is carried out on a plate. Of course, to my human nose, it's all just cheap diner food. The kind of meals truckers live by, and drunks stare blankly at as they attempt to sober up. 
 
    “Barbecue, huh? So, the usual, then?” Deb reaches out, rubs a blue lacquered nail between Max’s ears. 
 
    >yayéé!@31ike!?ΪЌe???l?ke!ä*?????à?9w00t!?!? 
 
    Word fragments. Garbled symbols. The chip in Max’s brain is confused. Just as the word ‘serendipity’ cannot be translated into Latin or French, some rat concepts melt into gibberish when forced into a human lexicon. Right now, Deb’s touch has sparked what I’ve come to call, “pants-crappingly terrified fear-joy-contentment”—a uniquely rodent emotion that slams nervous paranoia up against blissful satisfaction and tempers it with a burst of involuntary bruxing. Max loves the attention and knows how to get more. He twitches his ears. Wiggles his noise. Then let’s loose with the Kewpie doll eyes. Deb finds this endlessly cute. “Aw...just look at him there,” she squeals. “He’s sayin’ something, isn’t he? What’s the little guy saying?” 
 
    >Max likes touch! Max likes Deb! Deb’s underwear smells like candy! 
 
    “He, umm...he says you smell nice.” 
 
    “Oh Max, such a sweat heart!” she chuckles. “Hold tight and I’ll be back with that chicken wing!” 
 
    Twenty minutes later Deb returns with a tray hoisted onto her shoulder. “And here we go! As requested, the usual,” she says. “One oatmeal, course-grain. A coffee. An orange. And a side of non-milk. And for the dapper rat...” 
 
    By this point, Max is hanging from my shoulder like a ravenous gargoyle, his hands outstretched and eyes bulging. The word “Barbecue!” scrolls endlessly across my retina. As plates move from tray, to hand, to table, Max’s snout zeroes in the scent—a mix of sugar, salt, butter, cayenne, vegetable oil, Worcestershire, and vat grown honey slathered onto chicken in a thick, sticky sauce. 
 
    “...a single hot wing on a paper plate.” 
 
    >Barbecue! Barbecue! Barbecue! Barbecue! Barbecue! 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I tell him, blindly handing Max a napkin before giving him his breakfast of choice. Tiny teeth sink into the hot wing, ripping from it my grasp. Furious nibbling ensues. “Remember. Use the napkin. This jacket is important to me, buddy. I don't want to see anymore stains on my shoulder shaped like little clawed Max hands.” 
 
    >Affirmative. 
 
    Deb snickers. To her, this is endlessly cute. 
 
    “Oh yeah, and this...” she places a tin of aspartame sweetener onto the table. Pushes it in front of me. That’s when I notice the purple Rorschach trailing up the back of her arm. 
 
    “Christ. That’s one hell of a bruise. Kitchen accident?” 
 
    She meets my gaze. Smiles proudly. Eyes flicker a bioluminescent blue. “Honey, they don’t call roller derby a full contact sport for nothin’. On the track an elbow is a lethal weapon.” Then a touch of madness twists into her grin. “S’okay, though. Bitch may’ve got my arm, but she got a taste of the pavement!” 
 
    “A regular hell on wheels, eh?” 
 
    “More like hellion on wheels.” 
 
    “So, all of this blue...” A loose gesture to her lips, nails, and gene-modded eyes. “This part of your roller derby persona?”  
 
    “Yep! You’re lookin' at the Blue Scream of Death. When I come down on a blocker, she’s whip-lashed and system crashed!” Deb lets the tray fall slack against her hip. Leans on the table behind her. “Alright, Mister oatmeal and coffee, since you’re fulla questions this morning, I’ve been meaning to ask you...” 
 
    “Sure. Go ahead.” 
 
    “That jacket ya like so much. There's all those patches sown on it.” Deb squints, neck craning forward, trying to make out the print on one of them. The name tag, perhaps? Or medical code? Perhaps the slogan of a moral patch has caught her eye? Deb points to the big triangle sewn to the left breast, a bright blue crest showing... “The sexy pin-up girl holding the scissors...below her it says at-ROW-paws? What's an at-ROW-paws?” 
 
    “Oh? Oh, this? It’s the vessel I served on for three years.” There's a hint of pride in those words and that surprises me. I never thought after... No. Don't think about it. Not here. Not now. Just answer her question. “It's ummm...well...ummm...” My voice breaks up. Decays to a stutter. C'mon, speak, damn it! Sanity wasn't so long ago. Fake it and answer the question! “The Atropos is a class-7 OTV salvage and rescue tug designed for high and low orbit retrievals. Being a class-7 meant all six of us onboard were crammed into a cylinder the size of...I dunno, maybe a third of this diner.” 
 
    See, that wasn't so hard? I think to myself. Then I notice those neon eyes. They've dimmed to a blank stare. And here I am again, caught in that awkward moment when the signal degrades and everything, I've said becomes noise. 
 
    “Okay, ummm...lessee if I can...” My hands gesture in circular motions, struggling to fill the dead air. “See, there’s a whole lot of garbage up in space...parts of launch vehicles, scraps of debris, stuff like that. Mostly, though, it’s old satellites. Now that’s a big problem because...” A stray bolt. Lost in orbit. Fallen off some old Soviet-era launch vehicle. Five centimeters long. Six millimeters thick. The impact slammed Patel's helmet with all the force of a hand grenade. “...well, it’s a problem.” My voice becomes gravel. Fingers turn to ice. The more I talk, the more it's like coughing up drywall screws. “So, the Atropos, it lassoes these satellites and tows them in to be scrapped.” 
 
    She pauses. Tilts her head. Considers what I've said. 
 
    “Oh, I get it...” Those blue lips part into a warm, easy smile. All tension melts away. “Kinda like them deep sea salvage boys from the Navy who come in here sometimes. Of course, I don't mind saying you smell a heck of lot better. Can't image how guys who spend most their time in the water can build up such a stink... So, you're an astronaut, huh?” 
 
    “Used to be. Not anymore,” I reach down and rap my knuckles against the hard polycarbon skin of my new leg. 
 
    “Still though. I mean, wow...must be a real rush, blasting up there in outer space.” 
 
    Is this genuine? I wonder. Or a ploy for a better tip? My ability to read people isn't what it was. And maybe it wasn't all that great to begin with. At this point, though, I don't care. If it's a tip Deb's after, she's earned it. And if this kindness is real, she damn well deserves it. If the pills I'm prescribed could put me at ease like this, maybe I'd learn to sleep again. 
 
    “Alright,” Deb continues. She points to the patch, again. “So why a gal with scissors, huh? If you're lassoing all that space junk, shouldn't she be a rodeo girl or something?” 
 
    “Oh, she's supposed to be the goddess Atropos...you know, one of the three Fates. She's the one who clips the silver threads of destiny. What it was, is the company made the mistake of letting Sówka...our captain...name the ship, and Sówka, well, let’s just say he had something of an unhealthy fantasy of being the ‘Horatio Hornblower’ of the stars.” 
 
    And now it's back. That blank stare. In the rising silence the click click click of Max's chewing fills my ear. 
 
    Too much time in orbit makes an alien of a man... It’s an old spacer joke. One of the first, and all too true. I have no idea how to talk to Earthers. Not anymore. A waitress, sales rep, brother, what-have-you—all the faces I regularly see eventually melt into that same goddamn blank stare. I'm sure it's why I need a rat for a friend. I've spent so much time in the endless black, I don't know how to be human anymore. 
 
    “Old job. Not important.” I mutter. I glance down at my oatmeal. It's just like me. Cold.  
 
    “Just full of surprises, aren’t ya? A regular of mine is a real-life spaceman!” 
 
    “Yep,” I say, through an all-too-forced grin, “That's me, strung out in heaven’s high, hitting an all-time low.”  
 
    “A real-life spaceman,” Deb says again, adding, “...who’s even got himself a mind-reading pet rat!” 
 
    Shit. Max’s head jerks up. The half-eaten hot wing hits the floor. 
 
    Things just got a whole lot worse. 
 
    >Pet?! Max is not pet! 
 
    >Max is a working rat! 
 
    The words burn in my retina, flickering a hot red. And then Max is off my shoulder, flopping onto the table with all the grace of a wet beanbag. The sugar tin flips. My bowl rattles. Coffee and skimmed milk splashes everywhere. 
 
    >Max is not mind-reading shithead! 
 
    >Max earns his keep! 
 
    He’s squeaking. Twitching. Grinding his teeth. Max scampers over to the oatmeal, yanks out the spoon. Lifting it in his jaw, he hurls it at Deb. 
 
    >Tell Deb not to be so much bag of smashed asshole! 
 
    “Aw...look at him go!” Deb squeals. “He wants to use big-boy utensils! Oh, honey, I’m so sorry,” she says to Max, who’s now going for the fork. “I know you want to eat like a big boy, but the manager don’t like you on his tables.” 
 
    >Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! Asshole! 
 
    The fork goes flying. 
 
    It’s in moments like these that I question what exactly it was in my psych eval that got me paired with Max. I love the little guy, but he's not what I pictured when the company's specialist said I was to be assigned an animal companion. A foul-mouthed rat with a barbecue fixation? That's the best fit? For me? A shell-shocked astronaut who can’t bear to look at the stars? 
 
      
 
    “...to advance our understanding of human brain diseases researchers in La Jolla, California, have created a new breed of rat that is a little closer to you and me on the evolutionary ladder than their non-transgenic cousins. By giving these rodents functioning human genes, these so called "humanized" rats actually possess brains that are half-human. "At the end of the day, it’s still a rat brain," says chief researcher, Rob O'Brien. "These little guys aren't going to be doing your taxes or driving a car anytime soon.” –Smithsonian Magazine, "Meet the Real-Life Rats of NIHM" (2017) 
 
      
 
    After breakfast Max and I wandered out to the pier to play his favorite game—what I call the Smell Test. The rules are simple: I spot ships motoring into port, he tells me what they're hauling. 
 
    “That one,” I say, nodding to a heavy freighter that's come chugging into the bay. It’s a real beast of a ship, nearly a kilometer long, its decks piled high with containers. “At our eleven o'clock. About half a klik out. Can you hear it?” 
 
    >Affirmative. 
 
    “Alright champ! Do your thing,” I tell Max, his nose already up and sniffing. I brace my arms against the rust bitten railing and lean us into the wind. 
 
    >Platinum batteries. Cane plastic. Tires. Machine oil. Metal fittings. Coated safety glass. 
 
    “These individual parts? Or are they assembled?”  
 
    >Assembled. Max smells cars. 
 
    >Cars are Chinese cars. 
 
    That raises an eyebrow. “That's a new one...how do you figure they're Chinese?” I say, shooting Max a sidelong stare. From his perch on my shoulder, Max blinks back at me. 
 
    >Chinese new cars are plum blossom smell.  
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    >When Max and James went to car dealership. Max remembers car smells. 
 
    “You picked that up? From a single visit to a dealership?! That was what? Two? Three weeks ago?”  
 
    >Affirmative. 
 
    “Not saying I'm not impressed, buddy, because, I am, but there is a lot of overlap in auto manufacturing. Those could be Japanese or Korean cars you're smelling.” 
 
    >Negative. James got Japan car. Japan cars smell mixed berry smell. 
 
    “Alright then, how about Korean cars? They must have a unique smell, too, right? 
 
    >Flower smell. 
 
    “And American cars?” 
 
    >Pine smell and fake leather. 
 
    That gets a laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, sounds about right,” I chuckle. And then it hits me... 
 
    I'm standing on a pier at six in the morning watching ships sail by as I discuss the finer points of “that new car smell” with a talking rat. Of all the places my life would lead, I doubt anybody could've foreseen this. Then again, I've always been the outlier. 
 
    The anomaly. 
 
    The statistical fluke. 
 
    Even in my earliest years I was the exception to the rule. Sure, every little boy says he wants to be an astronaut when he grows up. By age eighteen I was in the academy. By twenty-one I was at Aldrin Station disassembling junked satellites as part of my on-the-job training. Even now, with the spacer population booming, it’s still only the few who dare risk the hazards of an irradiated vacuum to live and work above the sky. And fewer still who are crazy enough to step into an airlock and jump blindly into the void. For more than three years I took that jump. Eventually the odds caught up with me. 
 
    In the business of space, we have what's called acceptable risk. 
 
    One in every 32 missions result in a broken bone, or a blow to the head, or some other minor accident. One in every 57 incur at least one serious injury. And one in every 64, a fatality. But pull on a spacesuit and step outside, and all those comforting numbers drop to roughly one in twenty-five.  
 
    It was a routine job. 
 
    A standard rope and tow. 
 
    Another thousand kilos of aluminum and hardware tumbling dangerously close to a heavily trafficked orbit. 
 
    It was an old NOAA-22. A weather satellite. The thing had gone dark long before I was even born. Over the years it'd sucked up so much radiation that the outer assembly was practically fossilized, crusted blackened in solar oxidation. 
 
    By the time I'd jumped out of the Atropos, we'd already lassoed the thing. All Patel and I had to do was jet over and give it a quick look. Make sure the tow-cables were secure and the grapple-fixture intact. For a retrieval job, it couldn't be more basic. 
 
    Five minutes later Patel was flailing like a rag doll. 
 
    I recall the eggshell crack along the side of his helmet. I recall how the silver mist that spewed out as Patel's cheeks and chin inflated like balloons, his frozen blood forming spider patterns under all that overstretch skin. And his eyes? Gone. Buried in flesh. Consumed by the swelling. Replaced by two puckered holes. 
 
    I recall it all in perfect resolution. 
 
    That could’ve been me. 
 
    That should’ve been me. 
 
    Instead, I lost a leg...and perhaps my sanity. 
 
    Max sneezes, snapping me back to now. 
 
    I breathe deep. Do it again. Then wipe the cold sweat off my palms. Overhead the sky is turning gold in the morning sun. I peer into its depths. Beyond all that gold, somewhere past the stratosphere, Patel is still up there. Adrift and alone. A pile of meat frozen inside a spacesuit. Doomed to someday fall and burn-up on reentry. 
 
    Aboard the Atropos every passing second was a gamble—always one pressure leak away from death, or a solar flare induced cancer. Risk wasn't just our business, it was a way of life. We were family, brothers surviving and thriving in the most hostile of all environments. Now my days are filled with pill bottles that are child-proofed and rides to the clinic in a self-driving car. 
 
    I'd do anything to go back. 
 
    To get off this rock, to return to orbit, to feel alive again. 
 
    Here, I'll always be out of step—blind to the simplest of social cues, incapable of even the most basic of human interactions. 
 
    I think of Deb. 
 
    She makes it look so easy. 
 
    Spilled coffee. A broken mug. Forks and knives on the floor. I couldn't apologize enough for what Max had done. Deb defused the whole clusterfuck with a simple smile. Was even sympathetic when I tried to explain that “pet” was nearly the worst thing anybody could call Max. “Far as the little guy is concerned, it's him who is taking care of me.” She'd laughed at that. Called it cute. 
 
    I almost believed her. 
 
    I walk the pier and watch the sea, waiting for another ship to sail by. Max uses the time to groom himself, methodically licking his fingers and combing them through his hair. He scrubs his nose, then inside his ears, then begins working through the tan fur of his head and neck. When he spots the dab of barbecue sauce caught in a tuft of white belly fur, he attacks furiously, all teeth and tongue. The sauce didn't stand a chance.  
 
    At the pier's edge I stop once again to lean hard against the rusted railing. The sun's warmth feels good at my back. Good against my arms. Good against the flesh of my one good leg. For the moment, it's all I want to feel. 
 
    “I think I’ve forgotten how to be human,” I say, more to myself than the rodent on my shoulder. Max responds all the same. 
 
    >Where did James forget to be human? Max will help James find human. 
 
    I sigh. Shake my head. Gaze into the water. Ponder what it would be like to fall in. To let go and let the ocean swallow me. “Where I lost it isn't someplace either of us will be going, pal. Not for a long, long time. Plus, you wouldn't like it there.” 
 
    >Space? 
 
    “Yeah. Space.” 
 
    >What is space smell like? 
 
    “Nothing, really. It’s so far up past the atmosphere the only air to breath is what you bring with you, and that stuff usually smells like plastic and ozone.” 
 
    >No other smell? 
 
    “Not really. No.” 
 
    Max pauses, eyes narrowing. His back molars grind out a mild crunch.  
 
    >How does James find stuff in space when space is no smell? 
 
    “We used instruments, mostly...that, and telemetry data.”  
 
    >Machines? 
 
    “Yeah. Machines.”  
 
    >Easy to lose stuff when no smell. Easy to forget. 
 
    I smirk. Shake my head. “Well, can't argue with that,” I say. “Mankind has forgotten about all sort of stuff up there.” 
 
    The first time I experienced low-earth orbit, I was thirteen. My father was on extended business in Singapore and had flown me out for a weekend. It was aboard one of the first-generation passenger scramjets, an Elon-2 atmosphere skipper—the kind that could barely manage thirty minutes of vacuum before needing to nose back down to Earth. As primitive as it was, I was mystified. The acceleration, the rush, the change in gravity as we punched through the sky. When I stumbled off the plane into Changi Spaceport there were two things I'll never forget: The smell of Earth and the woman on my father's arm. Even now, after all these years, every time I step off a space plane or re-entry vehicle and inhale that first breath of unfiltered air, I'm jerked back to that moment. 
 
    This is how Max experiences the world. 
 
    For him scent is the memory. And if a scent can be picked up, followed, and traced back to a source, so can a memory. 
 
    Every thought... 
 
    Every feeling... 
 
    Every single experience that fits together to form this thing we call life... 
 
    ...happens somewhere. 
 
    And every somewhere has a scent. 
 
    It's the same rat logic that has led to buttons and bottle caps and bits of balled-up foil being stashed throughout my apartment. 
 
    In that first awkward week of Max coming to live with me I'd found a wad of foil beneath my bed. At the time, I didn't think much of it. Just tossed it in the trash. By the next morning it was back again—exact same spot, exact same position, placed neatly under the spot where my head rested on the mattress. I trashed that foil three times before finally asking Max about it. He looked at me as though I were a complete idiot and said, “Foil is pretty.” Then, in his own mishmashed rat lingo, explained the “pretty foil” marked the best “sleep place” for when he needed to keep an eye on me. Or as he put it, “When Max needs to wake James because James dreams bad.” 
 
    I tap Max on the nose, then point to the sky. He peers up and begins sniffing. “The thing is, pal,” I tell him, “I lost more than just myself up there...things I can never get back.”  
 
    Max gives me a look. Begins working his teeth. A light gnashing that only comes when he's mulling stuff over. The pinched concentration written all over his brow tells me something's got him bothered. Probably the notion of a place with no smells. At last, he asks...  
 
    >Does James dream bad so much because James forgot to be human? 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I search for the right words, as if there are any. Finally, sputtering out a hesitant, “Yes.” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “What do you mean, why!?” I cough, my voice turning sour. My grip on the railing begins to tighten. “James is broken, that's why!” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “Because pills and replacement parts aren't enough to fix me.” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “Because this astronaut has been grounded. My wings are clipped.” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “Because up in space blood pressure gets tricky. Everything's got to be 'just so' or you're gonna have a bad time. You've seen my stump swell up. You know how bad it can get. That's forever, Max, just like the bad dreams. There is no cure.” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “Christ on a fucking crutch, Max! I told you! Because James is broken!” I slam my fist down. The railing clangs back at me. Already, I can feel the bruise forming.  
 
    >How did James get broken? 
 
    “How?!” Behind my eyes I see Patel's bloated face, that one last glimpse as he came tumbling toward me. Suddenly my voice is cold, again. “I already told you how. Accident. Lost my leg.”  
 
    Max doesn't know about Patel. Never will. I refuse to verbalize the memory to anyone. When his visor cracked, Patel smashed into me. The impact sent me spinning head over foot, out of control, my helmet thudding like a steel drum as it bashed against the side of the weather satellite.  
 
    The rest, Max knows. Seconds later, when I was jolted awake by pain, my leg constricted in a knot of braided titanium cables. Somewhere between the black out and the agony of a kneecap pulped, I'd become tangled in the lasso's netting. Everything below my left knee was twisted a full 360 degrees. When I looked down, it took me a moment to comprehend what I saw. I saw the tread of my boot dangling at my hip, my leg bent into a perfect horseshoe curve.  
 
    >Negative. How did James' brain get broken?  
 
    “No.” The word falls instantly from my mouth. Max clicks his teeth in annoyance. 
 
    >Don't be so much ass. Max is a working rat. Max earns his keep. 
 
    “We're not doing this, Max. James needs a break, copy that?” 
 
    >Negative. A fair day's wage for a fair day's work! Max is no freeloader! No handouts! 
 
    “Well, Max had already earned his keep today, alright? Let's talk about something else.” 
 
    >How did James get broken? 
 
    “Fucking hell, Max!” I growl. 
 
    He asks again. I tell him no. But Max won't let it drop. So, I scan the bay, searching for a distraction. It comes in the form of a hulking warship. A naval cutter. The thing is more geometric abstract than a sailing vessel, comprised entirely of sharp angles and smooth planes. “Hey Max,” I give him a slight nudge. “Nine o'clock, about a klik out, do you hear that?” 
 
    >Affirmative. 
 
    “What do you think? Can you do it?” 
 
    >One km is far. 
 
    “Well, it is a whole kilometer,” I prod in a playful tone. “If that's too much for you, I suppose we wait. It'll get closer...eventually. Just never took you for the kind of guy who'd play on easy mode.” It's obvious bait and, as always, Max damn well knows it. But he's also got his pride. 
 
    >Max can do it! Max is best! 
 
    His snout goes up, nostrils flaring. Whiskers tremble in the breeze. Grabbing firm onto my shoulder, he edges forward, freezing in a rigid gargoyle pose. He sniffs. And sniffs. And sniffs, again. His eyes squeeze to slits in Zen-like concentration.  
 
    A minute passes. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    For a brief moment I assume he's given up. Then... 
 
    >Copper fittings. Foam packing. Nylon. Lithium. 
 
    Max pauses. Shivers. Returns to sniffing. 
 
    >Lead chromate. Potassium nitrate. Cyclonite. 
 
    Another pause. He works his teeth. It's boots on broken glass. Then I notice his eyes. They're huge. Jutting from the sockets like wet black pearls.  
 
    >Aluminum Oxide. Ammonium nitrate. White phosphorous. 
 
    His breathing becomes labored. Fur stands on end.  
 
    “Max? Max? Everything okay, buddy?” My initial thought is he smells a cat. Wouldn't be the first time a roaming stray has put Max on edge, but no. The thumping of his heart as he clings to my shoulder tells me this is different. Something more. 
 
    Suddenly, a burst of text floods across my retina...  
 
    >Di(2-ethylhexyl) sebacate. Pentaerythrite dioleate. Dioctyl adipate. Diethylhexyl. 
 
    Words, numbers, groupings of consonants, come at me like a stock ticker on overload. A few names I recognize. Most are beyond me—molecular bonds so complex they'd require a chemist to decode. 
 
    >Tetryl. Trinitrobenzene. Lead azide. Polyisobutylene. Pentrite. 
 
    Max hunches low. Claws dig in. Crisp white nylon bunches between tiny tensed fingers. Jesus, he's holding on for dear life.  
 
    “Max? Buddy? What is it you smell? What's got you...” 
 
    >Pentaerythritol tetranitrate. Solenoid trigger. RDX! RDX! RDX! *??13é@3? Ňever 4 get! RDX pain! ??¼? BOOM! r? Ø? ?i3?Φ*?? is the chemical cobra in the landmine! Charlie foxtrot! Charlie foxtrot! Charlie foxtrot! 
 
    Max yanks his head up. Begins nervously searching. Eyes, nose, and ears scanning for an unseen threat. His movements are erratic, so fast to be a blur. Every few seconds Max shoots a paranoid glance over his shoulder. 
 
    “Max. You need to calm down and you need to talk to me. You need to tell me...tell James what's got Max so upset. Can you do that, buddy? Can you tell James what all this business about cobras and landmines is?” 
 
    >The Russian PMN-7 is most common landmine in the world. 
 
    It's an eerily specific response. One that raises more questions and offers no answers. So, I ask Max about the Navy boat, instead. Ask if he smells a landmine on board. 
 
    >Max smells RDX. Max smells kill. 
 
    If I had the time, I'd do a search. Open a browser window and look up RDX—have my mobile device project the results directly to my eyes. Figuring the how and why of Max's fear can wait. What can't wait, what won't wait, the panic surging in Max's veins. 
 
    “Okay, sure. Suppose you're right,” I try to reason with him. “Suppose Max does smell kill. That ship out there? It's a klik away—that's a whole kilometer's distance, buddy. If Max smells kill, it's not a danger to either of us.” I turn us around. Take two paces forward. Then, motion to the pavement and assure him, “See? See, pal? Nothing to worry about, my friend. That's wood, steel, and concrete under our feet. Safe and sound.”  
 
    >Safe is 350 grams. 350 grams is stay alive! 
 
    >The cobra doesn't bite the health rat! 
 
    >Fatties are what the cobra likes! 
 
    “Well, take it from a man who's seen the Pacific Ocean from space...a hungry cobra would have a very long swim if he wanted to get to San Diego. Plus, you're on my shoulder, so he'd have to bite me first,” I joke. I begin to walk, slowly, at first. Every few steps, I take on a little more speed. The sooner we're off this pier, the better. I keep my eyes on Max, talking as we go, saying whatever comes to mind, “You know, maybe it's the cobra who should be afraid of you. I saw this video once online...maybe you've seen it...was a momma rat beating the crap out of cobra after he tried to eat her babies. I bet you could kick a snake's ass, any day.” 
 
    Through all that fear and gnashing of teeth, a glimmer of the Max I know surfaces. He shoots me one of his looks. The one that say, Why the hell are you annoying me with the nonsense? He's still a wreck, but it something, at least. So, I keep going, ribbing him in that same playful way I always do, “Why are you so worried about your weight, anyway? You're no fatty, Max. You're on my shoulder all the time, and I can tell you there's no waaaay you could be heavier than 300 grams. Wait a minute,” I say with conviction, “You're not stressed overeating those barbecue wings or anything, are you? Because...” 
 
    >Scooter got fat. 
 
    “Scooter? Is that somebody you know?” 
 
    >Affirmative. Scooter got fat. 
 
    “Sure, that'll happen. People get fat, too, but it's not the end of the world, pal. You're not worried a cobra got him, are you? Like I said, there are no cobras here. They all live on a totally different landmass all the way on the other side of the world.”  
 
    >Minimum pressure for Russian PMN-7 mine to bite kill is 402 grams. 
 
    >Big KA-BOOM straight to the farm. 
 
    Max goes stiff. Frozen solid. The only visible motion is the churning of his lungs. With my head turned, we're almost nose to nose. His glassy eyes stare right through me. Then it hits me like a slap—I know that look. It's the one I see in the mirror when I'm at my worst. When fear kills all logic and reason, and every rational thought falls dead like a butterflies waiting to be pinned to a board. 
 
    “Listen to me, Max...are you listening?” I keep my voice even. Firm. Never once breaking eye contact. “Nothing's going to hurt you. Do you understand?” 
 
    >Max saw the cobra bite Scooter! BOOM! 
 
    “Well, even if you did, that's not now, buddy. Right now, Max is safe.”  
 
    >Smoke and fire! BOOM! 
 
    “No. No boom. Do you hear me, Max? No boom! Max is absolutely safe!” 
 
    >BOOM! RĐx smeL!!!9?1?? 
 
    Suddenly hot piss is spilling down my back, splashing to the concrete, leaving a reeking trail as I hurry down the pier. I catch a whiff. Smell raw, animal fear. I tell Max to hold tight, that I'll have him home soon. Nothing I say seems to get through. So, I try to comfort him by lightly scratching his chin. 
 
    Max flinches on contact. Belts out a squeal. Explodes into a fury of claws and guttural screeches. 
 
    >Đϊ?? Charlie foxtrot!?¼°°§*??Charlie f?z7???!???*:}}} Đϊ?? Tango uniform!!!?777?Il... !?^{æÝ?,,}xyx{|~???}... [SIGNAL LOST] 
 
    I rip my hand away, but it's already far too late. At first, the pain doesn't register. Just the sight of an angry rat, attached by the teeth, dangling from my left index finger. Then the crisscross of scratches begins to ooze red, the back of my hand blooming like a half-assed stigmata. Max is thrashing. Clawing. Teeth sinking deeper. The noise coming out of him is a slow nail dragged across polished glass. My own excruciating screams are soon to follow. 
 
    My first impulse is to fling him off. To whip my arm. Send him flying. Let him keep whatever chunk of flesh he'd take with him. 
 
    Then the training kicks in. The psychological conditioning. The hundreds of hours logged in high-risk simulations. I keep calm, ignore the pain, and assess the situation. Sure, I may be shit at managing my own depression, but in a crisis I'm a goddamn pro.  
 
    Standard protocol when dealing with a panicked crewman is drugs and a change of scenery. You want to put them in an environment they equate with safety. Aboard the Atropos that meant soft light, a fresh bed, and a belt of lukewarm whiskey. But a rat? Where the hell does rat feel safe? Somewhere dark. Somewhere enclosed. Somewhere akin to the places that've kept rodents out of a predator's reach for millions and millions of years.  
 
    I wrestle Max into a jacket pocket. It earns me another dozen claw marks along my wrist. Once inside, though, he immediately releases his bite. 
 
    And then I'm running. 
 
    Panting. 
 
    Feet pounding on asphalt. 
 
    With every stride Max's weight slaps limply against my hip. Zipped into the pocket, he's curled himself into a defensive ball. At the bottom of my vision hovers his last text. Silently I plead for it to change, to blink away and be replaced with something that'd let me know Max is okay. Instead the words flicker and fade, until the [SINGAL LOST] message is all that remains. 
 
    I blow through a crosswalk. Car horns are blaring.  
 
    I nearly collide with a smart taxi.  
 
    An angry face presses to the glass, gawks in horror at the dripping mess that is my hand. 
 
    Using the look/blink controls of the comm implant, I open my contacts list. Dial the clinic. I'm instantly placed on hold. A manically happy K-pop tune comes piping directly into my inner-ear. 
 
    Back on the sidewalk I'm met with wide-eyed confusion. Everyone is quick to get out of my way. At peak condition this would've been easy. Could've run these three kilometers in twelve minutes flat. But every time my left foot smacks the pavement, a stab of white-hot pain shoots up my thigh. Into my hip. Straight to the base of my spine. The worst part is, I'm not even winded. Despite everything, I've kept in shape. Two hours of my life, every day, is given to the weights and cardio machine in the corner of my living room. Yet here I am, hobbling down the street, barely able to manage a limping jog.  
 
    The song in my ear clips to silence. 
 
    For a brief second I assume the clinic has picked-up. 
 
    “Hello? Hello?” 
 
    More brain-dead pop music fills my ear. 
 
    By the end of the third song I'm stumbling through the door of my apartment. By the fourth, I'm over the bathroom sink splashing alcohol into my wounds. Finally, a chipped voice comes over the line; asks for my name, account number, and company designation code. The antiseptic sting of the alcohol is like cold fire on every scratch and gash. Through clenched teeth, I tell the machine what it wants. It seems to understand. Thanks me for waiting. It informs me I'm “now being connected to one of our many friendly and helpful customer-relations professionals.”  
 
    A click. 
 
    A beep. 
 
    A moment of dead air. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Cleary. My name is Anna. I will be the one assisting you with your call today.”  
 
    “Hi Anna, this is an emergency. My companion animal, Max...” 
 
    She cuts me off, continuing with what must be a script, which she reads in the dullest of monotones. “Before we process any further, I am required by law to inform you this call is being recorded for training and quality assurance purposes. Do we have your permission to do this? Say yes or no.”  
 
    “Yeah. Yes. Whatever. Look, my buddy Max, he...” 
 
    Anna cuts me off again. Spews monotone script, “Thank you, sir. Okay, now please state the nature of this call so I may...”  
 
    “Listen, it's my companion animal! There's something seriously wrong with him!” I ram the words through. For a second Anna falters. Then it all comes pouring out of me, “It's like he's catatonic or something. He won't move. Won't talk. It's hard to explain, but he smelled something and it spooked him real bad. Freaked him out enough that he started biting. He was making these screeching noises, too. Kind of a hissing shriek. I was finally able to calm him some. I got him right here next to me...” I brush bloody fingers over the pocket with Max. He's breathing, but otherwise motionless. Still wrapped tight into a ball. “...but like I said, he's completely frozen. He's not moving or talking or responding in any way.” 
 
    “Sir? Sir?! Excuse me, sir,” Anna pushes back. “but this is your companion you're talking about?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you say he isn't talking to you?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Sir, uhhh...yeeeah. I'm going to have ask you to repeat all that.” She snickers, her tone incredulous. “Can you do that for me? Can tell me what's wrong, but this time slower and less crazy?” 
 
    It doesn't go any better the second time around. 
 
    “So, when you say your companion isn't speaking,” Anna says patronizingly, “Do you mean he's misbehaving? Like not obeying commands? Peeing on the rug, that kind of thing? Or literally...” 
 
    “No! As in he's completely checked out! Blank stare. Totally silent. Nothing I say gets through! About a half hour ago my text feed completely blinked out and all I'm getting is a lost signal message!” 
 
    “Ummmm, okaaaay...” Another snicker. This one louder and more condescending, threatening to become a full-throated laugh. Anna speaks as though I'm a child caught in a lie. “Mister Cleary, just so we are clear...because I have to make sure, you understand? What you are telling me is you believe your dog can talk? Like, Hello there! How ya doing!? Not, woof-woof! Bow-wow!” 
 
    “What the ever-living FUCK, lady?! Read my goddamn file!” Clenched-fist anger boils over me. My tolerance for bullshit has hit its limit. “Max is a rat! Do you understand!? A RAT! You stupid, incompetent cow! And yes! He CAN talk! Half his brain cells are human and he's wired-up to send me text messages! And what Max needs right now is help! So do your goddamn job or transfer me to someone who can! ARE WE CLEAR!?” 
 
    “Ummm...” A nervous pause that follows, peppered with whispers. In the background long fingernails jab furiously at a keyboard. She seems to be arguing with somebody else in the room. Over the line, Anna tell me to, “Please wait.” 
 
    Once again, the annoying pop music resumes. 
 
    I lift my hand. Get a good look at the bite. Teeth marks dotted my fingertip with the points of an equal lateral triangle. Jesus... Max's lower incisors were forked when he got me. This was a defensive bite. The kind when the teeth spread like scissor blades. The kind that's meant to do serious harm.  
 
    I reach for the superglue. Flip open the cap. Begin applying it directly to the punctured flesh. 
 
    Blood goes everywhere as I squeeze the wound closed. Hold the skintight. I count the minutes for the glue to dry. All the while pop music is still tittering in my ear. And then I realize I'm thinking of space again. Of those horrible Bhangra tunes. How Patel would play them solely to piss off Sówka. All that crazy Hindi singing used to drive the captain nuts. He called it “crazy Punjabi stoner music.” It was blaring over the Atropos comms the last time I'd glued a bad scrape. The glue trick was so much cleaner in zero-gee. Without gravity, blood stays put. There is no “down” for it to fall towards. So, it pools in globs around the broken skin, waiting patiently to be wiped away. But down here on ground? 
 
    My bathroom looks like a goddamned crime scene. 
 
    Blood on the tile. Blood in the sink. Blood on every knob, handle, or latch I may have touched. 
 
    A click. 
 
    A beep. 
 
    Finally, Anna is back, her voice far less monotone than before. “Uhhh...Mr. Cleary? Are you still there?” 
 
    “I dunno. Are you?” 
 
    She responds with a nervous chuckle. “Mr. Cleary, sir...uhhh, yeah, everyone here would like to apologize on behalf of Argent Medical & Psychological Services for the prior confusion. I have spoken with my supervisor, and she's reviewed the protocols regarding your special situation.” She mentions something about a field study and Max being a test case, about how most companion animals the clinic assigns are of the canine variety. “It was an honest mistake, sir. I hope you can understand...I honestly did not know you had one of those rats. I mean, the dogs we assign here, even gene-modded smart ones, aren't like, creepy-smart like these rats. I mean, they don't talk or anything, you know?” 
 
    This should piss me off more. And maybe it does, but right now I don't give a damn about any of it. All I care about is, “My friend needs help. So, what are you going to do about it, lady?” 
 
    What they did about it was send a specialist to my door. 
 
      
 
    “With their noses close to the grass, darting from side to side, these hero rats sniff out explosives buried just beneath the ground outside a village. Each rat is responsible for clearing a 200-square-meter (239-square-yard) patch of land per day as part of a global effort to clear unexploded ordnance left by decades of conflict. Not limited to finding simply landmines, these hero rats are on the hunt for long forgotten bombs, shells and grenades that remain a daily threat to local populations.” –Newsweek Magazine, "The Hero Rats Who Are Saving Lives" (2013) 
 
      
 
    His name was Doctor Corbin. 
 
    He’d arrived within the hour. 
 
    There’d been a smile. A shake of the hand. Then the man was all business. He'd marched into my kitchen without invitation. Simply asked, “Where is the rodent?” then set up shop—two med kits, one tool kit, and a handheld device. The kind I'd seen carried by the flight surgeons aboard company vessels. A sort of flip-open screen connected to a stethoscope attachment. It made the kind of noises that punctuated my own hospital stay. Pings and bleeps. Sine wave tones. The atonal music of an ICU. 
 
    Max was on the table, still curled into a ball. I’d needed scissors to get him out of the jacket. Max had come spilling out of the sliced pocket, into a puddle of his own piss and shit. He froze where he landed. I didn't dare touch him. Now, Corbin was kneeling to get a closer look. “Your friend here, has he taken any food or water since his episode?” the doctor inquires. 
 
    I shake my head no. 
 
    “Had to ask,” Corbin shrugs. He dips into his lab coat. Pulls out gloves. Molded polyurethane snaps against flesh as he yanks them over his hands. “Alright, little guy, lessee how you're doing.”  
 
    With the gentle touch of a man disarming a bomb, Corbin slides a gloved finger under Max's chin and slowly lifts until the two are eye to eye. Then, using a penlight, he tests for anomalies in pupil dilation. “No sign of concussion... That's good, at least. Now let's read on those vitals.” 
 
    I watch and fret as the doctor does his thing, poking and prodding at my best friend. My heart is still pounding. I'm covered in sweat. I'm all keyed up, but there's absolutely nothing for me to do. It's the first time in a long time that I've felt totally...useless is the word my mind reaches for, but I know that's far from true. Useless is what I've been ever since my leg was sawed off. No, what I feel is helpless. Even in the hospital, when it was me on the table, I could at least skew the odds by cooperating with the doctors and nurses. By being the best damned recovering amputee I could be. But Max? He was in Corbin's hands. All I did was fill space.  
 
    “You ex-navy? You look ex-navy.” It slips from my mouth before I realize I've said it. An observation that's been in the back of my mind since the doctor arrived. With his broad nose, silver beard, and skin so weathered it could be masking tape—Corbin's face seems more suited for a pirate. The wool fisherman’s cap only enhances the effect.  
 
    “Two wars,” Corbin replies, without missing a beat. “The one in the Baltic, then that mess in the Rainbow Nation. Although, I suppose ‘police action’ and ‘peace keeping duties’ are the preferred nomenclature. I dunno...the bullet wounds all looked the same to me.” 
 
    Corbin flips open the handheld device. Presses the stethoscope-fitting to Max's side. Firefly scribbles dance across the screen. A slow, pensive “Hmmmm...” escapes his lips, followed by a weary sigh. I know better than to ask what it means. My own hospital stay taught me that. When a doctor is ready to talk, he'll damn well talk, and usually with all the tact of a coronal mass ejection. 
 
    “Appears you've seen a bit of action yourself,” Corbin says, as he taps methodically at the screen. He glances over his shoulder, nodding to my leg. “I'm guessing it wasn't a landmine that earned you that, though, seein' how you still got all your own skin.” 
 
    It's more a statement than a question. 
 
    I answer, anyway. “EVA specialist. Worked as a satellite wrangler. You know, the guys who lasso space junk and tow it out of orbit?” 
 
    “Oh, you're one of the smart ones, huh? Made sure you were paid good money before signing on the dotted line. Bet you got a solid gold retirement plan, too.” 
 
    “I had to settle for the consolation prize.”  
 
    “Must've been one hell of a consolation prize,” Corbin grumbles, scrolling through Max's data, eyes absorbing every chart and graph “Enough to land you in a downtown apartment, and to score you that shiny top-of-the-line leg. Enough to...” He looks up from his screen. Peers at Max. Then hits me a piercing ice-blue gaze. “...supply you a friend to look after your ass. Ain't saying whatever happened to you wasn't awful, son. But there's always somebody who has got it a whole lot worse.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, I don't much fucking care,” I spit. Hatred boils behind my eyes. Hands crumple into fists. Fingers squeezing tight, longing to punch this son of a bitch. Pain sparks through my glued-up wounds. The idiot on the phone was bad enough, but now this? From a grizzled old body-mechanic who should be fixing up my friend? One good swing is all it'd take to knock this fucker to the tile. Instead, my better angels get the best of me. I say the only thing that comes into my mind. “So is my friend is going to be okay, or not?” 
 
    “Is that your only concern?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Because right now your friend has got it a whole lot worse.” Corbin settles into a chair. Tosses his little screen aside. A rattle of plastic fills the room as it clatters onto the table. Slowly. Deliberately. The doctor pulls out a cigarette and lights-up right there in my kitchen. “I’ve re-started his firmware, just for good measure, but the trouble isn’t with this little guy's electronics. It’s post-traumatic shock, and by the looks of his vitals, he's had a real nightmare of an episode.” 
 
    “Post-traumatic shock? He's a rat, how's that even possible?” I demand with folded arms. I seize the chair across from him. 
 
    “Easy.” Corbin rasps, his voice becoming gravel, “You experience extreme trauma while being a mammal with enough cognitive awareness to remember the event, as well as comprehend the hard reality that you're not safe, you never were safe, and you never will be. That's something you probably know plenty about yourself.” 
 
    Makes sense. Especially considering Max's near-photographic memory. What doesn't add up, though, is how an intelligent rat trained to watch over a man with a broken mind would experience that kind of trauma. 
 
    I look down at my arm. At the rips in my flesh. I show Corbin the extent of the damage. “Before this happen, Max had said something about landmines, and a cobra wanting to kill him.” 
 
    “I'm sure he did. Bet he said something about a rat named Scooter, too.” 
 
    My face drops. As does my stomach. A chill slithers up my spine. 
 
    “So, what triggered it?” the doctor continues, “A loud noise? A smell? Or did he get a little too close to an open flame?” 
 
    “Smell. Something about a chemical called RDX.” I answer. 
 
    “Research. Department. Explosive. Otherwise known as conventional plastic explosive. From landmines to bullets, the military uses it in damn near everything... ironically, it's also used in some industrial rat poisons. What happened? You stroll by a construction site? Somewhere there’d be a box of blasting caps?” 
 
    “No. It was near the harbor; a battleship was in the bay.” 
 
    “Yeah. That’ll do it. Probably smelled the ammo stores for the gunnery, or they could’ve had a few depth charges onboard. Or both. We’ve been seeing a lotta this in the second test-group...what folks would call shell shock. Your buddy here is a war vet. Before we got him, he and his unit were sniffing out and disarming mines down in South East Asia. It's nothing new. The Army's been doing it for years, even before they had access to genetically modified rodents. Most folk just don't know about it because most folks don't like rats.” Corbin takes a long drag, holds it in his lungs. Then exhales a haze of silver curls. “The other two test-groups we've been assigning to patients show little to no problems, but those rats were from Doctors Without Borders. All they were doing was sniffing out tuberculosis and cancers. But the little guys the Army sold us...” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    Another drag on the cigarette. 
 
    The haze in my kitchen grows thicker. 
 
    It's then, I realize those piercing eyes have lost their sting. In all that icy blue there's a sadness as Corbin stares forlornly at Max. “Found it awful suspect,” he explains with a shake of his head, “when Uncle Sam was all too happy to part with seven of their highly-trained hero rats. From what I've pieced together talking to these rats, one named Scooter tripped a mine and left his friends covered in the smell of burnt death. And believe me, that's a smell you can never forget.” 
 
    “Alright. So, what now? How do we proceed?” 
 
    “Well, now I'm supposed to apologize on behalf of everyone at Argent Medical for the malfunction of your assigned companion, then offer to take Max back to the clinic with a promise that Argent will supply you with a new companion within six working days.” 
 
    “He's staying.” I insist, absolutely adamant.  
 
    “I know.” Corbin nods, echoing my resolve. “Which is why the following is going to happen...” Rising from the chair, the grizzled old doctor reaches into one of his gear boxes. Pulls out the streamline white-chrome of an auto-syringe. “First, I'm going to administer a sedative to cool his nerves. Chances are he's going to want to sleep this off, and this stuff...” He pops a glass capsule into the thing's breech, a blue liquid sloshes within it. “...this little miracle of modern chemistry will guarantee he gets the rest he needs.” 
 
    Leaning in, he gently eases the barrel of the syringe into Max's side. Triggers the dose. The sound is like the seal being broken on a bottle of spring water. Max flinches. Looks around, baring his teeth. He glares are Corbin, arching his back. His claws dig into the towel. But ultimately, it’s a half-hearted effort, at best. After everything, Max is simply too tired to put up much of a fight. Seemingly bored with the idea, he closes his eyes, lays his head down. 
 
    “In the meantime,” Corbin says, “Your job is going to be to keep an eye on him. He needs to be someplace quiet, dark, and as comfortable as possible. If he's got a favorite blanket or something, get it. And when he wakes up, you're going to make sure he eats and drinks plenty of water. What he needs now more than anything is a good friend.” 
 
    “If this happens again and I need to tell another doctor, what drug did you shoot him full of?” 
 
    “Nothing fancy. Just run of the mill sedative. The brand name is Chronocyclarol.” 
 
    “That's what I was prescribed to beat back my traumatic episodes. It works for rats, too?” 
 
    Corbin slides his gaze over me. A deadpan stare. Without even a word, he's managed to make me feel as though I've said something unimaginably stupid. Then says, “Who do you think it was tested on?” 
 
      
 
    “Similar to the effects of trauma in humans, rodents exposed to intense fear-inducing situations can develop fear responses to situations which are not directly related to the trauma experience. For example, rodents exposed to electric shocks not only show a strong fear response when re-exposed to the shock apparatus, but also when exposed to unrelated sounds, smells, and situational stimulus associated with the shock experience. Rodents exposed to shock also exhibit a decrease in social interaction, obsessive-compulsive behavior, avoidance, depression, and hyper-vigilance.” –Elsevier Journal of Behavioral Research, “Early Fear as a Predictor of Avoidance in a Rats Model of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder” (2011) 
 
      
 
    “Atten-SHUN! Fall in and count off!” 
 
    The footage is surreal. Almost comical. A middle-aged sergeant barks commands and a hoard of rats comes bounding his way, scampering over freshly clipped grass. For a second it’s pure chaos. Hundreds of tiny bodies flood over the field, huddled so close they’re like an ocean of undulating fur. Then, in the blink of an eye, the rats scatter and arrange into tight military formation. Each rises on their hind legs, standing with heads up and ears perked. 
 
    “OutSTANDING!” the sergeant bellows, then motions for them to return to standing on all fours. “That’s how Uncle Sam likes his rats! Lookin’ sharp and ready to rumble! A fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay, yessiree! You boys are gonna earn your keep today! Tell me! What is it a hero rat does?! That’s right!” 
 
    The sound fades. A voiceover cuts in. A slick British accent begins to narrate, “Although you can’t hear it, the rats have all responded in unison to the sergeant with a resounding chant of, ‘A hero rat saves lives, SIR!’ Meanwhile, tech sergeant Larry Javits sees every word of it on a retinal display that has been surgically implanted in his left eye. How this silent, but very real, communication between man and rat is made possible is by way of a unique linguistic firmware that wires directly to the brains of these genetically modified rodents. Developed in a lab in La Jolla, California...” 
 
    I pause the video to check on Max. He’s curled up on the pillow beside me, submerged in a dreamless oblivion. It’s the kind of deep sleep that only a fat dose of Chronocyclarol can bring. The kind I know all too well. It’s the same black nothingness I chased night after night before the overdose nearly put me there forever. 
 
    All night I’ve been here on the bed by Max’s side, scrolling through videos to pass the time. In those hours I’ve uncovered a wealth of information. Documentaries about hero rats. Facts about landmines. Even an annotated history that dates all the way back to 1997, the year when a humanitarian group called APOPO first hit upon the idea of bomb sniffing rats. Most surprising to me was to learn the first hero rats weren’t genetically engineered, but rather a species of African pouched rat. Max’s kind came much, much later—but, that part of the story I already know. I'm well aware of the experiments. The Alzheimer’s cure. How the National Institute of Mental Health spliced human DNA into the genome of the common domesticated rat. The orientation I’d attended before getting Max covered that in fascinating detail. 
 
    I set down the tablet. Run a hand over Max. I press two fingers to his ribs to make sure he’s breathing. I watch him for a time, looking long and hard, hoping Max will drift out the drug-induced stupor.  
 
    Wishful thinking. 
 
    The little guy is out. Probably will be for quite a while. 
 
    In the quiet dark of the bedroom I sit and stare, eyes lost in the white nothingness of a barren plaster wall. These last twenty-four hours have revealed so much. About Max. About me. About what truly matters. It’s as if I’m having to re-learn everything all over again. Before settling into bed, I’d placed two bowls on the nightstand. One contains water. The other, kibble and veggies. Both there for when Max finally awakes. The lettuce has wilted. The carrots, gone rubbery. Specks of dust now float on the surface of the water. 
 
    I’ve never felt more alone. 
 
    “I know you can’t hear me, buddy, but I need you to be okay. I really do,” The words cut through the silence like the crunching of dead leaves, my voice an echo of exactly how I feel—raw, tired, and overused. “I can’t lose another friend, Max. Not again. Not now. I don’t think I could handle it. It’s only been a few months we’ve known each other but...” But what? 
 
    I lay back in the bed and close my eyes, head resting right beside Max. Close enough that I can feel his breathing. I’m so tired I don’t even bother with my clothes. Finally, the words come. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what it is, Max. You know how they say you never know what you have until it’s gone.” I pause. Sigh. The string of tears leaks down the sides of my face. “Stay with me.”  
 
      
 
    “...rats were implanted with a tiny array of electrodes which threaded from the top of the brain down into two neighboring pieces of the hippocampus, a structure that is crucial for storing new memories. The two slivers of tissue communicate with each other as the brain learns and stores new information. The implant demonstrates for the first time that cognitive function can be improved with a device that mimics the firing patterns of neurons.” –Journal of Biomimetics, “Implant Gives Rats Improved Cognition & Memory Recollection” (2016) 
 
      
 
    I awake to tiny hands on my face. Delicate. Clawed. Batting at my cheek. Before I can even open my eyes, I see them. Three words projected directly to my retina. 
 
    >Up and at 'em! 
 
    My eyes jerk open to the sight of Max, his nose pressed right up to mine. Behind him the ceiling is awash in the bright yellow of afternoon. 
 
    “Max?! You're awake!” I exclaim, scooping him up in my hands. A sense of relief floods over me. All the knots in my stomach come loose. “How you doing, pal? You feeling alright? You had me worried there!”  
 
    Max gazes down at me with those pearly blacks, lids hanging heavy with fatigue. He's been through hell and it shows.  
 
    >Max wants barbecue.  
 
    “Barbecue, huh?” Sitting up, I cradle him to my chest. I glance around the room. The bowl on the nightstand has been licked clean. “Well, I believe some barbecue can be arranged. Do you want to eat in, or out?” 
 
    >James arranging barbecue is good. 
 
    >James is good. 
 
    Max wiggles free of my grasp, grabbing at my finger, taking it between his two tiny hands. He sniffs at the bite mark, at the fresh scab and dried glue. Let’s out a muffled squeak. He begins to lick at the beet-red flesh. 
 
    >Max biting James is not good. 
 
    “So, you remember that, huh?” 
 
    >Affirmative. Max is sorry to James. Max is... 
 
    He pauses. Blinks. Struggles to find the right words. 
 
    >...sorry feel bad*sh!tty:}}}M¼f x ???pΪ$$ed@Mæx bite James is bad. 
 
    I scratch him behind the ear. Give him a knowing look. “I think the word you're searching for, buddy, is guilt.” 
 
    >Guilt? 
 
    “Yeah. And it's something you don't need to be feeling, not about this.” My tone is reassuring, but absolute. Max needs to hear this. Needs to believe it. Needs to understand that, “Regardless of whatever you may feel at this moment, pal, yesterday was not your fault. Copy that?” 
 
    >Negative. Say again, James. 
 
    “What I'm saying is, Max has nothing to be sorry about.”  
 
    The licking screeches to a halt. Now two little eyes are staring up me. In them is genuine sorrow. 
 
    >But Max so sorry to James. So very much sorry. 
 
    “I know, pal. I know...I just don't want you to beat yourself up over it.” 
 
    >Negative. Max is not good. Max is sad. 
 
    Again, he tugs at my finger, this time to get at the nail. To scrape away the dried stratum of blood that'd caked underneath. It's awkward as hell, his gentle nibbling and spitting, but it's the highest level of affection a rat can give. Or in this case, an apology. 
 
    “You know what?” I say, rising to my feet. “I think I know something that'll help.”  
 
    Ten minutes later I’m at the kitchen table. In my palm is the universal rodent cure-all: a pile of frozen chocolate chips. In front of me sits Max, munching away, buzzed on pure chocolate bliss. Just like humans, rats too experience that warm, calming effect that only a good bag of chocolates can provide. I even eat a couple myself, washing them down with an instant coffee. It's not much of a breakfast, but it'll do, at least until Deb arrives. 
 
    Moments ago, I'd rung the Harbor Café to ask if they did deliveries. 
 
    They didn't. 
 
    Luckily, Deb was on shift. Luckier still, was her overwhelming sympathy for Max’s situation. “I clock out in an hour,” is what she'd said, promising Max “some of the finest freakin’ barbecued wings he’s ever tasted.” She even offered to bring me something, as well. Her only request was, “Ya gotta give the lil guy a great big hug and a kiss for me.” 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    “Feel any better?” I ask Max, leaning over my coffee. He snatches another chip from my palm and begins rapidly chiseling away. 
 
    >Affirmative! 
 
    He spins the chocolate between his hands as he nibbles it down to nothing. It’s sort of like watching a kid eat corn on the cob, only cleaner and at about ten times the speed.  
 
    “Good, because I think I’ve figured a way to help you process all those fucked-up feelings you've got swirling in that head of yours,” I let those words float, watching for a reaction. What I get is a rat who’s absorbed in the fine art of making chocolate disappear. So, I press on, “Do you recall a doctor coming to the house?”  
 
    >Affirmative. Doctor Corbin. Nasty cigarette smell. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that is a big affirmative, pal,” I laugh. “Damn near killed a whole can of air-fresher trying to cover that stink up. So, aside from the cigarettes, do you remember anything else? Like what the doctor told me about you? And the other rats?” 
 
    >Negative. Too much scared shitless to understand. 
 
    “He told me a bit about your old job, what you did before we met. Why didn't you say you were in the army, pal? Kind of important, don't you think?” 
 
    >Why does James never tell Max why James dreams bad? 
 
    Even through the silence of the text-based message, I can hear the ire dripping from those words. Max doesn’t even bother to look my way. Just squints his eyes and keeps on gnawing, the chocolate in his hands shrinking ever smaller. 
 
    “Well, can't argue with that,” I shrug. Another deadpan “affirmative” flashes across my retina. I sip my coffee and consider these months with Max—all the nightmares he’d woken me from, of all the depression he’s chased away. Sure, a psychologist’s prescription may have put him here, but it didn't require him to care. “You know what, Max? I think I owe you an apology.” 
 
    The gnawing stops. Head slowly turns. Max meets my gaze with a raised brow that screams, you’re screwing with me, aren’t you? 
 
    “I’m serious. I can’t expect you to be straight with me if I don’t show you the same respect. You’re always asking about my nightmares, asking why I won’t talk about them. So alright, let’s talk.” 
 
    Max blinks expectantly, his hard expression showing no signs of softening. 
 
    “I guess, the reason I’ve avoided the subject is...” Dead stop. I’ve got nothing. Just same tire excuses and lies, the ones I've told myself for far too long. I toss the last few chips in my mouth, chewing them slowly to buy time. Then the truth slips out, all on its own. “James never told Max, because, well...it's hard for James to talk about.” 
 
    >Hard for Max, too. 
 
    “Then maybe you understand better than I do, because I've got fuck-all for answers. I can only say what I know, and what I know is the accident left me with a whole lot of scars.” I push away from the table and lift my knee, raising the prosthetic into view. A quick tug on my pant leg exposes marred flesh, the purple of bruising, and the waxy black of frostbitten skin. It colors my thigh like an ink spill. “The obvious scars are the ones everybody can see, but the deep cuts? The scars on my soul? Even I have trouble deciphering them.” I drag a finger along the marbled striations of a surgical incision, tracing it down to where the myoelectrics mesh with my humanity. “The thing is, these flesh and blood scars will someday heal. But the others? All the stuff that haunts my nightmares? The stuff that really screws me up? I'm coming to realize this could be the rest of my life.” 
 
    My foot drops. Thuds to the tile. Causes Max to flinch. 
 
    “Sorry. Still forget how much harder the plastic foot is.” 
 
    >Max is okay. Machine foot is always loud on tile.  
 
    “Anyway,” I sigh. “The reason James dreams bad is because when it all went to shit up there in orbit, well...my leg and my career weren't the only things I lost.”  
 
    The first item to go on the wall when I got the apartment was a holographic print of the Atropos. Behind glass and in a frame of brushed orbital-steel, it was one of a handful of items issued upon my early retirement. It proudly hangs in the kitchen-corner, the centerpiece of my wall of memories. Beside it is the Chinese clock. Below it, the postcards I picked up on Luna. There's also a few patches, a tin sign, and a pennant flag bearing the logo of Aldren Station. What's missing are my photographs. The ones taken onboard the Atropos. The ones I'd taken of the crew. My friends. Patel.  
 
    I nod to the corner. To the print of the Atropos, and say, “Onboard salvage ships we got a rule. When you get into that airlock and jump out into the black, you never go it alone. EVA specialists work in pairs. Always. And for three years, the guy who stood next to me in that airlock was Ansen Patel.” 
 
    To finally say that name again. To hear it spoken in my own voice. It feels good. Feels right. And for once, I'm picturing Patel as he was—the bleach-faced Slav with the mouth of a convenience store clerk, whose talent for 'colorful language' could give even Max a run for his money. I smile at the memories. At the echoes of what was. But when I try to speak again, a shard of sadness catches in my throat. Then, out of nowhere, a strange chuckle breaks through. “You know...the thing is, nobody ever called him Ansen. Or Patel. We all used to call him 'Pale Ale', which drove him nuts.” 
 
    >Pale Ale is funny? 
 
    “It is when your name is Patel and everyone expects your complexion to be a tall mug of Guinness. The guy had the whitest damn skin we’d ever seen, and that's saying a lot coming from a bunch of spacers. Story was, Ansen’s mom met his pop while in Mumbai. See, the Indian space program hires a lot of foreign contractors, and she was from Finland, so....” 
 
    >James lost Pale Ale? 
 
    My face drops. The smile vanishes, paved over by sullen grimace. 
 
    “I watched him die,” I say. Max's eyes widen. 
 
    >The big KA-BOOM? 
 
    “Killed by a loose piece of debris. A bolt. It was a tiny thing really, no bigger than my pinkie. Smacked into his helmet. Cracked it like an eggshell. Patel was dead in seconds.” When I say it, it’s like I’m spitting up broken glass. All sharp edges and pain. “In training they say not to worry about dying in hard vacuum. Unlike radiation, or a slow leak, sudden decompression kills fast. You’re dead before the brain can register it. That’s what they say, at least. Seeing it actually happen, though...” 
 
    Bloated face. 
 
    Spidery veins. 
 
    Snow-white skin mashed against the transparent polycarbonate of the helmet’s visor. 
 
    A shiver runs up my spine. 
 
    “One second Patel looked like the guy I'd always known, the next all the skin on his face is blowing-up like a puffer fish. Then his blood froze.” 
 
    >But, no boom? No smell? 
 
    “No. No boom. No smells. Just the sight of my dead friend spinning toward me, and the sound of everybody losing their shit over the comms. Then my leg got crushed, and it was all pain and morphine after that.” I stare again at the framed print. At the spiny profile of the ship I called home. In truth, the Atropos was little more than a twenty-meter-long capsule, made prickly with solar cells and antennas. “The fat beer can with engines” is what we called it, or at least when the captain wasn’t around. Sówka had those engines going at full-burn the instant they reeled me in. Blew a week’s worth of fuel all in one go, just getting me to Shunkai Station. There I was strapped into an emergency re-entry capsule and dropped at the first available window. 
 
    The last face I saw before the drop was the braided beard of Hennek, our flight surgeon. “Hard part’s over, dude!” is what he’d said, right before jabbing me with a dose of something wonderful, assuring me I was about to have the best snooze of my life. As reality shrank to a pinhole of light, Hennek had stuffed something into my hand. “Here. Hold onto this for me, okay? It’s a shirt for my band,” he’d said, patting me on the shoulder, “Y’know, for good luck and shit.” 
 
    Then the hatch slammed down. 
 
    The thrusters fired. 
 
    And I was falling... 
 
    Falling... 
 
    Falling... 
 
    Right into a hole in my memory. 
 
    Hennek was right. It was best damn sleep I’d ever had. What he didn’t say, though, is that it would also be my last. 
 
    “When I sleep, I see Patel’s face.” I mutter bitterly. 
 
    Max narrows his eyes and works his jaw, mulling over my grim confession.  
 
    >James dreams Patel’s face being normal, then situation becomes Charlie Foxtrot. Affirmative? 
 
    “It'd be a lot easier if it were just that...me reliving the accident, but the dreams are more like cruel parodies. All the worst memories jumbled together and spliced with new footage. Scene that never happened. Impossible moments that defy all reason and reality. It's like a director's cut of my own personal hell.” My spine tenses. There's a lump in my throat. A nagging urge to reach for my pills rises from the pit of my stomach. Instead, I push on, “The most recurrent theme is me trying to maintain a visual on Patel's corpse as it falls away. In all the chaos, I inevitably lose sight of it, and I'm searching the sky, trying my damnedest to find him. Then Patel's voice comes over the comm, all clipped and fuzzed in static...I can't make it out, but I know he's crying for help. A second later I notice an insignificant dot in the distance, getting smaller and smaller, and just before it winks out, I realize it's Patel. And he gone. Forever. Swallowed-up by all that black. It's always a little different each time, but it always ends with me waking to my own screams.” 
 
    >Easy to lose things when there's no smell. 
 
    “That’s the thing, Max. We didn't lose him to black. I left him behind.” 
 
    >James forgot to be human when James left Patel? 
 
    I feel hollow. Sick. Slugged in the gut. There's a reason I'd kept this locked-up so long. A reason why I never told Max. And now, for the first time, I know what that reason is. What I feel is, “I’m a complete asshole.” 
 
    >Guilt? 
 
    “Christ on a fucking crutch...” I shake my head, taken aback. A slow smirk worms its way onto my lips. “They really did engineer you guys to be creepy-smart, didn't they? Yeah... yeah... I suppose you're right. Guilt.” 
 
    >Whatever James feels at this moment, space accident was not James' fault. Copy that?  
 
    “It's not the same, Max. I was the guy next to Patel in the airlock. It was my job to make sure he came home.” 
 
    >Max doesn't want James to beat self up over it. 
 
    “Easier said than done. I can’t even look at the goddamn sky anymore without thinking about how we, no...how I left him up there. It's especially bad on clear nights when I can see the stars. I can't but picture Patel up there, dead and frozen, circling the earth...just like another piece space junk.” 
 
    Max trundles over and licks my hand. Gives me a look of concern. Or is it understanding? 
 
    >When Max was a hero rat, Max saved lives. Max earned his keep fixing mines so the cobra wouldn't bite-kill. Max made a difference. 
 
    >Then Scooter got fat. 
 
    >Now RDX smell scares Max. Makes Max do bad things. So Army gave Max a gold watch and a handshake goodbye. 
 
    >Now Max can’t be a hero rat and earn his keep. 
 
    As tempted as I am to ask, I let the 'watch and handshake' comment slide. Write it off as another of Max's strange idioms. Right now, there's more important things to unpack. Right now, I need to know for sure, “When you say Scooter got fat, you mean you saw him die, right?” 
 
    >Affirmative. Scooter got fat. Big KA-BOOM! 
 
    >Max heard the cobra bite. Max smelled RDX. Fire was everywhere. Burning smells everywhere. 
 
    >Max smelled Scooter burning. 
 
    When he says it, he licks his palms and begins to wipe his eyes and snout. Almost as if trying to wash the memory itself away.  
 
    “Jesus...That sounds fucking awful.” 
 
    >Affirmative. KA-BOOM noise so awful Max couldn’t hear for hours.  
 
    >Now James listens to Max. Important. Copy that? 
 
    “Copy that, Max. Go ahead.” 
 
    >When Max could not be a hero rat Tech Sgt. Javits told Max to don’t feel bad. Tech Sgt. Javits told Max the world eventually breaks everyone. 
 
    >James is broken. Max is broken. Broken is world's fault. 
 
    “So then, you're saying I shouldn't feel guilty because shit happens? Is that it?” 
 
    >Negative. Max says world is ass! Max hates broken! Broke is no-good lousy shit! 
 
    >Max wants before Scooter got fat! 
 
    >Max wants to save lives! Max wants to earn his keep! Being lazy freeloader sucks mountain of dicks! Max is tired of climbing dick mountain of suck! 
 
    And with that the pieces fall together. Just as I long to return to my life as an astronaut, Max wishes he were still a hero. But it's simpler than that. The risk, the reward, the thrill of life on the edge—I'm sure Max misses it, as I do. But it's not what either of us truly crave. What Max wants, what Max needs, is a reason to exist. Why else would it matter that I acknowledge that he's a working rat? That his earns his keep? Why else would Max vehemently demand he never be mistaken for a pet? It's been the cornerstone of our relationship since the moment he arrived.  
 
    “Hey! Hey! C'mon! Go easy on yourself,” I insist. “You not doing yourself any favors getting mad like this.” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “Because dick mountain, that's why! Because, life is already hard, so don't go making it any harder for yourself. I mean, Christ, Max...you saw somebody blown to pieces right in front of you. Everything you knew, everything you were, exploded along with Scooter. The world as you knew it effectively ended. Nobody, man or rat, walks away from a horror show like that without something breaking inside them.” 
 
    >Nobody ever? 
 
    “Well,” I shrug, voice shifting to mock contemplation, “Maybe a cat. Cats are cold bastards. A cat'll chew your face off in your sleep if you give 'em half the chance.” I give Max a broad smile and a scratch between the ears. He bruxes lightly to show he approves. “Look,” I continue, “you said yourself the world breaks everyone, right? Well, everybody's got to climb dick mountain, too. It's just that people like you and me, well...we got a steeper climb than most.” 
 
    Again, Max turns those black eyes toward me. 
 
    Again, they're full of sadness.  
 
    >James? 
 
    “Yeah, pal?” 
 
    >Max hates broken. How does Max fix Max? 
 
    “I don't know, pal. I wish I did. For now, you just got to wait it out. Swallow that pain and hope it dulls over time. I'm not saying I understand everything you've been through, but I do know what it's like to watch a good friend die. You lost Scooter. I lost Patel. That's something we...” 
 
    >Negative. 
 
    “Negative? Negative how?” 
 
    >Negative. Scooter wasn't friend. Scooter was shithead! 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    >Scooter stole Max’s food. Scooter stole everyone’s food. Scooter got fat. 
 
    >Big KA-BOOM! Ruined it for Max! Ruined it everyone! 
 
    >Now Max is a no-good lousy freeloader... 
 
    “Whoa...back that bullshit up right now, because I’m not buying it,” My words land like a verbal slap that knocks Max out of his malaise. “What do you call these last few months, huh? Because it sure as shit hasn’t been you sitting in a cage and making cute for handouts!” Scooping Max into my hands, I lift him so that were nose-to-nose. “Yeah. I get it. Maybe hanging out with James isn’t as thrilling as saving the world from landmines, but you do earn your keep. You earn it plenty. Tell me, Max, you have any idea what ‘suicidal’ means?” 
 
    >Suicide is the coward's way out. 
 
    “Well, before we met, that was me, Max. Suicidal. I damn near succeeded at it, too.” Max's nostrils flare, sniffing rapidly, inhaling the invisible scent of cortisol seeping off my skin. He knows I'm serious. Deadly serious. He's literally breathing in the severity of my words. “A bottle of wine and a handful of pills, that was my nightly routine. Just so I could get sleep. Make the dreams stop. Numb all the bad shit running loose inside my head. At least, that's what I told myself.” 
 
    >Why? 
 
    “I don't know...maybe I thought I deserved it. Maybe a part of me wanted to crash and burn. I'd been living in that unstable orbit for so long—drunk and drugged and hating myself—I'd forgotten what normal felt like. I'll tell you this, though... When I overdosed, I was damn lucky. It should've killed me. Instead, it brought me to you.” 
 
    With a piercing gaze Max studies my face, his weight warm in my hands. Through ribs I feel his heart drumming. It's clear he's got something to say but is waiting to hear where I'm going with this. 
 
    So, I spit it out, “Max, up until last night, I was too wrapped up in my own bullshit to truly appreciate what you do. Or to put it in Max words—just how much you earn your keep.” 
 
    >Max saves James' life? 
 
    “Every goddamn day.”  
 
    That piercing gaze falls away. Rearranges to smile. Rat's aren't the most expressive creatures, their demeanor usually wavering somewhere between wide-eyed determination and bored annoyance...or, maybe that's just Max. But a rat smile, however rare, is unmistakable. Max's eyes light up, his whiskers rise, along with ears and brow. Then his jaw goes slack, gums loosening, until the length of those bottom teeth are on full display.  
 
    >Max is a hero? 
 
    “You are to me, pal,” I say, lowering him back onto the table. “But you're also a friend. And let me tell you something about friends. The day you know what death is...I mean, when you truly know what it means to die...you realize all the trivial shit we worry ourselves with day-after-day doesn't count for fuck all. When you step out of an airlock, or walk through a minefield, or come face-to-face with your own demons, the only thing that genuinely matters is the man beside you. Or in my case, the rat.” 
 
    >Scooter stood next to Max. 
 
    “Yeah, and look what happened? He didn't do his job. He didn't earn his keep, and he isn't the only one.” 
 
    Max tilts his head. Shoots me a baffled look. 
 
    “What I'm saying is, I haven't been earning my keep.” 
 
    >James needs to earn his keep? 
 
    “Yeah. For Max. You understand?” 
 
    >James is saying when Max gets into the airlock to climb dick mountain, James will stand by Max's side? 
 
    “Yeah. Something like that.” I laugh. 
 
    >James will do this for Max? 
 
    “Affirmative.”  
 
    Max licks my hand, then leaps onto my sleeve, scaling his way up onto my shoulder. There he begins combing through my hair, grooming me as any rat would a fellow litter mate. A brother. A friend. As he does so, Max's teeth begin to grind. It's the good kind of grinding, like quick scissors clipping through old newsprint. 
 
    It's so loud I nearly miss the knock on the door. 
 
      
 
    -For Zedd. 
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