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“Earth is just too small and fragile a basket for mankind to keep all its eggs in.”
—Robert A. Heinlein



 
 
 
 
 
 
Prologue
 
 
 
Deep Space
 
 
 
 
“I gave you an order,” a woman’s voice trembled with restraint. “Change.  Your.  Heading.”
The man at the pilot’s console continued to ignore her, his hands gripping the sides of the glass interface as warning alarms began to chime from the ship’s audio system. He looked straight ahead through the viewscreen, acutely aware of the gun pressed against his head. He clenched his jaw despite feeling dizzy and out of breath. 
“I said change it!” It was a rare display of emotion. She took a half step forward, applying so much pressure to his temple that his head bent to the side awkwardly. 
“I will not,” he responded through gritted teeth, as his eyes darted from the viewscreen to the console and back. 
“Izvinite,” a heavily accented voice cut in from behind them – a voice of reason, “Here is idea. Let us not kill only pilot.” The words were punctuated with irritation. 
“He is going to kill us all if he doesn’t change course.” The woman spat with conviction. Her demanding eyes remained on the pilot, unwilling to relent. 
“Charlie?” Another voice sounded – this one different; soft, feminine and intent on defusing. “What are you doing?”
“I am completing this mission.” He said even as his neck began to ache with the forced angle. There was no delusion in him – he knew without a shadow of a doubt that she would shoot him. He just hoped she wouldn’t; not for this. 
“I don’t think so,” the woman changed her grip on the pistol and used her thumb to pull back the hammer. Charlie cringed and felt his body go numb as if his consciousness were abandoning him before what came next.
“Captain! No!”
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Earth: 2145 A.D. 
Population: 20 Billion
 
 
“Today marks the one year anniversary of the launch of Colony One – the first ship of its size and purpose to be sent into Deep Space.” A sharply dressed newsman spoke into a camera from behind a glass table, which was lit with a scrolling light moving across it like a ticker. The recessed light reflected off his glasses, making his eyes indiscernible. 
“The day was marked with fanfare and optimism as the Confederations of Earth began their journey to colonize the rich and fertile lands of planets in the neighboring Alpha Centauri solar system. Since the initial launch, Colony Two and Three were launched with similar sentiments.
“And while it has been nine months since the last verbal contact with Colony One, Confederation officials and spokesmen have assured the public of the mission’s success.”
The man glanced down, and with the small adjustment, his mood shifted dramatically. 
“However, with the upcoming launch of Colony Four, there has been demand for hard evidence of the success of these missions and a call for increased transparency in the colonist selection process. Lance Richardson, of the Expansion Manifest Partnership, explains:” 
The image of the news anchor cut to a video excerpt of a tall, broad shouldered man with carefully manicured sandy blonde hair. 
“We all knew that contact with the colonies would be limited, which is why there are communications buoys spanning from our solar system to theirs. Because of the distance, these devices can only communicate in very simple terms – they send bursts of data packets that can be interpreted by our engineers. The last message was received just one week ago, informing Command that all was well, and that Colony One was looking forward to eating the first harvest of crops instead of the freeze-dried food and liquid supplements we sent them up there with.” He smiled, and it was a charming smile – engineered to be warm, soothing and adjusted for the levity of the message he reported. 
The feed returned to the newsroom. The anchor tapped the table in three spots and the light pattern changed. “Despite Richardson’s assurances, gatherings continue to be organized by a group calling themselves Citizen’s United – designed to protest the launch of Colony Four until more reassurances than just packets of ones and zeroes can be delivered.” 
The man slid his finger across the table and the screen filled with an altogether contrasting view. It was a wide shot of a large group of people – surrounded by stacked, slanted buildings. Smoke, smog or both swirled up and obscured the picture. The sight was not wholly unfamiliar; however, the media did not usually choose to broadcast the reality that was the numerous production zones around the world. The pollution might have been considered staggering 100 years ago – now, it was simply a fact of life. 
The thickening crowd in the scene was the differentiating factor. The production zones normally buzzed with activity and to see the stagnation was enough to send World Corp executives into fits.
The camera cut in close and swung around with incredible speed, focusing on a woman scaling a scrapheap. A similar drone could be seen filming her from the opposite direction. 
“They’ve taken our sons and daughters – our mothers and fathers, and they have given us nothing in return except for the promise of taking us away, too!” The drone’s microphone zeroed in on her voice, which was enhanced by a rudimentary amplifier she held to her lips. The pollution filter that normally covered her nose and mouth hung around her neck, though an outline of it still remained. The parts of her face that had not been covered by it were darkened with filth from the day. 
She looked over the crowd resolutely as a noise rose up from them – a mixture of cheers of agreement and angry voices muffled by breathing filters echoing her sentiment. 
“My cousin was selected in the lottery for Colony Three.” A young man’s voice cut through the others. “He didn’t even register to go!” The woman on the heap pointed to him and the drone swiveled to focus on the new speaker. The young man ripped the filter away from his face to shout, “They told him he didn’t have a choice and no one has heard from him since the launch!” He exclaimed and began to cough violently before he could replace his filter. 
“Say no to colonization!” The woman led the crowd in a chant as the newsman returned abruptly.  
“Gatherings like these have been seen across the globe, some devolving into violence and others seriously impairing production zones. In response, Confederation officials from New America have indicated they may consider implementing protester demands by organizing a Task Force that would travel to the colonies. Once there, the Task Force would gather and bring back testimonials from the settlers in an effort to showcase the success of the missions and keep the colonization efforts strong.”
He paused and pivoted to face another in-studio camera, “When we return, our coverage on a press release from the World Market Stock Exchange that has reported record-breaking highs.” 
 
The viewer image cut to commercial. Patriotic music sounded at levels three times higher than the news broadcast. COLONY FOUR displayed across the screen in thick, white letters. The deep, ethereal voice of an announcer proclaims: “Make history and give yourself the life that you have always deserved with a…”
Niko switched off the wall mounted viewer with an aggressive tap of his finger on a small handheld. The OMNI – Optical Multi-Network Integration – device was mostly translucent when in standby mode. When active, it functioned like the newsman’s desk – scrolling lights and intuitive icons. He stared at it in the palm of his hand for a long moment, then switched the interface and began to select a series of numbers. 
He held the OMNI to his ear and listened to tones that indicated he was not yet connected. As he waited, he tapped his foot and let his gaze wander around his apartment. It was sparse, decorated with only the included amenities – the mounted viewer, a galley kitchen with a World-Corp-approved encouraging message scrolling on the display screen of the refrigerator, a glass dining table that also functioned as a work station. It blinked to indicate it was in standby. The wall colors were soothing and earthy – in stark contrast to the view out his window, which faced east on the Mississippi River, overlooking a largely residential area of Memphis. 
It was a gray and overbuilt cityscape as far as the eye could see, though it was not unique. There were very few open spaces left on Earth – not even the mountains or former prairie lands were left untouched. From Siberia to the Deserts of Africa – the land was filled with skyscrapers and sprawling shanty towns. Only very wealthy communities still enjoyed things like grass or parks, where neighbors could be more than an arm’s length away. 
Between the opportunity to rebuild after the war and the boom in engineering over the past 100 years, the progress was staggering – though at a cost few anticipated. Technology made life easier and expansion over all else had led to population levels scientists were constantly shocked Earth could sustain. As a result of the explosion of engineering and human population, every day Niko looked out onto a maze work of infrastructure and people from his high rise apartment. 
That was the whole point of the colony missions, Niko reflected, wasn’t it? To alleviate some of the population pain felt at home. The thought made his hand grip the OMNI even harder as he waited. 
The tones in Niko’s ear changed, and then were replaced entirely by the sound of muffled movement.
“At this hour, someone better be dead,” A voice grumbled, foregoing any formalities. 
Niko’s expression didn’t change – his jaw set and his gaze fell somewhere on the middle-distance. “I’m calling in my favor.” 
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One Year Ago
Kennedy Space Center, East Central Quadrant, New America 
 
 
A platform was erected among a clutch of carefully selected onlookers, with the stage draped in patriotic red, yellow and blue. Corporate logos lined the frame of the stage – a compendium of similarly fashioned symbols as most of the companies were owned by the same conglomerate. The onlookers were all sharply dressed media, owned by the same sponsors. 
On stage was the charismatic, sandy haired Lance Richardson behind a bouquet of thin stemmed microphones. 
Nearby industrial air filters hummed laboriously – as they had for weeks leading up to the launch, ensuring that personal filters would not be needed by the audience.
“As you can see,” Richardson raised his arms and swiveled to indicate the looming mass of Colony One and then swept them back towards the crowd to signify the far-off warehouse like buildings behind them that looked newly constructed. “The costly renovations of the – until recently, abandoned – Kennedy Space Center were necessary to shepherd in this truly historic moment in human history. Upon this ground, man set on a journey to the moon – just one generation after man-made flight was developed.”
The onlookers cheered and Richardson smiled graciously. 
“Today, we remember all the achievements of men – the greatest of which we are about to witness. Through the power of collaboration and…”
Richardson went on, his audience splitting their attention between him and gaping at the massiveness of Colony One. 
Drones swooped over the stage and crowd, and several could be seen attempting to traverse the circumference of the giant grey blimp-like ship. The prow of the spacecraft faced the stage –reminiscent of the hydrogen zeppelins found in the history archives. The cockpit jutted out from the round nose, the windows so thick they obscured the view of the interior. The length of the vessel was lined with rivets that outlined hatches installed with explosive hinges for emergency escape. A docking ring on the starboard side could be seen as the only deviation from the otherwise smooth brushed metal exterior. The streamlining continued aft, where a giant loading ramp had been opened and lowered to the ground. 
When the drones were midway to the loading dock, they turned back with a jolt. Unknown to the viewers, their warning sensors had indicated a pulse field that would deactivate them. With the passenger loading process off limits, they swooped back towards Richardson and his scripted speech.
Out of view from the cameras, the passengers of Colony One gathered excitedly near the giant loading ramp. The vast majority of the group had a dusty appearance and gulped the clean air like water, their filters hanging around their necks or discarded entirely. Filter bins to recycle their discards were distributed throughout the staging area – many of the colonists taking the orientation at face value that they would not be needed on the ship or Colony Alpha once they arrived. 
A five hour orientation had been delivered through their personal viewer so each colonist could learn about the journey they would take. Launch day was the first day any of the passengers would meet one another, or even set eyes on the ship they would call home until arriving at Colony Alpha. For many, the journey had not been real until the moment they stepped off the rail transporter, where the girth of Colony One could be seen over the science buildings of the Space Center. 
The energy was thick among the throng – a mixture of excitement and anxiety as the whole concept became an inescapable reality. 
A young man – an intern by the look of him – wore a black vest over this white button-down shirt, in which he rolled up the sleeves to ‘get down to business.’  A lanyard hung around his neck, identifying him as a non-passenger.  He stood at the top of the loading ramp and, after much arm waving, finally had the full attention of the crowd. “Remember,” the microphone strapped to his cheek picked up his voice and distributed it through speakers spread throughout the crowd. “Small groups of specialized teams have already been sent to Colony Alpha to prepare for your arrival. All you have to do is sit back and enjoy the ride.” He smiled. The crowd smiled back.
The passengers’ energy calmed – though the information was not new. Orientation had been comprehensive, with a star chart to explain where they would be going, how long it would take, what life would be like on the ship for the several months the voyage took, what the effects of low gravity were, and more. Still, the collective nerves of the group were palatable. 
“Wide scans of bio-stamps have confirmed all passengers are present,” the Intern continued, his hand subconsciously brushing his forearm where his own bio-stamp had been inserted, like all citizens, at the age of eight. “Boarding will begin shortly. Please arrange yourselves by lanyard color,” he held up the laminated card from around his neck. His was black with a white NP – Non-Passenger – printed on it. He then pointed at another intern, who was holding up a blue banner that was visible above the crowd. Up to a half dozen different colors were represented by similar banners. “Your color will indicate where your quarters will be assigned. Blue boards first.” 
Alexa Dilyn looked down at her lanyard and unburdened herself by dropping her bag at her feet. She had read the itinerary – she knew that purple would be last to board and that she would be waiting for a while. Each color had somewhere between two thousand people assigned – making this 12,000 person voyage just as cramped as home. Well, her former home. The only difference here was the promise of elbow space in the not too distant future. 
Her green eyes went from her bag to the newly landscaped sod. She ran the toe of her boot over the neatly trimmed grass and knelt to run her fingers through it. She was struck with the fact it had been a very long time since she had seen grass on Earth – and it was suddenly very apparent to her that there was no way to tell how long it would be before she would see it again. 
A draped orange cloth came into her view, the edges of it brushing along the healthy green turf – a stark contrast that made Alexa take notice. Her gaze followed the cloth up and was greeted with the vision of a traditionally dressed Buddhist monk with bronze skin, bald head and a kind, if not lopsided, smile. Alexa had to take a moment to assess if she was truly awake and not simply dreaming of this pivotal day. 
“Funny, is it not?” He asked as he looked down to regard her, the pronunciation of his words heavily influenced by the fact English was not his first language.
Alexa was fixed in place – his question did not make her doubts about her waking state any better. “I’m sorry?”
“That on our last day on Earth, we see its beauty. And for many, it is the first time in their lives.” 
Alexa’s brow furrowed. “Why is that funny?” 
“We must see the humor in life’s contradictions.”
She nodded slowly – not in agreement, but because humoring this vision was all she could think to do. Her eyes found his lanyard – it obscured the view of beads slung around his neck. It was purple – the same as hers. Great, she thought to herself, she was going to be bunking with the world’s most optimistic person. 
He held out his hand but Alexa stood without grasping it. “My name is Anivashak,” he explained without a hint of injury in his voice. “But most people call me Bob.”
She regarded him as if to gauge if he was telling a joke. He returned her gaze with a genuine smile and she noticed that he did not have the indents of a filter around his lips and nose. For many, the marks were permanent due to long term use. She quietly wondered where this man came from if she was not, in fact, dreaming.
“Alexa,” She finally responded. He looked pleased and bowed slightly before wandering off. 
“You don’t see that every day,” She heard from beside her. She turned to see a dark haired man with olive skin. He motioned with his chin at the retreating monk, and then fixed her with an eager smile. “The name’s Luca. Looks like we’re going to be shipmates.” He held out his right hand and used his left to wave his purple lanyard. 
This time, she reciprocated with a handshake. “So you saw him, too?” 
Luca laughed, “You thought you were seeing things?” 
“Yes,” she answered plainly. “Thank you for saving me from my imagination.” 
“Anytime,” he winked and Alexa thought if the man had a tail, it would be wagging. He let his lanyard drop back to his chest and she squinted at it, finally giving it her full attention. 
“Luca, huh?” She asked with some incredulity. “That’s not what your name tag says.” 
The man glanced down, then back up with a sheepish grin, “I never much liked the name Niko. Luca’s my middle name.” 
She looked him up and down, then assessed aloud, “You’re the explorer-adventurer type, aren’t you?” 
Luca shook his head. “It’s a new beginning,” he said simply, turning from her to gaze at Colony One with his wide, bright blue eyes. Alexa watched his expression and let his words sink in as she took a deep, shaky breath. 
A new beginning is exactly what I’m looking for, she thought. 
 
As passengers began to board, last minute cargo was being rushed aboard by non-passenger workers. Near the side of the loading ramp, a voice rose up, “I have the mandate right here!” A man held up his OMNI device and shook it insistently in the view of a man in military dress. 
The soldier maintained a cool exterior of apathy as he responded to the incessant passenger. “We have weight restrictions. No passenger may load personal cargo over 85 kilos,” the man repeated for the third time.
Ndale, a medium sized but lean man with smooth, dark black skin took a deep breath and wiped the sweat from his forehead, “I am no ordinary passenger. I am a voluntary merchant providing valuable services during this little expedition.” He explained with a look of practiced sincerity in his eyes.
The officer broke his cool exterior for a moment, replacing it with a wry smirk - “Merchant? Is that what they call slum lords in South Africa these days?” 
Ndale took another deep, calming breath with his hand still extended, “Will you please just read the mandate.”
“The one you probably forged?” The soldier didn’t look at the hand-held, or Ndale – he kept his eyes outward, supervising the cargo load. 
“Fine,” Ndale pocketed the thin slice of glass. “Perhaps we can come to an agreement in another way. This is my last day on Earth, after all.” 
The soldier arched an eyebrow and pulled his lips tight into a half smile, finally turning his head just enough so his eyes could meet Ndale’s. 
 
The crowd slowly thinned out as more passenger groups boarded. Eventually, the mass thinned entirely, leaving only purple group standing at the base of the large ramp. Alexa and Luca looked around and then to each other with the same understanding in their expressions – their group was significantly smaller than the others.
At the top of the ramp, the intern that spoke over the microphone earlier – now considerably more exhausted in appearance – held a glass OMNI tablet down at his side and turned to look at the group below. Luca beamed and began bounding up the ramp, though he was stopped short when the intern held up his hand. 
“Not yet,” he advised and pointed away from the ship. The group shifted where they stood to follow the man’s direction. A small cluster of people were approaching with their ever-present camera drones. “Everyone smile and wave,” he advised. 
Luca happily obliged, along with the rest of the group with the exception of Alexa and another woman standing at the edge of the assembly. The young woman had long black silky hair and a look of complete discomfort. Her Asian features, Ndale’s African complexion and Bob’s striking orange robes and bronze skin stood out in the group of otherwise Caucasian 30-somethings. The other groups had been diverse in a lot of ways – young and old, brown and black – though by the look of them, mostly poor. 
Richardson was leading the approach, flanked by news men and women. 
“Here we have some of the lucky passengers of Colony One. Let’s hear what some of them have to say!” One of the flanking newsmen spoke excitedly into a drone that was floating ahead of him as he walked. The drone swiveled in midair to focus in on purple group.
“No one said anything about a press conference.” Alexa muttered to Luca, who was too excited to respond. 
The newsman held a glass OMNI tablet up, tapped the interface twice and searched the faces of the last group to board. He honed in immediately on Alexa. Turning his attention to one of the drones, he explained, “What an honor – this is Lieutenant Alexa Dilyn, a former medic in the United Confederation Army.” 
Alexa instinctively pulled her arms behind her back, grasping her forearms tightly as she tried to push down the instant irritation of having her bio-stamp wirelessly scanned without her permission. While she had the privilege of having many things redacted from her bio-stamp, it still had the normal historical information that everyone else’s had– name, occupations, medical history – the list was long. She was reminded of how grateful she was at the promise that bio-stamps would be deactivated once they were underway. 
“Lieutenant Dilyn, can you share with us your thoughts on this historic voyage?” 
The cameras focused on her as she pulled her shoulders back to stand taller, “With respect, I am not a lieutenant anymore. I’m here for a new beginning.” She explained with a tight smile and as diplomatically as she could muster; then cast a glance at Luca.
He read her plea and wouldn’t have required much prompting to jump in anyway, “Me too!” He exclaimed, causing the cameras to pan away from Alexa. “I’m here to make all my family and friends proud. What we’re doing is important and necessary for humankind.” 
Off camera, Richardson beamed. He had wanted to script responses from the last passengers from Colony One, but instead the EMP had settled on simply hand picking the last group to board. The majority of the Partnership thought it would be better if the answers seemed sincere and unique. He was grateful Niko had jumped in for Dilyn, who was not living up to his expectations of being an enthusiastic nationalist. 
The reporter commended him on his statement and moved down the row of passengers, each expressing excitement and varying levels of patriotism to follow Luca’s cue. 
Ndale spoke of doing his part to keep the merchant tradition alive on the Colony Alpha. Anivashak explained that he refrained from making expectations about the journey, instead deciding to keep his mind open to all possibilities. 
Just as they were reaching the woman with the dark silk hair, Richardson cut in – “Look here, the Captain has chosen to make an appearance.” He gestured to the loading ramp to a spry, curly haired woman striding down towards them. Her chestnut hair was pulled back, but defiant curls wisped with the breeze. She smiled broadly and waved as Richardson acknowledged her. Her flight suit was brand new, zippered all the way to the neck. She portrayed the image of professionalism and young exuberance all at once.
The newsman tapped his glass tablet and nodded, “Ah yes, Captain Skylar Fairfield.” He remarked and caught the attention of a camera. “Captain Fairfield was chosen from a long list of applicants who competed to pilot this one of a kind ship, Colony One. Congratulations, Captain,” He greeted her as she arrived and the passengers contributed with an enthusiastic round of applause. When it quieted down, he asked, “What is going through your head as you’re just hours away from breaking orbit?” 
“I am just happy to see the stars for myself!” Skylar smiled widely. “I, like many of my passengers, grew up in a place where stars were something we only knew about from watching the viewer. I’ve dreamed of this my whole life, worked for this my whole life and I could not be more proud, or happier, to be the person who helps to write the next chapter of the human narrative.” 
“Well said.” Richardson praised and more applause followed.
“Now if you’ll excuse us, we have a schedule to keep and I cannot let you hold my passengers hostage any longer!” Skylar clapped her hand onto the shoulder of a nearby passenger.
Richardson nodded in agreement, “Then allow me these parting words. I know that I speak for all of us when I say that we wish you a safe journey and boundless prosperity.” 
Journalists and passengers alike cheered his words while Alexa studied Richardson – not because he was handsome or charismatic – but because there was something about him that made her uneasy. Or perhaps the reality of the situation had just hit her and she was beginning to feel the grip of anxiety she had been pushing down since she got the acceptance notice. She shook her head in an attempt to chase off the feeling. 
For better or worse, this was the last day of her old life as she knew it.
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Earth: Present Day
EMP Headquarters, Task Force Mission Briefing 
 
 
Five people sat staggered in stadium style seating of a small room with dim lighting. They faced a large viewer that was darkened on standby mode. In front it, a man in full gray dress uniform addressed the room.
“Good morning, team, and welcome. Each one of you has been selected to comprise the task force responsible for locating and gathering the status of Earth’s Colony Alpha. This a joint initiative on the part of the Confederation and the newly formed coalition of Citizen’s United. As you can gather by your presence here today, the Confederation has chosen to recognize Citizen’s United as a legitimate body and are working diplomatically with the group.” He paused, and then added with some displeasure in his tone, “Despite some violence that has resulted from their organized gatherings.” 
The man straightened his uniform as he returned to a more neutral tone, “Allow me to first thank you all for agreeing to take on this assignment and for your commitment to this mission. My name is Lieutenant Commander David Whitmore. Before we begin the formal briefing, let us have some introductions.”
The Lieutenant Commander extended his hand to the woman sitting in the front row, “Margret Avery, Confederation contractor, will be the Mission Leader. She has been given the commission rank of Captain for this initiative.” Avery clasped her hands together on the small glass desk attached to the chair and acknowledged Whitmore’s words with a slight nod. Her straightened raven black hair just touched her shoulders and since she didn’t turn to face the others, her silhouette was all they had to go on for the initial introduction.
Whitmore pivoted slightly to gesture to the man sitting a row up and over from Avery, “Charles Foster, commercial freight pilot for the Mars Mining Corporation. He’ll make sure you stay on your flight path.” Charles lifted his chin and raised a stylus for his glass OMNI tablet in way of saying hello. His skin was remarkably tan for his line of work – he could have easily been taken for an outdoor laborer with his good ol’ boy smile and light brown hair. 
“Niko Andris,” Whitmore moved on. “Astronomer and navigational specialist. He’ll make sure you know what your flight path is.” As his name would suggest, Niko’s features were distinctly Greek – his black hair, when left to its own devices, would curl into ringlets and his nose had the distinct profile that his people carried since ancient times. Niko let a flicker of a smile pull at his lips as the others turned and nodded to him. He nodded back. Niko had pulled a lot of strings to land himself in that room. As he saw the faces that turned to regard him, he vaguely wondered how they had been chosen. His bank account had been drained from the volume of bribes and hush money necessary to land him there. 
Whitmore moved across the room, gesturing to a woman with short cropped hair and a rigid posture. “Makenna Krasnov joins us from Old Russia as one of their top engineers. She’ll make sure the ship stays in top condition.
“Last, but not least, Doctor Winston Waltham, who will ensure your physical and mental health needs are accounted for on the long journey to Colony Alpha and back.” 
“A pleasure to be here,” Winston took a small, seated bow that easily matched his English brogue. Niko noticed the man seemed to be perspiring – made even more evident by his receding hair line. Waltham was older than the rest – mid to late forties by the look of him – had a slight gut, but was otherwise fit. 
“You will also be joined by a photographer and documentary specialist Finn Connolly who is flying in from the Nepal region today and will be joining the team shortly before launch.” Whitmore explained and turned towards the viewer. He tapped the bottom right corner and the screen came to life.
“The Confederation has agreed to assign the scout ship Hyperion to this mission.” A schematic of the ship rotated on the screen, “Ms. Krasnov has already been given specifications and access to the ship to ensure her familiarity with it. Any initial assessments, Ms. Krasnov?”
“It will do,” the woman responded curtly and without hesitation. 
Whitmore’s eyebrows rose, “Well, I’ll take that as high praise from Old Russia.” 
Makenna shrugged as if to say, sure – if that helps you sleep at night. 
The briefing continued and the five used the glass writing desks to make notes. Since all glass technology was designed to interface with bio-stamps, the notes automatically transferred to the user’s personal OMNI device. It was a seamless kind of technology that divided many – some thinking it a blessing, others a curse. 
Whitmore finished his presentation, deactivated the viewer and turned his attention back to the group. “Any questions?”
“Yea,” Foster spoke up, drawing out the word in a way only someone from the South could. “What do we need her for if you’ve got me to fly the ship?” He pointed to Avery, who had still not turned to face the group.
The Lieutenant Commander stiffened slightly, “As you may or may not know, Citizen’s United has insisted this not be a purely military mission. Assigning Captain Avery was a compromise that both sides could accept. She has the final say in mission decisions.” 
“I’m sure you’re used to being in charge on your little barge, Charlie Foxtrot,” Avery finally spoke up, turning to face him with an amused smirk. Her eyes were hawkish in contrast to her other features, which were deceptively soft and inviting, “but this is a different boat altogether.” 
“First off, it’s Foster, but my friends do call me Charlie.” He winked at her, unfazed. “Second, it’s not a barge, Sir, it’s a freighter. And yea, I run it just fine.” 
“If you can’t handle the chain of command, Foster, say so now so we can let the second choice candidate prep for tomorrow’s jump.” Whitmore’s public-relations friendly exterior crumbled slightly as his patience thinned. 
Charlie shook his head, “Nah. I’m good.” 
Niko tapped his desk off and looked up to regard the room, “I have a question.” Whitmore nodded, conceding the floor. “What do we do if a colonist wants to return to Earth?” 
Whitmore blinked – visibly stumped for a long moment, “These people know what they signed up for - a one-way trip.”
“We wouldn’t have enough fuel to transport additional weight back to Earth, anyway.” Avery cut in.
“It’s a logical question.” Niko reasoned. 
Whitmore sighed, “Indeed it is. It is one of the reasons it was decided early on that there would not be regular transports between the colonies. The cost alone would be astronomical and would jeopardize the success of the colony.” 
“It’s just one of the many reasons you need me,” Avery flashed a smile at Charles before turning to face forward again as she finished, “to make the hard decisions and be the bad guy if necessary.” Whitmore nodded in agreement.
“Excuse me,” The Doctor held up a finger. “All this time we’ve been talking about Colony Alpha. What about Colony Beta?” He asked and looked around to gauge the interest of the rest of the room. Colonies One and Three had been charted to go to Colony Alpha. Colonies Two and Four were to be sent to Colony Beta, a nearby planet that was also found to be habitable. The idea was that since Earth’s population had grown so enormously, colonizing both planets would be easy. It also supported the idea of a possible interplanetary trade network.
Preparations for the launch of Colonies Two and Three had been undertaken simultaneously, just three months after Colony One. The Fourth mission was set to begin three months after that, but with public approval ratings of the mission being so dismal, the date had been missed – potentially postponed indefinitely unless the Confederation could quell the fears and questions regarding the earlier missions. 
“One expedition at a time, Mr. Waltham.” Whitmore answered, effectively dodging the question. “Now, if there is nothing else, everyone is dismissed.” He announced abruptly to the group, and then turned his attention to Avery, “Except for you.” 
A few moments passed without objection so the room emptied – save for the Captain and Lieutenant Commander. When she was sure the heavy briefing room door was completely closed, Avery let out a breath that she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, “Great, you’ve assigned a simpleton as our pilot.” 
“Big picture, Captain Avery.” Whitmore assured and started in on the Mission Leader brief. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
04
 
 
One Year Ago
Colony One Take Off
 
 
The sound of Colony One’s massive engines engulfed the launch site for kilometers around the coastal area. Onlookers wore ear and eye protection as they watched the lumbering giant vibrate with the effort of initiating the thrusters that lined its underbelly. It raised above the ground enough to propel itself forward, into the Atlantic Ocean.
The crowd held its breath and a collective nervousness was palatable. Many ships had been constructed and launched into space – but none the size, scale and specifications of Colony One. The reality of the situation was that no one was certain it would work.
Water sprayed up and boiled as the thrusters hit it. The massive ship hovered just above the water line for a moment before the blue light of the thrusters increased one-hundred fold and the ship elevated so quickly that it appeared to be lighter than air. Involuntary gasps sounded at the rapid ascent. After it gained enough altitude, aft thrusters burned bright and the ship engaged in a gradual lateral climb that would take it through the stratosphere and into space. The cheering lasted long after Colony One was out of sight – a mixture of joy and jubilant disbelief that it could be done.
“Confirmed, mission control – we have successfully broken orbit, and our first heading has been entered. Colony One, setting sail.” Skylar spoke and her voice transmitted cleanly back to Earth for the whole world to hear. In the background of the connection, more cheers rose up. 
“Copy that, Colony One. Happy sailing.” A disembodied voice spoke over the merriment.
Skylar’s finger hovered over a symbol on the interface. She hesitated so that she could soak in the joyous sound of their success and the happy send-off. Finally, she tapped the symbol and all was silent. 
“Well done, Captain.” Skylar’s copilot and First Officer, Patrick Reid, congratulated. He beamed as he looked out the view screen at the incredible view of space. His dark brown eyes reflected the stars back out and he ran a hand through short, curly russet locks as he drank it in. He had a soft face and softer hands – having grown up in privilege. Tired of living in his father’s shadow and intent to make a name for himself, he’d pursued flight training as soon as heard about the Colony missions. 
The Captain joined him in gazing at the unbelievable view from the cockpit – stars marked the way forward, bright and vibrant and more than she could have possibly expected. Her hands were shaking from the excitement of the launch and the sight of space unencumbered by pollution or the limitations of a viewer made her eyes glassy as she soaked in the sight.  
Finally, she responded; “Don’t break out the bubbly just yet.” Despite her words, Skylar could not hide her smile or her excitement. She blinked hard and refocused on her role, “We’ve got a long way to go! Take over for me, will you? I want to check in with the passengers.” 
“If you insist,” Patrick rubbed his hands together and regarded the console in front of him. He tapped the surface in multiple spots and agreeable tones sounded from the audio system. 
Skylar unbuckled herself, clapped him on the shoulder and made the short walk to the cockpit hatch that had been closed for the launch. While opening it had been difficult on Earth, she found it all too easy to do so now. The artificial gravity was enough to keep her and her passengers with their feet firmly on the decking, though it made everything a lot lighter in general. Artificial gravity could only do so much. 
She stepped down the ladder and touched the communications panel at the base of the steps. She routed her message ship wide, “Passengers of Colony One, this is your Captain. We have successfully broken orbit and will be engaging our long range engines. Congratulations, everyone – we did it!” She exclaimed in a discernibly non-Captain manner. “You are now free to make yourselves at home.” She finished and tapped the panel to stop communication before she began navigating her way through the nose section to the passenger hold.
From the amazing girth of the vessel as seen from the exterior, one might imagine the interior to be large and expansive. Instead, Colony One was sectioned off into a several decks connected by ladders and hatches that made walking the length of the ship seem more like navigating a maze. The only large expanse that could be found was in the cargo hold where the passengers had entered at the rear loading ramp. Each deck was designated by color with similar accommodations for each group. The layered approach eased the boarding process and brought some organization to the chaos that was twelve-thousand people on a ship. 
Skylar knew the ship like she knew her childhood home – every nook, every passageway, and every compartment. Her goal was to find the nearest passenger deck and begin the process of getting to know the passengers for whom she was responsible. She, like the others, had only been acquainted with the others for the first time that day with the exception of some crew members, like Patrick and a few other designated ground pilots for when they arrived on Colony Alpha. She had the pleasure of knowing them for the past week. As she traversed a catwalk, she unzipped her flight suit enough so it wasn’t up to her neck. She smiled to herself, feeling both proud and humbled. 
 Skylar had intended for the walk to be a leisurely stroll to enjoy the euphoria of the moment, but the euphoric moment was cut short as she found her steps quickened by the sound of voices rising up in the distance. They did not sound joyous. 
She rounded the entrance to the large room of the first set of living quarters. The ceiling opened up because of the requirements of the function of the room – there were rectangular compartments cut out of the bulkhead with mattresses inserted into them. There were three platforms and each platform held two bunks vertically. The platforms were accessible by a ladder that extended from floor to ceiling every ten meters. They lined the entire expanse of the compartment – twenty along the length of the walls and ten across the back wall that was perpendicular to the entrance. It had a distinct honeycomb look to it. Skylar noticed many bunks already had bags or clothing placed on them. The whole compartment was a mess of strewn bags and people – the noise they made collectively intensified by the echo of the room.
In the middle of the compartment, long steel dining hall tables and benches were bolted to the floor. A group of people were circled along one side of them with some commotion coming from the middle of the mass. 
“I was here first!” Skylar heard a man’s voice insist. 
“I don’t see no name tags on these bunks!” A woman’s voice countered. 
“Please, let’s be reasonable…” a third voice tried to mediate, but it wasn’t working. A collective motion took over the circle of people, as some stepped back and others moved forward. Sounds of a scuffle rose up and Skylar acted on instinct, rushing into the fray.
“Hey!” She shouted, pulling people out of the way. “HEY!” She tried again when she made it to the center to see a woman gripping a tuft of shortly cropped hair of a man who had picked her up. A third man was trying to separate them.
At the Captain’s appearance, the woman released the grip on his hair and the man promptly dropped her. She might have fallen, but the third man stabilized her. 
“What’s going on here?” Skylar asked as the two offenders stared at her wide-eyed. They recognized her immediately from the orientation content as the Captain. 
The man was quick to speak up, “This –” he spoke a word in Spanish that did not sound friendly, “moved my things and tried to take the bunk I had chosen.” His chest rose and fell with fervor – the woman’s decision to challenge the man was risky considering his stature – easily 6’4” with strong forearms and large hands that were balled up in frustration. He clenched his jaw, which was already pronounced with day old stubble showing. 
“Your bag was on the ground!” The woman insisted, pointing to the spot beside the bunk. “And then he shoved me!” She exclaimed, the offense renewed in her mind. She took an angry step towards the man but was restrained by the impromptu mediator. Her long, curly hair was a mess with the scuffle and her high, round cheekbones were pink even through her caramel skin tone. She craned her neck to look up at the man and glared without reservation. 
The man’s anger flared, too, “I wouldn’t have had to if you hadn’t started screaming in my face!”
Skylar held out her hands, “Alright, let’s stop for a minute. First – sir, what is your name?” She asked.
The man looked stunned for a moment – clearly unsure why she cared. “Demetri,” he finally offered.
“Miss – your name?”
“Lucinda,” she answered timidly after a pause. 
“And you sir,” Skylar pointed to the man who seemed to be the referee. “What is your name?” 
“Javier,” he answered without hesitation. He was a man in his late 30s with strong shoulders, white hair streaking just over his ears and an assertive look in his eyes.
“Thank you, Javier, for trying to keep the peace.” She nodded to him. “Now, we are all friends here. We should all be getting to know each other and working together because this is not a short trip.”
Lucinda looked like she might say something, but Skylar stopped her with a look. It was not an unpleasant look – quite the contrary. It was a friendly kind of reproach. 
Skylar looked up and gestured, “I see there are still many unclaimed bunks. What is the objection to choosing one of those?” 
Lucinda’s demeanor shifted dramatically and she hesitated to answer. Demetri watched her expectantly. After a lengthy silence and after it was clear she could not go without an answer, she finally admitted begrudgingly, “I have a fear of heights, alright.” She blushed and looked away, trying to maintain her tough exterior. 
“And you voluntarily boarded a space ship?” Demetri’s first response was knee-jerk and he immediately regretted it as Lucinda’s cheeks flushed a deeper red. His dubious look softened as he observed the woman’s shame and the others looked on disapprovingly. “Sorry,” he apologized in a short, abrupt burst. “It’s fine,” he conceded and bent down to pick up his bag. “The bunk is yours.” 
“I don’t want pity,” Lucinda reacted with narrowed eyes and crossed arms.
Demetri shook his head, “Let’s call it a peace offering.” He paused, and then continued, “Lucinda.” 
The woman wet her lips and finally nodded after a pause, “Lucy. You can call me Lucy. Thanks. And sorry about the…” she gestured to her head, indicating the scuff of hair on his that had been disturbed by the scuffle.
“Okay, Lucy. I’ll be right up there if you need me.” Demetri pointed to a vacant bunk on the opposite side’s second level and made his way through one of the gaps in the center table to begin climbing the ladder. The spectators moved out of his way and began to disperse with the détente. 
Skylar nodded her approval of the resolution. She watched the other passengers – their looks reticent in response to the rocky beginning to their journey.  “This is all just temporary, folks.” She assured, “Remember that.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Across the ship, Alexa and her group hadn’t bothered with bunk assignments. Instead, they sat at the common table at the center of their compartment – Luca leading the conversation with enthusiasm. 
“It all still feels like a dream!” Another passenger admitted. “From getting the acceptance notification to the fact we’re in space this very moment.” 
Alexa only half listened. In her semi-focused state, she noticed the woman with the silk hair was sitting apart from the main group. She recalled that she had not seen this woman speak, or interact with anyone, really. She seemed like a ghost of herself – only able to observe what was happening. “Hey,” she interrupted whoever had been speaking by calling out to the woman. “What’s your name?” 
She looked up from her trance-like state of staring at the metal table. Everyone turned their attention to her. She blinked at Alexa for a moment before speaking her name – “Jia.” 
“Hi, Jia. You okay?” Alexa asked, feeling her field training bubble to the surface. The look on Jia’s face reminded her very strongly of post-traumatic stress disorder. Jia looked at the faces watching her and nodded meekly. 
Luca, trying to help, added – “So why’d you sign up for this trip, Jia?” 
The look on the woman’s face could only be described as trapped. She glanced down, and then back up, “Please excuse me,” was all she said as she stood. The group watched as she made a quick exit. 
“Maybe she’s space sick?” Someone guessed.
“Is that even a thing?” Another asked. 
“Well, I know when I first heard…” Someone else took up the question and Alexa felt her focus drift again to her own memory of when she’d first heard of the colonization effort. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
She had woken abruptly to loud banging on the door of her loft apartment. The sound ripped her from a deep, whiskey-induced sleep. ‘Loft’ was a fancy term that the complex owners had used to describe her small studio. Despite having been honorably discharged from the military, there was not enough money to go around for everyone – especially to support out-of-work veterans. That was what she and many others were told, at least.
Her eyes scanned the room instinctively before zeroing in on the door as the banging started up again. In a flash, she was on her feet – much quicker than someone who had just woken should have been. Since she had already identified the distinctive knocking, she simply cracked the door open without checking her viewer to see who it was, and then turned to walk to the kitchen unit for some much needed coffee. The floor crunched as she stepped on a wayward take out box and she pushed another off the counter and into the waste bin.
Her old military buddy, James Hunter, pushed through the door, “You’re alive!” he observed and closed the door before asking, “Why on earth have you not been answering the OMNI?”
Alexa shrugged and pointed to her glass device that lay broken on the floor, “It seems to have lost a fight with the wall.” She said in way of answer. The device had a habit of telling her that her blood-alcohol levels were too high, and she didn’t appreciate it.
He shook his head at her and removed his filter mask, revealing his surprised, but amused expression. “Most impressive. Those things are supposed to be pretty difficult to break.”
Alexa shrugged and changed the subject; “Don’t tell me you’ve joined the filter bandwagon?” She gestured to the apparatus hanging around his neck as she started a pot of coffee. She was grateful he had not worn his uniform to see her – the large overcoat he now wore, while grey like the military uniforms she knew so well – was a civilian cut. 
“What can I say?” It was his turn to shrug, “Air quality just keeps getting worse, and my lungs haven’t been the same since our last tour. Not to mention, World Corp is handing them out for free to just about anyone who wants one. Creative problem-solving for the world’s pollution concerns.” He added with more than a hint of sarcasm. 
Though she tried to hide it, Alexa visibly flinched at the mention of the war. She took a deep breath before she could turn back towards him and retrieve coffee mugs from an upper storage compartment. “Yea, the masks are free, but the filter refills aren’t. Funny how that works.” She offered stiffly.
“You’d get one, too, if you ever left this high-rise.” James pointed out. It was true most high rises had everything you’d need – filtered air, hospitals, grocery stores, schools and more – but the human condition begged to go outside eventually. Alexa was a stubborn hold out, and it made James worried for her.  
As soon as she saw his face, she knew that he knew her thoughts. Giving in, she finally asked, “What do you want, Hunter?”
James set his filter on the counter and leaned in. His cobalt blue eyes were sincere as he explained, “I want to help you get past this. We all miss you back at barracks. We know you’re not going to re-enlist. But at least keep in touch. Come out and see us.” He paused and glanced away for a moment before returning his gaze to her and adding, “Or at least meet me out somewhere.” 
“You’re wasting your time.”
“We’re a unit, Dilyn.” His tone was earnest. “A family,” he reminded her. “That doesn’t change because you’re no longer fighting the war with us.”
The concern in his voice was almost too much for Alexa – she couldn’t handle being treated so delicately. “Save it…” she warned, her tone becoming venomous.
His jaw set and he paused for a moment, as if to evaluate if he should say what he was thinking. In the end, emotion ran over, “Is this how you want to live the rest of your life?” James gestured to the scattered mess around the small apartment. Empty and half full alcohol bottles lined the back counter and spilled over to the floor near the trash receptacle. Take-out containers were stacked on end tables. “Drunk and living in this hole of an apartment until you get kicked out because you can’t pay rent? You’re better than that, Dilyn. You could be helping people like you coming back from the war.”
His words made something in her bubble over. Her fists slammed down on the counter with speed and power. After a pause, she explained; “I don’t want to help them.” She spoke slowly, voice on the verge of seething. Her head began to ache and she instinctively put her fingers to her temple and circled them counter-clockwise. The urge to find and finish a bottle of whiskey became overwhelming, “Don’t you get it?” She opened her eyes and fixed him with a pleading gaze, “I just want to forget! I want…” she paused and gestured towards the window and began to pace as she tried to put words to how she felt, “I want to be able to walk the streets without getting panicked when I have to cross a gap. I want to sleep through the night without waking up in a sweat. I don’t want to relive it every damn day of my life. I want to… I need to forget.”
James held up his hands – he knew a dangerous situation when he saw one. “Alright, alright.” He caught her gaze and nodded reassuringly until she visibly calmed. He always had that ability with her – something about the depth of his eyes put her at ease. He sighed and looked around, “Will you at least let me help you clean up this mess?”
Alexa glared at him for a few long moments, but he held his ground. The sincerity in his eyes convinced her. “I guess,” she finally surrendered. At her words, he was already shrugging off his overcoat and collecting takeout containers before she could pour the first cup of coffee. 
They spent the morning together, talking about menial things. Neither of them had families to speak of, and the one real thing they had in common was their service. So they talked about rumors of secret communes in secluded parts of the globe where people were bio-stamp free. That made them both laugh. They talked about the weather, and the new development across town that was going to add 20 floors to an already 30 story building, and of talk about a new project to lessen the population burden that had been advertising non-stop on the viewer. 
Alexa was glad to have James as a friend, but his company and even his devotion was not enough to chase away her demons. She thought his attentions were based on the bonds forged in training and battle, but the truth was that James was hopelessly in love with the woman. He lingered with her that day, until the pull of the bottle was too much for her. Embarrassed to drink in his company, she made an excuse for him to leave and drowned her shame in a way all too familiar. 
Later that night, Alexa lay in bed nursing her fifth glass of whiskey and scrolling through the news feed on the viewer. One of the World Corp sponsored propaganda pieces caught her attention. She selected the play icon and gestured sloppily with both hands to expand the picture. 
The video began with a landscape so beautiful it was almost beyond comprehension, with trees and a crisp, clean purple-blue sky. A disembodied but soothing voice began to speak, “Do you ever dream of living on Earth the way it used to be – before the overcrowding and pollution? This is your opportunity to move on from Earth and help start a new colony. World Corp is looking for volunteers to take the first voyage to Colony Alpha – a fully habitable planet in the neighboring Alpha Centauri system. Set sail among the stars and experience the beginning of your new life.” 
A few more scenes of pristine rivers and forests displayed, accompanied by patriotic music. COLONY ONE in thick white letters appeared with a field of stars in the background. 
The video timed out and a link to a registration form appeared along with paragraphs of text explaining the conditions. 
Alexa eyes bounced with blurred vision from the viewer to the glass of whiskey that she still held firmly in her grip. She stared at it for a long time before downing the rest of it in one big gulp. When she was done, she dropped the glass to the floor. It bounced once, then rolled away until it hit a wall. 
In that moment, she realized James was right. She couldn’t live like this anymore. She tapped the link – and with that one stroke of consent, the viewer read her bio-stamp and submitted her request for assignment to Colony One.
The network crunched the numbers – weighing stats like age, medical and family history, income level, employment status, and with dizzying speed, it was decided. Alexa Dilyn would be leaving Earth forever.
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
“What about you?” Someone nudged Alexa’s shoulder. “You haven’t said how you came to be here.” Retrieved from the depths of her memory, Alexa shook her head and smiled faintly at Ndale, who had asked the question. He elaborated, “A lot of us had nothing to lose or something to prove. Which one are you?” 
“Just wanted a change of scenery, I guess.” She said with a shrug. She knew exactly what she was running away from, but could barely admit it to herself, let alone a group of people she had just met. Nor did she want to explain that her choice to join Colony One was a drunken decision, made one night in a fit of desperation that she couldn’t undo even if she wanted to. 
She thought of James and felt a lump in her throat. She had been so careless and selfish – she didn’t think he would ever be able to forgive her. She knew he thought he would have more time to try and fix her – to put her back together. If she had thought it possible to do back on Earth, she might have stayed. 
“Way to take it to the extreme.” 
“This is about as extreme as you get.” Alexa pointed out in a dull voice. She blinked and refocused on the others, “When you think about it, it is a marvel that so many people volunteered for this trip.” 
“What do you mean?” Luca asked. 
“We’re in uncharted space – or we will be. The list of unknowns would be enough to keep any sane person from stepping foot on this ship. And yet, here we are. All twelve-thousand of us.” Alexa recalled the first sober moment after she had volunteered herself for the mission. She had immediate doubts and fears – but what was done was done. 
“Some might argue that it’s a testament to the inherent optimism in the human condition.” Luca countered with a lopsided smile. 
“Nah, I’m with the medic here – we all must be out of our minds!” Ndale said with a laugh, causing a chain reaction of laughter from many of the others. 
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Present Day, Kennedy Space Center, Hyperion Task Force Launch Day
 
 
While the air wasn’t as clear as it was on the day Colony One launched, it was still much clearer than the average inhabited area – which, with a population of 20 billion, was pretty much everywhere. 
Margret Avery was not helping the situation as she puffed on a thin cigar. She was going to miss smoking, and knew full and well that she should have tried to wean herself off the habit long before locking herself in a confined space for a month or more. She lived her life in direct contrast to what she ‘should do’ most of the time, however, so being unable to give up the guilty pleasure was no surprise to her or anyone who knew her.
She narrowed her eyes at the ship in the distance, watching the far away outlines of people as they approached it. She recognized the build of each one, waiting purposefully until she was sure the entire crew was on board. 
 
Charles Foster stepped onto the bridge of the Hyperion with a swelled chest. The compartment was quiet and peaceful. His eyes scanned the consoles from left to right – a slow, determined motion. He had arrived an hour and a half early so he could get a better sense of the controls – of the ship herself, having a long standing belief that every ship had a personality. 
He let out a long, contented sigh, “It’s nice to finally meet you in person, babe.” He spoke aloud.
“I believe we already met, no?” 
Charlie nearly jumped out of his skin as a Russian voice sounded from above him. His chin shot up as he reeled backward, feeling like he had jumped out of his skin. He’d arrived thinking he would be the first aboard by a long shot. To his very real surprise, he found that Makenna had army-crawled her way into the circuitry in the overhead compartments. She had a panel open and was reading diagnostics on her glass tablet. She’d spoken without looking away from the interface, otherwise disinterested in the pilot outside of wanting to make sure he didn’t blather on any further. 
Charlie took a moment to try and slow his heart. “What are you..?” He started, but it was obvious what she was doing. “I thought you said the ship was ready to launch?” 
“Da,” she answered, tapping the glass surface and then making an adjustment on the panel. “It will fly. But when I fix, it will fly well.” 
Charlie walked the length of the bulkhead where Mekenna had been working. Several other panels were open with wires exposed and some looking tangled. “We launch in three hours!” Charlie exclaimed, his voice clearly indicating, ‘what a mess!’ 
“You no worry,” she reassured him in the brisk coldness that only Russians seemed to be able to master. “I fix.” 
“Well, when you put it that way, I feel much better.” Charlie shook his head, gave one more wayward look at the open circuitry and forced himself to walk away. He brought his focus back to the pilot’s control panel and sat down with considerably less enthusiasm than when he arrived. 
Niko arrived next, speaking to no one and relegating himself to the small briefing room located just off the bridge to pore over the classified star charts he had been given for the mission. When the doctor arrived, everyone knew that he had. Overburdened with bags, he fumbled up the loading ramp, and then the set of stairs that led to the bridge, knocking into things as he went.
From where she was shoulder deep into one of the floor consoles, Mekanna shot him a dark look. He was dangerously close to stepping into a hole in the decking she’d made by removing one of the tile squares. If he did so, he would probably break his ankle but, more importantly, he’d crush the circuit board that controlled part of the floor heating system, which would have been unacceptable. She was presently re-routing the system to bypass the heating – which she considered an unnecessary luxury – to more important ship functions. 
Charlie noticed the same hazard and asked in an effort to mitigate any damage, “Need a hand, Doc?”
Winston looked visibly relieved at the offer and handed over all his bags to Charlie, “Much obliged.” 
Charlie’s lips pressed together and he thought very hard for a moment before deciding in favor of restraint. “Sure, Doc.” He murmured, looking for a space to haul the load. The ship was made for function, not storage, and he wondered if the good Doctor had gotten the memo. 
He turned with the bags and was suddenly faced with a small, redheaded woman. Her hair just brushed her shoulders, wavy and somewhat mussed. She had an excited smile on her face and all Charlie could think to say was, “Uh, hi.” 
“Excuse me, miss, are you lost?” The doctor elaborated on Charlie’s thought. 
“I’m Finn Connolly,” She held up the heavy looking camera that hung around her neck into view. “The photographer,” she smiled and added – “I know what yer thinkin’, wit a name like Finn – and ye’d be right, my da wanted a boy.” She explained, exaggerating her elegant Irish lilt. “Don’t ya worry, I get it all the time.” She began to unwrap the scarf from around her neck. It looked well-traveled, as did she – there was a distinct youth about her, but also a disposition of patience and wisdom. It was jarring at first, but the juxtaposition quickly became an attractive quality. 
“That is a beautiful antique,” Niko spoke for the first time since boarding. He had pried himself away from the briefing area to investigate the arrival of this new person. His tone was neither derogatory nor ironic, he seemed to genuinely appreciate Finn’s large-lens camera. 
“Thanks!” She pulled the strap over her head and closed the distance between she and Niko, offering it to him to take a look. “I have found the imperfections of the older models add a certain realness to my photos.” She explained, her accent less pronounced as she adjusted to the excitement of boarding the Hyperion. 
Niko gently accepted the camera, took the opportunity to introduce himself, and then put his eye to the small viewfinder. 
Charlie took a half step forward, and with a grin, tipped an invisible hat, “Charles Foster – but you can call me Charlie.” She smiled and tipped an imagery hat back.
“Doctor Winston Waltham,” the doctor followed suit and they shook hands.
When the Russian didn’t take the opportunity to introduce herself, Charlie did it for her. “That’s Makenna Krasnov. She’s our engineer.”
“Privet,” Mak said hello in Russian, but remained engrossed in her project. 
“Should I be worried half the decking is currently ripped up?” Finn asked casually. As she did, she heard the shutter snap of her own camera and looked over to see that Niko had taken her picture. 
It wasn’t an accident. He smiled, “How often does the photographer ever get her picture taken?” He asked and offered her the camera back. 
“Never,” she confessed. 
“So where is our fearless leader, eh?” Winston asked, seeming both anxious and bored all at the same time. 
“Probably off somewhere making the ‘hard decisions.’” Charlie joked. 
“Not yet,” Avery answered from the base of the stairs that led up to the bridge with a stony expression. She took measured steps to climb to the upper platform where she found Charlie blushing. “But I’m sure the time will come. Are you the bellman now as well as the pilot?” She asked, eying Winston’s bags and finally cracking a hint of a smile. 
With chagrin, Charlie finally dropped the bags.
“Hey!” Winston protested as the sound of glass coming together could be heard when the bags hit the bulkhead. 
“I thought this was supposed to be a mission of peace,” Niko vocalized what everyone seemed to be thinking when their eyes fell on the side arm Avery had strapped to her thigh. 
“I don’t leave home without it, let alone earth.” Avery patted the pistol, then went to rest her hands on her hips, “Take off is in 30. Krasnov, get this bridge put back together and everyone else, report to your stations for launch.” 
Just as suddenly as she arrived, she disappeared, leaving the rest of the crew temporarily stuck in their places.
“What kind of a contractor did they say she was, again?” The doctor asked.
“They didn’t,” Charlie answered. 
“Right.”
Makenna put the bridge back together with an alarming speed. Charlie had asked her if she thought she’d put everything back right, and learned very quickly to never ask that kind of question again. Everyone was strapped in and ready to go when mission control gave them a green light to push off without fanfare. The task force launch date had been kept a secret, along with the names of the crew to avoid protests, harassment or infiltration from the more cynical members of Citizens United. As a result, there were no crowds and no onlookers to see them off.
Charlie piloted the Hyperion off the ground with practiced ease and after the brief violence that always came with breaking through the ozone layer, they were flying smoothly. 
“You’re right, Mak, she does fly well.” He commented once he had the initial headings punched in.
“Do not call me Mak,” was her only response.
Charlie mouthed ‘OKAY’ to himself with wide eyes and went back to double checking the numbers that scrolled across the heavy-duty glass console. 
“Not bad Charlie Foxtrot,” Avery commented, unstrapping.
“The Pilot did not authorize the unbuckling of seatbelts,” Charlie pointed out. 
“I don’t see any ‘no unbuckling’ signs.” She countered, moving to stand behind him. She leaned forward and scanned the readouts from his console. “Command says all we need to do is follow these communications buoys,” Avery pointed to the console that showed the distance to the first one. “At a certain range, we’ll be out of verbal communication capability. How long until then?”
Charlie tapped and slid his fingers across the console until a read out appeared, “24 days.” He reported. The improvement of technology being exponential as it had been for the past several years, and the Hyperion being only six months old, it had an edge on the technology used for the Colony missions. While it took the first colony ship three months to hit the non-comm line, with her advanced engines and reduced size, the Hyperion could make the trip in much less time. 
Avery turned towards Niko where he was still strapped into his seat at the navigation console, “Any anomalies or debris we should worry about yet, Andris?”
“Negative,” Niko reported. “Just a bunch of empty space ahead.”
“Good. Krasnov, try not to take too much of the ship apart to pass the time.” The Captain advised and Makenna shrugged in concession. ”I’ll be in my quarters. If you need something, try to figure it out yourself before you bother me,” she informed the crew and strode off the bridge. 
“She’s real friendly.” Niko observed. 
“Doesn’t look like they required a personality test when they hired her,” Charlie put in, then opened a communication’s line ship-wide to tell the Doctor and Finn it was safe to un-strap and enjoy the view.
It didn’t take Finn long to find her way to the bridge, camera in hand. They let her snap pictures and waited until she was transfixed with the field of stars ahead of them before interrupting her process. 
“Never been in space?” Charlie asked. 
Finn shook her head to answer, but was not willing to pull her gaze away from the stars yet. “No. The closest I’ve been to space is at the summit of Mount Everest.” 
“So how’d you land this tour?” He wanted to know.
“Yer guess is as good as mine. I didn’t think World Corp would take me, to be completely honest. I have a reputation for recording civil unrest, protests, war zones… you get the idea. I believe I am what they call, ‘bad press.’”
“They must really be out to appease Citizens United to send you,” Niko guessed. “That’s why all of us are civilians, with the exception of our Captain.” 
Finn nodded, “Makes sense.” She finally turned to face him, explaining – “So I threw my name in the hat, anyhow. You can imagine my surprise when they sent a Tibetan Monk out into the snow to find me. I want to hear the story of these colonists, to see what they have created. It must have been an incredible journey.”
Niko’s lips twitched with a hint of a grimace – but it flashed so quickly across his face, Finn didn’t have time to try to read it. “I just hope we find them…. thriving.” 
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Colony One, Mission Duration: Three Months
 
 
“Good evening Colony One.” Captain Fairfield’s voice came over the audio system throughout the ship. “We have just passed the last communications marker capable of communicating verbally with Earth. The good news is that this marks the halfway point of our journey. There is no bad news – we’re doing great!” 
Javier looked down from where he had lifted his chin to listen to the announcement, “I wonder what she’s eating for dinner, because this freeze dried brick for food is not ‘great.’” He sat with several others at their community table for the evening meal.
“I hear they have better food over in the Purple section.” Demetri put in, using a syringe to stick himself with a liquid supplement. Without the supplement, malnourishment was a guarantee due to the limitations of the freeze-dried food. 
Everyone was feeling the effects from months of the freeze-dried diet. Passengers had been allowed to bring foodstuffs with them; however, those supplies were gone almost immediately. No one had thought to ration, since the orientation had explained food would be plentiful. It was a shocking disappointment that there were no other food options provided by World Corp for the journey outside of the freeze-dried meals, liquid supplements and seeds intended for growing food when they arrived. There wasn’t even a cafeteria – just a storage area on each deck that had to be self-regulated.   
“That’s not true,” Javier responded to Demetri’s claim. “It’s just that Ndale character smuggled on more food than anyone else and is selling it for anything that takes his fancy.” 
“I bet he’s sharing with them,” Demetri insisted. 
“He’s got to be. They look too plump.” Lucinda added. 
“Stop it you two,” Javier warned. Demetri and Lucy had become close friends, to the point of being inseparable at times. While this was a good thing for the most part, they had a tendency to work each other up. “Weren’t you listening? We’re halfway to paradise. Don’t be such conspiracy theorists.” 
“I can’t wait to build my house. Right on the river, where I can fish.”
“How do you know there will be a river?” Lucy teased as she often did. “Or even that there will be fish in it?”
“You’ll see,” Demetri grinned at her and Javier silently wagered that they would be the first couple to conceive a child on Colony Alpha.
“And what will you use to build your house?” She wanted to know.
“The ship, of course,” Demetri responded easily – the ship was designed to come apart to build structures on their new home.
“This ugly grey color?” Lucy blanched. 
“I leave the decorating to you, woman.” Demetri laughed but the look on Lucy’s face made the jubilant noise soften, and then stop entirely. “I mean…” he stammered with flushed cheeks. 
“Nope,” she held up a hand, “No take backs. You build, I decorate.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
“I don’t know how you stay so perky,” Patrick said and rubbed his face with both hands. He had dark circles under his eyes and his normally pale skin was becoming translucent. “It’s so difficult to adjust to constant darkness. No morning, no sunset…” He said, staring out into the star-filled sky from the cockpit he and Skylar shared.
In stark contrast, Skylar’s skin was often flushed with excitement, making her look healthy and unaffected by low gravity or time disorientation. “Are you kidding?” She asked. “This is the best vacation ever!” 
Patrick laughed, “I don’t think that word means what you think it means.” Having two pilots meant that they could only alternate shifts so much. And at times that needed course corrections or a check of the systems, both pilots were needed. Patrick was having a hard time adjusting to a sleep schedule and if he missed some shut-eye, it was difficult to make up. He found himself wondering more and more about the choices World Corp had made in their staffing and planning. He tried not to dwell on the thoughts – telling himself that he was simply unaccustomed to difficult work and stayed silent as to not be labeled an entitled trust fund kid. 
“Maybe it would help if you spent more time with the rest of the colony,” Skylar suggested. “I was in the red section just the other day – they hosted a dance and even managed to pull off a live band!” 
“Yea, I recall hearing strange noises throughout the ship.”
“It’s called music.”
“If you say so,” Patrick leaned back in his chair with a faint smile. “When I leave here, all I want to do is sleep, if I can.” 
“You’ll adjust,” Skylar said with confidence.
He gave her a sideways glance, “You’ve been saying that for three months.” 
“Even if you don’t,” she countered, “We’ll be on Colony Alpha before you know it. With your feet firmly back on the ground since you seem to like that so much.” 
“And real food,” Patrick said with longing in his voice. 
“I saw pumpkin seeds on the inventory list. Can you imagine? Real pumpkin pie!” Skylar exclaimed. “None of that synthetic stuff from back home.” The seeds were genetically replicated from the emergency stores back on earth. Since synthetic food could care for all nutritional needs and finding enough land or facilities to grow in was difficult, the seeds languished in storage, waiting for an effort such as this. 
“Don’t tease me,” Patrick warned as his mouth watered. “It makes the rest of the trip seem like an eternity.” 
“Colony Alpha is such a boring name,” Skylar changed topics abruptly, leaning back and propping her feet up on one of the consoles. She stared out the giant windscreen and decided, “That should be the first thing we do. Give our new home a good, proper name.” 
“Like what?” His tone was dubious. 
“Like… like,” She thought hard for a moment – “I don’t know. What would you name it?”
Patrick shrugged. “No idea. Though if the ‘Powers that Be’ back on Earth had named it, it’d probably be called iPlanet with a trademark symbol.” 
That made Skylar laugh, which made Patrick laugh because of how infectious hers was. Despite his moments of exhaustion, Skylar somehow always managed to energize him again, if only for a short time. 
“Next Gen OMNI,” She suggested when she got a hold of herself. 
Patrick chuckled, “Exxon Prime.” He added. 
“That’s a good one,” Skylar admitted. Their ship was fueled and partially sponsored by Exxon, making it all that more surprising as to the fact the ship wasn’t named after them. “It’s a new world,” she reminded him. “It would need an inspiring new name without any of the baggage of home.” 
“Libero, then.” Patrick said. 
“Like, the astrological sign?” Skylar asked.
Patrick shook his head and turned it to look at her directly, “No, Libero means freedom in Latin.” 
“What’s Latin?” 
“A dead language a people called the Romans used to speak.” 
Skylar knit her eyebrows together in confusion, “First I’ve ever heard of them.” 
“Most people haven’t. A lot of the histories were lost in the war of 2040.” The war of 2040 had been a religious one – so devastating that the winning world powers decided they should discard religion and all the limitations and backward thinking that came with it altogether – and focus on the future and the future alone. The Romans having such a large role in establishing Christianity were erased from history – made easier by the destruction of much of Europe and the Antiquities. 
In lieu of functioning governments, which had been wrecked by the havoc that was modern war, Corporations came together with all their money to privately fund the rebuilding of civilization. From physical rebuilding – entire cities had been razed, including New York City, Dubai, and Tokyo – to psychological rebuilding. Entire servers of history data were deleted and reformatted, effectively cutting off access to the world’s heritage since books had been largely abandoned a decade before. 
No longer did corporations need to represent their interests in government – they were the government. Fundraising became obsolete as corporate profits went directly to world leaders and market competition was left in the past with religion. Instead of running a worldwide monopoly, the priority became creating a sustainable quality of life for all in an attempt to reduce the kindling for conflict. 
New philosophies were instilled – those of atheism with an emphasis on science, progress and capitalism. The results were staggering in terms of technological advance – with moral barriers stemming from religion gone, so much had become possible. 
Cities were rebuilt with new technology, producing bigger and better buildings, smart and forward thinking infrastructure, the most state of the art public transportation world-wide that connected the world’s population in ways few thought possible. Everything was faster, smarter and constantly improving. 
Yet, the trade-off was privacy. Very quickly, the bio-stamp that only the wealthy could afford in the beginning was introduced as mandatory. Large subsidies had been provided to ensure compliance and the initiative was marketed as a peace-keeping effort, along with a quality of life improvement. 
A bio-stamp was a paper thin film with tiny circuitry that was inserted just under the skin on the recipient’s dominant forearm. It was powered by the body’s natural electrical field and could hold as well as transmit data or work as a relay.  The stamp had several benefits – many of them lifesaving. They were originally designed as medical devices to read and monitor the body’s vital signs in high-risk patients and log them in an OMNI. Bio-stamps would notify a host of a heart attack hours before it happened, report blood sugar levels and even scan for cancer and chemical imbalances associated with dementia and depression. Life expectancy skyrocketed and with data contributed world-wide, breakthrough after breakthrough emerged until many of the diseases that plagued humankind were wiped out of existence. With its medical function depleted, other uses began to emerge – connecting humans to technology directly. It integrated flawlessly with all personal technology, making internet security impenetrable. Hacking personal data became something that only happened in past generations. 
It was a flashpoint for human networking and soon, bio-stamps were used to capture every piece of data a human could produce, uniquely identifying them and allowing mass observation of the entire population of Earth. The stamps worked as tracking devices and, with the correct clearance, were easily accessed to gather information about people immediately – their age, origin, any criminal records, service records, drug screening, travel activity – and much, much more. In summary, the stamps represented a record of an entire life past the age of eight years old. 
While the stamps were advantageous for most, the lion’s share of the benefits were largely collected by those who had instituted the framework – World Corp. Almost everyone on earth had a baseline level of comfort and security – that was essential, but with population booming and consumerism following, resources became scarce at a dizzying pace. Everyone could benefit from the available technology – every home had a viewer, for instance, but refrigerators were not always full nor the living space around the viewer plentiful. 
Worse, the advanced level of automation developed over decades of research forced unemployment to intolerable levels. As a result, production zones were implemented – a place where unskilled labor projects were used to keep much of the population employed. Technology had outpaced social evolution and the class system that existed before the war entrenched itself even more as a result – laborers and military making up the majority, skilled tradesmen and women in the middle, and the corporate executives consisting of the smallest percentage. 
The production zones supported major industries and revealed themselves to be a surprisingly successful investment, critical to the profit margin of the corporations of earth due to the low wages but enormous worker base. Population was still outpacing the capacity of production zones, though forcing the world’s leaders to look for other solutions – colonization and expansion.
“How do you know about it, then?” Skylar continued with some curiosity. “If all the histories were lost, how do you know about Romans?”
Patrick considered his response, “My family is a bit eccentric. And… wealthy. They could afford to keep their books during the purge by virtue of their stature. My tutor liked to use them for my sessions instead of the viewer.” 
Skylar feigned outrage, “Criminals!” She asserted. 
“Guilty as charged. My crime is knowing useless facts.” 
“Not so useless,” Skylar disagreed. “I like Libero. What was the Roman word for Home?” 
Patrick thought for a moment, “Lorem.”
“Yea,” Skylar nodded. “Now that has a much better ring to it than Colony Alpha.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
“Don’t you think it’s a little odd?” Ndale asked Luca. 
“What?” 
“That it’s been three months and the Chinese girl has barely spoken two words to anyone.”
This again, Luca thought as he sighed – for some reason Ndale had taken to creating wild theories about Jia and her silence. “That’s not why I’m here,” Luca pointed out. Ndale lay on his bunk, chewing thoughtfully on a piece of dried synthetic meat as Luca knelt near the foot of the bed. “I was asking you about the instant coffee. Got anymore?” 
“Got anything to trade?” Ndale wondered. 
Luca put on his best and most trustworthy face before asking, “Take store credit?”
“No,” Ndale didn’t even take a moment to consider it. “Tell you what, though,” he sat up from his bunk and gestured with the dried meat to Jia, who was folding paper by herself at one of the community tables. “You get me her story, and I’ll give you all the instant coffee I have left.” 
Luca smiled widely, “Deal.” He said and stuck out his hand. Ndale shook it firmly and Luca turned to consider his task. He may not have been the most accomplished of his family, but his personality did lend itself to making friends. He’d made a lot of questionable friends in his time, but this was different. This was his new start. He would use his powers for good, he told himself. 
In the end, he went with the most direct approach. He casually made his way over to the table, pulled out his hand-held and gestured to the seat across from Jia, “Can I sit here?”
Jia looked up mid-fold and nodded after a moment of consideration. He sat and placed his glass device on the table, opened an application and started reading it with feigned interest. After a few minutes of silence between them, he looked up and took notice of the craft she was working on.
“Huh. Paper. You don’t see much of that these days.” Luca observed. She had been using the same piece to fold over many times, making some sort of creature shape with paper. Luca finally recognized it as a frog. All frogs had been extinct on Earth for a long time, but they were still in the database to search and learn about. “Did you bring it with you?” 
Jia nodded again. 
“Some sort of family tradition?”
She shook her head. 
“Where did you learn to do that?” Luca was determined to get a verbal response out of her. 
“Grade school,” She answered simply. 
“Pretty fancy grade school to have paper!” Luca exclaimed. The fact she had gone to a school at all was impressive. Most children learned at home on the viewer, with confederation curriculum. Glass technology was so pervasive that no home – not even the poorest – went without a viewer. Another thing had surprised Luca – Jia was educated. Children were not sent to grade school just to stop there – it was often a track for graduate school, at minimum. On this point he had, along with many others, assumed Jia was just a simple girl. “So what did you do back at Earth?” He wondered aloud. 
“If I tell you, will you share the coffee with me?” She asked, her gaze lifting from her project to give Luca a poignant look. 
His cheeks flushed instantly. “S-sure,” he stammered, feeling like he had just been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He should have known the woman was a good listener in the absence of speaking herself.
“I worked at a research lab.”
“Doing what?”
“Research,” she answered tersely but cracked the first smile Luca had seen throughout the entire journey thus far. 
He smiled back, “I’m not sure if that will be enough to score us some coffee.”
“We’ll just have to risk it, then.” She said and turned her attention back to the frog and with careful precision, unfolded the paper creature. 
Luca stayed a moment longer to see if she might have a change of heart but she remained silent, retreating back into herself as she had grown so known for doing. Finally, he left her to her devices. In his wake, Jia let her hands fold the paper from muscle memory as her mind reluctantly traveled back to the research lab. 
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Jia had worked on the Colony One project since the very beginning – from the discovery of a habitable planet to the logistics and planning to get there. Manned space travel was already in practice – all they needed now was a level of certainty and a new class of ship to make the colonization concept a reality. 
When their sponsor, World Corp, had learned of the initial discovery, they spared no expense in the research to find a way to travel there. It was a dream job for Jia – fulfilling in every way. The idea of being able to help establish a colony on a planet even better than Earth was one that kept her spirits high every day. Much of Earth’s population was buzzing with excitement and hope at what salvation planets Alpha and Beta could bring – and she could be a part of making it a reality. 
For a year, her team worked on various phases of the project and Jia had expected at least half a decade would go by before they could confidently recommend sending fully equipped colonies to the planets that had been discovered. So, just one year into the project, it was beyond shocking to her when she discovered that World Corp was going forward with the construction of Colony One. 
Instinctively, she sought an audience with the research director of her program. They had known each other for years – he being only a few years her senior. They attended many of the same schools, had a similar work ethic and the same thirst for knowledge. She felt no hesitation in going to him. 
Dr. Ts’ai was a tall man with a thin frame and hair cropped short. He was beginning to see the first few grey hairs peppering his smooth, black hair. She had found him in his office, sitting at his desk, eyes darting from side to side as he worked. He locked the interface when she asked him for a moment of his time. 
“I believe there may have been a miscommunication.” Jia spoke quickly, out of breath from the brisk walk to his office. 
The man coupled his hands and placed them in his lap, fixing her with an evaluative look, “What do you mean, Dr. Li?” 
“World Corp has ordered the construction of the first Colony ship. Sir, we haven’t even sent anything more than a probe yet. I believe they are getting ahead of themselves.” 
Ts’ai arched an eyebrow, “World Corp is moving forward on my recommendations.” He explained.
Jia was stunned into momentary silence, mouth slightly agape. “Sir, is that wise?” She asked before she could stop herself.
His jaw set in stony displeasure, “Do you have doubts about our findings, Dr. Li?” 
She shook her head, “Our findings, no, but there is so much we don’t know yet.” 
“There is no room for doubt on a project like this, doctor.” Ts’ai adjusted his thick rimmed glasses. “I would remove all doubt from your mind and continue on the projects I assign. Let me worry about what World Corp does and does not do.” 
Jia’s chest tightened like the air had been knocked out of her. She had worked with Doctor Ts’ai for so many years now, and he was always nothing but the most dedicated of scientists. She felt like she was looking at a completely different person. While she wanted to continue the discussion, to press him for his logic in the decision he had made, the look in his eyes warned against it. Instead, she straightened her back, bowed traditionally and closed the door to his office on the way out. 
What she did next was the exact opposite of what Ts’ai had recommended. She began paying more attention to what World Corp was doing, and how her lab in particular was involved. She researched the company outside of work and found that World Corp had donated not just to this project, but many more at the research lab. Bonuses had been awarded to several key members of the facility. Not just her lab, either. Many other facilities were on the list. 
Jia found the advertisements World Corp was making for Colony One – and images that she had never seen of the planets they had discovered were shown. They were remarkably authentic, but she knew without a shadow of a doubt that they were fakes. 
She even found the drafted agreements that potential colonists would have to agree to in order to be selected. It was a complete waiver of any rights – in effect; it was excommunication without an exit clause if you suddenly changed your mind. Passengers would not be permitted to communicate with Earth once they stepped on the Colony ship, their rights as citizens of Earth were forfeited – including voting rights, legal protections and assets – provided there were any. 
Despite all the warning signs, Jia tried to rationalize everything she uncovered. Was it so bad that her research facility was the object of such lavished attention? Advancements were being made at unheard of paces. The images were fake, yes, but it wasn’t uncommon to generate projections based on research findings of what a planet’s composition would be. 
She spent many sleepless nights in her small high-rise apartment telling stories to herself about why she was probably making it all up in her head. The exercise exhausted her, but it allowed her to go to work every day without feeling the dread that she continuously pushed down.
She was able to keep up the façade, to herself and others, until one day she was reviewing the ship’s software configuration. At first, she was confused by what she had found, but the more she uncovered, the clearer the picture was in her mind. She stood over the console for what seemed like an eternity, reading and rereading what she had found.
Eventually she came to the conclusion that she could not remain silent given what she had discovered – if she was correct, it was simply unconscionable. Her head began to pound as she made the decision. She was about to lose the battle to remain quiet. 
Once she made up her mind, however, she moved quickly. She scanned her right forearm and tapped in commands with her left hand, downloading the information to an encrypted drive she had created when she started to have doubts about the project.
Mere moments after initiating the download, one of the two lab doors opened. She deactivated the display of the station she was working at and began a brisk walk towards a second exit, away from whoever had just entered.
Just as she was reaching the door, it opened and filled with the outline of a research facility security officer. He wore dark glasses and spoke with a deep voice, “Doctor, you are going to have to come with us.” His arms rested at his sides – sleeves of his black athletic fit shirt bunched up at his elbows, revealing strong, muscular forearms. 
Jia shook her head and smiled, “I’m sorry, but I’m very late for a meeting.” She tried to go around him, but he took the opportunity to grab her by the upper arm. “What are you doing?” She asked and repeated loudly as he began to walk with her in his grasp. “Where are you taking me?” No answer. She tried to pull away from his grip, but he only tightened it to the point of pain. 
They were joined by another security officer – presumably the one who had flushed her out towards the back entrance. They led her to a nearby observation room and let her go. She rubbed her arm as they backed her up against a wall, “Empty your pockets, Doctor.” The one who had been holding her instructed. The other stepped away with his back towards them, making sure anyone who happened by would continue walking.
Jia gaped, “I… what? I haven’t done anything!” 
“Now, Doctor.” He commanded, “Or I will have to do it for you.” She glared up at him, and while his eyes were hidden behind tinted glasses, she could see the slight illumination from the inside of the glass lens. There were readouts that only he could see – it was how he was receiving his orders. 
Reluctantly, Jia turned over her personal hand held glass device. She carried nothing else. The man took it, pocketed it, and forced her inside the observation room. He locked the door from the outside and Jia found herself looking for another exit even when she knew there would be none. She was familiar with these rooms – there was nothing but an examination table and locked drawers and cabinets. 
She paced the small room and looked knowingly at the mirror – she was fully aware that there was a room on the other side where they could see in, but she couldn’t see out. She crossed her arms and considered the weight of the situation. She had broken the lab’s protocol by copying classified information to another location. She had been sloppy and didn’t cover her efforts well enough. Only she thought she had, which was another troubling thought. She was hoping, desperately, this was simply a case of broken protocol and not what she had found. If it was about what she had found…
She pushed that thought out of her mind. She had to hope for the best, otherwise she was going to drive herself mad in record time. She waited for someone to retrieve her, to talk to her, to scold her… anything. But no one came. She found herself watching the digital clock display above the door. An hour passed, then another. She alternated between pacing and sitting on the examination table, keeping as calm an exterior as possible – just in case anyone was watching.
Finally, the faint noise of the audio system clicked on. “Ms. Li,” a voice spoke, filling the small space. “Explain why you were copying World Corp data.” 
“Can we please speak face to face?” Jia asked, looking purposefully towards the mirror. A beat passed, and then a light switched on that allowed the mirror to be see-through. A white man she had never seen before was standing on the other side. He wore an expensive suit and had smooth, wrinkleless skin despite the white in his hair. 
“Explain,” he prompted. 
“I was trying to transfer it to another work station,” Jia lied. 
The man stared at her, letting the silence weigh heavily between them. “We have been watching you, Ms. Li.” He finally said. “We know you are… curious.” 
“I was just doing my job,” Jia insisted. “I obviously keyed in the wrong command by mistake.”
“Do you make many mistakes, Ms. Li?” 
“I…” Jia shook her head, “No, but there is a first time for everything.”
“Yes, there is. If you do not tell us why you were copying that data, we will be forced to investigate using other methods.” 
A chill went down Jia’s back. The file she was downloading was a large one – of course they didn’t know what, exactly, had caught her attention. 
Despite knowing that, she had rapidly calculated that she was in big trouble. She decided it would be best to admit to a lesser evil, “I… I’ve been approached to provide details to the press about the ship. Everyone wants the scoop.” She explained, letting the nervousness in her bleed through, hoping it might garner her some sympathy. 
Another stretch of silence followed as he stared at her with intense eyes.
“You’re lying,” he finally concluded. 
“I swear…”
“I told you, we have been watching you, Ms. Li. That includes quite a bit. We know that no one has approached you.” 
Jia’s mind reeled and she stared at him for a long time. Had this man personally been following her every move? She, like most, never expected perfect privacy, but there were still lines that most felt shouldn’t be crossed. He looked at her – through her – as if he knew every detail about her life.
She sighed in frustration, “Fine, it was my idea to leak information for money, alright?” She confessed as she threw up her arms. “Nothing important, just the general specifications, materials… things people have been speculating about.”
The man frowned, “Ms. Li, if you do not tell us what it is you found, we cannot determine what level of risk you are. If we cannot determine that, we must assume the worst. Do you really want us to assume the worst?” 
“Well let’s start with who you are, first.” Jia countered. She was not a simple girl. She knew what she had was a big deal, and if she told them, she feared that they would most certainly make her ‘go away’ despite her status as an accomplished scientist. Every moment locked in the observation room confirmed to her that they would not hesitate to mistreat her. This secret was the only leverage she had. 
“It doesn’t concern you. If I were you, Ms. Li, I would get out of the habit of asking questions.” He said and looked away, making a gesture with his chin. The mirror went dark and a tube was shoved under the door of the little room. 
Jia shrugged off her lab coat and wrapped one of the sleeves around her mouth and nose as gas began to pump into the room. In the end, it was a stopgap measure as minutes later with burning eyes; she slipped to the floor, unconscious. 
 
Jia awoke in a cell, laying on a hard bunk that was built into the wall. She took her time to get her bearings, carefully sitting up and looking around through blurred vision. Eventually she made out a sink, toilet and besides the bunk, that was it. There was no window. There was one door with a slot near the bottom and a small, rectangular hinged window at the top that was closed. 
She was not wearing her work clothes or her lab coat. She had been redressed into a blue jumpsuit. That is when panic gripped her the hardest. In an instant, her life as she knew it had been ripped from her – and so effortlessly. Her skin crawled with the inescapable confinement and the indefinite nature of it. She had not cried since she was a child, but in that moment, there was no stopping it. She sobbed for the life she had lost, for her uncertain future and for the bitter truth that she had learned, only confirmed by her imprisonment. A celebrated scientist, doctorate holding, successful middle class woman – reduced to a criminal with one, simple action.
An important action, Jia reaffirmed as she started to pull the pieces of herself back together. Her secret deserved to be known by those in the most danger – the passengers of Colony One. She had to survive this – for those thousands of people. 
Over the next several weeks, the cell became her home, and she was questioned often. Weeks turned to months and they questioned her less, but gave no indication that she might be released, or even if she was formally arrested for anything. Some days she screamed until she was hoarse. Other days she didn’t speak at all. She often questioned the legitimacy of her internment. She never told them what she found, despite coercive tactics that included electroshock and pain simulation. When that didn’t work, psychological attacks began. 
As Jia began to hit her breaking point – a feeling metamorphosis that was becoming a shell of her former self, she was visited by Ts’ai. They had taken her to a normal looking meeting room to see him. If he was surprised by her transformation – thinner with dark circles under her eyes and slumped shoulders – he did not show it. She took a seat across from him, fixing him with her vacant stare. 
“Good news, Jia.” He started. “While you’ve been away, Colony One was successfully completed. The launch is set to take place in two months.” 
Jia simply continued to stare at him with hollow eyes, not registering a reaction one way or the other.
“They wanted me to tell you because they think you will receive this offer better from me.” He explained. “The offer is this; you may be released immediately.” 
Jia’s shoulders stiffened as she was snapped back to reality with his words. Despite his betrayal, she didn’t think Ts’ai had it in him to lie to her in such a profound way, so she felt the first wisps of hope begin to fill her. 
“For two months you will be free to settle up your affairs – because you have a one way ticket on Colony One.”
“I… They want me to join that suicide mission?” The words spilled out of her mouth as the hope she began to feel was suddenly stamped out. 
Ts’ai shook his head, “Only you think that, Jia. The mission will be a success. They are giving you an opportunity to be a part of it. A chance to start over.”
“Who are THEY?” Jia’s voice rose. In all her time in captivity, she had never been told who was demanding answers from her. 
“Do you accept or not?” Ts’ai ignored her question.
She closed her eyes and took in a shaky, defeated breath, “What choice do I have?” 
“It seems simple to me,” he emphasized. “You can choose to stay here,” he gestured to their surroundings, “For the rest of your days, or you can join the mission.”
“Aren’t they afraid I am going to leak their secrets?” Jia asked, feeling like she had very little to lose in that moment. 
Ts’ai shook his head, “No, they have made it very clear they will kill you and anyone you tell if that is the case. They will not jeopardize the success of something like this because one person has it in her head that it will not succeed. And, as you know, their response time is impeccable.” 
Jia felt a lump develop in her throat. She ran her thumb over the bio-stamp in her arm. She could try to find someone to mask her stamp long enough to get to the media. But who in the media was not owned by World Corp? With the two impossible choice laid out in front of her, she was finding that her survival instincts were still alive and well.
“You should have listened to me in the beginning, Jia.” Ts’ai said, his voice expressing a tinge of remorse and sympathy. “If you play along, at least you’ll get to see your family before it’s all over.” 
He was baiting her to tell him what he knew. She almost took it. She reminded herself to stay strong – especially now that she might be tethered to the very mission she wanted to avoid and prevent.
Jia put her face in her hands at the thought of trying to explain to her mother and father why she was choosing to leave Earth when she had a perfectly good life made for herself already. The thought stirred something inside of her, “What have my parents been told?” In the beginning, she had held out hope that they would find out what had happened to her. That they would protest or call out to the media. But after so long, it was evident that was not going to be the case. 
“As far as they know, you’re on a research trip to New America. You’ve been writing them regularly.” 
Jia’s mouth went slack. With the confession, she realized that these people had enough power and influence to forge her bio-stamp signature. All of a sudden, the dominos fell at light speed in her mind, causing a chain reaction. There was no question in her mind at that point; that she was being held in a corporate prison by World Corp. There was no other alternative explanation. She had worked at a Confederation research lab long enough to know that they did not have the capability to do what had been done to her. No, only World Corp had the resources, and the ability to manipulate the bio-stamps that they themselves first patented. 
It was so much worse than she had ever imagined. She had always expected, along with many others, that the corporate oligarchy had their fingers in every pot. In fact, popular sentiment had been that corporations had too much power, but by the time people had the motivation to do anything about it, it was too late. Viewers were bidirectional devices and were in every home, watching every move and amassing surveillance at a zettabyte per second. Corporations influenced and controlled the population through resource and product control, education agendas – everything. People whose voices rose up too loudly on the subject were either paid off or simply forgotten about after a sudden disappearance. 
Corporate Prisons had been talked about before by conspiracy theorists only, and until that very moment, she never believed it to be possible that corporations could pay the confederation enough to look the other way when it came to imprisoning citizens. Perhaps it wasn’t monetary, she reasoned. Perhaps it was blackmail. Perhaps that is how they had turned Ts’ai against her. Something had compromised his morals and his empathy – and it had to be of great significance. 
It had been so easy to dismiss all these things, Jia thought, when she was comfortable in her apartment, sleeping on her soft bed and distracting herself with the viewer. But now it was happening to her. Crashing down on her. There were no distractions where she was.
What had the world come to? The question resonated in her mind so loudly that it pained her. 
Suddenly, Jia only felt like one very small, very powerless person. The feeling of helplessness dealt a blow more painful than anything she had endured up to that point. In that moment, she felt defeated. Her free will had been stolen. It had been stolen for a long time, she realized – stolen from everyone except a select few. What had the world come to? The question was becoming too heavy, too unwieldy. They had finally broken her, and she finally realized that she had absolutely nothing to lose anymore.  
“I’ll go,” she said, tears filling her eyes and her hands shaking. “I’ll go to Colony Alpha.” 
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Jia looked down to see what she had made with the paper at the community table on Colony One. When she did, she found she had ripped the paper into tiny pieces. She looked up and around. Several of her fellow passengers were staring openly at her – looks ranging from concerned to guarded. 
These people had no idea what was in store for them, she thought. I don’t even know what is in store for us – not with any certainty. 
She searched the faces of nearby passengers and, not for the first time, wondered which of them were World Corp plants assigned to monitor her, ready to strike out at the first hint of her disobedience. 
She reminded herself to take deep, calming breaths. Because the alternative was so much worse, she often seriously entertained the idea that she might be crazy. That she had made up the whole experience in her head – that she was never a research scientist or tortured for information. 
Perhaps she had made it all up to cope with her decision to change her life so radically. 
Perhaps she had a long history of mental illness. 
Perhaps we really are headed to paradise, she considered. Is that so out of the realm of possibilities?
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Hyperion, Mission Day 10
 
 
The crew of the Hyperion settled in for a meal in the small mess area of their ship, with the exception of the Captain, who didn’t take meals with the crew if she could avoid it. The craft was commissioned to hold a crew of up to ten, but the galley was the only informal space large enough to fit them all comfortably.
“What’s for chow this time, Doc?” Charlie asked. Winston had become the de facto ‘chef’ of the group, having little to do on the voyage since everyone had remained healthy. Even Finn, who had had a brief bout of space sickness, had a healthy color back in her cheeks. 
The doctor evaluated the supplies and decided, “Looks like green pea soup and flatbread.” 
“Anything will be better than the meatloaf you tricked us into eating,” Niko commented with a shiver, eliciting an eye roll from the good doctor. 
Makenna had some device disassembled on the table. At first, the others had complained when she did this at mealtime – which was often – but they had since relented. There was no talking to Mak when she was engaged in a project. At the mention of the meatloaf, however, she proved to everyone that she wasn’t completely oblivious, “Never again with the meatloaf.” She said and blanched slightly as she worked. “I lose two hours of productivity because of meatloaf.” 
“Aw, I didn’t think it was that bad,” Charlie put in, trying to assuage the doctor’s hurt feelings. In reality, he had spent just as much time in the bathroom as everyone else after the meal.
“That’s because you were raised in a barn,” Charlie looked up and over to see – much to his surprise – Captain Avery standing in the doorway, leaning on the frame with her arms crossed. She had a distinct amused look on her face and before Charlie could respond, she spoke again – “It’s tea time again, I see.” 
“Just because I am British,” Winston huffed, and then sighed tellingly as he gestured. “Tea is on the hotplate.” He admitted and went back to preparing the soup. 
The Captain helped herself to a cup, and then joined the table. Charlie, Niko, and Finn all stared at her with blank expressions. Even Makenna spared a surprised double take before refocusing on what she was doing.
“What?” Avery asked.
“Are you joining us for dinner, Captain?” Finn asked. 
“A girl’s got to eat,” Avery admitted, taking a sip of the tea and blanching. She was more of a coffee person, made evident when she abandoned the cup. She leaned back in her chair and stretched to grab an apple from a see-through compartment drawer. A stack of pull-out drawers were what made up the dry storage pantry on the ship. She bit into it and noticed everyone was still staring, “Well don’t go out of your way to make me feel welcome.” She commented. “Just… carry on with whatever it is you all do.” She insisted, but watched them with an unusual keen interest and a half smile. 
Niko pursed his lips, pushed down the unsettled feeling at the Captain’s attentions and turned to Finn, who had been paging through a physical album of photos, “Are these all your work?” He asked her.
Finn nodded, “Yer welcome to have a look.” She slid the album over to give him a better view. 
He ran his fingertips over the plastic pages that protected the photographs, “It’s so odd to see a non-digital photograph,” he admitted. He studied the first image – the one she had been viewing. It was a colorless picture of a woman and her three children working in a production zone. The smallest one looked to be three years old. “My goodness,” he found himself breathing the words aloud. 
The image was striking in a way he could not express. There was a look of true burden on the woman’s face – not because of her kids. On the contrary, she seemed to be burdened with the guilt of the life she was providing for them. The children all wore weathered looks far beyond their physical ages. Childhood would mean something entirely different for these children than it did for him. Niko wasn’t sure how he had come to that conclusion from the photo alone – perhaps he had just made up a story based on pity. Either way, the impact on him was real. Knowing that poverty existed was one thing – being faced with it front and center was another. He found himself looking up from the photos to Finn, who had dedicated her life to trying to bring the injustices of the world front and center. He suddenly understood why her energy felt so different than anyone else he had ever met. 
He turned the page to find similar pictures of men and women with their families, all working no matter what age. It seemed to be a series she did. It progressed into a different story, photos of gatherings came next, then portraits of people as they stood in crowds listening, or standing in front of crowds speaking.
Niko came to a photograph that evoked an instant memory. It was a close up shot of a young man with his filter pulled away from his mouth and nose. His mouth was open, frozen in mid shout. On instinct, Niko turned to the next page to find the same subject hunched over in mid cough, a stark contrast from the image of defiance on the previous page. 
“I saw this on the viewer.” Niko pointed to the young man. “I saw this protest on the news. I heard what he said. You were there?” He sounded surprised, but he shouldn’t have been considering what he already knew about Finn.
She nodded and her tone was solemn when she confirmed, “That gathering was not dispersed peacefully and that young man did not make it out alive.”
“That’s too bad,” Avery commented dismissively, tossing her apple core into a nearby waste bin. Her voice forced Niko and Finn to look up, “But it does remind me. I was just looking up coverage of the launch of Colony One.” She pulled out her handheld glass device and set it on the table. She tapped the interface a few times and a projection hologram of the footage sprung from the glass device, hovering over it like a cast of ghosts. 
Makenna looked up from her project and the Doctor stopped what he was doing to watch the image. They had all seen the speeches and the footage of the ship taking off, but what was playing on Avery’s handheld was different. 
“Lieutenant Dilyn, can you share with us your thoughts on this historic voyage?” A reporter asked one of the passengers who was about to board Colony One. She avoided the question, looking nervous, anxious or both.
“Me too!” Another passenger put in. When the group saw him, they all immediately looked at Niko, then back to the projection. “I’m here to make all my family and friends proud. What we’re doing is important and necessary to humankind.” The man on the projection said and Avery paused the image so that he was frozen temporarily in time. 
There was stunned silence for a long moment, until – “That’s you!” Charlie exclaimed, pointed at the image and fixed Niko with a meaningful look. The projection ghost-like figure had exactly the same features as Niko – the dark curly ringlets for hair, right down to the bump on the length of his nose. Most striking were the eyes and the voice, which were identical. The man in the image – Luca – had jovial eyes. Not something anyone had seen on Niko, but they were remarkably similar in color, depth, and intensity. 
Niko smiled and laughed, “Everyone has a doppelganger.” He said dismissively. 
Finn was shaking her head, looking from the projection to Niko and back. “Normally I would agree, but…” she trailed off, feeling that he was uncomfortable. It was clear Avery had an agenda and Finn wasn’t sure she wanted to help.
“I just happened to have access to Colony One’s manifest,” Avery said as she sat back in her chair and fixed Niko with a meaningful look. “His is listed as last name ‘Andris.’” 
The images Avery had played made a crushing anxiety build in Niko. Even with her expectant eyes on him, he felt himself losing the fight to stay in the present as the memories came flooding back.
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Since his work was in the astronomy field, Niko had been the first of the two brothers to hear of the Colony One mission. Luca, while being an intelligent person, did not have the penchant for the sciences like his brother. He liked people, which oftentimes did not pay the bills. Despite his disinterest of academic fields, Luca was incredibly jealous when he heard that Niko had been offered a spot on Colony One, but was still able to remain supportive of his brother. He even encouraged Niko to go. It would be the single-most amazing thing anyone in their family would have done, he would always say.
Niko did not reject the idea of the amazing opportunity outright, though his natural skepticism made him reluctant – a fact he had not shared with his family. He put in his tentative agreement to be a part of the mission, but was careful to research every aspect. 
It was the month before launch when everything began to unravel. Niko had not been able to find any substantial record of Colony Alpha – anything that even came close to it was classified information that he did not have clearance to view. He called friends, colleagues, past associates – no one could, or would, give him the information he was looking for. Niko was not a natural risk taker, so at the first sign of doubt, he backed out. 
Luca was busily making a sandwich in the community kitchen of the public housing complex he lived in when Niko dropped by for an unexpected visit. It was late and they stood alone as Niko broke the news.
“What do you mean you’re not going?” Luca exclaimed, abandoning the knife he was using to cut the sandwich in half. “You have to go!”
“My place was always optional,” Niko explained. “I have not been able to substantiate the probability of success for literally any part of the mission.” He crossed his arms and leaned against a row of lower cabinets, careful to touch nothing. He didn’t enjoy making the trip to the inner city to see his brother – he preferred the illusion that his brother was not, in fact, a broke letch on society. He had offered so many times to move him into his apartment until he could get onto his feet – but Luca always refused on principle. He didn’t want to be a burden, or in truth, admit that he couldn’t make it without the support of his family. After a pause and a confused expression from his brother, Niko tried to explain it another way, “I have an unsettled feeling about it.”
Luca shook his head with resolve and Niko wondered for a moment why he was taking it so hard. “This is so typical of you. Never willing to take a chance on something that you can’t fully predict.”
“It would be foolish to do this now,” Niko insisted. “Why are you so upset?” he finally asked.
“Because…!” Luca struggled with finding the words. He threw up his hands in frustration, “Because I wanted to be on the next ship out. I wanted to be there with you, making history. They’re saying the transport is full and they’re not taking anyone else. You’re giving up on a chance of a lifetime!” 
“Luca, listen to me. It’s simple – we’ll wait. If the colony is successful, we can both sign up for the next trip out.” 
“That’s not good enough.” Luca insisted. He crossed his arms and his eyebrows knit together as he stared at the floor. After a tense moment, his forehead relaxed and his eyes lit up, “I’ll take your place.” He said with excitement. 
“Brother. Absolutely not.” Niko was shocked that Luca even considered it an option. “Don’t you hear what I’m saying? I have not been able to corroborate key factors regarding trajectory, sustainability or planetary categorization.” He paused, and after seeing another flash of incomprehension, continued. “In other words, I have serious doubts about the planning and execution of this mission. I’m an astronomer – I know what I’m talking about.” 
“You have always been too cautious. They would not send an entire colony ship into space if they weren’t sure.” Luca reasoned. “And it’s about time we did something to try and save Earth from ourselves!” 
Niko sighed – Luca had always been a bleeding heart, always taking the news reports of impending catastrophe too seriously. It was one of the reasons he claimed to avoid investing in things like property and career – unsure of the ultimate worth of it. He supposed Luca thought this might be a chance to finally commit to something. Even still – he couldn’t let Luca ruin his life even further. “I will not allow you to take my place,” he proclaimed sternly, dropping his arms to his sides and taking a step towards his brother with a serious look. “You have a son, for crying out loud,” he reminded.
Luca visibly bristled. “Lauren won’t even let me see him. I can’t stand being here anymore where everyone thinks I’m a screw up.” His jaw tensed and he looked up with glossy eyes. When he finally returned his gaze to Niko, his expression was earnest, “Don’t you understand? I could change everyone’s mind with this one thing.” 
Niko put a hand flat to his own chest. Luca’s look cut right through him and with his words, Niko felt an incredible weight settle on him. He had been guilty many times over of thinking lesser of Luca. “I feel your pain, brother.” In a way, it was true. The bond of twins was still a mystery, but Niko knew from firsthand experience, it was very real. His expression softened, “But it is still impossible. They will be reading bio-stamps before they let anyone board. They will know you’re not me.” 
“I can take care of that,” Luca countered aloud. Internally, he was already recalling that he had made an acquaintance who claimed to be able to tamper successfully with bio-stamps. He thought that since he and Niko shared many similar biological markers, it would be even easier. It was quite the gamble to try – punishment for altering a bio-stamp was a lengthy stay in prison, indentured servitude in a production zone, or both depending on how successful the effort had been.  Seemingly, it was worth it in Luca’s mind. By time they figured it out, he would be long gone.
“Please,” Niko pleaded. “Do not pursue this. Think of Andy – your son will eventually need his father. Think of me. I will always need my brother.” 
Luca returned Niko’s look for several seconds, trying to keep his resolve. Eventually, he visibly broke down, his shoulders slumping in a kind of defeat. “Alright,” he relented. “It was a foolish idea, like you said.” 
“I appreciate what you’re trying to accomplish,” Niko tried to lessen the sting of the burn he knew Luca was feeling. “I really do. Please trust me – I’ll always have your back.” 
His brother nodded, but on the inside, he was still chomping at the bit. Luca appreciated Niko’s love and support – something he got more of from his brother than he did their parents – but it was time for him to make his own tough decisions. 
They parted ways – Niko thinking he had brought Luca to his side of logic and Luca already pulling up his bio-stamp contact’s number as Niko was headed for the nearest rail station. 
The next time Niko saw his brother was on the viewer, the day that Colony One took off, never to return. He remembered the pain of that moment all too well. In the moment it took him to recognize his brother, Niko felt like his entire world was being ripped from him. He had dedicated his life to work – no wife, no children. All he had was Luca and a tentative relationship with his parents. 
Panic hit him strong as he watched the images. Dozens of questions occurred all at once – was the news feed delayed? Had Colony One taken off already? Would his brother be caught? Would the launch be successful? Would he ever see his twin again?
There was a split second where Niko thought he might black out from the shock.
And it all happened in just a moment. Immediately after the shock hit, he was on his handheld trying to ring Luca. He left a dozen tear filled messages, pleading with him to abandon the mission. He cursed every moment of the launch footage, hoping and wishing for a delay.
In the end, Niko watched the launch of Colony One through the hot burn of tears. 
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Returning to the present, Niko found Avery’s expectant gaze was turning impatient, “Isn’t this something we should be talking about in private?” His tone was unhappy.
“No,” Avery answered without hesitation.
Niko swallowed hard and narrowed his eyes at her before looking away. “I would have preferred to not divulge this, but yes… he is my brother. My twin.” He finally admitted. 
“I doubt the joint committee would have let you take this joy ride if they had known,” Avery pointed out, and unlike Niko, kept her eyes trained in one spot – directly on him. If it was known that Niko had a blood-relative on Colony One, some might question his motives for joining the mission – perhaps rightly so. 
“It’s too late now,” Niko shot back. “We can’t exactly turn back around and drop me off.”
“That is really up to me.” The Captain asserted with a look that said she wasn’t bluffing. 
He signed, “Luca and I had a… disagreement before he left. When it looked like there might be an opportunity to make it right… I took it. It doesn’t compromise my function on this ship.” 
Avery nodded, “It better not.” She deactivated and collected her OMNI as she stood, rounding the table to leave. Before she did, she made a point to stand behind Niko, hand on his shoulder. “No more secrets from here on out,” he told him and left before he could respond. 
Niko sat very still. An awkward kind of silence filled the space in her wake.
“We will be having the food soon, da?” Makenna asked, reverting back to her preferred oblivious state. 
“Almost ready,” the Doctor responded, but showing the same look Finn and Charlie had – one that indicated they were still processing the new information.
Niko stood, “I’ll find something to eat in my quarters. See you all at first shift.” He informed and left before anyone could protest.
Instead of going straight to his quarters, he took a left and walked the length of the ship until he found himself in the cargo hold. He navigated his way between boxes that were stacked and secured against the walls or floor. They were intended as care packages for the Colony Alpha and seeing them only intensified his feelings. 
Out of sight from the crew and in the empty, cold space of the cargo hold, Niko finally let go of the façade, kicking a cargo box with force and letting out a shout of strangled emotion. 
Being exposed seriously complicated his plans and he needed time to think of new ones. Since Niko was technically supposed to be on Colony One when it launched, he had to go into what was essentially hiding after Luca took his place. He simply did not report in to his work, picked up all of his things and moved to a different city. He cut contact with everyone who knew him, including his parents. Eventually he gathered up enough money to get the record of his departure on Colony One erased from news releases and all records except for, evidently, the original manifest. 
His original plan had been to get a place on another Colony ship, but he was continuously refused with a rejection message that he did not fit the demographic for candidate passengers. The Task Force seemed to be his only chance to accomplish his goals, but Avery had effectively disrupted his plans. 
He kicked the box again, and then braced his hands on the top stack, letting his head hang as he tried to calm himself down and reorganize his thoughts. 
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Colony One, Mission Duration: Five Months
 
 
Alexa found the community living of Colony One unusually difficult considering how much time she had spent in the armed forces. The mixture of people was more diverse than her normal and former circumstances, for instance. Military life, by necessity, requires conformity of all its members. She had taken that for granted when she was in the service and was now painfully aware of how different she was from everyone else.
To dissipate her discomfort, she had taken to walking the halls and decks of the ship when she could. If she changed her route enough and kept odd hours, she could manage having the time to herself. 
Though Alexa did not particularly like being associated with the military, she could never quite shake the tell-tale things that made people mark her as a veteran. She wore her brunette hair up in a tidy bun often with her black shirt tucked in to her grey cargo pants that were tucked into her boots. It was a practical outfit and for their journey, and she couldn’t fathom any other way to be. The closest to ‘civilian looking’ she got back at home was dark blue jeans and a white v-neck t-shirt. 
As she walked the halls during a time that had been designated as night, Alexa felt a twinge of pride in herself. Despite needing the solitude, she had managed to handle herself without the aid of her most recent self-prescribed medicine; whiskey. While the first few weeks of withdrawal had been rough, she had managed and no one suspected it had been any more than an adjustment to space travel. Many others were the same – some even spending long days coughing violently as their lungs labored to repair themselves from the pollution of Earth. 
 Going into the second month, there had been enough distractions to keep the demons away – learning new people’s habits, adjusting to life in space, making bets on when the Captain might start sounding less cheerful, among other things. Colony One was different enough from the places she didn’t want to be that it was easy to disassociate life on the ship from common triggers back on Earth. The hum of the ship helped her sleep, and she was surprised to find how restful it had become. Unlike the others who had arrived without dark circles under their eyes, Alexa’s sunken face was beginning to fill out. 
She was contemplating how she had managed to embrace other, healthier coping mechanisms as she rounded a corner into a section of the ship she had yet to explore. As she did, a figure jumped out from behind a support beam with a raised hand towards her. 
Alexa tensed in preparation – in a split second, she had gone from civilian solitary wanderer into combatant self-defense mode, ready to strike out to protect herself. As she grabbed the shadow by the shoulder, pulling it into better light, she stopped herself mid-strike. Her stomach wrenched uncomfortably and her grip waivered. 
It was a child – nine or ten at the most. He had his hand raised in the shape of a gun and the look of jubilance at surprising someone degraded into horror as he realized there might be retaliation for his trick. He had yelled “Boo!” but she did not hear him through her knee-jerk reaction.
She stared at him, her grip on him iron-clad. 
“Mikhail!” A voice chided out of Alexa’s view. She looked up, and snapped out of her trance at the sight of another adult. A woman approached, clicking her tongue in reproach, “I’m sorry, Miss. He likes to run off and hide. He’s been quite the handful.” The boy’s mother explained. She stopped and seemed to notice for the first time that Alexa had a grip on her son. Alexa realized it, too, and let go abruptly, taking several steps backward. 
“It’s okay,” She finally said, blinking rapidly. 
The boy, now released, looked relieved but still petrified. 
“Are you alright…” The mother began to ask, reaching out to embrace her son as they both watched her. 
“I… I didn’t know there were children aboard,” Alexa explained, partially. 
The woman nodded, “Families were all placed together in the red section.” 
Great, Alexa thought, she knew to avoid it from now on. She nodded at the woman’s words, shared a moment of awkward eye contact and abruptly turned, leaving the befuddled mother and her son behind as she walked fast, turning around the prior corner. She walked until she was out of sight, and then started to run.
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Since the war of 2040, there had been only what were considered skirmishes and civil unrest until 2138. This was all there could be, because the world had united in a confederation with one military, consolidated so that there were not separate branches. One world, one army – that was the idea; there would be no one to fight. 
2138 is when the civil unrest evolved into The Confederation’s mandated war against radicals organized well enough to warrant attention. Like many wars in Earth’s history, the center of fighting was concentrated in the mid-east. This war wasn’t like preceding battles; it was no longer desert fighting. Urban conflict replaced desert battles because sand was paved with kilometers of concrete to help support the population growth the whole world was experiencing. 
The timing was unfortunate for Alexa.
For as long as she could remember, Alexa had wanted to be a doctor. She spent all her free time as a child looking up free content on the viewer – anything that could tell her about biology, chemistry, psychology and anatomy. She took all the Confederation supplied exams and performed well. And though she was accepted into medical school, neither she nor her parents could afford it. The reality was a hard one for her to accept, and in the heat of rejection and doubts about her self-worth, she joined the military for the free training and the opportunity to practice what she loved.
When she joined, all she had known about the war was what the media was reporting. What she had never imagined was treating the mortal wounds of her friends and fellow service members. The realization on the front lines that the media either refused to report the real story or were being severely censored in their coverage destroyed any illusions she had about the glamour of the military medical profession. 
Entire communities were devastated in the effort to quell radical activity. Fighting a war amidst rows upon rows of 40 story buildings began to prove to be impossible – danger was literally around every single corner. The struggle for dominance peaked in the first year of conflict and the Confederation responded by razing entire cities to the ground. Instead of acting as a deterrent, it seemed to only embolden and swell the ranks of radicals who were steadily losing anything they might have had a will to live for. When news leaked of the wholesale destruction of a city on the coast of the Arabian Sea, the Confederation was forced to return to putting soldiers on the ground to quell violence one block at a time.
 Alexa was often plagued with the question of how many innocent people had gotten caught up in the terrible business. She couldn’t believe that hundreds of thousands of people deserved to die for the actions of a few. Worse, it was never entirely clear what the radicals wanted, or what compelled them to fight – so she had no concept of what she, in turn,
was fighting against. Popular consensus was that the radicals wanted to practice some archaic religion that involved self-mutilation and secretive cult-like gatherings. Others insisted the radicals were rebelling against government intrusion and were cutting bio-stamps out of their arms in alarming numbers. 
With little other choice, she took solace in her unit – clinging to the element of family and mutual survival. She did everything she could to support her team to give herself a solid focus. But a day came where she could no longer ignore the realities of the kind of war in which she was party to. She and her unit were in city-center of a southern region of Old Egypt. They had been entrenched for days and were running low on food and water. News came through over a secure wireless channel that a path to the west had been opened for them to move through, and with an unambiguous order to return to base immediately, they were on the move. 
They jogged in a line, the point leader clearing the gaps between buildings and the others, with Alexa in the middle, following suit. As she was clearing one gap, her eye caught something that made her hesitate. When she focused on it, she saw a child, age nine or ten, standing a few meters away in the space between the two buildings. He was a slender child with hair closely shaved to his head. He looked disproportioned in a malnourished way. He wore rags for shorts and nothing else – not even shoes. The alleyway was otherwise abandoned, scattered with rubble and filth. 
She stopped, causing the rest of her unit to stop. “Keep moving!” The point man commanded. Alexa ignored him. She couldn’t, in good conscious, leave the child. 
“Hey!” She waved with one arm while the other cradled her rifle. “Come with us,” she called out and when he didn’t move, she broke away from her group to jog towards him. His eyes were wide like he was seeing ghosts.
“Lieutenant, stop!” she heard someone call from behind her just as she saw the boy’s arm come out from behind his back. He raised it to point a pistol squarely at her face. 
Alexa froze, her grip tightening on her rifle but could not bring herself to point it at the child. She stared at the boy in paralyzing shock. Child soldier, she registered in her mind. He is a child soldier. Taught to murder in the same way you would teach a child their alphabet. 
He pulled the trigger.
She flinched and felt the air get sucked out of her lungs. 
The gun had jammed.
The boy looked simultaneously frightened and angered that his attack had not worked.
She heard the boot falls behind her, which is the only thing that snapped her out of her trance. Gunshots erupted. She was in their line of fire – she guessed they were just trying to scare the boy but a ricochet winged him. The boy went down with a scream, cupping his neck as blood poured from the wound.
“Stop!” Alexa screamed and dropped her rifle. She fell on the boy to protect him from further assault and ripped open one of the pockets on her vest to get to a wrap of gauze. The gunfire stopped as she pulled the boy’s hands away from his neck and shoved the thick ball of gauze into the wound to help stop the bleeding. From pain, shock or both, the boy passed out.
“The fuck do you think you’re doing, Lieutenant?” The group leader asked as they circled with their backs to her and the fallen pair to guard against any potential ambushes. 
“He’s just a boy!” Alexa exclaimed as she frantically checked the wound. To her brief relief, the ricochet did not seem to hit anything vital. “We cannot leave him.” She said forcefully.
“He tried to kill you!” He shouted the obvious.
There were tears in Alexa’s eyes, “He doesn’t know any better,” she said, trying to wrap the wound tightly with shaking hands. She struggled to get to the back side of his neck, fumbling a few times before she was joined by one of her unit. James Hunter had released his rifle so it hung at his side, and helped lift the boy so the wound could be dressed. 
“I’ll carry him,” James told her in a soft voice. 
“I can do it.” Alexa insisted, and with a reluctant sniffle, wiped her face on her sleeve to clear the tears from her eyes.
 
The boy had lived and was successfully rehabilitated, but Alexa was never the same. She knew for every child saved from that despicable environment – which were far too few – there were countless more. Saving child soldiers was not even an objective of the Confederation and no one outside the military knew about them, so no one could care. The military made all members sign a non-disclosure agreement regarding speaking out about anything they had seen or done while in the service, and it carried severe penalties. 
It was an impossible burden everyone who fought in the war brought home – especially those forced to defend themselves against the child soldiers. Those who witnessed horrors worse than she had were simply not able to cope with the moral injury. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
The unexpected encounter with the boy on Colony One triggered a thousand different emotions in Alexa and the only thing that made sense in the moment was to run. She knew the futility of it – she was literally trapped in a metal container rocketing through space. There was no escape. The thought of escape was always an illusion, even when she had been back on Earth. In that very moment on the ship, running felt like control. She focused on the burn in her legs until she couldn’t take it any longer. When she finally stopped, it was on a walkway overlooking an open space below. She braced her forearms on the railing and hunched over with labored breathing. 
She felt her hands begin to shake and it didn’t take long for her to fall back on old urges. After catching her breath, she stood tall and walked with purpose back to the purple section. She stepped quietly when she entered as most of the compartment was sleeping and made a b-line for her bunk. It only took a few seconds before the fifth of unopened whiskey was in her grip. She pocketed it quickly and turned to leave the way she came. 
She stopped abruptly when she saw Anivashak standing in the doorway. His hands were folded behind him and his gaze somehow knowing. 
“Mind if I join you?” He asked in his ever-calm voice. 
“I’d rather be alone right now,” Alexa declined and tried to go around him. 
“I’ll share,” the man produced a bottle of honey wine that he had been holding behind his back. 
Alexa wore her shock openly, “You drink?” she asked in a hushed voice. 
“Is that a yes?” He wondered with half closed eyes and a smile.
“I… I guess…” Alexa was intrigued, which made her temporarily forget about her anxiety. 
He nodded and stepped out of her path so she could lead the way. They found a secluded area, tucked away from any main passageways. In the alcove, there was a small round window that looked out and into a field of stars – there were many like it distributed throughout the ship. The biggest of these portals was on an observation deck just above the mammoth’s ships bulwark, where COLONY ONE was painted. Alexa rarely visited that section as it was so popular that passengers oftentimes had to take turns looking out the larger than life picturesque window.
They sat on the floor facing each other with the tiny opening to the stars between them.
“Have you ever tried any of the hard stuff?” Alexa wondered, twisting off the cap to her whiskey. 
“Once or twice,” Anivashak admitted. He uncorked the wine and they exchanged bottles to take the first drink. Anivashak’s face turned bright red immediately and his smile deepened. 
Alexa took two or three more sips of the wine before she felt the warmth start to hit her. “So,” she handed the bottle back. “Why do they call you Bob?” This was something that Alexa had wanted to know since she met the man. Many of her shipmates called the monk Bob, and she had remained baffled as to why.
“It is easier to say than Anivashak,” he explained. 
“So is Ani,” Alexa pointed out. 
“That does not get as many laughs.” Anivashak grinned. 
She shook her head, “You are the strangest monk I have ever met.”
“How many have you met?” He wanted to know, the question seeming to be sincere.
Her mouth opened to give an answer, but she didn’t have one. In fact, to see a monk was incredibly rare. It was one of the reasons she had thought she was hallucinating on boarding day. The only reason their way of life had survived the religious purge was because they were not involved in the war of 2040. Even then, they were not permitted to frame their beliefs in the context of religion. The end result was very few practicing monks and even less seen outside of their communities. 
“None,” Alexa finally answered, sipping on her whiskey. She looked at the bottle and reminded herself that she would need to pace her consumption of it so it could last the journey. It was difficult, however, when the warm feelings were already stirring in her and she felt the sweet release of troubling thoughts as they melted away. “What’s your story, anyhow?” she asked and gestured to the man. “How did you end up here?” 
“I will share my story if you share yours,” Anivashak offered. 
Alexa looked away with a dull look in her eyes, “I’m drinking to forget about my story, not relive it.” 
“I’ll go first,” Anivashak answered. “To put it simply, my life had just gotten too comfortable.” 
Her dull look faded as she laughed, returning her attention to the man; “I should have become a monk, then.” 
“In the community where I lived, we lived well. We grew food, slept in peace, enjoyed relatively fresh air… but we did not share it. The community felt if they shared the way of life, it would become corrupted and overrun and eventually ruined, much like the rest of the Earth. I disagreed, I thought we had an obligation to share the simple tenants of our lives so that others could flourish. Instead, the community became exclusive and xenophobic. Eventually,” he said, taking a sip of his honey wine, “I was asked to leave.” 
“Where did you go?” Alexa wanted to know. 
The monk shrugged, “All over. I tried to teach people how to grow their own food and look inward instead of outward at a viewer. I was accused of committing religious acts and run out of many cities.” 
Alexa took another sip of whiskey, contemplating his words, “After seeing all that, do you think the other monks were right?”
He shook his head, “Many people approached our community asking for inclusion. Those people deserved to learn what we had to teach. My mistake was trying to teach the unwilling.” 
“So you decided to start over, from scratch?” She gestured to the ship.
“In a way,” he admitted. “I am more curious to observe how we decide to live life on this path.” 
“You’re not going to try to spread your beliefs?” She wondered. In truth, Alexa had purposefully avoided Anivashak to prevent any such moralizing or fortune cookie like idioms. She had been so successful, she wasn’t sure what kind of conversations he had chosen to have with the others.
“I learned my lesson, young lady. I do not try to teach what I know to the unwilling.” He sipped the wine, making a contented noise, “And I have found that when I talk less, others talk more. I have learned many things as a result.” 
“So if you’re not going to philosophize at people, why is it you still wear those robes?” 
“They are comfortable,” he answered without missing a beat and they both laughed. When it subsided, he asked, “Why do you still dress like you are in the military?” He put the question back to her.
She made a face and answered back that it, too, was comfortable. She reached up and undid the bun from its place and let her hair fall over her shoulders. “I suppose you just get used to being a certain way.” She added. 
Anivashak nodded, “Perhaps that is my reason, as well.”
“How long were you a monk?” Alexa asked. 
He contemplated the question, “Since I was 15 years. I was caught stealing apples from the orchard and made to do chores in the community to make up for the food I had successfully stolen before I had been caught. I didn’t mind the chores if it meant I could eat at the end of the day, and I so I simply did not leave. Not until much later.” 
Alexa ran her thumb along the neck of her bottle, “I was only in the military for four years. One tour.” She said quietly. 
“It was not what you expected.” Anivashak said. It was not a question – it was a statement of fact. 
She nodded, eyes turning distant when she had the sudden realization that she was no longer on Earth. She was no longer bound by the gag order she had been forced to sign. She was mentally free. Free to talk about what had plagued and festered in her mind. She refocused her eyes on Anivashak and hesitated. Was this a burden she really wanted to share? “Do you really want to hear my story?” She asked aloud. She felt her chest tighten as she hoped that he did. In that moment, she desperately wanted to say the words aloud; to talk about what had happened in Old Egypt, just now on Colony One – and about how she felt like she didn’t deserve to live.
Anivashak nodded once – his expression clear that he was ready to listen without reserve. 
And so she told him. She told him everything. She told him more than she had told any other person and things that she had even lied to herself about. She had abandoned the whiskey early on in her story and found herself speaking through tears. 
All the while, Anivashak listened with a quiet intensity. When she was done, he didn’t speak. He merely reached out and took her hand in the firm grip of his leathery palm. They sat in a healing silence until they were both ready and able to return to their bunks. 
Alexa lay in her bunk feeling lighter – as if the vice grip that had been tightening around her for years had finally relented. Telling Bob about all the forbidden things she had locked inside of her was like drawing venom from her blood. Her fingers tingled with the sensation of it as she drifted to a welcome and warm darkness. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
09
 
 
Hyperion, Mission Day 23
 
 
Charlie strode onto the bridge and relieved the ship’s autopilot. He was becoming restless letting the ship do all the piloting, and he had made up his mind the night before that he would take the time to monitor progress and make any minor course corrections that were needed manually. 
Full on morning eggs and coffee, he tapped the console and read over the evening reports with undivided attention. When he finished, he fixed his attention on the projections for the next marker point given by the buoys they had been following. He noticed something was wrong immediately. His brow furrowed and he leaned in closer to the console as if it might help to provide clarity. He opened additional applications to double check his findings.
His face felt hot as his heart raced with the realization. He keyed on the audio system. “Captain to the bridge,” he spoke into it with a clipped tone. Niko arrived before Captain Avery, though she was not far behind him.
“What’s going on, Charlie Foxtrot?” She wanted to know. She looked as if she was not exactly a morning person – though she was dressed with her side arm, which she was rarely seen without. Behind her, Makenna, Finn and the doctor filtered onto the deck. She glanced at the recent arrivals – particularly Finn with the camera that never seemed to be far from around her neck – and commented gruffly, “Captain to the bridge does not mean ‘all hands report.’” 
Finn moved off to the briefing room to watch and the doctor followed as if to say – ‘we’ll stay out of the way.’ Makenna and Niko went to their stations so they could pretend to work. 
Everyone noticed Charlie’s anxiety. He was still tapping away at the console and he had dropped the ship off the long range engines. “There is no sign of the next communication’s buoy, Captain.” 
“So vector in on the next one,” Avery suggested with a put upon look.
“No,” Charlie shook his head and turned in his chair to face her. “You don’t understand. There is no sign of any communications buoys from this point and beyond.” 
Upon hearing this, Niko went from pretending to work to actually working. He hunched over his console and brought up the relevant star charts and engaged signal scanning on several frequencies.
“Are you sure you didn’t program the autopilot incorrectly?” Avery asked, “Even a slight variation would set us off course.” 
Charlie fixed her with a frustrated look, “Yes, I’m sure. Look,” He keyed the console to project his readouts into the space above the console so she could see it. “This is us,” he pointed at a marker. “These are the buoys behind us, trailing back to earth. We are on the correct trajectory.” 
“Isn’t this around the same region Colony One lost verbal communication capability?” Finn asked from the door of the briefing room. 
“Yes,” Niko answered without looking up from his console, and continued, “but the buoys should be uninterrupted until we reach Colony Alpha. The reason for verbal communication black out is the signal gets degraded when it is relayed too many times. Mr. Foster is correct. The trail ends here.” 
“An asteroid probably took a few out,” Avery said, gesturing dismissively. “We have the coordinates for the colony. Point us in that direction and fly.” She advised. 
Niko’s hands were flying over his console. He was discovering what Charlie obviously had – what had caused him to panic and call the Captain to the bridge. “Long range sensors are not reading a planet at the coordinates we were given,” he said before Charlie could. There was shock and horror in his voice. 
“That can’t be right,” Finn said with some alarm.
“The sensors must be wrong,” Avery agreed. “We will use the coordinates given to us, regardless of what the sensors say.” 
“Why would they give us coordinates to nowhere?”  Finn asked, the unease in her tone growing.
“They are not coordinates to nowhere,” Avery answered slowly, dropping her tone to indicate she was losing patience. “Now continue your course, Mr. Foster.” 
With a frustrated sigh, Charlie started the process of reinitializing the long range engines. Uncomfortable and tense silence filled the bridge as he worked. Avery began to relax as he followed her orders.
A sudden and shrill beeping rose up from Niko’s console. He leaned over it and magnified the application to identify the source. “Wait a minute,” he called out. “I’m picking something up.” 
“A buoy?” Charlie asked. 
“It doesn’t matter,” Avery cut in. “We are following our coordinates.”
“The signal is not like the buoys we’ve been following. It’s just… space debris. Looks like a large cargo container, approximately 958 kilometers out.” Niko reported. 
“Anything else?” Charlie asked, ignoring the agitation building in Avery. 
“There is a series of them,” Niko keyed his console to project for the others crowded around the bridge. It simulated the image of space and the cube-like objects that lined up, making what looked like a straight line. “It’s a trail,” he asserted. 
“It leads away from our prescribed destination coordinates,” Avery pointed out. 
“Breadcrumbs,” Charlie said with renewed enthusiasm. “They left breadcrumbs when they ran out of buoys.” 
Niko was nodding, “That has to be it.” 
“Send the coordinates of the first container to my console.” Charlie clipped. Niko complied immediately. 
“No, absolutely not!” Avery took a step closer to both men, “We do not have the time or the fuel to run off on wild goose chases. Mr. Foster, maintain your heading.” 
“There’s nothing at the coordinates the confederation gave us,” Charlie insisted without looking up from his console. “It’s not worth our time or our fuel to continue that course.” He keyed in the new coordinates and engaged the long range engines. 
Captain Avery’s eyes widened at his disobedience, and her body tensed as she warned, “Mr. Foster, I am giving you a direct order to change course back to the approved coordinates. If we run out of fuel out here, we’re all dead.” 
“We’ll be fine.” Charlie dismissed her concern with a wave of his hand. 
At his response and in one swift and abrupt moment, Captain Avery drew her side arm and circled Charlie to stand to his left, barrel trained at his head. He glanced over and, realizing what was happening, jumped slightly in his seat with a muffled curse. He took his hands off the console and raised them slightly. She walked forward and pressed the cool tip of the gun to the side of his head. The atmosphere in the bridge immediately transformed. Makenna and Niko were on their feet in seconds, but stood still to avoid any accidents on the Captain’s part. 
“Hey!” Niko exclaimed with his hands out, “There’s no need for this level of response.” Charlie was quiet as he stared ahead, refusing to touch the console. It was difficult to know, but Niko suspected if their roles were reversed, his main emotion would be fear of a mad woman shooting him. 
“I gave you an order,” her voice trembled with restraint. “Change. Your. Heading.”
Charlie slowly lowered his hands to grip the sides of the glass interface. A warning alarm began to chime from the ship’s audio system, indicating the override had been engaged for autopilot. No one was keying in commands and the ship recognized the potential danger. Unwilling to chance being shot, Charlie continued to look straight ahead through the viewscreen, acutely aware of the gun pressed against his temple. 
“I said change it!” The woman yelled, applying pressure to his temple.
“I will not.” He held his ground, grinding his teeth as his eyes darted from the viewscreen to the console and back. 
“Izvinite,” Makenna’s voice cut in from behind them. Her social skills may have needed work, but her survival instinct was alive and well, “Here is idea. Let us not kill only pilot.”
“He is going to kill us all if he doesn’t change course.” Avery countered. 
“Charlie?” Another voice sounded – it was Finn trying to defuse the situation. “What are you doing?”
“I am completing this mission.” 
“I don’t think so,” the woman changed her grip on the pistol and used her thumb to pull back the hammer. 
“Captain! No!” Niko took a step towards the two with raised hands. It was enough for Avery to hesitate. “I’ll mark our fuel reserves to indicate when we’ll need to turn around. That way we’ll have enough to get back to earth if we all agree that we will turn back when the alert sounds.”
She looked conflicted. She did not want to back down; she did not want her orders disobeyed in any way. But with Niko’s compromise, she had no plausible, respectable alternative. She set her jaw and narrowed her eyes, “I don’t know, Charlie Foxtrot. Can you agree to those terms?” 
Charlie nodded and swallowed hard. 
“Good. You two can take the fall when this mission fails and both the Confederation and Citizens United wants to know why.” Avery uncocked the pistol, holstered the firearm and stalked off the bridge. 
Charlie immediately keyed commands into the console, calming the warning alarms. A sigh of relief was felt in the entire cabin. 
“Why are there no more buoys?” Finn stepped onto the bridge now that Avery was gone. “You said Colony One ran out? I thought they were supposed to be placed before the colony ship left?”
“They were,” Niko answered. “Apparently, that plan was not completed. The colonists seem to have improvised. The ship, or ships that placed the buoys up to this point are not compatible with the placement of these indicators.  Those ships were too small to have this many large containers aboard.” 
“And the coordinates we were given…” Finn trailed off – she was saying what everyone was already thinking. “Something is not right.”
“I’m hoping this is just a case of bureaucratic incompetence.” Charlie breathed and wiped his brow. His voice sounded shaky despite his efforts to hide it. 
“This would not surprise me,” Makenna spoke. “In Russia of century ago, government official can barely find bathroom.” That broke the tension. Mak looked mystified as to why people were laughing – she was being serious. 
Winston stepped out from the briefing room and joined Charlie at the pilot’s console, “Are you alright, son?” he asked softly. 
Charlie nodded, “Right as rain.” He smiled, and then laughed with a slight nervous tinge. 
Winston squeezed his shoulder, “Let me know if there is anything I can do for you.” 
“Sure, Doc.”
Winston left, looking slightly shaken at the whole ordeal himself. Niko leaned towards Charlie from where he sat nearby at his own console, “Thank you.” 
“Autopilot is engaged until we reach the first marker. We can investigate more when we get there.” Charlie said, refocusing to avoid a nervous breakdown. On his list of life achievements, having a gun pointed at him was nowhere to be found – up until now. “What’s our fuel situation?” 
Niko double checked the calculations he had entered into the system, “We have more than sufficient quantities. I believe the Captain was overreacting a small amount.” 
Charlie huffed and shook his head, “You have a gift for understatement.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Avery slammed the door to her quarters and paced the small open space between the desk and the bunk. She wasn’t sure how, but she had to prevent this excursion. She had expected Charlie to back down immediately at the first sign of force. She was most upset because she might have had an easier time convincing him to stay on course if the entire ship hadn’t decided to take audience. 
She felt her head begin to throb as she tried to consider her options. She was too angry to think and had to take several minutes to calm herself. The Confederation had cursed her with a civilian crew – how did they expect her to get anything done? In her line of work, people took orders and those who disagreed with you were shot. Life was simpler that way. It was one of the few benefits of overpopulation – employers didn’t get touchy-feely about body count so long as the job got done.
Margret Avery was the person the world government called in when they couldn’t ask their regular soldiers to get their hands dirtier than usual – same for corporations around the globe. Back home, she had a handful of trusted partners she worked jobs with and between them, they had seen and done more questionable things than an average person could imagine. 
If they had sent her professional colleagues with her on this mission, she would not be having this dilemma. 
That reminder made her anger flair. She should have been able to control the situation easily. Was she losing it? It was not often the case that she was confined to a small space with people she might eventually need to… her thoughts trailed off. She was not supposed to get attached to any of these people. She had gone out of her way to avoid it and yet – something had gone wrong. With this non-prescribed deviation, she was beginning to think that she was the weak link. 
Despite all her efforts to learn nothing about these people, she knew Finn’s laugh was infectious, Makenna was so earnest it was funny to everyone else watching, Charlie was reliable and thoughtful, Winston was quiet while comforting to the rest of the crew, and Niko was loyal to the point of self-sacrifice. She had observed all this by just the briefest encounters with them. It had humanized them and that wasn’t an option.
Avery sat down at her desk and keyed on her glass tablet. She secured a channel back to Earth, bouncing off one of the last communications buoys and activated the projection setting. Once the line was connected, a ghostly face hovered over the tablet. 
“What is it?” The holographic man asked. 
“We’ve got a problem,” Avery explained. 
The ghost of a man listened to her report but did not respond immediately. He contemplated what she had said finally settled on an order, “Do not interfere with the new course.”
“What?” Avery exclaimed. “The mission was clear with no room for variation. That was not part of the plan,” she reminded him.
“We are curious to see the outcome. Relay anything that you find and report back to receive new orders.” He said and him image disappeared as he disconnected the channel.
That was one way to prevent a debate, Avery thought as she angrily keyed off her tablet. 
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Present Day, EMP Headquarters, Earth
 
 
“What do you expect they’ll find if they do find Colony One?” asked an older man with thin black hair of Richardson, who was seated at his desk. The office was opulent only in that it was large – space being one of the most sought after commodities on Earth. It was so large that Richardson often preferred it to even his own home, which was only slightly above average in size. He knew he would be able to afford better soon, however, as he planned to climb the ranks of the Expansion Manifest Partnership. He was surprised it wasn’t happening faster, frankly, considering the colony missions were his brainchildren. 
He had warned that there might be public backlash – though even he did not anticipate just how much and how quickly. He, as many others, assumed that the remaining population of Earth would appreciate the extra breathing room that the colony missions provided. 
“For the last time,” Richardson sighed. “They won’t find anything, Thomas.” He answered with confidence. 
“We don’t know that,” Tom insisted. “We can’t know that. The only colony ship that ever returned was Three.” As they spoke, the empty returned ship was being upgraded to accommodate the fifth colony mission. 
Richardson flashed the man a defiant look, “I do know. And you’re just going to have to trust me.” 
“Have you read the transcript of Avery’s last report?” Tom asked. “One of those colony ships left a damn breadcrumb trail.” 
“Listen, Thomas,” Richardson stood as he spoke harshly. He put his hands on his desk and leaned down to address the man, “I have bigger things to worry about than the Hyperion mission. Avery will contain it. It’s what we hired her to do. Have you seen the news lately?” He keyed on the viewer from his OMNI and images of riots filled the screen. He tapped more commands into the handheld and the images shifted to a map of the world with red flashing dots on areas that were experiencing conflict. They peppered every continent. “This is the issue we should be focusing on.”
“They’re two aspects of the same problem,” Tom persisted. “What will make this all worse, “ he indicated with a sweeping arm toward the viewer, “is if the Hyperion comes back with a negative report.” 
“That won’t happen,” Richardson repeated and rubbed his forehead. “Worst case scenario, we make sure they don’t come back at all.” He waved his hand to dismiss the line of thought, “What we need is a distraction. A mutual threat. Maybe a bombing or coordinated attack on a civilian location.”
“That could escalate things just as likely as it will calm them,” Tom pointed out. 
“It has proven effective in the past,” Richardson snapped. 
Thomas shook his head, “Not anymore, Lance. People are seeing through it, or are desensitized to it – I’m not even sure anymore. What is evident is they’re not afraid to engage in violence or vandalism. Production zones are reporting catastrophic returns. War has been raging for two years now. You know better than anyone what a failed endeavor that has been – it’s barely put a dent in population and it’s only accelerating the planet’s demise.” 
“Yes, which is why the guy who proposed war as a quelling technique is now missing.” Richardson shifted his thoughts to accommodate the reality he knew to be true, “We’ll hold contests for lifetime supplies of candy bars, then. Or stage spontaneous food charities.” 
“They’re not upset about being hungry this time.” 
Point, counterpoint – all exhausting. “Then,” Richardson threw up his hands, “All passengers for the next colony ship will have money given to their families who stay.” 
Thomas simply shook his head, “It will be seen as nothing more than a pay-off.” 
“I don’t hear you coming up with any bright ideas,” Richardson grumbled. Like the war effort, the three colony ships previously launched had only made a small dent in the population troubles of Earth. With time, it would all but solve the population question – but only with the support and cooperation of the people to fill them. There was a moment of silence from Tom, and then a look crossed his face that somehow simultaneously lit it up and sobered him. Richardson took note. “Well?” 
“You wouldn’t like it.” Tom warned. 
“I’d be willing to try just about anything at this point.” He said and paced away from his desk to a window that wasn’t really a window in the traditional sense. It was glass, but it projected an artificial image of a green landscape with trees as seen from the 30th floor he was on. It even simulated a soft breeze that made the trees and long grass sway. 
“Sign up for the next colony ship.” Tom said plainly.
“Me?” Richardson spun on his heel and pointed to his chest, a look of pure incredulousness on his face.
“Yes,” Tom asserted. 
“You jest,” Richardson laughed and shook his head. 
“You don’t have to be aboard when it launches,” Tom pointed out. “Just make a public announcement that you’ll be joining the next colony, based on reports of success from the other missions.” 
“And then credibility is destroyed and we have to do this all over again when everyone realizes I backed out.” Richardson dismissed the idea.
Tom shrugged, “Not if your mother or some other loved one becomes ill and you needed to be there with her during her last moments of life.” 
Richardson pondered the thought, surprised by how much it seemed to make sense. Much of the outrage manifesting into violence was directed at the EMP for not being able to provide more of an indication that the colonial missions were thriving. If one of the key members of EMP agreed to go… it would speak volumes. 
“That might just work, Tommy.” 
“We’ll have to get permission from the Board,” Tom pointed out.
“You leave them to me.” Richardson assured. “I’ve been spoon feeding them this long, it shouldn’t be difficult to sell them on this.” 
“I hope so. The United Confederation Army is already spread as thin as it ever has been.”
Richardson was nodding, “You know what would be even more convincing?” He asked with a designing look in his eye. Tom gave him a questioning look. “If a whole team of government officials signed up for Colony Five.” 
Tom considered the idea, “It has potential. So long as we made it clear we were not setting up another world government. One of our selling points was complete autonomy.” 
“Sure,” Richardson shrugged, not caring to consider the details. That was Tom’s job. “Get a list together. Create incentives – whatever you need to do.” He laughed, “It’s probably a good time to settle any political scores you may have.” 
“Remind me to never get on your bad side,” Tom joked, though there was a tinge of sincerity in his voice. “I’ll schedule you for a press conference once everything is arranged. Try to avoid making any long term plans.” He winked at Richardson and left him to his spacious office. 
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Hyperion, Mission Day 30
 
 
Piloting had become a full time job for Charlie since the initial course correction. For a week after the discovery, he spent much of his time tracking the cargo boxes and making adjustments for drift. The course they were following did not turn out to be a straight line and to avoid losing the trail, Charlie had to keep constant vigilance. Niko helped, but at the end of the day, it was up to him to make sure the ship was pointed in the right direction. 
Dark circles were beginning to develop under his eyes and he found himself sleeping at the pilot’s console more than he did in his bunk.
According to the ship’s clocks, it was three in the morning and Charlie was making yet another calculation when a pleasant smell hit him. It was the enticing smell of coffee, which preceded him hearing the footfalls at the entrance of the bridge. With the smell alone, he felt instantly more energized. 
Finn had made it a little tradition to deliver him coffee when he was working for particularly long stretches of time, which was almost every day since they’d changed courses. 
“You’re a cool breeze on a sweltering Atlanta day,” Charlie breathed and swiveled in his chair to face the entryway to the bridge. When he locked eyes on the visitor, color drained from this face instantaneously. 
Captain Avery was standing in the entrance way holding two cups of coffee. “I thought it was time we had a little chat.” She overlooked his comment and cut right to it. She continued onto the bridge and held out one of the cups to him. He took it cautiously and watched her with interest as she sat in Niko’s chair. 
She set her own cup down on the console. Charlie followed suit, wary of the offering. 
“Finn normally brings me coffee,” He said because she hadn’t started talking yet. He found her gaze to be penetrating. 
“I told her I could handle it this time.” 
Well, Charlie thought grimly, at least someone knew he was alone with the Captain if anything happened to him. 
“Let me ask you something, Mr. Foster,” Avery braced her forearms on her knees to lean forward. “Who do you think is in charge here?”
“Obviously you are. You’re the one with ‘Captain’ in her name.” He responded earnestly. 
“Evidently that doesn’t mean much.” Avery pointed out in an oddly rational and calm voice. 
“What do you want me to say?” Charlie asked with narrowed eyes, her passive-aggressive behavior making him bold. “Do you want me to apologize? I’m sorry things didn’t go according to plan, alright?” Between the sleep deprivation and the real aggravation he felt towards the captain, he lost it – “And, I think you owe me an apology for holding a gun to my head!” He exclaimed, feeling completely justified.
Avery smiled, and the look took the wind out of Charlie’s sails instantaneously. His face was changing from one of anger to caution when her hand shot out like a striking cobra, grabbing a handful of his hair. His face smashed into the console, confusing the interface, which made noises of disapproval as a result. 
“I don’t want an apology, Charlie Foxtrot. I want to know you will never disobey me again.” She explained in a low growl.
“What the…!” Charlie started, but Avery increased the force in which she pushed his face into the glass console. He worried about it breaking and his face taking the brunt of the destruction. The hot coffee he had set down on his console was in sight and visions of it spilling and burning his face kept him from struggling. 
“So let me be clear,” Avery leaned down to speak into Charlie’s ear, “Whatever we find, we are to observe and report, not help. Limited interaction. We go out, see how things are progressing, give them a bag of oranges, and come back to a pretty paycheck. Nothing more. That was the plan, and we are sticking to the plan. You got that?” She asked, twisting her grip on his hair.
He grunted in frustration and pain, “Yea, I got it.” 
And with his words, she released him just as quickly as she had grabbed him.
He sat up, rubbing the tuft of hair she had sunk her talons into. “I never said we should do otherwise.” He explained with some offense in his tone. 
“Good,” she straightened her clothing. “Because going forward, I want you to remember how I handle people who cannot follow the chain of command.” 
Charlie was still in shock with the suddenness of her attack when she left. Just like that, he was by himself on the bridge, sitting in the kind of absolute silence that is only achievable in space. Suddenly, Charlie felt very far away from home. 
If it wasn’t for the very real pain he felt, he would have thought he had hallucinated the encounter, or dreamed it up after falling asleep at the console again. 
He was smoothing down his hair when Finn joined him, “Hey!” She smiled and plopped down in Niko’s chair. “How’d it go?” 
Still half-dazed, Charlie asked, “What do you mean?” 
“The Captain said she wanted to make things right with you. I was real surprised when she said so because I didn’t take her for the type to apologize. How’d it go?” She repeated, genuine interest in her voice and features. 
Charlie glanced at the entranceway to the bridge and thought that it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to make matters worse by alarming the rest of the crew. Who would they have to appeal to, anyhow? Avery was the highest ranking official on the boat, not to mention the only one with a gun. “Fine,” he finally answered. “Hopefully we won’t have any more… disagreements.” 
“Oh, good. To be honest I think everyone’s real shaken up by the fact she pulled a gun on you,” Finn confessed. 
“She’s not one to cross,” Charlie said, still sounding somewhat withdrawn. 
Finn noticed his distant look and was about to comment when something else caught her attention. She leaned to the side and pointed at Charlie’s console, “Hey, what’s that?” She asked.
Charlie turned to look. The interface was still garbled from the encounter it had with his face. Finn was pointing to a blinking alert. He tapped it, then put his index fingers to the glass and slid them in opposite directions to magnify the readout. “It’s a sensor alert.”
“Another cargo box?” Finn asked. She knew from her late night visits with Charlie that he was always on high alert for the next breadcrumb. 
He shook his head and furrowed his brow, “No. It’s reading organic.”  
“As in… lifeform?” Finn asked with trepidation. 
“Go find Niko for me, would you?” He asked, eyes still locked on the console. Finn nodded and hopped up to leave when Charlie finally looked away, “But… keep it quiet, okay?” 
Finn saluted and rushed off the bridge. Within minutes, she returned with Niko.
“What’d you find?” He asked immediately, moving to stand over Charlie to read the data scrolling on his console. 
Charlie magnified it again and let Niko’s eyes run over the scrolling light. “What do you make of this?” 
“Based on the rate of drift and the composition, nothing good.” Niko assessed with a frown and moved to his own console, keying in commands in an attempt to gather more data. “Is it in line with the trajectory of our cargo boxes?”
Charlie shook his head, “No. There’s a several hundred kilometer difference, but that could just be attributed to drift.” 
“I think it’s worth checking out.” Niko said, turning towards Charlie. When Charlie didn’t move to key in new coordinates, he became more direct. “It will help to have a visual. Can you change course?” 
“Only if you run it by the Captain first.” The throbbing on the back of Charlie’s head was still very real. Niko gave him an apprising look but must have come to the conclusion it was his turn to take some heat for yet another course change. 
“Alright. I’ll be back in five. If not… assume the worst.” He said and flashed a smile. Charlie returned it with a weak smile of his own. 
“Why doesn’t he think it’s good?” Finn asked in Niko’s wake. 
Charlie shrugged, “We may know soon.”
“What are you waiting for, Mr. Foster?” Avery asked, surprising them both. She hopped the small step that led up to the bridge and gestured out the viewscreen. “I hear we have another clue to investigate.” 
Niko followed the Captain in with a pleased look on his face. 
Charlie looked monumentally confused, “You mean you want us to check this out?” He asked in way of clarification. 
“Of course. It’s what we’re out here for, after all.” Avery explained. 
Charlie gave her a wary look and strongly considered the fact she had dedicated her waking moments to messing with him. “Alright,” he finally said. “Setting a new course, Captain.”
“How long before we’ll have a visual?” Niko asked.
“Not long,” Charlie turned his attention to the console. “An hour at most. Better get Makenna up here to help identify whatever this is.” 
“I’ll get her!” Finn exclaimed and rushed out. She seemed to take joy in finding a purpose for herself, even if it was errand girl. 
Avery walked over to the navigation console and picked up the coffee mug she had left not long before, “I knew I left this somewhere,” she commented and brought the mug to her lips. When Niko looked away, she winked at Charlie with a grin that he did not particularly like. She then turned away and looked interested in the navigation console, sipping the coffee and seeming to be in better spirits than the crew had otherwise ever seen her.
Charlie caught Niko’s eye and gave him an inquisitive look. The navigator just shrugged as if to say – ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ 
It had taken exactly 50 minutes to arrive within visual range of the target object. Charlie reversed the thrusters for a burst to counteract their forward momentum and to stabilize the ship so it floated motionlessly. When they were anchored, he activated the forward cameras and relayed their images to all available consoles on the bridge. Then he keyed in the command to activate the forward flood lights, illuminating a large hunk of floating metal. 
Makenna stood with her arms crossed and leaned forward to squint out of the viewscreen. “This does not seem correct,” was her initial assessment. 
“We’ll need a little more than that to go on, Miss Krasnov.” Avery pointed out. She monitored one of the camera feeds while Niko monitored the other. Finn was floating between them, snapping quiet photos of what was obviously a tense moment. 
Winson sat nervously in the briefing room, medical bag at his feet. Since there was an organic reading, the Captain had asked him to report ready to provide medical treatment if necessary.
“I need to confirm. Mr. Foster, please to circle object.” 
“Yes ma’am,” Charlie answered and engaged he starboard thrusters to send out an impulse burst, accompanied by activation of the aft thruster to initiate a clockwise drift around the object. 
It was hard to tell the debris was anything in particular. If it had been a coherent shape at some point, it didn’t seem to be that way anymore. As they circled to view the opposite side, a gasp escaped from every crew member but Mak, Avery and the Doctor. Though to the doctor’s credit, he could not see the viewscreen or a camera feed. Finn stopped where she had been holding her camera up to snap a picture and slowly let her arms lower. 
A frozen body drifted away from the wrecked object, then back towards it as a tether yanked it back in a bleak orbit. “I don’t think we’ll be needing your services, Doctor...” Charlie spoke, sounding detached from his own voice as he watched the scene with wide eyes.
As the Hyperion continued to circle the wreckage, the body went out of view. 
“This is not logical,” Makenna spoke, disbelief cutting through her Russian accent. “This is scout ship called ‘Runners’. Designed for planetary atmosphere. It should not be in space by itself. It is not meant to travel long distances or experience reentry through atmosphere.”
“Did the colony ships have these aboard?” Niko asked. 
“Da,” Makenna answered in the affirmative. 
“Why would they launch a scout ship out here?” Charlie wondered. “And what happened to it?” He looked over at Makenna, hoping she would have an answer. 
“It appears severely damaged from collision. The hull strength not so good on these ships.” 
“The cockpit burst open.” Niko said as they made another pass along the front side of the Runner.
“Can the sensors tell how many were aboard?” Charlie asked. 
Niko slid the camera feed off the console interface and brought up the sensor readings. “Assuming that more didn’t drift away… it appears from DNA residue to be a total of five with this Runner.” 
“How many can it hold?” Charlie turned to address the question to Makenna. 
She shrugged and made an indecisive expression, “Safely, it can hold three or four. If safety is not concern, probably up to eight.”
“Were they using these as escape pods?” Finn wondered. 
Silence was her answer. No one seemed to want to postulate on the idea something so terrible might have happened before a colony ship could reach land that they had to abandon ship so far out.
Finally, Avery broke the silence, “Foster, Andris – any sensor readings for more debris or organic material nearby?” 
The two turned to their consoles and pulled the readings, finishing at the same time. They shared a look, and then turned their eyes to the Captain, “No.” Niko said first. “Confirmed,” Charlie agreed. 
“Then I suggest we keep following our breadcrumb trail.” Avery keyed off the console she had been monitoring and stood with purpose.
“We’re just going to leave them?” Finn asked with surprise. “Shouldn’t we try to figure out who they were? What happened to them?” 
“This boat didn’t come with spacesuits, Miss Connolly.” Avery said simply. “Even if it did, I wouldn’t risk sending any of us out there. Mr. Andris, see if you can link up wirelessly with the Runner to get her logs. Mr. Foster, when he’s done; save these coordinates and resume course.” She said in way of parting words. 
No one could argue with her decision. The best they could do was salvage the logs. If they saved the coordinates, they could alert the Confederation of their whereabouts if a recovery party was indeed approved.
“Yes, sir,” Charlie said as Avery stepped off the bridge. The remaining crew stood and sat in silence for long moments as Niko worked. It was a respectful silence for the dead, and a frightened silence for what this particular breadcrumb meant. 
Niko finished his work and turned in his seat to address the crew, “At least this is the only craft,” he said. “There is still hope.” He added, though it was not clear if it was for their benefit or his. “I have the log,” he told Charlie.
“Ready to resume breadcrumb course,” Charlie voiced with a somber tone. His announcement was met with silence as he tapped the command that re-engaged the short-distance engines. Once they were far enough away from the wreckage, he keyed on the long range engines and slumped back in his chair. 
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Colony One, Mission Duration: Six Months
 
 
Skylar was beside herself with anticipation. Mission Command had estimated it would take somewhere near six months to reach Colony Alpha, and here they were, crossing that time threshold. She had a calendar marked in the cockpit – Patrick thought it was taunting, Skylar the opposite, as usual, thinking it was motivational. 
Colony One did not have much in way of long range sensors, but the sensors it did have, Skylar was watching over like a bird of prey. Very soon, she thought, they should be detecting the gravitational pull associated with the large spinning mass of their new home. 
The first day of month six passed, and she shared her optimism about arriving at Colony Alpha with the rest of the ship. Day two came and went with no indication they were near any planetary mass. It was a week and a half into the sixth month before an uneasy feeling rose up in the Captain.
Patrick felt it, too, and was the first to put voice to it, “Something is wrong.” He told Skylar when she joined him in the cockpit for her shift. 
“The estimate was optimistic, it seems.” Skylar agreed, but held onto her positivity without fail. 
“They told us six months at the longest,” Patrick reminded her. “Something is wrong.” He turned toward the forward console and projected the sensor readings he had been studying before she arrived. “These are the star charts we were provided for this mission.” He pointed to the hovering image on the left. “This is a read out of our sensor data, both past and present.” 
Skylar regarded both images with a frown. “They look nothing like each other,” she remarked, the unease in her stomach flaring up. 
“Exactly. So what went wrong?” Patrick asked, keying off the projection with visible frustration. 
“We’ve maintained every heading flawlessly,” Skylar externalized her thoughts. “We have followed every instruction.”
“I know I have,” Patrick said with a bite to his words.
After six months in space with Patrick, Skylar knew the man was quick to irritation. Now his attitude was evolving altogether into something much worse, “Hey, we’ve got to stick together out here. Now more than ever,” She told him in a calm, reassuring voice. 
Patrick’s jaw set and he struggled to keep from arguing with her. He knew she was right, but he still couldn’t help himself. He wanted someone to blame. He wanted someone to have the right answer. He wanted a break – both mentally and physically. He wanted, more than anything, to see land again. 
“What now?” He said simply, though his tone had changed to a drastically more agreeable one.
Skylar considered his question and brought up the charts on her interface. She compared what the confederation had given them with reality. “There has to be some similarity that we can use to find our way.” 
“What we need is a proper astronomer.” Patrick said grimly. 
Skylar nodded in agreement, sinking back into her chair before her face lit up with excitement, “Hey! We have one of those!” She exclaimed, recalling a name paired with a profession on the manifest. Before Patrick would inquire further, she hopped out of her chair and descended the ladder to the cockpit in record time. She was on a mission to find Niko Andris. 
She made quick work getting to the purple section, where her OMNI said he would be bunked. She rushed in, half out of breath, and scanned the room.
“Hey, Captain!” Someone called after her. “Are we there yet?” The voice asked and there was a round of laughter within the compartment. 
“First time I’ve heard that all hour!” Skylar answered back, which got even more laughter. She was glad to see spirits high, though it made her especially reluctant to have to break any news of delay. “I’m looking for an Andris. Anyone seen him?”
“I’m Andris,” a man stepped out of a circle of people. Skylar looked at him, then at her handheld. He matched the picture. 
“Great. Niko Andris?” She asked when he got closer. She watched as blood seemed to drain from his face and thought that was a curious response.
He looked around before taking a step to be closer to the woman, “Yea, that’s me.” He said lowly. 
“I need you to come with me, please.” Skylar explained.
“Okay,” he answered, looking sheepish.
She led him away and it wasn’t until they were walking a corridor alone that Luca spoke up, “So what’s this about?” 
“Just need to leverage some of your expertise.” She waved the handheld and he saw his, or rather Niko’s, picture on it with detailed information. “We’re headed to the cockpit so you can take a look at a few star charts for us.” 
“Oh,” Luca said, and when it dawned on him what she was saying, he repeated with a longer, “Oh,” – the kind that indicated full understanding. He stopped in the stretch of hallway where they were walking toward the bridge. 
Skylar stopped, too, but with a confused look, “What is it?” She wondered. When he didn’t immediately respond, she underscored, “This is somewhat urgent.” 
Luca raised his arm to rub the back of his neck, looking at the floor, “There is probably something I should tell you…” he said and gave the Captain a short version of the fact he was not, in fact, Niko Andris. 
“What!” Skylar exclaimed when it was all over. “What… How…!” She sputtered. Finally, she collected her thoughts, “That’s not possible!” 
Luca grimaced, “It kind of is. My brother is the astronomer.”
“Well what do you do?” Skylar asked.
“Uh, you know. Stuff.” Luca answered vaguely. 
Skylar narrowed her eyes, “Are you a criminal?” She asked. She couldn’t even reliably scan his bio-stamp. He had obviously bypassed it somehow to get on the ship to begin with. 
“No!” Luca denied emphatically. “When we left Earth I was just… between jobs.” 
“Unemployed,” Skylar put a finer point on it.
“Yea,” Luca admitted with some shame. 
Skylar shook her head and paced in a circle, “That’s… fine, I guess.” She was unable to stay mad for long – it was just her nature to forgive and move on. “You have no idea how valuable it would have been to have your brother aboard right now, though.” 
“Why, what’s going on?” He asked, sensing real desperation from the Captain. 
She gave him a sideways look, evaluating if she could trust him with the information, “Between us?” She asked and he nodded earnestly. “We need some help making sure we’ve stayed on course.” 
He frowned – not liking the sound of that. “How much help?”
Skylar sighed – she didn’t want to admit it to herself, let alone to Luca. “A lot,” she said in a somewhat defeated tone.
Luca’s frown deepened and reflected on how excited and optimistic Skylar sounded when she made announcements on the audio system. In a big way, she set the tone for the rest of the ship – Luca had witnessed it firsthand. If it wasn’t for her, morale in the behemoth ship would have been dismal considering the terrible food options and monotony. Seeing her now, in this moment, Luca realized what an enormous burden she was shouldering and marveled at how she had managed to keep her spirits up. It could not have been easy, that was for certain, and here he was contributing to adding to the burden, simply by taking his brother’s place. The guilt was beginning to consume him when a memory stirred. 
“We’ll… figure it out,” Skylar spoke after the moment of silence between them. “I’ve got to get back to the cockpit,” she said and turned to leave. 
“Wait,” Luca stopped her. “There’s this girl in our section… Her name’s Jia. She said she used to work at a research lab. It sounded science-y.” 
Skylar laughed, “Science-y? Is that the technical term?”
“It’s the best I can do,” Luca admitted with a shy grin. “I can go get her. It’s worth a shot, right?” 
The Captain shrugged, “Who can argue with science-y?” 
Luca’s face brightened at the idea of redemption. “Wait here,” he told her and turned to jog the way they had come. 
Skylar waited, as instructed, and looked at her handheld to pass the time. Niko’s face stared up at her and she marveled at how the universe sometimes enjoyed throwing her curveballs. A moment of serendipity had turned into a Greek comedy with the twin swap. She exited Niko’s profile and searched the manifest database for the name Jia. When she found the record, she keyed it open. 
The woman laughed, in an ironic kind of way. Almost all of Jia’s record was redacted with black highlight over her profile information. Skylar let her arms fall to her side, “Of course.” She said to no one. She wanted to learn about this mystery person Luca was fetching, but, in truth, she was mostly trying to keep her mind busy. She did not want to think about the implications of being lost in space. 
Luckily for her, Luca returned with the frail looking woman in tow within minutes. “Captain Fairfield, this is Jia. Jia – Captain Fairfield.” He made the introduction. 
“Thanks for coming,” Skylar said. Jia simply nodded, looking timid. Her demeanor made Skylar immediately question Luca’s assessment that she might be helpful. “Can I ask what you did back on Earth?”
Jia looked at Luca, then back to the Captain. Skylar thought there was perhaps hint of betrayal in her eyes and wondered about the dynamic between them. “I worked in a research lab in China.” 
Skylar nodded, feeling a tinge of hope as she recalled much of the research and development for the colony missions happened in China. Since Jia seemed reluctant, Skylar decided to forego any additional questioning, “I don’t know what you did there, so I’m just going to tell you what’s going on, and you can tell me if you might be able to help.”
“Alright,” Jia said, sounding less reluctant knowing she would not have to divulge anything if she preferred to keep it to herself.
Skylar glanced at Luca, “You can go back now if you want.” 
“That’s okay,” Luca smiled and she wasn’t sure if he was being purposely oblivious or not. 
She shook her head at him but didn’t insist he leave. “I’ll ask that you both keep this confidential,” the Captain explained and then looked expectant. When they both nodded, she continued, “My co-pilot and I have been keeping our course heading exactly as we were instructed. It has become evident, however, that the information they gave us does not match our current location. We need someone who can provide… a fresh perspective.” 
“We’re lost,” Luca put it in plainer terms. 
“No,” Skylar corrected in a patient voice. “We simply need to re-orient.” 
“We’re lost,” Luca repeated. He didn’t sound critical – simply matter of fact. “In space,” he added.
“No,” Skylar also repeated and was about to continue when Jia interjected. 
“I can help.” She said simply. 
Both Skylar and Luca could not hide the look of surprise on their faces. It took the Captain a moment to respond, “Great,” she finally said. “Uh… follow me.” She turned to lead the way and noticed Luca had invited himself to join them. “Mr. Andris, do you feel that you can also contribute?” 
Luca shrugged, “Maybe. It’s in my blood, after all.” He pointed out with a well-practiced smile. 
Skylar sighed, “Fine.” She surrendered hoping it would contribute to ensuring his silence on their lost status. 
It wasn’t long before they found themselves sharing a cramped cockpit with a very confused Patrick. “Who are they?” He asked Skylar. 
“Luca and Jia. They’re going to help. Well, Jia is. Luca appears to be her official escort.” Skylar summarized, not particularly helping Patrick understand the situation. 
“Can you show me what the Confederation gave you?” Jia asked, unaffected by the strangeness of the situation.
Skylar nodded and pulled up the course path and corresponding star charts in projection mode. As she studied them, Patrick tried again, “So is she the astronomer?” 
“No,” Skylar answered simply. 
“Is he?” Patrick pointed to Luca.
“No,” she repeated. 
“Then, what the fuck?” Patrick said in frustration. 
“Shh,” Skylar shushed him so Jia could concentrate. In response, he crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat, resolved to stubbornly ride out the oddness of the situation.
“And the star charts for where we are now?” Jia asked after she had studied the prescribed course plan. Skylar complied, displaying their current position next to the mandated map.
Jia nodded as she looked at both, then pulled out her OMNI and began tapping away at the interface. Luca tried to look over her shoulders, but she appeared to be working on calculations that might as well have been another language. 
Jia kept her initial thoughts to herself. The prescribed course was terribly flawed and she recognized it as such immediately. They did not lead anywhere near the planet she knew they were supposed to reach. She did, however, know there was a planet in the quadrant they were in. She had seen the data from the probes; otherwise she would have thought they’d been sent on a one way trip to nowhere.  
Meanwhile, Patrick lost his resolve. He uncrossed his arms and turned in his seat to address Skylar. He had to lean forward to look around Jia, who was sandwiched in between the two. “I’m sorry, but really. Who is this woman?” 
“I don’t know,” Skylar answered honestly. 
“Then why in the clear blue sky did you let her in here?” He asked pointedly. 
“I worked at a research lab back on Earth. For the colony project.” Jia said without looking up from her OMNI. 
“Oh,” Patrick said after a beat of embarrassed silence. 
Luca grinned triumphantly. Skylar thought about asking why the majority of her passenger profile was redacted, but she thought better of it. The woman looked like she might be onto something. 
Finally, Jia shared her conclusions, “The course you were given is incorrect.” 
That killed Luca’s grin. 
“We have been off course by approximately .05 degrees.” She continued.
“That doesn’t seem that bad,” Luca said, feeling less fearful.
His words earned him a distinct look of disbelief from the three others in the cabin. “Point-Five degrees off since we left Earth, traveling in a straight line, for six months, would put us several millions of kilometers away from our target!” Patrick exclaimed. 
“11,532,090 kilometers to be exact,” Jai offered in an oddly calm voice.
Stunned silence returned to the cabin. 
“How… how do you know where Colony Alpha is for the reference point?” Patrick asked, his voice soft as if speaking any louder may bring calamity upon them.
“I studied Colony Alpha for a year. I couldn’t forget the coordinates if I wanted to.” Jia answered. 
“Why did they give us bad coordinates?” Luca wondered. 
Jia frowned, the expression taking over her entire face, “I don’t know.” 
“Weren’t you involved in the project?” Patrick asked.
“Not near the end,” Jia said, her voice sounding somewhat empty. 
Skylar watched Jia with interest, “I think we’re going to have to chalk this one up to clerical error, folks.” She said, attempting to take the focus off the woman who was looking more and more uncomfortable. “Luckily, we have a good idea of where we’re going now. Patrick, based on Jia’s figures, how long will it take us to reach Colony Alpha?”
“Three months,” Jia answered before Patrick could crunch the numbers. 
“Three months?” Luca repeated and stood up straight in the cramped space. He had been crouched in the small space so he could see the displays. His thoughts went to the freeze dried food and the occasional scraps of real food he had gotten from Ndale and how both were dwindling. “Do we have enough food to make it that long?”
“We’ll have to start rationing.” Skylar said without hesitation. She turned in her chair to address Luca, “And you’ve just volunteered to coordinate the effort.”
“I have?” Luca’s eyes widened. 
“Yep. You wanted in on this pow-wow. Head to the blue section and ask for a man named Javier. He’s become somewhat of a leader there. Bring him up to speed on what’s going on – quietly – and work out a rationing plan.” She instructed and at seeing his blank face she asked, “Can I count on you for this?” 
Her question made Luca square his shoulders and nod firmly, “Sure. I mean, yes. Absolutely,” he amended. Feeling a sense of purpose made him somehow feel better about the whole situation. 
“I’ll make the announcement over the audio system once you two have reported back with your plan.” Skylar said. “We’ll all have to make a few sacrifices, but we knew that when we left Earth.”
Luca nodded and launched into action, climbing down the access ladder with purpose. Jia stood in his wake and looked around the small cabin indecisively. “Please let me know if you need anything else,” she said and bowed slightly before turning to leave.
“Jia,” Skylar reached out and touched her arm. The woman turned and fixed the Captain with a questioning look. “Thank you. And yes, we will probably need you to keep track of our progress, just to be sure. Is that alright?” 
The woman nodded, “Yes, of course.” And with that, she climbed quietly back down the ladder. 
Patrick waited until he thought she was out of earshot and said, “There is something not right about that woman.” 
Skylar’s lips pressed together in an indeterminable look. “Are you saying we shouldn’t use her coordinates?” 
“No,” Patrick said with a measured tone. “It’s the best lead we have, unless we want to turn around and head back to Earth.”
“You and I both know we don’t have enough food or fuel to attempt that.” Skylar spoke what they were both thinking aloud. 
“We have to trust her,” Patrick conceded. “I’m just saying… there’s something not right there.” 
Skylar drew her shoulders back and willed herself to meet this challenge with resolve, “We’ll take it one day at a time.” She said with a firm nod.
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Hyperion, Mission Day 40
 
 
Two days after finding the adrift Runner, long range scanners on the Hyperion reported detection of a planetary mass in the crosshairs of their trajectory. There had been much celebration when Niko discovered the alert during his shift on the bridge. He called the crew together and explained that based on their current speed and heading, they would reach the planet in approximately eight days. 
So on the eighth day, the bridge was once again full with the six person crew and the anticipation of their mission coming to fruition. 
“Does it match the description of Colony Alpha?” Finn asked Niko as the ship hurtled towards their destination.
“Without being close enough for a visual, the sensors can only tell us so much,” Niko hedged. “But initial indicators point to it being approximately the same mass.” He added with slightly more hope in his voice. 
“I’m taking the long range engines offline,” Charlie announced. “Engaging short range engines and maneuvering thrusters.” He turned to glance at Avery.
The Captain nodded from where she leaned against the bulkhead with her arms crossed.  Since their… discussion, Charlie had stepped much more lightly around the Captain and she seemed to approve, even to the point of going along with his mission suggestions. 
“I increase short range engine efficiency by 20 percent last week,” Makenna informed Charlie. “Please adjust calculations accordingly.” 
“Just means we’ll be able to get there faster,” Charlie commented.
“That is what I just said, no?” Makenna answered with a baffled tone. She looked around the bridge for some confirmation. She was met with shrugs from most and a smirk from Avery. 
“Yes ma’am,” Charlie grinned with a slight shake to his head. He was beginning to warm up to the Russian and it had only taken a little over a month. 
“Beginning wide patterned scans,” Niko announced. “I should be able to tell you where to put down as soon as we’re close enough to read Colony One’s signature.” 
“We’ll be in visual range in approximately,” Charlie checked his console, then keyed up the viewscreen. “Right now.”
In the background, Finn and Winston stood and paced towards the blank screen as if drawn like moths to light. A round mass filled the viewscreen. It was a sandy color with a haze around it. 
“That’s it?” Winston found himself saying.
“Doesn’t look like much,” Finn agreed. 
“We could be calling this a second home someday,” Charlie reminded them. “What do you have for me, Niko?” he asked over his shoulder.
Niko was frowning at his console. “We’ll need to go into an equatorial orbit.” He said simply. 
“Heard,” Charlie said and keyed in the sequence that would take them into an orbit along the perceived equator of the planet based on how it orbited this solar system’s sun. As he maneuvered into place, the rest of the crew experienced a slight increase in gravitational pull. It was a result of the artificial gravity interacting with the natural gravity of the planet as they got closer. “Alright, it’s your rodeo now, Niko.” Charlie said as he pushed away from his console. So long as their orbit maintained, there was little for him to do as a pilot. 
Niko nodded and went to work reading the new scans as the data came in.
“I am not seeing anything,” Makenna reported on the first pass around the planet. 
Niko didn’t respond, instead concentrating diligently on his console. After the second pass, Charlie spoke up. 
“Talk to me, buddy. We’ve orbited this rock twice now. Where should we put down?” 
“There is nothing,” Makenna reported. 
Niko sat up with a set jaw. “She’s right,” he finally admitted. 
“But this is it.” Finn put in. “We found it.” 
“We found a planet in this solar system.” Charlie corrected. 
No sooner than the words left his mouth, Makenna’s console began to beep. She gave it an odd look and pointed to a flashing light, “I do not know what is this.” 
Niko stood and closed the gap between them. He leaned over her shoulder and tapped the flashing indicator. “It has a weak signal, whatever it is.” As he said it, the flashing stopped. Niko frowned and returned to his console, pulling up several applications. After a moment, he glanced Charlie’s way, “On my mark, can you initiate a polar orbit?” 
“Sure,” Charlie swiveled in his chair and prepared the controls to make the adjustment that would make them circle the planet around its poles instead of the equator. 
NIko watched a bank of numbers count down and held up a hand to indicate it wasn’t time. “Mark,” he said when the numbers were right. 
Charlie acted immediately and within a short time and another slight shift in the gravitational pull on the ship, they were in position. 
The blinking light returned to Makenna’s console, then lit up on Charlie’s and Niko’s at the same time. 
“There’s a beacon orbiting with us. We’re trailing it.” Niko explained. “I’m going to try to upload its message.” 
“A beacon? Left by whom?” Winston wondered. 
“We’ll all know soon enough,” Niko said after a number of strokes on his console, all three major consoles activated their projection modes to display the beacon’s message. 
An ethereal full-body image of a man was produced. He stood with his shoulders squared and his hands clasped behind his back. Finn, Winston and Avery gathered around and watched over the shoulders of the others as the man began to speak.
“I am Captain William Rockford of the Earth ship Colony Two,” the image explained and glances were exchanged around the bridge of the Hyperion. “Our mission was to colonize the planet – so named Colony Beta – this beacon is now orbiting. We arrived on schedule and without incident during our journey. 
“When we landed, we made a… costly discovery.” The man glanced away for a beat before continuing, “While Colony Beta’s atmosphere is within tolerable levels for human habitation, many of our passengers experienced respiratory distress. Many were lost before we discovered the source of their trouble and re-boarded Colony Two. We have tentatively speculated that the decreased lung capacity of many of our passengers due to the prolonged exposure to Earth’s pollutants are why we are unable to tolerate Colony Beta’s atmosphere. 
“This beacon is a warning to all other ships who have found this planet. Without our filters from Earth, we have found that it is inhospitable. At this time, we have no ability to communicate with Earth. When we realized the communication buoys did not span our entire journey, we attempted to leave a trail of debris to follow for any additional Confederation or Colony ships.”
The image of Captain Rockford paused, looking away from the recording device that was used to create the recording. There was sadness and burden in his eyes, and his body language struggled to conceal it. 
“Half of our passengers didn’t make it,” he continued with a sizeable lump in his throat. “We have enough fuel to make it back to Earth, but even with the loss of half our manifest, we do not have enough food to make the long journey. It is for this reason I have chosen to take what is left of my charge to Colony Alpha where we might prosper. We have uploaded our course plan to this beacon. 
“We have also launched a Runner to travel back to the communication line in an attempt to request resupply from Earth. We can only hope that if they do get our message, any ships Earth sends will be fast enough to find us in time.”
The image of the Captain looked directly at the recording device. His look gave the impression that he was looking through the souls of anyone watching. “If you are willing and able, please find us.” He said and then the image of him flickered. “I am Captain William Roc…” The message looped. 
Niko tapped his interface to stop the projection on all consoles but everyone starred at the place it had been. 
“Half,” Finn said in a whisper of a voice.
“I can’t believe it.” Winston said with genuine disbelief in his tone. 
“Mr. Andris, when you preformed your planetary scans earlier, what were you scanning for?” Captain Avery asked. 
“Metallic compounds. I was searching for the ship.” Niko answered. 
Avery nodded, “Logical,” she told him. “Change your scans to report organic findings.” 
He did so and stared somewhat vacantly at the console while he waited for results. He knew, based on the message, what he would find. He didn’t understand why Avery wanted to know… but he guessed she was the kind of person who required confirmation. 
The console chimed and Niko read the scrolling lights with an ever-tightening chest. There was a large, unmoving mass of organic readings on one of the planet’s raised continents. He made eye contact with the Captain and nodded glumly. Her expression stayed the same, except for her eyes. There was acknowledgement there and… something else Niko could not readily identify. He turned his attention back to the console and back to the scrolling lights. So many readings…
“Niko, do you have their course plan?” Charlie asked, struggling to find something he could do to fight off the feeling of helplessness at what they had just witnessed. 
“How long ago was this?” Finn asked, feeling the horror of the situation really hit her. She was suddenly imagining masses of gasping people, unable to move under their own power due to oxygen deprivation. It was probably a slow, creeping process – and that thought made her shiver, holding her arms against her stomach. 
“Colony Two launched three months after Colony One,” Makenna answered. “Estimated arrival time; four months. Faster engines,” she explained. “Message is approximately six and half months old.” 
Finn put a hand over her mouth. If Colony Two did not find Colony Alpha, there was probably very little chance of its survival. 
“Niko,” Charlie repeated, breaking the thick silence that had taken the bridge at Mak’s assessment.  “The course plan?”
Niko snapped himself out of his trance-like state at Charlie’s words and tone. “Yea. Yes. Right.” He nodded and tapped away at his console. 
“How do we know Colony Two took the correct heading?” Avery spoke up, working to keep her voice neutral. 
“We don’t,” Niko answered. “But it’s the best lead we have.” 
“What’s our fuel status?” She asked. 
“Makenna has been working miracles. We’re still at well over three-quarters capacity.” Niko answered without hesitation. 
Avery nodded contemplatively. “Alright,” she made up her mind. “We can pursue this, but don’t go getting your hopes up – and remember, there is only so much we can do.” She warned the crew, knowing full and well their affinity for sentiment. “I’ll be in my quarters. Report anything we find immediately.” She told them before she left.
“I’m setting in the course now,” Charlie told the remaining crew. “Niko, I’m going to need you to monitor the ship’s scans more than usual. Colony Two is a big ship but out here, she’s a needle in a haystack.” 
Niko nodded and rubbed his eyes before refocusing them on the console.
“I’ll go make everyone some coffee,” Finn took notice and offered. 
Makenna swiveled in her chair, “I take mine –”
“Black,” Finn finished for her. “Extra strong. I know.” She smiled, though the smile was a weak one as her stomach still felt uneasy. 
“Spasibo,” Mak said thank you in Russian, then turned back to her console to work on a program she was designing to monitor the engine output in an effort to optimize it. The exercise was calming and distracting – two things she desperately needed after watching the beacon message. 
Finn made good on her promise of coffee and the three bridge crew nursed their cups with an element of extra appreciation. Once they were settled, Finn found a place between Niko and Charlie to sit on the bridge floor, looking up at the top bulkhead of the bridge. “Why wouldn’t our scientists back home account for modern day lung capacity?” She wondered. 
It was a question on everyone’s mind, though they did not want to voice it aloud due to the implications – only Finn was so brave. 
“Why buoy markers only half way?” Makenna asked in way of answering.
“It’s all beginning to seem a little…” Finn trailed off.
“Intentional?” Niko asked. 
Finn nodded wordlessly. 
Charlie starred into his coffee cup for a long moment, “Do you think the Captain knows?” he wondered aloud.
There was silence among the bridge. It was Winston who expressed vehement disbelief, “I don’t see how that could be the case. She seemed just as surprised as you or I today.” 
“How on Earth could you tell?” Niko asked. “She seems to have the same expression for all occasions.”
Winston shrugged, “I observe. There isn’t much else for me to do on this ship – and I hope that remains the case,” he threw in at the end. “I’ve observed all of your reactions to everything that has happened. She is just as surprised as all of you, I assure you.” 
Charlie’s lips thinned as he frowned, but he remained silent. 
“And why would she allow us to continue on this mission if she knew?” Winston added.
Despite his reassuring words, there was an uneasy silence between the crew. Something wasn’t right, and the prevailing feeling was they were only going to uncover more horrors. 
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Avery paced in her quarters, giving wayward glances to the glass tablet that lay on her desk. Her mind was abuzz with chaotic thought. She worked hard to consolidate the most pertinent thoughts: Why did Command encourage her to let the mission continue, especially if this is something they could have found? She was told, explicitly, that they would likely find nothing. Nothing she could have worked with. Now she had a whole boat full of eyewitnesses to…
Her thoughts trailed off. To what, she wondered? To some scientist’s back on Earth bad calculation? That thought calmed her. It was a fair mistake, wasn’t it? How much time and money had been put into studying the effects of pollution on Earth’s population, after all? None, because World Corp wouldn’t fund an endeavor like that. It might result in some problem solving other than getting off-world. 
Colony Beta was probably still salvageable. Future colonies would probably just need to be sent with breathing aides until they were used to the different atmosphere. That was one of human’s best qualities, wasn’t it? Adaptation.
With that line of thought somewhat resolved, the Captain sat on her bunk and rubbed her face. There was still a significant question of what was coming. The thought ran in circles until Avery simply resolved to not think about it until there was something concrete to focus on.
From her bunk, her eyes focused on her glass tablet. There was a tiny booster box sitting next to it – a highly classified device that would allow her to communicate with Earth at this distance – at almost any distance of the traversable universe, in fact.
This would have been an excellent example of when she should have reported back in their findings but… she found herself hesitating. She had already settled her mind with what they had just found. It didn’t seem particularly pressing to report, so she could wait until they knew more to report back. Yes, she agreed with the compromise, and did not give any additional thought as to why she felt hesitation at sharing what they had found with command.
Somewhere in the dark corners of her mind, she knew full and well that she did not want to report anything that would result in an order to ‘pull the plug’ on the Hyperion operation. Not if she could avoid it.
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Colony One, Mission Duration: Eight Months
 
 
At two months overdue for landfall, the delay escaped none of the passengers of Colony One. After the first two weeks of rationing, hunger had become a constant companion to everyone aboard. After two months, there was a mixture of lethargy and aggression making its way through the ship. 
Lucinda was experiencing lethargy as she lay motionless on her bunk. Demetri was at her side, trying to coax her into taking her supplements. “You need these,” he insisted, holding her hand. 
She shook her head, “I want food.” She insisted. Dark circles persisted under her eyes and her cheeks had thinned out so her skin as a little tighter over her cheekbones. The defiance and fire that Demetri was so used to seeing light up her face was all but gone and he felt his chest tighten every time he noticed its absence. 
Demetri was in love with Lucy. He wasn’t exactly sure when it had happened, only that it had. He hadn’t told her yet – he was too afraid that she might not return the sentiments, but he had planned to ask her to live with him when they made it to Colony Alpha. He would provide for her, take care of her, and she would be his rock, he had decided. 
Seeing her this way was almost too much for him. He felt helpless. 
“You need the supplements to keep you alive,” Demetri explained, though putting it so frankly upset him. 
Lucy turned her head away so Demetri would not see the tear slip from the corner of her eye. She wanted to live, but life had become painful. She wanted to sleep. Even though the dull pain of hunger sometimes transcended sleep, it was still better than being awake. Seeing the desperation in Demetri’s eyes was heartbreaking. She wanted to be strong for him – and for her. She had never been a weak person. The frustration piled atop everything else made her feel like she was drowning. 
Javier and Luca had done the math and determined the minimum amount of food everyone could technically live on, given that most people can go three weeks without food. They weren’t quite stretching it out that long, but if the journey continued much longer, they certainly would. Preference was given to the children, who could not go nearly as long as the adults without some sort of substance.
The liquid supplements, which there were an overabundance of, had become somewhat of a replacement for regular meals when the rationing prevented eating actual food. The supplements were enough to keep the body functioning without getting too weak, but the psychological effects of not eating – of not being able to feel full – were far greater than anyone had anticipated. 
“I’m… I’m going to sleep for a while,” Lucy told Demetri, unable to look at him. 
Demetri tried to mask his expression, trying to prevent his pain from coming to the surface. “Alright,” he said quietly. “I’ll stay with you until you’re asleep,” he told her. 
She nodded weakly, gave his hand a squeeze and surrendered to the merciful darkness that was slumber. Demetri watched her for several minutes. The rest of the compartment was quiet with many others sleeping away the hunger and only a few shuffling around in an attempt to feel normal. When he was certain she was sleeping deeply enough, Demetri applied the syringe of supplements to her arm. She stirred only a little, making a soft whimpering noise, before turning on her side and curling up. 
He let out a long breath through his nose at the noise she made. His eyebrows knit together and he stood with some resolve. His resolution was that he could not sit by and just watch for any longer. He had already gone to Javier several times asking for extra rations, but the man had stood firm and was always able to calm Demetri down. He would not go to Javier again, he decided. There were other ways to get what he needed, he thought, and turned to walk out of the compartment with considerable purpose. 
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Even before the rationing had gone into effect, Ndale had been very careful about how he traded his goods. He was mindful of not letting on about exactly how much he had on board, and never traded too much with the same person.
When the rationing was announced, Ndale began trading immediately in large quantities and when the time was right, announced sorrowfully that he was completely sold out and could no longer trade food. He ate rationed freeze dried food with the rest of the crew and used the supplements with everyone else. No one ever saw him eating anything more than what he was given. He often acted as lethargic and hunger pained as the next passenger. He felt like he had played his cards correctly in every way, which is why it came as a complete surprise that anyone would choose to confront him.
Ndale had been taking a walk along one of the many corridors of Colony One when a man several meters away had stepped into his path. Ndale’s walk slowed, then stopped when it looked like the man had no intention of moving. He turned to choose another way to his destination and found two different men blocking his way from the nearest cross section in passage ways. 
The men walked toward him in unison, closing Ndale in. “Hello gentlemen,” he smiled weakly and ran a hand over his hair. He had started the journey with a shaved head, but now his black curly hair was grown out in all directions. “What can I help you with?” He asked and looked from face to face as they came closer. He only recognized one man who he had traded with before. His name was Adrian – a man with a faint eastern European accent. The other two he had never seen before.
Despite the thinner skin around their cheekbones and circles under their eyes, they looked relatively well-off considering how long rationing had been in place. Ndale immediately wondered if they had been stealing from other passengers – a practice of the strong taking from the weak he had seen often in South Africa. 
“You can help us,” Adrian nodded, “By taking us to your stash.” 
Ndale laughed, “There’s a mistake, then. I’ve already told you – and everyone else – I have no more food with me. I traded it all.” 
“That’s bullshit,” one of Adrian’s companions spoke up. “You don’t seem to be hurting,” he said and jabbed Ndale in the stomach with a finger. 
Ndale took a few steps back, putting him against the bulkhead with the three men surrounding him. “I don’t know who is giving you your information,” he said with a bite to his tone, “But perhaps you should go confront them because I cannot help you. I have nothing but blankets and trinkets that I received in trade.”
Adrian took a step closer to Ndale, crowding his space and put a hand against the bulkhead so he could lean in, “We don’t want to hurt you,” he spoke quietly into Ndales ear. “But we will if we have to.” He warned.
“I already told you…!” Ndale started but Adrian’s fist collided with his solar plexus, robbing him of the air he needed to finish his sentence. His first instinct was to double over, but Adrian took a handful of his shirt and shoved him upright against the wall. 
“Where are you keeping the rest of the food?” He asked, exerting effort to keep his expression stony. He watched as Ndale gasped for air and felt guilt well up in him – he had not meant to hit him so high in the abdomen. Ndale had treated him well and taken trades that didn’t favor him so Adrian could have comfort items or a little bit of food from home. In a moment of weakness, he had mentioned to his friends that Ndale was probably holding out, and they immediately set out to confront the man.
He thought he could control the situation if he went with them. He was hoping Ndale would give up anything he had quickly – quicker than this, he thought. 
Adrian shook Ndale once it seemed like he might be able to speak again, “Is your memory refreshed?” He asked.
“I have nothing,” Ndale sputtered, his eyes were watery from gasping for air. 
Adrian narrowed his gaze at the man and used his free hand to take up two fistfuls of the man’s shirt, looking into his eyes. After a long moment, he released Ndale, who slumped against the bulkhead with considerable relief. 
“He’s got to be telling the truth,” Adrian said with frustration and paced away. 
To his surprise, his friends did not follow him. 
“You didn’t give him enough incentive,” One of them said and before Adrian could protest, the man brought a fist down on Ndale’s cheekbone. 
The world went dark for a moment and the next thing Ndale could register was being crumpled on the floor. He could hear voices, but they weren’t making any coherent sense to him. Pain exploded in his side as a kick landed against his ribs. As soon as he was able, he moved to cover his face and curl into the fetal position to avoid any more violent attacks.
“HEY!” A voice echoed off the walls of a corridor and was followed immediately by the sickening sound of bone crunching after being struck by metal. 
From where he lay on the floor, Ndale squinted up through his forearms. A fourth man had arrived, and he was wielding a metal pipe. One of the men who attacked Ndale was holding his face, blood pouring through the slits in his fingers. 
The uninjured assailant that Ndale didn’t know rushed the man with the pipe. The pipe was swung, but the attacker had anticipated it and pivoted out of the way. The man with the pipe was undeterred – he used his free hand to punch his attacker directly in the nose, which flattened him to the decking. 
Adrian took a quick inventory of the scene and darted off at a sprint away from the man with the pipe. His friends, seeing they had lost the only help they might of have, hobbled off in the same direction. The man with the pipe chased them, swinging at them and yelling profanities in Spanish. 
When the sounds of their running faded into the distance, the man dropped the pipe and moved to check on Ndale, who was still curled up on the floor. 
“You’re alright,” the man said as Ndale flinched when he knelt next to him. “I’m a friend, not an enemy.” He was careful not to touch the man, instead he held out a hand, content to wait until he was ready to take it.
Ndale lowered his arms from his face tentatively. The punch he took to his cheek was throbbing – more so now that adrenaline was beginning to wear off. He put an elbow under himself so he could sit up slightly. His ribs protested as pain shot up his side and he couldn’t hide the wince. 
“My name is Demetri,” he explained. “It’s probably a good thing I came looking for you.” 
Ndale regarded the man suspiciously. “What do you want?” 
“Right now, it can wait.” Demetri said and emphasized his outstretched hand, “We should probably get a bio-freeze pack on your face.” 
Ndale looked at Demetri’s hand, then to his face. Finally, he said, “Thank you,” and let Demetri help him stand. “Though, I don’t expect that will be the last attempt.” He said bitterly as he held his throbbing side. 
“Sad, but true,” Demetri agreed and leaned down to pick up the pipe from where he had dropped it, “Sounds like you could use some protection.” He held the pipe like it was a baseball bat, “I was a star hitter on our neighborhood league back on Earth,” he shared and gave the pipe a powerful swing. 
The sound it made cutting through the air was truly frightening. Ndale shuffled away from him on instinct, and then looked him up and down. Demetri did have a somewhat intimidating frame with his wide shoulders and large hands. “And what would you want in return?” Ndale asked. 
Demetri put one end of the pipe on the floor and leaned against it like a cane. He fixed Ndale with a plain look, “I think you know what I would appreciate most.” 
Ndale opened his mouth, and then closed it. He considered protesting the fact he had any food – he had told himself long ago he would need to keep up the façade completely in order to be able to survive the journey. What had just transpired, however, made him think twice about the strategy. More than ever, he needed friends he could trust. And trust was never better gained than when you controlled someone’s stomach. “What if I decline?” Ndale’s eyes flickered to the pipe – without saying as much, he wanted to know if Demetri would resort to violence like Adrian had. 
“Then it will be your loss, but I won’t hold any grudges.” Demetri explained. 
Ndale considered the proposition for a moment, and then finally nodded, “I fill your stomach, you make sure I don’t have any more unwelcome visits.” 
“I’m not doing it for me,” Demetri admitted. “My…” he paused and settled on, “friend, she is not taking the rationing very well.” 
Ndale’s eyebrows rose, “Ah, a lady friend. I see.” He smiled despite the pain and swelling in his left cheek. Gaining a man’s trust through his heart was even better than his stomach, he thought. He might let himself starve if things got too out of control, but he would not let his woman starve.
“Do we have a deal?” Demetri asked and held out his hand again. 
“Yes, we have a deal,” Ndale took his hand and shook it firmly. “Follow me. I will give you something to bring to your lady friend – after you get me back to my bunk. I have to see a medic about a bio-freeze pack.” 
Demetri grinned widely and helped Ndale down the corridor. They took so many twists and turns throughout the network of hallways, Demetri wasn’t sure if he would be able to navigate his way back to where they had come. Eventually, Ndale indicated they should stop. He took a moment to look around, and then crouched by the lower part of the bulkhead. He ripped off a panel and reached through it to retrieve a handful of items. Demetri stood diligently above him, listening to any unwanted footfalls. It was all quiet, and after a moment, Ndale was handing him something. 
“This is for you,” he said before unwrapping a protein bar and shoving it into his own mouth. He winced immediately – temporarily forgetting about his swollen cheek. He had become accustom to eating quickly and away from sight. His injury made him eat slower and with more care. 
Demetri took what was offered to him and held it up to his face. It was a ready to eat meal that they gave to members of the military back on Earth – it had a variety of items in it and was purposefully packed full of calories. It was more than Demetri could have possibly asked for. “Thank you,” he said sincerely and reached behind his back to sandwich the package between his pants and the small of his back, letting his shirt cover the bulge. 
Ndale replaced the panel he had removed and stood quickly, his cheek still full. He chewed until he could swallow and nodded in way of answering Demetri’s gratitude. “I think I need to lay down now.” He said, feeling the full weight of his beating hit him all at once. 
Demetri moved to his side and pulled Ndale’s arm over his shoulders to help him walk. Taking most of the weight, the man was able to walk with relatively less pain and was instantly thankful. They walked that way until they got to more populated areas of the ship. They separated and Demetri held the metal pipe by the middle point to make it look slightly less intimidating. 
“Where did you find that thing, anyway?” Ndale motioned at the pipe as he hobbled. 
Demetri shrugged, “When I realized what was happening, I ripped it from the railing of a catwalk.” He explained. 
Ndale stopped to look back and stare at the man, “You ripped that thing off a catwalk?” 
He shrugged again in way of answering. 
“I guess I made a good choice of body guard.” Ndale murmured and kept walking. It wasn’t long until they found the purple section and they parted ways after arranging a time to meet next. It looked like Demetri would be on the clock like a regular 9 to 5 job. It suited him, so long as he could go home and provide a meal for Lucy. 
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Ndale shuffled into his compartment and was grateful to find that it quiet – most were sleeping and those who weren’t sat at the common tables with vacant looks in their eyes. His eyes swept the compartment until they fell on a certain bunk. There was an outline of a body in it, which made his shoulders slump with relief. 
He made his way to Alexa’s bunk and bent down to bump her mattress. She rolled over and held up a hand to block out some of the shared compartment’s light from her eyes. Hunger headaches were one of the symptoms that had taken a strong hold of Alexa – between that and the liquor withdraw, it was something that plagued her. She squinted up at Ndale and once her eyes finally focused, she asked, “Who did you piss off?” 
“Would you believe me if I said a doorknob?”Ndale asked.
“No,” Alexa answered humorlessly. 
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Once Ndale was in his compartment safe and sound, it took all of Demetri’s self-control to not sprint back to the blue section. He walked as fast as possible without seeming out of the ordinary and was relieved to find Lucy where he had left her. He took a moment to stow the pipe he carried in his own bunk, and then crossed the compartment to where Lucinda slept.
“Hola bonita,” He said softly after he knelt by her side. She rolled towards him and instinctively took his hand, curling her knees up almost to her chest. He smiled at the gesture. It looked like she had every intention of remaining asleep, but he couldn’t wait another moment. “Wake up; we’re going to take a walk.” 
“No,” she said defiantly, squeezing his hand, “I’m comfy.” She explained. 
“I promise you will be glad you did.” He said softly with a smile in his voice. This made her open one eye. The supplements he had administered made her cheeks look a little more alive. She smiled because he was smiling. 
“Alright,” she conceded. “Where are we going?” 
“It’s a surprise,” Demetri answered, then glanced around to the other bunks to indicate he didn’t want anyone else to know. She picked up on the gesture quickly, nodded wordlessly and then worked to swing her legs out of the bunk. Demetri helped by putting the slippers she kept on the floor on her feet and pulled her up by her hands. 
They walked hand in hand, entering the maze work of the interior of Colony One for some distance. Lucy worked hard not to question Demetri, but after so much walking and how weak she already felt, she finally broke down, “Where are you taking me?” she asked. 
“Somewhere that we can be alone – just you and me.” He answered.
Lucy’s eyes narrowed, “I know we’ve been having a dry spell since the rationing, love, but I don’t think…” She started. 
Demetri laughed, “Not for that,” he assured. “Right now, it’s even better than that. Which, you have to admit, is pretty impressive,” Demetri turned to look at her and wagged his eyebrows. She couldn’t help but laugh – and be intrigued.
“Something better than sex? This has to be good,” she said with a grin she hadn’t felt on her face in what seemed like ages. 
Finally, he led them to a place he felt was safe and after leaving her so he could walk to the nearest cross sections to look for traffic, they hid away behind some a humming bank of batteries. 
They sat on the floor and Demetri reached behind his back to pull out the ready to eat meal pouch. He presented it to her proudly.
It took a moment for Lucy to recognize what he was handing her. When it did finally register, she felt tears well in her eyes. She tentatively reached out to brush her fingers against the packaging, as if to check that it was real. “Is this what I think it is?” She asked with disbelief in her voice.
“Yes,” Demetri answered with confidence. He set the package down between them and ripped it open. “Eat!” he exclaimed happily, though in a whispered voice.
Lucy did not have to be told twice. She took the larger packet that was in the inside and ripped it open, tipping the opening to her lips and ate without reserve. It tasted like it was meant to be lasagna. She chewed with her eyes closed, feeling like she was in absolute bliss. She was so happy to be tasting and chewing real food, that for a moment, she completely forgot about Demetri. 
She opened her eyes and fixed him with a sloppy smile. He was watching her with a pleased look on his own face. “What are you waiting for?” She asked. “Eat!” She gestured at the pack.
He shook his head, “No, my love. This is for you.” He insisted. 
“That’s not fair,” Lucy protested. 
“I already ate,” Demetri lied. “This one is for you.” 
She narrowed her eyes at him, “How did you come by this?” she asked, putting the packet to her slips again and squeezing the contents into her mouth as she eyed him with a loving kind of suspicion. 
“That was the other thing I wanted to tell you,” Demetri answered. “I have a job now.” He said and squared his shoulders proudly. 
“Uh huh,” she answered, abandoning the lasagna bag and picking up another packet. When opened, she discovered it was a chocolate covered biscuit and ate half of it in one bite. “Does it have much room for advancement?” She joked and then asked seriously, “Doing what?” 
“Maybe it’s better if you didn’t know,” Demetri postulated.  
“I have ways of getting you to talk,” she warned. “Did you have a chocolate biscuit in your dinner? Probably not.” She took another tiny bite of what she had left, then pushed the rest to Demetri’s lips insistently. He tried to pull away but she followed him with a renewed strength and he finally had to surrender and eat the sugary treat. As he did, he ensnared her by putting an arm around her back and pulled her onto his lap so she was facing him with her legs around his torso and her arms over his shoulders.
“That’s it for me. You must promise me you will eat the rest,” he said. 
She kissed him without warning and she tasted like chocolate. His arms wrapped around her, holding her in place until she was done, “I promise,” she finally answered. “Only if you tell me what your new job is.” 
Demetri shrugged, “I am Ndale’s new personal security.” He answered and watched Lucy’s expression very carefully. 
She did not react immediately. She took a moment to process the information and then finally asked, “Can I help?” 
He should have known she would volunteer herself for a job like professional ass-kicker. He laughed and reached up to brush her hair back, “Maybe once you’re back to your full strength.” He said, and then frowned, “But we must remember to not act differently. It cannot be known that we have more food than anyone else. It will become dangerous.” 
Lucy nodded with full understanding. “It shouldn’t be much longer until we’re on Colony Alpha,” she reminded him. “The Captain said it will just be another month.”
Demetri’s expression soured slightly at the mention of the Captain, “She’s said a lot of things that have turned out to not be true,” he pointed out. 
Lucy raised a hand to brush his cheek – something that always calmed him down. “We are almost there, love.” 
He had closed his eyes at her touch and he found himself nodding. “Yes, I am seeing our house now, by the running water of a river. The windows are open to let in the fresh air.” 
“Our house?” Lucy asked and Demetri blushed as he opened his eyes. He nodded tentatively, and she let her feelings be known about his proposal by planting another firm kiss on his lips.
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Hyperion, Mission Day 46
 
 
Niko had not left his console for longer than five minutes at a time for over three days. The only reason it had not been six whole days was because Winston had used his power as ship’s doctor to order him to bed on the first round of three days at his post. 
Down time was Niko’s worst enemy at present. Rather than be tormented by his thoughts of worst case scenarios for all the people aboard Colony Two, and for his brother on Colony One, he preferred to stare at the ever-present steam of lights that ran across his console. When he wasn’t evaluating sensor data, he made sure they were following Colony Two’s course plan to the exact degree and while he had all the physical signs of sleep deprivation presenting, his mind remained hyper-focused. 
From the mess area, Finn was explaining to the doctor, “It’s time to send Niko to bed, again.” 
Winston checked the time on his OMNI and frowned, “I can give him a few more minutes. Last time I sent him for bed rest, he looked like he might never forgive me.” 
“Can you blame the man?” Charlie asked, sitting down with a can of peaches. He speared a slice with his fork and shoved the entire thing in his mouth at once. “His brother is out there,” he spoke around the slice. 
“Which is probably compromising his judgment in ways we don’t even know,” Finn countered. “I just don’t want him to burn out.” 
“The man needs his work,” Charlie maintained. “Don’t you agree, Doc?” 
Winston made a helpless gesture, “Sleep deprivation is a very real thing.”
Charlie made a face and, in an effort to buy his friend some more time feeling useful and diligent, he changed the subject, “So Doctor, speaking of work. I don’t think I’ve ever asked you what your specialty is.” 
Winston huffed a short and somewhat awkward laugh, “Oh, you know. General medicine.”
“I thought most doctor’s had a specialty.” Finn put in. 
“No. Nope, it is certainly acceptable to just… generalize.” He nodded along with his words. 
Charlie and Finn exchanged glances.
“How long have you been practicing general medicine?” Charlie asked. 
“Well, let’s see…” Winston looked up as if accessing the darker parts of his memories. “We’ll say about ten years now.”
“Impressive,” Finn complemented. 
“So where did you go to med school?” Charlie continued. 
Winston opened his mouth, hesitated, and then said abruptly, “I should go make sure Niko gets some rest.” 
“Nah, Doc, let him be for a minute.” Charlie insisted.
“I really should –” 
“Captain to the bridge,” Niko’s voice sounded over the audio system, effectively cutting the doctor off. 
“He’s found something,” Charlie guessed. There was a beat of a pause between the three, and then they were on their feet. Finn snatched her camera from the table and slung it around her neck. Charlie abandoned his can of peaches and took the lead as they made their way to the bridge. When they entered, Captain Avery was standing at Niko’s station already, arms crossed and looking unhappy – though that wasn’t particularly rare for Avery. 
Niko didn’t look happy, either, which made any excitement the three may have been feeling evaporate. 
“Mr. Foster, please take the helm.” The Captain said when she noticed him step onto the bridge. “Dr. Waltham, I’m putting you on standby. Please gather any supplies you have for emergency response.” 
Color drained from the doctor’s face but he nodded and rushed off. 
“Ms. Connolly, I am going to ask that you refrain from taking any photos until further notice,” the Captain commented. 
Finn’s hand instinctively drifted to the camera that hung around her neck in a protective manner. “Why, what’s going on?” She asked.
“Where’s Mak?” Charlie asked, noticing she had not reported yet. 
Avery chose to address Charlie’s question rather than Finn’s, “I sent her to inspect our docking bay.” 
“We’ve found Colony Two, then?” Charlie guessed. 
“I think so,” Niko answered. “Sending you the coordinates now. She’s drifting.” He added in a hallowed out voice. 
Charlie’s jaw set as he clenched his teeth in bitter frustration. That was not a good sign. He turned his attention to his console where he looked over the coordinates Niko had given him. “It’s not far,” he observed. “Adjusting our heading now. It should only be a couple minutes.” 
Niko activated the short range communications system and began to speak, “Colony Two, this is the Earth ship Hyperion. Please respond.” 
“How do we know its Colony Two?” Finn said in a small voice from where she still stood near the entrance of the bridge. 
“We’re assuming,” Avery answered without looking at her. To put a finer point on it, they didn’t know which colony ship it was. It was not transmitting any identifying signature and, worse, it was drifting rather than maneuvering under its own power.  Avery did not want to put a finer point on it, however. She needed Niko focused and up to the task, not preoccupied with ‘what ifs.’ 
No answer came from Niko’s hail and he repeated the message until the ship was within visual sight. They came up on her underbelly and Charlie had to maneuver to the top side to see the windscreen of the cockpit. It was dark – no lights you would expect from the compartment and no outer haul lights illuminating the ship’s name. 
“That’s not a good sign,” Charlie breathed aloud. 
“Mr. Andris, can you tell if their life support is online?” Avery asked. 
Niko projected an image of Colony Two on his console – the scans produced a 3D image. He changed the setting to show thermal scans, “The engine room is still hot,” he pointed to the red emanating from the aft part of the schematic. He tapped a sequence into his console and the image retracted. “I can try to access their computers. There is a channel open, but…” he waved his hand. “It’s just static.” 
“Very well,” Avery nodded and paced the small space between Niko and Mak’s consoles, keeping her eyes trained out of the viewscreen at the hulking mass of the ship that dwarfed theirs. 
Niko rubbed his eyes and blinked rapidly, trying to keep them open and fighting the fatigue he had become an expert of chasing off. “I’m in,” he finally said. He accessed the life support directory and felt relief at what he saw, “Life support is still online.” 
“Great. Let’s hope this is just a little case of engine trouble,” Charlie said and then turned to look at Avery, “Should I start a docking sequence?” 
The Captain nodded once and Charlie went into action. She took the opportunity to quietly pull Finn into the briefing room. 
“I appreciate your role on this mission,” She told her, “But I cannot let you board that ship with your camera, or an OMNI handheld or tablet.” 
“But…” Finn started and Avery held up a hand. 
“If there is anyone still alive on that boat, you are welcome to take as many pictures of them as they will tolerate.” 
“I have taken pictures of the dead,” Finn rallied. 
“Not this time,” Avery insisted, placing a hand on Finn’s shoulder and squeezing tightly. Too tightly, in fact. Finn tried to pull away, but Avery kept a firm grip as she leaned in to whisper, “I will send that camera out the airlock if I have to, understand?” The squeeze persisted for an uncomfortable moment after Avery posed the question, and the then the grip was gone.
Finn took a half step away from the Captain and looked at her wide eyed. 
“Please stow your recording devices.” Avery reinforced and then turned to join Niko and Charlie back on the bridge. “And join us at the docking bay. As an observer,” she called over her shoulder.
Finn gaped for a long moment, and then angrily exited the bridge to hide her equipment somewhere the Captain wouldn’t find. 
Charlie watched out of the corner of his eye and was glad to see Finn leave without injury. He silently reminded himself to have a chat with Finn about not ever being alone with Avery. 
Niko was oblivious. He was checking the colony ship’s logs for anything that might help understand why it was adrift. He was becoming increasingly frustrated. 
“What’s wrong?” Avery asked when she noticed his agitation. 
“It looks like the hard drives have been reformatted. I can’t seem to get anything but real-time data. And after a time, that is getting erased, too.” 
“A virus, maybe?” Charlie guessed and turned his attention back to the docking sequence. The ship rocked slightly as they came alongside the Colony vessel, and then significantly rocked as they made a seal with the docking hatch. 
When the ship steadied, the Captain leaned down to tap Makenna’s console, activating the audio system. “Ms. Krasnov, begin pressurization of the docking bay.” 
“Already started, Captain.” Makenna’s disembodied voice came back almost immediately. 
“Overachiever,” Avery muttered under her breath and keyed off her end of the audio link. 
Niko keyed off his console after trying, and failing, to stop the automatic data purge. He stood and began heading for the door. 
“Where do you think you’re going?” Avery asked. 
“To the docking bay.” He said simply and didn’t stop to give her a second thought. She knew, if she were to be honest with herself, she couldn’t stop him – short of physically restraining him – so she did not expend any more energy on the endeavor. 
Charlie stood, too, but Avery put herself in his way, “We cannot risk the pilot leaving the ship.” She told him with a raised hand. 
“It’s supposed to be the captain who stays with the ship,” he told her and then crossed his arms. 
“Not this time, Foxtrot.” She countered. “Since you’re the only one who can drive this boat, you stay. It’s a reasonable decision, but you can pout about it if you absolutely need to.” She looked at him expectantly. His expression didn’t change, but he didn’t fight back, either. “We’ll stay in communication at all times, scout’s honor.” She held up three fingers, and then clapped her hand to his shoulder before leaving.
Charlie grumbled before he realized he was, indeed, pouting and felt his cheeks flush. He took the seat at his console and keyed on the short range communications system as well as the command to accept all frequencies. 
 
Makenna, Niko, Finn and Winston were already at the docking bay when Avery arrived. She gave Finn a look of approval when she saw the camera was missing from around her neck. Finn returned the look with an icy glare. 
Niko was handing out what looked like ski goggles – a pair already sat atop his head. “These will help us navigate the ship. I’ve uploaded the schematic of Colony Two from our database. The goggles will mark your position and the position of everyone whose bio-stamp is within range on a map and display it on the glass interface.” He tapped the goggles on the top of his head. “They’ll activate immediately when placed over your eyes.” 
Avery nodded and took a pair Niko held out to her, pulling them over her head and letting them rest around her neck. “Ms. Krasnov, check that we can communicate with Mr. Foster on the bridge, then crack the seal on this hatch.” 
The engineer nodded once to acknowledge the order and tapped the earpiece she and the others had nested in their right ears. Avery was adding hers as Makenna spoke, “Bridge, acknowledge communications link.” 
“Loud and clear,” Charlie’s voice came through everyone’s earpiece. Winston winced, pulling out his handheld to turn down the volume of his earpiece before another word was spoken. “Good luck and stay safe,” Charlie added. 
“Acknowledged.” Makenna answered and tapped a sequence into the small panel outside the docking hatch. There was the sound of pressurized air rushing through the seal, and then all was calm. Mak pushed the door the rest of the way open and led the way into the compartment that was part of the colony ship. It was designed to pressurize, allowing entry of any docking ships. Mak keyed in a similar sequence into the colony’s panel and the door opened with some effort.
Air stirred and the smell hit them all at once – stale and damp. The air was cold – not intolerably so, but enough to indicate someone had tampered with the life support thresholds. It was likely the only thing that made the smell tolerable – any warmer and it might have been toxic. The crew of the Hyperion shared looks of concern and mild disgust. Niko’s stomach wrenched with not just the smell, but of what it alluded to. 
The view inside the colony ship was dark and vast. Makenna used the ultralight on her OMNI to see into the space. There was a railing and a network of walkways that led away from the docking bay. 
Avery pulled the goggles over her eyes and pushed her way past Makenna. “Krasnov, Andris – you’re on point. See if you can’t get more than just the emergency lights to work. We’ll follow you wherever you need to go for that.” 
“There should be maintenance compartment nearby.” Makenna said and pulled her goggles over her eyes. She scanned the schematic that automatically generated and looked to the lower left or right hand corners depending on if she wanted to magnify or zoom out from the image. When she found what she needed, she looked up and the image minimized so she could see through the glass. “This way,” she directed and took the lead. 
Avery brought up the rear and let her hand rest on the grip of her sidearm. The colony ship wasn’t just murky and seemingly infinite, it was… she tried to put her finger on the right word to describe the feeling she got. Ominous was the closest she could manage. 
They walked for several meters without incident. Makenna found the maintenance compartment and worked on the manual overrides while Niko tried to get the software to cooperate. Between the two of them, the lights were restored in a matter of minutes. They emerged from the compartment to find the rest looking over the railing at the network of walkways below and above. 
“How many decks does this thing have?” Finn asked. She hadn’t put the goggles on yet – mostly because she wasn’t sure she’d know how to use them even if she did. They hung around her neck like a scarf. 
Niko peered into his goggles and after a moment, answered, “Including maintenance decks, twenty-two.” 
“Are we… going to search every one of them?” Winston asked with slight alarm in his voice. He was a portly man and he had done the calculations in his head quickly – that was a lot of stairs. 
“We start with the cockpit and the largest common area we can find. We have to assume that is where we will find the most… evidence of what happened.” Avery suggested. “Andris, you’re with me. The rest of you, find the common area and keep your comms open. Report anything you find to me and to Mr. Foster.” 
Niko straightened. “If it’s all the same, I’d rather investigate the common area.” That was where, if the ship was in fact Colony One, his brother would be.
“It is not the same. You’re more useful in the cockpit than you will be anywhere else.” She explained and when he didn’t look entirely sold, added; “I need you.” At this final appeal, Niko’s resolve broke.
“Fine,” he relented and then turned to Finn. “I’m counting on you to let me know if there is anything I should… be aware of.” He said. He had gotten to know Finn very well – at least in his mind – and he knew she was the most likely to be honest with him. 
She nodded, “Of course.” She said sincerely and before he turned to leave, she reached out to grasp his hand tightly, squeezing it before letting it go again. Niko’s glanced down at the gesture, feeling his heart begin to race at the sensation. 
Avery did not allow the moment to linger. “Let’s go,” she insisted, marching off towards the bow. And with that, he and the Captain parted ways with the others. 
Makenna was already darting her eyes back and forth across the interior of her goggles. “I think I know best way.” She said and began to walk. She stopped abruptly and even though Finn and Winston immediately followed her she turned and emphasized, “Please do not get lost. This is big ship.” She stated the obvious.
“Wasn’t planning on it,” Finn answered. 
“Khorosho,” She nodded and Finn assumed she meant ‘good.’ Finn was getting remarkably good at picking up key Russian phrases after a month and a half of close-quarter living with one.
Makenna started walking again, Finn and Winston staying close. Though there were moments Winston fell behind a little, he caught up with a quick jog that winded him. He didn’t mind the jogging as much as he did the idea of being left behind.
“This is forward section. Close to cockpit.” Makenna explained as her pace slowed. “Passenger quarters should be here, on right.” She gestured and closed the distance. The three rounded the corner and stepped through the doorway one after the other, stopping just inside.
Makenna pulled her goggles down around her neck as she surveyed the room. It was a large chamber with six rows of bunks cut into the bulkhead and several columns making the space seem beehive like. Some bunks were occupied, but not by the living. 
Winston, feeling an obligation to do so, tentatively paced towards the nearest occupied bunk. When he got close enough, he could see that a man lay in the bed. His hands were crossed over his chest and his legs were ridged. His eyes were closed and his pale, dead cheeks were sunken in. Winston went to the next bunk, and then the next. Finally, he turned to address Mak and Finn, “This isn’t a common area,” he said. “This is a morgue.” 
“It didn’t start that way,” Finn said. Her eyes went to the bags that the dead have no need for that were tucked in near some bunks. The tables in the middle space looked used – slightly tarnished and not as shiny as they once were. 
“They look like they were arranged here,” Winston reported. “After they died,” he clarified. 
Finn looked up and around the room, turning in place so she could do so. Every bunk looked filled. She let out a shaky breath and tapped her earpiece to activate an open frequency, “Finn to the Captain and Niko,” she said with numbness in her voice. “We found something.”
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Earth, Present Day, Expansion Manifest Partnership Headquarters
 
 
Lance Richardson was sitting at his desk when the lights flickered above him. The glass interface of his table flickered at the same time and he looked up and away from it in frustration. He hadn’t shaved in days and the result was a scruff building along his jaw line. His normally perfect hair was mussed and ill-kept like he’d had a particularly unpleasant camping trip.
He stood and closed the gap between his desk and the window. He keyed off the artificial view of a sweeping field and glared down at the real, and starkly contrasting, view of a sea of people who surrounded the building. A mob had been prevented him and many others from leaving for the past several days. Those who tried were chased back inside or beaten badly enough to be rushed off to the hospital. He muttered profanities down at the crowd under his breath and took to pacing the room for what seemed like the countless time.
The lights flickered again when a knock came at his door. 
“Yes, what?” He snapped and Tom cracked the door. “Come in,” Richardson motioned and then crossed his arms. “Why is this still going on?” He asked bitterly. 
“The police have tried to disperse the crowd, but more just show up.” Tom explained with defeat in his tone.
“Then start making examples of people,” Richardson snapped. Tom made a helpless gesture – his eyes were just as sunken with the same black circles under them as Richardson’s. He had to remind himself that Tom was in the same boat as him. “Have we heard from Avery?” He asked with a more measured tone. 
“No,” Tom answered with frustration. “It’s been too long. She should have reported back by now and her booster is a one-way device. We can’t call in.” 
“I know,” Richardson grit his teeth. “Not that I expect anything they have to report would help this situation,” he swept his hand out towards the window.
Tom moved to sit in one of the chairs facing Richardson’s desk. Exhaustion was clear in his posture and he just put his head in his hands. It was clear he was reaching the end of his rope.
Richardson’s arms uncrossed and he moved to sit beside his friend, “Now is not the time to give up, Tom.” 
“Have you seen the crowd below?” Tom asked. “Have you heard of what similar throngs have done to other research labs and or any other facility with even a vague connection to World Corp?” He paused to let that sink in, “We’re funded by World Corp!” He stated what they both knew.
As if on cue, the lights flickered, then extinguished entirely. After a moment, the dim glow of emergency lights filled the space. 
“It doesn’t get any worse than this, Lance.” Tom pointed out. He sighed heavily and looked away from the man as he added, “I hope, if we both make it out of this, you don’t hold anything against me.”
That made Richardson’s eyebrows furrow, “What do you mean?” he asked in a guarded tone. 
“I didn’t have any other choice,” Tom explained with conflict in his voice. He elaborated – “They would have burned the building down. There are innocent people here. Innocent people who have already been hurt.”
Richardson stood, feeling the hairs on the back of his neck raise with instant fear and dread. “Thomas, what have you done?” He asked and a powerful thud sounded at the double door entrance to his office. 
“We have both done terrible things,” Tom reminded him as voices and a great commotion rose up in the hallway outside of the office. Richardson’s eyes widened and he rushed away from Tom, away from the doors and to the closet where he kept a pistol. 
The doors burst inward as a group of people flooded in all at once and made for Richardson without hesitation. The man wasn’t able to set a finger on the weapon before he was tackled to the ground. 
“Get off me!” Richardson protested, trying to yank himself free of several hands that grabbed for him.
Tom waited for the flood of people to thin and slipped out through the double doors. He had been granted safety, but he did not expect everyone to have gotten the memo. He left to the sound of his friend’s struggles. 
As Richardson thrashed, the crowd moved like one angry flow of water. The man tried to cover his face and curl away from the violence he knew to be imminent. Instead of a violent beating, he was drug away from the closet and pulled to his feet by many hands. 
“Lance Richardson,” a man spoke and Richardson worked to find the voice among the mass of people suddenly surrounding him. The man stepped through the throng and stood in front of him with his shoulders pulled back, “On behalf of Citizens United, you are being summoned for immediate questioning in regards to the motivation, planning, and execution of the colony missions.”
“What the hell gives you the right to summon me?” Richardson asked incredulously. 
“We represent all the people of Earth who were sent away to a fate that is, as of yet, unknown.” The man answered simply.
“I have already divulged everything that has to do with those missions,” Richardson answered with hardened features. “Everything we have to provide is public record.” 
“Lies!” Someone cried and the group buzzed like an angry bee hive. 
“This is illegal!” Richardson called back. “You can’t do this!” He insisted. 
“We already know more than you think,” the leader spoke and took a step closer to Richardson. “Do you think you are the only person who we have summoned? Others have talked. We want to hear it from you, Mr. Richardson, the face of Expansion Manifest Partnership.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Richardson growled, anger becoming the prevailing emotion in him instead of fear in that moment.
The man shook his head and made a dismissive gesture, “Tie him up and bring him down.” He said and the group jumped into action – ropes were at the ready. “Mary,” he addressed a woman standing somewhat apart from the group. “Get with your contacts. We’re going to want media coverage for this.” 
“No!” Richardson was yelling as the ropes tightened around his wrists. Panic crept into his yelps as the reality and weight of the situation hit him all at once. “Let go of me! Tom! Tom!” He screamed and managed a “HELP!” before someone struck him in the face, causing his body to go limp with the force of the blow. 
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Hyperion, Mission Day 46 – Boarding Party
 
 
“We found something,” Finn’s numb voice came through to Avery and Niko’s earpieces. The pair had just pushed open the hatch to the cockpit and was sitting on either side of it with their feet dangling into the space they had just climbed through. 
Avery tapped her earpiece and answered Finn – “So have we.” She said and looked towards the corpse of Captain William Rockford. He sat in the Captain’s chair, but was slumped back with his hands crossed over his abdomen. His skin was pulled tight, indicating he had been extremely emaciated before he had died. 
“It’s Rockford,” Niko added. After a pause, he explained – “He didn’t make it. We can now confirm the ship we have boarded is Colony Two.” 
“Copy that,” Finn’s voice came back over the earpiece. There was relief in the words, though it was still mixed with a considerable amount of strife. “We’re in one of the bunk compartments. There are passengers, but… none surviving.” She reported. 
“They’re arranged in their bunks as if they were coffins,” Winston’s voice came through after Finn’s. 
Niko and Avery shared a look of mutual befuddlement. “Copy,” Avery finally said. “Keep looking and report your position every ten minutes. Report any findings immediately. Andris and I will report anything noteworthy up here.” 
“Copy,” Makenna’s voice confirmed and the lines between the boarding parties went silent. 
“Time to go to work,” Avery told Niko. He nodded and pulled himself the rest of the way out of the hatch. He was careful to access the console without disturbing the ship’s late Captain. 
Niko keyed on the console and frowned immediately. “It’s locked,” he said and typed in a sequence. The console made a disapproving sound. He tried another with the same results. Finally, he looked towards Avery, “I don’t suppose you have an override code?” 
Avery shrugged, joined him and keyed in the override code she had been given for the Hyperion. To the surprise of them both, it worked and the console lit up with several available options. 
“Better to be lucky than smart sometimes, I guess.” Avery commented and let Niko work while she looked around the small cockpit. There was no sign of a co-pilot. No coffee cups or leftover food wrappers. Stuffed in the corner, there was a blanket and pillow, indicating the late Captain had taken to sleeping at his station. She considered the fact the man probably lost his co-pilot on Colony Beta and had to shoulder the responsibility of navigating and searching for Colony Alpha all on his own. She felt a tinge of something at this thought, but pushed it down to the deepest, darkest recess she could.
“Find anything?” She asked Niko after what seemed like an impossibly long silence. 
The man shook his head grimly. “I was able to stop the auto-deletion program, but the damage has been done. There is no information for me to access to see what happened. Not without gutting the physical storage and trying to restore it, but I doubt the deletion program would be at surface level only.” 
Avery listened and nodded. Eventually, her eyes fell meaningfully on Rockford. “Well, we should find the others,” she said after a pause. “After you,” she gestured to the hatch.
Niko had seen her meaningful look and it seemed to spark a similar idea in him, “Wait a minute…” He ignored her suggestion to find the others and knelt to turn out the late Captain’s pockets until he found Rockford’s personal handheld. “He left us a message before, maybe he did it again.” 
Avery nodded reluctantly. She had every intention of searching for his OMNI herself and inspecting it on her own time. She didn’t want Niko knowing more than absolutely necessary but, unfortunately for her – and possibly for him – he was not a dense man. 
Niko keyed on the handheld, swiping and tapping the screen until he seemed to find something. From where he knelt, he activated the OMNI’s projection mode and placed the device on the floor. The now disturbingly appropriate ghostly figure of Captain Rockford sprung from the device. Unlike the recording from Colony Beta, the Captain looked frail and thin. Instead of standing in the recording, he sat like perhaps he could not support his own weight. His voice was so difficult to hear, Niko had to turn up the OMNI’s volume to the highest level.
The projection of Captain Rockford stared into the middle distance for what seemed like a painfully long time. Niko and Avery watched and held their breath without realizing it. Only when the late Captain began to speak did they finally breathe out. 
“I am recording this message on my OMNI,” he provided in way of preamble, “Because I cannot trust the ship’s computers. I have just found all my previous log entries have been deleted. I do not wish to speculate on why this might be,” he sighed, clearly burdened with other worries. 
“We have lost many more passengers.” He started in a haunted voice to match his haunted face. “Some have asked to be euthanized as an alternative to the painful and lengthy death of starvation.” He took another long pause. “I have granted the requests for two reasons. One, I am not certain our quest to find Colony Alpha will be successful. Not… in time. And two…” He swallowed and the effort looked forced. “It will increase the rations and chance of survival for those who want to continue.” 
The image of the late Captain blinked rapidly for a moment, his eyes having to work to refocus, “I have not eaten in three days and do not intend to until I absolutely must. Our sensors indicate that Colony Alpha is just two month’s journey from our current position. I have jettisoned every possible unnecessary item on this ship in an attempt to travel at maximum velocity. I hope it is enough,” He added and put his forehead in his hand. In that moment, he was the personification of famish and fatigue. 
The message blinked off and Niko bent over the OMNI and keyed on the next entry. The late Captain reappeared looking, somehow, even worse. 
“Fighting has begun to spread throughout the ship,” he reported in a hallowed out voice. “I have ordered peace over the audio system but those still with us are insane with hunger.” He paused and a pained expression spread across his face, “I am powerless to stop this,” he spoke the words like each was a dagger in him. “I fear no one but I will be left to run this fool’s errand.” He added bitterly. “I’m so hungry,” his voice twisted into a plea – a plea to no one. He could not control the impulse to say the words aloud. He clutched his stomach and his face screwed up into a picture of pain. “We have forsaken all of the Gods we once knew and so they have forsaken us,” he said in a fit of weakness and anger. “We have reached too far.” 
The recoding continued but the late Captain said nothing more. He simply stared into the middle distance with pain frozen in his features. And so it was that Niko and Avery were witness to the final moments of the Captain’s life. 
After a time, Niko reached over and deactivated the projection. He tapped the interface and said, “It recorded until it was out of space.” 
Avery nodded vacantly. “I’ll take it,” she said, holding out her hand. Niko hesitated, but it was for only a split second before handing the device over like it weighed several hundred kilos. “There’s nothing else we can do here,” she said after she pocketed the device. “We should find the others.”
“Should we…” Niko started, giving Avery pause. He gestured to the late Captain. “Should we… do something? Lay him down?” 
“He died at his post,” Avery said after a moment of consideration, “It’s only right to leave him there.” 
Niko found himself hard pressed to disagree with her logic. He reached up and tapped his earpiece, “Niko to Makenna. What’s your location?” 
No answer came.
Niko tried again. “Makenna, report your location.” 
“Ms. Kranov, report.” Avery tried. 
Still nothing. In unison, the pair pulled their goggles over their eyes and scanned the schematic readout to look for the dots that should have indicated where the three others were. “You start on the lower decks, I’ll take the top decks,” Avery advised as each two dimensional map was broken into sections. 
“Acknowledged,” Niko said and flicked his eyes to control the goggle glass interface. He looked from icon to icon until he worked out an efficient method to quickly scan through each deck schematic. He was going so fast, he had already accessed the next slide when he had to go back to the previous readout that had the glowing dots displayed. “I’ve got something,” he told Avery. “Engine room.”
“Of course,” Avery groaned. “I wonder what Ms. Krasnov is up to now.” 
“The reinforced bulkhead around the engine compartment may be causing our communication issues.” Niko suggested. 
“Time to go on a search and rescue mission.”
“Who are we rescuing, and from what?” Niko wanted to know.
“Connolly and Waltham from the tedium of watching Krasnov fondle the hardware.” 
Niko made a face that indicated he wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or cringe. “They covered a lot of ground. We’d better get moving.” 
Avery nodded in way of agreement and they both descended the cockpit ladder with ease. They kept a clipped pace on the deck they were on and moved down two when they hit a dead end. Niko alternated pulling his goggles over his eyes to check they were still in the engine room and trying to radio them. So far, they hadn’t moved. He noticed they stayed in a relatively motionless grouping and for some reason, this bothered him. Something about it seemed… off.
He picked up the pace to a jog and heard Avery match his speed behind him. 
When they arrived at the entrance of the engine room, they heard Finn’s panicked voice raise up, “Captain? Charlie? Anyone?”
Niko and Avery shared a look before pushing open the engine room door that was already partially open. Niko was first in, so he saw the scene before Avery did. Makenna was collapsed on the floor near a console and Winston was over her, his hands pressed against her abdomen. Finn was pacing around them with her finger pushed into her ear. 
“What the hell happened here?” Avery barked. Winston and Finn looked up and tinge of relief flashed over their expressions, but the majority of their demeanors showed alarm and fear.
“There is someone else on this ship,” Finn explained in a rushed tone. “He attacked Makenna and ran off. We found where he was living,” she gestured to further into the engine room. “We tried to talk to him but… he… his eyes…” she shook her head, the memory of the wildness coming to the forefront. 
“How badly is she hurt?” Niko asked Winston, who looked somewhat helpless.
Winston shook his head, “She’s been stabbed in the abdomen. The bleeding is bad. I need to figure out if any of her organs have been damaged.” 
From where she lay, Makenna winced and cursed in Russian. Her hands were over Winston’s in an attempt to staunch the blood flow. She began muttering angrily in her native tongue.
“We need to get her back to the ship immediately.” Winston spoke over the woman’s angry monolog. 
“Did he say anything?” Avery asked, ignoring the doctor. 
Finn shook her head, putting her hand to her forehead in an attempt to focus her thoughts, “He wanted to know where we came from.” She recounted and resumed her nervous pacing, “And where our ship was.”
That made Niko and Avery stiffen.  Simultaneously, they gave each other a meaningful look. “Shit!” Avery exclaimed with their shared revelation. 
“Charlie. The ship,” Niko elaborated. 
“Stay here in case he doubles back.” The Captain told Niko in a rush, “Get her bleeding under control before you move her.” She added and without further explanation, took off in a sprint towards the docking bay and the Hyperion. 
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“Damn it!” Charlie cursed and slammed his hand down on the console. He had been trying to raise any of the boarding party on their assigned communications channel but no one was answering. He stood and began to pace the bridge – he didn’t like the feeling of helplessness that came along with the silence. He knew what he had already heard – Avery and Niko found the Captain of Colony Two dead, along with, seemingly, everyone else. Then they tried to raise Mak and her team with no luck.
But then everything had gone radio silent. He did not like that one bit.
After a few minutes of pacing, a chime sounded from his console and he rushed over to check it. A light flashed on his interface, indicating that the docking bay hatch had been accessed. He felt instant relief – content to assume that something had gone wrong with their communicators, forcing them to return without reporting in. All that was important was that they were back and this calmed him. He sat back down at his console and tapped the indicator light to dismiss it. 
After a few minutes, Charlie heard footsteps, but he didn’t turn immediately – “What happened to your comm?” He asked before swiveling to face the entrance of the bridge.
Charlie felt his breath leave him. Instead of seeing the Captain or any other member of the crew, he was faced with a vision of a nightmare. A man filled the doorway with long, straggly hair and a face caked with dried blood. He was shirtless and Charlie’s eyes widened when, with filthy fingernails, the intruder raised his hands in an aggressive gesture, bared his teeth and snarled at the pilot. 
Charlie had only split seconds to take the nightmarish apparition in because the man charged him almost immediately. Charlie instinctively dodged, lunging out of the way by throwing himself to the floor. The man crashed into to console instead of the pilot and there was a distinct sound of glass splintering under the weight and force of the blow. Undeterred by pain or sense, the wild man with wild eyes spun and attacked again. 
Charlie rolled away and scrambled to his feet. He took a moment to search the room for anything he might be able to use to defend himself, but the pause was too long. The man tackled him and they hit the floor violently – Charlie’s head taking the brunt of the fall, smacking against the metal surface with a crack. He heard the noise but did not register how it related to him. Adrenaline all but numbed the pain after his vision swam for a fraction of a moment, only to return in sharp, horrifying focus.  
Instinctively, Charlie braced his hands on the man’s shoulders and used all his strength to push him away, locking his elbows as he did so. The man snarled and snapped his teeth as he tried to pull off Charlie’s grip.
The pilot struggled and wedged a knee between them and dug the toe of his boot into the man’s stomach. He kicked out and managed to dislodge the man who came back at him with feverish determination. 
From where Charlie lay on his back, he timed a powerful kick to the man’s chest that made him fall over on his side. He coughed and sputtered but rolled into a crouch as he did so. Pain affected him, but only to a certain extent. There were other instincts compelling his actions and Charlie knew with sickening certainty it had to do with hunger and an acquired taste for human flesh.
From his crouched position, the shell of a man pulled something from the small of his back. It dripped with fresh blood as he brandished it at Charlie – it was what looked like a cross between a makeshift knife and spearhead. 
The man adjusted his grip on it and Charlie watched with horror as every muscle in his body prepared to pounce. The pilot’s adrenaline transitioned into survival level fear that made his mouth taste like acid. Everything around him was bolted to the floor. He had nothing to protect himself. His heart raced so furiously that he almost did not notice the movement behind the crouched man.
The man, too intent on his prey, did not notice at all as Avery strode onto the bridge. She walked right up to the savage so that she was beside him. Only then did he snap his attention over and up at her. It was a split second before she placed the barrel of her pistol squarely between his eyes and pulled the trigger with a steady hand. 
The man collapsed instantaneously, his weapon lost from his grasp. 
The deafening noise of blood rushing in Charlie’s ears quieted somewhat, replaced by a ringing from the gunshot. He looked from the collapsed wild thing to Avery and back, attempting to regain control over his breathing. 
“I bet you’re glad I brought this now,” Avery said and held the gun up. 
Charlie nodded numbly. 
“You OK Foxtrot?” She asked. 
He nodded again.
“Good. Thanks for not dying. Now get up because we’ve got another problem.” She said as she holstered her side arm. 
Charlie gripped his console chair and pulled himself up – or tried. His first attempt failed as his vision swam at the motion. He collapsed back to the floor in a graceless heap, his hand moving to the back of his head that suddenly throbbed angrily. 
“Well, shit,” Avery said – his condition did not escape her. “New plan. Don’t move much.” She left the bridge and came back with relative quickness wielding a bio-freeze pack. She snapped the activator in it and put it in Charlie’s hand. “I’ll get the doc to give you some really good pain killer when he’s done stitching up our favorite engineer.” She said and Charlie’s shock made him recoil, then wince in pain. He applied the bio-freeze back to the back of his head and looked at the makeshift weapon the man had dropped. 
“That’s her blood?” he asked with alarm in his voice.
“Unfortunately,” Avery confirmed. “Stay here. I’ve got a stretcher to find.” She instructed and left without further niceties. 
Charlie’s eyes focused and unfocused and he settled on just closing them in an attempt to avoid the nausea that was building. His decision was also heavily influenced by not wanting to look at the haunting image of a dead cannibal and Niko’s now blood-spattered console. 
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Margret Avery was, without question, one of the most clear headed people under pressure Niko had ever witnessed. He was certain that, without her, their group may have lost their collective composure and unraveled with the recent crisis into which they had been propelled. He considered himself to be a levelheaded person, but even this tested him.
She had returned in short order with a lightweight stretcher retrieved from the Hyperion’s small medical bay. She informed them without fanfare that the threat had been neutralized and that they could focus on getting Makenna safely back to the ship. She and Niko did most of the heavy lifting while Winston walked along side to monitor the engineer. He had used the time Avery was away to fashion a bandage from his medical kit, though it was soaked and Makenna had lost consciousness. 
Finn jogged ahead of them, making sure the way was clear and calling lifts as much in advance as possible so they could travel between decks without too much delay. 
When they boarded the Hyperion, they made a direct line to the medical bay. The Captain left them to work with Charlie to detach from Colony Two – just in case there had been more than one… survivor aboard the colony ship. 
Niko and Finn stayed with Winston, making the medical bay feel cramped and smaller than it was. They watched as he began to cut Makenna’s shirt off to clear the wounded area. His hands shook as he did and he looked alarmingly nervous. 
When he had the shirt completely removed, he pulled away the soaked bandage and tossed it into a bio-bin.
“She’s still bleeding,” Finn said with distress as she looked from the wound to Winston expectantly.
“Yes,” Winston agreed and stared at the wound. 
Niko was shocked by his inaction, “Why aren’t you doing anything?” The slow pooling of blood made him uneasy for Makenna. He wasn’t sure how much she had lost, but even astronomers knew pools of blood were bad. 
Winston wiped his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. He had begun sweating and color had drained from his face. “Well,” he said, leaning down to look at the wound from a different angle. “I am trying to… determine how to…” he trailed off. 
“Damn it, Doctor, she’s going to bleed out!” Niko snapped and gnashed his teeth together in frustration and helplessness. 
Finn put weight on one foot, then the other as she anxiously watched the doctor do nothing. 
“I have not technically done this on a person before,” Winston blurted out.
“What?!” Finn and Niko exclaimed in unison. 
“I, I, I… I am technically what you would call an accredited non-practicing medical scholar with a specialization in veterinary medicine.” Winston confessed all in one breath. 
Though she knew it would accomplish nothing, Finn felt anger flair up in her – even more than shock. “Most animals on Earth are extinct!” She yelled. “It is not even a profession anymore!” 
“Well, it was more of a theoretical study…” 
“Theoretically figure this out!” Niko shouted. “Anatomy is anatomy.” He skipped the obvious question of why they were sent on a mission with a theoretical veterinarian masquerading as a practicing medical doctor because there was exactly nothing they could do about it in that moment. 
This seemed to help the doctor as he nodded and straightened his back. “Yes. Okay. Can one of you get the surgical kit from that drawer?” He pointed to a drawer and Finn rushed to it, pulling the kit out and unrolling it on the counter. “I need a scalpel.” He instructed and turned away from Makenna to begin washing her blood off his hands, intending to sterilize them. He made quick work of it, pulled on a pair of blue rubber gloves and held out his hand while focusing on the wound.
Finn handed him what he needed and the man opened Makenna’s wound so he could inspect the surrounding organs for damage. Niko watched him with extra care considering the recent revelation about the so-called doctor. 
Makenna stirred and Winston asked Niko to hold her by the shoulders to prevent her from doing any more damage. He complied and they worked over her for an hour. Finn wiped away blood so Winston had a better view as they went and he eventually was able to report with certainty that no organs appeared to be damaged, which he declared to be a miracle. He then moved onto the process of stitching up the wound, which he seemed adequate at doing. 
As he was closing the last loop, Avery rejoined them. 
“When you’re done with that, Doc, you’ll need to go see Foxtrot. Bring some quality pain meds.” 
“What happened to Charlie?” Finn asked. She was exhausted but still felt a pang of worry spring up in her. 
“He took a nasty hit to the head when our visitor introduced himself.” Avery explained. “Speaking of which – Niko, I’ll need your help with some cleanup on the Bridge.” 
More blood, Niko thought dismally but he nodded nonetheless.
Winston was setting up an IV drip for Makenna – a mixture of saline for rehydration and antibiotics because he could only guess at how unclean the weapon that was used to assault he was. “I’ll be with him as soon as I know Ms. Krasnov is stable,” Winston answered. 
Niko and Finn shared a look that the Captain noticed but did not comment on. For now, the pair remained quiet and Niko left without any parting words. 
“I’m going to stay with her,” Finn announced to no one in particular. Makenna’s normally pale sink was whiter than ever, but her breathing was thankfully regular. Her expression showed the ever-present pain, despite being unconscious. Finn supposed that was good – it meant she was still alive. 
Winston retrieved a syringe from a cabinet and carefully pressed it into the bend of Makenna’s arm that was not already occupied by an IV. “Painkiller,” he answered Finn’s silent question and almost immediately Mak’s expression smoothed out, searing pain erased. 
“What’s her expected recovery rate?” Avery asked. 
Winston looked unsure, “In a few days she’ll be able to sit up – limited range of motion, however.” 
Avery frowned but didn’t comment. She nodded, “Alright. Briefing room in thirty – and no, Ms. Connolly, it is not optional.” 
“The pain medication will be in effect much longer than that,” Winston reassured Finn when he saw her defiant look. “We can trust she will be okay on her own for a while.”
Finn rewarded him with a cutting look, but she softened it when she realized what she had done. Again, it was not unnoticed by the Captain. She logged it and excused herself to handle the next task. 
On her way out, she grabbed the still-bloodied stretcher they had used to bring Makenna back to the ship. With Niko’s help, she used it to move the intruder’s body to the cargo area where it was agreed that they’d jettison it as soon as possible. When they set the body down, clothes and hands both smeared with blood for their efforts, Niko looked down at the man and tilted his head, “Hold on a second,” he told Avery, who was already making to leave. 
Niko wiped his hand off on the jumpsuit he wore and searched his pocket for his handheld. When he found it, he keyed it on with one hand, and then bent over the body to hold it over the man’s face, engaging the OMNI’s scanner. When the image was taken, he stood back up and initiated a search. Avery watched but did not comment. 
After a moment, the device made a chime that meant whatever it had been asked to do was complete. Niko squinted at the results and then looked up at Avery, eyebrows raised. He held out his device so Avery could see, “He was Colony Two’s copilot.” 
The device showed a picture of a smiling, well kept, clean shaven man with short hair. At first glance, he looked nothing like the aberration lying at their feet, but when studied closely, it was clear that if you removed the blood and scraggly appearance, the man in the picture and the man in the cargo bay were one in the same. 
Avery’s eyes narrowed as she considered this new information, “He must have thought he could pilot the Hyperion himself.” She concluded. “If food was all he wanted, he could have taken us out one by one.” She observed.
The last thought made Niko shiver and he worked to disguise it. “Perhaps there was more man left in the beast than it appeared.” He commented. 
Avery shrugged, not inclined to put any more thought into the matter, “Let’s go. I want to have the bridge back to normal as much as possible before our briefing. Sorry about your console,” She added. 
“I’m just glad you got there in time,” Niko said. The intense feelings of the past few hours were wearing off and he felt suddenly tired and somewhat numb. 
“Don’t check out on me, Andris.” Avery said. She had seen his look on many others throughout her career. 
He shook his head in an attempt to shake the feeling. He locked eyes with her after a moment and gave a resolute nod before they made their way back to the Bridge. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
To Niko’s thinking, it was surprisingly easy to make it look like nothing had happened on the bridge. All the surfaces were non porous so it was just a matter of soaking up the blood and making sure nothing had been damaged in the struggle. Niko’s console was fine. Avery explained she had only brought low-velocity rounds so the slug would not travel through any decking. They had found the slug on the other side of the bridge and just a dent on the lower part of Niko’s console where it had originally ricocheted after passing through her target. 
Charlie’s console was another story altogether. It had cracked and splintered with the impact of the former co-pilot and they still had to determine if it would be one hundred percent functional. 
Shifting from clean up to forward momentum, they all stood in the briefing room now – with the exception of Makenna who was still unconscious and with Finn being the last to report. Avery had played Rockford’s last words and summarized what Niko and she had found. She asked for a similar recount of what had happened with Makenna’s group and Finn reported on her behalf. 
Charlie leaned against the wall, still holding the bio-freeze pack to the back of his head but looking overall much more relaxed. Winston had given him some anti-inflammatory after a routine examination. The doctor reported that their pilot was, indeed, concussed and would not be permitted to sleep until further notice. 
“So what now?” Charlie asked after everyone was up to speed on what happened. There was a strong sense in the room of defeat and the crew looked to Avery – the closest they had to a rock. She had proven herself to be a capable and strong leader and any opinions that the others may have had were respectfully held back - like Finn’s, who was thinking it might be a good idea to return home or Niko’s, who wanted nothing more than to find Colony One, especially after seeing the fate of Colony Two.
She did not answer right away. She stood with both hands bracing the table in the center of the room, looking to the center of it where Rockford’s OMNI still lay. “Our scanners confirm what Colony Two’s sensors detected. A planet that is likely Colony Alpha. This was our original mission, and we will complete it.” 
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Colony One, Mission Duration: 9 Months
 
 
Skylar thought that she was hallucinating when Colony Alpha came within visual range. It would not have been an impossible prospect – her food rations were just as stretched as the rest of the ship’s and she often tried to go longer without her rations if possible to ensure she would have enough to eat to complete their journey. She woke Patrick from where he slept in the chair next to her, “Hey,” she said when his eyes cracked open to look at her. She gestured out the viewscreen and evaluated his reaction. 
He blinked rapidly and then sat up in his chair, “We made it,” he breathed and Skylar found herself breathing out a sigh of relief, as well. She knew that if she were hallucinating, it was at least a mass hallucination. 
With some effort, Skylar reached out and keyed on the audio system, “This is the Captain,” she said and her words echoed throughout the ship. “Thank you all for the sacrifices you have made to get us to this point.” She paused, and then with a sigh: “We’ve made it,” she said with clear relief in her voice. “Estimated time for touch-down…” She leaned forward and tapped her interface to do some quick calculations. “Two hours. Please prepare to disembark.” 
 
Throughout the ship there were cheers, silent tears and some tears not as silent. Disbelief, relief, gratitude – the mixture was intense for the low-energy passengers of Colony One. Demetri and Lucy embraced and didn’t let go of each other until shortly before they landed when Ndale made them detach. He needed to figure out how to get his contraband off the ship without too many people noticing, which required their help. 
Jia watched the celebrations with trepidation. She found herself sinking away and out of sight to manage the anxiety she felt at the news. She, like the others, had resigned herself to the hunger and she had thought more than once that might be how she ended up dying on this voyage. Now there were other possibilities – better or worse, she wasn’t sure, she simply had the overwhelming feeling of dread at word of their decent. 
Luca seemed to rally and overcome his hunger at the news, excitedly packing his bags. Alexa watched him with some envy. She had lived with a constant headache for so long, she wasn’t sure she could remember what it felt like to be pain free. 
Anivashak stat cross legged on his bunk, as he often did – but instead of his meditative blank expression, he was smiling with his eyes closed. It made him look oblivious to the buzz around him, but the opposite was true. He was soaking in the moment. 
Elsewhere in the ship, teems of people crowded around the largest observation window, drinking in the sight of their new home.
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Colony Alpha was a planet with some green and blue, but the vast majority of it was a sandy color that one would associate with a rocky desert land. Skylar did not waste any time and put the large ship into a degraded orbit so they could land as quickly as possible. She calculated a spot based on distance to the nearest water source according to their instruments and a space large and flat enough to land the behemoth ship. 
Her estimate of two hours appeared to be accurate and it took them only a few minutes more to put down and extend the stabilizing legs. Patrick and Skylar read the numbers that came across their consoles that explained the atmosphere composition, gravitation pull – slightly less than Earth – and more. Both their faces were encouraging and the shared an excited look.
“Figures are within range,” Patrick confirmed. He looked out the viewscreen to the landscape ahead of them. It was rocky and flat, but there were what looked like trees in the distance. Patrick would have preferred to be a little closer to the trees, and the water source they had identified from orbit, but he knew Skylar could only do so much with the ship which was not designed for maneuvering. 
From the cockpit, Skylar keyed in the command to open up the large aft loading ramp and felt the pressure in the ship change almost immediately. The air they had been so used was suddenly not as stale as it once was. The Captain leaned forward to key on the audio system a final time, “Welcome home, Colony One. You are free to leave the ship.” She said simply, and then turned to Patrick, “Get the scouting party together. Take the Runners and see if we can’t find a more ideal location to make ourselves at home.” 
“My pleasure,” Patrick smiled for the first time in a long time, feeling renewed and excited about putting his boots on the ground. 
He set himself upon his task and left Skylar alone in the cockpit. She leaned forward on the console that was dark from being deactivated. She starred out the viewscreen with a contented smile. She would stay with the ship until every passenger had exited – it was only right for the Captain to stay with her ship until the very end. 
 
The passengers of Colony One exited the ship in record time. The air of Colony Alpha was palatable – fresh and inviting. It was a sensation none had felt before – unfiltered, clean air. Many passengers had not bothered to bring their possessions out with them. Instead, they rushed out into the open and when they got there, felt dumbfounded by the untouched lands around them. A large number simply shuffled away from the ship, looking around like newborns. 
Ndale, Demetri and Lucy were among the last to leave the ship. By then, even Patrick had successfully coordinated unloading the Runners. The copilot had coordinated a team and gave out instructions before giving the green light to release the vehicles to gather more information about where they had landed. The sounds of their engines were far off in the distance when Ndale pulled a heavy bag down the separate ramp Patrick had used to offload the Runners. Demetri and Lucy followed, pulling similarly weighted bag. Demtri was surprised Ndale still had so much. It wasn’t nearly enough to share with the entire ship, so Demetri didn’t blame Ndale for holding back. More, he was impressed with the man’s restraint and steadfast attitude. 
“I am going to set up a tent for us,” Ndale was saying over his shoulder. “And it must never be unattended.” 
Lucy and Demetri voiced their agreement as they stepped off the ramp and onto solid ground. The two shared an excited smile that was short lived. As soon as the three stepped onto the planet’s surface, a great rumble came from the ship they had just departed. The ramp they stepped off began to close with alarming speed. 
Around the aft of the ship, the loading ramp did the same – closing without manual instruction to do so. The ship’s engines engaged and the crowds around Colony One reeled away from the giant of a ship as they felt the heat of the thrusters. 
“What now!?” Ndale shouted over the noise as Demetri scooped up his bag, along with the one he was already carrying and ran away from the ship.
“Hurry!” He yelled back at Ndale – Lucy was already on his heels. They ran until they couldn’t feel the heat of the engines, and then turned to look at what was happening. They were on the starboard side, relatively safe compared to the others, who were almost all exclusively to the ship’s aft. Large, oversized thrusters cast them in an ominous glow
It looked as if Colony One was attempting a launch sequence. As it did, the heat intensified and the masses at the rear of the ship ran frantically in all directions. Some ran towards the ship, looking for a way aboard – their instincts immediately told them they did not want to be left behind. This was a fool’s errand, however, as the heat overwhelmed them and they collapsed. Others looked on and those who may have wanted to stage a rescue were helpless to do so. 
Angry yelling started – the only logical conclusion those on the ground could come to was that Skylar was responsible for this. She was still on the ship. She was leaving them. Why? Confusion, anger, hurt, despair, all of them collided and the crowd shook their fists and tried to scream over the deafening sounds of the engines engaging.
 
Skylar was in a panic. One minute, she was preparing to climb down the cockpit ladder, the next, the ship was rumbling under her feet. Hunger and exhaustion fled her mind and all she could fathom was trying to stop what was happening. She rushed back to the console and tried to make sense of what the readout was saying. 
“WEIGHT THRESHOLD SATISFIED, AUTOMATED LAUNCH SEQUENCE INITIATED,” it read, and below the message, the coordinates for Earth blinked as the target destination. 
“No, no, no…” She said, her face screwing up in a panicked expression. The ship was meant to be incorporated into the colonization effort – its parts used to build infrastructure and homes. It was not meant to return to Earth. It was meant to stay here with them. 
Skylar tapped the console frantically, and then pounded on it when none of her override codes worked. The rumbling of the ship increased as the thrusters prepared to engage. She cursed and looked around until her eyes fell on the circuit panels lining the cockpit walls.
She began ripping them off, reaching into the gaps and pulling apart any bunch of wires and circuit boards she could get her hands on. She had pulled open almost every single panel and gutted it with no change in the launch sequence. Finally, she ripped a floor panel from the decking and began to pull electronics from their connections. A shock hit her, throwing her back and the ship gave a great shutter before everything went terribly silent.
From where she had landed, Skylar blinked at the ceiling of the cockpit. Everything was tingling and she did not immediately register that the ship had gone silent. Carefully, she pushed herself up to her elbows and surveyed her surroundings. Panel doors lay everywhere, along with wires and motherboards. 
She lay very still for several minutes until she was sure that she had, in fact, stopped whatever automated sequence that had tried to take place. Finally, she pulled herself to her feet shakily and began to make her way down the ladder and to the rear of the ship. The compartments she passed were quiet and the stale air was back. She realized why when she found the loading ramp door had been shut. Still feeling that she was in a daze, she found the control panel for the ramp and keyed it to open. 
As soon as the door cracked, she heard a roar of voices and the sound was almost deafening. The ramp lowered itself to the ground and she stepped into view, squinting out into the distance. 
The first thing she registered were bodies on the rocky ground – some with their clothes singed off and many of them burnt. They didn’t move. Skylar knew immediately they were dead and felt a tight knot twist in her stomach. So many bodies.
The next thing she saw was a mass of people rushing towards her. Many of them were screaming and angry. Some stopped to circle around fallen bodies, others continued at her, leaping up the ramp with determined purpose.
Skylar held up her hands, “I don’t know what happened!” She tried to say over the noise but her words sounded muted against the collective anger of the crowd approaching her. She tried again, but it was in vain as the sea of people hit her like a violent wave. Some moved past her – they seemed to think being on the ship was the safest route. Others surrounded her and pushed her against the wall, yelling angrily. 
“I stopped the ship! I stopped it!” She said over and over again. Many of the faces she did not recognize and the crushing weight of the mass was stifling. 
Someone reached out and struck her, making her head bounce off the bulkhead. That was enough to incense the others to violence – some pulling at her clothes, others kicking. She was struggling against them and calling out for help when she felt a sharp pain in her upper right leg. She screamed involuntarily as the pain rocketed up her body.
Her scream was punctuated by the sound of a flare gun being fired into the air. It was close, and it startled the group that surrounded Skylar. They turned to see Alexa holding the double barreled flare gun. She lowered her aim to point it at the crowd. Luca and Javier were standing next to her, looking authoritative. They were on the other side of the ramp’s highest point. Beside them, an emergency container had been forced open – it held fog horns, hand lamps and more flare guns.
“Disperse!” Alexa said and added “Now!” when they did not immediately move. That did the trick, and everyone in the crowd scattered.
Skylar slid to the floor and clutched her leg. Her face tingled from a blow she had taken and her lip was cut open. She looked down to see that her leg had been gashed open. Something had cut through the fabric of her jumpsuit, into her skin and muscle. 
Alexa was at the Captain’s side as soon as the crowd was gone. Javier and Luca chased off any onlookers and stood with their backs to the women to ensure their safety. The former medic did not waste time. She assessed the situation with remarkable speed and was wrapping her belt around Skylar’s thigh before the Captain knew what was happening.
“We need to get your bleeding under control,” Alexa explained in a calm voice. “Once we do that, you should be fine.” She assured with confidence, but the truth was, Alexa was not sure. In terms of unfortunate places to be stabbed, the upper leg was one of them. If her femoral artery had been hit, she would need surgery to survive the hour. 
“Luca,” Alexa barked, going into a headspace she had thought she left behind, “I need you to put pressure on the wound,” She told him and showed him what she needed. Looking reluctant at first, Luca acknowledge the serious look in her eyes and pressed his palms firmly on the wound in an attempt to help stop the bleeding. 
“Javi,” Alexa looked up at the other man. “I need a med kit from the infirmary. I need it five minutes ago.” He didn’t even delay long enough to nod. The man sprinted off, pushing people out of the way as he did so.
Alexa looked up and around. The loading bay was in chaos. People were pulling cargo boxes away from where they had been tied down and running away with them down the loading ramp. People were pushing and shoving and yelling at each other in the aftermath of the ship attempting a launch. The long term effects of not eating didn’t help – even before the chaos of the ship’s attempted departure; people were in so much desperate pain they were ready to lash out at the smallest opportunity. It had been a building powder keg for months. 
She didn’t know what had happened, but she knew it was not the Captain’s doing. She and some of the others had tried to stop the crowd from rushing back onto Colony One, but, many of them still affected by seeing their fellow passengers killed by the accident, mixed with the fear of abandonment was too strong a combination to stop the onslaught of anger and confusion. 
When Alexa’s attention refocused on the Captain, she realized Skylar had lost consciousness. “Shit, shit, shit,” She spoke under her breath. She wanted to be strong for Luca, who had a look of frozen worry and fright on his face, but she was overwhelmed with the very real possibility that they were about to lose their Captain. 
In the distance, there was a sound of familiar humming engines. After a moment, it was obvious the sound was coming nearer to them. “The Runners?” Luca asked Alexa.
“No… they couldn’t be back so soon.” Alexa said with a frown. The buzzing sound of engines made the anxiety grip the pit of her stomach with a vice-like grip, and she scanned the interior of the ship for any sign of Javier. 
 
Outside of the ship, four Runners were converging. The groups of people who had stayed outside and away from the madness of Colony One gave the scout ships space. The ships powered down and a sudden silence blanketed the crowds. 
The doors of the Runners opened all at the same time, and a half dozen people came spilling out of each one – unrecognizable to any of Colony One’s passengers. They were not the people who left. They were outsiders, wearing headscarves to hide their faces. They rushed into the crowds, who back peddled with surprise and fear. They wielded angry looking sticks and pipes – anything that could be used to swing and inflict harm – and began to chase after defenseless passengers. It was clear that they had only one purpose in mind and one of the first outsiders to reach a Colony One passenger removed all doubt when he smashed a heavy pipe down on the passenger’s head. The unlucky man fell to the ground in a twitching heap. 
 
From the high point of Colony One’s ramp, Luca and Alexa could see everything. They watched with their mouths slung open in abrupt shock.
“What the hell is happening?” Luca asked. Every muscle in his body tensed – he wanted to defend his colony family, but his pressure on the Captain’s wound might have been the only thing that was keeping her from certain death. 
“We should close the ramp!” Someone shouted from the cargo bay. Alexa looked over to see a woman clutching some sort of bag that she has taken from the stack of supplies. 
“No,” Alexa said. “We can’t leave them out there.” She pivoted where she knelt and pointed at a group of men, “You four – defend the ramp. Flare guns are there,” She pointed to a box she had gotten into earlier. “Let only those aboard who are with us.” They looked cowed for a moment, but Alexa shouted at them and they jumped into action. 
Javier returned with a medical kit and a look of horror at what he had returned to. Wordlessly, Alexa snatched the kit from him and tried to split her focus on the newest crisis and saving the Captain’s life. 
“Get everyone back on board,” Luca told Jaiver. “We’re not alone.” 
Alexa tore open a gauze pack with her teeth and quickly worked the material under Luca’s hands. With blood smearing all over the med kit, she rifled through it to find the self-sealing bandage that she could use to plug the wound in Skylar’s leg. After a moment of not being able to find what she was looking for, she upturned the kit, dumping the entire contents on the deck in a flash of frustration. Her eyes darted through the contents, spreading it out with adrenaline fueled motions. Abruptly, she slammed her fist down on the metal deck and shouted out a curse. 
“What? What is it?” Luca wanted to know. Her behavior made him push down harder on the Captain’s leg, as if it might help, or possibly slow down time. 
“There’s nothing but useless junk in here!” She said through gritted teeth. “Gauze, bandages, antiseptic… That’s it.” 
Luca was shaking his head in disbelief. Even he knew a standard first aid kit had more in it than that. Pain killer, at least. And on a ship like this, there should have been more than your basic field dressings. “That can’t be right.”
Alexa flung the empty plastic case of the medical kit against the metal wall and sat back with her shoulders slumped. Pushing her anger aside, she refocused on the Captain. Her head lulled to the side and her mouth was slightly agape. Alexa’s chest tightened. She rocked forward and put the back of her fingers to the Captain’s cheek, then pushed two fingers into the side of her neck. “Captain,” she spoke firmly. “Captain,” she repeated as she took the woman’s chin in her hand and shook it gently. 
“Is she…” Luca began to ask but felt his words lodge in his throat. 
 
Down below, Ndale, Demetri and Lucy crouched beneath the ship, kept hidden by the lowered ramp and the great shadow the ship cast. They had taken cover as soon as they realized they were under attack.
“Should we try to help?” Demetri asked. 
“Help what?” Ndale asked. He was gripping the great sack he held so tightly that his knuckles were white with the force of it. “We don’t even know what’s happening.” 
Lucy leaned to the side, enough to see around the edge of the ramp, “Bad guys have masks on. Good guys don’t. We hurt the bad guys.” She suggested. 
“Do you think those Runners have any weapons?” Demetri wondered.
Ndale shook his head, “They wouldn’t be hitting people with sticks if they had.”
Demetri shrugged as if to say – fair point. Lucy eyed the bag that Ndale was clutching so tightly, “What about you? Did you smuggle any weapons with you?” She wondered. 
Ndale opened his mouth and made to answer but hesitated. 
Demetri knew a tell when he saw one. He straightened over Ndale, as if to better contrast the height difference. “What do you have?”
“Do you have any idea how much trouble I could get in if people knew I brought weapons?” 
“We’re already in trouble,” Lucy pointed out. 
“Well,” Ndale considered, “We could always just… see how this plays out.” 
Demetri and Lucy both fixed the merchant with powerfully scornful looks.
“Alright, alright.” He conceded. He loosened his grip on the sack and bent over to sift through it. He put his back to the pair when the leaned in to peer into the bag’s contents. After a moment, he extracted a plastic case, popped it opened and offered it to Demetri. “You take it. I’m not going out there.”
Demetri looked from it, to Ndale, and back to the case. He took the handgun that rested inside the foam liner and the two loaded magazines that were nestled beside it. “So much for a peaceful new beginning,” he said as he pushed one of the magazines into the handle of the semi-automatic weapon. 
Ndale snapped the case shut and shoved it back into his bag. “I am simply following a proud tradition of my people.” 
“What’s that?” Lucy asked with more than a little skepticism in her tone. 
“Diversifying,” He quipped. “Besides, whoever carries the bigger stick rules the world. It was true back on Earth and I figured it’d be true here, too.”
“Or,” Demetri pulled on the gun’s slide to load it. “In this case, the bigger gun.”
 
Javier had managed to get several Colony One passengers back onto the ship while holding off the outsiders, but they had quickly caught onto their strategy. In the spirit of divide-and-conquer, they had formed a line between the remaining passengers and the ship and were corralling anyone left on the ground back towards the Runners. 
A man beside him began to raise his flare gun but Javier lunged over, pushing his aim back to the metal ramp, “We can’t risk using the flares,” he explained through gritted teeth. “If we use them all and they find out, they’ll overrun us.” 
It was an impossible situation – they couldn’t fire on them, and attempting to prevent the outsiders from closing in on the others by confronting them, they would have to risk leaving the ship to be boarded. He and the others stood anxiously halfway down the ramp and shouted at the corralled passengers to make a break for it – to get back to the ship. 
But it was no use. The outsiders were closing around them, bloody clubs and pipes ready to strike. Javier watched, helplessly, and let out a guttural, pained noise as the outsiders began to rush the group.
A loud crack sounded and was so unexpected, one of the outsiders jolted in shock. 
Javier squinted towards the clutch of people and realized – no, the man had not jolted. He had been stuck by something. He fell to the ground and writhed in pain. It got the attention of his group, who looked around frantically as another crack sounded and another member fell. 
The outsiders began to scatter. Crack, crack, crack. The sounds came in rapid succession but only two outsiders fell this time. The rest were fleeing back to their Runners. 
The passengers left on the ground immediately made a break for Colony One. As Javier made room for them to pass, he saw movement from beside the ramp out of the corner of his eye. He rushed over to the side, flare gun at the ready in case it was another attack and immediately pointed it skyward when he recognized the man below as Demetri. 
Javier had to do a double take when he realized what the man was holding. Demetri offered a shy smile, then held his index finger to his lips before returning it to support his aim. 
Demetri fired a quick couple of bursts at the retreating outsiders to ensure their departure as they clamored back into their Runners and sped away. When it was clear they were leaving, the man backed away, back under the ramp, leaving Javier to gape at where he used to be.
No one else seemed to notice, or care – there was only terror, pain and chaos. 
Javier’s gaze moved from the side of the ramp out to the expanse beyond. Dust was swirling from the departure of the Runners and through it, bodies could be seen littering the ground – most of them unmoving. His eyes swept up the ramp and back into Colony One. They found Alexa, who was still sitting in front of the Captain. She felt his gaze and returned it with a stony expression, and finally, a slow shaking of her head. 
He knew immediately – their Captain was dead. 
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Earth, Present Day
 
 
Lance Richardson did not know what day it was, or where he was. He did not know how long he had been kept in the small, lightless room. He did not know if anyone was advocating for his release, or what his fate would be at the hands of his captors. He did not know how long it had been since he had eaten. 
His mind was filled with venomous thoughts towards Tom and the others at EMP who let him be taken. He thought about what he had done and felt anger burn in him like a furnace. He had done nothing but ensure the continuation of the human race. The hungrier he became, the more isolated he was, the thought became reinforced – he should be hailed as a hero, not shut away and abused like a criminal.
When they finally pulled him from the tiny room, he was nothing if not a man with conviction.
Citizens United had successfully overrun World Corp’s headquarters. The staff had been evacuated, but the mob claimed the facilities – using it as staging center. From the large network of buildings, they had the capability to transmit signals world-wide from one of the World Corp owned news stations that was on site.
In the center of the buildings was an extravagantly large courtyard with a carefully manicured grass quadrangle. In the space, the members of Citizens United had constructed a platform large enough for one, lone person. The platform was surrounded by a throng of people who stood in silence as they faced the raised structure. This is where Richardson was brought out and sat, strapped to a chair and squinting at the powerful brightness of the sun after a hood was ripped from his head. They had attached a microphone to his tattered suit and there were large screens surrounding the courtyard that projected his image from the camera that was trained on him.
“Is your name Lance Richardson?” A booming voice asked – amplified by the microphone the speaker wore. Richardson whipped his head around, looking for the man addressing him but the crowd was so dense and his vision so sensitive, he could not spot his interrogator. 
“Of course it is,” he answered and his voice was amplified, too. His words were broadcast to every viewer in the world. Those who did not want to tune in had no choice. Taking over World Corp headquarters meant that Citizens United could manipulate the broadcast, and they were literally pumping to feed along every single broadcast channel on the viewer and every OMNI device on Earth.
“Were you responsible for the Colony Missions?” The voice asked. Richardson’s eyes began to adjust so that instead of squinting, he could look meaningfully out into the crowd. He scowled at them and their numbers. 
“I was,” he said with enlarged pride. His shoulders straightened as much as they could from where his forearms were strapped to the chair. 
“Why have we not heard from the Colony ships since their departure?” 
Richardson’s eyes narrowed and he did not answer immediately. He had given his spiel hundreds of times – flawlessly without variation – about how communication was limited. He felt the anger and hate flare in him, fueling a sudden compulsion to lash out and hurt these people the way they had hurt him, “What does it matter?” He asked with a bite to his voice, “They’re gone, and you’re here. Do you not have more food on your plates and jobs to fill?” 
“Are you admitting that these missions were designed to fail?” The voice asked with a restrained tone. 
The drone filming Richardson edged closer, zooming on his face and the intensity of his eyes. Richardson starred directly into the lens and his lips pulled back as he bared his teeth in a show of aggression and anger. “I am admitting to trying to make life on Earth more bearable!” 
“Are all of those people dead?” The voice asked with a measure of belligerence. 
Richardson’s jaw set and he did not answer.
“How many more people were you going to send to their deaths?” The voice escalated. 
Something in Richardson’s eyes snapped and the monster on the inside emerged, “As many as possible. As many of you filthy breeders that could be crammed onto one of those ships, no matter what the cost or effort!” 
His words echoed throughout the courtyard and a horrified gasp rose up from the crowd. An angry rumbling began and there was an effort made to quiet them down so another question could be asked.
“Did your superiors know of your intent?” 
Richardson laughed and pulled at his restraints. “Did they know?” he asked bitterly. “They asked me to design a final solution for population control. They came to me.”
 
Around the world, a great silence resonated with his words. Final solution. They echoed in the minds of all those who had family on the colony missions, all those who were slotted for future missions. 
It was a silence that preceded a firestorm unlike any other the planet Earth had ever seen.
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Colony One, Mission Duration: 9 Months
 
 
With the attack Runners retreating into the distance, an oppressive silence settled over the cargo bay. Passengers looked at each other with stunned expressions that indicated that they were still experiencing the shock of the situation. 
“Is she dead?” A voice finally asked. It came from a male passenger who had shuffled over to Alexa and asked over her shoulder. Alexa felt numb and unable to speak.
“We’re all dead!” Another passenger cried out.
This proclamation caused murmurs and stirring throughout the cargo bay. The noises quickly escalated to a roar. 
“Calm down!” Javier shouted into the wall of noise. “Hey!” He tried again and the volume only seemed to rise. 
“Yes,” Alexa breathed the word. The softness of her voice made the roar of noise quiet but did not stamp it out. “Yes,” She said a little louder and forced herself to stand. “The Captain is dead,” she finally answered. This caused silence to blanket over them again.
“Who’s in charge?” Someone asked with an air of desperation in their tone.
“We have to wait for the co-pilot and his men to return,” Javier stepped in. He clapped a hand over Alexa’s shoulder and squeezed hard. Her look was distant – he knew that she was beyond shock and had hit a level of understanding of their situation no one else had – not even himself. 
“What if they never come back?” Another voice rose up.
“We’ll make do.” He assured. The crowd’s doubt was clear as they shuffled anxiously. 
Alexa’s eyes refocused and she looked from face to face of the crowd, she let her eyes be drawn to the unmoving bodies laid across a landscape that was supposed to be their new beginning, then back down to the Captain. Her features were peaceful – in stark contrast to the bloody mess she was. “We must bury our dead.” She asserted. 
Soft wails of pain escaped the mass of people – those who had lost family members to the intense heat of Colony One’s engines, or from the assault. There were no protests to her words and together, as their first communal act as colonists, they created Colony Alpha’s first graveyard. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Duel specks of sunlight were dying behind a distant rock formation by the time the last grave was filled in. Alexa stood by propping herself up on a shovel and watched as Bob went from grave to grave, saying a silent prayer. The temperature was dropping rapidly, but she couldn’t move, feeling rooted to the ground – covered in blood, dirt, mixed with sweat and spirit dangerously close to breaking. The thoughts that kept her mind from darker spaces were that they would eventually need to create an enclosure for the plot of land they had laid the dead to rest, and possibly gravestones – if the planet had anything suitable to fashion them out of.
As the work slowed, passengers filtered back into Colony One, too tired, too sore, and simply emotionally spent to do anything else but seek shelter and rest. A silent consensus seemed to rule – tomorrow we will reflect on what has happened. 
No one had had time to ask the important questions.
No one had had time to think about when their last meal had been.
No one had had time to think about how little food they had.
Javier had been just as dedicated to the effort of tending to the dead, but the moment the work slowed, he abandoned his shovel – they had farm equipment in excess – and went in search for Demetri. He, like everyone else, was not happy with the way things were shaping up but he could read the writing on the wall. Demetri had a weapon, and that was a big deal. 
He found the trio – Demetri, Lucy and Ndale surrounding a small camp fire they had built within the ship. The main power was out and so far no one could figure out why or how to turn it back on. The ship was insulated, but with the cargo bay door open all day, warmth was lacking. Auxiliary power was available, but no one dared use it unless absolutely necessary. No one knew what the reserves were and all the people who did were either missing or dead. 
“You’re going to smoke us all out,” Javier commented as he came up on them.
Ndale pointed up. They had found a space that had a vast expanse above them, almost like a silo. Smoke rose up and dissipated easily. 
Javier only grunted. He was suddenly hit with how spent he felt, “We need to talk.” He locked gazes with Demetri. 
“Oh yea? What about?” Ndale asked in place of Demetri. 
“Just him,” Javier clarified. 
“It’s about the gun,” Demetri guessed casually. 
Javier turned a narrow gaze to Ndale, “It was yours, wasn’t it?” 
Ndale nodded and said with false gravitas, “It did save many lives.” 
“How many do you have? Where are they? What do you intend to do with them?” Javier asked in rapid succession.
Ndale laughed, “Go get some rest, Javi. You don’t look well.”
“Of course I’m not well,” he responded, feeling something grip him in his gut and not let go. “People died today. We’re stranded and leaderless. And you’re laughing,” his words spilled from his mouth and his eyes welled with involuntary wetness. The false calm he kept for the sake of those around him was beginning to crumble. “The last thing we need now is someone like you using…”
Ndale stood abruptly, “Someone like me?” he wondered with clear distain. Demetri stood to flank his side. 
“Yes, someone like you,” Javier growled, undaunted. 
“And what is that?” Ndale wanted to know.
“A slum lord.” He continued plainly, “The last thing we need is someone like you reenacting the worst slums on Earth.”
Ndale’s stare lasted for only am moment before his white teeth were bared in a wide smile, “Javier, if you want to gain of place of safety within my ranks, just say so. I just happen to be recruiting, especially in the light of recent events.”
Javier scoffed, eyes darting from him, to Demetri and Lucy. “You don’t even know what kind of situation we’re in yet.”
“Exactly, but I do know we’re the ones with the guns.” Ndale reasoned. 
Javier’s jaw set as he narrowed his eyes, “I know your secret. Just remember that,” he warned and left them without waiting for a response. His footsteps echoed off the bulkhead in the distance.
“He’s going to be trouble,” Ndale said in his wake. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
“Patrick and the others should have been back by now,” Luca said as he climbed the ladder after Jia that led to Colony One’s cockpit. He directed a flashlight beam upward as they moved – their only light. The Runners weren’t back, and Luca suspected they may have had the unlucky experience of crossing paths with their earlier attackers. He said none of this – he didn’t have to. 
“Yes,” Jia answered plainly. 
Both bore the dirt stains of grave digging. 
Jia reached up and pushed the hatch open. When she climbed in, she reached down for the flashlight and held it as Luca pulled himself into the space.
They sat on the edge of the bulkhead for long moments as Jia ran the beam across the floor of the cockpit. They were at a loss for words for several minutes. 
The cockpit was a wiry, jumbled mess. Circuit boards were strewn across the decking, panels along the walls ripped open, wires exposed and tangled. 
“What happened here?” Luca asked, though not expecting Jia to be able to answer. 
He had convinced Jia to come with him in hopes she could determine the source of their power loss. Now they both sat with defeated demeanors, observing the electronic ruin. 
“This is going to take a while to fix,” Jia finally spoke.
Luca nodded. 
“I will need a soldering tool,” she explained. 
“Okay,” Luca did not know where he was going to find something like that, but even in his most defeated moment, he resolved to do everything he could to find one. 
“And splicing materials,” she added. She had no idea where she was going to start to try and undo such damage. 
“Okay,” he repeated. 
“And sleep,” she finished, secretly hoping she would wake up and find that the past 24 hours were a terrible nightmare. 
Luca was nodding along like he could hear her thoughts, “Okay.”
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
That night, passengers abandoned their bunks and joined together to sleep in large piles for the heat and combined warmth of blankets. Their numbers were noticeably lower. They had identified all the dead, but no one had run a tally of how many they numbered. Such statistics waited for the bright, harsh light of morning.
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Colony One Scouting Mission, 
Day 1 on Colony Alpha
 
 
An hour into his mission, Patrick found himself wholly unimpressed with Colony Alpha’s landscape. His Runner skimmed the surface of the land, flanked by the two others. He hadn’t felt comfortable allowing his scouting party to split up, and he was feeling more and more doubtful about Colony Alpha by the minute.
It was nothing like the commercials on the Viewer, or the recruitment video for the pilot program he had entered for the mission. There were no waterfalls surrounded by lush forests. There was no green space at all, in fact. Since Alpha Centauri was a binary system, the heat and glare of two suns required some adjustment. The flatness of the topography was strange and alien to him compared to the sea of skyscrapers of Earth. The closest he had seen to such a flat surface on Earth was the Ocean – and even then, intricate networks of docks, oil rigs and current turbine equipment created some level of dimension to them unless you were lucky enough to find yourself on the edge of all of it. He’d only witnessed such views remotely. 
Skylar had wanted to see the stars; Patrick had wanted the fresh abundance of an unspoiled planet. 
Instead, the terrain was rocky and barren – at least in this stretch. One of his first tasks would be to find the engineers and agriculturists sent out ahead of the Colony mission. It was difficult to get a reading from orbit, so he and Skylar had agreed to put down somewhere easy and use the Runners to make contact with the others. He scanned the communications console for the countless time – all was quiet outside of the other two Runners traveling with him.
He was beginning to think they had picked a bad place to park their ship. 
If he was unable to make contact with their predecessors, he was to find the best location for putting down crops and, if they were lucky, a nearby location to tuck Colony One away in. The ship would be dismantled to build housing units and various production facilities. 
With a sigh, the pilot leaned forward and flipped a switch on his console, “I’m going up for another look.” He announced.
“Copy,” returned two voices. 
Patrick keyed a few items on the glass console and his engines re-calibrated and thrust him directly upward to a peak of 1000 meters in a cloudless red sky. The craft hovered there and he made small corrections so he could maneuver a slow turn, surveying the land below in a 360 degree pass. He squinted into the distance – most of it blended into one tan color. It reminded him of the pictures of the Arizona desert he’d seen on the viewer as a child – only it was missing the great fissure in the ground. 
Something finally stood apart from the bland blur of rock and dirt – in the distance, he could make out a patch of raised elevation. It wasn’t quite the color green – at least not from this distance – but it gave him the first ping of hope since they had set out. Trees, he thought to himself. Big, beautiful trees.
“Adjust your heading,” he spoke into his headset, lined up the path to the outcropping and read off the numbers to the Runners below. The descent was fast – faster than usual, colored with Patrick’s excitement. 
The trees came into view after a several minutes of travel – tiny in the distance at first, then larger. They were like no trees Patrick had studied on his viewer. They had the right shape of trees, but the texture looked off. As they got closer, he noticed what was bothering him – they weren’t swaying in the wind like he had seen in the records. They stood, petrified like stone, as tall as skyscrapers. It was eerily like home and not all at the same time.
The Runners slowed as they approached and Patrick radioed to stop a hundred or so meters out. They powered down their transports and shared looks of cautious optimism with one another. 
“This is the only…” one of the Runner pilots began, then paused to contemplate the correct word. “Structure for kilometers,” he commented as he stepped down from the cockpit. 
“It’s not nothing,” Patrick agreed. “I didn’t get anything on hailing frequencies.”
“Me either,” the third pilot spoke. “If nothing else, it looks like it’d make good shelter.” 
“Sensors show there should be water nearby,” Patrick continued, evaluating the readout on his OMNI that was streaming data from his Runner. 
The others looked skeptical – everything was dry and dusty as far as the eye could see. After a pause, they made the long walk to the tree line, necks craned upwards as they walked to marvel at the overwhelming size of the things. “Did we put this here?” One pilot wondered. 
“I don’t know…” Patrick answered absently. Their footsteps crunched as they walked over the tiny gravel mixed with the rocky landscape. Their footfalls had slowed, then stopped at the question. Silence followed, which allowed Patrick to hear the faint sound of footsteps. It was an ordinary sound, but it made his stomach wrench – like his body knew something that he did not. He gave away his apprehension when he snapped his head to the side, searching out the noise. 
Then it was a thunderous noise of dozens of footfalls on the rocky terrain, beating the ground at a fast clip. 
Danger his primitive mind shouted. It wanted him to find a weapon to defend himself. Their mission had no need for weapons. His primal mind was not welcome on this mission. They were here to start over, start fresh as race with an enormous wealth of technology and thousands of years of evolution. 
From behind the large trunks of the petrified trees, dozens of people rushed at them. He couldn’t see their faces; he couldn’t open his mouth to speak words. It was all over in an instant – his vision going black before he could even think to say… we’re friendly. 
 
 
Day 2 on Colony Alpha
 
 
Alexa was vaguely aware of someone’s hand on her shoulder. It shook her, summoning her from her sleep far sooner than she wanted. She tried to roll over, hoping that the hand was an apparition she could wish away. 
“Alexa,” A voice whispered. “They want to talk to you.” 
She groaned and tried again to roll away. She might have frozen to death outside, playing watchman for the new graveyard if it hadn’t been for Bob convincing her to take shelter with him. They pulled mattresses from their bunks and found spots on the edges of a large, slumbering pile of passengers and let the darkness consume them. It didn’t feel like that long ago to Alexa. To make matters worse, she had gone to bed with a numb body but now… it ached with the exertion of the day before. 
“Alexa,” The voice insisted. 
“Who?” Alexa croaked, rolling back over and squinting up at the man trying to wake her. 
“Everyone,” Luca responded. 
This forced awareness onto Alexa a little more. She sat up on her elbows and continued to squint. “What? Why?”
“Everyone’s meeting in the Red passenger’s area. It’s the biggest and can fit… what’s left of us.” Luca explained. “To talk about what we should do next.”
“Why do I need to be there?” Alexa wondered as she pulled herself into a sitting position. She looked around the room and found it empty except for her and Luca. Mattresses were strewn across the floor with piles of blankets decorating them. It was quiet, but there was a dull roar filtering in from elsewhere, the ship carrying noises easily through its mental haul. 
“There is some debate as to who should be in charge. You’ve been nominated.” Luca explained. 
The news was startling to Alexa. She had no desire to be in a leadership position. She barely even wanted to join the mission, let alone lead it. She’d have to make an appearance, specifically to renounce the nomination. 
Luca watched her eagerly until she finally sighed, “Fine” and stood stiffly, her muscles and bones protesting. “Lead the way.”
 
The roar of voices became louder as Alexa followed Luca to the Red section. It was bigger because it was intended to house the passengers who had brought children. It was the part of the ship Alexa purposefully avoided. 
They walked through the large entrance and as they did, the crowd quieted. 
Alexa was baffled by their response. She was certain she looked like death warmed over, still brushing sleep from her eyes. 
“Finally,” Ndale was the first to speak. 
She followed his voice to find him standing on the ground floor with a group of people tightly circled behind him. The large chamber was filled so completely it could easily be described as claustrophobic – people lined the railings of each bunk levels, a few people deep on each level. Some sat with their legs dangling over the edges, other perched dangerously on the railings. Her eyes ran up to all those looking down at her and the rest gathered in the open space in the middle of the chamber. 
“Does someone want to fill me in?” She asked, undaunted by Ndale’s accusing look. 
Bob stepped forward. He stood out in his orange robes, like the sun in their universe of thousands of souls. “The Runners have not returned. It was suggested that we pick a leader before anything else is discussed. I nominated you,” he added.
Gee, thanks – Alexa commented silently to herself. 
“And I nominated myself,” Ndale filled in. 
“Javier was also nominated,” Luca added. Javier stood backed by a smaller group than Ndale’s – but he had backers, nonetheless. 
“I did five tours back on Earth,” another man spoke up and stepped towards Bob. “I think that makes me qualified to lead in dangerous situations.” He looked the part – his hair was closely cropped and his brow line was ridged, as if he spent most of his time with the same serious look on his face. 
“Who are you?” Alexa wanted to know. It was the first time she could remember ever laying eyes on him. 
“I’m Marcus,” He pivoted slightly and held out his arm. Two young boys approached sheepishly. “These are my boys, Ryan and Peter.” 
It suddenly made sense why Alexa had never seen the man. He resided in the Red section. 
“Cute kids,” Ndale commented. “Seems like they might need their father’s full attention.”
“If anyone among those who are nominated has the biggest drive to keep us safe, it is me. My blood is here. I have the most at stake.” 
“I don’t need to have kids to have a strong survival instinct.” Ndale pointed out. 
Marcus glared at him in open distain. “We should vote. Now.” He suggested. The chamber filled with agreement. 
“Hold on…” Alexa found herself saying. She raised her hands to quiet the crowd. “We don’t know anything about each other. We can’t just pick a leader arbitrarily.” 
“You coordinated all of us during the attack,” Bob pointed out. “You saved a lot of lives. I know that much.”
Agreement sounded throughout the chamber. 
“Much of the ship knows who I am,” Javier spoke up for himself. “I made it a point to get to know as many people as I could during the voyage.” 
“You enforced the ration, of course you know everyone.” Ndale countered. “I’m the one who knows what everyone wants and how to get it.” 
“Military coordination is our best chance at surviving this marooning.” Marcus proposed sternly. 
“We came here to escape the rigors of our past government,” Alexa pointed out. She did not entirely disagree with Marcus, but something in her recoiled from the man and the idea of his tenure as a leader. 
“Yea, look at what they’ve done to us!” A voice sounded from above. 
“This place isn’t like anything they said it’d be!” Another agreed from the opposite side of the chamber. 
“But what if the others attack again?” A third voice asked from within the mass of people. 
“They will most certainly attack again,” Marcus agreed. “We can’t afford to subscribe to some lofty ideal of a paradise – intellectual or physical. We’ve all witnessed firsthand we have been denied entry into the Garden.”
His reference made Alexa stiffen. The small glimmer of rhetoric smacked of extremism that was rampant in the areas of Earth where soldiers were often deployed. Technology on Earth had allowed most of its inhabitants to believe they were all Gods of their own world. Outside of that, Agnosticism was the popular belief of the world, but in select pockets… the old Gods still ruled – Yahweh, God, Allah. 
“I agree that we should vote,” Ndale spoke up. “And let it be known that I remember those who support me.” 
“I am confident for a vote,” Javier put in, eyes leveled squarely at Ndale. Alexa recognized right away the rivalry that appeared to be between them. She decided if she had enough energy later, she would try to figure out why that was. 
“Fine,” Alexas caved. “What method are we using?” 
The four candidates exchanged glances. 
They had clearly not thought that far ahead. 
Alexa sighed and looked up to the masses, “Who still has a working OMNI?” 
Almost everyone raised their hands. It made sense – it was only day one into a loss of power. Everyone’s devices would hold a charge for at least a week. “Alright,” she thought about their options. The ship’s server would be down with the power outage, but their devices could still communicate with one another through the individual wireless fields. She pulled out her own glass device and blew the dirt off it. “I’m setting up a folder on my device.” She did so as she spoke. “Save a file with the name of your vote to it.” She continued. “Those without working devices…” She pivoted and scanned the room, her eyes finally falling on Luca, “Come see Luca and he’ll register your choice.” She regarded the three other nominees. “Agreed?”
Javier nodded, Ndale shrugged his consent and Marcus showed his agreement by not actively protesting. 
“Alright.” She said and everyone remained still, eyes on her. “Go on then,” she prompted everyone into action. After a few moments, she realized that she had been so focused on the task that she had completely forgotten to recant her nomination. 
Well, fuck. She thought to herself, sighed, and registered a vote for Javier. 
 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Patrick was only vaguely aware of a light shining in his face. It acted as a beacon, pulling him out of a deep, involuntary sleep. His first instinct was to raise his hand to shield himself from the light, but as he tried, he found that he could not. His hands were bound behind his back. 
This revelation brought him into full consciousness and he awoke with a jerk. At once, he realized he was lying on his side on a cold, hard floor. It was dark, except for the light shining into his face. 
“Stop wasting the light,” a voice spoke harshly. 
“We’ve waited long enough,” another answered.
“Well you shouldn’t have hit him so hard.” 
“Shut up.” 
Patrick groaned as his head throbbed when he tried to sit up. 
“Where am I?” he asked through squinted eyes. 
Someone spat on him, “Government scum!” 
Patrick blanched and forced himself to sit up. “Stop shinning that thing in my face.” He insisted. “And I’m not government.” 
“Lies!” The man accused. “You came here to finish the job! Leaving us here to starve wasn’t enough, was it?” 
A boot appeared from the darkness and dug into Patrick’s chest, pushing him back down to the ground.
“Stop it!” The second voice reasoned. “We need to get John. He said to come get him as soon as he woke up.” 
“Fine, you go get him.”
“You’re coming with me.”
“I’ll have him singing by time you get back,” The malicious voice argued. 
“Come on,” there was a sound of a scuffle, and Patrick supposed the sane man was dragging the less stable one from the space.
A bright light appeared at the sound of a hatch opening. Patrick didn’t have enough time for his eyes to adjust to the contrast and it closed quickly. 
He lay in sudden silence. 
“Rick?” he called out the name of one of his scout pilots. “Aaron?” He tried the other. No response came. His voice echoed off the walls of the small rectangular space. 
He had a very bad feeling about the fates of Rick and Aaron. He had no concept of how much time passed before anyone returned. It seemed like forever and not long enough all at once. He was trying to avoid a vertigo feeling of total darkness combined with the aching in his head. When his captors did return, it was with several others. The door opened, light flooded in and hands grabbed at him, pulling him from the ground and dragging him out of the space.
The light hurt his eyes. The suns were angled in the distance, pointing at them like giant spotlights – it had a morning light feeling to it, but Patrick ultimately wasn’t sure of anything on this planet. He’d had a couple hours to observe it before being assaulted. He was seriously beginning to question his life choices. 
He tried to walk the best he could, but the group half-carried, half-dragged him to where ever they intended to take him. He looked around, having to look between the bodies to see any of their surroundings. They were still under the canopy of the stone trees, but cargo containers were positioned – seemingly at random – throughout the strange forest floor. Some looked homier than others. 
His eye caught a group of people clutched together near a fire that was smoking out. A few of their group were bloodied and a few were shaking their heads as a member of their group spoke, though Patrick could not make out the words. As he was drug past, the group looked up at him with narrowed, suspicious gazes. 
Finally, the co-pilot was deposited on a bench sized stone – one of many that formed a circle. On the other side of the circle, a man sat and observed him with a mask of an expression. No one spoke.
“Where’s Aaron and Rick?” Patrick broke the silence. 
“Dead,” the man spoke without any particular inflection. 
Patrick felt his stomach twist. “Why?” He asked, feeling breathless. 
“Why have you come here?” The man ignored his question. 
Patrick blinked at him, still feeling the shock of the loss of his crew. “We’re… we’re colonists from Earth.”
He searched the faces of those around him. They, surely, were also from Earth. But it didn’t make sense – what were they doing here and why had they turned so savage? He could not possibly imagine them as the scientists sent ahead of Colony One. 
“This is no time for lying,” the man cautioned. 
“I’m not lying,” Patrick countered forcefully. “I am the co-pilot of the Earth ship Colony One.” 
His words made the others stir uneasily. They regarded one another and finally turned their full attention to the man at the other side of the circle.
“That’s impossible.”
“If you had a bio stamp scanner you would know I was telling you the truth.” 
“We left those back on Earth,” The man responded. “You cannot be from Colony One.”
“Why not?”
“Because we are the survivors of the Colony Three mission.”
Patrick felt his mouth drop, but could do nothing to stop it. It was his turn to deny it, “That is impossible. We have only just arrived.”
“World Corp swine.” Someone said and the Leader’s eyes snapped to the offender, silencing them immediately. 
“Although…” Patrick ignored the slur, caught up in his own racing thoughts. “Our coordinates were off, we had to course correct. It took us three months longer than what was planned to arrive here.” 
“You must understand how far-fetched that sounds,” the man pointed out.
“No less far-fetched than a Colony Three mission. There was no such thing planned when we left Earth.”
“Yes, well,” The man’s gaze wandered reflectively as he spoke, “They wasted no time packing up thousands of people to be forgotten to space. We assumed there were no survivors from Colony One or Two – that they had either died long before we arrived or never arrived. There certainly wasn’t a welcoming party when we got here.”
“How long have you been here?” Patrick wondered.
“John,” a voice cut in. It was anxious but respectful. “Why are we even entertaining this man with information about us? He could have a transmitter on him. He’s dangerous.”
“I’m not dangerous, I’m concussed,” Patrick corrected. 
John leveled his gaze at Patrick for long, tense moments. “Unbind his hands,” he said and Patrick let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Cut out his bio-stamp and put him back in the cell.”
“What!” Patrick exclaimed. He stood instinctively and a few men closed in on him. “I’m telling the truth!” he exclaimed, but John’s attention was already far removed from the present, giving Patrick no hope of resisting his fate. 
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John was only passively aware of Patrick’s screams as a chunk of flesh was scraped from the co-pilot’s arm. His thoughts were turned inward at the new developments – new developments that only seemed to confuse the situation further. 
Of the twenty-thousand people they had managed to cram onto the Colony Three ship, a mere 1,200 people remained. That was over 18,000 remains seeding the ground of their new home – the ones that were in any condition to bury, anyhow. Many were almost entirely incinerated as the behemoth colony ship powered up and departed with most of her passengers in the blast-zone. Very few survived without some damage – John himself sustaining burns up his entire left leg.  A giant scorch mark still scarred the land where their ship abandoned them, like the shadow of a nuclear blast, complete with outlines of colony passengers unable to escape their fate. 
John rubbed his leg as the scar tissue ached at the memory. He had been cracking open one of the first unloaded containers – furthest away from the ship and off to its port side – when the ground began to rumble under his feet. His first thought was earthquake, so he backpedaled from the container and took inventory of the others. He saw a group of people pointing towards the ship, and then rush towards it. Despite the ground still shaking, he scaled the container to get a better look at what was happening.
The mammoth ship’s engines were the source of the commotion. He watched as the teems of people all reacted differently – some scattering, others rushing towards the ship in an attempt to clamor up the rapidly closing ramp. Those who made it were only able to hold on halfway up, the angle becoming too extreme and they fell several dozen meters to the harsh, rocky ground. 
The heat of the engines intensified and he watched as several hundred people directly in the wake passed out from the overwhelming heat and fumes. John’s muscles tensed at the sight of it – his first instinct was to run to them and try to drag as many people to safety as possible. His hesitation was what saved him – the engines hit critical mass and a moment later, the thrusters engaged – bathing the passengers of Colony Three in a jet wash of fire and supercharged vapor. 
John watched as skin melted from people’s bodies. Most were dead before they hit the ground – if enough of their remains survived to fall. The fireball grew and John was forced from his horrified position atop the container. The blast of energy threw him several meters and he hit the ground hard, making his head spin. It was only the searing pain working its way up his left leg that pulled him out of his daze. He rolled – putting out the fire that threatened to consume him – and dragged himself back towards the container to shield himself from the continuing heat wave as the colony ship propelled itself forward. 
He crawled into the container, burrowing his way into the supply of freeze-dried food. He curled into a fetal position as the container vibrated violently for long, terrifying minutes until Colony Three was several kilometers away. When it was all over, all he could hear was his own heavy breathing and the rush of blood in his ears. He stayed curled up in the metal box until he could calm his breathing, keeping his eyes clenched closed and doing everything he could to un-see the melted faces of his fellow passengers. It took some time to convince himself to crawl out from the container. When he did, the smell of burnt flesh was overwhelming, making him sway where he stood. When his hearing returned, a chorus of agony rose up to greet him, hundreds of people moaning and calling out for help all at once.
It was more than his spirit could take, and part of him was lost that day – a big part. He stumbled into the field of the dead and dying, mechanically helping those he could, in what ways he could. It took several hours before any semblance of order or a plan could be worked out. Those injured the least triaged the wounded and saved who they could. 
John had not been a leader before their misadventures on Colony Alpha. Quite to the contrary – he was an inconsequential welder in a small production zone in Norway. The zone was shut down right before the launch of Colony Three – the entire pool of workers winning the lottery for the voyage. It was unprecedented, but the motives seemed clear – there were talks of plans to convert the production zone into luxury properties. The Northern sections of Norway were one of the few places that still had somewhat of a natural landscape left to it. 
He had not wanted to leave Earth. He thought he was one of the lucky ones – living somewhere the air was fresher and the scenery more pleasant. Many of his fellow workers felt the same. In contrast to their lives back on Earth, the voyage had been crowded and uncomfortable with few options in accommodations and food. Infighting over resources was common – especially between passengers from different cultures. Everyone had boarded the ship with different expectations, different feelings of entitlement and different methods for getting what they wanted. There were no distractions – the ships servers devoid of entertainment that could be streamed through an OMNI. It was a no-frills voyage, meant for efficiency, not comfort. 
It had been barely-organized chaos until the shock of losing 90% of their manifest hit. It was a fluke that John stood out – he was the one who suggested unloading all the cargo as a first measure when they landed. His insistence was their only saving grace; the containers had served as shields to some of the heat and debris from the colony ship’s departure – including himself. It also provided enough resources to limp by with, in addition to make-shift housing as they tried to scrape by a living. 
With the Captain and co-pilot perishing with the others, John was seen as the next natural choice. It was another burden he had not asked to bear, but had nonetheless. He quickly realized the only way to keep order was to impose strict rules around rationing and punishment for disobedience. It wasn’t how he envisioned the new world, but it worked. So much so that he was beginning to forget what life back on Earth was like – the rules there were so different from the rules here. One of his first orders was to dig out all survivors’ bio-stamps. This disconnected them from their OMNIs, linking with the Runners and any possibility of being identified remotely. They were in full survival mode with complete understanding of the betrayal heaped upon them by their own government. 
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John craned his neck back and looked skyward. He suspected that they must have devised some other way of determining that there were still survivors. A satellite, perhaps. He thought their cover was sufficient, but one of the Runner missions must have been spotted. 
He refocused his attention on Patrick as the last of the bandages were being wrapped around his forearm. As they lugged the copilot back to the container used to punish disobedience, he observed the look of betrayal and bewilderment on the man’s face. He resolved to get the truth one way or another. 
Until then, he had other things to deal with. He called out – “Savi?” 
A woman with mocha skin, eyes to match and short, choppy raven hair stepped into the stone circle, “Yes sir?” 
“Bring me the members of raiding party. I want a full brief on what happened.”
Savi nodded once, turned and took up a light jog towards the medical container where she knew many of the men were recovering. 
John rubbed his forehead. He had given the order to capture the arriving ship hastily, worried that it – a huge resource and potential escape method – would be lost to the auto-launch sequence. They did not have time to do necessary recon, and so he blamed himself for the failure. The only saving grace was that the ship appeared to remain, giving them more time to plan another attack.
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Day 14 on Colony Alpha
 
 
Alexa stood on the top edge of the cargo bay ramp and squinted into the dying light of day – the red color of which she was still getting used to. Dozens of men and women cast long shadows across the rocky terrain as they practiced various drills led by Marcus. In less than two weeks, an impromptu military group had been formed – comprised of volunteers and recruits hand selected and persuaded by Marcus himself. They practiced hand-to-hand combat, and worked with parts of the ship were wrenched away from their places as normal every-day-objects and fashioned into weapons – mostly clubs or spears. 
She watched with a measure of wonder at how quickly a civilized group of people could revert to the ways of their ancestors. She supposed they had never been that civilized – replace spears with guns and they were still carrying out long-standing traditions back on Earth.
Alexa had not won the vote, but neither had Marcus. Ndale, of all people, had been elected to lead the five-thousand survivors of Colony One. Alexa couldn’t even be mad about it. One of his first actions as a leader was to set Marcus to the task of organizing defenses. He had given Alexa the task to head up research efforts – things like getting power back to the ship and vetting out survival plans were now her responsibilities. Javier and his group were given control over ship resources.
Ndale’s levelheadedness shocked everyone. Even Javier seemed to soften after the first couple days when things failed to devolve into a spiraling-out-of-control mess. 
Alexa found out in the following weeks that Ndale had spent much of the preceding evening buying votes and seeding the idea of picking a leader. The man was far more multi-faceted than Alexa had pegged him, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of apprehension. She didn’t think Ndale did anything unless it benefited him directly, and two weeks in, she still couldn’t figure out his end game. 
The woman pulled her attention away from Marcus’ ranks and paced back to the container that she had been sifting through before she got distracted. Jia needed tin, lead or copper to continue her work repairing the cockpit electronics. There were a line of containers against the cargo bay wall that were being used for recyclables and so far they had only had limited success in finding what they needed. Almost nothing had been made with lead since a hundred years ago, but Jia had explained that lead would be the best material to use if they wanted the job done quickly. 
Alexa stuffed a few empty cans and other metals into a canvas bag that had been used for rice – all the rice bags were empty these days. She tied the bag closed and slung it over her shoulder to make the long walk back to the cockpit. 
They had set up a cleaning station in the cockpit to sanitize any of the materials Jia deemed as good enough, as well as a caldron-like apparatus to melt them down. The cockpit was still a mess, despite Jia spending almost all of her waking time working on restoring it. Alexa had told her to focus on the ships computers first – things like communication, navigation, and sensors were more important than ship-wide power in her mind. They were surviving without it, but finding a better place to settle – or better yet, a way to communicate with Earth – were paramount goals. 
Halfway to her destination, Ndale stepped into her path from an adjoining corridor. He regarded her with the wide smile of a politician, “Ms. Dilyn, how are you?” 
“Kind of busy,” she responded but resisted the urge to step around him and continue on her way. 
“Sure,” he turned and gestured for her to continue, “I’ll walk with you.”
She hesitated for only a moment, her look dubious at his cordialness. She had the pleasure of being in the same section as Ndale during their voyage to Colony Alpha and if she had learned anything, it was that he was not a cordial kind of person. She began to walk, and he kept pace beside her. 
“As I’m sure you’re aware of, our supplies are low,” Ndale began. “The sooner we can find a good place to plant crops, the better.”
“I am aware of that,” Alexa answered – she, after all, felt the rumbling in her stomach just as much as the next passenger. Without the Runners, the ship’s computers were the only hope of finding a better plot of land. Sending out survey teams would be a last resort and with a whole host of people untrained in the ways of survival, she considered the idea asking for trouble. 
“You’ve been in the service,” he continued. “I’m sure you know what happens when people get a little too hungry.” He spoke in a neutral tone, but Alexa could read the subtext. 
“And they’ll blame me and not you, I’m sure.” Alexa said plainly. 
He shrugged helplessly, “It is your responsibility now.” 
Alexa stopped abruptly and turned to the man, “Why don’t you start rationing out your little store of goodies if you’re so concerned?” 
He laughed, “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Yea, I’m not surprised.” She snipped. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m actually making an effort to save our asses.” She added and pivoted to continue to the cockpit at faster pace. He let her go – he’d made his meaning clear enough anyhow. 
 
“I just don’t understand how one tiny person was able to do this much damage,” Luca was saying as Alexa climbed into the cockpit. 
“She knew the ship inside and out,” Jia guessed. “Though I can’t tell by what she ripped out what she was trying to do.” 
Alexa nodded at Luca who waved at her when she entered. “I have all the faith in the world that you’ll be able to piece it together,” she told Jia. 
Jia laughed humorlessly, “I don’t know why. I’m a scientist, not an engineer.” 
“You’re still our best hope.”
Jia looked up from the part she was inspecting with a dry expression. 
“More stuff!” Luca said, either oblivious or trying to lighten the mood. He grabbed the bag from Alexa and started sorting through it. 
“I had a little visit from Ndale on the way here,” Alexa admitted as she shifted to sit on the floor near the back wall of the cockpit – out of the way. “He felt it necessary to remind me how important eating is,” she recounted with a sardonic expression. 
“I’m not worried,” Luca said and both Jia and Alexa snapped their attention to him. They wore similar looks of incredulity. “What?” He shrugged. “I’m no scientist, but I figure, the air is breathable here – that means oxygen, plants make oxygen, therefore there have to be plants around here somewhere.” 
The pair stared at him for an extra beat.
“That actually makes some kind of sense,” Alexa conceded. 
“If we assume that plants are the sole source of oxygen in the universe, which they are not.”Jia informed.
Luca blinked at her for several moments. “Well, now I’m a little more worried,” he said blankly. 
Jia shrugged, blew off the tiny circuit board that was in her hands and slid it into an open slot near the center console. 
As soon as it clicked into place, the cockpit’s display screens began to blink into life. 
Alexa was on her feet in seconds. “What did you do?” She wanted to know. 
“I was finally able to restore the cockpit computers’ graphics card. It will work on auxiliary power.”
They were all standing around the center console, waiting for the image to load. 
The words ‘WEIGHT THRESHOLD SATISFIED, AUTOMATED LAUNCH SEQUENCE INITATED’ scrolled across the screen, followed by the coordinates to Earth. 
Alexa felt panic grip her chest, “What’s it doing?” The words spilled out of her mouth. 
“Don’t worry,” Jia assured. “Without main power, it can’t initiate anything. This is just the last message before the Captain pulled the plug.” The three stared at the message as it looped.
Luca was the first to say what they were all thinking, “The ship was going to strand us here.” The words came out in a stunned whisper. “The Captain stopped it.”
Jia’s worst fears were finally, at long last, confirmed. All that time ago, she had found the code that was written for this very task. She had put her life on the line to try and expose it and had failed miserably. This was her punishment. She stared at the screen unblinking, unthinking. 
“This… this could be a good thing.” Alexa said as if she was emerging from a dream.
“How could this possibly be a good thing?” Luca wanted to know
“The ship can fly itself back to Earth, we just have to get power restored. This implies there is a fuel reserve we didn’t know about.”
Luca pointed at the console, “It says we have to be under a certain weight threshold for that.” 
“Then we find a way to override it,” Alexa countered. 
“There’s probably only enough fuel to support a certain weight ratio,” Jia said numbly. The ‘probably’ in her statement was an embellishment. She knew it for a fact.  
“Then we’ll strip all non-essentials off the ship until we meet the threshold,” Alexa said. “Don’t you see? We could go home!” She said, feeling the first ping of optimism in a long time.
“They don’t want us,” Luca said the words and Alexa felt a crushing weight land on her chest at the way he said it. Luca’s spirit was broken with the revelation of the scrolling message. Of all people, Alexa expected Luca to break last. 
“Our food reserves would never last the journey.” Jia said with a kind of clinical tone. She was coping by forcing herself into the role of objective scientist. 
Alexa shook her head, rubbed her face and paced backward a few steps in an attempt to gather her thoughts. “What about sensors? Do we have those?”
“Yes, but without main power we won’t be able to read anything further than 50 meters away.” Jia answered and turned to face Alexa, “I am going to have to disable the auto-launch sequence.” 
“Why?”
“If we do get main power back, and enough people are off the ship, it will re-initiate.” 
“But we can still use the program if we need to?” Alexa asked, clinging to the idea. Jia nodded but did not say what she was thinking. “Okay,” she nodded. “Do it.” 
Jia turned and began to tap the center console. The message stopped its scroll and the main operating system flashed back to normal. 
“Is there anything we can do to help you work on main power?” Alexa asked.
Jia shook her head. 
“Who is going to tell the others?” Luca wanted to know. 
That was something Alexa didn’t want to think about. This kind of news was approximately the last thing people needed. After a moment, the perfect solution presented itself; “I’ll tell Ndale and he can figure it out.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Patrick scratched at the beard that was beginning to fill in along his jaw line. He might have demanded a razor if he thought his captors could offer one. From the few times he had been allowed to see their camp, it was obvious how primitive it was. He had gathered through overhearing snippets of conversation and the little bit of information he could tease out from his visits from John that the Colony Three survivors had been stranded for about two months. 
He still wasn’t able to completely reconcile that thought – that Colony Three even existed. He supposed that it wasn’t all that shocking if one prescribed to the other bit of self-evident truth – that this was not a colonization mission, rather a population-culling measure. 
The thought made his skin itch with a combination of unease and anger. Almost reflexively, Patrick’s hand brushed his forearm where bandages were still tightly wrapped. His bio-stamp was gone, being quickly replaced with scar tissue. 
John visited from time to time – in hopes Patrick would finally be broken enough to admit his ties to the government and World Corp. Instead, Patrick riddled the man with questions. Chief among them was if the Colony One ship had stranded her passengers. 
The answer was surprisingly, no. It was one of the reasons John was so suspicious of Patrick and the other Colony One passengers. They still had all the protection and resources the ship afforded.
Patrick had challenged John’s assumptions – why would they have so many people on a mission to eradicate any survivors of other missions? It didn’t make sense. John met his questions with paranoid theories about population control and explained how many of Colony One’s passengers had already been killed and a mass grave installed nearby the ship. The news was disturbing to Patrick – his entire experience on Colony Alpha could fall under that category. 
The door to the container opened, a harsh column of light flooding in. Patrick shielded his eyes until someone stepped into the gap. “Meal time,” someone said and threw a supplement packet at Patrick.
Ready for the treatment, Patrick caught the pack easily. 
“Hey,” Patrick said as the man turned to leave. The figure paused, but didn’t speak. “I want to talk to John,” Patrick explained. 
“Hmph,” the man made a noncommittal noise and slammed the door without further words.
Patrick frowned and slid his fingers over the edges of the supplement pack. When he found the plastic edges that peeled apart, he pulled the two halves away and extracted the syringe. Most days his only sustenance was the supplements – occasionally he would be given something that resembled in texture and taste to paste. He ate it, hoping it would help him to survive, and assuming that his captors lived off the same. 
Some time later, the hatch opened again. 
“You wanted to talk to me?” John’s voice echoed off the container walls. 
Patrick stood, even as his body protested the action, “I don’t believe you. Not about the mass graves, not about anything.”
“You asked me here to tell me that?”
“I want to see the graves for myself.” Patrick answered. There was a hollowness to his voice as he spoke the next words, “I want proof. And… if it’s true, then I am just as much a victim as you.”
“Does that mean you will cooperate with us?” John asked tentatively. 
Patrick nodded.
“Even if it means taking the ship?” John continued.
Patrick nodded again.
“Even if that means taking it by force?” the man clarified. 
Patrick hesitated. These were new waters he was navigating within himself; he was beginning to understand who he was – what he would do to survive, how he would respond to threats on his life, “Yes.” He finally answered. It was a strong, firm yes and John returned in kind with a strong, firm nod. 
“It will be done,” he stepped out of the doorway and extended a hand to Patrick. “Follow me.” 
 
John ordered that a Runner be prepped and Patrick was allowed to stand near the tree line during the time it took. He stared out over the flat plain of gravel and red sky, contemplating this strange new world. The air was dusty, but not dirty like back on Earth. The smell was nothing he could describe because he had never experienced back at home. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it wasn’t welcoming, either. 
A thought occurred to Patrick as he contemplated the landscape. He turned to John, “Where do you get your water?” he asked. The lack of blue overhead indicated a lack of any major bodies of water, yet he’d been offered water – not much, but enough to keep him healthy. Colony One had a water reclamation system that ensured no water was wasted and was generously stocked back on Earth. 
John did not answer immediately – he instead fixed Patrick with an appraising look. “There are underground springs within this shelter,” he gestured upwards, to the stone-trees. “They are dangerous, and gathering water from them requires a great deal of effort.”
Patrick’s eyebrows arched with genuine surprise, “Dangerous? Are there indigenous species here?” 
Before John could answer, the whine of duel engines starting made it impossible. “We’re ready!” A man yelled and gestured from beside the Runner. 
John ignored the look in Patrick’s eyes that demanded answers and turned to make the short walk to the vehicle. Patrick followed and climbed into the Runner’s cargo space, surprised to find that it had been modified to have access to the cockpit. What was once a scout vehicle now looked like a personnel transport.  
John stayed on the ground – a large man climbed in after Patrick in his stead. He had a tattoo that ran from his shoulder, up his neck and to the back of his skull. Patrick knew at once this man’s special skill was to ensure Patrick did not try to escape. A woman Patrick had not met was keying commands into the cockpit’s glass display. The cargo hatch closed and finally Patrick could hear his own thoughts again. 
“Hi,” the woman waved from where she was but didn’t look back. “I’m Maria. Try anything funny and Anthony back there will toss you out the back hatch. Okay?”
“Okay…” Patrick answered tentatively. “Nice to meet you, too.”
“I hear you’re a has-to-see-it-to-believe-it guy.” Maria went on. The Runner lifted off the ground as she spoke – she didn’t seem to have any trouble multitasking. 
“Do you blame me?” Patrick wanted to know. He could see the woman’s reflection in the bubbled windscreen of the vehicle – her dark black hair was pulled back, and he could tell she was young – too young. “How old are you?”
“Does it matter?” 
“I don’t think it’s unreasonable to want to know the qualifications of my pilot.” 
“I’ll be 17 soon, I think. I might be already. We haven’t exactly worked out a Colony Alpha calendar yet.” 
“What?” Was all Patrick could muster in his shock.
“Relax, everyone says I’m a natural and it’s not like we’ve got a bunch of choices. Whoever said video games were good for nothing?” She asked and the Runner accelerated so quickly, Patrick had to grab the nearest handhold to stay upright. 
 
Patrick was white-knuckled for the duration of the trip, which was thankfully short given Maria’s chosen speed. The craft slowed after a time and the woman turned in her seat to address her passengers, “This is the closest we’re willing to get right now.” She explained. “I’m going to take her up, and you’ll be able to see through the cameras.” 
She didn’t wait for them to answer. She keyed on the command and Patrick felt a wave of nausea at the sudden ascension. Even Anthony seemed less than pleased with the quality of the ride - although Patrick considered that he always wore a scowl. 
“Here’s the long shot,” Maria said, pointing at the glass console to her left. She maximized the image on so Patrick could see. He steadied himself and leaned over the pilot’s seat to see the image. It was Colony One, as he’d left it. He felt relief wash over him at the sight – it wasn’t exactly home but it was the closest he had. 
“I’m going to magnify,” Maria said she her fingers flew over the glass console. 
The image blinked into a closer shot. Patrick could see passengers outside of Colony One, but not many. There were scorch-marks on the ground that extended for hundreds of meters behind the ship. 
“And one more time,” the woman said before the image blinked to another. The angle showed the aft part of the ship. The cargo hold ramp was down. Maria panned the angle and Patrick saw it. Suddenly, his mouth was dry and his stomach contracted forcefully. Offset from the ship there was a long line of raised ground. The fact it could be seen at this distance, even with magnification was staggering to Patrick. 
He was shaking his head before he could form words, “That can’t be. All our passengers were accounted for when we landed. There could not be that many deaths in such a short time.” He spoke the words, trying to reason with himself.
He wanted Maria or Anthony to argue with him. He wanted to be able to feel like this was a trick. They said nothing and he was left with the weight of what he was seeing to bear himself. 
“There has to be an explanation.” He said, his voice a harsh whisper. 
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Day 17 on Colony Alpha
 
 
Ndale paced the length of the Captains quarters where he had taken up residence. The entry hatch was double-reinforced; the room spacious and private with a dedicated bathroom remote from the rest of the passenger quarters. It was the perfect place to squirrel away all his stock and the best way to ensure his overall safety. He was certain many thought it uncouth to take over a dead woman’s quarters – but they didn’t object enough to deny him their support as leader. Many were placated – for now – by having Marcus, Alexa and Javier buzzing around, creating an illusion of action.
But Alexa had made a ripple in the relative calm. She had come to him and explained the nature of the Captain’s last minutes. She had burdened him with the knowledge of the true mission of Colony One and he did not appreciate the weight of uncomfortable truth being put on him. 
He knew she, Jia and Luca were good people – he knew a mark from a mile away, and good people made good marks. He also knew it would be impossible to keep the discovery a secret, despite the natures of those who knew. He had seen Luca the day after hearing the news and saw the light that had disappeared from the man’s eyes. Others would notice. Questions would be asked. No secret lasted forever. There was no bigger threat to survival than hopelessness. No better way to fold civility in half than scarcity, hunger and desperation. 
And then there was his anger – Ndale felt it under the surface. The anger of the death sentence he’d received. But he was not the type to accept such a fate. Some might have said being born in South Africa was a death sentence – but he had thrived, and he would thrive here, too. 
The sound of a hand slapping against the entry hatch was dull and inadequate for its purpose, but Ndale noticed in the heavy silence of his own thoughts and called out that it was okay to enter. 
He knew at once who his caller was when he saw the flash of orange. Bob stepped through the hatch, followed by Alexa. 
Ndale smiled easily despite his troubled thoughts, “Anivashak, to what do I owe the pleasure?” He asked before shooting Alexa a wary glance – she was getting a reputation for delivering bad news. She was busily thinking that he was a born politician. Bob also glanced at Alexa.
“Go ahead and tell him what you told me,” she encouraged. 
He nodded and returned his gaze to Ndale, “I have been looking over the ships inventory, in terms of the planting material we were shipped with.” The monk wiped his brow with a tattered orange cloth that was likely a robe in its former life. His clothing was dusty and his skin darker. Ndale had seen him walking around the ship often, poking sticks into the soil and digging small holes. He didn’t question it – whatever got people through their days. “It is not… as expected.”
“How so?” Ndale wondered aloud but had a brewing suspicion he already knew. 
“The seeds are not quite as plentiful as we might hope for, and some crops will simply not be tolerant to the conditions of this world.” He answered honestly, despite Ndale’s growing look of displeasure. “That said, there are some that I believe I can cultivate both inside and outside of the ship.” 
Surprise flashed over Ndale’s features.
“Bob has a background in farming,” Alexa supplied. She had recalled this from her drunken conversation with the Monk. It was why she asked him to take on the task, and was grateful for his choice to join the mission in the first place. Farming was not a skill many possessed on Earth and the fact they had someone aboard who could help was against all odds. Colony One was supposed to supply the cargo – the scientists and engineers that were supposed to come before them were in charge of implementation.
Vaguely, Ndale wondered why they had sent them with seed crops anyway if they were expected to die so quickly. He and Alexa shared a look that indicated they might be having similar queries. If Bob noticed, he did not comment. 
“That sounds like good news,” Ndale answered tentatively. 
“Yes,” he nodded his agreement. “There’s only one problem. The crops will need a great deal of water, and we have only a finite supply until we find other sources, or it rains.” They didn’t even know if rain was a thing that happened on this planet, Ndale thought. That didn’t seem promising. “Until power is restored, we’re unable to reclaim any water we’re using right now. We could reduce the amount we attempt to grow, but as I’m sure you know, that may cause other problems.”
It was Ndale’s turn to nod along. If there was even a hint at inequality in terms of food supply, they’d be looking at a more complex issue than how to find water. As terrible as it was, the reduction in Colony One’s population had made rationing easier – but that wouldn’t last forever.
“If we plant here, we’ll limit our options if we find a better place,” Alexa pointed out. “Which is why I recommended that we forget about the soil and set up a hydroponics system in-ship.” 
“That is certainly an option, but what we can grow will be limited,” Bob added. “Not to mention it is questionable if we have what we’d need to build it.”
“What could we grow inside?” Ndale asked. 
“We have seeds for cucumbers, broccoli, various kinds of beans and spinach.” Bob answered. “Once we start growing, we can cultivate more seeds. The water, however…” he trailed off. 
“Alright,” Ndale nodded once – firmly. He’d made a decision. “Change of priorities,” he addressed Alexa. “I need you to refocus your search on water instead of land. Let’s build rain barrels just in case we get lucky for once. Bob, let’s set up in ship. Move out anyone still left in the green section to purple or blue – it’s closest to the water reservoir. Anything you need, you tell me, you got it?” He leveled his eyes with Bob. “This is the top priority, and a lot of folks – a lot of hungry folks – are going to be happy to hear about it.” He turned to Alexa again, “See if Jia can access the ship’s manifest and find anyone who was employed in production zones that had any construction or pluming backgrounds and get them on the project.” He paused and turned to rub his head which was fuzzy with hair filling in. He had been too busy to shave over the past week. “I’m going to have to tell Javier we have to ration the water even more,” he murmured. 
“I never thought I’d see the day,” Alexa commented with a smirk. 
Ndale spun and arched an eyebrow at her. She opened her mouth to answer his unspoken question when heavy footfalls forced the trio’s attention to the entry hatch.
Demetri appeared in the gap, breathless. “Someone, coming,” he said between labored breathes and pointed towards the aft section of the ship. 
The three shared a look and Alexa was the first to push passed Demetri and run hard towards the loading ramp – an entire ship’s length away. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
One of Marcus’ training units had spotted a moving dot in the distance. A small group formed and strained their eyes to watch it as it grew slightly larger, bobbing up and down, until eventually it was determined it was coming closer. 
Voices shouted out that someone was coming and the small group grew larger and larger as the passengers of Colony One shuffled restlessly around the ramp like frantic ants with no place to go. No one dared stray too far from the ship. 
Marcus commanded calm, “Be alert!” he shouted over the speculating voices. The figure in the distance was slow, and as it neared, showed a weary limp. “But vigilant and be still,” his voice rose up in a commanding growl. It worked, for the most part – his training units responding first, and the remaining crowds following suit. 
Alexa made it to the edge of the loading ramp nearly completely out of breath. Bob and Ndale trailed her by a sizeable distance, Demtri closing the gap faster than they despite his earlier sprint. The woman lifted a hand to shade her eyes and squinted at the figure as it approached. The crowd at the base of Colony One stood, suspended by both wonder and worry. Alexa could tell immediately that the figure growing ever closer was injured or exhausted or both. She scanned the crowd with shock and a ping of outrage that they chose to stand idle. 
She noticed a crowd member held a canteen and marched down the ramp to snatch it from their loose grip. There was a brief sound of protest, but Alexa didn’t slow. She kept marching, through the crowd and beyond to meet the figure emerging from the rocky terrain. 
“Lieutenant,” Marcus shouted, anger vibrating in his tone. “Get back here now.” He ordered. 
The woman ignored him. 
He cursed as his training units murmured to one another. 
Alexa’s eyes focused on the figure as it became clearer. It was a man – filthy from head to toe. He limped towards her without recognition in his gaze. She held up her hand to him, “Are you injured?” She called out to him, her pace picking up into a light jog to close the distance between them quicker.
He didn’t answer.
She repeated the question, louder. 
She could make out his face now – what was visible through his beard and the layer of dust. There was a vague feeling of familiarity but she could still not place it. “Do you need help?” She tried to engage him again. 
The man shook his head and grunted a ‘No’ but his eyes locked onto the canteen. She held it out so he could see it better. 
Arms length away, Alexa finally realized why this wandering man was familiar to her, “First Officer Reid?” She wondered with clear shock in her tone. She immediately recalled the orientation module where his picture rotated, with ‘First Office Patrick Reid’ written in the caption. She felt her heart speed at the realization, “Patrick!” she affirmed and almost ripped the cap off the canteen. 
The man’s eyes were distant, but snapped into focus as the cap came off the canteen. He took it readily when she offered it to him and felt himself sink to his knees as he upturned the vessel and took in large, greedy gulps. 
Alexa knelt in front of him and put her hands on either side of his head – a happy embrace but also to ensure what she was seeing was real. “I can’t believe it,” she said aloud and tried to catch a glimpse of his eyes to detect any damage or sign he might be on the verge of heat stroke. 
Patrick relented on his thirst so he could breathe, and then finished gulping what had been in the canteen. When it was empty, he wiped his mouth with his dusty sleeve and finally focused on Alexa. “Me, either,” he agreed. His eyes slid passed her and towards Colony One. An audience watched their every move. 
“Are you okay?” Alexa asked, running her hands down his arms to check for wounds. She noticed the bandage around his forearm and was beginning to peel it back when he pulled his arm away.
“Where’s the Captain?” He wanted to know. 
The half-smile Alexa had been wearing faded. “Come on,” she pulled him to his feet. “Let’s get you onboard and cleaned up so I can check you out.” 
He complied like a specter bound with an object that it was obligated to follow. Alexa had a dozen questions she wanted to ask, but didn’t. She knew better than to bombard a man in shock from exhaustion – getting him through the crowd of people would be a big enough ordeal as it was. 
She held up a hand as she approached the clutch of Colony One passengers, “It’s our co-pilot!” She called out to them. “It’s okay!” 
Marcus stepped apart from the group. “Stop right there,” he instructed. Alexa did not comply until he made a gesture and a group broke off to flank the pair, encircling them before she could think to back away. 
“Marcus,” Alexa tried not to growl the man’s name. “It’s Patrick.” She explained in a tone that indicated she didn’t need to explain. “He needs to be medically evaluated, and rest.” 
“Who is this?” Patrick’s voice cracked as he asked.
“He could be one of them,” Marcus countered. 
Alexa scoffed, “Get Luca. Get Javier. They both know this man.” Both had worked with the Captain and co-pilot to coordinate rationing. 
Marcus stared at her for several moments, as if willing her to fold to his control. This was the first test of his leadership and she was ruining it with her little stunt. Finally, his gaze broke and he turned his head to address one of his trainees, “Find them.” He instructed and the man nodded curtly before snaking his way through the crowd to begin his search. “He doesn’t go anywhere until we get some verification.” He informed Alexa.
“I asked who that is,” Patrick said in a stronger voice. He pulled away from Alexa’s supportive grip to point at Marcus. “I don’t remember you.” 
“Why would you? I understand our co-pilot never left the cockpit or his special quarters.” Marcus countered. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Patrick asked, feeling strength steadily returning to him. He was acutely aware of the weight that pressed against the small of his back. Colony Three did not have much, but one of the things they did have was a flair gun. They had given it to him when they dropped him off a few kilometers away from Colony One and told him what direction to walk towards. “And where is the Captain? Send for her!” 
Silent fell over the group and Patrick knew immediately something was wrong. “Where is she?” He asked in a smaller voice. 
Alexa reached out and her fingers brushed his shoulder until he pivoted away from her, “I’m sorry,” she said in a soft voice. “But we lost the Captain.” 
Patrick’s reaction was guttural and involuntary as his body responded to the news. He had convinced John that he would infiltrate Colony One, but the truth was he hadn’t made up his mind. He wanted to hear the Captain’s account of what had happened – he could not picture the optimistic, sweet, kind-hearted Skylar being able to lie to him, or have any part in a mass-grave at the doorstep of Colony One. The realization that the mass grave held a place for her was devastating. 
Outwardly, Patrick remained stock still as he processed the information – as his mind clicked all the things he had experienced and been told into place. As he swallowed down the feeling of acid in his throat, he only blinked at Alexa, whose look of concern was only growing. 
“Dead.” Patrick finally said. 
Alexa nodded solemnly. 
“Who killed her?” He asked pointedly. 
She began shaking her head, “It was an accident…”
“Who killed her?!” His words came out in a raspy scream. The circle around them shuffled in place – the whole mass of passengers moving as one like heckles on a wild animal. 
“No, Patrick…”
“I bet it was him,” the co-pilot raised a dirt-encrusted finger towards Marcus. The man was unchanged. The sight of the unfeeling bastard made Patrick rage inside – rage at everything had been through, at being deceived, at being abandoned, at being alone and isolated, at the loss of his one friend and colleague. His hand was closed around the handle of the flair gun before he knew what he was doing and the muzzle was leveled at Marcus in an instant. 
He heard the noises of the crowd – their surprise – but Alexa’s voice was loud and distinct as she screamed “No!” 
He felt her grip on his wrist. He wasn’t expecting it. Before he could resist, his finger was already squeezed around the trigger, and his aim was skyward as Alexa wrenched his arm up with both her hands. The flair sailed skyward and exploded in a red burst. 
It took a fraction of a second to hear the hum of engines rocketing towards them, a sound that caused an instant animalistic panic among the Colony One passengers. They knew the sound. It meant death. 
“Patrick, what have you done?” Alexa hissed in the man’s ear as the crowd began to scatter collectively. 
“They sent us here to die!” Patrick shouted. Those who heard him hesitated in their retreat. “We were never meant to survive this! They are among us, they’ll see us all underground,” he spouted with wide eyes and rabid belief in his tone. 
“Patrick, stop it!” Alexa chided. “Skylar stopped the ship from leaving. We’re all in this together.” 
Her name made something in him snap to the surface. He jerked his attention back to Alexa, “It was her who shut down the automated sequence?”
Alexa’s eyes narrowed in confusion – how could he know about that? The sound of the Runners was instantly in the forefront of her mind. There were others, others like them. “Listen to me,” she gripped his arms tightly. “We cannot weather another attack.” 
“Another?” Patrick asked, his eyes darting around the chaos. 
“Yes, we were attacked after you and your team left. Many died. Do you know who they are? Can you help us talk to them?” She asked the questions in rapid fire succession. 
“They lied to me,” Patrick said in a far-away voice. The woman watched him retreat into himself at a time she couldn’t let that happen. The Runners were close. She didn’t take her eyes off Patrick but she knew they were within view. Passengers who stayed to hear the exchange between Patrick and Alexa were breaking in their resolve and ran back to the ship. Distantly, Alexa heard the hydraulics of the ramp engage. Marcus was shouting orders, but it was all secondary to her attempt to break through to Patrick. 
She shook him, hard. “Focus!” She insisted. “Can you talk to them?” She asked again, this time more forcefully.
His eyes cleared somewhat and he nodded at her words.
“Good,” she said and whipped around to face the Runners that were landing and raised her hands high above her head in an ‘I’m not armed’ gesture. All of her training had prepared her for high-anxiety situations, and she had even been in many in the past, but her hands still shook slightly at the uncharted territory before her. She didn’t know the motivations of the outsiders, or the full context of the conflict. What she did know was that they could not afford to lose one more person. She had a brief moment of wondering what she was doing – why her?  Did she even know what she was doing?
Patrick followed suit but his hands were held slightly in front of him in a stop or wait gesture. People poured from the Runners, but instead of charging like before, they evaluated the situation warily from the safety of their vehicles. Something about their behavior told Alexa they were not expecting what they’d arrived to find.
Alexa leaned closer to Patrick, “Who are these people?”
“It’s a long story,” he answered. “They’re like us. Another Colony mission gone wrong.” 
The woman’s head snapped to look at him in a moment of shock, but she forced her attention back to the threat at hand. She had so many questions she wanted to ask, but it was neither the place nor the time. 
“Hold this line!” Marcus shouted from behind Patrick and Alexa. His voice made the woman cringe. She glanced back to see that he had a handful of people with pipes and sharpened poles in front of the loading ramp, which was partially raised to make entry difficult. It looked like everyone else was able to successfully make it onboard before the Runners settled. “What are you doing?” he barked at the duo. “We will not surrender to the savages!” 
“Shut up, Marcus.” Alexa shouted back. “They are not our enemies.” 
The man marched forward and joined the two. “You’ve already risked this ship’s safety enough.” He reached up and tried to pull one of Alexa’s arms down. She yanked it away from him. 
“Marcus, look at them,” She lifted her chin in their direction. For the first time, she could see them for what they were – something she’d seen far too often in her life. They were hungry, desperate and hurt people. “There’s already been too much bloodshed,” she asserted and walked forward before he could protest. “We’re peaceful!” She called out. 
The clutch of outsiders cast glances at one another. 
“Government lies!” Someone finally exclaimed.
Patrick recognized the voice as his original tormenter in the Colony Three camp.
“We’re civilians,” Alexa countered as she continued her carefully measured steps towards the outsiders. “Who is your leader?” 
“Fuck off, government scum!” The same voice answered venomously. 
“Don’t you think if we were government we’d have better weapons than repurposed plumbing?” Alexa reasoned. Some within their group actually laughed. 
“We know you have guns.” The man answered. 
“John,” Patrick finally spoke. He stepped forward to join Alexa. “John, we need to talk.” 
“You disappoint me,” John stepped through a line of outsiders, his left leg dragging as it always did.
“You lied to me,” Patrick said instantly upon seeing him. His hands dropped slightly. 
“I omitted,” John corrected. “It changes nothing. Many were dead before we even arrived last time.”
“Casualties of the automated launch sequence,” Alexa put in and finally lowered her arms. “Our captain was able to stop it, destroying the cockpit controls in the process.” 
John tilted his head as he took in the new information. 
Behind her, Marcus bristled with anger – it was the first time he was hearing any of this. 
“They’ll kill us the first chance they get,” the dissenter in the Colony Three group spoke up. 
“Enough, Rafiq!” John said and suddenly looked weary. He lifted his eyes to the pair and after a sigh and an extra beat of silence he asked, “Do you have food?” 
“We have the capacity to grow it,” Alexa answered. 
“What does that mean?” 
Alexa contemplated how much she should share. After a beat, she settled on the truth, “We need water.” 
John’s expression shifted and a slight smirk tugged at his lips. Patrick understood why – the man had leverage now. “Are you the leader?” He wanted to know.
She shook her head, “No. If you agree to stand down, I can get him.” She watched his expression – it was hesitant but she could tell he was too weak to hold his aggressive resolve. She didn’t know how long he and the others had been struggling on this planet – only that she could relate to the feeling of constant hunger and dark rings around his eyes. 
“Go get fetch your leader.” He offered. “We may be able to come to an arrangement.” 
 
It didn’t take long to summon Ndale, who had been at the edge of the ramp, watching to see what would happen. He was not surprised that Alexa had completely ignored Marcus, but was glad she had. Alexa’s intervention had allowed him to size up the leader of the outsiders. The man walked with a limp and looked every bit as tired and hungry as he was. And yet, he stood straight with shoulders back in a kind of quiet defiance. 
As the ramp was being lowered to allow Ndale to exit the ship, he ordered Demetri to retrieve two crates and accompany him. Marcus and his people made a gap for them as they crossed over to the middle distance between Colony One and the bank of Runners. Demetri placed a crate next to John, and another next to Ndale.  
John watched the elected leader of Colony One with an evaluative look and glanced down at the crate when it was put beside him. 
After an introduction, Ndale offered; “Please, have a seat. It’s hot. Demetri, get us some water.” He instructed and took a seat himself. 
John watched as the very obvious bodyguard left Ndale’s side. It was a clear gesture of peace, so after a beat of contemplation, John lowered himself slowly to sit on the edge of the crate, one hand propped up on his knee while the other rest on his injured leg. “That really isn’t necessary. If there is anything we have the most of, it’s water.”
Ndale’s eyebrow rose at his words. He glanced up at Alexa and Patrick. Patrick nodded to confirm. “Most interesting. That implies you have very little of anything else.” 
John’s jaw clenched, “What is your mission?” 
“Same as yours as far as I can tell.” Ndale answered. The two maintained eye contact, neither wanting to give away more than strictly necessary. “A patriotic mission to save humanity. Only we missed the memo where that meant we needed to die.” 
“Indeed,” John grumbled and finally broke eye contact as Demetri returned with water. He took the container but did not bring it to his lips. His eyes moved over the quiet masses of Colony One, evaluating their skinny frames and dirty complexions. “It is clearer to me now that we may not be so dissimilar.” 
“It would seem to make the most sense to combine resources,” Ndale cut right to it. “And to share information.”
Footsteps sounded behind Ndale. It was Marcus, and he bent at the waist to whisper harshly into Ndale’s ear, “These are the people who attacked us. Who killed our own. How can you think of trusting them?”
Ndale smiled awkwardly at John and turned his head slightly to address Marcus, “Not now.”
“I will not let our security be threatened by these savages!” Marcus said louder. 
His words made the outsiders stir angrily. John held up a hand to calm them, “If you do not want our cooperation, we’ll be happy to take our Runners,” he paused and leveled his gaze on Ndale, “All of the Runners on this wretched planet, and go.” 
“We outnumber them,” Marcus spoke to Ndale. “Give me the word and we can overrun them and take back what they stole.” 
“Marcus,” Ndale finally snapped. “Hold your tongue or I’ll have Demetri hold it for you.” 
Demetri smiled tightly at the military commander. For a moment, Marcus sized him up – Demetri was a full six inches taller than him with a longer reach. After a tense beat, Marcus folded his arms over his chest, clenched his jaw shut and fixed his stare on John, who finally raised the container of water to his lips and took a sip with the faintest of smiles decorating his face. 
“If we’re going to cooperate, I am going to need to know you can keep your men under control.” John commented.
“Let me worry about that.” Ndale leaned forward and spoke plainly, “Let’s cut the shit, John. We both have something the other needs. None of us are in fighting shape. If you agree to take some of my people to verify your claims regarding access to water, I can promise a share of the food, and the shelter and protection of the ship for as long as we can all get along.”
John’s eyebrows rose at the frankness. Then, he delivered his terms; “We want to maintain full autonomy.” 
“No can do,” Ndale shook his head and leaned back. “You report to me, they report to you. That’s the only way this is going to work, and you know it.” 
The man’s jaw clenched – he knew Ndale was right. Having two leaders was a recipe for civil war among the two groups. Though they had the Runners and water, they were at a disadvantage in almost every other aspect. After a long moment of contemplation, John stood and straightened his tattered clothes, “We’ll have a Runner return in two hours. Have your people ready.” 
“Deal,” Ndale said as he stood. John nodded once, and with that turned to melt back into the clutch of outsiders. They were in their Runners and speeding into the distance in remarkable time.
Alexa let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Beside her, Patrick’s shoulders slumped and she realized the man had been using all the energy he had left to maintain his appearance of strength. “Come on,” she told him. “You need water, food and a bunk – stat.” She pulled his arm over her shoulder without protest and helped him walk up the ramp and into the safety of Colony One. Alexa straightened defiantly as they walked passed a bitter looking Marcus. 
She reflected on the near-disaster they had just narrowly avoided and with increasing incredulity, she realized that she was steadily becoming one of Ndale’s biggest fans. 



 
 
 
 
 
24
 
 
Day 17 on Colony Alpha, Water Expedition
 
 
“What is it about ‘no’ that you don’t understand?” Ndale asked after rubbing his face. He held his hands out in way of a pleading gesture. 
“What is it about ‘major scientific discovery’ don’t you understand?” Jia asked with crossed arms. She was standing in the threshold of the Captain’s quarters and was resolved not to move until she had her way. News of the mission to verify Colony Three’s water source had made its way through the ship, and eventually to her. She went to Ndale immediately to demand that she be assigned to the mission. Learning about life beyond Earth was something she dedicated a large part of her life to. Even given the circumstances of their placement on Colony Alpha, the opportunity to explore the conditions of the planet woke something up inside of her that she thought she had lost forever. 
Ndale crossed the gap between them and cupped her arms with his hands, “Jia, we cannot possibly risk losing you if something went wrong – or their intentions turn out to be false. You’re the only one who has any hope of restoring power to this ship.” 
Jia met his gaze with a kind of fire in her eyes the man had never before witnessed, “I have been through my fair share of hardship in my life. I can handle a day trip to an underground spring.” 
Ndale sighed and threw his hands in the air before turning to pace away from her. He was not used to having to negotiate, or listen to people in general. It was exhausting. “Fine!” he finally exclaimed. He turned and pointed at her, “But I’m sending Demetri with you and you better not even think of leaving his side.” 
A large smile overtook Jia’s face – in a way she hadn’t experience in a long time. She uncrossed her arms and embraced Ndale in a tight hug. “I’ll pack some things!” She said in a hurry and nearly skipped out of the compartment.
Ndale watched her go in stunned silence. He was sure the Jia he had just seen was not the same he had traveled with for nine months. 
 
Alexa and Demetri sat with Jia at the base of the ramp, waiting for their pickup. There was a rosy color to Jia’s cheeks and a constant half-smile tugging at her lips. Alexa and Demetri shared looks when they noticed and could do nothing but shrug. They both knew water was a big deal – but no one was more excited than the former scientist. As they waited, Alexa checked her bag and the medical supplies in it again. Ndale had asked her to join the others for two reasons; one – she had already achieved some level of peace between they and the Colony Three survivors, and two – because she could offer her medical services as an added incentive to cooperate. She wasn’t thrilled about being outnumbered in a former enemy’s camp, but she was hoping Ndale’s message about neither side being in fighting shape hit home with the others. 
The distinct sound of Bob’s sandals flopping on the decking of the ramp sounded behind the trio and they all turned to look up at the Monk. He smiled at them in a comforting way and waved two plastic containers at them, “Greetings.”
“What’s up, Bob?” Demetri asked. 
“I was hoping you’d be so kind as to bring back some samples – if they’ll allow it, of course.”
“Way ahead of you, Bob,” Jia grinned and pulled back the flap on her messenger bag. It was lined with similar plastic containers. 
“She’s prepared,” Alexa commented. Bob circled to stand on the rocky ground, his back to the sun. She squinted up at him and asked, “Any luck recruiting plumbers?” 
Bob nodded, “Some. One of Marcus’ son’s is a hobbyist that likes to put things together. He’s also been able to get into small places to dismantle what I hope are non-essential parts of the ship,” he smiled and tilted his head from side to side, laughing at his own joke. 
Alexa laughed and put her chin in her hand, feeling a genuine smile linger. Things were actually starting to look up and it both excited and terrified her. She had not been born a pessimist, but a hard life made her wary of having nice things that could be taken away at any moment.
At the sound of a lone, distant Runner, the three stood and dusted themselves off. Bob turned and put a hand over his brow to block the duel suns from his eyes. 
“Curb side service,” Demetri commented.
“Right on time,” Alexa observed. 
They watched as the Runner grew as it got closer. The pilot ran the small craft at full throttle until just a few dozen meters out. All four colonists took tiny half steps backward, worried the craft would not have enough space to stop without crashing into the ramp they stood on. 
Amazingly, the Runner came to a halt mere meters away from Colony One. The bubbled windscreen popped open and a young woman stood to greet them with a wide smile, “Hi. I’m Maria. I’ll be your driver this afternoon. Hop in!” 
The trio departing all shared looks of trepidation. 
“How old are you?” Demetri asked.
“Why does everyone keep asking me that?” Maria wondered.
“Come on,” Alexa shook her head and trudged forward. “We’ve made it this far, haven’t we?”
“Yea, and I’d like to make it a little farther.” Demetri countered, but followed her lead. 
Jia pulled the strap of her bag over her shoulder, turned to face Bob, patted the bag and winked. He smiled at her and waved a goodbye as the climbed into the back of the Runner. It peeled away just as quickly as it arrived. He watched them disappear into the distance and said made a silent appeal to the universe to keep them safe.
 
“You know, if you slowed down, you would conserve more fuel,” Jia yelled over the noise of the Runner’s engines and the wind generated by speeding across the landscape. 
“Really?” Maria asked and the three Colony One passengers felt the craft slow somewhat. 
“Really.” Jia confirmed and sat back on the bench seating from where she’d stood to yell the information over Maria’s shoulder.
Demetri’s grip on the bench lessened somewhat and he mouthed a ‘THANK YOU’ to Jia. 
“So, where’s everyone from?” Maria asked in a cheerful way.
The trio exchanged glances. 
“New America. North-Eastern quadrant,” Alexa answered. 
“China,” Jia put in. 
“South-East Quadrant - New America,” Demetri said last. “What about you?”
“Hey! Not too far from me! Central Quadrant. Latinos represent!” She reached her hand back and after a pause of indecision, Demetri slapped it in solidarity.
“How old are you again?”
She sighed, “17. I think. Like I told the other guy, we haven’t exactly worked out a calendar yet.”
“Where are your parents?” Alexa wondered.
The question made the girl go silent. 
After a moment, Alexa spoke again with a softer tone, “I’m sorry.”
Maria shrugged, “They’d be pretty proud if they knew what an awesome pilot I am.”
“I bet.” 
The Runner approached the tall petrified tree structure and Jia almost climbed into the empty co-pilot’s seat to get a better look. “Fascinating,” she whispered as they came closer. 
“It’s home,” Maria commented as she maneuvered the Runner to land. 
 
John was waiting for them with a small group. Once they were all out of the Runner, Alexa was the first to speak. “I don’t think we got to introduce ourselves earlier. I’m Alexa. This is Demetri and Jia.” 
John nodded, “You know who I am. This is Dean,” he gestured to a man with scar tissue running up the entire length of his right arm. He carried a giant plastic bucket. “He’ll be taking you to the springs.” He turned to gesture to the woman on his other side. “This is Savi, she’s my second.” The woman with short, choppy hair bowed her head slightly in way of greeting. 
Alexa nodded back, “I’m a medic. Ndale has asked me to offer my services to you while we’re here, if they’re needed.”
Savi’s eyes lit up at the news and looked to John. John nodded in response. “We would appreciate that very much,” Savi said. “Dean will take care of the others. Can you come with me?” 
Alexa glanced at Jia and Demetri, who both nodded back to her. She put on a professional smile, “Lead the way.” 
Dean sized up the remaining pair, “It is a bit of a climb. You two up for it?” he asked in a gruff voice. 
“I was born for this,” Jia said with no irony in her tone. Demetri smiled as the others looked vaguely perplexed. Jia was already walking to the nearest petrified tree, “These are incredible. They have to be eons old to be in this state. And still standing! Do any of you understand how remarkable that is?”
The others stared blankly at her. 
“Right,” she ran her hand awkwardly over the stone tree. “Well we should probably get going then.” 
“Yeah,” Dean agreed, “This way.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Savi had led Alexa to a container that had been combined with another to form one of the largest structures in the camp. Inside, makeshift beds had been constructed using smaller crates and scraps of cloth. Windows had been cut in the container to let in light, and vents had been installed in the roof. Neither was enough to vent the smell of infection and sickness, however. As soon as Alexa rounded the corner to enter the makeshift field hospital, the smell hit her and sent her reeling back to her time on Earth in similar makeshift medical units. 
She resisted the urge to cover her mouth and nose, following Savi as she led her to a bed in one of the far corners. 
“This is Rashida,” Savi said and paused, then added, “My wife.” 
Alexa nodded and moved to the woman’s bedside. Her ebony black skin was slick with sweat and her eyelids fluttered as she tried to look up at the newcomer. “What happened?”
Savi leaned down and carefully pulled the blanket away to show Alexa the woman’s arm – wrapped in a bloody bandage and clearly broken, “A group of us were moving a container. She slipped and it landed here,” she gestured to the break. “We don’t have any medicine. We did our best to set it…” She trailed off, feeling her chest tighten with worry for her loved one. 
Alexa took the blanket from Savi and pulled it down to the woman’s legs. She put a hand on Savi’s shoulder and forced her to make eye contact, “I can help. But I’m going to need a few things from you. Clean water. More light.” She paused before adding, “And your help to hold her down when I reset this bone.” 
Savi nodded and left at once. Alexa was quick to pull fresh gauze from her back – something they had in abundant quantities on Colony One. She regretted that she did not have any medical-grade painkiller because she knew what she was about to do was going to hurt like hell. 
While she waited for Savi to return, Alexa scanned the rest of the container. Most beds were empty – and for the ones that weren’t, the prognosis did not look good. Infection was the biggest danger in societies that didn’t have antibiotics – and the container reeked of it. She had brought what was left of her whiskey as an antiseptic, but she would only use it on patients who weren’t too far gone.
She brought herself back to the task at hand, kneeling next to the woman and unraveling the bloody bandage. As she did, Rashida stirred and whimpered. Alexa reached up and put a hand to her forehead. It was warm, but not burning hot. She felt better knowing the infection may not have spread. 
“How long ago did this happen?” She asked Savi when she returned.
“Not long,” the woman answered. “A day and a half ago.” 
“Good,” Alexa nodded and dropped the remains of the bloody bandage to the floor. She directed Savi to shine the light on the wound and examined it the best she could. It was clear that bone had broken through the skin, and the attempt to reset it had made the wound worse. 
She cleaned what she could and probed the outside of her arm to determine where the break was still the worst. 
“It’s time,” she told Savi when she was done with her evaluation. The woman looked paler than she had when they met, but nonetheless moved to the head of Rashida’s bed to hold her shoulders down. “I know it’s difficult, but push down as hard as you can as soon as I set it.” 
Savi nodded. Alexa took the woman’s arm in a vice grip and set the bone in one, quick motion.
Rashida’s body arched and her eyes flashed open as she screamed involuntarily. 
“Shh, shh,” Savi leaned down as she held her, kissing the woman’s forehead. “It’s okay. It’s okay.” She repeated as Alexa poured whiskey over the wound, eliciting a hiss but not a scream. “She’s a doctor.” 
“A medic, technically,” Alexa said in a procedural way. She was focused – which meant she was detached emotionally by necessity. She re-wrapped the wound and let Savi reassure her wife as she cleaned up the mess she had made. 
“It would be better if we had antibiotics,” Alexa was telling Savi after Rashida was settled again. “But the infection doesn’t seem as bad as it could be. With her arm set and fresh bandages on a regular basis, she has a good chance.” 
“Can you come back to check on her?” Savi wanted to know.
Alexa let out a breath, “With any hope, you, her, and the others can join us where I can keep a very close eye on her.” She offered with a reassuring smile. She didn’t miss being in the field, but she had missed using her abilities to help people. 
“There you are,” gravel crunched underfoot along with the voice. Alexa turned to see a man she vaguely recognized leering at her. 
“What do you want, Rafiq?” Savi asked.
“Just a word with one of the bitches of World Corp.” 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Jia and Demetri helped each other down a steep slope as they followed Dean further into a cavern. Others with torches had joined them, and they all were much more practiced at the climb than they were.
Halfway down, Jia began to hear running water and felt her heart race. “I thought you said these were springs.”
“They are,” Dean answered back, waiting for them to make it down to his level.
“Running water is something different altogether!” She said, feeling lightheaded.
She wasn’t the only one, she found as Demetri laughed, “Do you feel that?”
“It happens to all of us,” Dean said before Jia could answer. “Something down here makes us all a bit… loopy.”
Between her excitement and the light headed feeling, Jia clapped her hands in jubilance, “It’s the hydrogen and oxygen gas mixture!” she exclaimed.
“What?” Demetri asked as he helped her down to what seemed like the edge of the basin. The sound of rushing water was louder now, and their voices echoed. The darkness made it difficult to see where the water’s edge was, so he made sure to stay behind Dean at all times. The others with torches joined them and for a few meters, the underground river was visible. 
“Incredible!” Jia exclaimed. “Is it electrified?” She asked.
Dean looked stunned, “How did you know that.”
“It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Jia said plainly. 
“Enlighten us simpletons?” Demetri asked, but his tone was light. 
“We haven’t seen any plant life on this planet, yet there is still a breathable atmosphere. The oxygen has to be created someway – and this is it!” She turned towards Demetri and explained excitedly, “It’s a process called electrolysis, where electricity splits the water into hydrogen and oxygen gas. It is how many spaceships create oxygen artificially. Finding this in a naturally occurring state is… well… incredible!” 
“Yea, well, wish you were here when we first found it, doc.” Dean sounded much less excited. “We lost a few great guys before we figured out what was happening.” He shifted and leaned down with his plastic bucket, carefully scooping up water. “The first pails we brought down here were metal. Even now, you’ve got to be careful. Luckily for me, the nerve damage on my arm makes it a little easier for me to tolerate if I get sloppy.” 
“I wonder where the source is…” Jia said aloud, inching closer to the bank.
“I suggest you get what you need and we get back. If you stay down here too long…” Dean made a circular motion around his temple. 
Jia had to work hard to keep from laughing. Little did he know – she had already experienced insanity in all its glory. Though the fact she found that funny was probably a testament to the effects of the gasses. “Good idea,” she conceded and pulled the sample bottles from her bag. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
“Bugger off, Rafiq.” Savi stepped between Alexa and the interloper, “She’s helping.” 
“You’re fooling yourself if you think any of them are here to help us,” he challenged, looking through Savi to sneer at Alexa. 
“Does John know you’re here?” Savi snapped.
He ignored her, “Get out of my way.” 
Savi shook her head, “Come on, Alexa…” she turned and reached a hand out to the medic. As she did, Rafiq slammed her into the container, knocking Savi out cold. 
Alexa jumped at the suddenness of his violence. Armed with her medical bag only, she did the only thing that made sense – she ran. She tried to remember the layout of the camp, intent to make her way back to the Runner and safety. She’d taken no more than a handful of steps when he knocked her down. She scrambled to get up but he was already grabbing the back of her shirt and dragging her away from the camp. 
“You people have everyone else fooled,” he said as he pulled her. “But I’m not an idiot. I see through your lies.”
Alexa struggled to get free, and when that failed, she screamed as loudly as she could.
He dropped her mid-scream and kicked her squarely in the chest, forcing all the air from her lungs.
“I lost my entire family, do you hear me?!” he sneered at her, spit oozing down his lower lip as he snarled the words in a rage. “10 brothers and sisters, my mother, my grandmother!” 
Alexa gasped for air, her vision swarming. For a moment, she didn’t even know where she was, or who was talking to her. He grabbed her by the shirt and resumed dragging her away from the camp. Unable to put up as much of a fight, Alexa watched as her medical bag was left behind and the light faded from the sky, and then her consciousness. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
Demetri watched the dying light of two suns and felt uneasy. Their journey had taken long enough that he had expected Alexa to be waiting for them at the tree line with the Runner. John greeted them, but he was alone. They waited for a time, until Demetri became restless. “We should go look for her,” he told Jia. 
Jia nodded, “It’s getting dark.”
Gravel crunched under sloppy footfalls, the noise growing closer very quickly. Demetri turned to find a frantic looking Savi skid to a halt in front of John. Her head was bleeding. “Rafiq,” she breathed the name and held her side as she tried to explain to John. “Attacked me. He has the medic.” 
John’s face openly registered shock and his head turned to lock eyes with Demetri’s. 
The man marched over to the two of them and grabbed Savi’s arm, “Show me.” He commanded. Savi nodded once, not waiting for John’s approval and started jogging the way she’d come. Demetri hesitated only to address John, “Do not let anything happen to her,” he pointed to Jia, “Or I will personally kill you.” He said it in a neutral, matter of fact tone before he sprinted off to follow Savi. 
 
ɸ ɸ ɸ
 
“Wake up,” a harsh voice sounded before Alexa felt a strike to her face. Her eyes shot open, finding Rafiq kneeling over her – one leg on either side of her torso. He held up a rock that had been sharpened enough to cut so she could see it, then held it to her throat. “I want to know everything about that ship. What condition is it in?”
She blinked hard, “I can barely remember my name right now,” she said honestly. The comment earned her another slap to her face. She thought – that isn’t going to help matters – but kept it to herself. 
“I am not interested in your jokes,” he said and pushed the rock into her neck. 
She lifted her chin reflexively. “The ship is disabled,” she said. 
“Lies!” He sputtered and it became very clear to Alexa that the man was unstable and no amount of truth-telling would satisfy him.
“Okay, okay…” She held up her hands and tried to get her bearings. “You’re right,” she said, knowing he would enjoy being told as much. “The ship works. It can take off whenever you want.”
His angry sneer lessened as his dark eyes considered her words, “And the Captain?”
“Dead,” Alexa admitted, but before he could get agitated again, she reassured, “But it doesn’t matter.” She smiled and shook her head, “Because there’s an automatic return sequence that I know how to activate.”
“You do?” he asked, genuine wonder in his tone. 
She nodded, “Let’s get a Runner. We can go now.” 
The pressure on her throat eased. Rafiq was shaking his head. “No, they’ll be looking for us tonight.” 
“But it will be easier to find us in the morning,” she reasoned. 
But he wasn’t listening anymore. With what light that was left, Alexa could see his eyes moving over her face, and down the slope of her neck. 
“Hey,” she tried to get his attention. “I know a secret way onto the ship. We can be out of here in no time.” 
Rafiq pocketed the sharp rock and put his hand around Alexa’s neck instead, “How do I know that I can trust you?” He asked and leaned down so his face was close to hers. 
“Just let me get you back to the ship and you’ll see,” she tried and put all her effort into hiding the blanch she felt as his hot breath hit her. 
“I know another way you can show me,” he said and she felt his free hand slide over her chest. 
Alexa set her jaw and with practiced speed, grabbed his forearm in a vice grip, bent her knees so her feet were planted firmly on the ground closest to her body and arched her hips up and to the side, rolling over so she was on top of the man. She used the momentum of the maneuver to drive her elbow into the side of the man’s face, followed immediately by a blow to his temple, which knocked him out cold.
The woman stood and back pedaled as soon as she knew the man was unconscious. She stared down at him and worked hard to keep her breathing steady. She didn’t know what his recovery rate would be, so instead of running like every fiber of her being was telling her to do, she knelt down and tied the man’s bootlaces together. When that was done, she tore a strip of cloth from his shirt, rolled him over and tied his wrists together as quickly as possible.
When she was done, sweat was building on her brow and her hair was falling out of her neatly kept bun. She watched him for a few extra seconds – a few too long, as he began to stir back to life. She backed away and looked up. The stars and moons were obscured by the canopy of the stone trees. It was almost full dark, and she had no idea which way camp was – or if she came across anyone, if they’d be friendly. She rubbed her face as she tried to formulate a plan. 
She heard footfalls and whipped around, looking for the source. After a moment of not being able to pick up on the direction, she went back to Rafiq and rifled through his pockets for the sharp stone. She gripped it tightly and paced back out into the darkness, listening for more footfalls.
A beam of light swept across the gravel floor of the stone forest. Alexa crouched and watched to see if it was coming closer. It was moving in parallel to her, and just as she contemplated the risk of calling out, she heard her name shouted into the night. 
“Alexa!” the voice sounded familiar. “Alexa!” She heard it a second time and recognized it as Savi’s. 
She shot up in an instant, “Here!” she yelled out. “I’m over here!” The light beams swept to her and bounced as their holders ran towards her. She breathed a huge sigh of relief when Demetri was at her side, large hand clamped over her shoulder.
“Are you alright?” He asked.
“You could say that,” she breathed.
“Where’s Rafiq?” Savi asked. 
Alexa gestured behind her. Savi swept her flashlight beam over and let it linger on the prone body.
“You did that?” Demetri asked with some shock in his tone.
“I was in the army, you know.” Alexa explained.
Demetri whistled, “Remind me to never piss you off.”
Alexa, out of relief and affection for the man in that moment, hugged him. He hugged her back.
Savi took the opportunity to grab the gun tucked into the back of Demetri’s trousers. She’d seen it before when he had crouched to pick up Alexa’s medical bag. The man released Alexa and spun when he realized what she was doing, “Hey!” He called, but she was already out of arm’s reach.
The woman marched to Rafiq, who had managed to sit up and was shaking his head in a daze. She leveled the gun at his head and pulled the trigger without a word. The gunshot echoed throughout the stone forest as Rafiq’s head whipped back and his body listed to the side, completely motionless. 
Demetri and Alexa watched with mouths slung open. 
Savi turned to face them, her expression calm. “We do not tolerate disobedience here,” she answered their astonished looks. She paced back to Demetri and handed his gun to him before continuing back towards camp. They followed her wordlessly, staying close to one another and using the time to process all that had happened. 
 
They returned to camp to find Jia safe with John, who looked contrite at how the evening had unfolded. Savi reported what happened – though she left out the part with the gun. She loudly proclaimed she’d taken Rafiq’s life as punishment for disobedience and, to the trio’s astonishment; the group accepted actions without protest or outrage. 
“I hope this will not reflect too negatively on our efforts to cooperate with one another,” John spoke to the trio as Maria prepped the Runner for a nighttime jaunt. 
“You can’t be blamed for one rogue individual,” Alexa conceded. She rubbed her chest where Rafiq had kicked her. She was going to be sore for a while, but at least she was alive. “Especially when the threat has been… eliminated.” She added, glancing over at Savi who had a stony expression. She understood now why John had chosen her as a second. 
“Please give Ndale my best and tell him that I will return tomorrow to discuss how we should move forward now that you have what you want,” he said and nodded to Jia’s bag and the multiple water samples. 
“Good deal,” Demetri nodded and further discussion was discontinued as the Runner’s engines spun up. They parted ways and Alexa could not be happier to be headed back to safety, feeling suddenly very grateful for the little they did have. 
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Hyperion: Present Day
Colony Alpha settlement duration: 3 months
 
 
“I can’t believe it,” Charlie said as he triple checked the readouts. 
The bridge of the Hyperion was abuzz with activity. Niko was reading the console data aloud, “Organic life found – active and mobile. Atmosphere within normalized ranges. Indications of a massive structure along the equatorial line of a land mass with an elevation of…”
He went on, but he only had half the attention of the others. Makenna was hobbling onto the bridge, braced with a crutch under one arm that forced her to limit her movement. Winston was trailing behind her insisting that she sit. Finn was snapping pictures as Charlie and Niko’s hands were flying over their consoles as the dusty planet in the distance grew larger and larger through the cockpit window. 
The last picture she snapped was of Avery, her hands braced on a dim console and eyes locked out the window with a mask of an expression. She heard the click of Finn’s camera, turned her head and fixed the woman with an icy stare. 
Finn let her camera dangle from her neck and turned her attention to Niko’s words. 
“This is it, this is Colony Alpha.” He finished.
“I have to agree,” Charlie confirmed and swiveled in his chair to face Avery. “Permission to establish orbit with a landing vector?”
Avery nodded once before turning on her heal and exiting the bridge. She knew there was no turning back now, no plausible excuse to keep them from landing. Even if there was, she could see the look in Niko’s eyes – he would find a way onto that planet even if he had to fashion a space suit out of zip lock bags to do it. 
She made her way back to her quarters and very briefly considered contacting EMP HQ before quashing the idea entirely. She didn’t have enough information, and she knew there would be questions. Their mission was already overdue, and she expected a tongue lashing no matter what the next time she decided to establish contact. 
Her fingers brushed the hilt of the pistol strapped to her leg. She’d seen the readouts. She saw the projections – the tiny moving dots that looked so much like ants. There were far more little dots than there were of her or their crew. She thought of the crazed co-pilot of Colony Two and considered the very real possibility that they were on the cusp of disaster. 
A tiny bit of pressure built in her chest around her ribcage at the idea of trying to keep her crew alive. The pressure built, despite her efforts to push it down and she realized in that moment she had lost the battle to not get attached to them. She’d watched Makenna make a stubborn recovery from her stab wound and the infection that followed. She saw the Doctor finally get his footing and confidence at saving her life. She saw Niko and Charlie creating a bond that would last their rest of their lives. And Finn, the observer of humanity – she was always on the edges, reminding her that despite the loneliness of space, action still mattered – who you were, who they were as a people, still mattered. 
“Estimated time to touchdown, 40 minutes,” Charlie’s voice came through over the ship’s speakers. Avery knew it was for her benefit and hers alone – no one else was likely to leave the bridge under the circumstances. 
She spent the next 40 minutes ensuring her pistols were fully loaded.
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Marcus was the first to spot the trailing white cloud the Hyperion left behind her. He craned his neck and shielded his eyes from the suns as he squinted at the small dot in the sky. He kept his eyes narrowed on the object until he could confirm that it was growing larger. 
He turned away from the brightness of the sky and bellowed in a booming voice, “Incoming!” 
The word echoed off the interior of Colony One. It looked much different now. The hydroponics system had taken over much of the cargo loading area now that John and his people were able to make regular runs to the underground springs to replenish their supply. The ramp of Colony One had not been raised in months and with the growing object in the distance, his mind immediately went to the possibility the ramp’s hydraulics might fail, or that some integral part of the ship had been scavenged to the point where it would not function. 
Jia had only had limited success in repairing the cockpit. They’d gotten full powered restored to only certain parts of the ship and she spent many of her days trying to wedge herself in bulkhead walls trying to check for broken circuits or blown breakers. Since the discovery of water, her attention had also been split between repairs and studying electrolysis process. She was trying to find a way to divert the flow and neutralize the charge to make the water easier to access while not interrupting the process that created breathable air. 
Marcus’ warning traveled and he could hear others repeating it to carry the message throughout the ship as they had trained themselves to do. Since the truce with Colony Three, they had enjoyed relative peace – a blessing and a curse. The peace allowed the weight of their situation to more fully set in. Some were better at coping than others. A few new graves had to be dug for those who broke under the weight of their isolation – especially after the passengers of Colony Three began to tell their stories.
Many of their passengers had not willfully signed up to be part of the colonization mission – most of them were from the poorest communities on Earth, comprised of the marginalized and jobless. They were much less surprised to be abandoned, and their bitterness and anger is what kept them going. The passengers of Colony One were much different – hopeful and grateful, even, to be given a place on the ship. Competition for passage to the new world had been steep – it was supposed to be a privilege to be chosen, and the diversity of passengers was purposeful. When the illusion was revealed, it was easy to see those who were shattered along with it. 
Javier was the first to join Marcus at the edge of the loading ramp, “Another colony ship?” he wondered aloud. 
Marcus made a noncommittal noise as he watched the sky, “Too far away to tell.”
“I’ve got my men gearing up for a fight,” John said as he joined them. His face was fuller and rounder than when he had first met the Colony One passengers. His eyes weren’t sunken in anymore, but they still held a glimmer of steadfast skepticism. Ndale watched him closely for this reason and ensured that he was the best fed of all the passengers – even better than himself. The strategy was only limitedly successful for Ndale – John still frequently questioned the man’s leadership and sewed doubt into the others that he should be allowed to be so wealthy. His dissent was a quiet murmur so long as his belly was full but Ndale saw the writing on the wall and put in motion his own campaign against the paranoid and reckless influence that was John. 
“Good,” Marcus spoke. He and John saw eye to eye on a lot of things, despite their original rocky beginning. “Mine will do the same.”
“Don’t you think we owe whoever that is the benefit of the doubt?” Javier asked. He squared his shoulders to the pair. “We could have used that when we arrived.” He looked pointedly at John.
“Son, when your government abandons you to die, you don’t continue to receive the luxury of trust.” John answered. There was no hint of remorse in his voice. 
Javier felt heat radiate from his face. He generally did his best to keep his distance from both men – rationing was less of a concern with Bob’s talent at growing, and each time he was forced to spend more than a few minutes with either man, he felt in danger of throwing a punch that he knew he would regret. 
Instead of picking a fight, Javier narrowed his eyes as his only response and walked away. He would find those who he knew to have sense – he’d need all the help he could get when it came to Marcus, John and their followers.
The incoming ship was a concern, and he felt himself having to push down a glimmer of hope that the ship was of the rescue variety. He couldn’t afford to get his hopes up just to have them dashed. He thought of the new graves, and the hope was stamped out easily.  
“Alexa,” he caught the woman on the way to the ramp’s edge. He gave only a glance towards John and Marcus, coupled with a quick shake of his head. She knew immediately his meaning and reversed her trajectory to walk with him to gather the others. 
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“It’s not large enough to be a Colony ship,” Jia said plainly. Her voice was heard by many as all the colonists watched the ship approach. 
Luca, Javier, Alexa and Bob stood close to Jia near the front of the ramp. They’d worked ahead of time to calm the others and council cautious optimism about the ship. Despite their best efforts, many harsh whispers were heard – at least they didn’t blow us away from the sky, we probably aren’t dying fast enough for their satisfaction, I bet they just want to know why their ship didn’t come back.
Luca found that his eyes lingered on Jia after she spoke. He was surprised by the woman’s resolve – especially as witnessed over the past several weeks. She had been sullen and frail looking for the majority of their journey – in stark contrast to Luca’s blinding optimism. Now more often than not, Luca was the sullen and frail person, casting considering glances towards new graves and nursing the feeling of absolute betrayal. Finally, unable to let his thought go unspoken, he shifted slightly to speak quietly over her shoulder, “I don’t understand how you’ve kept your sanity all this time. Knowing what they were going to do to us.” 
Jia turned to look at him. She searched his face – worry lines presenting where before there were none. After a moment, she look back towards the oncoming ship, and shrugged; “I honestly didn’t think we’d live this long.” 
Her response produced mixed feelings in Luca. He stiffened and watched the incoming ship with jaded, suspicious eyes. 
At the base of the ramp, Marcus and John’s men and women stood in a tight semi-circle, barricading the others from the new arrival. 
Javier nodded at Jia’s words. The ship was small in comparison to the gargantuan Colony ships. As the anticipation built, he found himself looking around. “Where’s Ndale?” he wondered aloud.
The others cast their gazes around the cargo hold. The characteristic shiny black bald head was nowhere to be found, nor was the tall figure of Demetri. 
“Good question,” Alexa said in way of answering. She might have given it more thought, but the ship was coming in fast. 
Hot air and waves of sand could be felt as the small craft approached long before the sound caught up with it. When it came, it was all at once, making the group sway with the force of it. The arrival seemed abrupt and rushed, despite what felt like an eternity watching the vessel approach from space. The ship hovered 100 meters away before it rotated and began to sink slowly to the ground like a feather. The nose turned away from the colony passengers, many strained their eyes to watch the secured ramp of the ship after it settled and the engines quieted, making the air feel empty and sterile. 
Patrick watched the ship with hungry eyes – a working, space-faring ship. Just the sight of it made him feel closer to Earth.
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“This is certainly not what I was expecting,” Winston was the first to say it as the landscape of Colony Alpha became more apparent. Their orbit took them low enough to know there wasn’t much to the planet other than breathable air. When they began their touchdown of the Hyperion, the crew got their first glimpse of Colony One – a ship so covered in a sandy filament that it looked to be a natural mound in the middle of an otherwise rocky terrain. 
The others remained silent on the topic, jaws clenched and with a growing sense of discomfort with what they had found so far. The exuberance of the discovery had been flattened when it became evident how barren the planet was.
And yet, there was still life. The tiny dots on the computer’s graphic display made this promise to them. Niko, whose job was finally fulfilled – they’d successfully traversed the vast space from there to here – had spent much of his time staring at the display, wondering which dot was his brother. 
The Captain was holding the controls to the loading ramp, “Let’s hope this was worth the trouble,” she said in her normal elegant way. Her thumb mashed into the hard button control and the ship was filled with the hydraulic whine and the sound of air rushing in and out simultaneously. 
The fresh air of Colony Alpha was overwhelming after months on the Hyperion. The crew paused to adjust and when they had, Finn looked the Captain from head to toe, “Are you really going out like that?” She wondered. 
“Like what?” Avery asked, releasing the control and resting her hands on her hips.
“That,” Finn pointed to her pistols. 
The Captain’s expression sharpened, “Charlie Foxtrot, you think I should leave ‘em behind?” 
Charlie stiffened. He had not gotten a solid night’s rest since their encounter with Colony Two. He often saw the mad co-pilot’s face in his nightmares and he felt the memories of frequent cold sweats make him want to shiver. He swallowed with a dry mouth and answered, “No.” 
Finn looked torn, until the pilot continued. 
“But you shouldn’t walk out there first. I’ll go.” 
“I don’t think so,” Niko interjected. He was already near the ramp’s edge. “I’m the first one out of this gate.” 
“I think we have audience.” Makkena spoke up and pointed out the ramp. 
Across the way, the passengers of Colony One stared back at them. 
“Something isn’t right,” Winston reiterated his earlier suspicions. 
“It’s not like we were able to call ahead,” Charlie rationalized. 
“Let’s get this meet and greet over with,” Avery spoke. “Finn, take your proof of life pictures, Niko have your family reunion, everyone can be satisfied, then we are getting right back off this rock and back home.” 
The crew regarded her with a universal look of disapproval. 
“Go,” she motioned for Niko to lead the way, unfazed by their censure. 
He didn’t have to be told twice. The navigator took measured steps down the ramp and squinted into the harsh sunlight to the giant ship that provided only wary gazes as his welcome. 
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“Someone’s coming out,” Javier said and tried to slow the rapid beating of his own heart. More followed. He counted quickly. Six in total. The ship looked like it could hold more, but the figures stretched out in a loose line to walk towards the ship – the first leading by a few meters – and no more exited. 
John and Marcus’ recruits held their makeshift weapons casually at their sides or behind their backs as they waited for orders or action – whichever came first. 
A loud gasp erupted from the cargo bad and it caused the mass of people to sway and dart their eyes across the landscape for some indication of what had surprised Luca. His hands clapped over his mouth and his eyes welled up instantaneously. Patrick regarded him with a look that was mixed between shock and panic. He didn’t know what was happening, and it made him nervous. It made everyone nervous. 
“Impossible,” he said with conviction. He took a half step forward and spoke into his hands, “My brother. My brother!” His voice shook with tears that were now spilling freely and all at once he threw himself down the ramp with long, hurried strides. He ran through the gaps of people at the base of the ramp before they knew what was happening. 
“Niko!” Luca could be heard calling out as he rushed towards the six figures making their way across the space between the Hyperion and Colony One. 
“Brother!” The man called back as they crashed into one another, forming an iron-grip embrace. 
“You’re alive,” the words poured from Niko’s lips with a level of relief he did not know he was capable of feeling. He hugged his brother tightly and was aware of nothing else. 
Voices rose up from Colony One – questioning, jubilant, suspicious – all at once. Charlie waived at the large mass and the rest – save for Avery – followed suit. 
“We come in peace!” Finn called out with levity in her tone. The group at the base of the ship exchanged doubtful glances, but the embracing identical twins eased much of the building tension and many of those who stood inside the ship began to wave back and shared hopeful glance with one another. 
Avery looked from person to person standing along the rocky terrain just past the bottom of the ramp. She could read the situation – she knew they were not welcome as soon as they were close enough to read their body language. She looked at Niko and his brother and felt the tiniest of smiles tug at her lips. If it weren’t for their familiarity, they would be walking into a much different situation. 
She thought Niko’s relation to one of the passengers would complicate matters – and it still could – but for now, it was to their advantage. For once, she was glad to be wrong.
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Back on the ship, Patrick felt a tug at his shirt. He turned to see Lucy standing behind him. Their eyes locked for a moment and she walked away. He followed. 
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Colony Alpha: Present Day
 
 
The crew of Hyperion sat along one side of the long tables in the shared quarters of the purple section. Along the other; Marcus, John, Alexa, Luca, Javier, Bob and Jia. They were otherwise surrounded by a mass of passengers, some sitting at adjacent tables, others standing in the space around the tables and more stacked on the landings that ran along the walls where bunks rose up the height of the bulkhead. 
The crew of the Hyperion shared expression of shock as they listened to the stories of Colonies One and Three. 
They sat in silence for several moments after the last of it was recounted. 
“We told you our story,” John was the first to break it. “You tell us yours.” 
The Hyperion crew shared concerned glances, “We were sent by the government to document your progress for the people of Earth.” Charlie answered. 
Finn held up her camera numbly. 
John laughed, “Our progress is we’ve gotten really good at digging graves!” 
Voices clashed at his words – there was a tension building in the room; the fight between hope and suspicion. 
“I don’t think it’s fair to speculate since we don’t have all the facts,” Winston put in. His skin was crawling at the idea of the accusations being true about Earth’s government. His words were as much a denial to himself as to the others. 
“Facts!” Marcus exclaimed with a slam of his fist on the stainless steel table. He stood and pointed out towards the people behind them. “I’ve got the facts. World Corp and the EMP sent me and my two boys out here to die!” 
“And yet, here you are, still alive and kicking,” Avery commented, stony eyes leveled at him with a calm exterior. Marcus recognized the type – not military; much worse in his mind.
“You’re here to finish the job?” he accused in a lower voice. “I know what you are.” 
“And what is that?” Avery wondered.
“A merc. They gave a ship to a mercenary to make sure we were all good and dead.” Marcus assessed, stirring the crowd. 
Alexa rubbed her forehead, “If they were here to kill us, they would have already!” She shouted over the rising voices.
“Exactly,” Avery put in, though not precisely denying Marcus’ claims. 
“I would never participate in a mission to kill my own brother,” Niko spoke up. He gestured to Luca, who sat across from him. “And there is no denying he is my blood. We came here to report on your status – and clearly, it’s bad. We want to help. We will see that justice is done for each and every one of you!” 
“You just don’t get it, do you?” John asked. “You’re just a pawn in their game just like we are. Do you think you are any less expendable than we are?”
He asked and his words echoed for a beat after he said them.
“Do you even know if your ship is still here?” Marcus followed his line of reasoning.
Charlie held up his OMNI. A 3D rendering of the Hyperion spun on the display, with columns of readouts. “I know everything about that ship, and what happens on it. It’s not going anywhere.” 
“If you want to help us,” Alexa put in before Marcus could respond, “You can help us get this ship back into working order. Then, we can call go home.” 
“I thought you said your pilot was killed?” Charlie asked. 
“Our co-pilot is still with us. And that’s not the problem – the ship’s cockpit’s been ripped apart. Once its back together, the auto-return sequence will get us home.” 
“I can fix,” Makenna said simply. It was the first thing she’d said since they’d arrived on the Colony One ship. 
“She’s an engineer,” Niko explained for all those casting wondering glasses at the abrupt woman. 
Alexa nodded, “That’s good. That’s really good.” 
“Return to what?” Luca asked and looked at Niko with an apologetic expression, “I am so glad to see you, and I am so grateful you came all this way but… they sent us out here for a reason.” 
A pained expression flashed over Niko’s features, “Brother… you are welcome home. I promise you that. We will get answers. We’ll expose whatever shady dealings led us to this debacle.” 
Avery’s expression was blank as always, save for the thinning of her lips as her mouth made a tight line. “Let’s see if Ms. Krasnov is as good as she thinks she is, first. One of you can show her to the cockpit. I’m going back to secure the ship.” She spoke and stood without ceremony. 
“I may be able to help with the repairs, as well,” Niko was saying, but Avery was already pushing her way through the crowd. 
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It was a long journey to the cockpit – longer for Makenna who was hobbling along with her crutch. 
“What happened to your engineer?” Alexa asked Winston as they trailed behind Niko, Mak and Jia who was leading the way. 
“Stab wound, I’m afraid.” Winston answered. “Had a nasty infection, too. Luckily we had enough antibiotics aboard to see her through it.”
“Must be nice,” Alexa found herself saying. “Having actual medical equipment.” She thought of Rashida and her bad break. Once they got her on Colony One, it was easier to keep her wound clean and while she had lost some function and range of motion in her arm, she survived. Surviving seemed to be the important detail these days.
Winston fixed the woman with a surprised expression, “Are you a doctor?” 
Alexa gave a nod, “Medic for a tour back home.” 
“You might have a look at her wound later? Make sure it’s healing as well as it should?” Winston tried to keep the sheepishness out of his tone and only half succeeded. She spared a concerned glance his way, but ultimately agreed. 
“Who stabbed her?” Jia called back the question. 
Niko turned to glance back at the doctor. 
“Spot of trouble when we found Colony Two.” The doctor said in a very small voice.
“Colony Two?” Alexa stopped mid-stride. “Where are they? Are they alright?” 
Winston chewed his lower lip. 
“No survivors,” Makenna answered for him. There was a tinge of pain to her tone – she had not had to walk so far since her injury, and it ached intensely. “The Captain killed the rabid dog that stab me.” 
Alexa felt throat go dry. 
“Best if we keep moving,” Winston urged with a soft touch to her arm. The woman nodded dully and let her steps fall automatically and without thought. 
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Makenna was drenched in sweat as she finally pulled herself up and into the cockpit. The others filtered in as space would allow. 
Jia was explaining what she had done, and that despite all her work, she couldn’t seem to restore full ship power.
“Of course not,” Makenna proclaimed as she ripped out a circuit board from one of the consoles, “This is not even correct circuit.” 
Jia’s face flushed immediately, “I did the best I could. I know more about the programming than the hardware.” 
Makenna was busily making various noises of disapproval as she inspected panels and other circuit boards, “It will take time to fix. You must tell me everything you did.” 
Jia nodded and twisted her fingers together. 
“You have localized power?” Makenna asked. Jia nodded again. “That’s not so bad for not being engineer.” She commented and went back to pulling out components. 
Niko moved to stand beside Jia, squeezed her shoulder and in a low, private voice explained, “That’s the highest praise I’ve ever heard her give.”
“I heard that,” Makenna said without missing a beat. “Have someone get my kit from ship. I need everything.” 
“Aye aye.”
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Avery made the lonely walk back to the Hyperion without delay. The suns at her back on the strange, barren planet and she watched her long shadow the entire way. She made sure there were no other shadows following the same path.
She boarded the ship and stalked immediately to her quarters where she plugged in the glass tablet and keyed in the codes for EMP HQ. 
Once that was done, she crossed her arms and stared at the display intently, unsure of her own feelings. 
The connection was taking a long time.
She thought that made sense, being so far away, but after several minutes she terminated the attempt and keyed in the numbers again. 
The screen flashed at her – waiting to connect. 
Finally, the tablet made a friendly sound and an image rendered, projecting a 3D picture. 
“Damnit, Avery, what the fuck took you so long?” Were the first words of greeting.
“A little busy on the wild goose chase you sent us on.” 
“Report,” the man clipped angrily. 
“I don’t even know where to start,” Avery growled, just as angrily. “How about that all the colony survivors claim you sent them out here to die.” 
The man’s image went still, and for a moment Avery wondered if the communication was buffering. 
“How many?”
“A lot,” she answered. “But not nearly as many that left.” 
The man looked away and seemed to grimace. She could see the calculations whizzing about in his mind. When he finally returned to the present, he put his hands on the table in front of him and leaned in towards the viewer. The 3D image leaned in closer to Avery as a result. 
“If you want your money, and more importantly, your life, you will do exactly as I say. Leave them. Take no one with you – not even the crew of the Hyperion – and return to Earth. Kill anyone who tries to stop you or come with you. Recode your transponder and come in dark. This never happened.”
Avery blinked at the ghoulish projection. She opened her mouth to speak but stopped when she heard a clattering noise from outside her quarters. She looked to the door, then back to the projection with a hawkish expression. 
Sensing the interruption, the man spoke hastily, “This is why you were hired!” He said a moment before she fixed the man with a rushed glare, keyed off the tablet, drew her gun and stalked towards the hallway. 
She found no one in the hallway and proceeded immediately to the cockpit. 
Someone was standing at the pilot’s console. She didn’t hesitate. She shot him in the back. 
The bullet ripped into Patrick’s shoulder and lodged itself in the fleshy muscle. He screamed and dropped to the floor. 
Avery turned at the sound of footfalls pounding on the bulkhead. Her gun was leveled confidently at the intruders.
What she wasn’t expecting was for one to be leveled right back at her.
Demetri stood in front of Ndale and Lucy, gun pointed squarely at Avery’s head. All these people were to her were strangers. Her finger tightened around the trigger, but she stopped short of squeezing, “What the fuck are you doing on my ship?” She wanted to know. 
“You shot our pilot!” Lucy exclaimed. 
“Everyone calm down,” Ndale counseled. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.” 
“Trying to steal the ship, are we?” Avery guessed. 
“We want go home,” Demetri answered. 
“And leave all your buddies behind?” 
“They can wait for the next one,” Lucy put in. “Besides, I heard you. You’re working for them. You’re not here to help us.” 
Avery’s eyebrow rose. It had been the woman eavesdropping on her and effectively blowing her cover. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that she could shoot the three of them before Demetri could shoot her back. That didn’t discount the fact that he could do damage in other ways. She felt irritated that she’d let her guard down enough for this to happen – she should have searched the ship, should have been more cautious. 
Patrick’s screaming had stopped. Avery didn’t have to look back to know that he was probably dead or, at the very least, unconscious. 
“Despicable,” Avery commented. “I can work with that.” She said, and the three of them shared confused glances. “I’m guessing that piece you’ve got there is not equipped with low velocity rounds. Meaning if you miss me, or hell, even if you hit me, you’re very likely going to damage this ship. Then you’re right back where you started. So how about you put your little toy away so that you don’t screw us all over.” 
Demetri gave Ndale a questioning look. Ndale shrugged, “I just sell them.” He said in way of answer. 
The man looked like he might budge when a soft chime sounded from Niko’s console. 
“What’s that?” Ndale wanted to know.
Avery side stepped to the console, her aim still squarely on Demetri and looked at the readout. 
She cursed. Within a split section she had made up her mind about what she had to do.
“You all might get your wish,” She said back pedaled to the pilot’s console, having to step over Patrick to do so. She took one hand from her gun so she could key in commands to the glass interface. 
“What are you doing?” Demetri asked, his arms lowering slightly. 
“We’ve got company,” she explained. Niko’s console was lighting up with little dots moving towards the bigger dot – the Hyperion. The planet was a quiet one, she supposed, and someone had heard the shot, the screaming or both. 
Avery finished the sequence and the ship began to shudder to life. The ramp retracted as the engines fired up and the auto-launch sequence initiated. Avery lowered her gun and fixed the trio with a plain expression, “You better strap in, it’s going to be a long ride.” 
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Niko stood in the middle distance between Colony One and the Hyperion, helpless to what he was seeing. He was on his way to get Mak’s toolkit when he and the others he’d brought with him saw the ramp retract and the engines shutter to life. 
They could feel the heat from where they stood and though every instinct Niko had was to chase after the craft, he knew it was both dangerous and futile. There was no stopping a ship from taking off. 
He watched with a seizing pain in his chest and was washed in the waves of confusion at what he was seeing. 
He was dully aware of Charlie as he ran out to join him. The pilot had his OMNI activated and was talking into it with a harsh, commanding voice, “Foster to the Hyperion – discontinue launch sequence. Foster to the Hyperion – what the fuck are you doing?!” 
The ship did not waiver. In a few fleeting moments, it was gone, fading into the red light of day. Niko was on his knees, and Charlie’s device crashed to the rocky ground, his arms limp at his sides. 
They were marooned. 
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Hyperion: 48 Days Later
 
 
The trip back to Earth was comparatively short, since the coordinates were already correctly programmed into the Hyperion’s computers and they could travel at full speed for the entire journey. 
None of them seemed to be bothered by their abandonment of Colony Alpha, and so there was a detente between Avery and her stowaways shortly after launch. Though the Journey had not been without its challengers; Demetri still carried his gun around for insurance – if not as a threat to Avery but to the ship itself. 
Avery was gracious enough to dig the slug out of Patrick’s shoulder and after a lot of rest and a fair amount of saline drips, he appeared to be fine. He was the quietest of the group, and the Captain could see remorse in his thousand-yard stare often. She let him retreat into his silent contrition, but knew very well that the officials at EMP would probably not allow him, or the others to live. 
She had used much of the trip rehearsing the story she would tell the EMP officials when they returned. It was a story perfect for the press if they couldn’t return undetected. The four Colonists, unhappy with their decision to start a New World, commandeered Hyperion, along with her Captain and returned to Earth without sanction. 
Avery would get paid and a clean record.
The unexpected company seemed to have had actually worked out better than she could have possibly expected, given the circumstances. As they got closer and closer to being home, Avery distanced herself from the others. It was only because it was their big homecoming that she had joined them on the bridge.
“We’re within visual range,” Patrick was saying. His arm was still in a sling, but could still monitor the pilot’s console with one hand easily. 
“Did you recode the transponder like I told you to?” Avery asked. 
“Hours ago,” Patrick confirmed. 
“This will be a sight for sore eyes,” Ndale grinned widely. “I never thought I’d be so happy to lay eyes on South Africa again.” 
“Cut power to all non-essentials, we’re going to drift in from here.” Avery instructed.
“Why?” Patrick wondered.
Avery’s brow furrowed at his question, “Because I said so.” Patrick fixed her with a brief look of defiance, but complied after the symbolic display. 
Earth grew larger and larger from their view on the bridge. They were approaching from the outside of Earth’s ellipse around the sun, and immediately Avery recognized something was wrong. 
The others did as well.
“Where are the lights?” Ndale wanted to know. He’d seen enough images of Earth from space to know that it emitted an ever-present glow from the densely populated land masses. 
“It’s so… dark,” Lucy commented. 
“Patrick, start making small adjustments now. Let’s try to take a look from the light side,” Avery instructed.
Patrick nodded, his mouth slightly agape at the view and a growing sense of unease bubbled up in his stomach. “There’s a lot of debris,” he reported. 
Avery paced over to the Navigation consol and tapped the display. She adjusted the measurements and scrolled through the readouts. 
“Space junk.” Demetri commented. 
“It’s big debris,” Avery confirmed. “Some are drifting, others are directional.”
“What does that mean?” Lucy asked. 
“Ships, maybe. Satellites, space stations… more than we had when we left.” Patrick answered. 
“Ships,” Avery confirmed in a breathless voice. “A lot of them.” There was more than a hint of disbelief in her tone. 
“Maybe they finally ran out of space on Earth,” Demetri pondered. “Space condos.” He guessed. 
“I’ve adjusted our trajectory. We’ll be able to see the daylight side in minutes.” 
Avery just nodded, alternating views between the console readouts and the view from the bridge. She watched as the Hyperion drifted noiselessly towards Earth at such a pace that it gave the illusion of being able to see Earth spin. She strained her eyes to make out what could be seen from space with the aid of daylight. It was difficult to make sense of at first, but her eyes darted across the curved view and it finally clicked.
Her hand went to her lips and she sank into the console seat. For a long time, all she could hear was the pounding of her own heart in her ears.
Mushroom clouds were billowing up from Earth’s surface. Not one – not even two. Dozens of them. The clouds blotted out any view of land, and it was immediately clear – to all of them all at once – Earth was gone. Made uninhabitable not by the gross pollution and smog, but by the dense destruction of nuclear explosions and radioactive dust blown into the atmosphere. 
Her eyes changed focus to the floating debris – to the ships that were able to evacuate Earth in time. What had these people done? What war warranted the destruction of the only home – albeit broken and flawed – they had? 
Sure – she had had her hand in destruction on Earth’s surface – wide scale, even. She’d been hired to do jobs others refused on moral grounds. And she had done them well, but nothing could compare to what she laid eyes on now. She could not possibly imagine being responsible for such widespread destruction. 
Lucy began to cry quietly into her hands, unable to take her eyes away from the vision. Demetri held her tightly, though with shaking hands and knees. Ndale sank to the floor, unable to support his own weight. Silent tears streamed down Patrick’s face.
Their home. Their one home. It was a memory. 
And in that moment of horror and emptiness, there was the realization that for all their effort, all their moral and ethical sacrifice, for all their scheming, greed and cleverness, they were no better off than the population of Colony Alpha. 
 
 
 
End Part One Transmission…
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