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    The Story So Far 
 
   I n the 23rd century, humanity has been hunted to the verge of extinction by an alien race called the Cho-ta’an. Earth has been rendered uninhabitable and every other human world is at risk of Cho-ta’an attack. The crew of Andrea Luhman, an exploratory ship in the service of the Interstellar Defense League, has been given a weapon that could alter the balance of the conflict: a “planet killer” bomb left behind by an extinct race. Pursued by a Cho-ta’an warship, Andrea Luhman flees through a hyperspace gate to the Sol system, but a fluke accident sends her back in time to 883 AD.  
 
    Its primary thrusters badly damaged, Andrea Luhman limps into orbit around Earth, and a small crew, led by engineer Carolyn Reyes, is sent to the surface to fabricate a replacement part. The lander is shot down by a Cho-ta’an ship that followed Andrea Luhman through the gate. The Cho-ta’an ship falls into the North Sea, and the lander crashes in Norway.  
 
    While the crew of the lander fight for their lives in Viking Age Scandinavia, Andrea Luhman is blown to pieces by a second Cho-ta’an ship that followed them through the gate. The planet killer is destroyed, and the crews of both ships are killed. But there is still hope: if the spacemen can get to the Cho-ta’an ship still in orbit, they may still be able to retrieve another planet-killer before humanity is defeated. The indomitable spacemen press on.  
 
    Nearly fifty years after the lander crash, the Iron Dragon—a replica of a Titan II rocket carrying a Gemini Launch Vehicle—launches from a secret base in the Antilles. A single young astronaut named Freya, the granddaughter of Carolyn Reyes, reaches the Cho-ta’an ship and sets it on a course to a distant star in the hopes of locating another planet killer to change the course of the war. 
 
    Some fourteen years later, however, Freya’s ship is intercepted by a warship called Varinga, which is crewed by a group of humans who seem to hail from a previously unknown branch of humanity. The year is 955 A.D., but these people, who call themselves Truscans, possess technology far in advance even of the IDL in 2227. With their hyperdrive-equipped starships, the Truscans could be powerful allies against the Cho-ta’an. But the Truscans have their own problems: they are at war with a race of human-like aliens called Izarians—the same race who built the planet killer. To defeat the Izarians, the Truscans need an army. Freya suggests that her people and the Truscans might come to an understanding. But where did this other branch of humanity come from? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    I shall see him, but not now: I shall behold him, but not nigh: there shall come a Star out of Jacob, and a Sceptre shall rise out of Israel, and shall smite the corners of Moab, and destroy all the children of Sheth.  
 
    –        Numbers 24:17 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Judaea, 130 A.D. 
 
      
 
    The most powerful man in the world stood atop the northern portion of a narrow spur of hill, overlooking a rocky and desolate land. A quarter mile to the west, beyond the narrow Tyropean Valley, was another hill of similar elevation, once called Zion. To the west, beyond the Kidron Valley, lay another group of hills, chief among which was the Mount of Olives. To the south, the spur sloped sharply downward to the place where the two valleys met. There were no trees and only scrub vegetation. It was only mid-morning, but already the heat was becoming oppressive. Other than the clear outlines of several stone walls, there was little indication the place was ever inhabited—or could be inhabited. 
 
    “Surely you are mistaken, Rufus,” said Hadrian to the governor of the province, who had led him to this place. The contrast between the two was stark. Tall, thin and bearded, Hadrian stood half a head taller than the clean-shaven, portly governor. The two were accompanied by the Emperor’s personal guard as well as a century under Rufus’ command, most of whom waited out of sight on the road below. “Never was there a village in this place, to say nothing of a city.” 
 
    “I beg your forgiveness, Emperor,” Quintus Rufus said. “The land about you is the site of the ancient city of Hierosolyma, once the jewel in the crown of the Kingdom of Israel. This hilltop where we stand was, in fact, the site of their most sacred place, the Temple of Solomon. It is where the Jews went to worship their God, whom they call Yahweh.” 
 
    “How is this possible? There is hardly one stone atop another. The Jewish temple was said to be a marvelous structure. Did Titus have so little respect for beauty and antiquity?” 
 
    “The destruction was thorough, but your predecessor was not fully to blame. It is said that toward the end of the rebellion, when Roman victory was assured, General Titus—for this was before he ascended to the Emperorship—ordered the preservation of the temple. But the Jews, in their desperation to repel the Roman soldiers, started a fire in the sanctuary. The soldiers attempted to follow the general’s orders by stamping out the flames, but they were attacked by the Jews. Enraged, one of the soldiers grabbed a firebrand and threw it through a doorway, and the conflagration erupted anew. The Jews fought with the Romans while the temple burned around them.” 
 
    “It is a pity,” said Hadrian, shaking his head. The Emperor was not a sentimental man, but he seemed genuinely moved. “Even so, it does not explain the utter desolation of this place.” 
 
    Rufus nodded. “My predecessors, having seen the zeal of the Jews, thought it wise to tear down anything that was left of the temple and to pull down the buildings of the city itself so the stones could be used elsewhere. Every tree was cut down, and it has been forbidden to build here since the end of the revolt.” 
 
    “I do not understand. What harm is there in resettling the area?” 
 
    “With all respect to your great intellect and wisdom, Imperator, it is difficult for one who is not a Jew to understand the significance of this place. I have lived here for six years and do not truly understand it. The place is spoken of repeatedly in their holy book. They believe that an anointed one, whom they call moschiach, will rebuild the temple here and secure the independence of the Jewish people from Rome.” 
 
    “I see. You expect to disabuse them of this notion by barring them from building here.” 
 
    “The Jews are a stubborn people, Imperator, not easily disabused of their religious fancies. You see how they persist in their traditions despite attempts to Romanize them over nearly two hundred years. As you know, they refuse to recognize the divinity of the emperor, claiming that there is but one God. I’m afraid the best we can do is contain the problem.” 
 
    “But how it must pain them, having this scar across their land! It cannot remain this way forever.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” said Rufus cautiously. “You saw the jubilation with which they greeted you?” 
 
    “It is fitting for the Emperor to be greeted in this way. So it has been in Egypt, Lebanon and Syria.” 
 
    “Of course, Imperator! I only meant to say that in the case of the Jews, one must always be wary of their motivations. Some say you have come to re-establish the temple, as foretold in their prophecies.” 
 
    “Don’t speak foolishness, Rufus. Any fool could see how inappropriate it would be for the Emperor, chosen by the gods themselves, to consecrate a place to a deity known only to the Jews. A deity who could not even preserve his own temple!” 
 
    “I understand that, Imperator. My point is that the Jews are… well, certainly not fools, but they have a peculiar way of thinking about things.” 
 
    “You speak of the peculiar nature of the Jews, but I do not believe they are so different from the other peoples of the empire. Perhaps they reject my divinity in principle, but they greet their emperor in appropriate fashion. They pay their taxes and obey your decrees, do they not?” 
 
    “With some exceptions, Imperator. You are, of course, aware of the recent violence.” 
 
    “I know there is lingering resentment among some, but how could it be otherwise? Look at this place! Something must be done about it. Something will be done.” 
 
    “I will respect your will in all things, Imperator, as always. However, I must urge caution—” 
 
    “It has been sixty years since the end of the rebellion. The time for caution has passed. If we are to fully bring Judaea into the embrace of the Empire, we must bury the past once and for all.” 
 
    “What do you have in mind, Imperator?” 
 
    “A city,” Hadrian said. “In the place of Hierosolyma, I shall build a great city in the Roman style called Aelia Capitolina, in honor of myself and the king of the gods, Jupiter Capitolinus. And here on this mountain there shall be a temple—dedicated not to this Yahweh, but to Jupiter himself. It will be so magnificent that even the Jews will come to abandon their ancient superstitious and learn to bask in the glory of Rome.” 
 
    “Forgive me for speaking boldly, Imperator,” Rufus said, “but I must protest. If you spend some time among the people, you will find—” 
 
    “I have done nothing for the past week but meet with the people, Rufus!” Hadrian snapped. “They bowed before me and shouted praise and pledges of undying loyalty. Over the past years I have visited Gallia, Germania, Hispania, Mauritania, Libya, Sicily, Athens, and a dozen other corners of my empire. Everywhere people bend the knee to Caesar, as they should. You wish me to treat the Jews differently because they are ‘peculiar.’ I tell you that it is this very peculiarity that must be stamped out if the Empire is to thrive. Treat the Gauls as Gauls and the Libyans as Libyans, yes, but if we begin to alter the substance of our policies to accommodate the idiosyncrasies of the most implacable members of each town and tribe, we signal the beginning of the end of the Empire. No. Leaving this land like this is an insult both to the Jews and to Rome. Construction of Aelia Capitolina will begin at once. The Jews will accept the gift with gratitude.” 
 
    “I am certain you are right, Imperator. But… if they do not?” 
 
    “Then we shall have the opportunity to crush the troublemakers among them once and for all.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter One                   
 
    Geneva Orbital Defense Command, 2227 A.D. (Earth Reckoning) 
 
      
 
    Admiral Cole Huiskamp was in his quarters when a warning klaxon informed him of a problem. A glance at his wrist comm confirmed his worst suspicions: a group of unknown ships had just materialized in the Geneva system, less than half a billion klicks from Geneva herself. This was the moment he had feared since taking command of the Geneva System’s defense eighteen months earlier. He set aside the speech he’d been preparing—an inspiring exhortation intended for the colonists who would shortly be boarding the three seedships bound for uncharted parts of the galaxy—and hurried to the command deck. 
 
    Geneva Orbital Defense Command—GODCOM for short—was a four-spoked aluminum-and-titanium wheel nearly a kilometer in diameter. Because it was in constant freefall in orbit around the white-blue sphere of Geneva, GODCOM was obliged to create its own simulated gravity—actually centrifugal motion—by spinning at just over one revolution per minute. The effective pull toward the outside at the “bottom” of the wheel was equivalent to one third of standard Earth gravity. 
 
    The command deck was located at the end of one of the four spokes. The admiral’s quarters were in a cluster of living areas that ringed the spoke, just above the command deck, so getting there was a simple matter of walking to the access shaft at the center of the spoke and allowing the “gravity” to pull him down to the “bottom” of the wheel. The three-meter-diameter shaft was lined with rungs, but on the bottom few levels of the station these were used almost exclusively to ascend, not to descend. In the middle of the shaft was a fireman’s pole that could be used to rapidly descend to the lower levels. Some older officers preferred to climb down the rungs, and Huiskamp’s sixty-four-year-old knees would have thanked him for it, but using the pole was faster, and it had become a matter of pride. He descended the ten meters to the bottom, winced as the shock of the floor went through his knees, and then straightened up and went through the door to the command deck. 
 
    The command deck was a forty-meter diameter dome-shaped chamber centered on the spoke. The surface of the dome was covered by a single high-resolution electronic display that depicted a 360-degree view of the space around GODCOM, integrated from the combined views of the several hundred cameras dotting the station’s exterior. The display continued seamlessly onto the floor, incorporating an artificial shift in perspective so that it appeared to an observer standing on the command deck that he were standing on a glass floor floating in space above Geneva. The white-streaked-with-blue surface of the planet rolled by underneath, while stars glowed brightly overhead. The entire display was an illusion, of course: if the dome were lined with windows, those on the command deck would be treated to a carnival ride view of deep space swirling on one side and Geneva spinning like a pinwheel on the other. Artificial gravity was hard enough to adjust to without the constant reminder that one was riding on the rim of a giant spinning wheel. 
 
    The 360 display offered an idealized view of GODCOM’s surroundings—what an observer would see if the station were completely transparent and he was motionless at the center of it. In addition to being much less nausea-inducing, this idealized view was much more useful from a tactical and logistical perspective. There were only a few individuals for whom a single-camera viewpoint was sometimes useful—those executing manual docking operations with the station’s hub, for example—and it was a matter of a few keystrokes to bring up a view from any camera on one’s personal screen.  
 
    Along the perimeter of the chamber, technicians, communications specialists and mid-ranking members of the Diplomacy Corps tapped away at consoles or murmured almost inaudibly into ambient-noise-canceling mics. Inset in the overhead view were dozens of windows of varying sizes relaying a staggering amount of information. Half the displays showed live feeds of the planet below or of GODCOM itself, either from one of the onboard cameras or a nearby satellite; the rest showed the status of ships currently within the Geneva system, weather on Geneva, telemetry from the various hyperspace gates still in operation throughout IDL space, and a great deal more. Ordinarily, many of the forty-or-so men and women on the command deck would be speaking to their counterparts on other planets or space stations, or on various IDL spaceships across known space, via the hyperspace gates, which allowed faster-than-light transmission. As the Cho-ta’an had taken control of more and more human planets, obliterating most of the IDL fleet, communications with IDL assets outside the Geneva system had dwindled to almost nothing. Many of the diplomatic, logistical and communications personnel on GODCOM had been re-tasked to assist the Geneva civil authorities to handle widespread unrest. 
 
    Near the center of the dome, in the section of the command deck called “the pit,” was another ring of consoles, manned by the specialists responsible for GODCOM itself. GODCOM was not considered a ship, as it generally remained in a fixed orbit around Geneva, but it possessed all the same systems as any spaceship—life support, navigation, weapons, etc.—and therefore required a small but well-trained crew to manage them. 
 
    Between the sound-dampening features of the room and the mics, which were shielded with nearly invisible transparent plastic sheaths that wrapped around the users’ mouths like aquatic breathing gear, the chamber was so quiet that Huiskamp could clearly make out the strains of Vivaldi’s “L’Inverno” wafting from the room’s sound system. The music had been Huiskamp’s idea: he found that classical music played at low volume eased tensions and made the command deck feel less sterile—although “L’Inverno” was perhaps a bit too on-the-nose given the current situation. Huiskamp could sense the tension in the room. 
 
    “What have we got, Mr. Lee?” Huiskamp asked, stepping into the pit.  
 
    Commander Hiram Lee, chief tactical officer of GODCOM, sat looking up at a window showing an algorithm-generated representation of the Geneva system. Lee’s round face and boyish features, framed by unruly thick black hair, belied both the man’s age and his expertise. Lee had been in the IDL for nearly twenty years and was one of the best tactical thinkers Huiskamp had met. To Lee’s right was the chief of navigation, Marissa Aguilar, a pert, sharp-featured woman with dark brown hair pulled into a single braid that lay between her shoulder blades. To Aguilar’s left was the chief engineer, Dietrich Haas, a small man with a brush cut and a pleasant, if somewhat aloof, demeanor. All three turned to acknowledge Huiskamp with a salute, which he returned. “As you were, folks,” Huiskamp said. He walked up to stand next to Lee, his lean figure towering over the stocky officer. Lee tapped the button on the side of his comm helmet to retract his mic shield. 
 
    “Twenty-four bogeys,” Lee said. “Came through the gate just over six minutes ago.” 
 
    “Definitely not ours,” Huiskamp said. He’d intended it as a question, but it came out as a flat statement. 
 
    “No, sir,” Lee replied. “I tried to hail them, per procedure, but received no response. Gate cams and radar are down, but we’ve got video from sentry drones in the area. All ships are of Cho-ta’an construction. Looks like four destroyers and twenty interceptors.” These were the most common types of Cho-ta’an warships: interceptors were small, fast, lightly armed vessels designed for a crew of three or four Cho-ta’an. Destroyers were larger, all-purpose craft designed for a crew of twenty or more. Some were heavily armed with powerful railguns and nuclear-tipped missiles, while others were glorified cargo ships. 
 
    “So the warning from Andrea Luhman was accurate.” 
 
    “It appears so, Admiral. The Cho-ta’an have hacked our gates.” Andrea Luhman, named for an early pioneer in starship drives, was an IDL exploratory ship that had transmitted a warning six days earlier that the Cho-ta’an had figured out how to use hyperspace gates nominally controlled by the IDL. Pursued by enemy ships, Andrea Luhman attempted to outrun the Cho-ta’an by accelerating to nearly a third of light speed and then entering the Fomalhaut gate, intending to jump to the Sol system. But Andrea Luhman never emerged from the Sol gate—or anywhere else, as far as anybody in the IDL could tell. The ship and crew were presumed lost, blown to atoms or stranded in some distant corner of the universe, thanks to a glitch with the jumpgates. 
 
    “Then this is it,” Huiskamp said. “Our last stand.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Two                 
 
    Huiskamp stood watching the twenty-four bogeys slowly gaining on the three seedships on their way to Geneva. “Any word from Mobi-COM?”  
 
    “No, sir,” said Commander Lee. “Going on sixteen hours for Mobi-COM and twelve for the Kilimanjaro. And we’re not likely to hear anything for a while. Comms is reporting they’ve lost contact with the Geneva Gate.” 
 
    “The Cho-ta’an are jamming the signal?” 
 
    “Looks that way, sir. Some kind of distortion field. It’s affecting the cams and radar too. I can’t even get telemetry data from the gate.” 
 
    “Where does the field originate?” 
 
    “Hard to tell, sir. Best guess is a powerful transmitter on an unmanned rocket launched from one of the ships shortly after they came through.” 
 
    Huiskamp nodded. It made sense that the Cho-ta’an had come up with a way of jamming radio communications with the gates. When communications had gone dead with the Interstellar Defense League’s Mobile Command Headquarters the previous day, he had feared the worst. Eighteen months earlier, as the Cho-ta’an continued to encroach deeper into human space and the Geneva system was deemed under threat, the Supreme Headquarters of the IDL had been moved from GODCOM to Mobi-COM. Huiskamp, who had previously helmed the battleship Yosemite, was promoted to admiral and put in charge of the defense of the Epsilon Eridani system—colloquially known as the Geneva system, after its most important planet. He had accepted the new post only under considerable pressure, considering it to be—quite literally—a dead end assignment. It was only a matter of time before the Cho-ta’an reached Geneva, and when they did, Huiskamp would have much preferred to be commanding a battleship rather than sitting comfortably inside a giant, slowly revolving target in orbit around the planet. Now he silently mused that he’d been promoted again: if Mobi-COM had been taken out, he was in command of the entire IDL—whatever was left of it. As of the previous day, the IDL had only one deep space cruiser group left. This group, led by Admiral Peter Chiang of the Kilimanjaro, was last known to be in the Procyon system, but the Procyon gate hadn’t been responding to pings for nearly twelve hours.  
 
    Mobi-COM’s location was supposed to be classified, but like all the IDL’s ships, it was dependent on the hyperspace gates for interstellar travel. If the Cho-ta’an had figured out how to bypass the security on the gates, it would have been a trivial matter for them to send probes to spy on traffic through them undetected. The Cho-ta’an could have pinpointed Mobi-COM’s location and sent ships through to execute a surprise attack. Mobi-COM would have sent a distress signal, but the signal would have had to be relayed by a gate, and now it seemed the Cho-ta’an had the ability to jam communications with the gates. 
 
    “What about the Chrylis gate?” Huiskamp asked. This corner of the galaxy was unique in that it was the only place where there were two hyperspace gates within a light year of each other. The Chrylis gate was little used since the Chinese mining colonies rebelled and were shut down, but in a pinch the second gate could be used for transportation to the Geneva system. The two gates were about three hundred billion kilometers apart—about ninety days travel at a constant one gee acceleration. 
 
    “Last telemetry signal from Chrylis relayed by the Geneva gate was two hours ago. All nominal at that time, sir. But with Geneva out, we’re reliant on direct transmission.” 
 
    “Understood, Mr. Lee.” If the Cho-ta’an were jamming communications to and from the Geneva gate, any information coming from outside the system would have to go through the Chrylis gate. If there were a problem with the Chrylis gate, they wouldn’t know for over eleven days—the time it would take for a signal to reach them from the gate. 
 
    “Velocity and trajectory of the incoming ships?”  
 
    “4700 kps and decelerating at one point five gees, Admiral. Maintaining a tight formation. Current vectors indicate an elliptical course around the sun.” 
 
    “Will they get close enough to target Geneva?” 
 
    “Not on the first pass, sir. They’re coming in too fast and the trajectory is wrong. They’ll have to arc around the sun before attempting to rendezvous with Geneva. Estimate sixty-eight hours to perihelion, and another forty until orbital engagement with Geneva.” 
 
    “What’s the status of the seedships?”  
 
    “Three hundred sixty million klicks from Geneva elliptical. Velocity five hundred kps, decelerating at one gee. Sixty-two hours from Geneva orbit.” 
 
    Huiskamp chewed his lower lip. The situation didn’t look good. The three seedships, hastily constructed in the Gliese system, were humanity’s last chance at survival. The Cho-ta’an had now destroyed or blockaded nearly every star system inhabited by humans and annihilated every refugee ship bound for other known worlds. The only star systems still under human control were Geneva and Procyon—and Procyon was incommunicado. Humanity’s only remaining option was to send colonization ships to unknown parts of the galaxy in the hopes of finding habitable planets unknown to the Cho-ta’an. Considerable IDL resources had been redirected to the seedship facility, which had only been able to build three ships before it too fell to the Cho-ta’an onslaught. 
 
    The three seedships, called Renaissance, Freedom and Philadelphia, were each manned by a skeleton crew of eight IDL officers and a dozen enlisted men. The ships had left drydock a week earlier, accelerated for five days, and then went through the jumpgate on the outskirts of the Gliese system, one after the other, at intervals of about three hours. Thanks to the miracle of hyperspace travel, the ships emerged instantaneously in the Geneva system, traveling at the same velocity relative to the Geneva gate. Once in-system, the three ships flipped end-for-end and began to decelerate in order to put them on a trajectory that would allow them to achieve orbit around Geneva.  
 
    The largest space-faring vessels ever constructed by humans—larger even than GODCOM and Mobi-COM—the three identical seedships were designed to comfortably house four hundred people each, three hundred of whom would be in suspension at any given moment. The ships would house a self-sustaining ecosystem capable of producing enough food for everyone on board, as well as five years’ worth of backup supplies. Additionally, each ship would carry a “Terran Gamete Payload.” Each TGP contained five thousand frozen human embryos, and sperm and egg samples from tens of thousands of human donors, as well as a complete gamete library of every extant plant and animal species. Theoretically, each ship would hold enough genetic diversity to ensure the survival of the human race. The seedships were designed to travel for a thousand years if necessary to reach a viable destination. It was assumed that many, if not all, of the “colonists” who began the journey would die en route; in fact, the people who reached the destination might well be four or more generations removed from the original passengers.  
 
    Planets habitable to humans were rare, but not nearly as rare as had once been believed. The kidney-shaped region commonly known as “IDL space” had been thoroughly explored, but there were several thousand stars within a hundred light-years of Earth, and close to half of these had at least one planet within the habitable range from its star. Carbon-based life had been found on one in ten of the planets in this range, although most of it was rudimentary, and most of these planets were not suitable for human life, at least without a terraforming program that would take many decades. The IDL’s best minds estimated an eighty percent chance that at least one of the three seedships would find a habitable planet within five hundred years.  
 
    The seedship program, undertaken in the midst of a war for the survival of the human race, was perhaps the single most expensive and complex engineering and logistical challenge humanity had ever faced. The process of choosing the colonists (done primarily by lottery, with twenty percent of the slots filled by hand-picked scientists, engineers, artists and other people considered especially valuable for the project) had nearly provoked a civil war. Even now, twelve hundred people waited at a specially constructed IDL housing facility in Geneva City to be shuttled to the seedships. The process of shuttling them, along with the genomic payload and other cargo, into orbit was expected to take three weeks once the seedships reached Geneva. That schedule was the result of two years of planning to make the onboarding process as quick and efficient as possible. 
 
    After the seedships were in orbit, the process of loading cargo and passengers would begin. Over the next three weeks, shuttle craft would ferry colonists, supplies, and the TGP. The seedships would go through the Geneva jumpgate, each with a different destination gate. From the destination gates, they would head away from known space in three different directions, each targeting a promising cluster of stars. If even one of the three ships could get to a habitable planet out of the reach of the Cho-ta’an, humanity would have a chance.  
 
    “Given current vectors and acceleration,” Huiskamp said, “how close will the incoming vessels get to the seedships?” 
 
    Lee had clearly anticipated the question, as he had an answer at the ready. “In fifty-two hours, they’ll pass just within two million klicks of the seedships,” he said.  
 
    “Out of railgun range,” Huiskamp replied, unable to hide the relief in his voice. In addition to the fate of humanity, Huiskamp had a personal interest in the survival of the seedships: his son, Jason, was the captain of Freedom. Jason had been selected along with two others, Sharon Sloan and Christophe Landa, from over a hundred qualified officers in the IDL.  
 
    Lee nodded. “And if they maintain current acceleration, the intercept window will be a few nanoseconds. They might get a missile lock, but the seedships could preemptively deploy chaff. Unlikely the Choties would score a hit.” Huiskamp raised an eyebrow at Lee’s use of the pejorative slang term for the alien race. The IDL brass officially frowned upon the use of the term, but Huiskamp had never been a stickler for diplomatic niceties when it came to genocidal aliens. Under ordinary circumstances, he might have issued a perfunctory correction in the interest of preventing the epithet from propagating to the enlisted men, but Lee and the other officers were well aware that these were not ordinary circumstances. Mobi-COM had been out of contact for eighteen hours, and like as not had been blown to atoms. Huiskamp let the remark pass. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said. Given the timing of the Cho-ta’an ships’ arrival shortly after the destruction of the ship-building facility in the Gliese system, he had to assume the Cho-ta’an understood the significance of the seedships. But the Cho-ta’an ships were coming in far too fast for an effective attack on either the seedships or Geneva. “Are these the same ships that took out Gliese?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so, sir. From the reports we received before Gliese went dark, that was a larger force, with several destroyers and at least one dreadnaught. Our best guess is that these came from Alpha Centauri.” 
 
    Huiskamp rubbed his chin, considering. The mining outposts in the Alpha Centauri system had fallen a few weeks earlier when a group of Cho-ta’an ships emerged from deep space to execute a surprise attack. Since the attack occurred before the Cho-ta’an figured out how to hack the gates and there were no enemy gates within twenty light-years of Alpha Centauri, the Cho-ta’an must have been planning the attack for at least two decades. It was hard to imagine the sort of single-minded focus required for such an attack. The Cho-ta’an had no stasis pods on their ships, which meant that even with the temporal dilation of near-light-speed travel, the crews of those ships had passed several years en route to their target. The chief factor differentiating interstellar war from intraplanet or intrasystem conflicts was its staggeringly slow pace. 
 
    Now, of course, all that had changed. If the Cho-ta’an could use the human-constructed jumpgates, the topology of the war theater had changed so dramatically that all the strategic planning the IDL had done over the past fifty years was about as useful as a paper roadmap to an airplane pilot. Two points that were once separated by twenty years of travel were now effectively on top of each other. A Cho-ta’an ship could be in the Alpha Centauri system one second and in the Geneva system the next.  
 
    The sheer scope of the war—in terms of both physical space and time elapsed—was so vast that the IDL had only the vaguest ideas of the size and composition of the Cho-ta’an force, or where any of their ships were at any given time. The best guess of the IDL brass was that the Cho-ta’an had around three hundred interceptors, eighty destroyers, ten dreadnaughts, and perhaps two dozen other large warships of various types. The Gliese facility had been the last remaining major target other than Geneva herself, which meant that most if not all of those ships would soon be headed toward Geneva, if they weren’t already underway. And thanks to the Cho-ta’an’s ability to use the human-constructed gates, those ships were now effectively much closer to Geneva than they’d been a week ago. 
 
    And yet, there were a finite number of jumpgates, spread across many light years—twelve human-constructed gates and perhaps nineteen Cho-ta’an gates. To reach the Geneva gate, a Cho-ta’an ship had to first reach one of the other gates, and most of the useable real estate in the galaxy was many millions of kilometers from the nearest gate. The reason for this was simple: building a jumpgate—a three-hundred-meter-diameter torus composed of 100,000 metric tons of titanium and aluminum, was astoundingly expensive, even for an organization with the resources of the IDL. In fact, because of the focus on the war effort, no new gates had been built in the past twelve years. Only one in three star systems inhabited by humans had a jumpgate in-system; usually a single jumpgate serviced that system as well as several others nearby. “Nearby” was a relative term: an inhabited system might be as many as three light-years away. 
 
    To get to the Geneva system before the seedships departed, the Cho-ta’an ships had accelerated hard, probably for several weeks, to get to the nearest gate as quickly as possible. After going through the origin gate, they had emerged in the Geneva system, their velocity relative to the Geneva gate the same as their velocity relative to the origin gate. The problem for the Cho-ta’an was that traveling at 4700 kilometers per second, they couldn’t possibly decelerate fast enough to execute an effective attack on ships in orbit around Geneva. So they would decelerate at a reasonable rate and arc around the sun, using its gravity to further slow them down and redirect them back toward the target.  
 
    “To summarize,” Huiskamp said, scanning the graphical display over Lee’s head, “in fifty-two hours, the Cho-ta’an ships will pass the seedships, probably not close enough to do any damage to them. In sixty-two hours, the seedships will achieve orbit over Geneva. In sixty-eight hours, the Cho-ta’an will reach perihelion on the other side of the sun and begin arcing back toward us. Assuming they intend to attack the seedships, they’ll be in range in a hundred and eight hours.” 
 
    “That’s accurate based on current trajectories and acceleration, sir.” 
 
    “In your opinion, do we have sufficient forces in-system to defend three seedships from attack by twenty-four Cho-ta’an ships?” 
 
    “We have twenty-two warships in system, sir. All frigate class. Twelve are already in Geneva orbit. Four are scheduled for launch within forty-eight hours. The others are en route to Geneva and are scheduled to arrive before the seedships. The seedships may take a few hits, but I think we can eliminate the threat, sir.” 
 
    “And if another fifty ships come through the gate tomorrow?” 
 
    For a moment, Lee was speechless. He’d been so busy working out the implications of the known variables that he’d forgotten about the huge unknown lurking at the edge of the system. “Do you think that’s possible, sir?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue, Mr. Lee. That’s the problem. There are hundreds of Cho-ta’an warships out there in the black, somewhere. How many of them are within a few million klicks of a hyperspace gate—either their own or ours? We know the group that took out Gliese is within a few days of a gate, and there are probably others a few days or weeks out. Geneva is the last big target for the Cho-ta’an. We have to assume this group is just the first wave.” 
 
    “We’ve got ships out there too, sir.” 
 
    “Not enough of them. We have to assume the Mobi-COM group is lost, along with Admiral Chiang’s group in the Procyon system. Most of the ships that could make it here have already done so. A few IDL destroyers straggling through the gate over the next week aren’t going to tip the balance. What’s the status of the failsafe?” All of the jumpgates had been equipped with nuclear charges that could be triggered by an encoded message sent via a tight-beam communication in case the gate ever fell into enemy hands. At this point, the IDL had far more to lose than gain by keeping the gate open. 
 
    “Unresponsive, sir. That field the Choties have deployed is distorting everything within a few hundred klicks of the gate, across the entire spectrum. No way to get a signal through.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” The Cho-ta’an were going too fast to seize the gate immediately upon emerging into the Geneva system, so they deployed the jamming device to keep the IDL from blowing up the gate while they decelerated and circled back. There had been discussions at high levels in the IDL about putting the gate self-destruct mechanisms on a deadman’s switch, but it was deemed too risky: nobody wanted to lose a jumpgate because a communication glitch prevented the transmission of an “all clear” signal. 
 
    “Assume the worst-case scenario,” Huiskamp said. “A swarm of ships comes through that gate in the next five minutes. How soon can they get to Geneva?” 
 
    “We’re still looking at close to a hundred hours,” Lee said. “Either they come in hot like this group and waste time arcing around the sun, or they come in a little slower and take longer to get here. The Choties could shave off a few hours by really pushing the gees, but we know they hate traveling at more than one point five for long.” 
 
    “All right, then we’ll figure the party starts in about a hundred hours. Let’s just hope that twenty-four ships are all we have to deal with.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Three        
 
    “How the hell did this happen?” the soft, ruddy face of President Blake Adams demanded from the screen over the desk in Admiral Huiskamp’s office. Along the bottom of the screen were insets of video feeds of several other Geneva bureaucrats, mostly members of President Adams’s cabinet. 
 
    “We’re at war, Mr. President,” Huiskamp said flatly. “Enemy attacks are bound to happen.” The disdain of the IDL brass for the civilian leadership of the various planets under their protection was legendary. Huiskamp tried to maintain a veneer of respect, but Adams didn’t make it easy. He was a populist buffoon who had lucked into his position as the result of a stalemate between the two main political factions on Geneva, and in Huiskamp’s opinion he was exactly the wrong person to shepherd the population through the current crisis. Not that anyone else in his position could have achieved a different result: the war was lost, and Geneva was going to fall into chaos and eventually Cho-ta’an subjugation. Still, Huiskamp would have preferred someone who could manage the process with a little dignity.  
 
    “I think you know what I mean, Admiral. How could the Cho-ta’an possibly have gotten here so quickly, without any warning? Don’t you have beacons at the edge of the solar system for this sort of thing?” 
 
    “We do,” Huiskamp said. “Their ships didn’t trip the beacons.” 
 
    “You’re saying they have some new stealth technology that you didn’t know about? That hardly paints you in a better light, Admiral.” 
 
    “We’re still looking into how they got so far into the Geneva system undetected,” Huiskamp said. In his opinion there was little to be gained by telling the civilian government about the breach of the gates. It would just provoke more questions that he couldn’t answer and didn’t have time for.  
 
    “Do you expect them to attack Geneva?” asked Calvin Gabor. Lean and square-jawed, with medium-length silver hair that he wore slicked straight back from a hairline that hadn’t dared recede a centimeter in six decades, Calvin Gabor looked very much the head of planetary security. He was, in Huiskamp’s eyes, a glorified policeman. Extra-planetary threats were the responsibility of the IDL, and in any case Gabor had his hands full with the current civil unrest on the surface. Ever since it became impossible to hide the fact that the IDL was losing the war, the entire population of Geneva had been on the verge of revolt, and in the past three weeks there had been dozens of riots and terrorist attacks in hot spots all over the planet. An alien attack at this point might be a relief for Calvin Gabor. 
 
    “They’re coming in too fast to deploy effective attacks to the surface,” Huiskamp said. “They’ll have to swing around the sun first, so there will be no serious threat for the next hundred hours or so.” 
 
    “And after that?” asked the President. 
 
    “We don’t expect them to target the surface.” 
 
    “You mean they’ll be content to starve us out,” the President said. 
 
    “They’re going after the seedships,” interjected a sturdily built but attractive brunette. This was Lauren Foley—not officially a member of the President’s cabinet, but rather the director of a nominally independent organization created specifically to handle the logistics of getting cargo and colonists from the surface to the seedships. 
 
    “Damned seedships,” grumbled the President. His views on the seedship project were well-known. Foley’s presence in these meetings was only tolerated at the insistence of the IDL. 
 
    “That’s our best guess,” Huiskamp said, ignoring the outburst. “We think the Cho-ta’an know what the seedships are for and are determined to keep them from leaving the Geneva system.” 
 
    “Can they do it?” Foley asked. 
 
    “We believe our defenses are adequate to repel the threat with minimal damage to the seedships,” Huiskamp said. “The seedships are heavily shielded to protect them from debris they may encounter during their voyage. It may be necessary to temporarily delay the loading process to prevent losing any cargo or colonists.” 
 
    “Loading the seedships is a complex logistical operation with many interdependencies,” Foley said. “It’s not something we can just pause and then resume a day or a week later.” 
 
    “I realize that, Director,” said Huiskamp. “But you must have contingency plans in case something goes wrong with one of the shipments?” 
 
    “Of course. My point is that a delay of one day may end up costing us two weeks.” 
 
    “Understood. I’m just asking you to do the best you can. I expect any Cho-ta’an who get past our defenses to focus their fire on the seedships, but it’s possible for a shuttlecraft to get caught in the crossfire. I’d hate to lose a load of colonists because we were in a hurry.” 
 
    “If your ETA is accurate, we’d be more likely to lose cargo than colonists,” Foley said. “Passengers aren’t brought onboard until the third week.” 
 
    “In any case, we can’t afford to lose a shuttlecraft,” said Huiskamp. 
 
    “Agreed,” Foley replied. 
 
    “And if a hundred more Chotie ships slip past your sentinels tomorrow?” Calvin Gabor asked. 
 
    “Our analysis suggests that’s unlikely,” Huiskamp said. “In any case, all IDL resources are being redirected to the Geneva system. Both Admiral Chiang’s group and the Mobi-COM group are en route.” If you’re going to lie, lie big, thought Huiskamp. He had nothing to offer these people but false hope. He just needed Geneva not to implode before the seedships were loaded. 
 
    “Then you believe we can still win this war?” asked Calvin Gabor. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Huiskamp replied. “The Cho-ta’an have backed us into a corner, to be sure, but they’ve also overextended themselves. We forced their hand with the seedships. There’s no way they can overcome the combined might of the entire IDL fleet.” There might be some truth to this if Huiskamp had any way of communicating with and assembling the remaining IDL ships in the Geneva system. 
 
    “So the seedships were just bait all along?” asked the President, unable to hide a smirk. 
 
    “The seedship program was always a sensible strategy,” Huiskamp said. “It was sold as a last-ditch survival plan for the human race, but it’s better seen as a long-term plan to expand human civilization beyond the reach of the Cho-ta’an and any other threats. The Cho-ta’an haven’t mastered stasis and their physiology is not well-adapted to heavy acceleration over long periods of time.  It makes sense to use our technological and physiological advantages to expand outside the Cho-ta’an area of influence.” 
 
    “There’s a downside to that strategy,” said a bronze-skinned young woman Huiskamp recognized as Althea Jordan, the secretary of interplanetary affairs. “You’re not just talking about saving civilization or the human race. You’re talking about creating isolated branches of humanity. After a thousand years, each of these branches will have developed its own version, or versions, of civilization, which may be incompatible with ours. In other words, perhaps the descendants of the seedship colonists will someday be a greater threat to us than the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    It was not a new argument, and Huiskamp wasn’t interested in entertaining it. “That may well be, Ms. Jordan, but my job is to defend humanity against threats we currently face, not threats we may face in a thousand years. I will also point out that even if two branches of our descendants do end up going to war with each other, at least the victors of that war will be human. Now if there are no other remote philosophical questions to consider, I’ve got an alien fleet to keep track of.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Over the next four days, the twenty-four Cho-ta’an ships acted more-or-less as Lee had predicted. Fifty-one hours after they were first spotted, the enemy ships overtook the three seedships, passing within two million kilometers. Everyone on GODCOM as well as the crews of the seedships breathed a collective sigh of relief when the distance between the two groups of ships began to grow again. No missiles were fired; the Cho-ta’an were saving their ammunition for when they had a better chance to do some damage.  
 
    By this time, it was a near-certainty that the Cho-ta’an were not going to try to get within missile range of Geneva or GODCOM on this pass. They were moving too fast, on a trajectory that would cause them to miss Geneva by some two hundred million kilometers. Still, Huiskamp was once again relieved when the ships passed harmlessly through Geneva’s orbital elliptic. As expected, the ships decelerated hard, using the sun’s gravity to help them travel in a wide arc around the sun. As they began this arc, the three seedships attained orbit around Geneva. Admiral Huiskamp watched all this unfold on the various overhead screens in the command center. To his great relief, no additional enemy ships came through the Geneva gate. 
 
    News from Geneva, however, was not good. Somehow, word got out among the general population that a Cho-ta’an fleet had been spotted in-system, and this information served as the spark in the proverbial tinderbox. Rioting broke out in every major city, and the president was moved to a secure underground facility. Director Foley had possessed the foresight to house the aspiring colonists in a temporary camp near a shuttle launch facility many kilometers from any major cities. Even so, the place was under siege by thousands of people who were desperate to get off planet, or at least prevent anyone else from leaving. Security had been tripled, and several people had already been shot trying to scale the twenty-meter-high fence that ringed the facility. 
 
    The loading process began, with the three seedships being loaded with equipment and supplies in parallel by an endless stream of small shuttlecraft taking off from various locations all along Geneva’s equator. The process was intended to take three weeks, with the twelve hundred colonists brought aboard last, so despite Huiskamp’s remark in his meeting with the President, it was unlikely any colonists would be caught in the crossfire. If the Cho-ta’an acted as Lee had predicted, any fighting would begin about two days into loading and would in all likelihood be finished within a few hours. 
 
    At forty hours past perihelion—one hundred eight hours after they entered the system—the Cho-ta’an ships began to diverge from the course Commander Lee had predicted. Instead of arcing back toward Geneva, the ships continued on their trajectory back out toward the outskirts of the system. Huiskamp stood next to Lee on the command deck watching a dot representing the group of Cho-ta’an ships. Puzzlement spread across Lee’s youthful face as the enemy ships’ course diverged from the expected route. 
 
    “So the seedships aren’t their primary target,” he said, unnecessarily. 
 
    “Cocky bastards,” Huiskamp replied. “They’re going to blockade the gate.” 
 
    It took Lee a moment to understand what Huiskamp was saying. “The Choties are already thinking about how they’re going to use this system once humanity is exterminated.” 
 
    Huiskamp nodded. “No point in going to the trouble of building a new gate when there’s already one here they can use. They think they’ve got us right where they want us.” 
 
    “Don’t they, sir?” 
 
    Huiskamp sighed. “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    Lee leaned forward and tapped a series of keys on his console. “Confirmed. Their current trajectory and acceleration puts them on an intercept course. With twenty-four ships clustered around the gate, they can prevent the seedships from getting out and prevent reinforcements from getting in.” 
 
    “The seedships can still get out. It will just take a little longer.” 
 
    “As much as fifty years longer, sir.” 
 
    “Not much on top of a thousand-year voyage. My concern is that the Cho-ta’an can still let their ships through.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Huiskamp’s concern turned out to be well-founded. One hundred eighty hours after the first group entered the system, another forty Cho-ta’an ships—thirty-five interceptors and five destroyers—came through the gate, on an intercept course for Geneva. Traveling at 3,000 kilometers per second and decelerating at one gee, they would reach the planet in a hundred twenty hours. Not long after, video from IDL drones near the jumpgate reported that the first wave of Cho-ta’an ships had decelerated to pass the gate at a distance of only a few kilometers and a speed of less than a hundred klicks per second. As they came within ten thousand kilometers of the gate, the IDL drones patrolling the area opened fire with railguns. Five interceptors were torn to pieces; the others continued to advance toward the gate.  
 
    “They know what they’re doing,” Lee said. 
 
    Huiskamp nodded. “Deploying that many ships, they can overwhelm our defenses with sheer numbers. And with gate comms down, they don’t have to worry about missiles.” Upon detecting the Cho-ta’an ships, the drones should have sent a signal to the gate defenses, triggering the launch of missiles, but the distortion field the Cho-ta’an had set up was preventing the warning from getting through. The gate’s radar detected the ships, but by then it was too late: instead of intercepting the Cho-ta’an vessels as they approached the gate, the missiles launched as the ships passed. The interceptors rocketed away, just out of reach of the missiles.  
 
    “Those aren’t normal interceptors,” Lee said. “They’re clocking acceleration over four gees.” 
 
    “Modified for maximum acceleration,” Huiskamp said. “Must be unmanned.” 
 
    The gate-based missiles, which used conventional chemical thrusters, were capable of acceleration much greater than four gees but only carried enough propellant for short bursts. Within a few minutes, they ran out of fuel and drifted out into space, while the interceptors maneuvered out of their way and then began to decelerate to make their way back to the gate. The dance went on for several hours: the Cho-ta’an ships would approach the gate, lose a few ships to railgun fire, outrun the missiles sent at them, and then turn around and do it again. By the third pass, the gate missile batteries had been depleted. By the fifth, every railgun was empty. The Cho-ta’an had neutralized the gate defenses at a cost of fourteen unmanned interceptors. A hefty price, but far cheaper than building a gate of their own.  
 
    The movements of the ships made it clear that the Cho-ta’an didn’t intend to blockade the gate. The interceptors and three destroyers hung back while the remaining destroyer moved in a slow, spiral pattern around the gate. 
 
    “Now what are they doing?” asked Commander Lee. 
 
    “Dropping mines,” replied Huiskamp. Like the IDL, the Cho-ta’an occasionally used smart mines to guard strategic assets. The IDL had minesweepers to deal with these, but clearing a minefield took time—time the Cho-ta’an were betting the humans didn’t have. 
 
    “They’re freeing up their ships to join the others,” Lee said. 
 
    “I’m afraid so. That’s why the others are advancing more slowly. Giving the first group time to catch up. Which, if they finish dropping their mines over the next twenty hours and then accelerate at a full gee or so for two days, they’ll have no trouble doing. They’ll decelerate to match the velocity of the second group and come at Geneva together.” 
 
    “Can Geneva defenses handle fifty Cho-ta’an ships at once?” 
 
    Huiskamp shook his head. “Forget about Geneva. It’s lost.” 
 
    “But sir!”  
 
    Huiskamp was aware that several others in the room had ceased what they were doing and were now watching him intently, hanging on his words. Protecting Geneva had always been GODCOM’s primary mission. They were going to have adjust to a new reality—and very quickly. 
 
    “Listen up, everybody,” the admiral said. “Our mission is now to protect those seedships at any cost. Our second priority is protecting the gate. If worse comes to worst, we can use the Chrylis gate or send the seedships across conventional space, but the gates are worthless without the seedships. We have to assume that Mobi-COM is lost, and that Geneva will fall under Cho-ta’an dominion soon. We fought long and hard, but this war is lost. The warning we received two weeks ago appears to have been accurate. The Cho-ta’an are now using our own jumpgates, which means they effectively control the known galaxy. Those three seedships are the only chance humanity has left. I want all of our resources devoted to getting their payloads on board and getting them out of this system and away from the Cho-ta’an as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Stunned silence followed as the three dozen men and women in the room realized what the admiral was saying. It wasn’t anything they hadn’t figured out already, but they hadn’t expected the moment to come so soon and so decisively. Geneva was the closest thing any of them had known to Earth before it was rendered uninhabitable by the Cho-ta’an. Most of them had friends and family there. Geneva’s population was nearly a billion, but many thousands had already died because of the Cho-ta’an blockade of the other IDL gates. Geneva was highly dependent on agrarian planets for food, and over the past few weeks almost no cargo ships had been getting through. If the Cho-ta’an seized the Geneva gate, they wouldn’t even need to attack Geneva to subdue the population: most would starve within weeks. Then the Cho-ta’an could do with the planet as they saw fit. The gravity, at point nine three gees, was a little strong for them, but the planet’s vast mineral resources might make it worthwhile to them. Geneva’s mining potential was probably the reason they wanted to hold the gate rather than destroy it. Perhaps they planned to enslave the surviving human population to work in the mines. More likely they would exterminate the few humans who remained and implement a fully automated mining operation. The one hundred twenty men and women aboard GODCOM would fare little better. GODCOM had enough supplies for its crew to survive two hundred days without resupply from Geneva or one of the other systems.  
 
    “Sir,” Commander Lee said after some time had passed, “even if we devote all our resources to defending the seedships….” 
 
    “I know, Mr. Lee. As long as they’re in orbit, the seedships are sitting ducks.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Four               
 
    Akiva ben Yosef saw the assassins before the Romans did. The sun hung low above the houses on the ridge overlooking the city of Beneberak, and twenty stationarii were on their way back to the garrison near the center of the city. Akiva, returning home from the school where he spent his days instructing young men in the understanding of the Torah, hurried to make it home before dark. The city was under a strict curfew these days, and although he doubted the stationarii would inconvenience themselves to arrest an old rabbi, he preferred not to stir up trouble unnecessarily. 
 
    He had stayed late speaking with a student who disputed Akiva’s proof that the end of days would come in Anno Mundi 6093—twenty-two hundred years hence. The student, who was one of an increasing number of Jews who believed the moschiach currently walked among them, expected the end to come somewhat sooner. The student’s argument rested heavily on his expectation that the temple would soon be rebuilt—an occurrence that Akiva reminded him was far from certain.  
 
    “Have you not heard, Rabbi?” the student asked him. “Simon ben Kosevah’s men have cut off the Roman Garrison at Yerusalem. Two thousand Romans are trapped there, and Rufus can’t spare the men to break the siege. Soon we shall retake the holy mountain.” 
 
    “Aelia Capitolina,” Akiva had corrected the young man. He insisted on using the proper Roman name, not so much because he feared being overheard by the stationarii as because he saw no point in fueling the delusions of those who thought Israel’s salvation was at hand. “In any case, if the time is as short as you suggest,” he admonished the man, “it is all the more reason to be diligent and conscientious in your studies. Look to the Torah, Yeshua, not to bandits posing as saviors.” 
 
    At this the young man grew angry, but he bit his lip rather than lash out at the esteemed teacher. Akiva smiled and put his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “The time is indeed growing short,” he said. “Go home and sleep. We will resume our discussion tomorrow.” 
 
    Yeshua nodded. “Thank you, Rabbi,” he said. He turned and ran home. Akiva gathered his things and left as well. 
 
    It was because of this delay that he found himself on a narrow stretch of street facing twenty Roman soldiers marching toward him. Peering down from the roof of a house just ahead of him and to his left was a boy with a sling. The boy grinned at Akiva and put his hand to his lips. Akiva gave the boy a stern look but dared not speak. The boy would not be alone. 
 
    “Move aside, old man,” ordered the leader of the squad of stationarii. The men continued to march toward him, their boots clacking on the stones like distant thunder. 
 
    Akiva stopped in his tracks. He caught a glimpse of movement on a roof to his right as well. The setting sun was in the Romans’ eyes, which was no doubt by design. More young men would be coming up from behind. They had waited for the stationarii to pass through this narrow, western-facing street before they attacked. The Romans had better armor, weapons and training, but the Jews knew the area and could easily disappear into the local populace if the battle went against them. Variations of this scene had played out in several cities across Judaea over the past few months, generally with poor results for the Romans. No doubt the captain was aware of this, which was the reason for his hurry. 
 
    Akiva had no love for the Romans, but neither did he see any point in these ambushes. In the short term, they might satisfy the Jews’ desire for vengeance against the occupiers for their oppressive decrees and desecration of the Temple Mount, but ultimately there could be only one outcome: the boot of Rome would come down even harder on the neck of Israel.  
 
    Anxious to find a way to forestall the impending violence, Akiva assessed his options. If he could get the soldiers to pause for a moment, the sun would dip behind the buildings and the attackers’ advantage would be nullified. The rebels would not attack if they were on an even footing with the Romans. He opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “Move or I’ll grab you by that beard and hurl you aside,” growled the captain. They were moving at double-time, and were now only a few paces from Akiva. Akiva closed his mouth and stepped aside—not in fear, but in anger. He was a rabbi—a respected teacher of the Torah. These gentile invaders had no right to speak to him this way. As the stationarii marched past, he knelt in a doorway and closed his eyes.  
 
    There was the sound of a stone striking an iron helmet. A man cried out. A dozen more stones struck, and cries of “Rak Chazak Amats!” rang out in the street. The Roman captain shouted orders for his men to stand their ground. Armored bodies clanged against the stones of the street. 
 
    “Adonai, may your will be done,” Akiva murmured. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Five                  
 
    Lauren Foley, director of the Geneva Planetary Evacuation Authority, colloquially known as Evac, was not receptive to Huiskamp’s idea of an accelerated loading schedule. 
 
    “Understand, Admiral,” said Foley in her characteristic near-monotone, “that this schedule is the result of two years of intense logistical planning and a borderline-illegal commandeering of nearly a hundred civilian vessels. A monumental effort was required to get the loading time down to four weeks. And now you’re telling me—six days into the process, I might add—that I need to do it in a week and a half.” Foley had been chosen for the post by a committee representing the Human Colonization Consortium, which was ostensibly the parent organization of the IDL. In reality, both the HCC and the various planetary governments were largely puppets of the IDL. Civilian bureaucrats like Foley tended to resent the leverage the military authority had over them and looked for every opportunity to assert their independence. Admiral Huiskamp had met Foley on a few occasions and knew the type. Still, she was at heart a scientist who would listen to reason. Certainly more so than the hot-headed President Blake Adams—which was why Huiskamp hadn’t yet gone over her head. That and the fact that Adams was currently dealing with a planet-wide insurrection against his government. 
 
    “I understand your frustration, Dr. Foley. Unfortunately, the harsh reality of the situation is that we have, at most, five days to get those seedships out of orbit.” 
 
    “Oh, is it harsh reality we’re talking about now, Admiral?” Foley said with a slight smirk. “Is that the reality of Cho-ta’an ships suddenly being able to slip past your sentinel drones? Look, I don’t blame you for the snow job the other day. What else could you do? But if you expect me to upset everything I’ve worked for over the past two years, you need to level with me. How did it happen?” 
 
    It was clear to Huiskamp that his Pollyanna routine wasn’t going to work with Director Foley. He would have to lay his cards on the table and hope for the best. “The Cho-ta’an have hacked the gates.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Foley said. “It was the only way those ships could have gotten so far into the system undetected. I take it more ships arrived?” 
 
     “Forty, in addition to the twenty-four already here. They lost fourteen interceptors taking out our gate defenses, leaving a total of fifty.” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “So far, yes.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea if more are on their way, or when they might arrive?” 
 
    “I’m afraid there’s no way to know. Even before this, we were in the dark about the locations of most of the Cho-ta’an forces. These ships could have come from anywhere. Any gate can theoretically be used to travel instantaneously to any other gate.” 
 
    “I thought the security locks were supposed to activate the gates only for vessels broadcasting an encrypted code key from an onboard transponder.” 
 
    “That’s right. Those locks were always a clumsy workaround, though. The dirty little secret of the jumpgates is that no one really understands how they work.” 
 
    “They warp spacetime to allow instantaneous travel between two distant locations.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Huiskamp, “but nobody knows how they do this.” 
 
    “How is that possible? We built the gates. We must know how they work.” 
 
    “We reverse-engineered the gates based on an existing model. Imagine carefully taking apart an airplane, drawing a schematic based on the disassembled airplane, and then building a new airplane based on the schematic. The resulting airplane, if constructed faithfully, would be capable of flight even if the engineers involved in deconstruction of the original had zero understanding of aerodynamics.” 
 
    “But surely an engineer capable of this feat would be capable of learning the principles of aerodynamics.” 
 
    “Perhaps, with enough time and effort. But suppose the principles of aerodynamics are so complex that they are, for all practical purposes, impossible for humans to understand.” 
 
    “If that were the case, then the design of an airplane would be more complex as well. So again, an engineer capable of building an airplane would be capable of understanding the principles behind it.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Huiskamp said. “In fact, aerodynamics is a good example, because no one really understands the principle of turbulence. That is, we can predict the flow of air around an object with some statistical certainty, but we still lack a comprehensive scientific theory of turbulence. Of course, a statistical description is all you generally need to fly an airplane, but airplanes still sometimes crash for reasons we don’t fully understand.” Huiskamp was no expert on the physics of the gates, but he had made a point of understanding the limitations of the IDL’s understanding of them, since it was essentially technology borrowed from the enemy. 
 
    “You’re saying that the Cho-ta’an are doing the equivalent of exploiting some feature of turbulence that we are unaware of to use our airplanes against us.” 
 
    “It’s a poor analogy, but yes. What I’m going to tell you now is highly classified, but the basic facts have also been widely disseminated by conspiracy theorists across G-Net, so I suppose there’s no harm in telling you.” 
 
    “Particularly since we are facing the likely extinction of our species.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Huiskamp said. “We build our gates from a blueprint created by reverse-engineering a Cho-ta’an gate. Once constructed according to this blueprint, a gate responds to a radio signal specifying the coordinates of another gate, in a predefined format, opening a wormhole between the gate receiving the coordinates and the destination gate. The signal is unencrypted, meaning that anyone who knows the appropriate signal format and radio frequency, as well as the location of a second gate, can use one gate to travel to another.” 
 
    “Incredible. I’d heard the theory, but I never believed it.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s true. There is no way to deactivate a gate per se. The IDL’s strategy to prevent the Cho-ta’an from using human gates was threefold: First, they installed a transmitter that jammed radio signals on all frequencies for several thousand kilometers. Second, they equipped the gates with batteries of missiles and railguns that would fire automatically on unidentified ships. Third, they installed attitude thrusters along the periphery of the gates to allow them to be reoriented very quickly, preventing the passage of ships through the open center of the torus. All of these precautions are controlled by a computer that is programmed to respond to an encrypted code key transmitted by a tight-beam laser. My understanding is that this system is virtually impossible to hack.” 
 
    “So the Cho-ta’an bypassed it entirely.” 
 
    “Correct. Our best guess is that the Cho-ta’an have figured out a way to get a radio signal through the jamming field, allowing them to instruct the gate to transport them to their desired destination.” 
 
    “But the missiles still work, do they not?” 
 
    “Missiles and railguns, yes. But this is a brute force problem—or, more accurately, a brute velocity problem. If the Cho-ta’an ships travel fast enough, the gate defenses don’t have time to activate before they slip through. Gate lidar can theoretically identify ships at a distance of over ten thousand kilometers, but the Cho-ta’an have developed stealth technology that make their ships nearly invisible head-on until they’re within about a hundred kilometers. So if a Cho-ta’an ship approaches a gate at 3000 kilometers per second, the gate’s defenses have a thirtieth of a second to identify the ship as an enemy and act. Even if the identification process is virtually instantaneous, that simply doesn’t leave enough time for the defenses to work. The fastest missiles take nearly a full second to launch. Even a railgun that is charged and ready to fire can’t get a projectile to its target that fast. Rotating the gate takes even longer. We’ve experimented with high-powered burst energy weapons, but Cho-ta’an warships are heavily shielded. We’ve tried more primitive ways of securing the gates as well, such as smart mines that move out of the way of IDL ships while blocking Cho-ta’an ships, but the Cho-ta’an learned that they could effectively clear a minefield by sending through a few decoy ‘ships’ constructed from iron-heavy asteroids.” 
 
    “In short, if the Cho-ta’an have figured out how to get around the signal-jamming mechanism, there is no good way of keeping them from coming through.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “So at any moment, more ships could appear in the Geneva system.”  
 
    “Yes. And frankly, nine destroyers and forty-one interceptors is already more than we can deal with.” 
 
    “Do you not have some sort of failsafe on the gates? A self-destruct mechanism?” 
 
    “We do. Unfortunately, it requires a communication link with the gate, and the Cho-ta’an are disrupting the signal.” 
 
    “So the defense forces we’ve spent so much of our resources building turn out to be useless.” 
 
    “Not useless. We can give the seedships some protection once they are underway, but no matter how much firepower we have, the seedships are vulnerable as long as they are in orbit. We’ve got to get them in and out fast.” 
 
    “Upsetting two years of planning.” 
 
    “We got the load time down to three weeks because we knew the Cho-ta’an would attempt an attack if they learned about the seedships. We just didn’t realize it was going to be this tight.” 
 
    “Then you expect these fifty enemy ships—and possibly others—to arrive in Geneva orbit in five days?” 
 
    “That’s our current projection, yes. I doubt more ships will be participating in the first wave attack. Rendezvousing two separate groups while on an intercept course with Geneva is complicated enough. And as I say, fifty ships is more than sufficient.” 
 
    “And you expect them to target the seedships?” 
 
    “Yes. I don’t think the Cho-ta’an arriving on the heels of the seedships is a coincidence. The Cho-ta’an have us cornered. They could have taken their time and amassed a fleet in-system, but they’ve hauled ass to get here, if you’ll pardon the expression. They want to take out those seedships before the blight of humanity spreads beyond their reach.” 
 
    “Well, if you expect them to get to Geneva in five days, they’ll get their wish. There’s no way we can get the seedships loaded in time.” 
 
    “Is it possible to prioritize loading one ship over the others?” 
 
    “And then what? Use the other two as decoys?” The director did not wait for an answer to her question. “In any case, the answer is no. You can’t build a skyscraper three times as fast with three times the resources. We have to coordinate hundreds of ships launching from a dozen different locations, adjusting for variables such as severe weather, massive civil unrest, power outages, et cetera. The schedule is the schedule, Admiral.” 
 
    “The seedships can land, can they not?” 
 
    “They could, but it would be unlikely to buy us any time. Setting aside the problem of landing trajectories and launch windows, which you know more about than I, the cargo and colonists would still have to be transported to the ships. The loading process will be much slower in full gravity, and of course the ships are even more vulnerable on the ground than they are in orbit.” 
 
    “Then we’re at an impasse,” Huiskamp said. “Consider this your heads-up that I’m going to be ordering the loading process suspended immediately. Our best bet for now is to get those seedships as far away from Geneva as possible. The crews currently aboard can wait for years if necessary. If Kilimanjaro gets here eventually, we may still have a chance to retake the Geneva gate and kick the Cho-ta’an out of the system.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s likely?” 
 
    “Between you and me? No. Kilimanjaro’s last known location was the Procyon system. Assuming she hasn’t been blown to pieces, and assuming the Procyon gate isn’t under Cho-ta’an control, she could conceivably get here via the Chrylis gate in three weeks, at max acceleration. By then the Cho-ta’an will have destroyed our defenses and taken control of Geneva.” 
 
    “That’s rather defeatist talk for an IDL admiral.” 
 
    “It’s the reality of the situation. You wanted the truth, so I’m giving it to you. Our best bet is to get the seedships out of here, but it’s not much of a bet. Even if the seedships do make it back to Geneva someday, it’s unlikely there will be any colonists left to board them.” 
 
    “I see,” said the director. She was quiet for a moment, taking in the implications of what the admiral was saying. “There may be another way,” she said at last. 
 
    “A way of getting the ships loaded in less than five days?” 
 
    “Not exactly. The problem, you see, is the sheer number of colonists. It takes a long time to move that many people, and of course the more people there are, the more cargo the ship requires. Are you familiar with the concept of minimum viable population?” 
 
    “More or less. It’s the minimum number of organisms of a species you would need to ensure survival of the species. My understanding was that for human beings, the number is around two hundred unrelated individuals. That’s why the seedships were designed to carry four hundred colonists each.” 
 
    “That’s the official line, yes. The actual number is dependent on a great number of factors and is surprisingly difficult to calculate with any confidence. Two hundred unrelated individuals might be sufficient if you screened ruthlessly for genetic defects and carefully controlled interbreeding for several generations. Most geneticists believe a more realistic number is a thousand or more.” 
 
    “Hence the need for the TGP.” 
 
    “Yes. The idea is that a few generations after the colonists reach their destination, they have the resources to set up a fertility clinic. Women can be artificially inseminated and embryos can be implanted in surrogate mothers. But here’s the thing: there’s no reason the clinic can’t be set up on the seedship while it is traveling. If you did that, you wouldn’t need the full four hundred colonists. You’d create your own colonists on your way to your destination.” 
 
    “How many initial colonists would you need in that scenario?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” said the director. “Maybe fewer. But they’d have to be all female, healthy and between fourteen and twenty-five years old. And you’d still need the cryogenic payload, medical personnel, and facilities for implanting embryos. Otherwise you’d run into problems with inbreeding within a few generations.” 
 
    “Then why the hell did we build ships big enough for four hundred people?” 
 
    “The seedship project was concerned with more than simply perpetuating the species. Ideally we would preserve something of human culture and technology as well. That’s a lot easier to do with four hundred people than twenty.” 
 
    “Those issues aside—assuming access to the TGP and medical resources, humanity could, theoretically, be sustained indefinitely?” 
 
    “Yes. Assuming one pregnancy per year for twenty years, multiplied by fifteen women, all from unrelated, implanted embryos, you’d have a population of three hundred unrelated individuals in a single generation. That alone would likely be sufficient genetic diversity to keep the race going. If you utilized implanted embryos for another generation, you’d have several thousand unrelated individuals—far more than you could fit comfortably on a seedship.” 
 
    “We’re talking about a radical change in the nature of the seedships’ mission.”  
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Do you have the legal authority to make such a change?” 
 
    “This may be a case where it’s better to ask forgiveness than permission. I trust you’ll keep this discussion between us?” 
 
    “Of course. Do you need anything else from me to make this happen?” 
 
    “Warn the captains of the seedships there will be some changes to the loading schedules. And if they have any… concerns, make sure they go through you.” 
 
    “Chain of command will be observed,” Huiskamp said. “Nobody on the ground will find out about this from the IDL.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What’s the status of the TGPs and medical equipment?”  
 
    “They’ve already been loaded,” Foley replied. 
 
    “You’d need medical personnel on board as well.” 
 
    “Yes. Figure two doctors, two nurses and two technicians per ship.” 
 
    “Each seedship already has a doctor on board.” 
 
    “It would be better if they were trained in the use of the equipment, but I suppose they have time to learn.” 
 
    “What’s the makeup of the rest of the crew, in terms of age and gender?” 
 
    “There are already twenty crew members aboard each seedship. I don’t have the crew manifests in front of me, but most of them are under thirty. The IDL skews nearly two-to-one male, though.” 
 
    “Is it reasonable to assume we can get five suitable candidates out of each crew?” Foley said. 
 
    “Candidates for what exactly?” 
 
    “Motherhood, Admiral. That is what we are talking about, yes?” 
 
    “I can’t order crew members to act as surrogate mothers, Dr. Foley.” 
 
    “But you expect me to order civilians to do it?” 
 
    “The colonists knew what they were signing up for.” 
 
    “Under duress. These people are facing slaughter at the hands of the Cho-ta’an, Admiral. And they pledged their willingness to have children, not to act as baby factories for the rest of their lives.” Huiskamp opened his mouth to object, but Foley held up her hand. “In any case, we’re not talking about coercion. At least not yet. What I’m asking you is whether it’s reasonable to expect that out of a crew of twenty, we can find five young women willing and able to act as surrogate mothers.” 
 
    “Without committing to definite numbers, I’ll stipulate for the sake of discussion that it’s a reasonable expectation.” 
 
    “Good. Then with your ship doctors and five surrogates already on board, we would need to get ten more surrogates, two nurses and two technicians on board. That’s thirteen people.” 
 
    “Some of your doctors, nurses and technicians could act as surrogates as well.” 
 
    “Probably, but let’s not figure them into the total for now, in case we can’t get five willing surrogates out of the crew.” 
 
    “All right. So thirteen additional passengers. We can get eighteen aboard a stripped-down shuttlecraft. That will give us some margin of error. For each seedship, swap out a load of low-priority cargo for passengers.” 
 
    “It’s a little more difficult than that, Admiral. We’re still talking about cutting the cargo loading process off ten days early. I can try to prioritize vital items, but any change to the schedule is going to have a domino effect, possibly delaying a dozen other shipments. In other words, a ship might get a thousand inflatable tents and no pumps to inflate them, or five hundred liters of insulin and no hypodermic needles. It’s going to be pure potluck.” 
 
    “I understand, Director. We’ll just have to play the odds. Hopefully the worst case scenario is that our colonists don’t have any cream for their coffee.” 
 
    “It could be a lot worse than that. And how the hell am I supposed to tell twelve hundred people who have been waiting for two years that they’re not getting off the planet after all?” 
 
    Huiskamp shrugged. “If it were up to me, I wouldn’t tell them at all. They’ll figure it out soon enough. Or tell them to go home to their friends and families, if you think that’s better. Your call.” 
 
    “The whole planet will riot, Admiral. You don’t know what it’s like down here. I’ve got marines guarding the camp around the clock. The capital is already under siege. I just got word that President Adams is being transported to a secure facility.” 
 
    “It’s going to get worse, Director. No matter what we do. You know that. I realize it sounds heartless, but a lot of people are going to die.” 
 
    “Including me and my family, Admiral.” 
 
    “Trust me, things aren’t looking any better up here. My mission was to protect Geneva, and I’ve failed. The only thing to do now is to focus on the survival of humanity.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Six                          
 
    While Lauren Foley worked on getting the colonists and critical supplies to the seedships, Admiral Huiskamp met with the three captains to revise their course headings. The original plan had been for all three seedships to head first to the Geneva gate, each of them traveling to a different destination, but the Cho-ta’an blockade made that inadvisable. Instead, the ships would split up, traveling in three different directions from the get-go. This would add a few years to their respective voyages, but it would also force the Cho-ta’an to split up to pursue them all. It was decided that Renaissance and Philadelphia would each head toward a different cluster of stars closer to the center of the galaxy, while Jason Huiskamp’s ship, Freedom, would head directly for the Chrylis gate, and from there to the Procyon system, in hopes of rendezvousing with Kilimanjaro. The ships’ respective courses had been assigned at random; if Huiskamp had his way, he would have selected one of the other courses for his son’s ship, Freedom. Rendezvousing with Kilimanjaro seemed like a long shot. Reaching the Chrylis gate would take ninety days at one gee acceleration, and Freedom would have to accelerate at a lower rate than that to ensure that she was going slowly enough to safely travel through the gate, making her an easy target for the Cho-ta’an. Still, at least his son had a chance at survival, unlike most of the rest of humanity. 
 
    The meeting had barely ended when Huiskamp’s screen lit up with another call: it was Jason. 
 
    Huiskamp sighed. He and his son had always had a good working relationship, but there was an undercurrent of unresolved tension to it. The admiral knew it would have to be addressed at some point, but it never seemed to be the right time. It certainly wasn’t the right time now.  
 
    He accepted the call, and Jason’s face filled the screen. He looked a lot like his father, but Jason was taller and leaner, with thin, sandy brown hair instead of the admiral’s salt-and-pepper curls. Jason’s features were sharp like his father’s, but Huiskamp had always thought his son had a softer look about him. Maybe that was his mother’s influence. Or maybe it was just that Jason hasn’t spent forty years at war with the Cho-ta’an.  
 
    “Sorry to bother you, Admiral,” Jason said, “but there was something I needed to ask you in private.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “This change to the seedship mission… it hasn’t been approved by the civilian government?” 
 
    “The IDL is taking over the evacuation on my authority.” 
 
    Jason nodded, obviously picking up on the subtext. 
 
    “Is that going to be a problem?” Huiskamp asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” Jason replied. “Just hoping to avoid getting mixed up in politics.” Translation: You put us at risk by not divulging the details of your plan. 
 
    “Just follow the chain of command and secrecy protocols, and you won’t have any problems.” Translation: Just do your damn job. 
 
    “Aye, sir. One other thing. Between you and me… what do you think our odds are of rendezvousing with Kilimanjaro?” 
 
    Huiskamp studied his son’s face. Did Jason think he was sending him on a wild goose chase on purpose? He’d selected the three ships’ destinations randomly, but of course Jason couldn’t be certain he was telling the truth about the result. Was Jason making an accusation, or simply trying to assess his chances of success? 
 
    “Between you and me, son,” Huiskamp said, “I’d say the odds are slim.” He wanted to add This isn’t the mission I’d have picked for you if I’d had my choice!  
 
    “You think Kilimanjaro has been destroyed, sir?” 
 
    “Most likely, yes. But there is a chance that it is simply out of contact due to the Cho-ta’an jamming communications through the gates.” If Kilimanjaro was still in one piece and it could escort Freedom out of the Procyon system, the latter’s odds of survival would be greatly improved. On the other hand, if the Cho-ta’an were jamming the Procyon gate, they had probably mined or blockaded it as well, which meant Freedom was in for an unpleasant surprise if she emerged in the Procyon system. If no word had been received from Kilimanjaro by the time Freedom approached the gate, Freedom would change course to miss the gate and continue into deep space toward a cluster of stars nearly five hundred light years away—assuming it could outrun the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    “Well, then,” Jason said, “I suppose we’ll just hope for the best.” 
 
    “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “All right. And son….” 
 
    “Yes, Dad?” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Admiral Huiskamp was in his quarters, trying to get some rest while waiting for the impending alien attack, when a message came over his wrist comm from GODCOM’s communications officer. It seemed that Ronald Singh wanted to speak with him. Singh, who had risen to the rank of Lieutenant Commander in the IDL before leaving to take over his family’s engineering firm, was one of the wealthiest individuals on Geneva.  Huiskamp had received several calls over the past several months from old acquaintances hoping he could pull some strings to get them a berth on one of the seedships, but Singh didn’t seem the type. Familiar with both IDL protocol and Huiskamp’s strict adherence to his scruples, Singh would know better than to make such a request. On the other hand, they hadn’t spoken for eight years, so it was unlikely Singh was calling just to catch up. Singh’s firm had done some work on the seedships’ propulsion systems; maybe he was calling to warn the admiral of a potential problem. Huiskamp got out of bed and put the call on his desk screen. 
 
    “Good evening, Ron. I hope you’re not calling to tell me there’s something wrong with those billion-mark engines you sold us.” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Ron with a grin. “Hell, if I found out about a problem at this point, I’d keep it to myself. I’m calling on a completely unrelated matter. Well, mostly unrelated.” 
 
    “You’ve piqued my interest. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Admiral, are you familiar with the Jörmungandr Foundation?” 
 
    Huiskamp let out an involuntary groan. Unfortunately, he did have some familiarity with the Jörmungandr Foundation. Representatives of the group had been trying to speak with him for some time. He had to hand it to them: they must have some pretty highly-placed contacts even to get their requests through to him. Even so, he’d been ignoring them. “Some kind of futurist group, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly. They’re actually a rather interesting organization. They fund a number of projects meant to help preserve the future of humanity. They have an interest in my firm, actually. A lot of the capital for those engines came from Jörmungandr.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Huiskamp, not terribly impressed. Singh’s company had gone public ten years earlier, and it now had thousands of investors. It wasn’t surprising that Jörmungandr was one of them. 
 
    “They claim the roots of the Foundation go back to pre-World War II. Have you heard of Project Firefly?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, it’s of some historical interest. You know the origin of the name Jörmungandr?” 
 
    “Norse mythology, right? The serpent encircling the Earth, biting its own tail. I don’t mean to be rude, Ron, but I’m a little busy.” 
 
    “I apologize, Admiral. I don’t intend to waste your time. You see, I’m something of an Earth history buff, and Project Firefly is a particular interest of mine. It was a secret project run by the Allies during World War II. They claimed to have located several artifacts in Europe and elsewhere that hinted at the existence of a civilization much more advanced than their own. I was skeptical, of course, but this morning the current director of the foundation, Christina Prince, contacted me with… well, what I consider compelling evidence for the truth of their claims. She suggested that I contact—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ron. I can see this is a matter of great interest to you, but I’m in the middle of a war here. These cranks have been trying to get through to me for days. I didn’t have time for it then, and I sure as hell don’t have time for it now. Please feel free to contact me if there is anything I can do to facilitate the seedship loading process, but I won’t be letting these people waste any more of my time. Have a good evening.” He severed the connection and lay back down in bed. 
 
    Huiskamp tried to get to sleep but found himself fuming about the interruption. They’d gotten to Ronald Singh, of all people. What was it about Jörmungandr that set him on edge? He knew little about them other than their quasi-religious belief in their mission—whatever that was. Perhaps that was it: he had little use for people who were so certain about something, when there seemed to be no certainty about anything anymore. Not even the survival of the human race. 
 
    It took the Cho-ta’an twenty-nine hours to finish placing mines around the gate, after which the first group of ships regrouped and began to accelerate on a trajectory that would allow them to rendezvous with the other ships. Forty hours later, the two groups merged seamlessly about two thirds of the way from the gate to Geneva’s orbit. Traveling at a thousand kilometers per second and accelerating at half a gee, they would intercept the planet in roughly forty-six hours. By this time, the colonists and all essential equipment had been loaded, but Huiskamp thought it unwise for the seedships to break orbit more than a day before the Cho-ta’an arrived. Doing so would tempt the Cho-ta’an to skirt the planet entirely and split up to pursue the seedships. The humans’ best bet was to play on the Cho-ta’an assumption that the seedships could not possibly be ready to embark and tie the Chota’an ships down in an orbital skirmish over Geneva while the seedships departed. 
 
    When the first Cho-ta’an ships were twenty hours out from Geneva and Commander Lee had determined that it was too late for them to change course, Philadelphia broke orbit, followed by Renaissance and then Freedom. The ships were designed to maintain a constant acceleration of one gee fully loaded, but since they were half-empty, they could manage as much as one point two gees. They were going to need it. Philadelphia and Renaissance headed roughly at right-angles relative each other toward two different star clusters closer to the center of the galaxy, while Freedom went in nearly the opposite direction, toward Chrylis. Accelerating at one point two gees, it would take nearly eighty-three days to reach the Chrylis gate. Huiskamp could only hope they received word from Kilimanjaro before Freedom reached the gate, or she would be forced to change course and head off into deep space where she would be unlikely to encounter any livable planets for over a thousand years. 
 
    Huiskamp was in his quarters working through the tactics of an orbital attack for the hundredth time when there was a knock on the door. An ensign informed him that a package had arrived for him from Geneva. When he asked why she hadn’t brought it with her, she replied that the package was being kept on the receiving deck for “security reasons.” She had no more information to offer. He dismissed her and made his way down to the cargo receiving deck. There he was directed to a crate that had arrived on a supply ship two hours earlier. It had been added to the freight manifest by the order of someone working for Singh Engineering.  
 
    The crate was cubical, big enough to hold a basketball. He unsealed it and opened the lid. Inside, nestled amid foam packing material, was a helmet.  
 
    It was an ordinary, standard-issue carbon-fiber IDL flight helmet. The only unusual thing about it was the amount of weathering the thing had endured. It looked like it had been left out in the elements for years. He picked the thing up and looked at it. No, it was much older than that. All the rubber and padding had rotted away, and the crew member’s name and insignia had completely faded. Strange, he thought. This style of helmet had only been in use for about eight years. Where had this one been that it had aged so badly in that time? 
 
    An answer was presented in a sheaf of paper that had been left at the bottom of the box, which purported to be the results of radiocarbon dating and several other tests of the enclosed helmet. It bore a hand-written sticky-note that read: 
 
      
 
    Admiral – 
 
      
 
    Thought you might find this interesting. 
 
      
 
    – C. Prince 
 
      
 
     If the report was to be believed, the helmet was over a thousand years old. But what jumped out at Huiskamp was a name that was clearly visible in a black-and-white rendering of a UV photo of the helmet: REYES. 
 
    Ten days earlier, he had received a message that Carolyn Reyes and nineteen other members of an IDL research expedition had gone missing after a freak accident with a hyperspace gate. The rest of the report concluded that the helmet had indeed belonged to Carolyn Reyes, an IDL engineer aboard Andrea Luhman. If this was a joke, it was in very poor taste. 
 
    The report bore the logo of the Jörmungandr Foundation—a serpent encircling the Earth, devouring its own tail. Ha-ha, very funny, thought Huiskamp. A space helmet gets sent back in time only to reappear shortly after it disappeared. Time as an endless circle, a snake devouring its own tail. He was tempted to order a raid on Jörmungandr’s headquarters in Geneva City, but there was no point: Geneva was doomed, and he needed to focus his attention on protecting the seedships. Any intelligence gained from a raid would be unlikely to aid in that mission. 
 
    Still, there was something unsettling about it. Andrea Luhman’s mission—and disappearance—was classified. The crew had not been publicly declared deceased or even missing. If Jörmungandr knew about the incident, they had highly-placed operatives inside the IDL. They had revealed the existence of these operatives for what? A hoax involving a fake space helmet? It didn’t add up. 
 
    There was something else bothering him about it. As the admiral responsible for the defense of an entire planet, he was accustomed to cranks trying to get his attention, and sometimes it was difficult to tell the cranks from people with legitimate requests or valuable information. His personal aide, an ensign named Jasmine Umarzai, was adept enough at distinguishing the former from the latter that he’d been surprised to see the director of the Jörmungandr Foundation on his meeting schedule. He’d snapped at Umarzai and cut her off when she tried to explain. He’d been in a bad mood that day—it had been the day he received word that the Cho-ta’an had hacked the gates. 
 
    “Ms. Umarzai,” he said into his wrist comm. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral,” came her voice a moment later. 
 
    “Do you recall your first communication with the director of an organization called the Jörmungandr Foundation? I believe her name is Christina Prince.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “How did she contact you?” 
 
    “It was a direct call via encrypted radio signal on one of the reserved channels, sir. That was one of the reasons I flagged it as high priority. You were occupied at the moment, so I put a meeting on your schedule, but then you asked me to cancel it.” 
 
    “I chewed your head off, did I not?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “What was the time and date of the call?” 
 
    “Hold on a moment and I’ll check, sir.” There was a pause of a few seconds. “The date was two-two-seven dot seven dot fourteen. Time, seventeen hundred forty hours.” 
 
    “That same day, I received a communique from Commodore Averill aboard Mobi-COM regarding the status of an exploratory vessel called Andrea Luhman. Can you tell me the timestamp of that message?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Just a moment.” Another brief pause. “Eighteen hundred twenty-two hours, sir.” 
 
    Forty-two minutes apart, Huiskamp thought. A coincidence? “Ms. Umarzai, does the text of that message specify the timestamp of the last transmission received by Andrea Luhman before contact was lost?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Seventeen hundred forty hours.” 
 
    “On the dot?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “To be clear, the last transmission from Andrea Luhman was received by Mobi-COM the same minute the director of Jörmungandr first tried to contact me?” 
 
    “It appears that way, sir.” 
 
    “What did she say she wanted to talk to me about, precisely?” 
 
    “She said she had a piece of IDL property that she wished to return to you.” 
 
    “Those were her exact words?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good work, Ms. Umarzai. That’s all for now.” 
 
    Admiral Huiskamp stood staring at the bleached polycarbonate helmet resting on the counter before him. The helmet could be a fake. The radiocarbon report could have been fabricated. But how to explain the director of Jörmungandr contacting him the exact moment Andrea Luhman disappeared? Had she somehow known that Andrea Luhman had disappeared? Was going to disappear?  
 
    “Ms. Umarzi,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, Admiral.” 
 
    “Please put me through to the director of the Jörmungandr Foundation.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seven         
 
    Lauren Foley sat at her desk, eyes closed, forcing herself to take several deep breaths. When she opened her eyes, she felt a bit calmer, but her fundamental situation hadn’t changed: she was in a lot of trouble.  
 
    She had unilaterally altered the mission of the seedships without consulting the President or any other civilian authority. She possessed full authority to handle the logistics of the loading process, but she couldn’t legally alter the mission of the seedships, even with Huiskamp’s approval. The governing body of the HCC was incommunicado, so she could hardly be blamed for not getting their authorization, but she was still legally required to get buy-in from the civilian government of Geneva. She had told herself there simply wasn’t time for such legal niceties, but it was more than that: she didn’t think Blake Adams had the courage to do what needed to be done. Although the President had opposed the seedship project from the beginning, now that it was underway he would insist that the plan be followed to the letter. Changing the plan now would make him liable for the project’s failure. President Adams lived in constant fear of tarnishing his legacy, even though it was beginning to look like there wouldn’t be anyone around to remember him. Somebody had to step up to make the hard decision, and that role had fallen to Lauren Foley. 
 
    From the twelve hundred colonists who originally been chosen, Director Foley had selected thirty-nine girls who ranged in age from fifteen to eighteen. These were to be shuttled to the three seedships in groups of thirteen, along with a doctor, two nurses, and two technicians—all female and under the age of forty. Each ship would then have at least twenty women of childbearing age aboard. The girls, whose parents had already signed contracts that basically surrendered all their rights to the Evac Authority, were selected based in part on a screening that determined their eligibility and willingness to act as surrogate mothers in the interest of sustaining the project. The sudden change in the schedule was explained by the supposed need to acclimate the girls to life on a starship as soon as possible so as to minimize stress during pregnancy. 
 
    The ethics and legality of all this would have been questionable even if the President had given his approval, but there was no other efficient way to get twenty young women of childbearing age onboard each ship. Because of strict genetic and health requirements, the girls had to be selected from the existing colonist candidates, and with few exceptions all the colonists were members of couples or families. The only young single females were minors or those who had reached adulthood after their families were selected to be colonists. 
 
    The girls and their families had, in principle, agreed to all of this. There had been over two hundred million applicants for colonist status, and as part of the application process one was informed in no uncertain terms that while every effort would be made to keep families together, the Evac Authority reserved the right to reject anyone, for any reason, right up to the moment the ships were boarded. This provision was never intended to allow the Evac Authority to steal thirty-nine girls away from their families forever, but desperate times required desperate measures. Lauren Foley mused that for all its technological advances and conquering of space, humanity hadn’t evolved that much: in order to ensure the survival of their kind, they’d been reduced to kidnapping maidens, just like the Vikings had done thirteen hundred years earlier.  
 
    Besides Admiral Huiskamp, only Foley’s personal staff knew of the change to the mission, although others probably suspected. Hundreds of people were involved in the process of shuttling crew and cargo to the seedships, and by now somebody would have figured out that with the revised schedule, there was no way to get all the colonists and cargo on board within the next two weeks. Eventually somebody would inform the President, and his staff would investigate. They would quickly figure out that she’d sabotaged the seedships’ mission. It wouldn’t make any difference that their mission was doomed anyway, or that Admiral Huiskamp had given his approval. Huiskamp, physically and legally outside the President’s sphere of authority, could act with impunity, but Foley could not. President Adams would fire her and most likely have her arrested. She would spend the rest of her days in prison, awaiting trial while the Cho-ta’an took over the planet.  
 
    Looking out her office window, she could see the snowy peaks of the mountains in the distance. Her husband and their three daughters were at a cottage in the mountains east of Geneva City; if she left now, she could have a few hours with them before word reached the President of what she had done. She had spent little enough time with them over the past two years, devoting nearly all her time to developing a plan to get the seedships loaded as quickly and efficiently as possible—a plan that had now been tossed in the garbage. 
 
    She tore herself away from the view. There was still too much to be done. If she was going to commit treason, she might as well be thorough about it. On her desk were three sheets of paper: three lists of colonists, one for each seedship. Fifty-four human beings chosen to survive out of a billion people. It had been hard enough when they had been forced to pick twelve hundred. She pored over the lists for the hundredth time, comparing them to the much longer lists of candidates on her screen. She felt fairly confident about the young girls her staff had selected, but she had some reservation about the technical staff. In particular, she wasn’t certain the doctor who had been selected for the Freedom group was the best choice.  
 
    Pranit Mehta was a well-respected scientist and medical doctor who had served for ten years as the director of the genetics department at one of the most prestigious universities on Geneva. Foley had met him and found him modest, charming and brilliant. He had in fact been the first choice for the position Foley now held; only his wife’s illness had prevented him from accepting. His wife had since died, and he had left the university at the age of fifty to return to private practice. He was in excellent health and could be expected to live at least another thirty years. He had only one liability, as far as the mission was concerned: he was male. 
 
    The doctors Foley’s staff had picked for the other two ships, as well as all the technicians and nurses, were female and under the age of forty. That meant they could serve as surrogate mothers if necessary, giving them a leg up over all the candidates who were male or past child-bearing age. Mehta had been selected because there was no female candidate under forty with a resume like his. If there was one person you’d want overseeing the reproductive future of the human race, it was Pranit Mehta.  
 
    And yet—with only fifty-four slots open, did it make sense to pick a fifty-year-old male? Wouldn’t it be better to pick a young, healthy, female doctor? You didn’t need a PhD to understand the concept of minimum viable population, and in any case, whoever they selected would have little to do but study the problem of genetic diversity for the next twenty years. Did it make sense to trade a uterus for a level of expertise that would probably never be needed? How the hell did you weigh such disparate factors against each other? 
 
    There were still three female doctors under forty among the twelve hundred potential colonists. None of them had a background in genetics, but they all presumably had the potential to learn. Would one of them be a better choice than Pranit Mehta? It was a difficult question. 
 
    But there was another candidate as well, one whose name had been deliberately left off the lists. A female medical doctor, three weeks shy of her fortieth birthday, who had an extensive background in applied genetics. She was healthy and known to be fertile. By any calculus, such a person would be the obvious choice. She had only been left off the list of colonists to forestall accusations of favoritism. But what did that matter now? Lauren Foley was already going to be remembered as a traitor to Geneva and to humanity, assuming there was anyone around to remember her. What difference did one more crime make? 
 
    Her comm chimed. That would be the logistics chief, Elden Grady, wanting the final passenger list for the shuttles. She was already twenty minutes late; if she waited much longer, they would miss their launch window, throwing their schedule even more out of whack. She ignored it, trying to concentrate on the decision she had to make. 
 
    If she replaced Pranit, she would be sentencing him to death. But that was the wrong way to look at it: nearly everyone on Geneva was already sentenced to death. What she had to decide was who was going to live—and she had to decide based not on merit, but on the needs of the human race. Which candidate would maximize the chances of humanity’s survival? 
 
    There was a knock on her door. Foley sighed, her concentration broken. “Yes?” 
 
    Her assistant, Madeline Colson, opened the door. “Ma’am, Calvin Gabor is here to see you. He has some people with him.” 
 
    Foley’s chest tightened. The Director of Planetary Security didn’t just pop in for a friendly visit. “Who is with him?” 
 
    “Men in uniforms. They have guns.” 
 
    “Stall them.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” She closed the door. 
 
    So President Adams—or, more likely, somebody on his staff—had figured it out already. She wondered if Calvin Gabor had orders to drag her in front of the President to explain herself, or if they were just going to arrest her on the spot. 
 
    Think, Foley commanded herself, staring at the list in her fingers. Try to be objective. She let out an involuntary giggle at this. It had already been impossible to be objective before the President’s goons showed up at her door. The best she could do at this point was trust her instincts—and her instincts told her Pranit Mehta was not the right man for the job.  
 
    She tapped her comm. “Ms. Colson?” 
 
    “Ma’am,” came Madeline Colson’s hushed voice in response. “I’m not sure how much longer I can stall them. They say they’re here on orders from the President.” 
 
    “Tell them I’ll be out in two minutes,” Foley said. “And get me a car, immediately. Have them bring it to the back entrance.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Are you—?” 
 
    “Just do it.” She terminated the connection and then brought up the passenger lists on her screen. She tabbed to the list for Freedom, made a single change, and then sent it to Eldon Grady with the subject line FINAL PASSENGER LIST. She grabbed her bag from beside her desk, slipped out the door, and ran down the hall toward the rear elevator of the building.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eight          
 
    “Eleazar, you must see that this is not the way.” His sleep having been troubled for three days after the massacre in Beneberak, Akiva had taken a day off from teaching to visit a colleague of his in Lod, Rabbi Eleazar of Modi’im. Eleazar was fifteen years younger than Akiva and belonged to a different school, but the two had met a few times before and engaged in spirited but respectful conversations regarding their interpretation of the Torah.  
 
    “You are speaking, I assume,” said Eleazar, “of the recent violence in Beneberak and elsewhere.” 
 
    “You know that I am.” 
 
    “And what have I to do with it?” 
 
    “I am an old man, Eleazar, and have no time for games. Your nephew’s name is on the lips of every stone-throwing hoodlum in Judaea.” 
 
    Eleazar shrugged. “The young man will not take instruction from me. I might have had some influence on him before his father was killed, but now he is like a javelin in flight. He will not be deterred.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but his movement would not have nearly the strength without your endorsement. You let the people believe Simon ben Kosevah is an agent of the Lord, when he is but an angry young man with a yearning for vengeance. He cares not for the law, nor for our customs. You have heard what his young men say as they charge into battle against the Romans: ‘Oh God, neither help nor discourage us!’ Is this the battle cry of the moschiach?” 
 
    “You use that word, not I. But can the Lord not use such a man? King David himself was an adulterer and murderer.” 
 
    “It is a dangerous game you are playing, Eleazar. Simon ben Kosevah cares not for you. He will sacrifice you to the cause the moment you are no longer of use to him.” 
 
    “As befits an old goat such as myself. What would you have me do, Akiva ben Yosef? Discourage these young men from fighting for Israel against their oppressors? That is all well and good, but what then shall they do? They cannot worship at the temple. They cannot even go to ruins of Yerusalem to mourn their ancestors. They cannot have their sons circumcised because it offends the Emperor. We have lost our past and are losing our future. At least in fighting, they remember.” 
 
    “Then you do not even expect to succeed.” 
 
    “Against the Romans? History shows it can be done. In Iberia, Viriathus led the Lusitani to victory against them and successfully negotiated terms.” 
 
    “And then he was assassinated by his own men, who were bribed by Romans intent on conquest, and his struggle came to naught.” 
 
     “Viriathus was defeated because of a lack of unity. So it was in the revolt in the time of our grandfathers, when infighting among the zealots allowed the Romans to retake Yerusalem. If we are to defeat the oppressors, we must be united under the banner of the one true God.” 
 
    “And Simon ben Kosevah.” 
 
    “Why not? Simon ben Kosevah is a fighter, and he inspires the people to resist. If we wait for the perfect vessel for God’s will, we shall wait forever.” 
 
    “He is impetuous, irreverent and cruel.” 
 
    “Speak with him, then. He would benefit from your wisdom. I will arrange the meeting.” 
 
    “He will not listen to you, but he will take guidance from me? No, I shall not try to steer the javelin in flight. Your purpose is not to tame Simon ben Kosevah, but to have me fall under the spell of his charisma so that my name can be added to the chorus of those calling him moschiach.” 
 
    “Would that be so bad?” 
 
    “To proclaim a false moschiach? May God rip the tongue from my mouth.” 
 
    “I do not ask you to prophesy falsely, but rather to consider whether with your support and guidance, Simon ben Kosevah might become what we both wish he could be.” 
 
    “Your words veer close to blasphemy, old friend. God does not need me to fulfill His purpose.” 
 
    “He does not need you, but nor should your pride cause you to rebel against Him. If God has chosen Simon ben Kosevah to be the deliverer of Israel, who are you to deny him?” 
 
    “I can only see with the eyes God has given me. If Simon ben Kosevah is the moschiach, where are the signs?” 
 
    “He is a son of the line of David. Already he has twenty thousand men on his side. With your support, he could have two hundred thousand. You will have your sign when he throws off the Roman shackles and rebuilds the Temple of Solomon.” 
 
    “Then I shall await that time.” 
 
    “And you will weep for the men who died because of your indecision. What shall you do in the meantime?” 
 
    “I shall pray and wait on the Lord.” 
 
    “And if you are called on to do more than that? I heard what happened in Beneberak yesterday.” 
 
    “An ambush of a group of stationarii. I imagine you hear of all such events. What of it?” 
 
    “I was told you were there. One of the men recognized you.” 
 
    “I was walking home, as I always do.” 
 
    “This man said that you had an opportunity to spoil the ambush, but you did not. Why?” 
 
    “There was no such opportunity. It was done before I knew what was happening.” 
 
    “That isn’t how this man reports it. He says you stepped out of the way so the ambush could proceed. He says he heard you praying that God’s will be done. Do you believe that the ambush was God’s will?” 
 
    Akiva found it difficult to believe anyone had overheard his prayer. Was Eleazar bluffing? “It is something I pray often,” he said. “I may well have said it last night. As I say, it all happened quite suddenly. My memory is not clear.” 
 
    “Ah, then you spoke without thinking,” he said. “It is a common thing, to invoke the name of God when one is momentarily overcome by confusion or fear.” 
 
    Akiva felt heat rising in his cheeks. Was Eleazar accusing him of taking the Lord’s name in vain? It was a clever tactic, as the only defense was for Akiva to admit he had spoken deliberately. He refused to rise to the bait. He stood. “I can see that my trip here was wasted. I am not going to convince you of anything.” 
 
    Eleazar got to his feet and clasped Akiva’s hand, seeming to regret his rhetorical ploy. “Please, Rabbi, stay the night in my home. Tomorrow Simon is returning from a visit to like-minded friends in Joppa. Despite your unkind words for him today, he respects you a great deal. The three of us will have wine and break bread together. It would warm my heart if we could come to an understanding.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot,” Akiva said. “I have responsibilities to attend to. And in truth, I must tell you that part of me fears that you are correct—that Simon ben Kosevah will bring me around to his way of thinking. I have heard him exhort the crowds and I have seen the results. I am an old man, but I am not entirely devoid of passion. I love Israel, and I chafe at the yoke of the Romans, but the moschiach does not come to ease my mind or give me comfort.” 
 
    “But he will come.” 
 
    “At the time of the Lord’s choosing. I thank you for your hospitality, old friend. Now I must return home where I will seek the counsel of the Lord. I exhort you to do the same.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nine              
 
    The gaunt face of an elderly, nearly bald woman appeared on Huiskamp’s screen. Her skin was leathery and olive colored. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected Christina Prince to look like, but it wasn’t this. She smiled at him enigmatically. “Hello, Admiral,” she said. 
 
    “Did you know?” he asked. 
 
    “What was going to happen to Andrea Luhman? Yes.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The artifact I understand you currently have in your possession, for one thing.” 
 
    “A fabrication.” 
 
    “Our analysis of that artifact indicates it was manufactured for the IDL sometime in the early twenty-third century. It also suggests the artifact is approximately thirteen hundred years old.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    Prince shrugged. “Only if you assume certain dubious premises about the nature of spacetime.” 
 
    “When did you know?” 
 
    “I personally have known for about twenty years, since I was promoted to a leadership position in Jörmungandr. Others have known for much longer.” 
 
    “Your organization only dates to the late twenty-first century.” 
 
    “Before Jörmungandr, there was something called Project Firefly. By now you’ve heard of it, I expect.” 
 
    “If you knew, why didn’t you warn us earlier? Why wait until the very moment Andrea Luhman disappeared?” 
 
    “The past can’t be changed,” Prince said. “If we had tried, we would have failed.” 
 
    “Before you attempted to contact me, the disappearance of Andrea Luhman wasn’t in the past. It was in the future.” 
 
    “It was in your future. It was in our past.” 
 
    “Gobbledygook.” 
 
    “Not at all. When I say that the past can’t be changed, what I mean is that one can’t contradict what is known to be known. We have a name for it at Jörmungandr: the Limits of Known Information. LOKI for short. But knowledge is subjective. You and I know different things. Therefore what I can’t do and what you can’t do are different things.” 
 
    “This sort of philosophical nonsense is exactly why I didn’t take your call the first time.” 
 
    Prince laughed. “The low tolerance for ‘philosophical nonsense’ among those whose careers depend on the manipulation of spacetime is a constant source of amusement at Jörmungandr. You step through a magical doorway that sends you farther across the galaxy than the fastest spaceship can carry you in twenty years and then you insist you have no time for speculation about the nature of spacetime.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of your organization, Ms. Prince?” 
 
    “The same as yours. To ensure the survival of the human race.” 
 
    “And yet, until ten days ago, I had never even heard of the Jörmungandr Foundation.” 
 
    “That was by design. It was vital that our two organizations work independently of each other.” 
 
    “Then why contact me now?” 
 
    “Because the time for working independently has ended.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “A more thorough answer will require some patience on your part for what you call ‘philosophical nonsense.’” 
 
    Huiskamp sighed. “Very well. Fortunately, I have some downtime while I await an alien attack. Educate me.” 
 
     “You’re familiar with Schrödinger’s cat?” 
 
    “An illustration of the absurdity of quantum mechanics. As I recall, it requires a cat to be dead and alive at the same time.” 
 
    “Right. In Schrödinger’s thought experiment, a cat is in a sealed chamber along with a Geiger counter containing a small amount of radioactive material. In a given amount of time, say an hour, the radioactive material either decays or does not decay. If it does, the Geiger counter trips a relay that causes a hammer to smash a vial containing hydrogen cyanide, killing the cat. If it does not, the relay is not triggered and the cat remains alive. If the chamber is kept completely isolated from any outside influence, then it is impossible to know whether the radioactive sample has decayed or not. Quantum mechanics tells us that until the sample is observed, it is in a state of superposition, both decayed and undecayed. Therefore the cat must be considered dead and alive simultaneously.” 
 
    “And what does this have to do with changing the past?” 
 
    “You can think of the passage of time—more precisely, the stream of causation from past to future—in much the same terms. Imagine a cat running across a busy freeway. Perhaps the cat dies and perhaps it does not. If you observe the situation before the cat crosses the freeway, either outcome is a possibility. If you observe the situation after the cat crosses, only one has happened: the cat is either dead or it is alive. In other words, your vantage point determines the range of possibilities. 
 
    “Generally speaking, all observers seem to share the same present, so we have developed language that reflects a view of causation as objectively real for all observers. That is, instead of speaking of a cat that is dead-alive, we talk about a cat that will be dead or will be alive, depending on whether the cat is hit by a car crossing the freeway. But what is this conditional state of affairs but Schrödinger’s superposition expressed a different way? Rather than putting a cat in a sealed chamber, we have placed it in another unreachable place: the future! As long as the cat remains in the future, it is in superposition, both dead and alive.” 
 
    “No,” Huiskamp said, having no patience for semantic games. “It is alive. It will be dead or alive.” 
 
    “But don’t you see you’ve resorted to a linguistic workaround rather than an actual solution?” Prince said. “If you try to express the situation without using the future tense, you will see the problem.” 
 
    “Why would I want to speak about the future without using the future tense? That’s what the future tense is for.” 
 
    “Ah, but the future doesn’t exist! It’s a fiction, much like Schrödinger’s cat. It’s a very compelling fiction, to be sure, but it has no objective reality. Einstein demonstrated that simultaneity is relative, which implies that there is no objective ‘present’ that we all share. And if there is no objective present, there is no objective future. There are only events that have occurred for a given observer, along with an infinite range of possible events that may yet occur. 
 
    “But if there is no objective future, then what does the future tense actually refer to? Not an objective reality, but a subjective set of possibilities. Your future, therefore, is slightly different from that of your very understanding assistant, Ms. Umarzai, although the differences are so small that you and Ms. Umarzai have no difficulty speaking with one another about what will or won’t happen in ‘the future,’ despite the fact that, speaking precisely, there is no such thing. Your future will diverge somewhat more from that of your son, traveling away from you at thousands of kilometers per second, because time will travel more slowly for him relative to you, and therefore you will lose the illusion of a shared present.” 
 
    So she knows about Jason as well, thought Huiskamp. 
 
    Prince continued: “Taking the matter to the extreme: if one were to travel thirteen hundred years backwards in time, one would find that events in one’s past exist only as future possibilities for one’s contemporaries. Suppose, for example, you are a spaceman from the twenty-third century who has been transported to Europe in the late ninth century. You encounter a man—we can call him Sigurd—who intends to kill Harald Fairhair, the King of Norway. Being from the distant future and possessing encyclopedic knowledge of history, you are aware that Harald Fairhair died of old age well into the tenth century. Therefore, killing Harald is an impossibility, because the past cannot be changed.” 
 
    Huiskamp shook his head. “If the future is subjective, then killing Harald remains a possibility for Sigurd.” 
 
    “In a sense,” Prince said. “But realize that the question is muddied by our own perspective. If I say, ‘Would it have been possible for Lincoln to survive the attempt on his life by John Wilkes Booth?’, I am asking a different question than ‘Is it possible that Lincoln survived the attempt on his life by John Wilkes Booth?’ The former question asks if history might have turned out differently. The latter asks if events did occur differently than recorded in the historical record. The answer to the former question is, ‘Yes, of course.’ The answer to the latter is ‘Probably not, given the amount of contemporary corroboration of the incident we have.’ Is it possible that history might have turned out differently, resulting in Harald Fairhair being murdered by a man named Sigurd in the ninth century? Yes, of course. Is it possible, given what we know of what did happen, that Harald was murdered in this way? Probably not.” 
 
    “This is clarifying exactly nothing.” 
 
    “Allow me to finish, Admiral. Is the future subjective? Yes. But Sigurd’s future is our past. It is reasonable to ask whether Sigurd could have acted differently than he did. But it is not reasonable to ask whether he did act differently. From our perspective, in our present, he did what he did. Could he have murdered Harald Fairhair? Yes. Did he? No. What is the difference between the two questions? The former considers an event that might happen in the future. The latter considers matters as they did exist in the past. It is precisely the difference in Schrödinger’s cat before and after its state of superposition is collapsed.  
 
    “Perhaps this seems like a rhetorical trick to you, but it is in fact the opposite: by removing the deceptive linguistic trickery of the future tense, we reveal that there are only actualities and possibilities. The future is an illusion. The past is real—although it is not the same for everyone. 
 
    “If you still doubt me, consider this: suppose that we alter Schrödinger’s experiment by placing a camera in the box with the cat to record everything that it does during the time that it either does or does not die of cyanide poisoning. If we open the box and find the cat alive, we will also find a recording of the cat inside the box, perhaps clawing at the box to get out, probably getting hungry, possibly falling asleep out of boredom. If we open the box and find the cat dead, we will instead find a rather gruesome recording of the cat inhaling the poison gas and succumbing to its effects. The important thing to note is that both and neither of these recordings will exist until we open the box because they, like the radioactive sample and the cat itself, exist in a state of superposition until their state is observed. What this means is that not only did opening the box cause the cat’s state to collapse from alive/dead to either alive or dead, that action also retroactively created a recording of what happened to the cat over that hour.” 
 
    “You’re saying that cause and effect can be reversed.” 
 
    “That is the inescapable conclusion, yes. If I were to ask you before the box was opened, ‘Is the cat alive?’, you could accurately answer only that it is both alive and not alive. But if we opened the box and referred to the timestamp on the recording from the exact moment I asked you that question, we would find that the question had a very definite answer. How is it possible that the question both does and does not have a definite answer? It’s a matter of perspective. Inside the box, it had an answer. Outside the box, it did not. Could Sigurd have killed Harald Fairhair? That’s a question that both does and does not have a definite answer, depending on your perspective. 
 
    “Could Andrea Luhman’s disappearance have been prevented? Yes and no. You could have prevented it, if you had ordered the ship to change course three weeks ago, because what happened to Andrea Luhman was at that point only a potential event, existing in your future. I could not have stopped it no matter what I did, because her disappearance was an event that occurred in my past. And of course there is a catch-22 here, in that the only reason I might have tried to prevent Andrea Luhman’s disappearance was that I knew what had happened to her, and I could not know about her disappearance if it hadn’t happened in my past.” 
 
    “But if I had prevented Andrea Luhman’s disappearance,” Huiskamp said, “then it would not have happened in your past either.” 
 
    “Right. You would have retroactively created a past for me in which Andrea Luhman never disappeared, and we would not be having this conversation.” 
 
    “That seems highly unlikely, as much as I would prefer not to be having this conversation.” 
 
    “Not only unlikely, but impossible, because the disappearance of Andrea Luhman is now part of your past as well, and the past cannot be changed. Therefore this conversation is inescapable.” 
 
    “To be clear, you are telling me that when Andrea Luhman disappeared somewhere between the Fomalhaut gate and the Sol gate, she was in fact transported backwards in time?” 
 
    “That is what we believe happened, yes. We think she emerged in the Sol system sometime in the late ninth century. Our best estimate is 883 A.D. A lander craft departed from Andrea Luhman with four crew members on board. These were Carolyn Reyes, Daniel O’Brien, Thea Slater and Gabriel Zuehlsdorf.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Ten                    
 
    The abrupt transition from the theoretical to the quite real and very specific was jarring. “How do you know those names?” Huiskamp demanded. “How do you know any of this?” 
 
    “That is a complicated question. We have various sources of information. Much of what we know comes from artifacts recovered by Project Firefly. Our founder, Astrid van de Lucht, filled in a lot of the details later. We have sources of information within the IDL too, of course, but those serve primarily to confirm information we already possessed.” 
 
    Once again Huiskamp considered ordering a raid on the Jörmungandr Foundation’s headquarters. Prince’s admission of the existence of double agents inside the IDL was all the justification he needed. Perhaps Prince would be more forthcoming under enhanced interrogation.  
 
    And yet—what more did he expect her to offer? What explanation for the mysterious space helmet was he looking for? That it was a fake? For what purpose? He knew little about Jörmungandr, but he knew it was a powerful organization that had been around for a long time. Prince knew that contacting him and making such admissions put the entire organization at risk. Huiskamp could have Jörmungandr outlawed for aiding the enemy and have its leaders tried for sedition. Why would Prince take such a risk? 
 
    In any case, if this were all some elaborate prank, interrogating Prince would be a waste of time. Either Prince was a crackpot or she was in possession of the biggest secret in history. His willingness to talk to her at all was a tacit admission that the latter was at least a possibility.  
 
    “If this had happened,” he said, struggling to remain patient, “If those people had landed on Earth in the ninth century, they would have changed history.” 
 
    “Yes,” Prince replied. “And in fact, they did. Of course, this ‘changed’ version of history is the only history that actually exists. Events turned out the way they did in part because of the appearance of four spacemen on Earth in 883 A.D.” 
 
    “You’re saying that these spacemen had a hand in historical events that occurred in the ninth century.” 
 
    “That’s correct. We believe, for example, that Paris was able to withstand a siege by some twenty-thousand Vikings in 885 A.D. in part because of assistance provided by these spacemen.” 
 
    The idea was too absurd to take seriously. Huiskamp pressed on. “What about the so-called butterfly effect? A butterfly flaps its wings, causing unpredictable changes across the world and reverberating down through the centuries.” 
 
    “Such changes do indeed happen, and they did happen. The universe is different in an infinity of tiny ways because of the arrival of those four spacemen. But different from what? A universe in which Andrea Luhman did not travel backwards in time? Such a place does not exist. Andrea Luhman did travel backwards in time, and the butterfly did flap its wings. It’s pointless to speculate what might have happened if those events didn’t occur, because they did occur.” 
 
    “So, four people travel backwards in time and interfere with history, but history just happens to turn out the way it always did?” 
 
    “There is no ‘interfering with history.’ There is the sum total of events leading to the existence of the modern historical record. Columbus did not ‘interfere with history’ by traveling to the Indies. Gavrilo Princip did not ‘interfere with history’ by assassinating the Archduke of Austria. They affected the course of history, but they did not interfere with it. Interference implies action from outside of the system being imposed on the system. You think of Andrea Luhman’s sudden appearance in the Sol system in 883 A.D. as an intrusion upon the system, but that is a result of your own bias, based on ignorance. Because you do not understand how such a thing is possible, you classify it as supernatural or extra-systemic. And then, because you have introduced a supernatural element, you do not understand how things turned out as they always did. Do you understand why Vesuvius erupted in 79 A.D. rather than a hundred years later? No. But you do not ask ‘how is it possible that history turned out exactly as it did even though Vesuvius erupted in exactly 79 A.D.?’ The question itself is nonsensical. But it is the same question. There is nothing supernatural acting upon history. There is only a chain of events, some of which you understand and some of which you do not.  
 
    “I might add, by the way, that what we actually understand about the process of cause and effect is very little. If I hit the eight ball with the cue ball at a certain angle, the eight ball goes into the corner pocket. Why does it do this? ‘Newton’s third law of motion.’ But what does that mean? It means simply that every time we’ve seen a billiard ball struck in that particular way, it responds in a particular way. This is not an explanation, but merely a description of past events. Why did Andrea Luhman disappear from 2227 A.D. and reappear in 883 A.D.? I shall posit an answer, which I will call Prince’s Law. Prince’s Law states that a spaceship traveling at high velocity through a hyperspace gate in a certain state will travel backwards in time. Have I explained anything, or have I simply given a name to an observable event?” 
 
    “Newton’s third law is reproduceable. Prince’s Law refers only to a single event.” 
 
    “Does a phenomenon become more comprehensible through repetition? It becomes more predictable, yes, but do you understand it any better? We may reduce the phenomenon to more basic laws, but laws are simply descriptions, not explanations. What we call ‘physical laws’ are in fact placeholders for actual explanations.” 
 
    “I’m still not convinced this isn’t a lot of rhetorical slight-of-hand,” Huiskamp said, “but let’s table the issue for the moment. What does any of this have to do with me? You said that the time for us working independently is over. Fine. Let’s work together. What do you have to offer me?” 
 
    “I wish I could give you a definite answer,” Prince said. “But as I said, we’re in uncharted territory. The disappearance of Andrea Luhman marked the moment your future is no longer my past. I don’t know what happens next any more than you do.” 
 
    “Then this is a waste of time.” 
 
    “Not at all. To say that I have no foreknowledge is not to say that I have no knowledge to offer. In fact, I have a great deal of information that may prove of use.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Admiral, think about the ramifications of what I have told you. It is possible to travel backwards in time! Do you not think you could make use of such information?” 
 
    “Do you know what caused Andrea Luhman to travel backwards in time?” 
 
    “Not precisely. We know it has to do with the hyperspace gates. We suspect the phenomenon was caused by some combination of a gate malfunction and Andrea Luhman’s extremely high velocity at the time she went through the gate. My understanding is that the Sol gate is not responding to telemetry requests, suggesting that it is still in whatever unusual state caused the phenomenon. If a probe could be sent through another gate, with the Sol gate as the destination, it may be possible to replicate the phenomenon.” 
 
    “You’re just guessing.” 
 
    “Well, yes. I certainly wouldn’t recommend executing the experiment with a manned ship at this point. But a probe—” 
 
    “If a probe had been sent back in time, wouldn’t we know about it?” 
 
    “I’m not following, Admiral.” 
 
    “If I decide to execute this ‘experiment,’ as you call it, then the probe must have already appeared in the past. Where is it?” 
 
    “Ah, I understand. I would recommend programming the probe to go dark in deep orbit around Sol until it receives a predetermined radio signal. Do not send the signal until after you send it through the gate. That way, you avoid a paradox where you receive a response from a probe that you decide not to send.” 
 
    “You’re joking.” 
 
    “I am not, Admiral. Our research indicates that temporal paradoxes are impossible. If you try to bring about a paradox, by—for example—locating a probe that was sent into the past and then deciding not to send that probe into the past, you will fail—perhaps catastrophically. The best case scenario is probably that the probe will simply malfunction and fail to respond. The worst is that you will annihilate your current timeline.” 
 
    “You mean rewrite the past. Something you said was impossible.” 
 
    “No. You cannot rewrite the past. There may be other timelines where you recovered a probe and then sent that probe into the past to be recovered, but the existence of such timelines is purely theoretical. All we know for certain is that there is no timeline where you both did and did not send a probe back. If you try to create such a circumstance, you will fail. One possibility is that such attempts create dead-end timelines, where cause-and-effect simply stops.” 
 
    “The more of this I listen to, the more it all sounds like bullshit.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But the paradox limitation is very real in practice. It is why we did not attempt to contact you before Andrea Luhman disappeared. Doing so would have been extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to lose patience, Ms. Prince. Humanity is on the verge of being extinguished by the Cho-ta’an. My mission is to prevent that. You’ve given me nothing that will be of any help in that mission.” 
 
    “Admiral, the information I have given you could be the key to unlocking the secret of the jumpgates. Not only that, but it could give us priceless insight into the nature of spacetime itself.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, Ms. Prince, but I don’t have time to pursue abstract scientific theories. If I had a probe to spare, which I do not, it would take weeks to accelerate to anywhere the speed Andrea Luhman was traveling when it disappeared. Sending it toward a jumpgate at that velocity would be like firing a bullet through a keyhole from a hundred klicks away. More than likely, both the probe and the gate would be destroyed. And if by some miracle the probe survives the trip through the gate and travels back in time, it still does me no good whatsoever.” 
 
    “So it may seem, Admiral. However, you are underestimating the strategic value of time travel. In fact, the Jörmungandr Foundation possesses some evidence that the IDL may have done just what you are describing.” 
 
    “The IDL sent a probe through a jumpgate and backwards in time?” 
 
    “Not a probe. A ship. We believe that sometime after Andrea Luhman disappeared, another ship—” 
 
    “Hold on. When you say that the IDL sent another ship back in time, what you mean is that the IDL will send another ship back in time.” 
 
    “From your perspective, yes.” 
 
    “You’re contradicting yourself. Earlier you said that it was safe to contact me now because events that were in my future are now in my past, so there is no longer any danger of creating a temporal paradox. Now you’re saying that you have knowledge of events in my future. If you tell me about such events, aren’t you at risk of causing a paradox?” 
 
    “A calculated risk, warranted by the existential threat posed by the Cho-ta’an. Understand that I have no definite knowledge of your future. I know only that there is significant evidence that a second ship will at some point be sent back in time.” 
 
    “And when does this one appear? During the French Revolution? The Pleistocene Era?” 
 
    “Our best estimate is 134 A.D.” 
 
    Huiskamp, unable to contain himself any longer, burst out laughing. “You’re telling me that a week after sending a ship to the Viking Age, I’m going to send another one to the time of the Roman Empire?” 
 
    “We have no archaeological evidence or first-hand documentation of this, as we do with the Andrea Luhman incident. However, cultural similarities between—” 
 
    “Ms. Prince, I must congratulate you on… well, whatever it is that you’re doing here. I can only assume it’s some kind of incredibly misguided disinformation campaign intended to cause me to waste IDL resources on a wild goose chase. Fortunately for you, I don’t have time to see that you and your people get what is coming to you. Of course, it makes little difference at this point; Geneva is soon going to be under the control of the Cho-ta’an, and if you think they are going to spare you because of this little stunt, you are sadly mistaken. Enjoy what little time you have left, Ms. Prince. Do not attempt to contact me again. Good day.” 
 
    Huiskamp breathed deeply several times, closing his eyes to avoid seeing the bleached polycarbonate helmet. When he opened them, it was still there. He sighed. Not knowing what else to do with it, he carried it back to his quarters. It was too large to fit in any of his storage cabinets, so he was forced to strap it into zero gee netting where it hung in plain sight. “I should space you,” he muttered to the thing, but he didn’t. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eleven                           
 
    Twenty hours after speaking with Christina Prince, Admiral Huiskamp watched from the command deck as the Cho-ta’an ships began to drop into a high orbit around Geneva. The enemy ships approached the planet as a single group, traveling in a rough wedge formation at about eight kilometers per second relative to Geneva’s surface. It was impossible to know how many of the ships had Cho-ta’an aboard, but Huiskamp suspected that only the four interceptors remaining from the original group were unmanned. Like human beings, the Cho-ta’an seemed to dislike entrusting their expensive military hardware to artificial intelligence. In one way, this was a good thing: crewed ships would be easier to outrun, because Cho-ta’an physiology didn’t handle excessive acceleration well. 
 
    Commander Lee anticipated the Cho-ta’an orbit based on their incoming velocity, and Huiskamp had his ships maneuver to a lower orbit, almost skimming Geneva’s ionosphere. This was tactically advantageous:  the IDL ships could clearly see the Cho-ta’an ships against the dark canopy of space, while the IDL ships blended in with the irregular white-blue surface of Geneva. A lower orbit implied a greater velocity, allowing the IDL ships several passes at the Cho-ta’an before the latter broke orbit. Aiming from below also meant the IDL ships could fire freely at the Cho-ta’an without fear of hitting targets on the ground. The surface was at risk from strikes by Cho-ta’an missiles, of course, but Huiskamp expected the enemy to use missiles sparingly, saving them for the seedships. The Cho-ta’an didn’t need to take out all the IDL ships; they just needed to escape Geneva’s gravity well and catch up to the seedships. Unless the IDL could put a big dent in their numbers, the seedships wouldn’t stand a chance against the faster and more heavily armed Cho-ta’an warships.  
 
    GODCOM itself was in a medium orbit over Geneva’s equator, roughly halfway between the attackers and the defenders. GODCOM would certainly be a tempting target, but it also possessed formidable defenses. Huiskamp thought the Cho-ta’an would be unlikely to spend their ammo on it. Nor was GODCOM likely to get caught in the crossfire, as the odds of it getting sandwiched between the IDL ships and the Cho-ta’an were negligible. GODCOM’s role would be to provide intelligence and coordination, and to deal with any damaged ships or wounded personnel after the battle. With cameras and radar on the various satellites in orbit around Geneva, as well as on GODCOM and the IDL ships, Huiskamp had a comprehensive view of the battlespace.  
 
    Thus, although GODCOM was almost two thousand kilometers from the Cho-ta’an wedge as it entered orbit, Huiskamp had a perfect view of the ships from a satellite sixty kilometers below them. An algorithm-generated view showed the IDL ships creeping up from behind.  Huiskamp had given a general order to fire at will as soon as the enemy was in range, and the IDL ships began their attack, first with missiles, and then with railguns. GODCOM was too far away to use its railguns, but it added its own volley of missiles to the assault. The vibrations of the launching rockets could be felt through the floor of the command deck. Minute glimmers, like over-bright stars, appeared momentarily on the horizon as missiles detonated against Cho-ta’an countermeasures. Farther up, defense satellites began to fire as well. The soundless explosions grew slowly brighter and more numerous as more ships came into range. The Cho-ta’an, apparently saving their ammunition for the seedships, did not return fire. The great black ships slipped around the curve of the planet, one of the destroyers so close that Huiskamp could see it with his naked eye. It was a chaotic and not very effective attack, but a destroyer and three interceptors were torn apart within the first few minutes of fighting. As he’d hoped, the Cho-ta’an were only employing railguns, to minimal effect so far. A few IDL ships had been struck, but none had been seriously damaged. The fast-moving wedge began to slip out of the effective range of the IDL ships. 
 
    As it did so, several ships on the right-hand side of the wedge began to pull away from the others, angling upward and accelerating. From their trajectory, it appeared they were going after Philadelphia. As they moved away from Geneva’s surface, they fell behind the others, opening them up to a new wave of attacks from the IDL ships below. Huiskamp ordered all fire to be directed at the ships breaking away, but the enemy ships were now pointing almost directly away from the defenders, presenting only minimal target profiles. They were accelerating hard—probably near the limits of the Cho-ta’an craft, to say nothing of the delicate bodies inside them—and within a minute they were out of range. Commander Lee reported that sixteen ships had broken away and were now on an intercept course with Philadelphia. Depending on how much the group leader wanted to punish the crews, they could catch up to her in as little as two days. The only good news was that this left fifteen fewer ships to go after Renaissance and Freedom.  
 
    For the next twenty minutes, it was mostly quiet as the bulk of the IDL force slipped behind the curve of the planet from the perspective of the Cho-ta’an wedge. Occasionally there would be a flash on the horizon as a missile from a stray IDL ship exploded, but such desultory attacks had little chance of penetrating Cho-ta’an countermeasures. Commander Lee reported that forty-one enemy ships remained in orbit. 
 
    GODCOM, moving more slowly than the IDL ships, slipped past the Cho-ta’an wedge, about two hundred kilometers below and five hundred kilometers to the south, momentarily coming within railgun range. Huiskamp ordered the gunners to open fire, and the Cho-ta’an returned the favor, two of the destroyers launching missiles as well. Marble-sized steel balls streamed from GODCOM toward the enemy ships and vice-versa, traveling at over two thousand meters per second.  
 
    There was no way to effectively shield a spacecraft from a railgun; a single one of those balls would smash a hole through a steel plate a centimeter thick. The prows of warships and deep space craft like the seedships were shielded with several centimeters of ultra-strong synthetic material, but it was impractical to build an entire ship with that much shielding. Breaches were inevitable. Larger ships would automatically seal off breached sections, and newer ships made use of hulls infused with self-healing nanobot gel, but a direct hit by a stream of twenty or more of those projectiles would incapacitate just about any ship.  
 
    The best defenses in space combat, as always, were distance and acceleration. At this range, the railgun projectiles would take nearly nine minutes to reach their target. If the enemy spotted the projectiles in time and altered their velocity slightly, they might dodge the stream with a hundred kilometers to spare. With warships, this process was almost completely automated—the Cho-ta’an sensors would detect the threat and a computer aboard one of the ships would calculate the optimal change in velocity and communicate it to the others. The change was generally so small that most of the crew would have no idea they just dodged a bullet—or several hundred of them. 
 
    The matter became more complicated when you were dealing with many railguns firing from multiple directions, and each of those railguns was controlled by a computer that was doing its best to anticipate which way its targets were going to dodge. As with interstellar war on a grand scale, though, gunfights in space tended to be slow, deliberate and calculating, having more in common with a chess match than twentieth century dogfights between fighter planes. 
 
    GODCOM was less maneuverable than the Cho-ta’an ships, but its vital areas were also better shielded, so it had less to fear from direct hits. In this case, GODCOM’s attitude thrusters were able to move the station out of harm’s way by increasing its velocity slightly and dropping it into a slightly lower orbit. The Cho-ta’an ships successfully dodged the fire from GODCOM as well. GODCOM slipped away underneath the enemy ships and the chess match continued. 
 
    About an hour later, the IDL ships again swept over the horizon and fired a volley of missiles at the Cho-ta’an. Three more interceptors broke apart. The two groups traded fire with their railguns, but again neither side scored any hits. Missiles were much more effective in this sort of skirmish—the Cho-ta’an were hesitant to deploy countermeasures because their ships were spaced only a few kilometers apart, making them vulnerable to stray chaff. The Cho-ta’an still held off firing their own missiles. 
 
    The number of enemy ships in orbit had been reduced to twenty-seven—six destroyers and twenty-one interceptors. It was still way too many. Huiskamp figured that with a little luck, each seedship might be able to fight off two or three ships on its own. The seedships, designed to survive a thousand-year-voyage through space, were thick-hulled and had multiple redundancies in case of a cabin breach, but a single seedship’s defenses would be overwhelmed by a dozen or more enemy ships armed with missiles and railguns. 
 
    The IDL ships once again passed out of range, and GODCOM was still over the horizon from the enemy ships when another group broke orbit. This group, made up of a three destroyers and ten interceptors, was on a course to intercept Renaissance. That left eleven interceptors and three destroyers to pursue Freedom. 
 
    The good news was that not a single IDL ship had yet been lost. If they could pare the Cho-ta’an force down a little more without losing any ships, they might still have sufficient resources to defend the seedships. The IDL ships were as fast as the Cho-ta’an’s, and humans were more tolerant of high acceleration than Cho-ta’an, so if the IDL ships split into three groups, they would have no trouble catching up to the Cho-ta’an before the latter came within missile range of the seedships. The only question was whether the IDL ships would have sufficient firepower. The Cho-ta’an still outnumbered them, and the IDL ships had used nearly half their missiles already. 
 
    Commander Lee’s best estimate indicated that the IDL ships would get one more shot at the Cho-ta’an before the last of the enemy ships broke orbit. A few minutes before this, GODCOM would pass within a thousand kilometers of the Cho-ta’an, giving it one last shot as well. 
 
    “It’s not going to be enough,” Huiskamp murmured. 
 
    “Sir?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Even if we take out half of those ships, that leaves seven to pursue Freedom. We might be able to protect two seedships, but not all three.” 
 
    “They don’t have many destroyers, sir, and our frigates are more than a match for their interceptors.” 
 
    Huiskamp shook his head. “Except we’ll be out of missiles. If we try to save all three ships, we’ll lose all three. We’re going to have to let one go.” 
 
    “Jesus, sir. How do we pick?” The unspoken question: are you going to sacrifice your son’s ship to let the others get away? 
 
    “Renaissance and Philadelphia have a bigger head start, and fewer Choties chasing them. Plot a course after Renaissance and one after Philadelphia. Split our frigates into two wings. After this group breaks orbit, we’ll send Alpha Wing after Renaissance and Beta Wing after Philadelphia.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    God forgive me, thought Admiral Huiskamp. 
 
    He looked at the animated rendering of the ships racing around the globe. Closest to the surface and traveling the fastest was a blue dot representing the IDL ships. Above the blue dot was a slower-moving yellow dot representing GODCOM. Above this, moving still more slowly, was a red dot representing the Cho-ta’an ships. The blue and red dots were separated by nearly a third of the distance around Geneva. The yellow and red dots were closer, and the gap was closing. If only he could slow the yellow dot enough to line the three of them up…. 
 
    “Ms. Aguilar, how much acceleration can you get out of this thing?” 
 
    Marissa Aguilar, the navigator, turned to give him a quizzical look. “Sir?”  
 
    “GODCOM. Acceleration.” 
 
    “Um, a tenth of a gee, if efficiency is not a concern. GODCOM isn’t really designed to move quickly.” 
 
    “Can you slow us enough to match the Choties’ orbit?” 
 
    “It will take most of our fuel, but I think so, sir. I’ll need a minute to run the calculations.” 
 
    “Forget about fuel. How long will it take?” 
 
    “Sir, I’ll need to—” 
 
    “Ballpark estimate, Aguilar! Time is of the essence. If we begin accelerating immediately, how long will it take to match the Choties’ orbit?” 
 
    “Twenty minutes, sir? That’s a wild—” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Sir, you understand that if we change course without calculating a precise orbital trajectory, we could end up on a collision course with the Cho-ta’an ships?” 
 
    “Promises, promises,” Huiskamp said. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Just make it happen, Ms. Aguilar.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twelve                         
 
    Quintus Tineius Rufus, legatus augusti pro praetore for the province of Judaea, sat astride a massive chestnut horse on a low hill overlooking a rocky valley just north of Aelia Capitolina. To his right, also mounted, was Lucius Antonius Falco, legatus legionis of the Sixth Roman Legion, Legio VI Ferrata. Accompanying them were a score of aides and adjutants. Below, standing at attention in a square formation, were the 5,300 men of the legion. 
 
    “The legion appears to be in fine form, Lucius,” said Rufus. 
 
    “We drill daily, sir.” 
 
    “Even while keeping up work on the aqueduct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Discipline is essential in all manner of activity.” 
 
    “Well said, Lucius. When we put down these rebels, much of the credit will be yours. I will put in a word to the Emperor.” 
 
    “That would be much appreciated, sir, but the credit belongs to the men. There is a reason the motto of the Sixth is Fidelis Constans.” 
 
    Rufus nodded approvingly and urged his horse forward to the edge of the bluff. “Men of the Sixth Legion,” he cried, “today you shall see glory! A group of Jewish vermin have infested the valley north of Aelia Capitolina. They insult the Emperor and Jupiter by delaying the construction of the city and the temple. Our brothers in the Tenth have fought valiantly, but the cowardly Jews refuse to meet us in battle, preferring to throw rocks from the hills and then flee into their caves. Legio X Fretensis has been forced by this constant harassment to retreat inside their garrison walls, and the Jews have cut off their supply of food and water. You have been called away from your vital work in the Yizrael Valley to aid them. We shall march through the valley, purging it of the Jewish vermin and securing the road to the city. If we move quickly, we will trap many of them in the open. The men of the Tenth are awaiting our arrival and will launch their attack once we have secured the valley. We shall catch them between us like an animal in pincers, and your gladii will be stained to the hilt with the blood of the Jews!” He drew his own sword and raised it over his head. “For Rome and for the Emperor!” 
 
    “For Rome and for the Emperor!” roared the men as one. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “The Romans have sent reinforcements, Nasi. The entire Sixth Legion. The governor himself commands them.”  
 
    “You sound worried, Eleazar,” said Simon ben Kosevah, smiling. “Let them come.” 
 
    “We should retreat,” said Eleazar. “We cannot hold the valley against two legions.” The two conferred in Simon ben Kosevah’s private quarters in the vast palace called Herodium, near Bethlehem. Built on top of an artificial hill at the edge of the desert by King Herod, Herodium had four massive towers that allowed sentries to see for miles in all directions. The Romans had tried and failed to take it from the Jews on several occasions since the war began. So confident were the rebels in their position that they had sent over ten thousand men to the Tyropean Valley, some five miles northwest of Herodium, in an attempt to oust the Romans from Aelia Capitolina.  
 
    “The valley is not our objective, Uncle. Keep your eyes on Yerusalem.” 
 
    “If we lose the valley, we will never take Yerusalem. Starving out the garrison was a good plan, but it depended on keeping the Sixth occupied elsewhere. The countryside has not risen up in the numbers we had hoped.” 
 
    “Ah, Eleazar! You see so much and yet so little. You think like a farmer. ‘Perhaps if I work this valley for a time, I shall someday acquire the hill as well.’ Eleazar, our crop is not wheat or grapes, but men. We will not take Yerusalem until we have many more men, and we will not raise more men until we have shown that we do not fear the legions.” 
 
    “I find it is easier to suppress my fear when I am safe in this fortress,” said Eleazar cautiously. He was perhaps the only one who dared speak to Simon ben Kosevah so boldly. 
 
    Simon laughed. “Then here you shall stay, Uncle. As for me, I will go to meet the Romans at the foot of the holy mountain.” 
 
    “Surely you do not intend to fight? Our movement cannot afford to lose you, Nasi.” 
 
    “Our movement will not survive without a leader willing to lead. Do not be afraid, Eleazar. Though the Romans take the valley, they will not harm a hair on my head.”  
 
    “Then you expect to be defeated?” 
 
    “I expect to lose the valley. And to bloody two Roman legions.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirteen               
 
    To move GODCOM with any precision required halting the station’s spin and then orienting it so that its axis pointed in the direction of travel. That meant everyone on board first felt the discomfiting sensation of the one-third of a gee of pseudo gravity slowly disappear, and then the even more uncomfortable feeling of suddenly being sideways. The ship’s acceleration was less than a tenth of a gee, but this was enough to require that everyone on board be strapped into a chair to prevent falling sideways onto a wall. Even secured tightly into the admiral’s chair on the command deck, the sudden change was enough to make Huiskamp queasy—and he tolerated it better than most. Fortunately he had the foresight to order all non-essential personnel off the command deck. This left only the three critical bridge crew members: Aguilar, Haas, and Lee. 
 
    Changing orbits on the fly was a dicey proposition, but Aguilar’s hurried calculations were borne out. Huiskamp’s goal had simply been to slow enough that GODCOM could fire her remaining missiles while the Cho-ta’an were still in range of the IDL ships. Lee’s algorithm currently projected that the IDL and GODCOM would pass within five hundred kilometers of the Cho-ta’an ships simultaneously. 
 
    Minutes ticked by, and the IDL ships crept closer to the Cho-ta’an wedge. Soon the IDL ships would pass almost directly underneath the Cho-ta’an. Meanwhile, GODCOM continued to slow and move outward from Geneva, drifting closer to an orbit that would intersect with that of the Cho-ta’an wedge. “A thousand klicks and closing,” said Aguilar, brushing a strand of stray hair behind her ear. 
 
    “Missiles ready,” said Lee. 
 
    “Hold your fire, Mr. Lee,” Huiskamp instructed. The only chance they had was to fire at the same time as the IDL ships, overwhelming the Cho-ta’an countermeasures.  
 
    “Incoming projectiles,” said Aguilar.  
 
    “Stay the course, Ms. Aguilar.” They needed every bit of acceleration GODCOM could muster. Their window of simultaneous engagement was already small; they couldn’t risk narrowing it further to dodge railgun bullets. 
 
    A klaxon warned that the hull had been breached. There was no other sound, except for the constant groaning of the station under the strain of the unnatural acceleration, but on the graphical depiction of the station over Huiskamp’s head, three sections flashed red. That meant they were losing atmosphere and would be sealed off. A readout under the graphic detailed the damages. So far, they were minor. 
 
    “Five hundred klicks and closing,” said Aguilar. 
 
    Huiskamp began to worry that they’d decelerated too hard. GODCOM was now within missile range, but the IDL ships were still too far away. The tactical readout estimated that the IDL ships would be in range in thirty seconds.  
 
    “Hold your fire,” Huiskamp said again. The klaxon was sounding constantly now. Four more sections lit up in flashing red. The lights went out, and emergency lighting came on. The readout said life support was offline, and one of the thrusters was damaged. 
 
    “Sir,” said Lee, “if we don’t fire now, we risk losing our weapons systems. Another hit like that—” 
 
    “I’m aware of the risks, Lee. Hold your fire.” 
 
    “Four hundred klicks and closing.” 
 
    There was a loud crack from Huiskamp’s left, followed by a whistling like air being pulled through a keyhole. Huiskamp’s ears popped as the pressure in the cabin suddenly dropped. Glancing up, Huiskamp saw stars though a perfectly round hole in the ceiling. “Patch that!” he shouted, but it was unnecessary. Dietrich Haas, the engineer, had already undone his restraints and opened a nearby emergency cabinet. Locating a patch, Haas made his way up the wall toward the hole. He slapped the patch over the hole and the whistling stopped.  
 
    “Three hundred klicks and closing,” said Lee. “Alpha Wing is in range.” 
 
    “Open fire,” Huiskamp said. “Give ‘em everything we’ve got.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Lee said. 
 
    There was a rumbling as the missiles left their silos and streaked toward the Cho-ta’an ships.  
 
    “Alpha Wing has launched missiles,” Lee said. 
 
    “Two hundred klicks,” said Aguilar. 
 
    “Beta Wing is now in range of the enemy,” Lee said. The Cho-ta’an have launched missiles.” 
 
    “Target?” 
 
    “Looks like they’re headed this way, sir. Chaff has deployed.” 
 
    Good, thought Huiskamp. The more fire we take, the better the chances our ships have of making it through this. 
 
    “One hundred klicks,” said Aguilar. A proximity warning sounded. 
 
    “Cut acceleration,” Huiskamp shouted. “Brace for impact.”  
 
    The force pulling Huiskamp to his left ceased as the thrusters cut out, and they were once again weightless. Explosions erupted on every cam screen. The closer ones were Cho-ta’an missiles striking chaff; the more distant ones were IDL missiles aimed at the Cho-ta’an. With any luck, there had been enough of them that a few got through their countermeasures.  
 
    The Command Deck rattled as debris struck GODCOM, but the status display showed no more breaches. The tactical display showed the IDL ships passing directly under the Cho-ta’an. GODCOM was a yellow dot inside a swarm of red. Aguilar had done better than matching the Cho-ta’an ships’ orbit: she’d piloted the station smack into the middle of the Cho-ta’an fleet.  
 
    “Shut that thing off!” Huiskamp shouted, and a second later the proximity warning ceased. For a moment, all was still and quiet. Distant flashes of light were visible on several of the screens. That was good news: light meant fire, and fire meant oxygen spilling into space. Several Cho-ta’an ships were seriously damaged. The tactical readout said sixteen ships remained. As Huiskamp watched, the number changed to fifteen, and then fourteen. No IDL ships had been lost. They slipped underneath the Cho-ta’an, passing out of range. 
 
    The remaining Cho-ta’an ships were spread out across an area about fifty kilometers in diameter, roughly level with Geneva’s surface. GODCOM’s new orbit didn’t quite match that of the Cho-ta’an, and it appeared that soon she would be above the area occupied by the enemy ships. She would remain in range for several more minutes, and now the Cho-ta’an didn’t have to worry about taking fire from two directions at once. Warning lights indicated streams of railgun projectiles. 
 
    “Return fire!” Huiskamp barked, but Lee was already on it. He’d directed the station’s railguns at the nearest ship—a destroyer that was only about five klicks away and getting closer. Railguns—both GODCOM’s and the destroyer’s—were deadly accurate at this range. The only question was whether the Cho-ta’an ship or GODCOM would break apart first. Fortunately the rest of the Cho-ta’an ships held their fire, probably to avoid taking out one of their own.  
 
    Two more sections of the station lit up red. Half of GODCOM was now out of commission. The destroyer was so close that it was clearly visible coming toward them on the cam screen. No, he was mistaken. It was no longer a single ship coming at them, but a cluster of ship fragments. They’d torn the destroyer to pieces, but the pieces were now coming at them at several kilometers per second. The last of GODCOM’s missiles raced out to meet the largest section, blowing it apart, but half a dozen smaller sections—many of them several meters across—were still coming. 
 
    “Brace yourselves, everybody,” Huiskamp said. “This is going to be rough.” 
 
    A boom like a thunderclap sounded as the first fragment struck. All the screens went black. Stars slid past on the few exposed windows as GODCOM was shoved off course. Another piece hit, somewhere farther away, and there was the sound of metal tearing, followed by several explosions. A third fragment struck, with a boom even louder than the first, and suddenly they were spinning wildly—but around a much tighter axis than GODCOM’s central hub. A section of the station including the command deck had broken off from the rest of the station and was now spinning independently. Fighting nausea, Huiskamp reflected that it was a testament to GODCOM’s designers that the command deck remained pressurized. Then something struck him on the back of the head and he lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fourteen             
 
    At its peak the Interstellar Defense League had in its service three hundred twenty-nine warships capable of deep space travel. The number of people certified to captain these ships was never over four hundred. Jason Huiskamp had met nearly all of them. One of them had been his father, Admiral Cole Huiskamp, who had been aboard GODCOM when it was destroyed. Of the rest, all but two were missing in action or known to be deceased. Jason was one. Cora Sloan, captain of IDLS Renaissance, was the other.  
 
    Less than a day after GODCOM was destroyed, Alpha and Beta wings had caught up to the Cho-ta’an pursuing the Renaissance and Philadelphia, respectively. The IDL gave the Cho-ta’an a hell of a fight, but they were outnumbered and outgunned. In the end, all twenty IDL ships were destroyed, having taken out another thirteen Cho-ta’an vessels. That left nine enemy vessels chasing the two seedships—a destroyer and four interceptors after Renaissance and five interceptors on Philadelphia’s tail. 
 
    The seedships were designed to maintain a constant one gee acceleration to simulate Earth gravity during the long voyage of the colonists, but they had left orbit a little over half-laden, and between the lighter-than-expected mass and some tweaks to the engines, Renaissance and the Philadelphia had managed about one point three gees over the past four days. Freedom, which by the luck of the draw had ended up with a slightly lighter load than the others, had hit nearly one point four gees. It made for an uncomfortable ride, although this was somewhat compensated for by the colonists having about ten times as much living area per person as they’d expected. The additional acceleration had bought the seedships some time, but not enough. It had taken the ten Cho-ta’an warships still on Philadelphia’s tail four days accelerating at nearly one point five gees, but they’d caught up. Twenty-three hours after Alpha and Beta wings were destroyed, Jason and the bridge crew of Freedom had listened to the last audio transmission from Captain Christophe Landa of Philadelphia as it was violently depressurized by Cho-ta’an railguns.  
 
    At present, Jason and the bridge crew on Freedom were listening to what was very likely the last transmission from Cora Sloan as the Cho-ta’an closed with Renaissance. The transmission, received over a distance of nearly four billion kilometers, was broken and nearly inaudible, even with Freedom’s audio enhancement algorithms. The signal had taken almost four hours to reach them. 
 
    “…is it for us,” Captain Sloan was saying. “Deployed chaff, but there are just too many … fires in the [garbled] and one of the holds … three of them with our railguns … shit, tore through the … pressure dropping fast … dump cargo if you can. Probably wouldn’t have made a difference … fare better than [garbled] … an honor to serve with you two….” 
 
    “That appears to be the end of the transmission, sir,” said Ensign Josh Creed, Freedom’s communications officer. Creed, a slightly built man with thinning brown hair, was the youngest member of the bridge crew. He was competent but over-serious in the way that conscientious but less experienced crew members tended to be. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Creed.” 
 
    The bridge crew was silent for some time, and the last words of Captain Sloan seemed to hang in the air. Sloan had never known that Philadelphia had already been destroyed by the Cho-ta’an. She and Renaissance had met their respective ends less than an hour apart but separated by three billion kilometers. Now Freedom, pursued by the fourteen enemy ships that had escaped the suicidal final assault by GODCOM, was humanity’s last chance—and a slim chance it was.  
 
    Freedom had only spotted the eleven Cho-ta’an ships about three hours earlier. Cho-ta’an ships used cloaking fields that made them difficult to spot at a distance; Freedom’s sensors picked them up only because they had known exactly which direction to look. There seemed to be nine interceptors and two destroyers, following Freedom at a distance of about two million kilometers and closing. At their current rate of acceleration relative to Freedom’s, they would be in missile range within a day. 
 
    Jason didn’t fault his father for failing to protect Freedom—on the contrary, his father’s error had been thinking he could save two of the three seedships. As a result, all three would be destroyed. Jason smiled bitterly to himself, musing on the irony that in the end, the undoing of the tough-as-nails IDL admiral had been that he was too soft-hearted.  
 
    Jason didn’t intend to make that mistake. Freedom might be doomed, but it would not fail in its mission because of an excess of sentimentality. If there was one thing Jason had learned in his eighteen years in the IDL, it was how to make tough decisions. 
 
    As if on cue, Josh Creed said, “Captain, Lauren Foley is requesting to speak with you again.” 
 
    Jason stifled a groan. Foley was the de facto leader of the colonists aboard Freedom. Until two days ago, she had been the Director of the Geneva Planetary Evacuation Authority. Jason wasn’t entirely clear on how she had ended up on Freedom; at the last minute, someone had removed Pranit Mehta from the shuttle’s passenger manifest and added Foley in his place. For all he knew, Foley had done it herself, but he couldn’t get any straight answers out of the Geneva government. The President was in hiding and incommunicado and Calvin Gabor, the top law enforcement authority, had apparently either quit or had been fired. Geneva was devolving into chaos. 
 
    However it had happened, Foley was now one of two medical doctors aboard Freedom, the other being twenty-eight-year old Adam Zotov, who had joined the IDL right out of medical school. Foley was also a renowned geneticist, which made her perhaps the most important person on the ship. They needed her, and she knew it.  
 
    Neither the mysterious circumstances of Foley’s inclusion among the colonists nor her entitled attitude endeared her to Jason. He had no desire to speak with her even at the best of times, and he certainly didn’t need the distraction while he was trying to deal with eleven enemy ships on his tail. As long as some slight possibility still existed that Freedom would be able to fulfil its mission, however, it was in his interest to keep Foley mollified. 
 
    “Put her through, Mr. Creed.” 
 
    A moment later, he was looking at the stern but not unattractive face of Lauren Foley. She was a short, heavyset but well-proportioned woman, with fine features that were framed by sandy brown hair that was pulled into a ponytail behind her head. 
 
    “Captain,” she said, with a slight nod. No thank you for agreeing to speak with me. Just the bare minimum acknowledgement of rank. 
 
    “What can I help you with, Dr. Foley?” It was a childish game they were playing, jockeying for position, and Jason reminded himself that pride was a type of sentiment as well. 
 
    “You could tell us what the hell is going on, for starters. We’re human beings, Captain, not cargo.” She had a point: nothing had been communicated to the fifteen colonists regarding the status of Freedom or the other seedships since Jason had broadcast a warning that they would be accelerating to one point four gees two days earlier. Jason would have arranged for the colonists to remain in stasis for the first part of their voyage, but in their haste to get the seedships loaded, the stasis pods had been left behind. Only six pods, for use by the crew, had been installed during Freedom’s construction. The engineering plans called for forty, but construction had been expedited to evade the Cho-ta’an.  
 
    “My apologies, Dr. Foley. In truth, there hasn’t been much news until recently. We’ve received no transmissions from Geneva or GODCOM for twenty-seven hours.” 
 
    “And the other seedships?” 
 
    “I’m afraid the news of our sister ships is not good. Both have been destroyed by the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “My God. We’re all that’s left?” 
 
    “Of the seedships, yes. We believe several IDL ships are still active, notably the battleship Kilimanjaro.” 
 
    “I assume the bone-crushing gravity we’re experiencing is the result of our efforts to outrun the Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “That’s right. Luckily, we ended up with a slightly lighter load than Philadelphia and Renaissance, allowing us to maintain a higher rate of acceleration. I know it’s not easy, but trust me—the alternative is worse.” 
 
    “How many ships are chasing us?” 
 
    “Eleven that we know of.” 
 
    “And you expect to outrun them?” 
 
    “Yes. It will be close, but we should be able to reach the Chrylis gate before them. We’ll jump to the Procyon system, where we will rendezvous with Kilimanjaro. Kilimanjaro will escort us beyond the reach of the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “How fast will we be going when we reach the Chrylis gate?” 
 
    “About point three light speed.” 
 
    “Has a ship ever gone through a gate at that velocity?” 
 
    Only one, thought Jason. And we have no idea what happened to her. “No, but there’s no reason it shouldn’t work.” 
 
    “Assuming we can thread the needle.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Have you made contact with Kilimanjaro?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Won’t it be a problem if we show up in the Procyon system traveling at point three light speed and Kilimanjaro hasn’t accelerated to match our velocity?” 
 
    She’s too smart, though Jason. Most civilians—even those of a scientific bent—had a poor grasp of the distances and velocities involved in interstellar travel. Foley, however, had picked up on the problem right away. “We expect to make contact with Kilimanjaro soon,” he said. “Military ships are capable of much greater acceleration than seedships, so they shouldn’t have a problem catching up with us.”  
 
    “Ah, I see,” said Foley. 
 
    She knows I’m lying, thought Jason. I should have gone with my instinct and refused her call. Nothing good can come of this. “One more thing you ought to know,” he said. “We’re going to be ditching some of our cargo. To outrun the Cho-ta’an, we need to shed a few tons of mass. Nothing important; we’ve got a lot of stuff we don’t need, since we only have thirty-six people on board. I wanted you to know because we’ll need to cut the engines. I’ll make an announcement, but you should prepare your people for a few hours of zero gee.” 
 
    “I appreciate the warning. Does this mean we can look forward to even greater acceleration when you re-engage the engines?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. We’ll need as much acceleration as we can muster to beat the Cho-ta’an to the gate.” 
 
    “Thank you for your candor, Captain. This meeting has been very informative.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifteen                         
 
    Admiral Cole Huiskamp dreamed of a snake biting its own tail. 
 
    He awoke in his own bed, strapped in with the zero-gee netting. A dull ache throbbed in his head, the top of which was wrapped in gauze. A tube connected to the inside of his left arm led from a pressurized cannister affixed to a hook on the ceiling. A glance at his wrist comm told him it had been nineteen hours since GODCOM had been torn apart. Nineteen hours in bed, floating through space inside the remnants of a destroyed space station. 
 
    Why am I alive? he asked himself. In the dim light of the room an answer came to him in the form of the dull sheen from a polycarbonate globe hanging in cargo netting about an arm’s length from his face. The helmet. A thirteen-hundred-year-old helmet that had been manufactured three years ago, according to the serial number noted in the Jörmungandr report.  
 
    Impossible. Ridiculous. And yet, what other explanation was there? Jörmungandr had somehow learned the name of the members of an expedition that had inexplicably disappeared, immediately manufactured an artificially aged IDL helmet, dummied up a radiocarbon test report and sent both to the director of the Geneva evacuation effort? Listening to Christina Price’s pseudoscientific mumbo-jumbo, he’d been prepared to dismiss the whole thing as a red herring, but now the helmet faced him as a brute fact of reality. There had to be an explanation. Just like there had to be an explanation for why he was alive. 
 
    No, my thinking is muddled. I’m conflating causality with teleology. There can be a causal explanation for why I’m alive even if there is no reason for me to be alive. And yet—I am more than the sum of the interactions of particles that make up my body. If I didn’t believe I had a reason for being, I wouldn’t have chosen this career. I believed I could save Geneva from the Cho-ta’an, but I was wrong. But if my purpose vanished along with GODCOM, then why am I here? 
 
    He knew it was the wrong question to ask, but it wouldn’t go away. And the only answer he could find was the dull sheen of bleached polycarbonate just visible in the near-darkness. 
 
    Huiskamp pulled out the IV and got out of bed. He pulled off the bandage and examined the wound in the mirror. It didn’t look too bad. A glancing blow from something with a sharp corner had opened a triangular laceration a few centimeters across on the back of his head. Someone had cleaned and sealed it. He washed up, got dressed, ate half a nutrition bar, and made his way to the command deck. 
 
    Without the pseudogravity to help him along, he had to pull himself down the pole, and although the energy required was minimal, he was trembling and breathing heavy by the time he reached the command deck. He steadied himself, took several deep breaths, and then opened the door to the command deck. 
 
    The command deck was quiet and nearly as dim as Huiskamp’s quarters. The 360 display and most of the monitors were dark, but Aguilar, Lee and Haas sat strapped into their chairs. Aguilar stared at her screen; the others appeared to be asleep.  
 
    “Admiral!” said Aguilar as Huiskamp approached, pulling himself on a guardrail that had been superfluous while the station was spinning. “You should be in bed!” Aguilar’s voice was hoarse, and even in the minimal light Huiskamp could make out dark circles beneath her eyes. She looked like she had aged ten years while he was out. 
 
    “And yet, here I am. Status report.” He pushed off the rail toward his chair, grabbed onto a handle to halt his momentum, and then pulled himself into the chair and began to secure his restraints. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Well, um, all that’s left of GODCOM is a section of the outer rim about one hundred meters long, along with most of the northern spoke. Spinward we lost everything past the galley. Antispinward everything is gone past engineering. As far as we can tell, the northern spoke was torn away from the hub by railgun fire. Then we took two clean hits from debris, one on either side of the command deck. Our spin pulled us away from the wreckage. Cabins auto-sealed so we lost minimal atmosphere. Frankly, sir, it’s a miracle we’re alive.” She spoke it as a simple fact, without enthusiasm. She tapped a few keys and a diagram appeared on Huiskamp’s console screen. It was a rendering of a section of GODCOM shaped roughly like a workman’s pick, with the spoke acting as the handle. 
 
    “My God,” Huiskamp murmured. He glanced over at Lee and Haas, asleep in their chairs, and again marveled that any of them were alive. “It’s just the four of us then?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, sir.” 
 
    Huiskamp stared at the rendering. By ordering the rest of the crew off the command deck, he’d sentenced them to death. Ms. Umarzai and all the others, pulverized by debris or sucked into the void. 
 
    “We’ve been calling it the Arc Zero, sir.” 
 
    Huiskamp frowned. “As in Noah’s?” 
 
    “As in part of a circle, sir. It didn’t seem right to call it GODCOM when we didn’t know if there were still other survivors out there. We thought there might be other Arcs.” 
 
    “Why zero and not one?” 
 
    “Zero-based arrays are perfectly sensible, sir. Also, we thought it sounded better.” 
 
    “I see. Computer systems are online?” 
 
    “More-or-less, sir. We’re running in low power mode, since we lost the reactor. All we’ve got is one partial bank of solar panels. It’s barely enough to keep air flowing through the scrubbers.” 
 
    “How did you stop the spinning?” 
 
    “That was Haas, sir. He deserves a commendation. While the rest of us were puking our guts out, he climbed into an access shaft and managed to get one of the auxiliary rockets to fire. Slowed us down enough to get stabilized.” Haas, strapped into his chair a few steps away, continued to snore, oblivious to the praise. 
 
    “Have we got comms?” 
 
    “System is online, but we have no deep space transmitter.” 
 
    “No transmissions received from the rest of the station?” 
 
    “No, sir. Not since the collision. Either their comms are down or they weren’t as lucky as we were.” 
 
    “What about the surface?” 
 
    “No word of a Cho-ta’an attack on the surface yet, sir, but things are going downhill fast. Word got out that the seedships left without most of the colonists. Most of the planet is embroiled in civil war. We haven’t heard from GSC for two days. We don’t have a transmitter capable of reaching the surface, but we’ve been monitoring news reports. It doesn’t look good.” 
 
    Huiskamp shook his head. GSC was the IDL’s Geneva Surface Command. If it had fallen, the situation was dire indeed.  
 
    “And the seedships?” 
 
    “Renaissance and Philadelphia were destroyed by the Cho-ta’an, sir, along with Alpha and Beta wings. Only Freedom remains. We received a communication from her yesterday stating that Captain Huiskamp intends to ram the Chrylis Gate.” 
 
    “He what?” 
 
    “They were being pursued by eleven Cho-ta’an ships, sir. Captain Huiskamp believed escape was impossible. They dumped their cargo in an attempt to beat the Cho-ta’an to the gate. He’s already transmitted the destruct code, but of course there’s no way to know if it worked. So he’s making sure.” 
 
    “My God,” Huiskamp murmured. “Jason, what are you doing?” 
 
    “We received another message a few hours after the first. It seems Freedom was able to eliminate the Cho-ta’an on their tail by detonating their cargo.” 
 
    “Clever tactic,” Huiskamp muttered, despite himself. 
 
    “Yes, sir. But at the cost of forfeiting their mission. They had to jettison all the colonization supplies, including the TGP. Also, there’s still been no word from Admiral Chiang. Captain Huiskamp is convinced the only chance humanity has is to cut the Geneva system off from the rest of the galaxy. If he can take out the Chrylis gate, that leaves only one access point.” 
 
    “One is all the Cho-ta’an need. We don’t have any ships left. How does he think we’re going to destroy the Geneva gate?” 
 
    “It’s all he can do, sir. Even if he could stay ahead of the Cho-ta’an, without the TGP, his mission is doomed. I can play the messages for you if you like.” 
 
    “I’ll listen to it in my quarters in a little while.” The throbbing in his head had worsened, and he suddenly felt incredibly tired. Maybe it had been a mistake to go to the command deck, but he couldn’t just lie in bed if there was something he needed to be doing. 
 
    Funny how human beings will forge purpose out of nothingness, he thought. Rather than despair, Jason had immediately pivoted to another mission. Taking out the Chrylis gate was probably pointless, but it was something. A final blow he could strike against the Cho-ta’an. Unfortunately, there was nothing Huiskamp could do to help his son. If he had a single ship, he’d have gladly piloted it into the Geneva gate himself, but he was stuck on a fragment of a dead space station, floating helplessly in orbit. Without a deep space transmitter, he couldn’t even send a message of encouragement to Jason. 
 
    “There’s something else, sir,” Aguilar said, and the reluctance in his voice told Huiskamp it was bad news.  
 
    “Go ahead, Ms. Aguilar.” 
 
    “The good news, sir, is that we’re not going to run out of food and water. We’ve got about five thousand liters of water in the tanks, and there’s enough food in the galley to last us for as long as we remain in orbit.” 
 
    “Which is how long?” 
 
    “Hard to say, sir, but our orbit appears to be unstable. We were knocked into a highly eccentric ellipse so we’re getting some atmospheric drag at the co-vertices. We’re working on triangulating our location with more precision from satellite transmissions.” 
 
    “All right, Ms. Aguilar,” Huiskamp said, too tired to process what Aguilar was saying. “That’s all for now. I’ll be retiring to my quarters.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Do you need help, sir?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Ms. Aguilar. As you were.” He undid his restraints and pushed himself out of the chair. Even in zero gees, it was a struggle. He pulled himself along the railing and opened the door. Once on the other side, he allowed himself a moment to rest. A year and a half at one third of a gee had made him weak, and a blow on the head and nineteen hours in bed hadn’t helped either. The universe is trying to kill me, he thought, and something about the idea struck him as so funny that he burst into laughter. “Get ahold of yourself,” he mumbled. “People are counting on you.” Trembling and sweating, he pulled himself up the pole and made his way down the corridor to his quarters. He managed to climb into the elastic netting over his cot and fell asleep. 
 
    When he awoke, his wrist comm told him that six hours had passed. Six hours wasted, he thought. Six hours that could have been spent… doing what? There was nothing to do. Soon his son would destroy the ship entrusted to his command, killing everyone aboard in a futile effort to destroy the Chrylis gate, and Huiskamp and those aboard Arc Zero would burn up in Geneva’s atmosphere. There was nothing anyone could do about it. 
 
    No, he told himself. There was always something you could do. You could, if nothing else, face the end bravely, not cowering in bed. His crew was counting on him. He needed to set an example for them, give them a mission, even if that mission was as futile as his son’s. We may have lost this war, but if there’s anyone around in ten thousand years to sift through the wreckage of our civilization, I want them to know that Admiral Cole Huiskamp and the crew of GODCOM did not give up. The Choties have us outgunned, but humans never give up. 
 
    But there would be no wreckage of Arc Zero. If she were already brushing against the atmosphere, she had a few weeks at most before she broke apart and burned up, leaving no trace. Without a transmitter, she couldn’t even leave a goodbye message. The personal transmitters aboard weren’t even powerful enough to get a signal to the surface of Geneva. Arc Zero would die alone.  
 
    Huiskamp got out of bed, drank some water and ate a nutrition bar. He couldn’t get the image of the remnant of GODCOM out of his mind. GODCOM had been a self-contained environment, a spinning world floating far above Geneva. But the circle had been broken, and now she was only a fragment of the whole. Incomplete, unable to sustain herself, she drifted slowly toward oblivion. The image of the serpent biting its own tail came unbidden to his mind. Was it the answer or just a distraction, a delusion borne of desperation? 
 
    He tapped his wrist comm. “Mr. Haas, please come to my quarters.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixteen                        
 
    It was the first pitched battle of the war. The Jewish forces met the Sixth Legion in the valley, less than a mile from the road that led up the Temple Mount, where the Tenth Legion was garrisoned. The Jewish regulars outnumbered the Romans nearly two to one, but the Romans were better disciplined and better equipped. Fewer than half of the Jews had any sort of armor, and what they had was mostly boiled leather pieces and fragments of armor that had been scavenged from Roman stationarii. For weapons, most carried spears, though a few had Roman gladii. Some had slings, bows or the small, curved daggers called sicae. Perhaps half carried shields. 
 
    The Romans began the engagement by hurling their javelins at the Jews, killing or wounding several dozen of the defenders. The Jews responded by firing arrows and hurling stones with their slings, to little effect; the Roman shield wall was difficult to penetrate. The Romans advanced quickly, swords drawn. 
 
    The legion, assuming a wedge formation, smashed into the Jewish lines. For a moment, all was chaos and confusion on the Jewish side, but Simon ben Kosevah, spear raised over his head, pressed forward, smashing his shield into the face of a centurion. “For Yerusalem!” he roared, and the men around him echoed the battle cry. The Romans hesitated, and the Jews regained their footing. Spears thrust forward, most glancing off shields or armor, but some sinking into flesh. Simon, exulting in the smell of sweat, leather and spilled blood, let out a joyous laugh. He was no stranger to violence, but up until now his experience had been limited to smaller skirmishes and guerilla actions. This is what he had been waiting for: a pitched battle with one of the renowned Roman Legions! 
 
     The Jews retreated slowly and fitfully, as planned, each time stopping to face the Romans again from the most advantageous point available. On Simon’s signal, the defensive line would suddenly break, and the men would turn and sprint farther down the valley, making use of familiar creek beds and deer trails that wound around the rocks and scrub to vanish in the midst of a Roman onslaught. The legionnaires pursued but quickly found themselves being pelted with stones and skewered by arrows launched by another defensive line hidden among the rocks. Often they would be harassed by stones thrown from above as well. 
 
    After the third such retreat, the Romans grew more cautious. Rufus ordered them to advance slowly, fearing more Jewish traps. Simon had anticipated this response as well, however: the Romans now found themselves in a narrow section of the valley where men with stones could easily target them from both sides. The stones themselves did little damage, usually bouncing off the legionnaires’ iron helmets or cuirasses, but they proved enough of a distraction that the group of defenders ahead of them managed to hold them off for nearly a half hour. This gave the Jews time to maneuver men around behind the Romans, so the soldiers had to defend against attacks from the rear as well. 
 
    At last Lucius Falco led a charge that broke the defenders’ line, and the legion advanced once again. Hundreds of dead men—Roman and Jewish—littered their wake. Rufus did not doubt that the legion would yet triumph, but his confidence had been shaken. These vermin were proving more difficult to exterminate than expected. 
 
    Now, though, the battle had shifted onto ground more favorable to the Romans: here the valley widened, and there were fewer rocks for the defenders to hide behind. The walls of the valley were too distant for the Jews to target the Romans with slings and arrows from above, and the Jews harassing the legion from behind, having been forced into the open, fled. 
 
    Nor was that all: they had reached the point where the road from the valley floor to the Temple Mount began. The Jews could retreat further down the valley or they could retreat up the road. If they did the former, they would have ceded their position to the Romans. If they did the latter, they would be caught between the Sixth Legion going up and the Tenth Legion coming down—for there was little doubt, now that the bulk of the Jewish force was engaged in the valley rather than guarding the road, that the Tenth would be marching toward them. 
 
    When Simon ben Kosevah ordered his men to flee into the valley, Rufus felt equal parts relief and disappointment. He had half-expected the brash Jewish leader to make a glorious final stand trying to retake the mountain, but it seemed that Simon was more pragmatic than he’d been led to believe. 
 
    The Jews fled to their caves and hideouts, and Lucius Falco shouted orders not to pursue them. There was little to be gained by hunting down a few stray fighters, and experience had taught them that the defenders would have planned ambushes just in case. Rufus had already lost more than three hundred men who had been foolish enough to follow the Jews into the seemingly endless network of caves that riddled this land. 
 
    Down the road toward him marched Septimus Laevinus at the head of several scores of men—no doubt the entire Tenth Legion was behind him. Lucius gave Septimus a salute and then asked Rufus for permission to begin mopping up operations. 
 
    “Granted, Lucius,” said Rufus. “Well fought.” 
 
    Lucius saluted and then went to instruct his staff, who would carry out the process of placing sentinels, setting up tents to care for the wounded, totaling the casualties and equipment losses, and burying the dead. Rufus dismounted, handing his horse off to an aide, and walked up the road to meet Septimus. 
 
    Septimus bowed before him. “I and my men are in debt to you for your help, Quintus Tineius Rufus. It is my shame that I was unable to be of any service to you in the battle.” 
 
    “Stand, old friend,” said Rufus. “There is no dishonor in withstanding such a siege, and I expect you will have many more chances to prove yourself in this war. These Jews turn out to be a formidable enemy.” 
 
    Septimus got to his feet. “So I have learned. Three times I ordered the legion to the valley in an attempt to purge it of the Jews, and each time I lost more men than the last. There seem an infinite number of them, and they hide in every crevice and behind every rock. The Tenth is short nearly a thousand men. Five hundred dead, five hundred badly wounded. Were your losses severe?” 
 
    “Grievously so. I believe we killed as many as we lost, but we shall not know for certain until Lucius makes his report. Speaking of whom, hello, Lucius!” Rufus shouted the legate as he approached on horseback. Lucius dismounted, handed off his steed, and walked toward the two men. 
 
    “Have you completed the task already?” Rufus asked. 
 
    “My officers are well-trained,” Lucius said. “A word to them suffices. There is a matter that may require your attention, however.” 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    “One of the fallen Jews, apparently a lieutenant of Simon ben Kosevah, wishes to speak with you. He speaks poor Latin, and that only between groans of agony, but I believe he claims to have information for you.” 
 
    “He will not give you this information?” 
 
    “He insists he will speak only with the provincial governor.” 
 
    “Persuade him.” 
 
    “I have tried, sir. My men… what I mean to say, sir, is that I do not think we can cause the man any more suffering than he is already experiencing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Seventeen      
 
    Lieutenant Dietrich Haas was GODCOM’s chief engineer. He also had an advanced degree in physics and was the closest thing aboard Arc Zero to an expert on hyperspace gates. He appeared at Huiskamp’s door two minutes later, running his right hand back and forth across his close-cropped hair as he did whenever he was nervous. 
 
    “At ease, Haas,” the admiral said, pushing himself gently off the door frame to make room for Haas to come inside. “I have some questions about hyperspace.” 
 
    “Oh,” Haas replied, perking up a bit. It was rare that someone wanted to talk to him about his pet topic, and he was probably relieved to have something to think about other than the direness of their situation and the deaths of nearly everyone on board GODCOM. Haas pulled himself into the cabin after the admiral, closing the door behind him. The two floated for a moment, facing each other. 
 
    “I’d offer you a drink,” said the admiral, “but everything I’ve got is in glass bottles. I’ve been spoiled by artificial gravity, I suppose. When I commanded a destroyer, all my booze was in plastic squeeze bottles.” Trying to drink from an ordinary liquor bottle in zero gee was hardly worth the frustration. 
 
    “It’s all right, sir. What did you want to know?” 
 
    That was Haas, always getting right down to business. Huiskamp realized he’d been stalling, hesitant to tell the level-headed engineer what was on his mind. Nothing for it but to jump right in.  
 
    “What would you say,” he asked, “if I told you the jumpgates can be used to bend time?” 
 
    “I’d say it’s not surprising, sir.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Time and space are inextricably linked. We tend to think of time as something that exists objectively, separate from material reality, but it’s better understood as an artifact of motion. Moving an object from point A to point B requires t amount of time. The customary way of explaining hyperspace gates is that they fold space, making point A and point B temporarily adjacent in space. But another explanation is that they actually fold time, so that rather than collapsing the distance between A and B, they collapse the separation between the time the ship left the origin gate and the time it arrive at the destination gate.” 
 
    “You’re saying that the ship actually traverses the full distance between the two gates, but it does so in zero elapsed time?” 
 
    “It’s one theory.” 
 
    “It would seem to present some problems, the main one being that if there was anything between the two gates, you’d collide with it at infinite velocity.” 
 
    “Well, yes, but infinite velocity isn’t a concept that really fits into our current understanding of physics. The idea of objects colliding is useful at the macro level, in Newtonian physics, but at the quantum level there aren’t any ‘objects,’ per se. Things that we think of as solid objects are in fact almost entirely empty space. Collisions are really the effects of the interaction of electromagnetic fields, but fields act over time. If you’re traveling at infinite velocity, electromagnetic fields essentially don’t exist for you.” 
 
    “So a ship traveling at infinite velocity could fly right through a star without any trouble.” 
 
    “That’s the theory, sir. The point is that once you’ve accepted the existence of hyperspace gates, you’ve introduced a fundamental change to the laws of physics, one that we don’t yet fully understand. Maybe the gates fold space. Maybe they fold time. Maybe they do both, or something else entirely. We simply don’t know. So time travel would not be the strangest imaginable consequence of hyperspace gates.” 
 
    Huiskamp nodded. “Do you see that helmet behind you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Take a good look at it. What do you think?” 
 
    “Looks like a standard IDL helmet, but without the lining or identifying features. Badly weathered, like it was left out in the sun for a long time.” 
 
    “Do you think that much weathering could occur in three years?” 
 
    “I suppose so, sir. Depending on the environment.” 
 
    “What if I told you that helmet is thirteen hundred years old?” 
 
    Haas regarded the admiral cautiously, as if expecting a trap. “Are you… saying this helmet is… an artifact of some ancient alien civilization?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying it’s an IDL helmet that was manufactured three years ago and yet has somehow experienced thirteen hundred years of weathering.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Haas, his eyes affixed on the helmet. Huiskamp could tell he was wondering just how bad the admiral’s head injury was. 
 
    “Lost your fondness for the idea of time travel?” Huiskamp asked. 
 
    “Well, sir,” said Haas, rubbing his scalp. “It’s just… if you ask me whether God exists, I will probably tell you that it’s not a possibility I can discount. But if you tell me God is waiting for me in the corridor….” 
 
    “The way things are going, Haas, we’re all going to meet God a bit sooner than we had planned. In the meantime, though, we’ve got some harsh realities to deal with. One of them is that space helmet. I have some reason to believe that it is thirteen hundred years old despite having been manufactured only three years ago. I’m asking you if that’s possible.” 
 
    “Theoretically, sir. Can I ask what the evidence is?” 
 
    “I’ll show it to you if you like, although I don’t think you’ll find it very convincing. What I want to know is whether it’s possible that someone wearing that helmet went through a hyperspace gate three weeks ago and reappeared in the year 883 A.D.” 
 
    Haas thought for a moment. “Sir, are you talking about Andrea Luhman?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate, Haas?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. It’s just… this has been bothering me since we received that final transmission from Andrea Luhman. We’ve seen gate failures before, but nothing like that. Even when the Cho-ta’an hit that frigate and it drifted halfway through the gate before the connection was severed… the total mass was conserved. The frigate was cut in half like someone had taken a laser to it, but it was all there—one section in the Gliese system and one in Alpha Centauri. Gates don’t make things disappear. They’re always in one place or the other. So it never made any sense that Andrea Luhman just vanished.” 
 
    “She could have gone through another gate. Maybe one of the Cho-ta’an gates.” 
 
    Haas shook his head. “We’ve never had a failure with a gate like that. You tell the gate where you want to go and it takes you there. The code we send to a gate isn’t like a key that unlocks a padlock. It’s more like a set of notes we play on a piano to create a particular chord. If the gate receives the notes for the Sol gate, it will take you to the Sol gate. If the notes are wrong or the gate malfunctions, it isn’t going to work at all. It won’t just send you to some random gate.” 
 
    “But would it send you back in time?” 
 
    “That’s your theory, not mine, sir. But I will say that it doesn’t make any less sense than Andrea Luhman showing up at an unknown gate—or disappearing entirely.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “The time variable is the one we understand the least. If you send the right coordinates to a gate, it will take you to your destination. That’s an axiom that’s been tested thousands of times with a perfect success rate. But what if there’s an additional data point that we’ve been supplying to the gates without realizing it?” 
 
    “What data point is that?” 
 
    “Relative velocity, sir. Andrea Luhman went through the Fomalhaut gate faster than any ship has ever gone through a gate before. We don’t have any data on what happens when a ship goes through at nearly a third of light speed.” He glanced at the helmet. “At least we didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that the code we transmit is the spatial coordinates and the velocity relative to the gate is the time coordinate?” 
 
    “It’s one explanation, sir.” 
 
    “If that were the case, every ship going through a gate would travel backwards in time. The fastest any ship has gone through a gate before Andrea Luhman was what, a tenth of light speed? Why didn’t they go back in time?” 
 
    “Maybe they did, sir. The function might be logarithmic.” 
 
    “Meaning that it would be much more pronounced at higher velocities.” 
 
    “That’s right, sir. Maybe traveling point zero one light speed takes you back a second. Point one light speed takes you back an hour. Point three light speed takes you back thirteen hundred years.” 
 
    “Half of light speed takes you to the dawn of humanity. Full light speed takes you to the birth of the universe.” 
 
    “Something like that, sir. Although there are some theoretical—as well as practical—problems with accelerating a ship to more than about ninety-nine percent light speed.” 
 
    “Even so, wouldn’t we have noticed this effect, even at lower velocities?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, sir. Understand that there is no such thing as universal time, which means the idea of traveling across space instantaneously is really no more than a helpful approximation. If you’ll allow me to indulge in an illustration, sir?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “A ship disappears from the Gliese system at time t1. It appears in the Geneva system at time t2. According to the ship’s clock, no time has passed. But are t1 and t2 simultaneous, or are they a second apart? Or an hour? Or a week? How would you know?” 
 
    “We do have Galactic Standard Time.” 
 
    “GST is determined by pinging the gates. The gates talk to each other through hyperspace and agree as to the current ‘standard time.’ But the system assumes that gates are communicating in real time, which begs the question: what is real time? So the problem is circular: how do we know hyperspace travel is instantaneous? Because the gates tell us it is. But what is instantaneity? It’s whatever the gates tell us it is.” 
 
    “You mean the gates could be lying to us.” 
 
    “No, sir. I mean there’s no objective reality for the gates to lie to us about.” 
 
    “But if there is no such thing as universal time, and the gates are presenting us with a version of universal time, then isn’t that a kind of lying as well?” 
 
    “I suppose so, sir. Keep in mind that the transmitters and receivers on the gates are human embellishments. All the gates themselves do is relay the message. So it’s really our fault for using the gates for something that perhaps they weren’t intended for.” 
 
    “You think we’d be better off without GST?” 
 
    “I think GST is a benign fiction, like simultaneity itself. The fact is, human brains weren’t designed to deal with the effects of travel at velocities even a small fraction of light speed. We’re wired to think of time as a constant, like the sun rising and setting. But it’s not. If you’ll allow me another illustration: suppose you have two atomic clocks perfectly synchronized to each other. The clocks are located in between the Gliese gate and the Geneva gate. Using conventional space travel, you transport clock A to the Gliese gate and clock B to the Geneva gate. But as it happens, the origin point for the clocks is physically closer to the Gliese gate than to the Geneva gate, so in order to get the clocks to their destinations at the same time, you put clock B on a faster ship.” 
 
    “I get it, Mr. Haas. Velocity causes time to slow. Now the clocks are out of sync, and we don’t know which is the ‘real’ time. But why not just make sure the origin point is directly between the two gates and that the two ships travel at exactly the same velocity? Then the clocks would remain in sync, yes?” 
 
    “You could do that, yes. But the fact that you have to go to such lengths to make sure the clocks stay in sync suggests that simultaneity isn’t a property of empirical reality, but rather an artifact of the way you conduct your experiment. If I have a thermometer that is only accurate as long as the temperature is precisely forty-six degrees Celsius, then I don’t have a useful thermometer. If I can determine simultaneity only in one very particular and rare set of circumstances, I don’t have a useful way of measuring simultaneity.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And it gets worse, sir,” Haas said. “This is all theoretical. That is, because of the principle of general relativity, I know that velocity causes time to slow, and therefore that the clocks will be out of sync by a certain amount. But at interstellar distances, I have no practical way of checking the accuracy of the theory. Suppose I travel to the Gliese gate and you travel to the Geneva gate. I record the time on clock A and send it in a message to you at light speed. Gliese and Geneva are about eight point two light years apart, so it takes eight point two years for the message to reach you. Assuming that exactly eight point two years has passed for each of us, you know that the time on your clock should be precisely eight point two years later than the timestamp in the message. So far, so good. But this illustration assumes that the Gliese gate and the Sol gate are stationary relative to each other, and that’s not the case. Like any two points in the galaxy, they are moving away from each other. That creates a problem for us, because light speed is a constant, meaning that it is the same relative to the Gliese gate and relative to the Sol gate, even though the two gates are moving at different velocities relative to each other. The message I send you is traveling away from me at exactly light speed, but it is also traveling toward you at exactly light speed, even though we are moving away from each other.”  
 
    “You’re losing me, Mr. Haas.” 
 
    “Maybe a more conventional illustration will help. Suppose I’m on a train moving slowly away from a train station. We want to verify that the clock on the train shows the same time as the clock at the station, but I can’t stop the train, and we have no radio. So while you stand outside the station, I write down the time on a baseball and throw it a few seconds after the train passes.” 
 
    “You call this conventional?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, sir. Suppose, for the sake of illustration, that zero time elapses between the moment I write the time on the ball and the moment I throw it. You catch the baseball and mark the time at the station at that moment. You see the time I’ve written doesn’t precisely match the time on the clock at the station. Why is this?” 
 
    “Because it took some time for the ball to reach me.” 
 
    “Right, sir. To calculate how much, you just need to know how fast the train was moving and how fast I threw the ball. To simplify things, we’ll assume you also know exactly how far I was away from the station when I threw the ball. My velocity relative to you is simply the velocity of the baseball minus the velocity of the train. Suppose the train is traveling away from you at ten kilometers per hour and I throw the ball toward you at fifty kilometers per hour. The velocity of the ball relative to you is therefore forty kilometers per hour. Suppose that I’m precisely forty meters from you when I throw the ball. Traveling at forty kilometers per hour, the ball takes a thousandth of an hour to reach you. There are thirty-six hundred seconds in an hour, so that’s three point six seconds. You find that this is the exact difference between the time written on the ball and the time you caught it. Problem solved. The clocks are in sync. Well, close enough for a train schedule, anyway. Thanks to general relativity, there will still be a tiny discrepancy, but nothing to worry about on a practical level. 
 
    “Now let’s get back to our hyperspace gate problem. Instead of a train, I’m at the Gliese gate. Instead of a train station, you’re at the Geneva gate. I’m moving away from you at a velocity of around sixty-eight kilometers per second. Instead of throwing a baseball, I send you a timestamp via laser. You compare the laser timestamp to the time on the atomic clock at the Geneva gate and find a discrepancy, but because of your experience at the train station, you are now confident that the discrepancy is a result of the delay between me transmitting the message and you receiving it. So you perform a simple calculation to determine the velocity of the message, subtracting the velocity of the Gliese gate (relative to you) from the speed of light. Light travels at 299,792 kilometers per second, and the Gliese gate is moving away from you at sixty-eight kilometers per second. The message therefore traveled at…” Haas tapped at his wrist comm. “…299,724 kilometers per second, or slightly less than light speed. Do you see the problem, sir?” 
 
    Huiskamp thought for a moment. “The message was sent by laser. A laser beam is light. The speed of light is a constant.” 
 
    “Exactly. A beam of light can’t travel at less than light speed. Relative to any given point, it always travels at 299,792 kilometers per second. That means the message’s velocity relative to you is light speed, and the message’s velocity relative to me is also light speed, even though we are moving away from each other. This is the tiny discrepancy I mentioned earlier. Except at these velocities it’s no longer tiny. It’s as if the baseball’s velocity were the same whether or not you accounted for the movement of the train.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Well, velocity is a measure of distance traveled over time. If the velocity of the message is the same for both of us, and the distance between the Gliese gate and the Geneva gate and their velocities relative to each other are known variables, then something else has to give.” 
 
    “Time.” 
 
    “That’s right, sir. So in trying to determine whether our two clocks are in sync, we have actually made the problem worse, because we’ve had to bend time to compare our two measurements. And of course we could take a shortcut by transporting both clocks to one of the gates and then sending one of them through to the other gate, but then we’re once again assuming the fidelity of what we’re trying to check. If I send a clock from the Gliese gate to the Geneva gate at one kilometer per hour, it will remain in sync when it gets to the other side. If I send a clock through at half light speed, it will remain in sync when it gets to the other side. In both cases, no time has passed according to the gates. Perfect simultaneity. But is this simultaneity a property of spacetime or is it an artifact of the gates? It all becomes hopelessly muddled after a while. So we take shortcuts, the same way we do with space. We assume the gates are telling us the truth when they tell us what time it is, but what they actually provide is a helpful approximation.” 
 
    “But an approximation of what? If time is just an illusion, then what are the gates giving us?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Eighteen            
 
    Despite the hopeful picture Jason had painted for Lauren Foley, Freedom had no good options. With her current acceleration, she couldn’t outrun the Cho-ta’an ships. If by some miracle she were able to eliminate the eleven ships on her tail, more would be coming. Those that had destroyed Philadelphia and Renaissance had probably already started decelerating and heading back her way. Freedom was seventy-two days from the Chrylis gate at its current speed and acceleration, and even if she could reach it—and the Cho-ta’an hadn’t already seized it—the ships on her tail would just follow her through. Unless she could rendezvous with another ship beyond the gate, she’d be stuck facing another wave of Cho-ta’an ships alone. Her best bet had been to rendezvous with Kilimanjaro in the Procyon system, but they still had received no word from Admiral Chiang. In all likelihood, Kilimanjaro had met the same fate as Philadelphia and Renaissance.  
 
    Even if Kilimanjaro were still online and Freedom could get to the gate ahead of the Cho-ta’an, there was another problem: piloting a large ship like Freedom through a hyperspace gate at much more than ten percent of light speed was extremely dangerous. The gates were three hundred meters in diameter, providing a sizeable margin of error for a small ship traveling at a few thousand kilometers per second. But Freedom was nearly fifty meters at its widest point, and if it maintained its current acceleration, it would be traveling at nearly a quarter of light speed by the time it reached the gate. The slightest miscalculation or variation in thrust at that velocity could be catastrophic.  
 
    By the same token, a slight course correction at this point would cause them to miss the gate completely. That was probably the best option, as bad as it was. If the Cho-ta’an had wasted some of their missiles against GODCOM, there was a chance Freedom could fight them off. Worst case, she would at least draw them away from the Geneva system for a few weeks. There were still a few smaller IDL ships left in the Geneva system. If they could figure out how to trigger the failsafe on the Geneva gate—or wreck it the old-fashioned way, with a kamikaze run—they would hamper the Cho-ta’an’s ability to move more ships into the system. Without a lot more ships, it would take the Cho-ta’an a long time to subdue Geneva itself. Most of the population would starve, but some would survive. As long as humans held the planet, they could conceivably build more ships and retake the system. 
 
    No, Jason thought. It was no good. If the Cho-ta’an hadn’t seized the Chrylis gate as well, they would soon, which meant that destroying the Geneva gate would be of minimal help. As long as the Chrylis gate was online, the rest of the Cho-ta’an fleet was at most a year away from the Geneva system. Even if the idiots running Geneva could get their act together in the face of the Cho-ta’an threat, that wasn’t nearly enough time to build a fleet of warships. The only way the Genevans would have a chance to fight back was if the Chrylis gate was out of commission as well. 
 
    As a high-ranking officer in the IDL, Jason possessed the destruct code. If he transmitted it now, it would reach the Chrylis gate in about ten days. Assuming the Cho-ta’an hadn’t seized the gate by that time and shielded it with their distortion field, the gate would explode, cutting off Freedom’s escape route but also severing one of the two conduits that would allow the Cho-ta’an into the Geneva system. If the IDL could somehow destroy the Geneva gate, that would strand the Cho-ta’an ships in-system, separating them from the rest of their fleet by twenty light years. Humanity would have a chance. 
 
    “Mr. Olson,” Jason said to his navigator, “how long until the Cho-ta’an have us in range?” 
 
    “A little less than twenty hours, sir,” Olson said. Commander Devin Olson was a heavyset man with strawberry blond hair who always seemed to have five o’clock shadow no matter what time it was. Jason thought he looked more like a lumberjack than a navigator on a spaceship, but his simple features and somewhat goofy demeanor belied a sharp mind and quiet confidence. 
 
    Jason thought for a moment. “Mr. Creed, transmit a message to the Geneva system. All frequencies, maximum power, unencrypted.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain. Ready for message.” 
 
    “This is Captain Jason Huiskamp of IDLS Freedom. This message is intended for anyone in the Geneva system capable of understanding it. I am the captain of the last surviving seedship. Freedom’s sister vessels, Renaissance and Philadelphia, have been destroyed by the Cho-ta’an with all souls aboard. Twenty IDL ships dispatched to protect these two ships were destroyed as well. There were no survivors. We are being pursued by eleven enemy ships and possess insufficient firepower to repel them. We expect to be within range of the enemy weapons within twenty hours. It has become clear that the seedship project was a failure. Nearly all IDL ships both in and outside the Geneva system have been destroyed. Humanity’s hope now rests on the population of the last remaining human-occupied planet, Geneva. You must unite against the Cho-ta’an menace and fight back. But to have a chance, we must cut off the Cho-ta’an fleet’s access to the Geneva system. This will be difficult, as the Cho-ta’an have hacked the hyperspace gates. I repeat: the enemy has breached the security on the gates. Additionally, the Cho-ta’an currently control the Geneva gate and probably several of our other gates. The gates have become a liability. The IDL has attempted to destroy the Geneva gate, but the Cho-ta’an have deployed a distortion field that prevents the destruct code from getting through. I do not know whether the Chrylis gate is also protected by a distortion field, but upon termination of this message, I will send the destruct code to the Chrylis gate in an attempt to destroy it. The destruct code is also appended to this message. You must find a way to destroy the Geneva gate, by any means necessary. If you cannot get a signal through, you will have to find another way. Good luck and godspeed. End message.” 
 
    “Message recorded, sir. Do you really want to append the gate destruct code?” 
 
    “Yes. You can find it in the safe in my quarters. Access code One one six five two nine seven.” 
 
    “I feel obligated to remind you that it’s a serious violation of IDL protocol to share the destruct code with a junior officer, to say nothing of broadcasting it to an entire system. Not to mention the enemy. Sir.” 
 
    “May I be so lucky as to be court-martialed,” Jason said. “Hell, maybe we’ll get really lucky and some disgruntled Cho-ta’an will blow up our gates for us. Just do it, Creed. And then send the destruct code to the Chrylis gate.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Do we have a new heading, Captain?” asked Olson.  
 
    “Maintain current heading, Mr. Olson.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Creed located the code and transmitted it along with the captain’s message to the Geneva system. Then he sent the code to the Chrylis gate. 
 
    The code would take nearly ten days to reach the Chrylis gate. Jason figured the odds of it getting through were about fifty-fifty. The distortion field device the Cho-ta’an had used on the Geneva gate seemed to be a relatively new innovation, so even if the Cho-ta’an had seized the Chrylis gate, they might not be jamming it yet. For the sake of the people on Geneva, he hoped the signal got through.  
 
    At the same time, he still held out faint hope that Kilimanjaro was waiting at the Procyon gate. Even if she were, though, it would do Freedom little good if they couldn’t communicate with her. To escort Freedom out of the system, Kilimanjaro would have to start accelerating hard very soon. If Freedom came through the Chrylis gate at a quarter of light speed with eleven Cho-ta’an warships on her tail, Kilimanjaro wouldn’t be able to get a single shot off if she were standing still relative to the gate. Freedom and the Cho-ta’an would zip past her and be a million klicks away before Admiral Chiang even knew what had happened. 
 
    There was no way to know for certain whether the destruct code had gone through. Freedom could ping the gate to see whether it was still online, but getting a response would take almost three weeks, and a lack of response could simply mean that the Cho-ta’an were jamming communications. There was only one way to make certain the gate was destroyed. 
 
    “Mr. Olson, prepare to cut the engines.” 
 
    “Sir, the Choties are nineteen hours behind us and closing.” 
 
    “No way around it, Mr. Olson. We need to dump some cargo. Too risky to do it while accelerating.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. What are we dumping?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “Everything, sir?” 
 
    “In case it’s escaped your attention, Mr. Olson, we’re not getting out of this. Our best chance to strike an effective blow against the Cho-ta’an at this point is to take out the Chrylis gate.” 
 
    “You mean ram it, sir?” 
 
    “Any objections?” Jason asked. For some time, no one spoke. “Really?” Jason said at last. “I’m about to destroy two of the most expensive objects in the galaxy by smashing one into the other at seventy-five thousand klicks per second, and nobody has anything to say?” 
 
    Lieutenant Mika Schwartz, the weapons chief and fourth member of the bridge crew, turned to face him. “At this rate of acceleration, sir,” she said, “we’re probably going to hit it anyway, so we might as well do it on purpose.” There was no hint of a smile on her face. Schwartz, a compact, muscular woman with close-cropped red-brown hair, was Freedom’s resident cynic. 
 
    “At least it will be over with quickly,” said Creed. If they rammed the gate, everyone on board would die. 
 
    “Are we ditching the lander?” asked Schwartz. 
 
    “Everything,” said Jason. The lander, a small craft designed to explore planets thought suitable for colonization, could theoretically be used to save some of the passengers, but there was no place for them to go. Anyone on board would starve to death in deep space—if they weren’t hunted down by the Cho-ta’an first. There were no escape pods aboard Freedom; the seedship was the escape pod. 
 
    “I don’t mean to rain on the party,” said Olson, rubbing the reddish-blond stubble on his chin, “but I’m not sure we can do it. We need to pick up our speed if we’re going to get there ahead of the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “What’s our max acceleration if we drop all of our cargo?” 
 
    Olson punched some calculations into his console. “About one point six, sir. Maybe a little more if we start spacing passengers.” 
 
    “Probably not necessary, Olson, although I appreciate the out-of-the-box thinking. I think one point six will do.” 
 
    “To be clear, sir,” said Creed, “you’re suggesting dropping all the colonists’ food and supplies?” 
 
    “There’s enough food in the galleys for everyone on board to live for six weeks without ever dipping into our cargo.” 
 
    “The medical equipment as well? And the TGP?” 
 
    “All of it. Freedom is no longer a seedship. It’s a weapon aimed at the Chrylis gate.” 
 
    “Do we tell the colonists?” Mika Schwartz asked. 
 
    “I informed Lauren Foley we would likely be dumping cargo.” 
 
    “With respect, sir,” asked Josh Creed, “don’t they deserve to know we’re on a suicide mission?” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “They knew what they were getting into. Passengers have no say in tactical or navigational decisions. The only thing we’d accomplish by making a general announcement is creating a panic.”  
 
    “You could talk to Dr. Foley privately, sir. It’s her responsibility to manage the colonists. Maybe she can prepare them without—” 
 
    “No, Mr. Creed. The passengers have all the information they need.”  
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    What Jason didn’t say was that he suspected Lauren Foley had already figured out they weren’t going to make it through the gate. If she wanted to hold a meeting with the colonists to prepare them for that possibility, that was up to her, but taking away any hope they might have seemed pointless.  
 
    “What about our weapons?” asked Schwartz. “We could lose a few tons by firing all our missiles and emptying our railguns. Hell, at this range we might even take out a Chotie or two.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea, Schwartz,” Jason replied. “For that matter, they’re going to have a hell of a time trying to dodge our cargo. In fact… Ms. Schwartz, how do you feel about getting some target practice?” 
 
    Schwartz grinned. “I’m thinking that with a few well-aimed missiles, we could litter space with junk for ten million kilometers. If we wait until the Choties are almost in range, they’ll never change course in time.” 
 
    “Excellent. Make it happen.”  
 
    Freedom continued to accelerate on a course toward the Chrylis gate for another fifteen hours, during which the crew got ready to dump the cargo as quickly as possible. Unloading would go a lot faster than loading, as the cargo was mostly in discrete containers that were designed to be jettisoned in case of emergency. To safely jettison the containers, though, Freedom would have to be at near zero acceleration: otherwise latches would be likely to buckle or shear off, causing containers to get stuck or strike the hull. 
 
    The passengers were informed of the plan to ditch the cargo, but as of the moment Commander Olson cut the engines, only the crew knew of the intent to ram the Chrylis gate. Because of the last-minute reorganization of the seedships’ mission, there had been more fraternization between the crew of Freedom and her passengers than Jason would have liked, and he suspected the passengers would soon figure out what was going on. As long as they could jettison the cargo before that happened, though, it would make little difference. The passengers might interfere with the unloading process, but the bridge was accessible only to authorized officers. 
 
    The unloading process was mostly automatic, and could be executed from the engineering deck. Olson shut down the engines and Chief Engineer Kyra Gleeson began to jettison the containers, one by one. Crew on the cargo deck verified that each container had cleared the ship’s hull before the next one was jettisoned. Meanwhile, the Cho-ta’an ships, still accelerating at one point five gees, gained rapidly.  
 
    Halfway into the process, Jason began to wonder if they had cut it too close, but the second half went more smoothly. Now several hundred tons lighter, Freedom re-engaged her engines. The Cho-ta’an had closed within a million kilometers by the time she rocketed away at one point six gees. The tension on the bridge dissolved into relief as Freedom pulled away from the enemy ships. 
 
    A moment later, Freedom emptied her railguns into the jettisoned cargo, followed by all of her missiles. Rear-facing cameras caught a fireworks show as dozens of cargo containers were blasted to smithereens. This was followed a minute later by an encore as the debris tore through the eleven Cho-ta’an ships on Freedom’s tail. 
 
    This is it, thought Jason. We’re unarmed and maxed out on acceleration. If any Cho-ta’an ships are left and they want to press their advantage, we’re done for. The Cho-ta’an weren’t built for hard acceleration, but they could tolerate it for a while in a pinch. Chot-ta’an interceptors topped out at over two gees. 
 
    “Status report, Ms. Schwartz.” 
 
    “Hang on, sir. Still a lot of debris in the way, and those interceptors are hard to see. Looks like… zero bogeys still on our tail. Confirmed, sir. All enemy vessels destroyed.” 
 
    The bridge crew erupted in cheers. 
 
    “Taken out by our fucking luggage,” Creed muttered. “Sorry, sir.” 
 
    Jason laughed. “Well said, Mr. Creed. We’ll take our victories where we can.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Nineteen           
 
    “It’s a bit of an overstatement to say that time is an illusion, sir,” Haas said. “It just isn’t quite as fundamental to reality as we intuitively think it is. Do you remember those old Dirk Redwing serials, from before the first hyperspace gate was discovered?” 
 
    “I’m familiar with them, yes,” replied the admiral. 
 
    “I found pirated copies on G-Net when I was a kid. Dirk Redwing was always fighting the minions of Emperor Ximri of the Prylaxian Empire. The conceit of the show was that the viewer was watching everything through an extremely powerful telescope pointed at another galaxy. Every episode would start with a far-off shot through a sort of circular aperture, like you were watching bacteria through a microscope. The narrator, Doctor Chronos, would give you some background information, and then it would zoom in to the action. Pretty silly stuff, but I couldn’t get enough. I must have watched every episode at least five times. But then my older brother Cillian ruined it for me by telling me that light from another galaxy would take tens of thousands of years to reach us, so if there had ever been an Emperor Ximri, he’d been dead for millennia.  
 
    “This bothered me more than I cared to admit, for reasons I couldn’t quite explain. We knew about the hyperspace gates at this point, of course, so first I tried arguing that maybe Doctor Chronos’s telescope was a sort of hyperspace viewer. But Cillian retorted that the show had been produced before anyone knew about hyperspace gates, and in any case it was very clear from the show’s introduction that it was just a very powerful telescope. 
 
    “So I started investigating the physics of light, to see if there was some kind of loophole that would allow someone to see what was currently going on in a distant galaxy, without resorting to hyperspace. What I found was at first disheartening: the speed of light was a hard limit. No information could travel faster than 300,000 kilometers per second. Anything that could be observed in a distant galaxy—without folding space—had happened tens of thousands of years ago. 
 
    “But I also learned that because of general relativity, there is no such thing as absolute simultaneity. Whether two events are simultaneous depends on the frame of reference of the observer. And if that’s true, then why couldn’t Doctor Chronos’s telescope be located in a place where events in Dirk Redwing’s galaxy and events on Earth happened at the same time? 
 
    “I didn’t fully understand what I was asking, but this question was enough to shut Cillian up. By this time, I had lost interest in Dirk Redwing anyway, but my interest in general relativity had been piqued. I continued researching, and eventually came to the conclusion that I’d been more-or-less correct: because no information can travel faster than light, the speed of light is essentially the limit at which the principle of causality can work. Causality is the bridge between the past and the future. In other words, there is no meaningful way to say that event E happened if there is no possible way for E to affect anything in the future. 
 
    “Imagine a biologist looking at bacteria on a slide through a microscope. The biologist might say to her assistant, ‘At this moment, one bacterium is moving toward another from the left side of the slide to the right.’ In the same way, Doctor Chronos, looking through his super-telescope, might say, ‘At this moment, Emperor Ximri of the Prylaxian Empire is walking across his throne room on planet Grobok-8.’ In reality, Emperor Ximri may have died ten thousand years earlier, but what does that mean? No information could reach Doctor Chronos faster than light could travel, so there was no way anyone on Doctor Chronos’s planet could know about Ximri’s death or any other event in planet Grobok-8’s ‘future.’ For any possible practical meaning of the term, Ximri is walking across his throne room now, in the same way that the bacterium is moving across the slide now.” 
 
    “You’re saying that what we call the ‘present’ is not actually a straight line that separates the past and the future, but more like a wave that propagates across the universe at the speed of light.” 
 
    “Exactly, sir!” 
 
    “But then how does hyperspace travel fit in? Someone traveling through a hyperspace gate from Growbot—” 
 
    “Grobok-8, sir.” 
 
    “Someone traveling through a hyperspace gate from Grobok-8 would be able to foretell Emperor Ximri’s death and the fall of the Prylaxian Empire before Doctor Chronos could observe it through his telescope. How can that be, if events on Grobok-8 are happening the moment Doctor Chronos observes them?” 
 
    “One way to look at it is that the traveler has come to Doctor Chronos from the future.” 
 
    “You’re hedging, Haas. Is Doctor Chronos’s visitor a time traveler or not?” 
 
    “As with anything involving time, sir, it’s a matter of perspective. Events in the visitor’s past are in Doctor Chronos’s future. And the reverse is also true. Suppose Emperor Ximri has his own super-telescope on planet Grobok-8, which has secretly been aimed at Doctor Chronos this whole time. Emperor Ximri doesn’t like being watched, and he sends an assassin through a hyperspace gate to kill Doctor Chronos. The assassin succeeds and returns through the hyperspace gate to report his success to Emperor Ximri on Grobok-8. Emperor Ximri is elated, but when he looks through his super-telescope, he still sees Doctor Chronos staring back at him, because the light from Doctor Chronos’s planet will take another ten thousand years to reach him. In effect, the assassin traveled ten thousand years into the past to kill Doctor Chronos.” 
 
    This conversation was beginning to remind Huiskamp of his exchange with Christina Prince. “Balderdash,” he said. “Traveling very fast is not the same as traveling back in time.” 
 
    “With respect, sir, it is exactly the same. Nothing can travel faster than light. Therefore the only way to get from point A to point B in less time than it would take a beam of light is to bend time. You’re essentially moving from point A to point B before the wave we call the present gets there. It’s counterintuitive, but it’s just Einsteinian physics and some very basic math.” 
 
    “Then hyperspace travel is time travel, by definition.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “So we can change the past by traveling through hyperspace?” 
 
    “I apologize, sir, but I’m afraid it—” 
 
    “Depends on your perspective.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. That is, suppose we put a powerful laser on the Gliese gate and aim it at the Geneva gate. We then put a sensor on the Geneva gate that is programmed to receive a message encoded in the laser’s frequency. If the correct string of, say, a hundred characters is received by the sensor, the Geneva gate will self-destruct. So we send the appropriate encoded message from the Gliese laser. But at the same moment, we send a robotic drone through the Gliese gate to the Geneva gate. This drone is programmed to deactivate the sensor and prevent the Geneva gate from self-destructing. Now, using our current understanding of the propagation of simultaneity, the wave we call the ‘present’ moves through space from Gliese to Geneva at the speed of light. Thus, from the perspective of someone at the Gliese gate, the drone was sent through at the same moment the laser was turned on. But from the perspective of someone at the Geneva gate, the drone deactivates the sensor twenty years before the laser was turned on. So did sending the drone through the gate change the past? Well, yes and no, depending on your perspective.” 
 
    “It seems like you’re playing pretty fast and loose with the definition of the past.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. In a way, that’s my point. Once you have a reliable means of altering the past, it stops being the past in any meaningful way—in the same way that the Gliese system and the Geneva system are no longer twenty light-years away from each other. If I look at a map of the surface of Geneva, I can see that Geneva City and New Berne are twenty centimeters away from each other. But if I fold the map, suddenly they are only one centimeter away from each other. One could insist that they are still separated by twenty centimeters, but this is true only for one way of looking at the map, and it’s an irrelevant viewpoint to an ant trying to get from the Geneva City dot to the New Berne dot. A physicist watching the ant move between those two cities can either insist that what the ant is doing is impossible or she can accept that Geneva City and New Berne are now much closer than they used to be.” 
 
    Huiskamp nodded. As much as he wanted to argue, he couldn’t find the flaw in Haas’s position. Huiskamp remembered learning in geometry that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, but he later learned this wasn’t always true. In fact, in space travel, straight lines were the exception. Usually you were dealing with one or more gravitational fields, which warped the space you were traveling through. One could insist that in some sense Euclidean geometry still applied, but for all practical purposes, the shortest distance between two points was a curved line. Human beings had evolved to survive in Euclidean space, just as they’d evolved to deal with a model of time where the present was a straight line cutting through the arrow of time, which moved inexorably from past to future. But an idea wasn’t false just because it was counterintuitive or hard to believe. Maybe the hyperspace gates really were time machines all along. Haas’s explanation of the problem of simultaneity sounded uncomfortably similar to Christina Prince’s mumbo-jumbo about time being subjective. It was like they were coming at the problem from two different angles but arriving at the same conclusion.  
 
    “If I understand you correctly,” he said, “what we consider the past may actually be the present or even the future to someone very far away from us.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But to be clear, we’ve been talking about incredibly vast spaces. The disparity in simultaneity between human-inhabited star systems is much smaller. Earth, for example, is only twenty light-years away. So events happening here are twenty years in Earth’s future, and vice versa. And of course, that discrepancy has effectively collapsed with the advent of the hyperspace gates. Now we’re only a few days apart.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that no matter how much we bend time, it is not currently the ninth century on Earth.” 
 
    “That’s right, sir. The present propagates at a constant rate. The rate is relatively slow, on a galactic scale, but it gets there eventually. Once it does, the past is the past. You can’t change what’s already happened.” 
 
    Huiskamp’s brow furrowed. “So it’s possible to travel twenty years into the past by traveling twenty light-years across space through the gates, but I can’t go farther back than that?” 
 
    “Well,” said Haas, suddenly unsure of himself. “I have to admit that at the moment, I can’t think of any reason why not, at least on a theoretical level. If you can go back twenty light-years, theoretically you could go back a hundred.” 
 
    “Or thirteen hundred.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. There are plenty of practical problems, of course. The classic grandfather paradox, for one.” 
 
    “If you could travel back in time, you could kill your own grandfather, preventing yourself from ever existing. But doesn’t that presuppose the reality of free will?” Huiskamp was surprised to find himself playing devil’s advocate. It seemed his subconscious had been working on the riddles posed by Christina Prince. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “What if one of the side effects of traveling back in time is the loss of free will? As a result of traveling back in time, I no longer wish to kill my grandfather, so the past is preserved.” 
 
    “There would still be other sorts of paradoxes, sir. You might step on a bug, unintentionally causing a chain of events that alters history.” 
 
    “Maybe there are safeguards to prevent that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Safeguards, sir? Are you talking about some kind of… organization that preserves the integrity of the past?” 
 
    “No, no. I don’t mean literal safeguards. I mean a sort of natural feedback mechanism, like the way an ecosystem balances carbon dioxide and oxygen. If the level of carbon dioxide gets too high, plants grow faster and absorb it, producing more oxygen.” 
 
    “Temporal equilibrium.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “If something like that were the case, then an individual’s actions wouldn’t matter at all. The system would just absorb any input and level everything out.” 
 
    “It sure does feel that way sometimes, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’m not sure it’s a helpful way to look at history, though. I’d like to think that my actions make some difference.” 
 
    “As would I, Haas. Thank you. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    Huiskamp looked down on the white-blue surface of Geneva. In less than two weeks, Arc Zero would hit the ionosphere and begin to burn. Perhaps someone on that doomed planet would look up and see a shooting star as Arc Zero streaked across the atmosphere. That would have to suffice for a memorial. A funeral pyre, just like the Vikings used to make. 
 
    I’ve got Vikings on the brain, he thought, thanks to that crackpot Prince. But there was something about the idea that he couldn’t let go. How strange, he thought, to commemorate a death with fire. Not a headstone to last a thousand years, but the most ephemeral of elements. A momentary burst of light and heat, leaving nothing behind but ashes. And yet, well over a thousand years later we still remember the Vikings and their rituals. Perhaps Valhalla was a myth, but through their ferocity, bravery and resourcefulness, the Vikings achieved a sort of immortality. 
 
    And maybe light was a better medium for a memorial than stone anyway: tens of thousands of years from now, an observer in a distant galaxy might see a momentary flicker of light from the Geneva system, and in that moment Huiskamp and his crew would live on, their memory propagating across the universe at the speed of light. Maybe that was all that humanity was ever meant to be: a momentary burst of light and heat across the galaxy. 
 
    The idea lingered in his mind. A momentary burst of light and heat. I’m turning into a poet in my old age, he thought. Or maybe it was just the blow on his head that was making him overly sentimental. No, there was more to it than that.  
 
    He tapped his wrist comm. “Mr. Haas,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Arc Zero has a new mission. We’re going to build a transmitter.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty                      
 
    “Very well,” said Rufus. “Take me to the prisoner.” 
 
    Lucius gave a bow and then turned and made his way across the valley floor. “Make way!” he shouted to the men scurrying across his path carrying gurneys, skins of water or other supplies. “The governor is coming through!” 
 
    Rufus and Septimus followed Lucius a hundred yards or so to where the man lay on the rocky ground. They smelled him before they saw him: the telltale stench of a belly wound. Several soldiers stood around him; they moved aside to let the three esteemed men through. The man was perhaps forty years of age, short and wiry, with a bushy beard. He wore a makeshift leather cuirass and greaves. His skin was pale and his arms and legs were streaked with blood. Both of his hands were at his belly, clutching torn entrails that nevertheless spilled to the ground at his side. His face was contorted in agony. 
 
    “You wish to speak to me?” Rufus said. The man continued to moan, his eyes failing to focus. 
 
    Rufus turned to Lucius. “Why do you trouble me with the senseless jabbering of a dead man?” he asked. 
 
    “Apologies, Governor. I am told he is a lieutenant and confidant of Simon ben Kosevah.” 
 
    “The rabbi, Eleazar?” Rufus asked. “No, he is too young.” 
 
    “His name is Yoel, Governor,” said a centurion standing nearby. “He is known for stirring up trouble in several towns in southern Judaea. It is believed he is a close confidant of Simon ben Kosevah.” 
 
    “Simon bar Koziba,” spat the dying man. 
 
    “What is he saying?” Rufus asked. 
 
    “It is an Aramaic play on the rebel’s name. His enemies among the Jews call him Simon bar Koziba, son of a lie.” 
 
    “Son of a lie,” echoed the man in harshly accented Latin. “Yes, that is Simon. See how he flee like a dog, and leave men to die in his place? He promise us Yerusalem, and leave us with blood and dust.” The man coughed and then screamed as his entrails slipped to the ground. Rufus and several others winced as the smell grew worse. One man took a step away and then fell to his knees, retching. 
 
    “Tell me what you have to say, Yoel,” Rufus said, “and your death will be swift and painless.” 
 
    Yoel, pale and quivering, his forehead beaded with sweat, nodded slightly. “Metsudhah,” he murmured. 
 
    “What is he saying?” Rufus demanded. 
 
    “He speaks Aramaic,” the centurion said. “I think the word means something like ‘fortress.’” 
 
    “Metsudhah,” said the man again. “Mistar…” 
 
    “A secret hiding place,” the centurion said. 
 
    “Hiding place,” said the man. “Secret. Tunnel.” His speech became incomprehensible. 
 
    “Sir,” said a man behind Rufus. “There is a dead man who—” 
 
    “Quiet, fool!” Rufus snapped. He knelt down next to the dying man, fighting the urge to retch as the stench filled his nostrils. “Speak, Yoel! You have fought for a liar and assassin, but you can yet be of some service to the Empire. Speak and you shall have peace.” 
 
    “Sir,” said the man behind him more insistently. “The man’s belly has been—” 
 
    “Take that man away!” Rufus growled. He leaned in closer to Yoel. “You know of a way into Herodium? Tell me!” 
 
    “I know…” said Yoel weakly, “that Simon ben Kosevah is the true moschiach, and I know how to use a sica!” 
 
    The knife flashed toward Rufus before he could fall back, the curved blade slashing across his throat. Rufus tried to cry out but found he could not. He got to his feet and stumbled backwards, both hands holding his throat. Blood poured between his fingers.  
 
    The assassin lunged at him, the entrails falling to the ground in front of him. Yoel’s belly, they saw now, was unscathed. Before he could reach the governor, though, the centurion stepped forward, gladius drawn, and beheaded the man. He fell to the ground, now truly dead. A moment later, Rufus fell as well. 
 
    Lucius knelt over the governor, trying to staunch the bleeding with his cape, but it was too late. Rufus’s face had gone pale and he had lost consciousness. A minute later, he was dead. 
 
    Lucius got to his feet, and for a moment he stood with Septimus and the others, staring at the corpse of the governor. “Take him away,” Lucius said at last to the centurion. “He was a good man. Treat him with respect.” 
 
    “Of course,” said the centurion. He gathered six of his men and they carried the governor away on a litter. Shortly thereafter, another officer arrived with a preliminary casualty report. He estimated that the legion had lost eight hundred men. It was a staggering figure. 
 
    “One of us will have to draft a letter to the Emperor,” Septimus said. “Felix Marcus will act as governor for now, but the Emperor may wish to pick someone with more experience.” 
 
    “I will do it,” said Lucius. “Go get yourself something to eat. You and your men look like you have not eaten in days.” 
 
    “There is truth in your observation,” Septimus said grimly, watching the men carrying corpses off the valley floor. “Lucius, I would say this to no other, but I cannot help thinking….” 
 
    “Speak, friend.” 
 
     “If this is victory over the Jews, perhaps we should prefer defeat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-one                   
 
    A thorough search of what was left of GODCOM turned up sixteen low-power transmitters—mostly from helmet radios. Although individually the transmitters didn’t have the wattage to reach the surface of Geneva, Haas suggested that using all sixteen together in a phased array would be more than powerful enough. Huiskamp was skeptical. 
 
    “How are sixteen transmitters wired together more powerful than a single transmitter?” he asked. “Isn’t that like putting sixteen firehoses together and expecting the water to go farther?” 
 
    Haas shook his head. “A transmitter isn’t a firehose. It’s more like a pebble dropped in the middle of a pond. Waves spread out in all directions from the point of impact. Suppose you are trying to signal someone at the edge of the pond by making a cork float bob, but all you have is pebbles, and the waves from dropping a pebble don’t reach the edge. One option would be to drop a bigger rock, but let’s say all you have is pebbles. So you drop a bunch of pebbles at once, hoping to make a big enough wave to reach the float, but it’s still not enough. You need a better solution. So you try dropping several pebbles at the same time, but a few centimeters apart. This seems promising: you create a lot of waves. Sometimes the waves overlap and get bigger, but sometimes they are slightly out of phase with each other and end up canceling each other out. On balance, you’re no better off than you were with a single pebble. But what if you could drop a bunch of pebbles a few centimeters apart, and time them precisely so that all the waves going in a particular direction overlap? With enough pebbles, you could send a series of powerful waves directly at the cork float. You haven’t increased the net energy of the waves, but you’ve channeled the waves where you want them to go. That’s what a phased array does.” 
 
    Creating the phased array required carefully removing the transmitter components from the helmets, re-wiring them, and then affixing them to a panel in rows a few centimeters apart from each other. A computer would be used to time the delivery of the signal to each transmitter to ensure that the nodes were in phase, increasing radiation in the desired direction while canceling it in others. Once he had the basic design down, Haas put the crew to work on the project. They were happy to have something to do. When work was well underway, Haas went again to speak with the admiral in his quarters. 
 
    “If I may ask, sir,” Haas said, “is there a particular reason we need to communicate with the surface?” 
 
    “We’re a military vessel charged with protecting Geneva, Haas. You don’t think it might be a good idea to be able to communicate with the planet?” 
 
    “Of course, sir, but… we’re dead in the water, with no guns and no radar. And in less than two weeks, we’re going to burn up in the atmosphere.” 
 
    “Our mission doesn’t end simply because things look particularly grim at the moment, Haas. In any case, it’s better to keep the crew occupied.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. If that’s all it is, sir….” 
 
    “Do you have something to say, Mr. Haas?” 
 
    Haas hesitated. “Sir, I’m concerned that you’re not thinking clearly.” 
 
    Huiskamp smiled. “Worried that I’m going to get us all killed, Mr. Haas?” 
 
    “No, sir. I mean, nobody blames you for that.” 
 
    “But there’s been talk about my competence.” 
 
    “If I may speak freely, sir?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about a mutiny, sir. I think we’ve all made peace with what’s going to happen, more or less. It’s just that… well, while keeping busy is important… Sir, what I’m trying to say is that if you have some reason to think we can still win this war, you should tell us.” 
 
    Huiskamp considered the matter. The truth was, he hadn’t allowed himself to believe that winning the war was still possible. He’d latched onto the idea of getting a message to Jason, but he wasn’t sure yet what that message would be. Did he intend his final transmission to be a last will and testament, a simple goodbye, or a memorial? A momentary burst of light and heat screaming I was here? The last words of one dying man to another? No, he had intended something else. He intended to send a message of hope. A message that no matter how bad things seemed, there was still a chance. That was what kept him going, and the crew needed something to keep them going as well—even if they thought he was crazy. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Mr. Haas,” he said. “Inform the others that I will be addressing them shortly.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Admiral Huiskamp sat strapped in his chair at the center of the pit, with the four remaining crew members facing him in their own chairs. They were barely visible in the dim illumination of a few display screens and blinking red warning lights.  
 
    “When I was assigned to GODCOM,” Huiskamp began, “I told them that I’d prefer a smaller ship. Well, it appears I got my wish.” 
 
    Aguilar smiled weakly. Lee chuckled. Even Haas couldn’t resist a smirk. 
 
    “Naming a space station GODCOM always struck me as hubris in any case. We were asking to be taken down a peg, and here we are on the IDLS Arc Zero, the ugliest spaceship in the galaxy. Whether it was intended or not, though, that name has mythical resonance as well. The Ark was God’s means of saving mankind from extinction.  
 
    “I don’t have to tell you that things look pretty grim for the human race right now. We’ve been losing this war for a while, and we bet heavily on the seedship program as a last-ditch option to escape the scourge of the Cho-ta’an. That bet has not paid off. Two of the three seedships have been destroyed, along with most of what was left of the IDL fleet, and the last remaining ship, IDLS Freedom, is being pursued by more enemy ships than it can possibly defend against. We received a communication from Jason stating that Freedom was forced to dump its cargo, including the Terran Gamete Payload. That means that even if by some miracle Freedom were to escape the Cho-ta’an, it no longer has any way of preserving the human species. As far as we know, Geneva is the only human world that has not yet fallen under Cho-ta’an control, and it is currently in the throes of a planet-wide civil war. When the Cho-ta’an get around to attacking the surface, the Genevans aren’t likely to put up much resistance. It’s only a matter of time before the Cho-ta’an exterminate humanity. 
 
    “Given all that, you’re probably wondering why we’re bothering to set up a transmitter to communicate with Geneva. This station has seen the end of its useful life, and we don’t have the resources to be of any assistance to the surface. We’ve got a little over two days left. What’s the point?  
 
    “To be entirely honest, I’m not certain there is one. My judgment may very well be compromised. My son is on that ship, and he intends to pilot it into the Chrylis gate, destroying his ship and eliminating the last chance we have to escape the Cho-ta’an. Maybe I just can’t accept that. I got knocked on the head pretty good, and that might be affecting my judgement. Our air scrubbers are working at about seventy percent of nominal, so there’s a decent chance I’m not getting enough oxygen to my brain.” 
 
    To Huiskamp’s relief, this was met with laughter from Aguilar and Lee. “Don’t get cocky,” he said. “You’re all in the same boat.” This even got a smirk out of Haas. He went on: “I like to play things pretty close to my vest, and I don’t like having to explain myself. If you’re part of my crew, you follow orders because you believe in the IDL and our mission. But… well, we’re about all that’s left of the IDL, and our mission isn’t what it used to be. There may still be something we can do to save humanity, but we’re not going to beat the Cho-ta’an on their terms. If we’re going to have any chance at all at this point, we’re going to have to roll the dice. 
 
    “Most of you are probably aware of the disappearance of an exploratory vessel called Andrea Luhman. Andrea Luhman was being pursued by enemy ships when she fled through the Fomalhaut gate at nearly a third of light speed. Her intended destination was the Sol system, but she never arrived. Andrea Luhman’s disappearance is officially categorized as ‘unexplained.’ 
 
    “The fact is, though, that everything about the hyperspace gates is unexplained. You know the official story, that the workings of the gates are top secret, known only to a handful of IDL scientists, but you probably also know that the official story is bullshit.” 
 
    Lee chuckled nervously. 
 
    “We don’t know how the gates work. The Cho-ta’an don’t seem to either, although they seem to have a leg up on us at this point. It’s a mystery why Andrea Luhman disappeared, but it’s also a mystery every time a ship disappears through one gate and reappears at another one twenty light years across space. We suspect the gates somehow bend space. My knowledge of physics isn’t as deep as Mr. Haas’s, but my understanding is that it’s impossible to bend space as much as the gates do without also bending time. I’d heard these theories before, but I never paid them much mind, as they had little bearing on my duties as an IDL officer.  
 
    “Recently, however, I was presented with evidence that the hyperspace gates may be capable of bending time on a scale that I would have thought impossible. Not to mince words, the information I was given suggested that rather than simply traveling across space, Andrea Luhman traveled through time as well. Specifically, she traveled roughly thirteen hundred years into the past.” 
 
    “Now I don’t expect you to believe this. I’m not sure I believe it. All I’m asking is that you accept that there’s a chance that it’s true. If Andrea Luhman traveled backwards in time, then humanity possesses a weapon that the Cho-ta’an do not. They’ve got unquestioned dominion of space, but maybe time is still on our side. We’ve been presented with an opportunity to test that hypothesis, and I have to believe that fate has presented that opportunity for a reason. 
 
    “Right now my son is piloting the last remaining seedship toward the Chrylis gate with the intention of ramming it, killing himself and everyone on board. If we can get a message to him, we might be able to get him to change course. If Freedom travels through the Chrylis gate at point three light speed, with the Sol gate as her destination, she may be able to replicate what happened with Andrea Luhman. As I see it, the worst case scenario is that Freedom will be annihilated, killing everyone on board. If Jason rams the gate, that’s going to happen anyway, and while he believes destroying the Chrylis gate may assist in the defense of the Geneva system, the fact is that it’s almost certainly a pointless gesture.  
 
    “Assuming that the gates really can be used to travel back in time, and assuming we can replicate what happened to Andrea Luhman, what is the best possible outcome of sending Freedom through that gate? I’d be lying if I said I had any idea. What I do know is that if anyone can still find a way to save humanity, it’s Jason. If by some miracle Freedom ends up in the Sol system a thousand years ago, those aboard would have nearly a millennium to prepare humanity for the arrival of the Cho-ta’an. I don’t know if it’s possible to rewrite history, or if there’s some other way to ensure the survival of the human race, but I do know that if there’s even the slightest chance that this could work, I have to try. 
 
    “So, to the question at hand: why are we building a phased array antenna? Some of you probably suspected this project is busywork. Maybe it was at first, at least in part. Something to do to pass the time while we await our doom. No matter how many helmet transmitters we string together, we can’t reach Freedom, and there’s nothing we can say that will help Geneva at this point. If, however, we can still get in touch with someone at Surface Command, we can get a message to Freedom. I intend to tell Jason to abort his attempt to destroy the Chrylis gate and instead to thread the needle at point three light speed, traveling to the Sol gate in an attempt to replicate what happened with Andrea Luhman—whatever that was.  
 
    “There are so many things that can go wrong with this plan that I’ve lost count. The Chrylis gate may already have been destroyed. The Choties might be jamming communications with the gate, preventing Freedom from sending the destination coordinates. Even if the gate is online and responsive, the odds of successfully piloting a ship through it at that speed are not good. And all of this presumes that we can get through to someone on the ground and get them to transmit the message to Freedom—and that Freedom receives it, even though it is a hundred billion klicks away and speeding away from us at thirty thousand klicks per second. I would be remiss if I did not also mention the possibility that time travel may be impossible and this entire plan is probably insane. And of course, even if we are successful in sending Freedom back in time, we have no idea what they can accomplish there. Or rather, what they have already accomplished. If Freedom appeared in the Sol system thirteen hundred years ago, wouldn’t we know about it? Isn’t the fact that the Cho-ta’an have gotten this close to exterminating humanity proof that we failed? I have no fucking idea. All I know is that this is the only chance we have, and I’m going to take it. If it makes you feel better, you can think of this project as pointless busywork. Now, all that having been said, does anyone have any objections?” 
 
    No one spoke. There was no sound but the gentle hum of the ventilation system. Even the music had been turned off in the interest of conserving power. Was this the sound of a three people coming to the realization that their leader was a madman? 
 
    “All right,” Huiskamp said at last, “no objections to the time travel plan. Any questions?” 
 
    Again it was silent for some time. Then Dietrich Haas spoke up. “I have a question, sir,” he said.  
 
    “Go ahead, Haas.” 
 
    “Can we get back to work, sir?” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-two                   
 
    It took nearly a full day to get the phased array antenna assembled and programmed. The next—and much more difficult—step was to get it outside and affixed to the station. Haas’s plan was to attach it to one of the remaining solar panels so that the angle of the transmitter could be controlled to some extent. The antenna panel—just an interior wall panel that had been pulled off and cut to size—was slightly smaller than the solar panel, so it was simply a matter of drilling holes in the solar panel and fixing it in place with bolts. No construction project undertaken in a vacuum and zero gravity was simple, though, and they had only a single space suit. Even this was a stroke of luck: four damaged suits had been left in a storage locker near the galley, and they had managed to put together a single working suit from the pieces. Haas had held back one of the transmitters so that a signal could be relayed to the antenna without having to drill a hole in the hull for a wire. 
 
    Huiskamp still wasn’t sure whether his crew believed in the mission or whether they were just humoring him. Maybe they were just desperate for something to take their minds off their situation. Probably they needed something to believe in as badly as he did. In any case, Haas was all in, and Aguilar and Lee seemed willing to play along. By the end of the second day on the project, they had a functional phased array transmitter that was in theory capable of sending a message to the surface of Geneva. 
 
    Another day was spent calibrating the antenna. Arc Zero had lost radar and all their positioning sensors when the station broke apart, but Lee had determined their orbit by triangulating from satellite signals, and they had done their best to orient the panel holding the array antenna “down” toward the surface of Geneva. Both sides of the wheel of GODCOM had been lined with small rocket thrusters with self-contained fuel systems. Seven of these had survived with Arc Zero, and Haas and Aguilar had hacked GODCOM’s navigational software to get them to fire in concert with each other to keep Arc Zero stable. Orienting the array with any precision, however, turned out to be surprisingly difficult. The fragment of station itself had no “up” or “down,” and its curved floor and angled walls made it difficult to discern from inside the station whether the panel was pointed straight at the center of Geneva. Dietrich Haas was suiting up to attempt to orient the panel by hand when Lee came up with a more elegant solution. 
 
    The solar control system was programmed to orient the solar panels toward the sun in order to maximize the amount of radiation they received. Haas had turned off this feature for the panel they had repurposed for the antenna array so that they could manually orient it, but Lee suggested that there was no reason they couldn’t use the automatic system with a few tweaks. The system knew the angle of the active solar panels to the sun, and it knew the orientation of the panels (even the repurposed panel) to each other. The distance between Geneva and the sun was a known variable, and thanks to the satellite triangulation data, they knew where Arc Zero was relative to both the sun and Geneva. From this data, it was a simple matter to calculate the correction needed to point the array panel directly at Geneva. Lee wrote a simple interface that regularly fed the triangulation data into the solar control system and then overrode the function that automatically oriented the panels so that instead of aiming itself at the sun, the array panel oriented itself toward Geneva. Now, no matter how Arc Zero drifted, the array would be aimed at the center of the planet, with a margin of error of less than a tenth of a degree. 
 
    The physical orientation of the panel holding the transmitters, however, was only part of the equation. The direction of the signal would be determined in large part by the phasing of the individual nodes of the array. To properly calibrate the array, they needed someone (preferably several someones) on the ground to gauge the strength of the signal as they passed overhead. As this was not an option, Haas had to find another solution.  
 
    There were several satellites in Geneva orbit that were programmed to respond to pings with standard telemetry information. A single helmet radio receiver was sufficient to receive the response. Haas would aim the array at one of these satellites, send a signal, and then wait for a response. After three attempts, he got his first response, from a satellite that was only about six hundred kilometers away. He tweaked the phasing of the nodes and then tried again, on a more distant satellite. Again he received a response. By tightening the beam, he was able to reach satellites several thousand kilometers away. Within a few hours, he was communicating with satellites in high orbit over Geneva—over thirty thousand kilometers from Arc Zero.  
 
    While he did this, the situation on the surface continued to deteriorate. Violence had spread to every corner of the globe, and news reports had begun to mention mysterious explosions at spaceports and military facilities all over Geneva, suggesting that more Cho-ta’an ships had arrived in orbit and were bombarding strategic targets. Arc Zero had probably escaped their notice only because it looked like a chunk of worthless debris.  
 
    Once Haas was confident in the calibration of the array, they pointed it at Geneva again in an attempt to contact Surface Command. When Surface Command didn’t respond, they tried military bases under the authority of the civilian government, but received no response from these either. After several orbits, they tried aiming the antenna at major population centers as they passed below Arc Zero in the hopes of getting through to someone. Even if the recipient were a civilian, they could relay the message to the authorities, who would get it to Surface Command. Surface Command could then send the message to Freedom using one of many powerful transmitters on the surface. Huiskamp didn’t need to worry about the content of the message raising eyebrows—once they’d established contact, he could send the message in a packet that could only be decrypted by personnel aboard Freedom. 
 
    Still there was no response. It was beginning to look like both Surface Command and the Genevan military had been wiped out—either by rebel factions or by the Cho-ta’an—and any civilians who received their messages probably had more pressing concerns than the fate of a derelict space station. 
 
    Meanwhile, Freedom continued to recede into deep space. If Arc Zero didn’t make contact with someone on the surface soon, Freedom would slip beyond the range of even the most powerful transmitters on Geneva: even if the signal didn’t degrade to the point where it was undetectable at that distance, it would reach them too late. Freedom would crash into the Chrylis gate, obliterating whatever slight chance humanity had to escape beyond the reach of the Cho-ta’an. It was beginning to look like building the phased array antenna was just busywork after all—something to keep them occupied until the inevitable end. 
 
    “Let’s break down the problem,” Huiskamp said. He had called the pit crew into his quarters to discuss their options. “We need to get a message to Freedom. We’ve been assuming our best chance is to get a message to Surface Command, but we’re not getting a response from anybody on the surface. Is there any way to bypass Surface Command?” 
 
    “The phased array antenna isn’t powerful enough to get a signal to Freedom,” Aguilar said, “even if we could get it aimed properly.” 
 
    “Technically,” said Dietrich Haas, “the problem isn’t the wattage, it’s signal dispersion. Freedom has a pretty big antenna pointed directly back at us, specifically so that it can stay in contact with the IDL for as long as possible into its voyage. They’re actively listening for signals from us, and as I recall, the signal strength on their end can be as low as a billionth of a watt. But even with our phased array concentrating the signal strength drops well below that over five billion kilometers. By the time it reaches Freedom, it’s spread over a million kilometers of space. There are probably a hundred transmitters on Geneva that could send out enough wattage in a reasonably tight beam that Freedom could receive an intelligible signal from them, but we don’t have access to any of them.” 
 
    “But we could solve the problem by either increasing the power or tightening the beam?” 
 
    “Theoretically,” said Haas. “The power option is a non-starter, though. We were already strapped for power before we repurposed one of our remaining solar panels, and in any case, the wattage of the transmitters we’re using is a hard limit. If we try to push more power through them, we’ll just fry the whole array.” 
 
    “Is there any way to tighten the beam without relying on hardware on Geneva?” Huiskamp asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Haas said. “The concentrating effect of a phased array is a function of the number of transmitters. Ideally, we’d use a laser with an extremely tight beam rather than a radio, but the only lasers we have on board are very low powered. Freedom would never be able to differentiate the signal from the background light of Geneva’s star. So we’re stuck with our phased array transmitter. You could get a tighter beam with a big parabolic dish like the Deep Space Antenna outside Geneva City, but we don’t have the time or materials to build a big enough dish.” The Deep Space Antenna, operated by the civilian government of Geneva, was used to detect extremely weak radio signals, like those that might originate from a civilization in a distant star system.  
 
    “This may be a stupid question,” Hiram Lee said, “but why do we need permission to bounce a signal off a giant dish? Can’t we just do it?” 
 
    Dietrich Haas shook his head. “We’re way too high up. To concentrate the beam, the transmitter has to be at a height equal to half the radius of the dish. In the case of the DSA, that’s about a hundred meters.” 
 
    “I can get you a hundred meters above the DSA,” said Aguilar, “but not for very long, and it’s going to be the last thing we do.” 
 
    “We’d burn up in the atmosphere well before we get that low,” said Huiskamp. 
 
    “I remember when they built the DSA,” said Lee. “Wasn’t there talk about using one of Geneva’s natural craters as a dish?” 
 
    Haas nodded. “Geneva’s a young planet, geologically speaking, and it has very little liquid water. As a result, it’s got a lot of big exposed meteor craters on its surface. Some of them are more than two hundred kilometers in diameter.” 
 
    “Why did they build a dish, then?” 
 
    “Using an existing crater turned out to be impractical,” Haas said. “Most of the craters are fairly remote, and for optimal results, the entire surface would have to be lined with reflective material. A dish with a diameter of more than a few kilometers is overkill for a ground-based transmitter anyway.” 
 
    “You said it would have to be lined ‘for optimal results,’” said Huiskamp. “What about suboptimal results?” 
 
    Haas shrugged. “Most of the craters are relatively smooth and covered with snow and ice, which are reasonably good reflectors of high-frequency radio waves.” 
 
    “So it might be possible to use one of the craters to concentrate our signal?” 
 
    “In theory, sure. But we would have to be at precisely the right altitude and angle relative to the crater and Freedom. The odds of that happening….” 
 
    “We do have some control over our orbit,” Aguilar said. “How many viable craters are there?” 
 
    “That depends on how low we’re willing to go,” said Haas. “The lower we are, the smaller the crater can be.” 
 
    “In about two weeks,” Huiskamp said, “we’re going to hit the planet. So the question isn’t how low can we get before we’re torn apart by the atmosphere.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t count on transmitting at any lower than forty klicks,” Aguilar said. “At that point we’ll be well within the stratosphere, and this hunk of metal isn’t exactly aerodynamic. Drag will start slowing us down pretty fast, and then we’ll fall like a rock.” 
 
    “Then we need a crater at least a hundred and sixty kilometers in diameter,” said Huiskamp. “How many craters of that size are there?” 
 
    “With the appropriate surface composition?” Haas said. “Maybe five or six. I’d have to consult the planet’s topography data.” 
 
    “Do it. And then work with Aguilar to develop a target trajectory that will put us at the right angle and altitude.” 
 
    “With respect, sir,” Haas said, “you understand that this is like ice skating around a spinning basketball and trying to throw a marble so that it not only hits a precise spot on the basketball but then also bounces off to hit another marble a hundred meters away.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Aguilar said. “We’re not firing a single marble; we’re firing a constant stream of them. We can keep transmitting as long as we have power. So a better illustration would be trying to bounce a laser beam off a tiny mirror on the surface of the basketball. And it doesn’t matter if we miss 99.99 percent of the time. We only need to hit once.” 
 
    “Also, we can eliminate some of the complexity by tweaking my orientation algorithm,” Lee said. “Right now the array is programmed to point at the center of Geneva, but there’s no reason it has to do that. We can orient it at any angle we want. We know Freedom is headed toward Chrylis, and it’s easy enough to calculate the angle of the DSA to Chrylis. All we have to do is match that angle with our array.” 
 
    “Like banking a billiard ball,” said Aguilar. 
 
    Haas snorted. “Except the person trying to make the shot can’t control where he’s shooting from.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need to,” Lee said. “Most of the time the shot will be impossible, yes, but like Aguilar said, it doesn’t matter if we miss most of the time. The billiard player just has to keep his cue aimed as best he can and wait for the shot to line up. If his aim is good—and we know it is—he can’t miss.” 
 
    “Ah, but he can,” Haas said, “and almost certainly will. Because we’re bouncing our ball off a basketball, not a billiard rail. A billiard table is two-dimensional, so a player moving around the table can rest assured that his shot will line up eventually. But a basketball is three-dimensional, meaning that if the player moves around the basketball on a single axis, the odds are overwhelming that the shot will never line up at all.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Lee. “To make this work, we have to pass directly over the crater.” 
 
    “You mean directly between the crater and Freedom,” Aguilar said. 
 
    “Right. By putting ourselves between the crater and Freedom, we remove one of the spatial coordinates as a variable. Then we only have two dimensions to work with instead of three.” 
 
    “So we’re back to a billiard table, where the shot will line up eventually as long as we keep moving.” 
 
    “But we also have to make sure we’re close enough to the table to make the shot,” Lee said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Haas. “And if we get too close, we burn up.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-three          
 
    Haas identified twelve craters that were large enough to act as parabolic antennae. Of these, five were too far from the equator for Arc-Zero to match the angle with Freedom. Of the remaining seven, four had been too badly misshapen by erosion or development to refract a signal predictably. Two of the remaining three were on the equator, where the temperature was high enough to allow occasional thaws, resulting in lakes forming at the bottom of the crater. Only one crater, about two hundred kilometers in diameter and coated with a permanent layer of ice, remained a suitable candidate. The crater was called Lucerne. 
 
    The crew of Arc-Zero worked for three days on the math to calculate the thrust vectors that would be needed to put her on a path that would place her at the correct angle relative to Lucerne Crater while she was between forty-five and fifty-five kilometers of the surface. To get the angle right, they would have to time Arc Zero’s approach so that it passed just south of Lucerne Crater while the crater was pointing more-or-less directly at Freedom. Another complication was Arc Zero’s eccentric orbit: she was swinging around Geneva in an ellipse almost twice as long as it was wide, so her pass over Lucerne Crater had to be timed to coincide with the part of her orbit while she was closer to the planet. They referred to this confluence of factors—Arc Zero passing Lucerne Crater while she was between fifty and a hundred kilometers above the surface and Lucerne Crater pointed toward Freedom—as the “alignment window.” Haas’s illustration of bouncing a marble off a basketball while ice skating was beginning to seem overly optimistic. 
 
    Calculating such a precise orbital trajectory was a balancing act, particularly when fuel was so limited. Ideally one would use small amounts of thrust early on to nudge Arc Zero into a trajectory that would eventually put it at exactly the right place at the right time, but there were so many variables that predicting where Arc Zero would be—relative to both Lucerne Crater and Freedom—several days in advance was nearly impossible. Fortunately, Geneva’s axial tilt was less than one degree (the planet’s eternal winters were legendary), and Lucerne Crater was located almost exactly on the equator, simplifying matters significantly. Aguilar executed several small burns to bring Arc Zero’s orbit more-or-less over Lucerne Crater, but timing the decay of her orbit with her proximity to Lucerne Crater and the orientation of Lucerne Crater toward Freedom was another matter. At last, in the interest of preserving fuel and their sanity, they had to put the calculations aside and wait. 
 
    In another week, Arc Zero’s erratic orbit brought it into the outer reaches of the stratosphere. After a few passes, the drag of the atmosphere, thin though it was at this altitude, was unmistakable: Arc Zero rumbled and shuddered, and after a half an hour, the temperature had increased by nearly ten degrees Celsius on the command deck. Cabins closer to the “front” of the station got so hot that they had to be sealed off. But then the rumbling subsided, and Arc Zero shot back out into space. In a little less than an hour, it would reach the vertex of the ellipse and arc back toward Geneva. 
 
    After three of these passes, they had a much better idea of the effects of atmospheric drag on the station. With each pass through the stratosphere, Arc Zero slowed a little, causing her orbit to decay a little faster. This was a self-reinforcing cycle: the more her orbit decayed, the faster its rate of decay. Aguilar could slow this rate, but only by spending more fuel than they could afford to lose. They were burning plenty of fuel as it was: because of Arc Zero’s awkward shape, it tended to pitch and roll unexpectedly. Aguilar had programmed the stabilizing thrusters to compensate for this to keep her from spinning uncontrollably, but this meant they were burning fuel almost constantly. All they could do was try to keep her together while she fell. Haas estimated that they had about ten to fifteen more passes before the accumulated heat caused by gas particles slamming against the leading edge of Arc Zero would melt the antenna array. A few passes after that, Arc Zero herself would break up. If any of the crew were still alive at that point, they’d quickly die from some combination of heat, rapid loss of pressure and asphyxiation. 
 
    Aguilar and Haas huddled together, doing their best to incorporate his estimates of atmospheric drag into her calculations of orbital trajectory. Huiskamp sat patiently behind them, awaiting their verdict. 
 
    “I think I can do it,” said Aguilar at last. “At this rate, in four more passes we’ll be below a hundred klicks. Three passes after that, we’ll be between Geneva and Freedom while Lucerne Crater is pointed more or less in that direction.” 
 
    “More or less?” asked Huiskamp. 
 
    “Best I can do, Admiral. We’re in a positive feedback loop. Minor variations can have big effects. For all I know, we could break apart before we ever get into position.” 
 
    Two passes later, though, it was clear that Arc Zero’s orbit was decaying too fast. By the time Lucerne Crater was facing Freedom, the antenna would be fried, and the atmospheric drag would put her some three hundred kilometers behind the maximum angle of refraction.  
 
    “Can we do another burn?” Huiskamp asked. 
 
    “I don’t think it will be enough,” Aguilar said. “Propellant tanks are at ten percent, and we’ll need half of that just to remain stable.” 
 
    “What if we lose some mass?” Lee asked. 
 
    “It will have to be a lot. At least ten thousand kilograms.” 
 
    “We’ve already tossed everything that isn’t bolted down,” Haas said. This was close to the literal truth: realizing that the more mass Arc Zero had, the more fuel it would take to adjust her orbit, they had dumped nearly all their supplies: most of their food, medicine, clothing, and equipment. They hadn’t expected to live for more than a few more days anyway, so it was unlikely they would need it. 
 
    “What about water?” Lee asked. 
 
    Haas shook his head. “Even if we could find a way to vent the tanks to space, the water would freeze on its way out, clogging the lines.” 
 
    “Not if we vent it while we’re in the atmosphere,” Aguilar said. “The hull gets hot enough that it should prevent the water from freezing.” 
 
    “True,” said Haas. “Instead, it will boil violently, probably sending us into a spin. If we don’t break apart, we’ll burn all our fuel trying to stabilize.” 
 
    “Venting a little steam won’t destabilize us that much.” 
 
    “You’re just guessing,” Haas snapped irritably. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Of course I’m guessing, Haas,” Aguilar retorted. “As are you, unless you’ve charted out the thrust potential of violently boiling water from a chunk of a space station hurtling through the stratosphere.” 
 
    “All right, people, that’s enough,” said Huiskamp. “Sounds like it’s worth a try. Get ready to vent the water tanks on the next pass. Aguilar, do whatever you need to do to make sure we have enough fuel to get into position to transmit.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “In any case, it won’t be enough,” said Haas. 
 
    “He’s right about that,” said Aguilar. “We’ve only got five thousand liters of water on board. That’s five thousand kilograms.” 
 
    “All we’ve got left is people,” said Lee. 
 
    “Four people,” Haas said. “Average mass of seventy kilograms. That’s three hundred fifty kilograms.” 
 
    “Not enough,” said Lee. “Also, you’re nuts, Haas.” 
 
    Haas shrugged. “We’re all going to die anyway.” 
 
    “What about air?” asked Huiskamp. 
 
    No one spoke for a moment. Haas’s brow furrowed. “Actually,” he said, “we have about eight thousand cubic meters of air on board, not counting what’s in the tanks. At one point two five kilograms per cubic meter, that’s ten thousand kilograms.” 
 
    “We’re carrying five times the weight of our water supply in air?” Aguilar asked dubiously. 
 
    “Feel free to check my math,” Haas said indifferently. 
 
    “This is nuts,” Aguilar said. “We have a single space suit. What are you going to do, vent the cabin and let the three people not wearing a suit asphyxiate?” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Haas. “The sensible thing to do is to move the three people not wearing space suits to the hatch and let them get sucked into the vacuum when we open it.” 
 
     “Jesus Christ,” said Aguilar. “You’re serious.” 
 
    “Absolutely I’m serious. What does it matter, Aguilar? We’re all going to be dead in a few hours. We might as well make it count for something.” 
 
    “He’s got a point,” said Lee. “We’re all just dead weight at this point.” 
 
    “Nobody is dead weight,” Huiskamp snapped. “We’re human beings, God damn it. We may find ourselves making some tough decisions, but we’re going to make those decisions as human beings. Not animals. Not machines. Not Cho-ta’an. Human. Remember that.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lee said. “You’re right, sir. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What’s done is done, Lee. No need to be sorry. Let’s get to work on dumping that water. Aguilar and Haas, put your heads together and try to find a way to make this work—without spacing anybody. We’re a crew. We stay together to the end.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Venting the water went more smoothly than anyone expected. After shuddering and groaning for another forty minutes, Arc Zero headed back out into space. By the time she reached the vertex of her orbit, Aguilar and Haas had run the numbers to the best of their ability. The news was not good. There was no way they could reach the alignment window without dumping a lot more mass. Unfortunately, the bulk of the mass was in Arc Zero’s structural members and hull, and if they detached the antenna array from the hull, they’d have no way to change its orbit or orient it. 
 
    “Can we cut away part of the hull?” Lee asked. “The section antispinward past the last thruster is just dead weight.” 
 
    “With what?” Haas asked. “We have no torch. There was a high-powered laser in one of the holds, but we lost it when GODCOM broke apart.” 
 
    “We couldn’t have powered it anyway,” said Aguilar. 
 
    “True,” Haas said. “And cutting through the hull would take days. We need to stop wasting time on fantasies and ask ourselves just how badly we want to send this message.” 
 
    Aguilar grinned. “I got the impression you thought this entire project was a fantasy, Haas.” 
 
    “No,” Haas replied. “It’s a reasonable use of our resources, given the situation. The odds of success are low, but it’s the best chance we have to ensure the survival of humanity.” 
 
    “Then you think time travel really is possible?” asked Lee. 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s impossible. What I do know is impossible is cutting through a space station without any tools. I suggest we spend our time on things we have not yet determined to be impossible.” 
 
    “What do you two think?” Huiskamp asked, looking to Lee and Aguilar. 
 
    “Does it matter, sir?” Aguilar asked. “We have a mission.” 
 
    “This goes above and beyond anything that can reasonably be asked of an IDL officer,” Huiskamp said. “I can’t—I won’t—ask you to do this.” 
 
    “Even if it means the extinction of humanity, sir?” Lee asked. 
 
    “I can’t think in those terms,” Huiskamp said. “If I start thinking of myself as the savior of humanity, I’ll go crazy. I may be crazy already, for all I know. You three have kept me sane for the past eighteen months, and I’m counting on you to keep doing it for the next few hours. I don’t know if time travel is possible. I don’t even know if getting a message to Jason is possible. What I know is that I—we’re here for a reason. If I lose my faith in you three, then I’ve lost sight of what that reason is.” 
 
    “Well I’m in,” Haas said. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “What, specifically, are we talking about?” asked Lee.  
 
    “Death by asphyxiation, or possibly decompression,” Haas said. “If you’re holding your breath, your lungs will explode and you’ll die rather quickly. If you don’t, you’ll lose consciousness after about fifteen seconds as the oxygen leaves your blood. Either way, you’ll be dead in less than two minutes.” 
 
    “Good Lord, Haas,” said Aguilar. 
 
    Haas shrugged. “The alternative is to ride Arc Zero to the bitter end. If you’re lucky, you’ll pass out when the station loses pressure. Otherwise you’ll burn to death.” He shook his head. “I’ll take deep space.” 
 
    “Haas’s colorful presentation aside,” Huiskamp said, “he’s correct. There are no good options here. Whether or not we do this, there’s very little chance we’re going to survive more than a few more passes. We need to make this decision with our eyes open.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aguilar said. “It’s suicide.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Haas said. “Stepping into vacuum is generally fatal.” 
 
    “Shut up, you asshole,” Lee said. “You know what she means. Aguilar’s Catholic.” 
 
    Haas shrugged. He tended to view Aguilar’s Catholicism—and religion in general—as an amusing affectation. He wasn’t hostile to it, but he had a hard time imagining anyone taking religion seriously. “If she has a problem with it, she can stay behind. We do have one space suit, and it wouldn’t hurt to have someone on board for the final pass.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Lee said. “I’m Presbyterian. We’re not supposed to commit suicide either.” 
 
    “But it’s not a mortal sin for you,” Haas said. 
 
    “Technically it’s a mortal sin for anyone,” Aguilar said. “You don’t get an exemption for being Presbyterian. Or atheist, for that matter.” 
 
    “I’m agnostic,” Haas said. 
 
    “You’re an atheist without any conviction,” Aguilar said. 
 
    Haas shrugged. 
 
    “Okay, let’s leave religion out of it,” Huiskamp said. “This decision needs to be unanimous. Whether we leave someone behind is another question. If anyone has an objection, I want to hear it. As for the question of suicide… well, yes, I suppose technically it is. But while I’m no theologian, I’ve got to assume that any God worth the name realizes there’s a difference between throwing in the towel and willingly surrendering one’s life so that others have a chance to keep living. In fact, I think there’s a whole religion devoted to following the example of someone who did the latter.”  
 
    “In any case,” Haas said, “you’d just be checking out a few hours early. How much time in purgatory could that possibly get you?” 
 
    “I don’t suppose we have any sedatives?” Lee asked. “I like to think I’m not a coward, but fuck. I’m going to end up holding my breath. How can you not? I don’t want to know what it feels like to have your lungs explode. Jesus Christ. Sorry, Aguilar.” 
 
    “We dumped all the medical supplies,” Aguilar said. 
 
    “I’ve got a bottle of single malt in my quarters,” Haas said, “but I’ve been saving it for a special occasion.”  
 
    Aguilar punched him. 
 
    “Okay,” said Lee, half to himself. “I think I can do it with three or four shots of whiskey. Maybe five.” 
 
    Aguilar sighed heavily. “Save some for me.” 
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “Yeah. As corny as it sounds, I joined the IDL to make a difference for humanity. I’m not going to throw that away now so I can live for a few more hours.” 
 
    “You all seem pretty certain,” Haas said, “that this is the special occasion I’ve been waiting for.” 
 
    “Then we’re all agreed,” Huiskamp said. “We vent the atmosphere and… what happens happens.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Lee and Aguilar said in unison. Haas nodded. 
 
    “All right. Haas, I’m formally declaring this a special occasion. Go get that single malt.” 
 
    “Wait, sir,” Aguilar said. “We haven’t settled the matter of whether someone is staying behind to pilot the ship.” 
 
    “Is it necessary?” Huiskamp asked. “Don’t you have everything automated at this point?” 
 
    “Yes, but the final pass could get tricky. We may have to turn off the auto-stabilization so we have enough fuel to hit the alignment window.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering?” 
 
    Aguilar shook her head. “At this point, I’d rather just have it done with. I’m concerned that…” She broke off and looked away. “Sir, I’m not sure I could do it. Knowing that you’re all….” 
 
    “It’s all right, Aguilar,” Huiskamp said. “This was my crazy idea, and Jason is my son. I should be the one to send the message. Besides, the captain is supposed to go down with… well, whatever this is.” 
 
    No one spoke for a moment. “Then it’s settled,” Haas said at last. “The Admiral suits up and the three of us exit stage left.” 
 
    “You’re not, by the way, sir,” said Lee. 
 
    “What’s that, Lee?” 
 
    “Crazy, sir. I’ve been in the IDL for eighteen years and I know crazy. I’ve had a lot of posts with a lot of different COs, and I’ve been given a lot of crazy orders. This isn’t one of them, sir. We might fail, but not because you’re crazy. Trying to bounce a signal off a planet to a ship ten billion miles away to tell them to go back in time may the most sensible thing I’ve been involved with since I signed up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Lee. Although I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or a commentary on the IDL.” 
 
    “A little of both, sir.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been an honor serving with you three. I meant it when I said that you keep me sane. Damn it, Haas. Where’s that bottle?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I’m on it.” Haas pushed himself away toward the fireman’s pole. 
 
    “How long until we hit the stratosphere again, Aguilar?” 
 
    “About an hour, sir.” 
 
    “All right, we’ll have to make this party quick.” 
 
    “Trying to get rid of us already, sir?” 
 
    “If we don’t do it now, we’ll have to wait until we’re on the other side. The longer we wait to dump our atmosphere, the worse our odds.” 
 
    “Gallows humor, sir,” said Aguilar. “Don’t worry, we’ll be gone before it starts to get bumpy. Hurry up with that whiskey, Haas!” 
 
    “Nothing for the Admiral,” Lee said. “He’s driving.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-four                
 
    Senator Antonius Lusus strode into the Emperor’s chambers with an air of confidence, despite the news he had to deliver. He was one of the few who could do so; as the patrician of one of the most powerful families in Tuscany, he was a vital ally of the Emperor. The vineyards in his region had come upon hard times lately, but this only made him more valuable to Rome: the young men who might be working the fields were now being conscripted into Hadrian’s legions. Hadrian had long been conservative in his use of the military, thinking expansion a losing game, but the rebellion in Judaea would require mobilizing large numbers of troops whether he liked it or not. Lusus had just returned from a tour of Syria, Lebanon and Judaea. 
 
    Hadrian, who had been looking out the window of his palace overlooking the garden, heard the man approach and turned. “Lusus!” he cried, moving toward the man. “It is good to see you back from the East. You are well?” 
 
    “I am, Imperator. Thank you.” 
 
    “Tell me, what news do you bring?” 
 
    “Little good, I’m afraid. The rebellion in Judaea is not yet contained. The Jews’ defeat at Aelia Capitolina only kindled their zeal.” 
 
    “Is the new governor not making good use of the troops I’ve sent? Felix Marcus is a capable man, but perhaps I promoted him beyond his abilities.” 
 
    “It isn’t that, Imperator. Marcus lacks the diplomatic finesse of Rufus, but he is the right man to crush a rebellion.” 
 
    “Yet he cannot do it with five legions and a dozen additional cohorts? We’ve pulled troops from all over the region.” 
 
    “Our forces are still outnumbered by the Jewish troops. Simon ben Kosevah seems to add to their number by the day. The Jews are more familiar with the terrain and occupy a number of fortified strongholds. You are, of course, familiar with the vast network of caves they use to ambush our troops and to avoid large-scale confrontations whenever possible. The Jews fight a war of attrition, and for the moment they are succeeding. They chip away at our numbers and our morale.” 
 
    “All the while keeping five legions occupied that may at any moment be needed elsewhere.” 
 
    “All the more reason to crush the Jewish revolt decisively, Imperator. The Jews nearly took Aelia Capitolina and the commanders I spoke to believe they will try again soon, with much greater numbers. If the rebels take Aelia Capitolina, it will be a signal to disaffected Jews throughout the region that Simon ben Kosevah can succeed. His people call him ‘Nasi,’ meaning ‘prince.’ Some say he is the messiah promised in their scriptures. Already there are rumblings of revolt in Samaria and Galilee, and the rebellion will spread to Arabia, Cyprus, Libya and Egypt. Meanwhile, the Persians and Goths wait and watch.” 
 
    “What do you suggest I do?” 
 
    “You must send more troops. At least two more legions.” 
 
    “Risking unrest across the Empire.” 
 
    “The risk will only grow until the Jews are put down, Imperator.” 
 
    Hadrian sighed. “I know you speak wisdom, Lusus. But still I fear that Felix Marcus will buckle under the strain of commanding seven legions. Until now, he has never commanded more than one.” 
 
    “I agree, Imperator. That is why I suggest that you command the legions personally.” 
 
    “I? No, Lusus. It will not do. There are matters I must attend to in Rome. Besides, if I travel to Judaea now, it will be interpreted as a sign of weakness.” 
 
    “I concede the point,” Lusus said. “In that case, there is only one man fit for the job.” 
 
    “You speak of Sextus Julius Severus.” 
 
    “Can you think of a man more capable?” 
 
    “Severus is needed in Britain.” 
 
    “Britain has been quiet for some time, owing in no small part to the firm hand of the governor. It will remain placid if he is pulled away for a year or two.” 
 
    “Let us hope that is all it takes. What legions do you suggest?” 
 
    “The twin of the Tenth, certainly,” Lusus said. One of the oddities of the Roman military structure was the occasional doubling of legion numbers: in addition to the Tenth Legion garrisoned at Aelia Capitolina, there was a second Tenth Legion in Gaul, called Legio X Gemina. 
 
    “Agreed,” Hadrian said. “Legio II Traiana Fortis could be spared, and there are several other legions in Gallia and Iberia that could spare a few cohorts.” 
 
    “What of the Ninth?” 
 
    “Will they not be needed in the north of Britain?” Hadrian asked. The Ninth Legion, despite being known as Legio IX Hispana, was these days made up mainly of men from Lusus’s own province, and was thus very dear to him. The Tuscans, descended of the proud Etruscan people, were known as fierce and loyal warriors. 
 
    “The Brigantes fight amongst themselves of late,” Lusus said. 
 
    “They may use the occasion of the Jewish revolt to unite. Word of such things travels quickly.” 
 
    “I think it unlikely. Leave a few cohorts at Eboracum and send the rest to Judaea. The men of my country will not disappoint you.” 
 
    The two men spent the next hour rearranging Roman troops until they were certain they had an adequate force to put down the rebellion while still maintaining a sufficient presence in all the other provinces to discourage revolt—at least as long as the Jews were put down quickly. The Roman force in Judaea, when fully in place, would total fifty thousand men. It would be one of the largest armies ever assembled, representing nearly a quarter of the entire Roman armed forces. 
 
    “It is a tremendous risk,” the Emperor said at last. 
 
    “One I fear we have no choice but to take,” said Lusus. “I am certain, though, that with such a force, Severus will be victorious.” 
 
    “May the gods be with him,” Hadrian said. “The Empire will not survive defeat in Judaea.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-five                   
 
    Jason stood on the bridge of Freedom, watching the stars crawl by on the overhead display. He had to remind himself he was traveling tens of thousands of kilometers per second; it seemed like the ship was barely moving. He would not know for at least twenty days whether the gate had received the destruct code—and even then, a lack of response might only mean that the Cho-ta’an had destroyed the gate transmitter.  
 
    Jason intended to ensure that the gate was destroyed one way or another. As long as the gates remained active, the Cho-ta’an had unrestricted access to the Geneva system. He couldn’t do anything about the Geneva gate, but he could take care of the Chrylis gate.  
 
    Although there was no longer an immediate threat from the Cho-ta’an, Jason ordered Olson to maintain maximum acceleration. There were two reasons for this. One was that more Cho-ta’an would be on their way, attempting to intercept Freedom before she reached the gate. The other was that greater velocity meant a better chance of taking out the gate: the Cho-ta’an may have placed mines or parked ships in front of the gate, but such countermeasures would be ineffective against a ship Freedom’s size traveling at over thirty percent of light speed. Mines might tear through Freedom’s hull, but they wouldn’t even have time to detonate before Freedom smashed into the gate. 
 
    They maintained their current heading. Even if they decided to try to go through the gate after all, at the speed they’d be moving when they reached the gate, there was a good chance they’d hit it, and any contact at that speed would be catastrophic. Jason planned to cut acceleration a few hours before they reached the gate and use the stabilizing thrusters to turn Freedom sideways to increase the chances of a collision. With Freedom’s nearly kilometer-long flank facing the gate, he figured the odds were good—and at nearly a third of light speed, any contact would be catastrophic. Any part of Freedom not immediately vaporized by the collision would be sent into a devastating spin that would kill anyone on board. 
 
    Until then, all he could do was wait. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lauren Foley sat on a faux-wooden bench on a terrace overlooking a circular garden some forty meters in diameter, in the middle of which was an elaborate faux-stone fountain cast in a vaguely classical style. A faux-stone wall, twenty meters high and dotted at random intervals with terraces like the one on which Foley sat, enclosed the entire garden. Doorways in the base of the wall opened to faux-stone staircases that wound around the outside of the garden and led to the terraces. A path of white gravel wended around hedges and small trees in a loop that started and ended in front of an artificially weathered wooden gate, behind which was hidden the elevator that gave access to the rest of the ship. Overhead was a holographic dome that lent the appearance of a nearly cloudless blue sky.  
 
    The garden was a masterwork of engineering, capable of accommodating nearly a hundred individuals at any given time while giving each of them the impression of relative seclusion and privacy. Foley had scoped out the terraces and decided she liked this one the best—ironically because she found the illusion of an outdoor park the least convincing here. She liked to feel as if she were in a park, but she didn’t like the feeling of being made to feel as if she were in a park. 
 
    The other terraces were empty, and only a few of the fifteen other colonists were currently in the garden. The crushing gravity of Freedom’s constant acceleration made walking or even standing for more than a few minutes at a time unpleasant; the girls spent most of their time in bed. A few others lay on the grass below, sunning themselves in the artificial sunlight of the garden. With only thirty-six people on board, most of whom were crew members who kept to the upper decks, there was no danger of crowding. Like the rest of Freedom, the garden was a lonely place.  
 
    Foley heard footsteps coming up the stairs and turned to see Bree Cooper approaching. Tall and ungainly, Bree leaned heavily on a walking stick, fighting the heavy gravity. She was one of the two technicians selected to join the colonists. “You couldn’t think of a better place to meet?” she grumbled as she neared the bench. “My knees are killing me.” 
 
    “Inaccessibility is the point,” Foley said. “We’re unlikely to be interrupted here. Or overheard.” 
 
    Bree slumped onto the bench next to her. Not a model of either grace or femininity, Bree had been selected for her intelligence and familiarity with in vitro fertilization equipment. “You don’t think they’ve got cameras and microphones all over the ship?”  
 
    “I’m sure they do, but I think the crew has better things to do than spy on us. They don’t consider us a threat. Honestly, I don’t think they think about us at all.” 
 
    “Then you’re worried about scaring the girls.” 
 
    “Of course. They’re already terrified. Separated from their families, a billion kilometers from home….” 
 
    “More like a trillion at this point.” 
 
    “The point is, we need to have a discussion away from the breeding stock.” 
 
    “Good God, Lauren,” said Bree. “You can’t call them that.” Bree had been calling her Lauren, rather than Doctor or Director Foley, since they’d boarded, as if daring Foley to correct her. She wondered if Bree suspected the truth about how she’d come to be on board. Not that it mattered: she had no proof, and there was nothing anybody could do about it now. Besides, it was her perceptiveness that made Bree a potentially valuable ally. 
 
    “Why not?” Foley asked. “It’s what they are.” 
 
    “Then you and I are as well. You realize that, right?” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Foley, “I know.” Despite her impressive resume, the reason she was here instead of Pranit Mehta was her uterus. That was the reason, wasn’t it? Not simply that she’d been afraid to die alone on Geneva? Better to be breeding stock than a coward.  
 
    After evading Calvin Gabor’s goons at her office, she had gone straight to the spaceport, where a shuttle awaited. She had met no resistance: escaping off-planet on one of the seedships had been such a ballsy move that it had never even occurred to Gabor. Or maybe he just hadn’t believed, despite her willingness to commit treason, that she would sink so low as to save herself at the expense of someone else. 
 
     The shuttles carrying the colonists destined for Renaissance and Philadelphia had already departed; only Freedom’s remained. Foley was the last one aboard. In a waiting room somewhere nearby, Pranit Mehta waited for a call that would never come. As they sat on the launch pad awaiting takeoff, she pretended to sleep rather than face questions from the other colonists about how she had ended up on the shuttle. She’d more than half-expected security forces to halt the launch, but either Gabor had never thought to check the shuttle passenger manifest or the government was already in such disarray that he couldn’t have stopped the launch if he wanted to. 
 
    Once aboard, she learned that the captain had cut off all communications between civilians and the planet. She’d never even had a chance to say goodbye to her husband and their three daughters. She wondered if they would ever find out what she had done. She didn’t think so. Even if the government were fully functional, nobody would tell her husband anything; the passenger manifests were classified. One day, Mommy just wouldn’t come home. Still, it was better than calling them from prison, wasn’t it?  
 
    What the hell is wrong with you? said an accusatory voice in her head. You left your family to die alone, without even telling them why! 
 
    I left because the mission has a better chance of success with me on board, she said to the voice.  
 
    The voice laughed at her. 
 
    By the time the shuttle reached Freedom, she’d come up with a plausible explanation for how she’d ended up on board in place of Pranit Mehta: A secondary screening of Dr. Mehta indicated that he had a physical defect that made him unsuited for the mission, and Foley was the only other candidate with the appropriate genetics background. She hadn’t wanted to go, but President Adams had personally insisted. She was making a tremendous sacrifice, you see, leaving her family behind to ensure the survival of humanity. 
 
    Except for the part about Dr. Mehta having a physical defect (he lacked a uterus), it was all a bald-faced lie, but thanks to the communications blackout, there was no way any of the civilians on board could check her story. The captain, Jason Huiskamp, could probably have figured out she was lying if he’d looked into it, but he seemed to have little interest in the colonists. Other than a few brief ship-wide broadcasts, they’d heard nothing from him. They occasionally saw other IDL crew members, but they seemed similarly aloof. She got the impression that the captain resented the last-minute change in their mission. 
 
    “Why are we meeting like this?” Bree asked, growing impatient. 
 
    Why indeed? Foley asked herself. Is it because I need something to occupy my mind so the guilt doesn’t eat me alive? 
 
    “Because,” she said, “I get the impression you prefer the truth over comforting lies.” 
 
    “You think there is something they’re not telling us.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    Bree regarded her, considered the question. At twenty-eight, she was less jaded than Foley, but she possessed the cold detachment common to people who excelled at troubleshooting technical problems. She had worked as a technician at one of Geneva City’s leading fertility clinics before starting a company that developed software for monitoring the equipment used by such clinics. “I think… Sometimes I think they’ve been lying to us from the start. Like, the seedships were never more than a pipe dream. Somehow wires got crossed and they actually got built, but I don’t think anybody ever expected them to succeed. They were just something to pin our hopes on, to keep people docile while they waited for the end. When I heard the news that the seedships were actually on their way to Geneva… I suppose I allowed myself some hope. But then they changed the boarding plans and lied to those girls about it…. I mean, I went along with it, so in a way I guess I’m as guilty as they are, but…” 
 
    “You don’t trust the IDL. Neither do I. We’re like caged animals on this ship. We only know what they tell us.” 
 
    “You know more than the rest of us,” Bree reminded her. It was true: not only had Foley organized the evacuation; she had managed to get a brief meeting with the captain. 
 
    “Which is exactly why I think we’re being lied to.” 
 
    “The captain said the other two seedships have been destroyed and we’ve got eleven Cho-ta’an ships on our tail. If those are lies, they’re not very comforting ones.” 
 
    “That part is true. But the escape plan he outlined made no sense. And there’s something else. I spent two years studying the specs of these ships. I know how much mass they have unladen, how much cargo we have on board, and what the engines are capable of. To make a long story short, there’s no way we can significantly increase our acceleration by dumping a little excess cargo.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that to get the acceleration increase we’ve seen, we must have dumped just about everything. Food, equipment, medicine, the lander… maybe even the TGP.” 
 
    “Without the TGP, our mission will fail.” 
 
    “Exactly. We can’t preserve the species with thirty-six people. But if we’re doomed anyway, why dump the cargo?” 
 
    “I suppose there isn’t much they can do besides delay the inevitable.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I get the sense there’s more to it than that. The captain is up to something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I intend to find out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-six                        
 
    Admiral Cole Huiskamp sat alone in the center of the command deck, watching an empty whisky bottle drift slowly away from him, a trail of shimmering globules following it across the dimly lit chamber. Huiskamp would have killed for a drink at that moment. He had allowed himself only a sip, in honor of his crew, before saying goodbye to the others and donning his spacesuit. Then he had strapped himself into his chair and instructed the computer to override the airlock safety mechanisms. With another command, all the doors on Arc Zero slid open at once. A torrent of air momentarily tore through the cabin and then was silent. The whisky bottle, carelessly discarded after their final toast, was the only sign three other human beings had been with him moments ago. 
 
    He checked the time display on his comm. Several minutes had passed. By now, Aguilar, Lee and Haas were dead, their bodies drifting in the cold vacuum of space. Had Lee remembered not to hold his breath? What difference did it make? Asphyxiation, decompression, freezing… dead was dead. The rest of GODCOM’s crew had already been killed days before, thanks to Huiskamp. And on Geneva, tens of thousands were dying in civil war or Cho-ta’an missile attacks. What were three more? 
 
     The cabin began to rumble as Arc Zero once again slipped into the stratosphere. Four more passes to the alignment window, Huiskamp thought. Let’s hope she holds together. The rumbling got worse, but the sound was oddly muted now that Arc Zero had no atmosphere. He had sufficient air in the tank strapped to the side of his chair for six hours—enough to last two more orbits, which was four more passes through the atmosphere. Oxygen was unlikely to be the limiting factor. Propellant for the thrusters would probably give out first—if Arc Zero didn’t break apart before that.  
 
    The biggest concern, though, was the effect of atmospheric heat on the antenna array. The array was unshielded, and as Arc Zero dropped into the thicker part of the stratosphere, billions of gas particles would collide with the leading edge of the array, imparting some of their heat to it. Although the density of the atmosphere at this altitude was less than one percent of that at sea level, at a velocity of several kilometers per second the effect was significant. Heat would stop accumulating each time Arc Zero left the atmosphere, but it had nowhere to go except across the rest of the array and eventually to the hull. Heat couldn’t travel across a vacuum except as infrared radiation—and if the array was glowing red, it was already way too hot. The array panel couldn’t be seen from anywhere inside Arc Zero, but Huiskamp imagined the insulation on the wires to the transmitter nodes had already melted. The wires would be next. 
 
    For now, though, the transmitter remained online, although it was not actively transmitting. To conserve power, it was programmed not to transmit until Arc Zero was near the alignment window. As turbulence worsened, the stabilization program kicked in, causing the thrusters to fire. Huiskamp could do nothing but watch as the propellant level dropped from ten percent to nine, and then from nine to eight. The rumbling began to ease up, and the thrusters cut out. Arc Zero once again shot into the vacuum. 
 
    Three passes to go. On the final pass, Arc Zero would be as close as it was going to get to the alignment window. Without another extended burn, though, she wasn’t going to make it. When Arc Zero was well clear of the atmosphere, Huiskamp tapped a key sequence, executing the burn Aguilar had pre-programmed. He felt the faint sense of acceleration as the thrusters fired. Propellant dropped to seven… six… five… four. The thrusters cut out. Examining the nav display, Huiskamp saw that the computer was now projecting that Arc Zero would just reach the alignment window: for an estimated twenty seconds, she would pass just south of Lucerne Crater while it was pointed toward Freedom. 
 
    The problem was that the stabilizing algorithm was using too much propellant. Arc Zero had burned two percent on her last pass, and the atmosphere was getting thicker. If she burned two percent on the next two passes, she’d have nothing left for the final pass. Just when the array needed to be precisely aimed, she’d be spinning wildly out of control. 
 
    Huiskamp weighed his options as Arc Zero hit the vertex of her orbit and headed back toward the stratosphere again. They were few: there was no way to modify the stabilization algorithm to use less propellant, because there was no such thing as “partly stable.” Either Arc Zero was stable or she was completely out of control.  
 
    In one way, letting Arc Zero spin would be advantageous: the heat buildup on any single part of her would be minimized, and some of the accumulated heat would dissipate in the atmosphere. The risks, however, were extreme: vibration might shake the delicate antenna array apart, and possible even tear Arc Zero herself to pieces. In the end, Huiskamp decided to let the stabilization program run. Depending on air flow patterns, Arc Zero might more-or-less stabilize on her own, requiring minimal help from the thrusters. It was unlikely, but if she used less propellant than she had on the last two passes, she might still have enough for the final pass. 
 
    Arc Zero began to rattle again as she pierced the stratosphere. The thrusters kicked in almost immediately. By this time, Huiskamp was sweating in his suit. He could feel the heat through his chair, and he imagined the walls toward Arc Zero’s leading edge were hot enough to sear flesh. It was fortunate that the sensitive electronics aboard were sealed and liquid-cooled, or they’d probably have burned out already. The transmitter was still reporting that it was online, but it couldn’t take much more of this. 
 
     The fuel and oxidizer gauges read three percent… two percent… one percent. The thrusters cut out, and Arc Zero drifted into the void. Sweat poured down Huiskamp’s face. His back side was already drenched. He gulped water from the tube in his helmet. 
 
    Two passes left. He was still on track to hit the alignment window, midway through the final pass. The computer was now estimating that he would have ten seconds to send his message. Cutting it too close. And that was assuming the array antenna didn’t melt or rattle apart beforehand. 
 
    The stabilization issue had been settled for him: he simply didn’t have enough propellant for two more passes.  Arc Zero was going to have to make one pass through the stratosphere with no stabilization. Huiskamp doubted she’d hold together, but there was no way to know for certain without doing it. The atmosphere was still very thin at the altitude Arc Zero would be entering it, but Arc Zero was about as aerodynamic as a damp cardboard box. Huiskamp disabled the auto-stabilization and waited for her to dive back into the atmosphere. 
 
    Arc Zero began to rumble around him, and the rumble turned into a rattle. Wall panels vibrated until they began to blur. Then suddenly he was pitched forward as Arc Zero went into a spin. A red warning flashed as the transmitter went offline, and then the display went dark. There was the faint sound of metal shearing as Arc Zero jerked to the left, and then back to the right. Around this time, Huiskamp lost any sense of orientation. He was aware of spinning and intense pressure in his head. Then everything went black. 
 
    When Huiskamp regained consciousness, all was calm. His head pounded, but he was in one piece—as was Arc Zero, as far as he could tell. Whatever had sheared away, the command deck had held together. Life support was down, but he wasn’t using it anyway. Thrusters were online and both fuel and oxidizer remained at one percent. His seat was warm underneath him, but not uncomfortably so; some of the heat Arc Zero had accumulated must have dissipated in its wild tumble through the atmosphere. He had been out for some time: Arc Zero had already passed the aphelion of its orbit and was coming back in for its final pass. He re-engaged the stabilizing program; if he was going to have any chance of sending his message, Arc Zero would have to be rock steady. 
 
    Huiskamp’s heart dropped as he saw the warning at the bottom of the screen: the transmitter was still down. The monitoring software said that a breaker had tripped, indicating a short. He attempted to reset the breaker, but it immediately tripped again. There was no way to know from here what was wrong—a cable might have gotten disconnected or the whole panel might have been torn off. Fortunately he was already suited up and there was no need to bother with airlocks. He could just open a hatch and go outside. Whether he could do anything about the transmitter when he got there was another story. 
 
    This was not the only bad news: thanks to the atmospheric drag on its last pass, the computer was predicting that Arc Zero would now be within the alignment window for eight seconds—and depending on turbulence, that number might well drop. Haas had told them that given the weak signal strength, they shouldn’t expect to be able to transmit more than four hundred bits per second. A single character in standard encoding required eight bits. The message he had written out for Jason was succinct, but even so it was nearly five hundred characters. That was four thousand bits, which would require ten seconds to transmit at four hundred bits per second. Even if he could get the transmitter working, he couldn’t count on having a connection for that long. He might have only a second—or less. 
 
    One second. If he was lucky. What do you say in your final message to your son if you only have a single second? What do you say if the fate of humanity depends on him reading that message, understanding it, and doing exactly as he is told? 
 
    The clock was ticking. In ten minutes, Arc Zero would re-enter the atmosphere. In twenty minutes, the alignment window would begin. He needed to use that time getting the transmitter working. He couldn’t sit here dithering about the content of the message. 
 
    Nineteen minutes. 
 
    Okay, boil the message down to the basic information. What was the absolute minimum Jason needed to know? He tapped out a sentence. Too long. Jason didn’t need an explanation—just instructions. Revise. Shorten. Abbreviate. 
 
    Eighteen minutes. 
 
    Huiskamp pounded his fist against the visor of his helmet. Something was missing. Think. 
 
    Jason had always been a rebellious kid. Could never get him to do what he was told. Why would he listen now? He’d done well in the IDL. Huiskamp remembered being surprised that Jason had even made it through the academy, given his rebellious streak. It wasn’t authority in general that Jason resented. It was me. 
 
    Seventeen minutes. 
 
    So: appeal to him as an IDL officer rather than as his father. But how? Sign the message “Adm. Huiskamp”? It seemed an absurd way to close his final message to his only son. Not only that, but Jason would likely suspect the message was a fake, sent by the Cho-ta’an to sabotage his mission. At four hundred bits per second, encryption was not an option. He needed to include some piece of information that the Cho-ta’an could not possibly know. 
 
    Sixteen minutes.  
 
    Forget pulling rank on Jason. Even if Jason believed the message came from his father, he would see it as a transparent ploy. It was exactly the sort of thing Jason would rebel against. Condescension. That’s what Jason hated. Jason didn’t mind following orders from his superiors in the IDL because for all its faults, the IDL was largely a meritocracy. He could get ahead in the IDL by working hard, following the rules, and using his wits. With his father, no matter what he did, he couldn’t win.  
 
    My God, thought Huiskamp. How clear things become when you have less than an hour to live. He realized now that in pushing his son to excel, he had inadvertently communicated to him that he would never be good enough. The key to getting Jason to listen was to acknowledge him as an equal. The past couldn’t be undone, but they didn’t have to let it control them. 
 
    Fifteen minutes. 
 
    Huiskamp tapped out the rest of the message. Forty-eight characters. That was three hundred eighty-four bits. With a second of transmission time, he could get that message through to Jason. He had no illusions that two brief sentences could communicate all he’d failed to say in forty years, but maybe just this once Jason would give him the benefit of the doubt. He sent the message to the transmitter interface. Once he fixed the antenna and reset the breaker, it would start transmitting the message on a loop.  
 
    He unstrapped from his chair, got the bulky air tank strapped to his back, and made his way toward the hatch. Along the way, he grabbed a portable tool kit. By the time he exited Arc Zero, the heads-up display in his helmet was telling him he had twelve minutes until the alignment window. Things were going to get bumpy very quickly. The surface of Geneva loomed huge beneath him. The sun was currently hidden behind Geneva, but there was a fair amount of light from Geneva’s three moons. 
 
    He made his way carefully along the hull toward the antenna array. The suit’s propulsion system wasn’t working, so he made use of what handholds he could find. Even through the thick gloves of the spacesuit, the hull was hot to the touch. He allowed himself a modicum of relief when he saw that the antenna array was still in place. There was at least a chance he could repair it. He pulled himself along the hull toward the antenna array. When he reached it, he pulled a tether from the suit and latched himself to one of the solar panel’s supports. 
 
    The problem—one of them, anyway—was immediately apparent. A section of the reflective shielding that Haas had wrapped around the main power cable had blown off, exposing the insulation below. The insulation had partially melted, and the wire had shorted out. The transmitter nodes themselves seemed undamaged.  
 
    He opened the tool kit, pressing the case against Arc Zero’s hull so the magnets embedded in it would hold it in place. He extracted a wire stripper and got to work removing the old insulation. It was maddeningly slow and awkward with the space suit’s gloves, but he didn’t dare rush for fear of accidentally severing the wires. By the time he finished, Arc Zero was heading back into the stratosphere. Already his tether had gone tight as the wind tried to push him off the hull. The atmosphere was stable at this altitude, so he didn’t need to worry about gusts, but soon the wind would make it difficult to work. Not long after that, it would tear his suit apart. He reeled the tether in a few centimeters and kept working. 
 
     The next step was to separate the leads so he could wrap insulating tape around them. It quickly became apparent, though, that the two wires were firmly stuck together: a combination of the heat from atmospheric pressure and that of the electricity arcing the gap had melted the copper, fusing a section of wire nearly three centimeters long. Getting them apart without severing either wire was going to be nearly impossible. 
 
    The wind was rapidly getting worse. Huiskamp’s helmet was filled with a dull roar, and just keeping his hands in front of him required effort. Arc Zero trembled beneath him, and out of the corner of his eye he could see one of the thrusters firing in an attempt to keep the ungainly vessel pointed the right direction. Over the curve of Geneva’s surface, the glow of the sun was now visible. In a few minutes, the sun would rise, bathing him with its blinding white light and showering him with radiant heat. Already the suit’s cooling system was at its limit; he might very well pass out from heat exhaustion before the wind tore him limb from limb. 
 
    Focus. You’ll never get the wires separated in time. Fine, leave the fused section. Wire around it. He scanned the toolkit and cursed. There was no wire. 
 
    Forget it. You don’t need wire. Anything sufficiently conductive that will bridge the gap will do. He grabbed the wire cutters and cut one of the leads on either side of the fused section. Then he let go of the wire cutters, allowing the wind to carry it away, and picked up a socket wrench. He twisted one of the loose ends around the loop at the base of the wrench and wrapped the other around the wrench’s head. There was no time for soldering; he would just have to hope the current could overcome the resistance. The wind was blowing so hard now that he couldn’t keep his hands still. He’d have to forego insulation as well. The leads were now far enough apart that the current would be unlikely to jump the gap. 
 
    He hit a button on his belt and the tether mechanism let out the rest of its line. For a moment, Huiskamp twirled in the wind, dragged helplessly along the hull, just out of reach of the nearest handhold. Straightening his body into a reasonable approximation of a straight line, he managed to stabilize, facing the hull. The hatch through which he had exited was about five meters to his right and two meters toward the leeward side of Arc Zero. To reach it, he would have to disconnect the tether. The roar in Huiskamp’s helmet was now deafening. He had set an alarm to tell him when the alignment window was five minutes away, but he couldn’t hear it. 5:00 flashed red at the edge of the helmet’s heads-up display. Then 4:59, 4:58… 
 
    The first rays of the sun peaked over Geneva, and although the helmet visor darkened automatically, the reflection off the station’s hull was nearly blinding. He arched his body slightly, allowing the wind to push him toward the hull. His right foot hit metal, and he pushed off at an angle, directing his body toward the hatch. A few more steps and he was directly windward of the opening. There were no handholds on this side of the hatch; he would have to disconnect the tether and try to “fall” into it. At this angle, though, it would be nearly impossible: he would fly right past the hatch, scrabbling for something to hold onto.  
 
    The sun was half-visible now, and it felt like he was flying headlong into a furnace. Even with the visor darkened, he had to squint against the glare. The hatch was barely visible as a dark blotch in a sea of blinding white light. He kicked hard off the surface and then straightened himself into a line, swinging out from the hull like a pendulum. When was near the zenith of his arc, about five meters from the surface, he hit a button on his belt, disconnecting the tether. He’d intended to head toward the hatch feet-first, but he’d released the tether a split-second too early and his momentum carried his feet too far out. The wind caught him and for a moment he was spinning head over heels. Then he straightened out with his head toward the hatch. The dark blotch shot toward him and he arched his body, using the wind to push him toward it. His helmet and upper body smashed into something hard, and he scrambled for a handhold before the wind swept him away. His left hand seized something like a handle and he clutched it hard as the wind pounded him against the hull. Unable to see what he was doing with his visor pressed against the hull, he grabbed the handle-thing with his other hand as well. Yes, it was definitely a handle. He’d gotten hold of the inside handle of the door. He fought the urge to let it go as the hot metal burned his hands through the gloves. 
 
    He pulled himself up toward the hatch opening against the push of the blasting wind. Eighteen months in low gravity hadn’t done any favors for his upper body strength, but he managed to pull his shoulders past the opening. Grasping a handhold just inside the hatch, he scrabbled inside. Trembling and gasping for breath, he managed to get the hatch shut. The deceleration caused by the atmosphere pushed him gently toward the leeward wall of the airlock, and he walked along it until he came to the corridor. The heads-up display read 3:14.  
 
    He leaped diagonally into the corridor, easily overcoming the slight gravity, and grasped one of the rungs that ran across the ceiling. Half-climbing, half-flying, he made his way back to the command deck and then pulled himself along the rail toward his chair. Not wanting to waste time strapping in, he maneuvered himself above his console, brought up the sysadmin interface, and hit the button to reset the breaker. This time it didn’t trip. He breathed a sigh of relief. His heads-up display read 1:45.  
 
    Another warning flashed on the console: the propellant tank was empty. As the thrusters cut out, Arc Zero lurched sideways and Huiskamp was thrown across the room. He slammed headfirst into the wall so hard that he was momentarily stunned. When he regained his wits, he was floating in mid-air, with the command deck whirling about him. His visor was cracked and a warning on his heads-up display told him the suit was losing pressure. The air supply pump revved up, trying to compensate, and yet another warning popped up as his oxygen tank fell below ten percent. Arc Zero lurched again, and he had just enough time to throw up his hands before he slammed into the ceiling. He bounced and drifted back into the center of the room. The spinning had evidently pushed a little more propellant into the lines; Arc Zero suddenly stabilized around him. Floating in the middle of the command deck, everything was eerily calm. With no air to conduct the roar of the wind outside to his ears, all he could hear was the hiss of oxygen leaving his suit. If it weren’t for the vibrations of the wall panels around him, there would be no indication that Arc Zero was moving at all. His oxygen tank was at five percent. 
 
    He drifted feet-first toward a wall. As he reached it, he bent his knees and then lightly pushed off, aiming his body toward the admiral’s chair. His heads-up display told him he had twenty-six seconds until the alignment window. If Arc Zero could just keep itself steady for another twenty-seven seconds, his message would go through. As he drifted toward the console, though, he could just make out the message TRANSMITTER OFFLINE. 
 
    Huiskamp wanted to weep. Had the wire melted through again? Had his jerry-rigged repair come apart? Had the whole panel been blown off? The problem could be any of those things or a hundred others, and he had no time to go back out and fix it.  
 
    Relax, he told himself. Don’t worry about what you can’t control. Maybe the jerking around caused a momentary short that tripped the breaker again. It was unlikely, but it was the only problem he could conceivably do something about. It’s worth a shot, anyway, he thought. Try resetting the breaker. 
 
    He took hold of the headrest of the admiral’s chair to arrest his movement and then pulled himself toward the console. As he reached out to reset the breaker, Arc Zero lurched again, and he was thrown violently toward the wall behind the console. He slammed into the wall and was again momentarily dazed. Arc Zero spun about him. His heads-up display was telling him his oxygen level was at three percent, and the hissing got quieter as the pump struggled to keep the pressure in the suit up. He found himself panting to get enough oxygen. At this rate, the tank would be empty in less than a minute. About thirty seconds after that, he would pass out. 
 
    Arc Zero was spinning so fast, he couldn’t even orient himself. I’m sorry, Jason, he thought, but he couldn’t even be sure what he was apologizing for. Maybe it was for failing to send this message. Maybe it was for failing to say a thousand other things. 
 
    He bounced off a wall and was sent spinning wildly. For a moment, his spin nearly matched that of the command deck around him, and in his muddled state he thought Arc Zero had stabilized again. He grabbed hold of a chair as he drifted toward it, and then pushed himself toward the admiral’s chair. The console still said TRANSMITTER OFFLINE. His heads-up display told him there were eight seconds until the alignment window. 
 
    Through the back of the chair he felt the rumbling of the thrusters as they fired again, and suddenly the cabin lurched counter-clockwise. He lost his hold on the chair and was once again floating free with the command center rotating around him. 
 
    No, he thought. Arc Zero is stable. I’m spinning. His heads-up display told him she’d reach the alignment window in three seconds. Everything was lined up. If he could just reset the breaker, the transmitter might stay online long enough to send the message. But he was spinning in space with nothing to grab onto. If only the suit’s thrusters were working. Even the slightest amount of thrust would be enough to push him to the console. 
 
    Huiskamp undid the latch of his air tank and unslung it from his back. He straddled the tank and then, straining his atrophied muscles, pulled at the air hose with everything he had. It wouldn’t budge. He forced himself to relax for a moment, took three deep breaths, and then pulled again. The line tore and separated. The lose end of hose connected to the tank flopped about lazily as air spilled into the cabin. He grabbed hold of it and directed it toward the ceiling. Nothing happened. The tank was empty. He felt his fingertips and his lips beginning to go numb, and his vision started to cloud at the edges. 
 
    Seized by anger and only half-thinking, he hurled the empty tank away from himself. He began to drift toward the floor of the command deck. His foot struck the floor and he pushed off toward the console. As he seized the edge of the console, his heads-up display told him he was six seconds into the alignment window. He brought up the sysadmin interface and reset the breaker. There was still a chance. 
 
    As he waited for the transmitter to report its status, the thrusters cut out and Arc Zero rolled to the left. Huiskamp lost his grip and tumbled right. Several wall panels sheared off, and one collided with him. Then the opposite wall shot toward him. He got his left arm up in time, but it didn’t help. He felt something in his shoulder snap, and there was a hiss of air followed by dead silence. The air was pulled from his lungs. Everything went dark, and for a moment Huiskamp thought he was dead. Then Arc Zero came apart, and he was falling again in the blasting wind. In front of him, bathed in the glow of the sun, were the vast mountain ranges of Geneva, so close that he thought he could reach out and touch their peaks. Then everything went black for good. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-seven      
 
    Akiva ben Yosef was troubled for some time after his visit to Eleazar of Modi’im. He tried to focus on his work, but he was surrounded by reminders of the war. Food was in short supply, and more and more of his students were leaving to join Simon ben Kosevah’s army. Not all the changes were for the worse: he was no longer bothered by stationarii patrolling the streets; they had been replaced by patrols of young Jewish men who were generally deferential to an old rabbi. The city of Beneberak and many others in the area were fully under control of the government Simon had established at Herodium. Jewish money had replaced Roman currency: coins had been minted with the inscription “For the Freedom of Yerusalem.” For the moment, at least, Judaea—with the notable exception of Yerusalem itself—was free. 
 
    Yet there was something surreal and artificial about this new reality. Judaea was the eye of the storm, around which whirled the violent and unpredictable currents of war. The Romans had a firm hold on Yerusalem, as well as Samaria to the north and Edom to the south, as well as most of the land along the Mediterranean to the west. In between Judaea and the Roman-held territories, skirmishes occurred almost daily. Most often these were provoked by Roman incursions into Jewish territory, although not infrequently Jewish forces would ambush a Roman patrol or execute a lightning attack on a Roman camp. The violence had become a normal part of life—but that was part of the illusion. 
 
    Well over half of the men of fighting age in Judaea—and many thousands from the surrounding provinces—had joined Simon ben Kosevah’s army. Many of those who did not fight supported the cause in other ways. There were holdouts—mostly merchants who benefitted from the influx of Roman currency, but there were also those, like Akiva, who disapproved of the attempts by Eleazar and other to sell Simon ben Kosevah as the moschiach.  
 
    Barring a miracle, the Jewish forces would not increase greatly in number. Meanwhile, word had arrived that many thousands of Roman troops were currently being ferried across the Mediterranean. When they arrived, the storm would hit Judaea with full force. Enthusiasm among the people remained high, but Simon ben Kosevah and his lieutenants were acutely aware of the impending crisis. Just this morning—for the second time—Akiva was visited by men representing the rebellion and pleading for Akiva to give it his public support. He did not know the first group, but among the second was Yehonathan ben Harsom, a rabbi he had long known and respected. Akiva politely declined once again, but the pleas weighed on him. Yehonathan was no firebrand; he spoke with care and was diligent in his study of the Torah. If his studies had convinced him Simon ben Kosevah was the moschiach, then was Akiva mistaken? Was it only his own pride that kept him from seeing the truth? 
 
    At last, unable to concentrate on his work, Akiva informed his wife of his intention to go into the desert to fast and pray. He left the next morning at sunrise, traveling south toward Beit Shemesh. He brought with him no food, but only a skin of water. There was no water in the wadis this time of year, but he knew of some springs where he could fill the skin. There were only a few scattered small towns in this area; he would be unlikely to be disturbed in his meditations, either by Jew or Roman. 
 
    For three days he walked in the desert. The nights were cool but not cold; he slept curled up within his robe, a stone for his pillow. He had intended to return before dusk on the third day, but he ran out of water and became disoriented in the heat. He sat down to rest until the air cooled. Not knowing which direction he faced, he waited for the stars to appear in order to orient himself. Growing impatient, he strained his eyes trying to make out the first stars of the night. 
 
    Suddenly a bright star appeared before him, seeming to fall to the Earth from directly overhead. It was visible for nearly a minute, and then it disappeared below the horizon. Akiva excitedly got to his feet and walked toward the place where the star had fallen. It soon grew dark, and he found himself in a valley wending through the hills. He could see little, but his feet found sure footing on the valley floor. After several hours, he emerged from the valley onto a plain. A breeze wafted over him, carrying the scent of the Mediterranean.  
 
    The sky was lightening behind him when he saw a fire in the distance. He walked toward it. After a time, it became clear that it was a campfire. Several men stood around it, engaged in an animated discussion. As Akiva grew closer, he saw three figures lying on the ground nearby. From their movements, they appeared to be bound. 
 
    “They are Roman spies,” said one of the men standing by the fire. He spoke in Aramaic. “Let us kill them and be done with it.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-eight         
 
    The silence on the bridge was broken by the voice of Communications Officer Josh Creed. “Sir, we’re receiving a transmission.” 
 
    Jason was momentarily speechless. They hadn’t heard from anyone in the IDL since Renaissance had been destroyed three weeks earlier, and they were too far out to receive stray broadcasts from the Geneva system. The Cho-ta’an ships that had taken out Renaissance and Philadelphia were probably close on their tail, but the Cho-ta’an weren’t known for trying to make contact before shooting. He could think of only one possibility. 
 
    “Kilimanjaro?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s coming from behind us. Apparently from the Geneva system.” 
 
    “Apparently?” 
 
    “It’s unsigned and unencrypted, sir. It appears to be, uh, addressed to you, sir.”  
 
    Jason’s console lit up with the message: 
 
      
 
    JASON—GO THRU C GATE TO SOL AT .3LS. WHATS DONE IS DONE 
 
      
 
    “What in the hell…?” Jason murmured. “That’s the entire message?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. It repeats three times before cutting off. It may be a Chotie trick, sir.” 
 
    “The Cho-ta’an are not known for their subtle ruses.” 
 
    “No, sir. Although, to be honest, this one isn’t particularly subtle.” 
 
    “Why would the Choties want us to go through the gate at point three light speed?” 
 
    “It would be an effective means of killing us, sir.” 
 
    “There are easier ways. Unless they’re trying to destroy the gate as well, this doesn’t make much sense as a Cho-ta’an ruse. Also….” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “The second sentence. It’s something my father used to say. Part of a quote from MacBeth. 
 
      
 
    “‘How now, my lord, why do you keep alone, 
 
    Of sorriest fancies your companions making, 
 
    Using those thoughts which should indeed have died 
 
    With them they think on? Things without all remedy 
 
    Should be without regard: what’s done, is done.’” 
 
      
 
    “What does it mean, sir?” asked the weapons chief, Mika Schwartz, who had just joined them on the bridge. The fourth member of the bridge crew, Devin Olson, was resting in his quarters. 
 
    “I think it’s the closest thing I’m going to get to an apology.” 
 
    “Then you think the message really is from the admiral?” said Schwartz. 
 
    “It seems the most likely explanation. Either my father or someone who knows my father very well.” 
 
    “Why would the admiral want us to go through the Chrylis gate at point three light speed, sir?” Creed asked. 
 
    “Through the Chrylis gate to the Sol gate at point three light speed. Does that sound familiar?” 
 
    Creed’s brow furrowed. “You think he wants us to try to replicate what happened to Andrea Luhman?” 
 
    “It’s the only explanation.” 
 
    “But Andrea Luhman disappeared without a trace.” 
 
    “Maybe. Some interesting theories were floated among IDL’s gate experts in the wake of Andrea Luhman’s disappearance. Over unofficial channels, of course. One is that Andrea Luhman traveled to an alternate universe. Another is that she went backwards in time.” 
 
    “The admiral doesn’t seem the sort to buy into those theories, sir.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t. My father would have demanded cold, hard evidence.” 
 
    “Evidence of what, sir?” 
 
    Jason sighed. “There’s no way to know.” 
 
    “We don’t even know if the gate is still there. If the destruct code got through….” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Do you intend to do it, sir?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It may be the only chance we have.” 
 
    “Sir, if the Chrylis gate is still there, it’s because the Cho-ta’an blocked the destruct code. But if they’re jamming transmissions, then how do we transmit our destination to the gate?” 
 
    “Freedom’s got a five hundred kilowatt tight-beam transmitter,” Jason said. “I think we’ve got a pretty good chance of cutting through any interference once we get within a few million klicks.” 
 
    “With respect, sir,” said Schwartz, “you’re suggesting that if the gate is still there, and if we can get a signal through, and if the admiral’s message is genuine, and if we can thread the needle, we might be able to escape the Cho-ta’an by traveling back in time?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent summary, Schwartz. Thank you.” 
 
    “Glad to be of help, sir.” 
 
    “For now, maintain one point six gee acceleration toward the gate. It’s the only way we’ll stay ahead of the Choties. We’ll be close to point three light speed by the time we get to the gate. To the extent we have any choice in the matter, we can decide once we’re a little closer. Maybe we’ll get a clarifying communication in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Three weeks passed and no further transmissions were received. By this time, the crew of Freedom had to assume Kilimanjaro was lost and the Cho-ta’an had complete control over the Geneva system. The only good news—if it could be called that—was that Freedom had begun picking up a broad spectrum jamming signal from the direction of the gate, indicating that the Cho-ta’an jamming device was still active. That suggested the Chrylis gate was still there. 
 
    When Freedom was four days out from the gate, she spotted twelve interceptors on her tail. Interceptors were unlikely to be armed with missiles, which meant they had to close within a few thousand kilometers to use their railguns. At the rate the enemy ships were accelerating, that would happen when Freedom was about eighteen hours from the gate. 
 
    “We’re not going to make it, sir,” said Commander Olson, as they watched the enemy vessels slowly gaining on them. 
 
    “Not in one piece,” Jason said. When they had been planning to ram the gate, being perforated by Cho-ta’an railguns a day or two out from the gate hadn’t been a big concern. Freedom might break apart, but the debris would continue toward the gate at nearly point three light speed. If anything, striking the gate in a dozen pieces would bolster their chances of destroying it. If the Cho-ta’an had caught up to them a few days earlier, the debris might drift off course enough to miss the gate, but at this distance at least some would almost certainly hit. Traveling at a hundred thousand kilometers per second, it wouldn’t take a very big chunk of metal to smash the gate into pieces.   
 
    If they intended to survive long enough to go through the gate, however, the railguns were a problem. They had no weapons left, and nothing left to dump in the enemy vessels’ path. All they could do is use their lateral thrusters to try to dodge the streams of projectiles. At their current speed, though, Freedom had so much momentum that moving it even an arm’s length sideways required a tremendous amount of energy. A rampaging elephant would have an easier time dodging machinegun fire.  
 
    The other problem with trying to move Freedom out of the way of the path of the projectiles was that the slightest change in trajectory would cause her to miss the Chrylis gate by thousands of kilometers. In short, Jason had to choose whether to let Freedom be riddled with railgun fire or to miss the gate entirely.  
 
    “Ms. Gleeson,” he said over his comm to the chief engineer, “I need more acceleration.” 
 
    After a moment, Kyra Gleeson answered. “Sir, we’re already at the limit.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Ms. Gleeson. We’re going beyond the limit. Shut off the safety overrides for the reactors.” 
 
    “They could melt down, sir. Then we’d be dead in the water, or worse.” 
 
    “They could, but they probably won’t. What’s the absolute max acceleration you can give me, if we disregard all safety protocols?” 
 
    “I could probably get us to one point seven, sir. At least for a little while. If we run that hot for more than five or six hours, a meltdown is almost certain.” 
 
    “We’ll worry about that in five hours. Make it happen, Gleeson.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    With Gleeson pushing the proton reactor beyond any semblance of safety and common sense, Freedom once again began to pull away from the Cho-ta’an—only a few klicks per minute, but it was enough to keep them out  of range of the Cho-ta’an railguns. The question now was whether the Cho-ta’an would increase their own acceleration to try to catch them. If they had any idea how hard Freedom was pushing her limits, they probably would have. But an hour passed, and the distance between them continued to increase.  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” said Olson, running his hand absently through his strawberry blond hair. “They’re letting us escape.” 
 
    “They know there’s nowhere for us to go. They’re figuring on us ramming the gate,” Jason said. “They know they can’t stop us.” 
 
    “Then the Cho-ta’an don’t know whatever your father knew about the gates.” 
 
    “Either that or they’re betting we can’t thread the needle at this velocity.”  
 
    “They may well be right, sir. We’re clocking point three one two light speed. If we keep up this rate of acceleration, we’ll approach the gate at nearly point three three light speed.” 
 
    A third of the speed of light. Besides the utter insanity of trying to go through a jumpgate at a hundred thousand klicks per second, there was the question of whether whatever his father had in mind would work at that velocity. The message had said to go through the gate at point three light speed. Did that mean at least point three light speed? A little more specificity would have been helpful. What kind of half-assed transmitter had his father used that he couldn’t send more than two brief sentences?  
 
    “What will our velocity be at approach if we cut back to one point six gees?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Point three two three light speed, sir.” 
 
    Still too fast. Or was it? In any case, there was nothing to be done about it. Even if they cut the engines completely now, they’d be going faster than point three light speed, and they couldn’t afford to stop accelerating with the Cho-ta’an vessels less than a million klicks behind them. On the other hand, if the Cho-ta’an didn’t intend to match their acceleration beyond one point six, there was no reason to risk a reactor meltdown. 
 
    “Ms. Gleeson,” he said into his comm, “please reduce reactor outpoint to nominal levels.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Gleeson. The relief in her voice was unmistakable. 
 
    The Cho-ta’an began to gain again, but Jason was betting that they would break off pursuit before they were in range. The Cho-ta’an wouldn’t want to waste their ships trying to stop a seedship that was about to destroy itself anyway.  
 
    By the time Freedom was three hours out from the gate, the Cho-ta’an ships had closed within ten thousand kilometers. At this distance, they would have no trouble hitting a target the size of Freedom that wasn’t actively trying to evade them—and Freedom couldn’t risk using its lateral thrusters this close to the gate. The bridge crew held their breath waiting for the barrage to begin. 
 
    It never came. When Freedom was two hours out from the gate, the Cho-ta’an broke off, altering their course slightly to miss the gate. They cut their engines, flipped end-for-end, and began to decelerate. They had given up on going through the gate; they would return to Geneva the long way. 
 
    “Are we on track to thread the needle, Mr. Olson?” 
 
    “We’re overshooting a bit at this point, sir.” 
 
    “Cut acceleration as needed.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Traveling at a third of the speed of light, they wouldn’t even see the Chrylis gate before they reached it. Even with their most powerful cameras, the gate would be a mere speck in the distance one instant, and then—well, no one was quite sure what would happen then. The only certain thing was that it would be over with very, very quickly.  
 
    The odds of getting through the gate unscathed at this velocity were slim. Complicating matters was that the gate—assuming it was still there at all—was moving. Like all hyperspace gates, it had been constructed orbiting a star, far out from the gravitational fields of any other bodies. As with any navigation in space, one had to plan a course not to where the destination was, but to where it would be when you got there. The Chrylis gate’s movement was predictable and relatively slow, so it was generally a simple matter to navigate a course to it. 
 
    Plotting such a course, though, required one to know the ship’s velocity in advance—and because of Freedom’s ad hoc acceleration schedule, their effective velocity was all over the place. She would have to cut her acceleration in an attempt to rendezvous with the gate at the same time-space coordinates they had calculated before their final, near-fatal burst of acceleration. The alternative was to try to meet the gate either a little before or a little after those coordinates, which would require a modification of their trajectory—bringing them back to the rampaging elephant problem. 
 
    One factor working in their favor was that the gate was currently on the part of its orbit that was closest to parallel with Freedom’s current trajectory, so they had a margin of error of a few minutes either way. Even with that advantage, though, it was going to be tight—so tight that a tiny error in course correction could cause them to miss the gate by a thousand kilometers. Freedom’s automated systems were incredibly precise, but they weren’t built for this. Nothing was, because no sane person had ever considered the possibility of trying to navigate a three-hundred-meter wide opening at a third of the speed of light. All they could do is hand the navigation over to the computer and hope for the best. 
 
    At about four hundred million kilometers out, Freedom’s nav system informed them it would soon be cutting the main engines. It would have a better chance of hitting the rendezvous point if it didn’t have to constantly correct for infinitesimal variations in thrust.  
 
    Jason was about to tell Creed to inform the passengers to prepare for zero gravity when Creed spoke. “Sir, one of the passengers is asking to speak with you. Bree Cooper. She sounds agitated. Oh.” 
 
    “What is it, Mr. Creed?” 
 
    “We’ve got a situation on the garden deck, sir.” He tapped a button and an overhead view of the park popped up on Jason’s console.  
 
    “How long until zero gees, Mr. Creed?” 
 
    “Nineteen minutes, sir.” 
 
    “All right. Tell Ms. Cooper I’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea, sir?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Mr. Creed. Just need to remind somebody who’s in charge.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Twenty-nine              
 
    Jason exited the elevator and made his way to the fountain at the center of the park. The fountain was an interesting piece of engineering: rather than water, it used a solution infused with microscopic iron particles so that in the event of a sudden loss of gravity, a magnet could be used to pull stray liquid out of the air. The fake gravel and manufactured soil on the ground were similarly infused; a magnetic field would keep everything in place whenever Freedom was in freefall.  
 
    The garden deck took up the equivalent of five levels of Freedom, which was structured somewhat like a tapered skyscraper, with the bridge near the top and a wide base at the bottom that housed the proton reactor and three monstrous thrusters. As long as Freedom was accelerating, inertia pushed objects against the floor in a perfect imitation of gravity, just like Einstein promised. If Jason unfocused his eyes a little, he could almost imagine he was strolling through an actual outdoor park on some pleasant, Earthlike world. To Jason, who was accustomed to the sterile plastic-and-metal environment of spacecraft, it seemed like a waste of space and resources, but he supposed it was worthwhile if it kept the passengers from going crazy. 
 
    At present, the embellishments didn’t seem to be up to that task: next to the fountain stood a young woman—a girl, really—named Eva Tolliver, who was holding what appeared to be a box cutter to the throat of a junior member of Freedom’s crew, one Petty Officer Hasan Darmawan. Darmawan, who was only nineteen himself, was wide-eyed with terror. Gathered around the pair were a dozen or so passengers, including Lauren Foley, who seemed to be trying to talk sense into the girl. Bree Cooper approached Jason from the side, holding the personal communicator she had used to call the bridge. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt her, Captain,” Bree pleaded. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing.” 
 
    Jason ignored her, continuing toward the pair. This is my fault, he thought. You can’t expect civilians to tolerate this level of uncertainty, in a strange environment, all while dealing with one point six gees of gravity. Somebody was going to snap. 
 
    “Stay back!” Eva shrieked. “Everybody stay back!” 
 
    Some of those closer to the pair took a few steps back. 
 
    Jason stopped a few paces from Lauren Foley, who greeted him with a curt nod. She turned back to Eva. “Eva, you have to put down the knife. We can talk about whatever is bothering you, but you have to put down the knife first.” She glanced at Jason as if expecting him to back her up. Jason looked at the girl and saw fear on her face. 
 
    “What is this about, Eva?” he asked. 
 
    “Stay back!” Eva shrieked again. “I’ll kill him!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain,” said Foley. “I knew Eva was on edge, but I never thought—” 
 
    “We can talk about this, Eva,” Jason said, “but first you have to put down the knife.” 
 
    Eva shook her head. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to talk sense into her,” Foley said. “She’s just scared. They all are. She keeps babbling about the TGP.” 
 
    “What about the TGP, Eva?” Jason said. 
 
    “It’s gone!” Eva cried. “All those babies, ejected into space! And the animals! It’s just us left. We’re all going to die!” 
 
    “Eva, who told you the TGP was gone?” 
 
    “Hasan,” Eva said. “He said we dumped it to get away from the Choties, but what’s the point in getting away if it’s just us?” 
 
    “She tricked me, sir!” Hasan Darmawan said. “She acted like she already knew, and I—” 
 
    “All right,” Jason said. “I think I’ve heard enough.” He turned to face the group of spectators. “It’s true we’ve lied to you,” he said, “and for that I apologize. It seemed necessary at the time, but perhaps I owe you the truth. We dumped the TGP and most of the rest of our cargo in order to outrun the Cho-ta’an on our tail. The good news is that it worked. The bad news is that we’re now headed toward the Chrylis gate at a little over a third of the speed of light. In all likelihood, we’re going to hit it, and if that happens, none of us are going to survive. You wanted the truth? There it is.” He turned toward Eva. “Now, in about ten minutes,” he said, “we’re all going to be in freefall. When that happens, I would like Mr. Darmawan to be strapped into a safety harness per IDL regulations.” He strode toward Eva and stopped an arm’s length in front of her. The knife shook in Eva’s hand, and trickle of blood started down Hasan Darmawan’s neck. “The rest of you can do what you like, so as soon as you let Mr. Darmawan go. Give me the knife, Eva. Now.”  
 
    Eva hesitated for only a moment before slowly moving the knife away from Darmawan’s throat. She held it out to Jason, who carefully extracted it from her hand. Darmawan broke away from Eva’s grip, holding his palm pressed against his bloody neck. 
 
    “Dress that, Mr. Darmawan,” Jason said, “and then get yourself strapped in.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” Darmawan mumbled, and he made his way sheepishly to the elevator. 
 
    Jason turned and walked toward Lauren Foley, stopping just in front of her. 
 
    “Thank God,” Foley said. “I don’t know why she got so worked up about—” 
 
    “I apologize for underestimating your intelligence, Dr. Foley,” Jason said. “I ask that you don’t insult mine. On the off-chance that we survive the next six hours, I promise to be more forthcoming with information. All I ask in return is that you keep your people in line. I can’t promise a happy ending the next time you orchestrate a drama like this.” He handed her the knife and then turned and followed Hasan Darmawan to the elevator. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Jason barely had time to get strapped in before Freedom’s nav system cut the engines and she was once again in freefall. For the next hour, it occasionally fired its lateral thrusters in response to pings from the gate. The thruster burns gradually grew shorter and less frequent and then stopped entirely. The nav system assured them that they were on target to meet the rendezvous point, but the margin of error was several times the diameter of the gate. Jason had ordered Olson to disable the “COLLISION IMMINENT” warning that insisted on reminding them of the nav system’s limitations. 
 
    They sat in silence, strapped into their chairs, luxuriating in the relief of freefall despite the direness of their situation. Their console displays showed Freedom’s approach vectors, the distance to the gate, and the amount of time left until the rendezvous point. The seconds ticked by impossibly slowly, and Jason wondered for a moment if he were somehow experiencing the slowdown of time caused by their incredible velocity. It was a silly thought: time would pass more slowly for him relative to the gate, but of course the effect would not be noticeable to him on the ship. He found himself wondering how Freedom’s computers dealt with the discrepancy. If Freedom had to navigate to a particular point at a particular time, but time passed at a different rate on the ship than at the gate— 
 
    And then, suddenly his console display read: 
 
      
 
    Velocity relative to Chrylis gate: UNKNOWN 
 
    Distance to Chrylis gate: UNKNOWN 
 
    Time to rendezvous point: UNKOWN 
 
    Current coordinates: UNKNOWN 
 
    GST: xxx [waiting for sync] 
 
      
 
    “Status, Mr. Olson!” 
 
    “Um, I think we went through?” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “We went through the gate, sir. We must have. The rendezvous point is passed, and we don’t seem to be in the Chrylis system anymore.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “The Sol system. I think. The nav system is still trying to figure it out.” 
 
    “Any sign of Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “No, sir. There’s no sign of anything.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I mean… I’m not picking up any transmissions of any kind. No Cho-ta’an. No humans. No gate.” 
 
    “The Sol gate isn’t broadcasting?” 
 
    “The Sol gate is gone, sir. And there’s something else, sir. This is definitely the Sol system, but everything is in the wrong place.” He pointed to his display. “Jupiter. Saturn. Earth. Nothing is where it should be.” 
 
    “Some temporal distortion wouldn’t be unexpected going through the gate at that speed,” Jason said. “Did we lose a few minutes?” 
 
    Olson shook his head. “No, sir. We didn’t lose time. If what the nav system is telling me is accurate, we gained it.”  
 
    “You mean we traveled backwards in time?” 
 
    “It sure looks that way, sir.” 
 
    “How far, Mr. Olson?” 
 
    “Um. Two thousand ninety-three years, sir.” 
 
    “Two thousand…! That would mean it’s…” 
 
    “134 A.D., sir.” 
 
    “Are you certain, Mr. Olson?” 
 
    “I… no, sir. I can’t be certain of anything. But according to the nav system, there’s only one time in the past ten million years when the planets were in this configuration. And if you add in the constellations… well, either it’s May 16, 134 A.D. or somebody with a twisted sense of humor has hacked our systems.” 
 
    Jason shook his head slowly, awed. “My God. We did it. The old man was right.” Creed and Schwartz sat speechless, taking in the information. 
 
    “So it would seem, sir,” said Olson. “Congratulations, Captain. We outran the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “What’s our heading?” 
 
    “We’re headed straight for the sun, sir. At point three three light speed relative to the… well, where the gate should be. At this rate, we’ll hit it in one hundred thirty-four minutes.” 
 
    Jason nodded, rubbing his chin with his thumb and forefinger. Other than Freedom arriving two thousand years before the Sol gate was constructed, everything was as expected: the gate had oriented them toward the sun, and their relative velocity had been maintained. Ordinarily ships coming through a gate would alter their velocity to rendezvous with a planet or space station as it came around the sun. Sometimes that meant slipping past the sun to the other side of the solar system, and sometimes, when the ship was traveling very fast, it meant sling-shotting around the sun before heading back out toward the destination. “Very fast” in these cases generally meant around a thousand kilometers per second. Freedom was traveling a hundred times that speed. Colliding with the sun wasn’t a concern—at this distance, Freedom could alter its trajectory enough to miss it. The problem was that she would then be heading out into deep space with minimal supplies and no way of returning to the Sol system for many weeks. 
 
    “Begin deceleration as soon as possible, Mr. Olson.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. I may have to cut it a little close.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “A hundred thousand kilometers?” 
 
    “Good Lord. I guess we’ll all be getting tans. Can our hull take it?” 
 
    “We’ll still be going over point three light speed, so we’ll be that close only for a few seconds.” 
 
    “Why so close?” 
 
    “Going to try to use the sun’s gravity well to alter our trajectory enough to intersect the path of one of the outer planets to slow us a bit on our way out.” 
 
    “Do you have any particular planet in mind, Mr. Olson?” 
 
    “Not at this point, sir. I’ve got my hands full just trying to keep us in the solar system.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty      
 
    A thorough review of all the available evidence—the positions of the planets and stars, as well as the complete lack of any radio transmissions—confirmed Olson’s conclusion. Jason called a meeting with Creed, Olson, Schwartz and Gleeson to get their input, but none of them could come up with a better explanation. As far as any of them could tell, it was May 16, 134 A.D. 
 
    Jason had been prepared for the possibility that Freedom would travel for a thousand years to reach a planet suitable for colonization. He had not been expecting to travel two thousand years in an instant. Andrea Luhman traveling back in time had never been more than a theoretical possibility, and he’d never really believed Freedom would outrun the Cho-ta’an and make it through the Chrylis gate unscathed. Faced with this new reality, he was unsure how to proceed. All he knew is that they needed to get to Earth. 
 
    Freedom shot past the sun just over two hours after their arrival in the Sol system, as Mr. Olson had predicted. Jason made a general announcement that all passengers and crew should remain seated with restraints in place in case things got bumpy, but other than a brief increase in temperature, there was little indication inside the ship that they were flying within a few thousand kilometers of a gigantic ball of nuclear fusion. Olson kept the engines firing at near-maximum, decelerating at one point six gees all the way in. As they neared the sun, he changed Freedom’s orientation so that its thrusters would help keep her inside the sun’s gravity well as long as possible. The idea was to bend Freedom’s trajectory by a degree or two and use the pull of the sun’s powerful gravitational field to slow them as they headed back out toward the outskirts of the solar system. Olson had determined that with a little luck, they could then attempt a similar trick with Jupiter, flying just behind her as she moved toward the perihelion of her orbit. Jupiter would lend a little of her momentum to Freedom, reducing the ship’s outward velocity. 
 
    Gravity assists—or “slingshot maneuvers,” as they were often called—were complex operations that generally took days or even weeks to calculate. Because of Freedom’s insane velocity, Olson had to calculate their trajectory on the fly, changing their orientation or thrust slightly every few minutes to keep them from passing too close to the sun or arcing at an angle that would cause them to miss Jupiter by a million kilometers. 
 
    After two hours of pulling out what was left of his wispy blond hair, Olson breathed a sigh of relief as Freedom began to pull away from the sun. “Five hours, twenty-one minutes until Jupiter gravity assist,” he said. “I’ll have to re-run the calculations, but I think I can get us close to Neptune. If I don’t have to use too much of our delta-v getting us aligned with Neptune’s orbit, I think we can slow enough to make use of Neptune’s gravity too.” 
 
    Despite Olson’s optimistic assessment early on, it became clear as they neared Jupiter that they were still going far too fast for a true slingshot. A classic gravity assist involved getting close enough to a large body of mass for a long enough time to steal some of that body’s momentum, like a child running in a straight line that brought her within arm’s reach of a carousel. The child would jump on the carousel for a moment, borrowing some of the carousel’s momentum to alter her trajectory. The problem was that Freedom was moving so fast that she wouldn’t stay inside Jupiter’s gravity well long enough for it to make much of a difference. It was like the child was running so much faster than the carousel that she could only get a hold of it for an instant before her momentum tore her away. 
 
    Five hours and twenty-one minutes after passing the sun, Freedom began its arc around Jupiter. To Olson’s credit, the gravity assist went as well as could be expected: Freedom was in the gas giant’s gravity well for less than two minutes, but this was enough to slow her a bit more and send her more-or-less in the direction of Neptune—or where Neptune would be in three days. 
 
    Over the next three days, Olson kept Freedom’s rate of deceleration at one point six gees, occasionally altering her orientation in an attempt to creep up on Neptune as she raced around the sun. Neptune would be their last opportunity for a gravity assist; Pluto was currently on the opposite side of the sun, and in any case didn’t have enough mass to be of much help. If Freedom was moving too fast or didn’t time her intersection of Neptune’s orbit correctly, she would break free of Neptune’s gravity too soon and speed off into deep space, still traveling at nearly point two light speed. Traveling at that velocity and decelerating at one point six gees, it would take her forty-five days to arrest her movement out of the solar system, and the journey back to Earth would take even longer.  Freedom had enough food on board to last the crew and colonists ninety days at most. Jason had ordered strict rationing while Freedom was still two days out from Jupiter, but if she missed her rendezvous with Neptune, some very difficult choices would have to be made. 
 
    Fortunately, Neptune’s current position was nearly ideal for their purposes. With Olson running on caffeine and sugar, they managed to pass within three thousand kilometers of Neptune as it approached aphelion. Her thrusters oriented to move her in a wide arc around the planet, Freedom was able to remain within Neptune’s gravity well for nearly ten minutes, significantly reducing her outward velocity. She was still going way too fast, but at least a little of her momentum had been redirected laterally. After she broke free of Neptune’s gravity, the crew waited in breathless silence as Olson calculated how long it would take Freedom to return to Earth. 
 
    “The bad news,” he said after a few minutes, “is that our outbound velocity is still point one eight light speed. We’re looking at forty days to arrest that. The good news is that Earth is nearing aphelion on this side of the sun, which means that over the next eight weeks it’s going to get a few million kilometers closer to us. My rough estimate is that we’ll be able to achieve Earth orbit in ninety days.” 
 
    “Margin of error, Mr. Olson?” 
 
    “A week either way. I’ll re-run the calculations in a few hours. First, though, I’m going to get some sleep.” Dark rings had appeared below Olson’s eyes, and his red-blond stubble was even more pronounced than usual. 
 
    “Good work, Mr. Olson. I’ll see you in eight hours.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Olson ran his calculations again after his nap, and the result was slightly more agreeable. As near as he could estimate, they would reach Earth with at least five days to spare. They would be on minimum caloric intake for the next twelve weeks, but they would survive. 
 
    Earth. It was hard to believe. Earth had been rendered uninhabitable by Cho-ta’an nukes in 2185. Jason had never been there, and had never intended to go. Now it was Freedom’s only possible destination. Without their cargo, they wouldn’t last six weeks in deep space. They needed, at minimum, to resupply with food and water. And then…. 
 
    One possibility was to land in some remote location on Earth and start their new colony there. Almost any place other than Europe or Asia would do: most of Earth in 134 A.D. had been populated by pre-literate, stone age people. With the spacemen’s advanced technology and comprehensive records of language, culture, history and geography, it would be a simple matter to coordinate with—or subdue—the local people. Intermingling and interbreeding would eventually occur. The colony would grow, and the spacemen’s knowledge would propagate. Eventually the colony would become the nexus of social and technological change on Earth. History would be rewritten. Perhaps the fall of the Roman Empire would be followed by the rise of a new, vastly more powerful empire, centered in Australia or South America. Humanity would leapfrog from the bronze age to the space age. They might begin building new interstellar spacecraft as early as the third or fourth century, and when they finally met the Cho-ta’an, they would be two thousand years ahead of them technologically. 
 
    There were a couple of big problems with this idea. One was that there was no telling how the introduction of advanced technology would actually affect the course of history. Rather than launching the space age seventeen hundred years early, they might trigger a worldwide holocaust. Humanity had come very close to exterminating itself with nuclear weapons in the twentieth century; there was no telling what might happen if that technology fell into the hands of people who hadn’t even invented gunpowder. The horrors of the First World War had been due largely to the inability of leaders to imagine the consequences of technologies like explosive mines and mustard gas.  
 
    The other problem was that it wasn’t clear that history could be changed at all. The idea that the hyperspace gates could theoretically be used to travel backwards through time was not a new one. Jason had read some of the scientific literature on the subject, and the consensus among those who believed that time travel was possible was that the past could not be changed. Much of the research on the subject, though, was conducted by an organization called the Jörmungandr Foundation, which seemed to have an agenda of some sort, although no one was quite certain what that agenda was. In any case, Jörmungandr’s scientists made a compelling case that although causation could theoretically run from the future to the past, events that were known to have occurred in the past could not be reversed. 
 
    If that were the case, any attempt to jumpstart human civilization to get a head start on the Cho-ta’an would fail. There was no historical record of a massive spaceship landing on Earth in 134 A.D., so either it hadn’t happened or the spacemen had left no evidence of their arrival. The course of history would reject them like a body rejecting a transplanted organ. It was hard to imagine how such a rejection would occur; even if Freedom crashed in the middle of nowhere and were torn apart by ignorant natives, the sheer amount of high-quality refined metal in her hull would change history. A tribe of Incans or Mayans armed with steel swords and arrowheads would have left a mark. Perhaps Freedom would crash into the ocean or break apart in the atmosphere. 
 
    Such a belief required a somewhat anthropomorphized view of history—history as an intelligent entity with definite ideas about what should and should not happen. Jason couldn’t quite make himself believe it, and yet… 
 
    His father had transmitted two sentences in what was likely his last message to anyone. The first was a simple instruction: Go through the Chrylis gate to Sol at point three light speed. The second he had taken as a crude attempt to reconcile with his son, or perhaps simply to verify the genuineness of the message. But what if it was something else? What if his father was telling him not to try to change history? 
 
    What’s done is done. It could be the motto of the Jörmungandr Foundation. Was that merely a coincidence? How many times had his father given that infuriating counsel to his son in the wake of some mistake or failure? 
 
      
 
    “‘How now, my lord, why do you keep alone, 
 
    Of sorriest fancies your companions making, 
 
    Using those thoughts which should indeed have died 
 
    With them they think on? Things without all remedy 
 
    Should be without regard: what’s done, is done.’” 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until he was in college and read MacBeth for himself that he realized the full meaning of the quote: Lady MacBeth was telling her husband to stop obsessing over the murder of Duncan. Was his father aware of the context, or did he simply like the way it sounded? They hadn’t talked much after Jason left home, and somehow he never got a chance to ask. 
 
    What’s done is done. It could mean anything, or nothing. Was it a shibboleth, an arbitrary code phrase—or a warning? If it were the latter, what was it based on? Did his father have some hard evidence that changing the past was impossible? Had he become an adherent to the Jörmungandr philosophy? That strained credulity. 
 
    Jason had half a mind to overthrow the Roman Empire just to spite his father. He reminded himself, though, that he had sworn not to let himself be guided by sentiment, and spite was just the mirror image of affection. In any case, he had enough responsibility on his shoulders trying to save the human race without also trying to reshape history. If he intervened now, would Notre Dame ever be built? Would the Magna Carta be signed? Would Columbus reach America? Yes, maybe humanity would overtake the Cho-ta’an technologically, but at what cost? To shepherd the human race into the space age without precipitating a nuclear or environmental catastrophe would require a worldwide dictatorial regime that carefully controlled the propagation of technology—and it still might fail. 
 
    “I’m going to my quarters, Mr. Olson,” Jason said. “Don’t disturb me unless there’s an emergency.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Jason went to his quarters and lay down in his bunk to think. Thanks to the crushing gravity they’d had to endure over the past few weeks, his neck and back ached almost constantly, and it was a relief to take the pressure off his spine. If only there was a way to relieve himself of the even greater burden on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-one   
 
    “They are not dressed as Romans,” said one of the men near the fire, “and they are armed only with these small knives.” 
 
    “They are disguised,” said the first man. 
 
    “It is a poor disguise, then,” said the second. “Two men and a woman, dressed in Syrian fabrics.” 
 
    “They are not Jews,” said a third man. “That is enough for me. We are at war. Kill them.” Akiva saw that all three were quite tall, and the two men were fair skinned, like Slavs.  
 
    One of the men on the ground spoke. It was no language Akiva had ever heard. 
 
    “They speak only this gibberish,” said the first man. “Not a word of Greek or Aramaic.” 
 
    “It could be a variety of Latin,” offered the second man. 
 
    “It sounds like no Latin I have ever heard,” said the third. 
 
    “Perhaps they are emissaries from the Far East?” asked the first. 
 
    “They came from the direction of the sea,” said the second. “Did you notice? Their clothes are still damp. I do not think they intended to come here at all. Their ship has wrecked.” 
 
    By this time, Akiva was within thirty paces, but intent on their argument, the men did not see him. 
 
    “We should bring them to Natan,” said the second. “He will know what to do with them.” 
 
    “And what of our mission?” said the third. “We cannot spare half a dozen men to escort the strangers to Natan.” 
 
    “We could leave them here as they are,” said a fourth man. 
 
    “That is as good as killing them,” said the first. “Cut their throats and leave them for the crows.” 
 
    There was no further objection, and the first man drew his sica and moved toward the closer of the two men on the ground. The foreigner, who appeared to be the oldest member of the group and perhaps their leader, uttered a series of agitated nonsense syllables. The man with the knife knelt over him, and the man on the ground continued to babble. 
 
    “Do it!” shouted one of the other men. “He babbles like a possessed man!” 
 
    Akiva could see now what the men were saying about the strangers’ clothing. Even in the dim moonlight, it was clear they were from no place in the vicinity of Judaea. His curiosity urged him to intervene, but if these men were on some important mission for the rebellion, it would be unwise to interfere. 
 
    The prone man shouted something, but the others were no longer listening. The kneeling man brought his knife to the stranger’s throat. 
 
    “Wait,” said Akiva, stopping a few paces from the men. 
 
    Startled, several of the men turned to face him. Some of them held weapons. Akiva could not make out their faces; they stood with their backs to the fire. He raised his hands to show he was unarmed. 
 
    “What are you doing out here, old man?” one of them demanded. 
 
    “I am Rabbi Akiva ben Yosef. I have come to the desert to fast and pray.” 
 
    The men relaxed a little, seeing that Akiva was alone. “I am Captain Uziel of the Judaean army. Do you know these men, Rabbi?” 
 
    “I do not know them,” Akiva said. “I became disoriented on my way home. I saw your fire and went toward it in the hopes that you were shepherds who could give me some water.” 
 
    “We will do that,” said the captain. “But then you’d best be on your way. Roman galleys have begun landing at Caesarea, and we suspect some of them will be coming this way to avoid our ambushes on the road.” 
 
    “Thank you for the warning,” Akiva said. The thought of water made him acutely aware of his thirst, but his curiosity was still greater. “You intend to kill these men?” 
 
    The man with the sica had stood to face Akiva as well. “We do not have time to deal with them in any other way. All our men are needed to watch the passes through which the Romans might approach. Look away if you do not have the stomach for it.” 
 
    “Might I speak with them for a moment? I know Aramaic, Greek, and Hebrew, and have some familiarity with several other tongues.” 
 
    “It is none of those,” said the captain. 
 
    “Please,” said Akiva. “Let me have a moment to speak with them. Even if I cannot understand them, I may at least be able to ascertain where they are from. Simon ben Kosevah will want such information.” 
 
    The prone man nearest them babbled something in response to this. Several of the men turned to look at each other, as if uncertain what they had heard. 
 
    Akiva took a step toward the man, but the man with the sica moved to block him. 
 
    “Please,” Akiva said. 
 
    “Let the old man pass,” said the captain. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, the man with the sica moved aside. Akiva stepped toward the man who had spoken. Next to him were two others, one of whom Akiva saw now was a woman. “Where are you from?” Akiva asked. 
 
    The man looked at him wide-eyed, clearly desperate to communicate but not understanding. His physical appearance was difficult to place. He was tall, with close-cropped hair. He did not look like he belonged to any race east of the Mediterranean, but he did not quite have the pale, blunt features of the Franks or Gauls either. The man said something to Akiva in a language that sounded vaguely like Latin. He knew a few words of the Romans’ tongue, but he could make no sense of it. 
 
    Akiva pointed to the sky, in what he hoped was roughly the direction of the falling star he had seen. “What do you know of the falling star?” 
 
    The man nodded his head and again spoke gibberish. 
 
    “Enough,” said the man with the sica. “Step aside, Rabbi.” 
 
    “These men are followers of Simon ben Kosevah,” Akiva said. “They intend to kill you. If you understand anything I am saying, it would be wise to let me know.” 
 
    The man spoke a sentence, enunciating carefully. Akiva understood almost none of it. Behind him, the men murmured amongst themselves. 
 
    “Speak that name again,” said Akiva. 
 
    “Simon bar Kochba,” said the man. His accent was thick, but the words were unmistakable. 
 
    “He misspeaks,” said the man with the sica. “He knows the name of our nasi, but cannot pronounce it correctly.” 
 
    “No,” said Akiva. “You must not kill these men.” 
 
    “Because he butchers a Hebrew name? Then surely we must spare the Romans as well.” 
 
    “The Rabbi is right,” said the captain. “The man spoke clearly. If he does not know our tongue, it is all the more reason to take his babbling as a sign. Did not the Lord once prophesy through the mouth of a donkey? Untie them. They must be brought to Simon ben Kosevah at once.” 
 
    “Simon bar Kochba,” said Akiva, repeating the stranger’s words. “From now on he is to be known by that name. He is the promised moschiach. Simon, Son of a Star.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-two   
 
    The decision that faced Jason was too much for any one man to decide, but decide he must. Eventually, he drifted off to sleep, and when he awoke, everything had become clear. He sat up and went to his desk, tapping a button on his comm. “Mr. Olson and Ms. Gleeson, please come to my quarters.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Devin Olson and Kyra Gleeson appeared at his door, and he asked them come in and sit down. He closed the door and sat behind the desk. The ship’s engineer, Gleeson, a curvy, diminutive brunette, took a seat, and the hulking Olson sank into the chair next to her. 
 
    “I have a feeling I know what you’re going to tell me,” he said, “but I need your expert assessment on the possibility of launching Freedom from a planet with Earth-like gravity and atmosphere.” 
 
    Gleeson and Olson glanced at each other. “No reason it can’t be done,” Gleeson said. Olson nodded. “Theoretically,” he added. 
 
    “Really?” Jason asked. “I expected a bit more resistance.” 
 
    “To be honest, sir,” Gleeson said, “the idea scares the shit out of me. Freedom was built in zero gees, and it was intended to make exactly one landing, when it reached its destination. When we found a planet that looked like a candidate for colonization, we would send the lander down first to verify the planet could support human life, and to scout locations for a colony. If all went well, we would then land Freedom, which would act as the core of the new colony. No one ever seriously considered the possibility of landing a seedship and then re-launching it. On top of that, I haven’t had a chance to conduct a thorough review of the reactor since we overloaded it in our attempt to outrun the Cho-ta’an, and even if everything checks out okay, there may be microfractures in the thruster manifold or other problems that wouldn’t be apparent under normal operations. Subjecting the reactor to the stresses of a launch could be disastrous. That said…” 
 
    “That said,” Olson interjected, “assuming everything is working nominally, it could be done. Freedom was designed to tolerate landing in an Earth-like atmosphere, and if it can take the pressure on the way down, there’s no reason it can’t take it on the way up. As long as we can manage enough thrust to overcome Earth’s gravity, we could do it.” 
 
    “If everything is working nominally,” Gleeson said. “I certainly wouldn’t want to try it more than once.” 
 
    “It sounds like you two have put some thought into this,” Jason said. 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir,” said Olson, a bit sheepishly. “We’ve been discussing the possibility.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    Olson looked at Gleeson, who said, “Well, sir, the way we look at it is this. None of us really understands how time travel works. Can we change the past? Maybe. Maybe not. But Freedom and the other seedships were intended to ensure humanity’s survival by getting us out of the reach of the Cho-ta’an. We have to land on Earth, there’s no way around that. But if we stay there, we’re putting all our eggs in one basket. Maybe we can beat the Cho-ta’an this time around, but if we can’t… then that’s it. Game over. On the other hand, if we start over, somewhere else, far away from the Cho-ta’an… then we’ve still got a chance.” 
 
    “It’s like buying insurance,” Olson said. 
 
    Jason laughed. “Insurance. I like it. The fact is, I’ve been thinking along the same lines.” 
 
    “Thank God,” murmured Gleeson. 
 
    “Eh?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” Gleeson said. “We were a little worried that… I mean, we thought—” 
 
    “You thought I intended to set up myself up as Emperor Jason, ruling over the Terrans with my awesome space magic.” 
 
    “Something like that, sir,” Gleeson said. 
 
    “Don’t think I wasn’t tempted,” Jason said with a grin. “But no, I think you two are correct. We need to treat Earth as a temporary stopover point. We’re going to land on Earth, load up with everything we need to colonize another world, and then recommence our original mission.” 
 
    “There’s a problem with that plan, sir,” Olson said. 
 
    “I know,” Jason said. “We lack the equipment to create another TGP. We’re going to have to do this the hard way.” 
 
    “Like Noah’s Ark?” Gleeson asked. “Two of each kind of animal?” 
 
    “We’re not going to have the luxury of saving every species of animal, I’m afraid. To say nothing of plants. We need to identify the bare minimum humanity needs to survive.” 
 
    “That may be tougher than you expect, sir,” Gleeson said. “Without knowing where we’re going to end up, we have no idea what crops we’ll be able to grow. Between environmental factors like carbon dioxide content of the atmosphere, pH balance of the soil, humidity, the amount and character of sunlight—” 
 
    “And then there are the interspecies dependencies, and special requirements of crops that have been bred for agriculture,” said Olson. “Like for instance almond trees are generally propagated by grafting branches onto the trunk of another tree that is more disease-resistant. Of course if you can eliminate those pathogens in the first place— ” 
 
    Gleeson interrupted: “Don’t forget that we have to keep all this stuff alive in transit as well. That means keeping seeds from drying out or sprouting for up to a thousand—” 
 
    “I get it, you two,” said Jason, holding up his hand. “Agriculture is difficult. And that isn’t the biggest problem we’re facing. If we’re going to start an independent offshoot of the human race, we need a lot more colonists.” 
 
    “We’ve been talking about that too, sir,” Olson said. “Gleeson has some ethical objections, but as I see it the most practical way to bolster our numbers long term would be to emulate the Vikings. You see, Scandinavia was largely isolated from the rest of Europe for several hundred years, leading to a lack of diversity among the Norsemen. They rectified this by raiding widely across Europe, kidnapping young girls. Now I’m not saying that we should—” 
 
    “Enough, Olson. I understand the principle. Unlike the Vikings, however, we have only two hundred berths on our ship. That means we need to be a little more scientific, and probably more accommodating, than ancient Norsemen. I think you see what I’m getting at.” 
 
    “We need Lauren Foley,” said Gleeson, barely suppressing a grimace. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Jason. “The three of us don’t have the training in agriculture, genetics, or biology to stock Freedom with the people or cargo we need to ensure the survival of humanity.  As much as it pains me to say it, we need the expertise of Dr. Foley and several of our other passengers. I guess my own feelings regarding Dr. Foley are clear enough. Fairly or unfairly, I’ve set the pattern of treating our pass… the colonists as an impediment of our mission rather than the purpose for it. To be entirely honest, I never expected to make it this far, and perhaps that colored my attitude toward Dr. Foley and the others. I volunteered for this post and asked that you two be on my crew because I figured if anybody could pilot one of these behemoths halfway across the galaxy, it was the three of us. But part of me wondered whether this was the best use of our resources. Maybe if we’d built thirty more ships like Kilimanjaro instead of the seedships we’d have prevented the Cho-ta’an from taking the gates. But what’s done is done, as a man once said. 
 
    “From here on out, we treat the colonists with all the respect owed to their positions. However, proper chain of command will be observed. There will be no groveling, no apologies, and no negotiation. I am the captain of this ship, and you are my right and left hands. What that means is that we will present a united front, and we will possess total conviction in the rightness of our mission. 
 
    “As far as the colonists are concerned, traveling back in time to 134 A.D. was always the plan. The IDL has known for some time the jumpgates could be used to travel into the past, but doing so was generally considered too dangerous. When Cho-ta’an victory seemed likely, however, three seedships were dispatched. Two were to attempt to escape via conventional space; the third would use the jumpgates to travel back in time as well. This would give Freedom a two-thousand-year lead escaping from the Cho-ta’an. The colonists weren’t told because the mission was classified. Only the three of us knew about it. The attack on Geneva forced us to dump our cargo, necessitating a pit stop on Earth. The colonists must be made to understand that this is only a temporary stopover. We will stay only long enough to acquire the cargo and colonists we require to continue our mission. IDL scientists have conclusively proved that changing the past is impossible, and any attempts to do so will fail catastrophically.” 
 
    “Is that true?” asked Olson. “The part about them proving that trying to change the past will fail catastrophically?” 
 
    “Who knows?” said Jason. “The important thing is that the colonists believe it’s true. 
 
    “What does it mean?” Gleeson asked. “’Fail catastrophically’?” 
 
    “The universe comes apart at the seams,” Jason said. “Galaxies get sucked into a supermassive black hole. What does it matter? None of these people are astrophysicists, and they aren’t going to expect us to know the details. Just make it sound scary as hell. Nobody tries to alter history, and nobody stays behind when we leave. Got it?” 
 
    “Got it, sir,” they said together. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-three                  
 
    Lauren Foley glared at him. “You subject us to one point six gees, punctuated by inexplicable periods of free fall, for six weeks, telling us virtually nothing, then you cut our rations by half, and now you expect me to believe that we have traveled two thousand years into the past?” 
 
    Jason couldn’t help admire Foley’s chutzpah. She showed no sign of remorse regarding her orchestration of the hostage situation, and now she was acting as if Jason were imposing on her personally by trying to keep them alive. “You are welcome to examine the evidence yourself,” he said. “You will find that the positions of the stars and planets indicate without a doubt that it is May 16, 134 A.D. Or you can wait until we land on Earth to make up your mind. It makes little difference to me, although I would appreciate your help in planning for our arrival.” 
 
    “What sort of help?” 
 
    “With the TGP lost, I need you to determine exactly what we will need to survive as much as a thousand years in space, and then for humanity to thrive on another planet.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “No. Once you have determined what we need, I will need your help in acquiring it, quickly and without leaving any footprint.” 
 
    “My God, you’re serious.” 
 
    “Quite. Dr. Foley, I understand your skepticism as well as your distrust. We have roughly ten weeks until we reach Earth. Take a few days to satisfy yourself that I’m telling you the truth. I will make sure you have full access to all our sensors and computer systems—supervised, of course.” 
 
    “Even if you are telling the truth now, that doesn’t mean you haven’t lied to me in the past.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ve told you as much.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Foley replied, the hint of a smile playing at the corner of her lips. “Time travel is highly classified.” 
 
    Jason did not respond. Let her believe what she wants, he thought, as long as she goes along with the program. 
 
    “Fine,” she said after a moment. “Then you and I will meet again in…” 
 
    “Three days,” Jason said. “If you still have doubts at that point, we will have to wait until we are on Earth to address them.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Three days later they met again. Foley’s demeanor was considerably less cocky. Every camera, every window, every sensor told the same story: Freedom was hurtling out of the Sol system at point one seven light speed, and the current date was May 19, 134 A.D. 
 
    “All right, Captain,” she said. “I’m willing to go along with the premise that we have traveled to the Sol system in 134 A.D.” 
 
    “You are willing to go along with it, or you believe it?” 
 
    “Does it make a difference?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    “I’ll speak plainly. I believe that it’s 134 A.D. I don’t know how you did it, but I can’t argue with the evidence. What I don’t believe is that this was your mission all along. This was an accident. Some kind of hyperspace fluke. I saw your face when you demanded that knife from Eva, Captain. You had the look of a man who didn’t expect to live another day.” 
 
    Jason shrugged. 
 
    Foley laughed. “Play it that way if you want, Captain. You asked that I not insult your intelligence, and I don’t intend to. I ask that you return the favor. I’m not sure what your motivation is for this ruse, but I know you didn’t intend to survive our rendezvous with that gate. I’m willing to go along with the charade, however, if you admit what I’m saying is the truth.” 
 
    Jason regarded her. Was she bluffing? Trying to undermine him by getting him to admit he had lied? No, he didn’t think so. She was…what? Trying to clear the slate between them? There was something a little off about Dr. Foley. The idea that he owed her something, after that stunt she had pulled on the garden deck. It was like she was overcompensating, or projecting her own guilt onto him. He had figured she was experiencing survivor’s guilt; they all were. But with Foley, it was something more. He wished he knew exactly how she had ended up on his ship. All he really knew was that she had been substituted for Dr. Mehta at the last moment. Presumably a decision like that had to go through a committee or something. On the other hand, he got the impression that his father and Foley had basically thrown out the rule book, which would have given her a lot of latitude. Still, she couldn’t possibly be so craven as to put her name on the passenger list just to save her own ass. Could she? 
 
    He put the thought out of his mind. For the moment, he needed her. “We had some idea what might happen,” he said, “going through a gate at that speed.” 
 
    “Because of Andrea Luhman.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “I have a friend who is—was—a high-ranking officer in the IDL. He told me about Andrea Luhman disappearing.” 
 
    “What else do you know?” 
 
    “Very little. I didn’t know Andrea Luhman had traveled back in time until you confirmed it just now.” 
 
    Jason smiled. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure what happened to Andrea Luhman. We only went through the Chrylis gate because of a transmission we received three weeks ago, evidently from my father.” 
 
    “I had the pleasure of working with the admiral,” Foley said. “He was a remarkable man. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you. We weren’t terribly close. In any case, we’ve all lost people. As far as we know, the people on this ship are all any of us have left.” It was very strange speaking about his dead father to a woman he barely knew and certainly didn’t trust. 
 
    “What did the transmission say?” 
 
    Jason brought it up on his comm and showed her. 
 
    “Terse,” she said. “What’s done is done?” 
 
    “Something he used to say. I never understood what he meant by it. Still don’t.” 
 
    “Is this why you think the past can’t be changed?” 
 
    “It’s part of it.” 
 
    Foley nodded. “All right. I will go along with your story. Freedom was sent into the past to preserve the human race, but we have to do so without altering history. Correct?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And you propose to do this by landing on Earth, filling Freedom with people, plants and animals, and then taking off again for some unknown destination far from the Cho-ta’an? Without leaving any trace that we were ever there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s absurd, of course. Any contact with the past will change history. If I step on a mosquito—” 
 
    “I’m familiar with the theory, Dr. Foley. Nevertheless, we’re going to proceed on the assumption that it is possible to interact on a limited basis with the past without altering history. We are going to execute our mission with as little impact as possible on the native culture, based on the principle that the more evidence we leave, the greater our chances of failure. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I believe so. The old ‘prime directive’ principle. Leave everything the way we found it.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “That’s going to be difficult if we’re going to remove a few hundred people from the population.” 
 
    “That many?” 
 
    “If you want enough genetic diversity to allow humanity to survive indefinitely, yes. Even with genetic screening, it may not be possible, given the limited space on board Freedom. We have only six stasis pods, so nearly everyone will be awake at once. That means less living space per person.” 
 
    “Space that would have been taken up by the stasis pods and other equipment can be repurposed as living space.” 
 
    “A marginal increase,” said Foley. “Realistically, what’s the maximum population aboard Freedom, lacking suspension pods? Three hundred?” 
 
    “I think that’s a reasonable estimate.” 
 
    “There’s nothing reasonable about it. You’re talking about maintaining a population of three hundred people over the course of what, five hundred years or more?” 
 
    “Five hundred years was the original outside estimate for the seedship missions, yes. Those aboard would experience somewhat less time, because of temporal dilation due to high velocity travel.” 
 
    “Fine. Figure four hundred years. That’s still sixteen generations aboard a spaceship. You’ve seen how much friction can occur with a much smaller population over the course of a few days. What are the odds our great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great—” 
 
    “I get the point, Dr. Foley.” 
 
    “Good, because I was losing count. What are the odds our distant descendants will share our interest in this mission?” 
 
    “They will be human. Their interest will be in survival.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe four hundred years aboard a spaceship will turn them into something you and I wouldn’t even recognize. Not physically, of course. I mean sociologically and psychologically.” 
 
    “Our descendants not sharing our values is a problem humans have faced since they were scribbling pictures on cave walls,” Huiskamp said. “We’re no different. I need you to focus on the more immediate problem. What is the bare minimum humanity needs in order to keep going?” 
 
    “In terms of genetics or food supply?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “The latter is outside my area of expertise.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, but you still know more about these things than me or anyone on my crew. Is there anyone else among the colonists with a background in agriculture, zoology, horticulture, biology or, I don’t know, nutrition?” 
 
    “The colonists, as you know, are thirteen scared young women, most of whom don’t even have a college degree, two medical technicians, two nurses and myself. If you had wanted a farmer or zookeeper, you probably should have asked for one when we were still within a hundred billion kilometers of the nearest arable land.” 
 
    “I wasn’t given any say in the matter,” Jason said, “as you are well aware. Do the best you can. Intelligence was one of the factors considered during the initial selection process, so the chances are good that you’ve got some bright girls among the breeding stock. Find them and make use of them.” 
 
    “Breeding stock! Captain, I have to object to your characterization—” 
 
    “Relax, Dr. Foley,” Jason said with a grin. “I just wanted you to know it isn’t true.” 
 
    “What isn’t true?” 
 
    “That we don’t listen to you.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-four                        
 
    A week later, Freedom was still somewhere beyond Pluto, hurtling away from the sun, but she had slowed to point one four light speed. Over the next thirty days, her outbound velocity would gradually drop to zero and then she would begin the long journey back to Earth. She would maintain one point six gee acceleration the entire time, despite the complaints of both the colonists and the crew. There was no other way to make it to Earth before they ran out of food. Slightly before the halfway point, Freedom would flip end-for-end and begin decelerating so that by the time she reached Earth, her velocity relative to the planet would be just high enough to keep her in orbit while they assessed their options for a landing. 
 
    Foley had surveyed the colonists and the crew, in an attempt to assemble a group to help her identify which species of Terran flora and fauna were most necessary for human survival. In the end, she selected a nurse named Shawna Hobbes, who had received a master’s degree in molecular biology before going into nursing, a warrant officer named Salima Baqri, whose family raised sheep and goats on Sahuarita, and a seventeen-year-old colonist named Rachel De Luca, who was a skilled amateur gardener. On Geneva, the three would not have made anyone’s short list for a group in charge of such a critical task, but they were the best options on board Freedom. In any case, all three were intelligent and highly motivated (or perhaps bored and desperate for something to do), and they had access to an encyclopedic data bank in the ship’s computers. Lauren Foley would chair the group, which she had somewhat grandiosely named the Committee for the Selection of Terran Species. She would also put together her recommendations regarding selection of colonists. 
 
    Three weeks after the committee was formed, when Freedom’s outbound velocity had slowed to less than a tenth of light speed, Jason received an impressive document from them detailing exactly which plant and animals species they recommended be obtained, and suggestions on how these could be preserved and transported. The largest animal they recommended keeping was the domesticated goat. Capra aegagrus hircus was hardy, not picky about its diet, and could serve as a source of milk for dairy products. Humans had lived with dogs for over ten thousand years, and while it was assumed that humans could survive without them, there was little doubt that canines added greatly to the quality of life. Cats were on the list as well, partly for companionship and partly for their usefulness in dealing with vermin—the team was dubious that rats and mice could be kept off the ship; Freedom already had cockroaches and various other insects that had somehow survived the decontamination process. Cattle, pigs and pack animals were not deemed to be worth their cost in food, oxygen use, and maintenance. Some smaller varieties of sheep might be worth the trouble. The domestic chicken and honeybee made the list. 
 
    The plants that topped the list were carbohydrate-rich crops like rice, potatoes, corn, and various grains. Broccoli, spinach, kale, beets, sweet potatoes, tomatoes, beans, carrots, cauliflower, garlic, cabbage, peas, red bell peppers, peanuts, Brussels sprouts, coffee and tea were also recommended. The committee had helpfully divided their recommendations by region, as they’d been informed that Freedom might only be able to make a single landing, so all of their specimens would have to be found within a fifty-kilometer radius. That meant finding replacements for many species that were commonplace around the world two thousand years later. Additionally, not knowing the climate or geology of the destination planet required selecting species that would thrive in a wide range of climates.   
 
    The committee also recommended several dozen plant species based primarily on useful qualities other than their nutritive or culinary benefits. Basil, catnip, cayenne pepper, chamomile, dandelion, echinacea, lavender, marigold, parsley, peppermint, rosemary, sage, St. John’s wort, thyme, rose, cedar, and nettle were recommended for their medicinal properties. Cannabis and poppies were recommended for the same reason. Some of the other plants recommended were bamboo, cotton, rubber plant, pine, flax, hemp, oak and maple. Phytoplankton, kelp and algae were recommended in case the destination planet had plenty of liquid water but low oxygen. 
 
    Dogs, cats and chickens could be found almost anywhere on Earth in 134 A.D. where there were people. The natives of North and South America had no domesticated goats, although some kept alpacas or llamas. Nor did they have wheat or oats. Meanwhile, Europeans and Asians did not have corn, peanuts, peppers, tomatoes or potatoes. No matter where Freedom landed, the diet of the future colonists was going to be far more limited than that of the typical person in 2207 A.D. 
 
    Most of these species could be kept alive on board Freedom with little difficulty. In theory, most seeds could be kept viable in cold storage for several years, but without access to the cryogenic equipment they had dumped when running from the Cho-ta’an, trying to maintain a viable store of seeds this way for a hundred years or more was not feasible. In any case, the colonists would need to produce food while they traveled. This had been part of the plan for the seedships all along: for the first few years, the colonists would subsist on stored provisions, but gradually they would begin to grow more and more of their own food on the hydroponic decks. Much of the hydroponic equipment had been dumped as well, so they would have to fabricate replacements or find workarounds. Most likely they would end up tearing out most of what hydroponic infrastructure remained and converting the decks to more traditional farms, where they would raise crops and animals the old-fashioned way. 
 
    The more vexing question remained the matter of replacing the colonists who had been left behind on Geneva. Beyond the practical challenge of convincing (forcing?) a group of human beings from the second century to live out the rest of their lives on a spaceship, there was some serious doubt whether it would do any good. Was it possible to select two hundred people from Earth with sufficient genetic diversity and quality to ensure the survival of the human race? Freedom still had a fully equipped medical clinic, but even with thorough genetic screening, the question was difficult to answer. Foley thought the odds were against them.  
 
    Thanks to the cosmopolitan nature of the Human Colonization Consortium and earlier genetic melting pots like the Americas and Western Europe, by the twenty-third century humanity had lost most of its more extreme genetic variations. There were exceptions, like strawberry blond and blue-eyed Devin Olson, whose Nordic ancestry was readily apparent, and there were of course islands of relative genetic conformity like the Chinese Union and New Jerusalem, but most human beings in 2207 were mutts, with ancestors hailing from at least three different continents. Jason, for instance, had a Dutch surname, but one of his great-grandparents had been a Vietnamese immigrant to the United States and another was a Mexican descendant of Mayan natives and Spanish colonists. The genetic makeup of the colonists selected for the seedships was at least as diverse.  
 
    Due to widespread genetic screening (and in the cases of some nations and organization, outright eugenics programs), in the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries, the most common inherited disorders had been nearly eliminated from the population. In 2207, disorders such as sickle cell anemia, cystic fibrosis and Down syndrome were exceedingly rare. Colonist candidates (and human donors to the TGP) had been subjected to additional, highly restrictive, genetic screening with the aim of reducing the likelihood of the propagation of genetic defects. 
 
    None of these measures were available to screen potential candidates in 134 A.D. The best Foley could do was recommend landing in a region of high genetic diversity and then screening as best as they could for obvious defects. She and Jason met to discuss the issue the day after he received the committee’s recommendations on species selection. 
 
    “The obvious choice is Africa,” Foley said.  
 
    “Why is that?” asked Jason. 
 
    “Africa is where humanity originated. Humans lived there for hundreds of thousands of years before a few of them left for the Middle East and then the Americas. As a result of their relatively small numbers and the barriers that faced them as they left Africa, the branches of humanity that left experienced genetic bottlenecks that eliminated a lot of the variation that existed in Africa.  A similar, if somewhat less extreme, bottleneck occurred when humanity left Earth for the stars. The Human Colonization Consortium was dominated by people of Northern European and East Asian ancestry. If you’re aiming for maximum genetic diversity, land in sub-Saharan Africa.” 
 
    “Not Northern Africa or the Middle East?” Jason asked. “I would have thought we’d be better off landing at a nexus of different races.” 
 
    Foley shrugged. “The differences between races are largely cosmetic. There is more variation, on average, between two geographically distant tribes in Africa than between, say, the Japanese and the Irish.” 
 
    “‘Geographically distant’ being the key phrase. In a less technologically advanced region like sub-Saharan Africa, travel is going to be limited. Wouldn’t that mean villages are going to be more genetically homogenous? We don’t have the luxury of hopping around Africa, picking up people from different tribes.” 
 
    “That’s true to an extent, but people who haven’t invented agriculture also tend to be nomadic. My guess is that you’d have better luck grabbing a bunch of people from a single African village than people from many different regions in a cultural nexus like Rome. But this is mainly academic. In the twenty-first century, studies showed that eighty-five percent of the variation in the overall human population on Earth was between individuals of the same population, with about fifteen percent of the variation occurring between populations.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning that it doesn’t make that much difference where you land. North America, Southeast Asia, Western Europe… anywhere you go, the genetic variation between the natives and the people on board Freedom is going to be about the same. It will be slightly higher in sub-Saharan Africa than elsewhere, but probably not enough to matter much. It won’t be enough, in any case. Even if we could ensure maximum genetic diversity and adequately screen for genetic defects, we will still run into a problem with genetic drift.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “There is a large element of chance in determining which gene variants—called alleles—get passed down to offspring from the parents. If an allele happens to get passed down less frequently than its competitors in a given population, there is a chance it will disappear entirely over time. This results in less genetic variation, which gives you the same problems as inbreeding: greater likelihood of defects.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not following, Dr. Foley.” 
 
    “Think of it this way,” Foley said. “You have two hundred marbles in a jar, representing our two hundred colonists. Half of the marbles are red and half are blue, with each color corresponding to a different variant of one gene in the population.   
 
    “To represent reproduction, randomly select a marble from the original jar and deposit a new marble with the same color into a new jar. This is the ‘offspring’ of the original marble, meaning that the original marble remains in its jar. Repeat this process until there are two hundred new marbles in the second jar. The second jar will now contain two hundred ‘offspring,’ or marbles of various colors. Unless the second jar contains exactly one hundred red marbles and one hundred blue marbles, a shift has occurred in the allele frequencies.  
 
    “If this process is repeated a number of times, the numbers of red and blue marbles picked each generation will fluctuate. Sometimes a jar will have more red marbles than its ‘parent’ jar and sometimes more blue. This fluctuation is analogous to genetic drift–a change in the population’s allele frequency resulting from a random variation in the distribution of alleles from one generation to the next.  
 
    “The smaller the number of marbles in the starting jar, the greater the chances of an imbalance between red and blue occurring in a future generation. An imbalance in a small population is likely to become more pronounced in later generations, and there is a good chance that eventually that no marbles of one color or the other are chosen. If no red marbles are selected, the jar representing the new generation contains only blue offspring. Thus the red allele has been lost permanently in the population, while the remaining blue allele has become fixed: all future generations are entirely blue.  
 
    “Most such fixations are benign, but some will not be, particularly when combined with other fixations. Even with genetic screening, it is impossible to predict the effects of genetic drift over many generations. Over the course of sixteen generations, our originally healthy, diverse population may be reduced to a bunch of drooling imbeciles. And the effects of this genetic bottleneck will persist and worsen even if our defective descendants manage to colonize another planet. Fertility will decrease and additional defects will propagate. Even in an ideal environment, this branch of humanity would be unlikely to survive.” 
 
    “How do we avoid this problem, short of getting a bigger ship?” 
 
    “The most feasible solution? A sperm bank. Human sperm can be frozen indefinitely with little risk of genetic damage. The process of artificially inseminating humans is straightforward and easily understood, requiring almost no equipment. We will still need a core group of colonists, of course, who will be almost entirely female.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-five   
 
    After getting some food and water, Akiva went with the captain and six of his men directly to a Jewish garrison in a nearby town. The foreigners, unbound but kept under constant watch, traveled with them. The garrison was a Roman fort that had been captured and repurposed. It seemed to house around three hundred men, although most were not present at the moment. Word of their encounter with the strange men was sent to Simon ben Kosevah, who was thought to be at his headquarters at Herodium. They slept the night at the garrison, and by the next morning word had arrived that they were to travel immediately to Herodium. Judging from the message received from Simon ben Kosevah, the rebel leader was as interested in meeting Akiva as he was in meeting the strangers. Akiva protested that he could not go to Herodium, as by now his wife must be apoplectic with worry. The captain, however, insisted that Simon’s commands were to be followed precisely. Akiva was assured that word would be sent to his wife. 
 
    They left for Herodium later that day, accompanied by ten additional soldiers. The captain did not want to risk any harm befalling either Akiva or the strangers. The strangers had been untied but relieved of their weapons; they were kept under constant watch. Akiva had reminded them that several times in the Torah God had prophesied through the mouths of the enemies of Israel. The strangers may have come to pronounce the coming of the moschiach, but that did not mean they were to be trusted. The captain, a cautious sort, agreed. They were treated well and given the same rations as the other men, but they were constantly under guard. No further attempt was made to ascertain their origin or their purpose in Judaea; by order of the captain, communications were limited to keeping the strangers fed and reasonably comfortable on the way to Herodium. 
 
    They arrived later that same evening. Eleazar of Modi’im greeted them in the courtyard of the fortress. “Akiva ben Yosef!” Eleazar cried, embracing the old man. “Is it true what they tell me? You have accepted that Simon ben Kosevah is the moschiach?” He spoke in Hebrew, which few of the men could understand, despite Simon ben Kosevah’s efforts to make it the official language of Judaea.  
 
    “I went into the desert to seek the counsel of the Lord,” Akiva said. “After three days, I saw a star falling over the sea. I followed it, and was led to these strangers, who spoke the name Simon bar Kochba.” 
 
    Eleazar regarded the three strangers, who stood a few paces away, surrounded by soldiers.  
 
    “Yet they speak no Aramaic?” 
 
    “Nor Hebrew, nor any other language I can identify.” 
 
    “Come then, we must speak with the Nasi at once. Bring the three strangers, but leave the others here.”  
 
    “It is not safe to bring the strangers to Simon alone. The Lord has used them to proclaim the moschiach, but we do not know their motivations.” 
 
    “The Nasi has nothing to fear from such men. He is the moschiach, chosen by God to lead his people to redemption. If the strangers mean him harm, God himself will strike them down.” 
 
    “Bring the captain, at least,” Akiva said. “He can tell attest to my story and tell us how he found the men.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    So Eleazar escorted Akiva, the captain, and the three strangers to Simon’s quarters, where the rebel leader awaited them. Akiva fell to his knees before him. 
 
    “Arise, Akiva ben Yosef,” said Simon. “It is honor enough that you have come to this place. These are the three persons whose arrival was accompanied by a falling star?” 
 
    Eleazar helped Akiva to his feet. “Yes, Nasi. I have been unable to ascertain where they are from, but the tall one spoke the name Simon bar Kochba.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Simon said to the tall man. When this got no response, he repeated the question in Hebrew and then Greek. 
 
    The man seemed to understand Simon was asking his name. The man tapped his chest and said, “Jason.” 
 
    “Yeh-son,” said Simon. The man nodded. 
 
    “Where are you from, Yeh-son?” 
 
    The man spoke a string of non-words and pointed above him. 
 
    “Is he claiming to be an angel of heaven?” Simon asked. 
 
    “Forgive me, Nasi,” Akiva said. “I do not know.” 
 
    “Who am I?” Simon said, tapping his own chest. 
 
    The man hesitated. Then he said, “Simon bar Kochba.” 
 
    “Why do you call me this? ‘Son of a star?’” 
 
    The man gave no response. 
 
    “Do you come to proclaim me the moschiach of Israel?” 
 
    The man regarded the other two strangers, and the woman said something in their language.  
 
    “Moschiach,” said the tall man. “Simon bar Kochba.” He knelt before Simon, and the others did the same. 
 
    Simon turned to the captain. “Where did you find these men?” he asked. 
 
    “About three miles southwest of Rehovot,” he said. “Their clothes were damp, so we thought they might have been shipwrecked, but we could not communicate with them. We were about to execute them as Roman spies when the rabbi intervened. The tall one spoke the name Simon bar Kochba, as the rabbi said.” 
 
    Simon thought for a moment. “Akiva ben Yosef, I think we have taxed you enough for one day. Captain, take the rabbi and the strangers to Zechariah, who waits below in the courtyard. Instruct him to secure two rooms, one for the rabbi and one for the strangers. Make sure they have everything they need.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi. Should the strangers’ room be placed under guard?” 
 
    “Leave one man at their door to attend to their needs.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi.” He spoke to the three, and they nodded. They had picked up enough Aramaic on the trip over to follow some basic commands. They followed the captain out the door, and he closed the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “What do you make of it, Uncle?” asked Simon. 
 
    “The strangers seem frightened. Unsure of themselves.” 
 
    “You do not think they are heralds of God?” 
 
    “If they are, they seem unaware of it.” 
 
    “Akiva is convinced.” 
 
    “Indeed,” said Eleazar. “And that may prove to be of more worth to us than the strangers’ pronouncement itself.” 
 
    “My thoughts as well. What is the language they speak?” 
 
    “Amongst themselves they speak a Germanic tongue that is unfamiliar to me. But when they are trying to communicate with us, they use a variety of Latin.” 
 
    “Then you can understand them?” 
 
    “I understand some. Their fluency is very limited, and they speak with a strange accent. I thought it best not to let on how much I understood while Akiva was with us.” 
 
    “You are wise, Uncle. Do not let him speak with the strangers again. So far, he has been blinded to their uncertainty by his own fervor. He wishes fiercely to believe I am the moschiach, and nothing must be allowed to happen to disabuse him of the idea. Tomorrow, we will send Akiva back to Beneberak with a new mission: to declare among the people of Judaea that the moschiach has arrived.” 
 
    “And the strangers?” 
 
    “Watch them closely. They must not think we suspect anything, but make sure the guard posted to their door is capable and alert. They will not leave this fort.” 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-six        
 
    “How many, uh, samples would this require?” Jason asked. 
 
    “To be safe?” Lauren Foley replied. “At least five hundred.” 
 
    “I see. And how many women?” 
 
    “We could make do with our current group, but it wouldn’t hurt to bolster our numbers a little. And I don’t mean just for the sake of genetic diversity. Keeping all those plants and animals alive is going to be a lot of work. We need more people, preferably some with real experience with agriculture and animal husbandry.” 
 
    “Give me some hard numbers.” 
 
    “A hundred more colonists, at least ninety of them female.” 
 
    “Do we need any male colonists at all?” 
 
    “For the purposes of reproduction or ensuring sufficient genetic diversity? No. Depending on gender roles of the local societies, we may need their expertise. For example, if women are forbidden to be involved in agriculture, they won’t have the knowledge we need to raise crops. But while I’m not a sociologist or historian, I think we’re unlikely to run into such a situation. In most societies that are stratified by gender, men monopolize hunting and leadership and military roles while women are left to cook, tend to young children and keep house. We have little use for the traditionally male roles and a great deal of need for traditionally female roles.” 
 
    “There weren’t many female shepherds in the Middle East.” 
 
    “True, although that was primarily due to the dangers of tending sheep alone, far from home. I don’t think you’d need to look far to find a woman with the knowledge to rear and care for sheep. However, there may be other male-dominated skills, not related to food production, that would come in handy now that we’ve dumped most of our equipment. Blacksmithing, metalworking, construction and woodworking come to mind. Even aboard Freedom, these skills would be useful, particularly if we have to do large-scale renovations to accommodate our new mission.” 
 
    “Skills can be learned,” Jason said. “And we have a huge library of instructional material in our data banks. Information, fortunately, doesn’t have much mass.” 
 
    “Agreed, although a single competent blacksmith is worth a terabyte of data on blacksmithing. We may find it worthwhile to bring a few male colonists on board if doing so will fill some obvious skill gaps.” 
 
    “It sounds like you would prefer to keep the group one hundred percent female if possible.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” Foley asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I carry a recessive gene linked to epilepsy,” Jason said, smiling. “You don’t want my defective genes in your pool.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Foley said. “My intimation was unclear. What I meant was that from a management perspective, an all-female group would be preferable.” 
 
    “You’re saying that women are easier to control?” 
 
    Foley didn’t take the bait. “I’m saying, first of all, that a single-sex group is easier to manage than a mixed group. Second, there is a greater incidence of aggressive and noncompliant behavior among men than women. And third, there is greater statistical variation in mental health among men than women, meaning that you are more likely to have an extremely mentally ill person pop up among a male population than in a female population. In summary, if you want to avoid a situation in which an individual provokes a mutiny or builds a bomb to blow a gaping hole in the hull, you’re better off with an all-female population.” 
 
    “Which is not to say that a female won’t try to manipulate me into providing classified information by orchestrating a hostage situation.” 
 
    “There are always outliers,” Foley said with a shrug. 
 
    “In any case, the population won’t stay one hundred percent female for long. Assuming we keep the overall number of colonists steady, by the fourth generation it will be pretty evenly split.” 
 
    “Only if we don’t perform any additional sex selection.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting anything. I do, however, want to make something clear: our best chance to maintain genetic integrity long-term is continue to favor the propagation of females over males, for as long as the genetic bottleneck occurs—that is, until the colonists have reached their destination.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Think of it this way: assume we have fifty females for our initial group of colonists. For simplicity’s sake, assume there are zero males aboard.” 
 
    “It would certainly simplify things for me if I weren’t on board,” Huiskamp said. “Why only fifty?” 
 
    “The age of the initial group is going to skew very young, so most of them will still be alive into the third and possibly the fourth generation. We’ve got a hard limit of two hundred people. If we aim for replacement population with each generation, we’re going to go over that limit if we start with more than fifty—unless some of the initial colonists have no children, in which case they’re just dead weight from a reproduction standpoint.” 
 
    “Understood. Proceed.” 
 
    “With zero males aboard at first, all the mothers will have to become pregnant through artificial insemination from a donor to the sperm bank. Assuming normal sex distribution, if each colonist has one child, the second generation will be twenty-five males and twenty-five females. Fast-forward twenty years. The second generation is now ready to reproduce, but now we’ve only got twenty-five females, so each female has to have twice as many children to keep the population up. The presence of siblings in the second generation means less genetic diversity. That’s one problem.  
 
    “The other is this: each female of child-bearing age now has a choice. She can either become pregnant by one of the donors to the sperm bank or by one of the male colonists. If we have gametes from five hundred unrelated donors in the sperm bank, then we still have four hundred and fifty packets of new genetic material in the sperm bank. So the choice is either to introduce a new set of genes from the sperm bank or to use a set of genes that are already present in our population of colonists. The obvious choice, to ensure the health of future offspring, is to use the sperm bank. But that means that the males already in the population serve no purpose, in terms of reproduction. They are dead weight, at least until each set of DNA in the sperm bank has been used. That’s about ten generations. And once you start using donors from within the population, quality begins to decline, so that even DNA from the sperm bank that has been used once continues to be a better option in most cases. 
 
    “In short, our best chance at survival, from a purely genetic standpoint, is to maintain a completely female population for as long as possible. As soon as we introduce males, genetic diversity declines rapidly. If we knew roughly how long it’s going to take for Freedom to reach its destination, we could plan accordingly, transitioning back to a balanced population a few generations before we arrive. But if we have no idea where we’re going, we have little choice but to maintain a population that’s close to one hundred percent female.” 
 
    “I noticed you’ve moved from theoretical observations to policy suggestions.” 
 
    Foley smiled tiredly. “I’m doing my best to remain neutral, but there’s a point at which ethics give way to brute reality. The fact is, if we want this branch of humanity to survive, we have no choice.” 
 
    “Meaning selective abortion. Or infanticide.” 
 
    “I think we can avoid the latter. We have blood tests that can safely and accurately determine gender at six weeks.” 
 
    “And if the fetus is male, it gets aborted.” 
 
    “I understand it’s distasteful, Captain, but without eliminating males from the population for several generations, our mission cannot succeed.” 
 
    “Maybe it should fail, in that case.” 
 
    “Don’t let sentiment cloud your judgment, Captain. Many of the civilizations on which ours is based practiced infanticide. The Greeks, the Romans, the Chinese, the Japanese….” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it right.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but necessity doesn’t always recognize ethical distinctions. I will also note that you had no qualms about lying to a group of young women in order to get them aboard a ship so that they could serve as surrogate mothers.” 
 
    “I don’t recall being asked about my qualms,” Jason said irritably. “In any case, the situations are not comparable. Yes, we manipulated those girls, but they and their families knew what they were volunteering for. And what we did was in service of promoting life, not ending it.” 
 
    “As is this,” Foley said. “Tell me, Captain. Did you object this strenuously when the IDL imposed mandatory military service on the populations of several planets in exchange for protection from the Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “It isn’t the same.” 
 
    “No? You mean because we’re talking about six-week-old fetuses being painlessly aborted rather than fully developed young men and women being sent to die in a losing war against the Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “You would prefer we just handed those planets over to the enemy?” 
 
    “Why not? What difference did it make in the end?” 
 
    “Humans fight!” Jason snapped. “Men fight.” 
 
    “There are different ways of fighting, Captain. They all require sacrifice. Look, I don’t like this any more than you do. I’m not going to let you make me into the bad guy here. You’re in charge of this ship and this mission. I can’t make you do anything. All I’m doing is giving you information. If humanity is to survive, this is what must be done.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    After that conversation, Jason Huiskamp and Lauren Foley did not speak for three weeks. Freedom had halted her outbound motion and begun the slow journey back toward the Sol system. It would be another three weeks before she attained orbit over Earth. Foley continued to forward recommendations from the committee as well as refinements to her own plan, but the main points remained the same: they would need to somehow acquire about thirty young women and sperm samples from at least two hundred, and preferably more like five hundred, men. Freedom would launch in search of a suitable planet for colonizing, with a strict regime in place to control reproduction over the next twenty generations. Several times Jason came close to tossing out the whole plan and taking his chances on becoming Emperor Jason I of Earth. But rewriting history would likely unleash horrors far worse than enforcement of selective abortion among a small group of women for a few generations. And his father’s words continued to haunt him: What’s done is done. No, he couldn’t rewrite history. He would have to make his own mistakes and hope history forgave him. Out, damned spot! 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-seven               
 
    Akiva returned to Beneberak the next day with orders to pronounce Simon bar Kochba the moschiach. The exhortation was unnecessary; now that Akiva had seen the sign and heard the heralds speak the name, nothing could prevent him from spreading the word. Every Jew in Judaea and beyond would know the truth: Simon bar Kochba was the long-awaited savior of Israel, and the liberation of Judaea was at hand. 
 
    Such was Akiva’s reputation as a scholar and man of God that his conversion was treated as something of a miracle in itself. Those of Akiva’s students who had not already joined the cause were won over, and as word spread through the rabbinic community in Judaea, many set their reservations aside in deference to Akiva. Merchants and shopkeepers, seeing which way the wind was blowing, became devoted rebels. In a matter of weeks, the atmosphere of Judaea was transformed: where there had been a smoldering blaze, there was now a raging inferno.  
 
    Jewish victories over the Romans followed. Roman forts were overrun across Judaea, and ambushes were so frequent now that the Romans no longer traveled in groups of fewer than a hundred men. The war expanded to Samaria as the locals began to believe that the Jews might succeed after all. Rumblings of revolt reached Judaea from Arabia and Cyprus. There were rumors that Simon bar Kochba would soon take Yerusalem. Israel would win her freedom, and in doing so she would bring the downfall of the Roman Empire. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-eight                  
 
    “All right,” said Jason. “Assuming I implement this plan, how do we go about it?” 
 
    “I’m a geneticist, Captain,” Lauren Foley replied. “Corralling people onto a spaceship is your area of expertise.” The two spoke over a table in a small conference room in the crew area. 
 
    “My expertise, such as it is, doesn’t kick in until they are on the ship. I’m asking for your help.” 
 
    “Fair enough. I will do what I can.” 
 
    “We’ll put down somewhere in sub-Saharan Africa. How do we get fifty women on board?” 
 
    “I assume you don’t want to do it the way it was done in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries?” 
 
    “If at all possible, we want them to board the ship willingly.” 
 
    “For a person to do something of their own free will, they must understand the choice they are making. Do you think you can explain to a preliterate African the concept of a five-hundred-year voyage in a spaceship?” 
 
    “Therein lies the problem.” 
 
    “That’s not the biggest problem you face. The real question is: how do you get five hundred men to give you a sperm sample? Don’t laugh; it’s a trickier problem than you might think. Most cultures have moral strictures against men spilling their seed.” 
 
    “My God,” said Jason. “I can’t believe I volunteered for this job.” 
 
    “People will go to extreme measures to ensure the future of their kind. If we can get them to understand this is a matter of survival, we can get buy-in.” 
 
    “You mean we can get them to surrender fifty women of prime child-bearing age, as well as get five hundred men to… give us samples. I’m skeptical.” 
 
    “We did it once.” 
 
    “With an educated populace who understood the threat of the Cho-ta’an.” 
 
    “Education doesn’t matter much in matters of survival,” Foley said. “And all cultures understand the idea of an existential threat. We just need to connect it to their situation. That shouldn’t be difficult; pre-agricultural peoples constantly faced the threat of mass death by starvation or conquest by another tribe.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that we convince a group of people that this is their only chance of survival.” 
 
    “Or find a tribe that really is on the verge of extinction.” 
 
    “How the hell do we do that? We don’t have two weeks to spend in orbit trying to make sense of the power dynamics of competing African tribes.” 
 
    “Agreed. Our priority needs to be getting on the ground and finding some food. Then we can worry about our other goals: acquiring a diverse supply of human genetic material and means for long-term food production.” 
 
    “Can we do all three from a single landing site? I don’t know how many takeoffs from Earth this ship can handle,” Jason said. “It wasn’t designed to do it at all.” 
 
    “Not likely, unless you’re prepared to travel a hundred kilometers or more from the landing site. Our goals are somewhat in conflict with each other. For human genetic diversity, our best bet is sub-Saharan Africa. But sub-Saharan Africa doesn’t have agriculture yet, which means no domesticated crops or animals. That’s going to make it very difficult to find species suitable for farming.  
 
    “Additionally, even if our agricultural endeavors are wildly successful, we’re not even going to be close to self-sufficient for at least five years. So figure we need food for two hundred people to last seven years. The only place to get that much food is a large city. We also need to acquire seeds or root stock for at least forty different species as plants, as well as breeding stock for several animal species. Again, unless you want to visit twenty different farms, that means going to a city. But there aren’t any cities in sub-Saharan Africa.” 
 
    “What about cities in northern Africa? Tripoli, Cairo, or Alexandria?” 
 
    Foley nodded.  “Somewhat less genetic variation than in sub-Saharan Africa, but probably enough for our purposes. Those cities are on the trade routes connecting Europe and the Middle East, so we should be able to find a wide range of plant and animal species. The problem, of course, is that a bunch of strangely dressed foreigners trying to buy several tons of food, seeds, and animals are going to draw a lot of attention. Even if we can land Freedom far enough away that it doesn’t cause widespread panic, we run the risk of breaking history.” 
 
    “Requesting sperm samples from several hundred men is unlikely to allay concerns,” Jason added. “To say nothing of absconding with fifty young women.” 
 
    “So you see the problem. My suggestion would be to locate a relatively isolated city. Somewhere we could land nearby without drawing attention. Send your crew into town to buy what we need and get out before the locals can get organized and come after us with pitchforks. Load up our cargo and take off. Get into orbit and take our time trying to find an isolated tribe that can provide us with the colonists and human genetic material we need.” 
 
    “Two separate landings,” Jason said. “It’s risky.” 
 
    “Riskier than kidnapping fifty young women from Cairo?” 
 
    “I suppose not. Very well. Put the committee to work finding cities that are good candidates for a resupply stop.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The committee selected Damascus, Syria as the optimal place to acquire food and agricultural supplies. It was large enough to supply the quantities they would require, and cosmopolitan enough that a group of strangely dressed foreigners might not draw a great deal of attention. Because it was located in the middle of the Fertile Crescent, it would be a market hub for many different varieties of domesticated plants and animals. And as it was surrounded by uninhabited desert, Freedom could land a few kilometers away without risk of alarming the residents of other towns nearby. It was part of the Roman Empire at this time, but conveniently (according to the historical record) the troops normally stationed there had been summoned to Judaea, to the south, to help put down a rebellion there. Whatever trouble the crew might encounter in Damascus, at least they didn’t have to worry about facing down a Roman legion. 
 
    Freedom set down on a desert plateau about twelve kilometers southeast of Damascus. They landed just after dawn, when the light of the sun would blind the people of Damascus to their approach. It was hoped the bustle of the city would cover the sound of Freedom’s thrusters, which produced over one hundred thirty decibels. The landing site was within the area that would one day be occupied by Damascus International Airport; Devin Olson quipped that they only missed the runway by nineteen hundred years.  
 
    It was just as well: Freedom’s thrusters would turn asphalt into vapor. As it was, the locals would likely puzzle over the vast areas of glazed rock after Freedom was gone—assuming they didn’t arrive while she was still on the ground. As far as they could tell from the historical record and photos taken during their approach, there were only a few, very small villages in the vicinity. Jason took it as a given that the locals would come to investigate the landing site. Freedom was nearly three hundred meters long, and the ground was flat for nearly a kilometer in every direction. Anyone who had seen Freedom coming down and decided to investigate couldn’t help but find her.  
 
    If it were only a few shepherds, that wouldn’t be a problem: The crew was armed, and the locals would have a hell of a time breaking through the shielded hull with rocks or shepherds’ crooks. What Jason wanted to avoid was drawing the attention of the authorities. The Romans in particular were meticulous record-keepers, and there were undoubtedly still several hundred Roman soldiers in town. If a Roman cohort had found a gigantic spaceship in the Arabian Desert in 134 A.D., the encounter would have been recorded. No such record had been found, and Jason had by now thoroughly internalized the principle that history would reject paradoxes. Perhaps it would do this by causing Freedom’s reactor to explode, neatly erasing all evidence of her arrival. Given the strain they had already put on the reactor, this was a likely outcome in any case, and Jason wasn’t eager to tempt fate. 
 
    They spent an anxious hour after Freedom’s landing waiting for the heat generated by her thrusters to dissipate enough to allow the resupply team to exit the ship. The team was made up of Jason, Olson and Creed. It was risky for three bridge crew members to leave the ship, but if the expedition failed, they weren’t going anywhere anyway. Mika Schwartz protested that she should be allowed to go (she outranked the young Creed), but their best bet was to pose as representatives of the government of some distant land that was experiencing a famine and needed desperately to stock up on food; Jason argued that including a woman in such an expedition would only raise suspicion.  
 
    Not that they weren’t already going to raise suspicion: they resembled no known ethnicity and spoke a language that wouldn’t exist even in its most primitive form for over another four hundred years. Devin Olson, tall and blond, would stick out like a sore thumb. The colonists had been put to work over the past two weeks creating reasonably convincing replicas of the local clothing, but all the fabric they had to work with incorporated synthetic fibers that were unknown in the second century. Jason had made the crew learn a few hundred words of ancient Latin, on the basis that it was the language of the legal authorities throughout the region, as well as being more accessible than ancient Arabic, but this was barely enough to speak a few simple sentences, such as “What is the price of five hundred bushels of wheat?” and “I am sorry, I did not mean to offend.” None of them could speak a word of Greek, Aramaic, Arabic, Hebrew, or any of the other languages of the region, which would be strange for a group sent to Damascus to engage in commercial endeavors. In short, nothing about the expedition would stand up to any serious scrutiny. 
 
    At last the hull and the ground beneath the ship cooled enough that the team could safely exit Freedom. Even so, it felt like a furnace outside, and the temperature did not drop significantly as they moved away from the ship. Their wrist comms—hidden underneath their robes—said the ambient temperature was forty-four degrees Celsius—hot enough to fry an egg on the rocks. It was only ten a.m. 
 
    “Jesus, Captain,” said Olson. “I’m not sure we can make it twelve klicks in this heat. I’m going to burn like an ant under a magnifying glass. Would it be better to travel at night?” 
 
    Creed, who was built more slightly than Olson and didn’t have the navigator’s fair complexion, nevertheless nodded in sympathy. 
 
    “The clock started ticking on this mission the moment we entered the atmosphere,” the Captain said, wiping the sweat from his brow. “You can bet that somebody saw us touch down, and they’re on their way here right now. With any luck, it will just be a few illiterate peasants, but eventually word will get to the authorities. If that happens, things will get real sticky, real fast. Let’s move.” 
 
    Jason strode across the parched ground toward the hills in the distance beyond which lay the ancient city of Damascus. Creed and Olson followed. He hoped he projected more confidence than he felt. Each of them carried a makeshift faux-leather bag that held about two liters of water. In this heat, they’d go through a liter an hour each, easily, and it was only going to get hotter. If they’d been able to take plastic jugs—to say nothing of wheeled carts or synthetic fiber backpacks—they could have carried a lot more, but such artifacts would draw unwanted attention. They carried little more than water, a few small weapons that could be hidden under their robes, and about twenty kilos of silver and gold ingots. This represented about half of their store of precious metals, which had been brought aboard Freedom in case the colonists needed to trade with the natives of an already-inhabited planet. With this, they hoped to buy enough food to last two hundred people seven years. They would then have to transport it to the ship before the authorities found it. If they failed, they would die, along with everyone still aboard Freedom. And some two thousand years later, humanity would be exterminated by the Cho-ta’an. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Thirty-nine                      
 
    Aziz ibn Batnaya sat on a rug before a small wooden table, staring out his window. In the dim predawn light, the neighbor woman, Layah, beat her rugs, and the dust wafted over the remains of Aziz’s breakfast. Layah, not a small woman, was already sweating. It would be hot today, and the industrious people of the city were already making the most of the light. Carts clattered across streets of packed earth, women sang while doing household chores, and in the distance vendors hawked their wares. Aziz, though, had more important matters on his mind. He was a man ahead of his time, and like most such men, he was regarded as a fool by many. 
 
    “Are you going to sit there all day, Aziz, or are you going to try to make us some money so that we might have a meal tonight as well?” 
 
    Aziz clutched at the ghost of the idea that had haunted his thoughts that morning, but it was too late. The notion dissipated like the dust in the air. He turned to his wife. “Accursed woman, can you not see that I am thinking?” 
 
    “Thinking doesn’t put food on the table, husband. It is going to be hot today. If anyone is buying, it will be in the morning. Do your thinking in the afternoon.” 
 
    Aziz sighed. He had tried to explain to Istir that he could not control when inspiration struck, but she did not understand. Or, more likely, did not care. She had little use for inspiration, and in truth he could not blame her. Few of his brilliant schemes had amounted to anything, which was why they still lived in this tiny apartment with only one window, which looked directly into the house across the alley. The gods only knew what they would do if they ever had children; there was barely room for the two of them. 
 
    There was no point in arguing. Aziz got to his feet and went to the door. Perhaps the idea would return during his walk to the market. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Aziz made his way down the alley past the other small houses to the street that would take him to the vast market near the center of Damascus. Neighbors waved and shouted greetings, and Aziz smiled and waved back, not truly seeing or hearing. The sun peeked over the clay-tiled roofs to his left, the glare in his eyes a nagging reminder of his wife’s admonishment: already the market would be full of people looking to buy food, and Aziz’s tent was still closed. 
 
    Still, he did not hurry. This was the last moment he would have to himself today, and he would make the most of it. He walked past the buildings of the big trading guilds and import houses, shaking his head. He had once worked for one of the larger houses, which specialized in coffee imported from Arabia, but he had grown frustrated with the owners’ stubborn refusal to take on debt to finance the expansion of the business. Aziz was convinced that if the firm would buy larger quantities of coffee from their suppliers, they could get a better price, which would allow them to undercut their competitors in Damascus and other cities where they did business. The additional profits would, he believed, allow them to pay off the debt within two years. He had even partnered with an Indian merchant who had once served as the steward for a Pandya prince to develop a prospectus outlining the details of his plan.  
 
    The owners of the trading house, though, had no patience for such plans. They did business as they had done so for six generations, and they would continue to do so. Profit, they believed, was attained by applying consistent effort over a long period of time. Borrowing money in an attempt to change one’s fortunes was a fool’s game. Perhaps in an effort to demonstrate this to Aziz, the firm offered to loan him enough money to go into business himself. Aziz, convinced he could not only succeed but also prove to the firm’s owners that he was right, eagerly accepted the terms. That was five years ago, and Aziz had made no progress in paying off the loan. Any money he had left over after paying for his wares and other expenses went toward interest. 
 
    And yet, Aziz persisted in believing that the problem was not his idea, but rather the lack of capital. He had hoped that he could earn sufficient profits to implement his plan on his own, but he had underestimated the costs he would face as a sole proprietor. As a result, he was caught in a vicious circle: he did not have the money to buy in volume, so he was forced to buy smaller quantities at higher prices, which reduced his potential profits. His request for an additional loan from the firm had been greeted with amused derision. 
 
    He had tried everything he could think of to reduce his costs, but nothing had worked. He had dabbled in selling coffee, wheat, barley, indigo, agave, and a dozen other goods, but his margins remained narrow or nonexistent. His latest idea was to try to determine what goods were available elsewhere that could not yet be found in Damascus. Since the arrival of the Romans, trade had opened up with many distant lands, and it was commonplace to find fruits and vegetables in the markets of Syrian cities that had been unknown a few years before. If Aziz could become the sole supplier of some highly desirable spice, perfume or fabric that had not yet been introduced to Damascus, he could land the kind of windfall profit that would allow him to put into motion the rest of his plan. Lacking the means to travel more than a few miles, though, Aziz was dependent on other merchants for this information—and their reports tended to be inaccurate and self-serving. It was for this reason that he had ended up with seven score bushels of coconuts that he had as yet been unable to unload. 
 
    By the time Aziz arrived at the market, it was teeming with people. All the tents were open, and the vendors were haggling loudly with potential customers. The air was redolent with a potent mixture of garlic, onion, cinnamon, cloves, and a dozen other scents. Aziz threaded his way past the throngs toward his little tent.  
 
    “A little early for you, isn’t it, Aziz?” asked Gunura, the fabric merchant. “I’m worried you’re not getting enough sleep.” 
 
    Aziz made an obscene gesture toward Gunura and continued walking. He reached his tent and began to untie the door flaps, muttering a good morning to Shullat next door. 
 
    “There was a man buying coconuts about ten minutes ago,” said Shullat. “He bought all of Samuel’s and was looking for more. I told him to come back in half an hour, but he said he needed to be in Emmaus by nightfall.” 
 
    Aziz managed a nonchalant wave, but his guts tightened. Had he missed his one chance to unload his inventory? If Istir found out, there would be hell to pay. Perhaps he would still sell enough to buy some flour or eggs so Istir could make supper. 
 
    But the crowd already seemed thinner by the time Aziz got his tent open and his wares put on display. Besides the coconuts, he had dates, almonds and walnuts. Because of his low volume of sales, he traded only in nonperishable goods; there was good money in oranges and grapes, but there was also great risk: if he couldn’t unload them in a day or two, he would take a loss. Aziz rarely traveled to acquire goods; he bought all his inventory from traveling merchants and farmers who went from town to town selling large quantities at low prices. The trick was essentially to know more about the local demand for the goods than the seller. An olive farmer, desperate to unload his crop, might be willing to accept a pittance, unaware that he had beat all of his competitors to Damascus that season. This was a rare occurrence, however; generally the farmers and specialized merchants knew as much or more than Aziz, and he would have to pay nearly as much for each date or olive as he charged his own customers. Operating at such margins garnered him enough silver to pay the fee to keep his tent at the market but little more. 
 
    By the time the sun reached its zenith, the crowd had thinned to a few stragglers who seemed more interested in the shade provided by the tent canopies than in buying anything. Aziz, who hadn’t an ounce of fat on his body, nevertheless was sweating through his thin cotton robe as he sat on a stool behind the rickety tables that held his wares. Many of the merchants were already packing it in for the day, and Aziz wondered if he should do the same. That meant facing Istir, though, and without any eggs or flour to mollify her. So he waited, hoping that he might make a few denarii. 
 
    That’s when he saw them: a few tents down were three men who looked as out of place as a camel in the court of Solomon. They clearly didn’t speak Aramaic and didn’t know the etiquette of the marketplace. Their clothing was strange too: the sleeves of their robes were tapered too narrowly, and the color was mottled, like the fabric had been poorly bleached. And yet the fabric looked expensive, tightly woven of some mix of fibers Aziz had never seen. He longed to get a better look, but he did not want to appear desperate. He prayed the three men would come closer. 
 
    For the moment, they hung back, watching one of the few remaining buyers haggling with a grain merchant. Occasionally the three would speak in hushed tones to one another. They seemed more interested in the dynamics of the haggling than in the product itself, as if they were visitors from a far land where such markets did not exist. They had something of the look of the Slav about them, pale men from the west who lived in the forests and knew little of farming or shepherding. Occasionally a party of such men, sent by some Slavic chieftain, would appear in Damascus and be awed by the size of the city and the variety of goods to be purchased here. More than once Aziz had bought more furs than he could handle from Slavs, paying only a handful of silver. 
 
    The buyer, a cantankerous old Jew, at last aborted the negotiations by waving his hand dismissively and walking away. The three strangers immediately lost interest and moved toward Aziz’s tent. They were no Slavs, that was certain. Their clothing and mannerisms were all wrong. They were too tall, and their skin was too dark—and yet lighter than that of any people native to Syria or Judaea. And that fabric! Aziz longed to touch it. Just a little closer…. 
 
    And then they had passed. There were no buyers to observe here, so the strangers kept moving. They wanted to stay among other people, where they could blend in and observe the negotiations between buyers and sellers. What were they looking for? 
 
    “Gentlemen!” cried Aziz, before he knew what he was doing. The three men, now several tents down, kept walking. They either did not understand or they had no desire to speak with Aziz. Shullat, packing up his own wares, turned to stare at Aziz. Aziz didn’t care. He had missed one opportunity today and he would not miss another. He ran after the men. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he said again, now only a few paces from the men. The three whirled to face him, and their speed and bearing reminded him of Roman soldiers. Was that who they were? Romans disguised as merchants, perhaps investigating tax evasion in the market? No, it made no sense. The Romans were not so subtle, and in any case they would have found less absurd costumes.  
 
    The three men stared at him, suspicion (and possibly fear?) on their faces. The tall man, who seemed to be the leader, stood in the middle of the group, his right shoulder shifted toward Aziz, knees bent, hands just above his waist. Not quite a fighting stance, but ready to act if Aziz made a wrong move. The man on his right, a big blond bear of a man, and the one on his left, younger and slighter, had their right hands just inside their robes, as if they were about to produce weapons. None of them spoke. 
 
    Aziz put his hands in the air and said, “Peace, gentlemen. Aziz ibn Batnaya is at your service.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty            
 
    The three men stared at Aziz, not understanding. Sweat poured down their faces; they were even more uncomfortable in this heat than Aziz was. A few of the merchants who were still in the area lent semi-interested glances toward the group, but they made no move to intervene. They see nothing but a desperate merchant harassing three foreigners for a sale, he thought. I, however, see more deeply. There is something strange here. Strangeness denotes novelty, and novelty presents opportunity. 
 
    “Please, come with me to my tent. I have water and a place for you to sit. I have various goods for you to purchase if you like, but I am most interested to know from what distant land you hail, and what brings you here. I am Aziz ibn Batnaya, purveyor of fine goods.” He rambled, desperate to keep the strangers’ attention, although it was clear they understood nothing he was saying. At last he pointed to the empty water skins that hung from their belt. He pointed to his mouth and then to his tent. 
 
    The leader said something to the others and the three seemed to relax a bit. He nodded to Aziz and motioned for him to lead the way. Aziz gave a bow and hurried back to his tent. 
 
    “Gentlemen, are you interested in olive oil?” asked Shullat. 
 
    “Shut up, Shullat,” Aziz said. “They do not speak Aramaic.” He gestured to the strangers to sit on the mat in front of his tent, and they did so, looking about cautiously. Aziz made sure to make slow, deliberate movements and keep his hands in sight. He picked up the clay jug of water that he had filled from the well the previous afternoon, drank a few swallows himself, and then handed it to the leader. The leader hesitated a moment and then drank deeply. He handed it to his comrades, who did the same. The big man emptied the jug, and Aziz smiled and nodded to indicate that it was all right. Aziz picked up a handful of dates from the table and offered them to the leader, who held up his hand and shook his head. Aziz grabbed the man’s hand, and one of the men produced a metal device from his robe, which he pointed at Aziz. The leader growled a low order to the man, and he put the device back. Aziz smiled, turning the leader’s hand palm-up and putting the dates in it. He gestured to the table in an effort to indicate that the strangers should help themselves. Then he picked up the water jug from the ground where the third man had set it and pointed in the direction of the well. The leader nodded, and Aziz hurried off. 
 
    The well was on the other side of the market, and Aziz had to wait for several people who had gotten there first. He was certain that by the time he returned to his tent, the strangers would be gone. But they were still there, munching on dates. Shullat had left, and no one else paid them any mind. Aziz sat down across from the three, setting the jug in the middle of the rug.  
 
    “Thank you,” said the leader, in strangely accented Latin. 
 
    “Ah, so there is a language we share!” Aziz exclaimed. 
 
    The three men stared at him. 
 
    “Well, it’s a start,” said Aziz. “Where… are… you… from?” he said, leaving a pause between each word. 
 
    “Far country,” said the leader. “Geneva.” 
 
    “Yeh-ni-veh,” said Aziz.  
 
    The leader nodded. He tapped his chest. “Jason,” he said. 
 
    “Yeh-son.”  
 
    The leader pointed to the big blond man on his left. “Olson.” He pointed to the other man, who seemed somewhat younger than the others. “Creed.” 
 
    “Olson. Creed,” Aziz repeated. He tapped his own chest. “Aziz ibn Batnaya.” 
 
    “We buy food,” said the one called Yeh-son. 
 
    “Very good!” said Aziz. “I sell food.” 
 
    The man seemed to understand. He motioned toward the tables laden with dates and coconuts and then held both of his hands before him and moved them apart from each other, as if to indicate something growing. 
 
    “You need more than I have?” 
 
    “More,” said the leader, nodding. “Very more.”  
 
    Aziz’s heart began to beat faster. “Dates? Coconuts? Olives?” 
 
    The leader nodded. “Very kinds. Very number.” Then he listed several types of food, only about half of which Aziz could make out. He understood wheat, rice, and barley. The man also seemed to be asking for sheep and… some other type of animal. He got to his feet and walked in a circle with his knees bent, bobbing his head and flapping his arms with his elbows pointing outward and making a strange clucking noise. “Chicken!” cried Aziz. The man touched his nose and smiled, which Aziz took as a good sign. 
 
    “I can get all of these for you,” he said. “How much?” 
 
    The men looked at each other, not understanding.  
 
    “Number,” said Aziz. “How many?” 
 
    Yeh-son nodded. “Two hundreds of men,” he said. 
 
    Aziz managed to contain his excitement. It was possible the man had misspoke. “You want food for two hundred men?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the Yeh-son. “Seven years.” 
 
    Now Aziz was confused. Were they looking for a long-term food supplier? “You want food for seven years?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Yeh-son again. “Food for two hundred men. Food for seven years.” 
 
    Aziz couldn’t believe it. The man obviously didn’t understand what he was saying. He tried to think of a way of getting clarification. “I don’t suppose you speak Greek?” he asked in that language. When this received no response, he tried Hindi. They stared again. Aziz sighed. Latin it was. 
 
    The one called Olson said something to Yeh-son, looking inside Aziz’s tent. Aziz turned to see what had caught the man’s attention. There was nothing there but some empty sacks and an old abacus—a tool Aziz made little use of, since his sales transactions rarely required complex calculations. “You wish to see the abacus?” he asked. 
 
    “Abacus,” said Olson, nodding. 
 
    Aziz got up and retrieved the abacus. He handed it to Olson and sat down again.  
 
    “Two hundred men,” said Olson, in Latin that was even more thickly accented than Yeh-son’s. “Seven years.” Olson moved the beads slowly, as if unfamiliar with the device, but he performed the operation correctly. The abacus now showed fourteen hundred. Olson clearly knew how to use the abacus and understood the principle of multiplication.  
 
    Aziz looked to Yeh-son, who nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Praise God, thought Aziz. They really did want to buy food for two hundred men for seven years! 
 
    “Wait a moment,” Aziz said. “I must get something.” He had no idea if the strangers understood him, but he figured they would not be eager to be moving on in this heat. He got to his feet and went quickly to a stall down the way, where another merchant was closing up his tent. It took some effort, but Aziz managed to convince the man he was negotiating a large sale on his behalf. He returned to the strangers with a small sack of flour.  
 
    Aziz sat down, setting the flour down between them. “One sack of flour,” he said. “One man. One week.” 
 
    The men conferred for a moment and then Yeh-son nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Food one week.” 
 
    Aziz gestured to the abacus, and Olson gave it to him. Aziz slid the beads back to their starting positions. “Fifty weeks in a year, seven years,” he said, performing the multiplication with the beads. The calculation was simple enough for him to do in his head, but he wanted the men to see it. “Three hundred fifty weeks. Two hundred men. Seventy-thousand sacks of flour.” 
 
    The men seemed to follow. “Yes,” said Yeh-son. “Very many flour. And other foods. Everything for man eat.” 
 
    Food for two hundred men for seven years! thought Aziz. It was an incredible amount. Aziz did not possess such an inventory himself, of course, but acting as a middleman and taking a small cut of the profits, he could make enough to set up a trading house of his own. 
 
    “And make farm,” Yeh-son added. 
 
    “Make farm?” asked Aziz. “You want farming supplies as well?” 
 
    “Farming supplies,” said Yeh-son, nodding. “Seeds for grow foods. And chickens. And sheep.” 
 
    “You want food for seven years, to last you while you set up your own farm?” 
 
    The men conferred briefly again. “Yes!” said Yeh-son, seeming pleased that Aziz had understood. 
 
    Aziz, however, had begun to grow suspicious. Someone, probably that bastard Gunura, was playing a trick on him. No one had ever made a sale this big in the history of the market of Damascus. The quantities these men were talking about were purchased by the stewards of princes and legions, directly from the big merchant houses, not at the street market. And no one bought large quantities of food and supplies to start a farm. It made no sense. And yet, that fabric! Aziz was no expert, but he knew those robes were made of no fabric ever seen in this area. Tightly and flawlessly woven and composed of at least three different fibers, its sheen, softness and elasticity were unparalleled. Someone had distressed the fabric in an attempt to make it appear aged and worn, but there was no mistaking the underlying quality. This might be a ruse, but not one dreamed up by Gunura.  
 
    “You have money?” he asked, trying to remain nonchalant. 
 
    Yeh-son nodded, producing a pouch from his robe. He untied it and dumped the contents on the rug: seven silver ingots, each weighing several ounces. Aziz picked up one of the ingots and examined it. It was the purest silver Aziz had ever seen. Assuming it wasn’t just a veneer over a core of iron or lead, each ingot was worth a hundred sacks of flour. The Roman authorities frowned on transactions not conducted in the official currency of the Empire, but there wouldn’t be any stationarii out in this heat. 
 
    “I will have to check it,” he said, tapping the ingot with his finger. Yeh-son nodded. Aziz would have the silver smith melt a few of the ingots down to determine that they were genuine. “You have more?” 
 
    Yeh-son nodded again. “Yes. Many more. Silver. Gold.” He said another word, which was strange to Aziz. It was similar to the word for iron, and Aziz thought perhaps that was what Yeh-son meant. It would be unusual to offer to pay in iron, though. Because of its tendency to corrode and low value relative to its weight, iron was generally not used as currency.  
 
    “You pay in iron?” Aziz asked. 
 
    Another conference followed. There seemed to be some disagreement among the men, but the specific points of contention were a mystery to Aziz. At last Yeh-son said something that silenced the other two. He turned to Aziz and said, “Very good iron. Hard. No rust.” He reached into his robe and produced a knife, which he handed to Aziz. Aziz marveled at it. It was the finest piece of workmanship he had ever seen. The iron was spotless, yes, but the handle was equally remarkable. It was made of something like ivory, wrapped with a soft, spongy black fabric that cushioned the grip and seemed to adhere slightly to one’s palm. Fantastic. 
 
    But would it really not rust? That was a bit much for Aziz to swallow. Still, if the iron was of high quality and they had enough of it, it might suffice. The price of iron had tripled in the past few years as the Jewish rebellion in Judaea grew. The offer to pay in iron also eased another concern of Aziz’s: it had occurred to him that these strangers might be Jews from some distant kingdom that had decided to throw its support behind Simon ben Kosevah’s rebellion.  
 
    Attitudes in Syria regarding the Jewish rebellion were mixed: the Jews, of course, were largely in favor, and in fact many had left Syria to join the fighting. Syrians who followed the ancient gods were ambivalent; the Romans were tolerant of the worship of other deities as long as Caesar’s divinity was recognized, and the Syrians appreciated the stability Roman rule had brought. The Christians—a small, but rapidly growing minority—chafed under the Roman yoke, but had grown tepid in their support of the Jews since news had begun to arrive of Simon ben Kosevah executing Christians who refused to join his revolt.  
 
    Aziz, a Christian himself (he had been baptized to please Istir’s parents), possessed a degree of sympathy toward the rebels, but not so much that he was willing to be put to death for giving them aid. With the Romans controlling the roads and seaports, the Jews were having a hard time getting enough food, so it was not unreasonable to think these men might be trying to acquire food to smuggle to the Jews. But the rebels needed weapons and armor even more than they needed food; supporters of the rebellion would not be offering to sell large quantities of high-quality iron. 
 
    Still, it would be hard to unload a lot of iron without provoking some difficult-to-answer questions from the authorities. They would want to know where the iron came from and how they could get more of it. Such a conversation could only end with Aziz being cut out of the deal entirely. The Romans would want to negotiate directly with the foreigners, and Aziz would be back where he had started. High quality cloth, however, could be easily transported and sold without raising any eyebrows.  
 
    Aziz reached out his hand, and Yeh-son held out his own, as if to seal the bargain. But Aziz’s hand slipped past Yeh-son’s, his fingers closing on the foreigner’s sleeve. Surprise came over Yeh-son’s face as Aziz rubbed the fabric between his fingers. 
 
    “Cloth?” Aziz asked. He reluctantly pulled his hand away. The feel of the fabric was astounding, seeming to incorporate the softness of cotton, the strength of linen, and the fineness of silk at once. 
 
    Yeh-son again conferred with the others, more briefly this time. “Yes,” he said. “Cloth. Not many.” 
 
    “Good,” said Aziz, pleased. It was just as well not to receive too much of any one good as payment. Unloading large quantities of fabric or iron would saturate the market, causing prices to drop. This would cut into his profits as well as anger the other merchants. It would be better to have a warehouse full of various goods that he could sell as he saw fit, to maximize his profits while avoiding undue attention. He smiled at the thought. This morning he was not certain he would be able to buy flour for supper, and now he was thinking of leasing a warehouse for all his goods! 
 
     The men had nearly emptied the water jug again, and Aziz could see that they were exhausted and uncomfortable in the heat. They had done enough business for the moment. “Come,” he said, getting to his feet. “You will stay at my house tonight.” The three men got slowly to their feet, regarding him uncertainly. “Eat,” he said, hefting the sack of flour onto his shoulder and then gesturing toward his mouth. He pointed at the jug. “Drink.” He closed his eyes and let his head fall to the side. “Sleep. Yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Yeh-son, without waiting to confer with the others. 
 
    “Please,” said Aziz, gesturing toward the jug. Yeh-son picked it up, and the three men looked at him expectantly. 
 
    Aziz looked around at the open tent and tables full of dates and coconuts. He should really pack things up, but he didn’t want to make the foreigners wait. “Let us go,” he said, and began walking away. He would return when the sun was lower and put everything away then. Or perhaps he would not. Who cared about a few coconuts when he stood to make the sale of a lifetime? 
 
    He returned home through the streets of Damascus, followed by the three men from an unknown land. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-one        
 
    “What do you make of our merchant friend?” Jason asked the others. The three of them sat on cushions on the floor of the main room of Aziz’s house, their robes wrapped around their waists. It was still almost unbearably hot, but Aziz had left them with a wash basin and rags to clean up and cool off a bit. 
 
    “Seems like a decent fellow,” said Devin Olson. “Looking to make a profit, of course, but that’s to be expected. His wife sure doesn’t like us though.” The woman, Istir, was in the next room, muttering to herself and kneading dough she had made with the flour Aziz had brought. 
 
    “Don’t take it personally,” said Josh Creed. “I get the impression she doesn’t like a lot of people.” 
 
    “As long as she doesn’t rat us out to the authorities.” 
 
    “They stand to make a tidy profit on us,” said Jason. “You saw the way he looked at our clothes. We can probably buy a year’s worth of food with just the extra clothing we have on board.” 
 
    “Should we be offering them technology they don’t have?” asked Creed. 
 
    “It’s not like they’re going to figure out how to produce synthetic fibers eighteen hundred years early by examining our clothing,” Olson said.  
 
    “I’m more concerned about the steel,” said Jason. “Historical records indicate steel was unknown in this area until the Middle Ages.” 
 
    Olson frowned. “I don’t think you can’t reverse engineer steel by examining it or melting it down. A few tons of steel by itself isn’t going to cause a history-breaking paradox.” 
 
    “Isn’t the fate of the Roman Empire being decided about three hundred klicks south of here?” Creed asked. “It seems like a few tons of steel could definitely change history.” 
 
    “History is resilient,” Jason said. “If we could land a hundred-thousand-ton spaceship a few klicks from here without breaking history, I think history can absorb a few tons of steel. Maybe it was melted into weapons for a Roman legion.” 
 
    “Who are going to win anyway,” Olson added. 
 
    “Most of the steel we can spare is stainless,” Jason said. “Good for knives, but too brittle for swords. If we give them—if we gave them stainless steel, they probably melted it down and combined it with iron to give it some flexibility. The result would be steel with slightly better corrosion resistance and hardness than pig iron. Hardly revolutionary, and it’s unlikely any of it would have lasted until the twentieth century, when it could have been chemically analyzed. Even stainless steel with a high chromium content will corrode over a few centuries if it isn’t carefully preserved.” 
 
    “Damascus was famous for its steel in the Middle Ages,” Olson said. “Maybe this is where they got it from!” They had all been doing a lot of research on Earth in the second century. 
 
    “We’re too early,” Jason said. “In any case, the term Damascus steel refers to a particular kind of steel with a characteristic pattern on the surface. It was made from ingots imported from India, not stainless steel, or stainless steel mixed with pig iron.” 
 
    “But maybe this is where they got the idea!” Olson persisted. “If smiths in Damascus started making steel sword blades, they would become known for it. The supply would eventually run out, and they would start looking around for a similar kind of steel. Eventually they’d settle on the steel from India. The infrastructure would already be set up; they’d just have to start buying shipments of ingots.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting theory,” Jason said, “but it’s academic at this point. We have no idea if that’s what happened, and it doesn’t really matter for our purposes.” 
 
    “But it does demonstrate what you were saying, Captain,” Creed said. “That history is resilient. It will incorporate anything we throw at it.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I was saying,” Jason said. “History is resilient to a point, but we don’t know where that point is. If we push it too far, we run the risk of a creating a paradox, and we don’t want to find out what happens then. Ideas are like viruses. Can history absorb ten tons of stainless steel? Probably. But can it absorb the idea of steel? That’s a much more difficult question. This merchant, Aziz, he’s a sharp one. Some people would look at our clothes and think, ‘I wish I had clothes like that.’ Aziz thinks, ‘I wish I knew where that fabric came from.’ That’s dangerous thinking.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” said Creed. “Are we giving Aziz cloth or not?”  
 
    “We’re going to have to pay in steel and fabric because we just don’t have enough silver and gold,” Jason said, “but we’ve got to be clear that we are selling only the goods themselves. We’re not going to give Aziz the secret to making nylon or rayon or whatever synthetic fibers are in our clothes. There will be no mention of sewing machines, or robotic looms…” 
 
    “Or chromium or vanadium or blast furnaces…” Olson continued. 
 
    “Right. As far as Aziz is concerned, these goods were hand-delivered ex nihilo by the gods themselves. No explanations. As far as possible, there will be no transmission of ideas from the twenty-third century.” 
 
    Olson sighed, clearly disappointed. 
 
    “There will be no changing history, Olson,” Jason said. 
 
    Olson looked to Creed, but the communications officer just shrugged. 
 
    “You guys are no fun at all,” Olson said.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Over the next five days, the three spacemen stayed at Aziz’s house while Aziz negotiated the details of their purchase. They had given him all the silver and gold they’d brought as a down payment; Aziz told them it would cover a fourth of the total amount, which seemed reasonable to them. They were more concerned about the amount of time it was going to take to acquire the goods, but Aziz insisted he could not possibly do it any faster without attracting the attention of the Roman authorities. As it was, he was having to hire his cousins and nephews to handle some of the negotiations to keep the other merchants from looking into why Aziz was suddenly buying food in such quantities. 
 
    Even taking into account the gold and silver ingots still aboard Freedom, the spacemen didn’t have enough precious metals to pay for everything; the balance would be made up with clothing, steel, and several hundred kilos of copper wire. As much as possible Aziz persuaded sellers to accept a partial payment up front, with the balance to be paid in a week or a month. The sellers demanded higher prices in exchange, but the advantage to Aziz was that it would allow him to gradually unload his inventory of iron, copper and cloth in order to pay the suppliers in silver. Even so, Aziz was out of money by the second day of trading; the spacemen awakened early the morning of their third day in Damascus to return to Freedom for more silver and gold.  
 
    Their journey back to the ship was uneventful, and all was calm aboard Freedom. They brought with them as much food as they could carry, to give some relief to the colonists, who were still on half rations. Mika Schwartz reported that the previous evening, a group of men had come upon the ship and spent an hour walking around it and banging on the hull. Finding no way in, the men had departed. Undoubtedly a larger group would eventually return, and eventually some tribal chieftain or Roman official would be informed. Jason could only hope they would be gone before that happened. 
 
    Jason, Olson and Creed cleaned up and spent the afternoon in the luxuriously climate-controlled spaceship before reluctantly packing up the rest of the gold and silver and starting the journey back across the desert. They waited as long as they dared, wanting to avoid the worst of the heat but hoping not to have to traverse the streets of Damascus at night while carrying a fortune in silver and gold. 
 
    They were still two klicks outside of the city when the sun dipped behind the hills ahead of them. Creed, complaining of a stitch in his side, was slowing them down. Jason turned to exhort him to suck it up and get moving when he saw movement just over Creed’s shoulder. “Creed, down!” Jason barked, slipping his hand into his robe to grab the pistol he carried in a shoulder holster. 
 
    Creed, about ten meters back, took a moment to react. By the time he belatedly ducked, the assailant was on him. Bearded and wearing ragged, dirty clothing, the man swung at Creed with a wooden club. The blow glanced off the back of Creed’s skull, and Creed fell to the ground.  
 
    Jason pulled the pistol from its holster, but it caught on his robe. The assailant lunged at Creed, who lay on the ground, holding his head and moaning. More men streamed down from the hills on either side of the road: there had to be at least twenty of them. 
 
    “Captain!” Olson shouted, drawing his knife. Jason was the only member of the team with a gun. 
 
    “I see them,” said Jason, extracting his pistol from the fabric of the robe. He took aim, but Creed had begun to fight back, trying to grab the wrist of the man holding the club, and he was blocking Jason’s shot. The bandits closed on the three spacemen. 
 
    Jason raised the gun in the air and fired three quick shots. The report echoed through the hills like thunder. The bandits, now only a few paces away, hesitated only a moment before continuing their advance. 
 
    “Help Creed!” shouted Jason, and Olson nodded, slipping past Jason toward Creed. When Olson was in the clear, Jason leveled his gun at the nearest bandit. The man, drawing back a heavy wooden staff to swing at Jason, was less than a meter away when Jason fired. The bandit jerked wildly, a stunned look on his face. Blood gushed from a hole in his chest, drenching his filthy robe. He dropped the staff and fell face down, clutching at Jason’s robe as he fell. Then his grip went slack and he lay still. 
 
    Already two other men were almost on him. He fired quickly, hitting one man in the shoulder and grazing the other’s ear. Neither wound was serious, but the ferocity of Jason’s counterattack was enough to give the other men pause. Their momentum halted, the bandits stood for a moment regarding their intended prey. If they had pressed the attack, they could easily have overwhelmed him, but no one seemed to want to volunteer to take the next bullet. The bandits turned and ran, disappearing back into the hills. 
 
    Turning, Jason saw Olson pulling his knife from the throat of the man who had attacked Creed. The man produced a gurgling sigh and then expired. Creed was on his hands and knees nearby, groaning softly.  
 
    “Everyone all right?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Y-yeah,” said Olson after a moment. “I mean aye, sir.” His voice quavered and his hand shook. A trail of blood and mucus ran down the knife to the dead man’s throat. 
 
    “I think I’m okay,” said Creed, slowly getting to his feet. “Just bruised is all.” He winced and felt the back of his head. As he drew his hand away, they saw his fingers were wet with blood. 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” Jason asked. “What’s my name?” 
 
    “Captain Jason Huiskamp of the IDLS Freedom.” 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “In a bad part of Syria, evidently. Really, sir. I’m fine. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    Jason helped Olson to his feet. Olson stared at the knife in his hand as if trying to figure out how it got there. 
 
    “Give me that,” Jason said, holding out his hand. Olson stared at him for a few seconds and then slowly handed him the knife. Jason took it and bent over the dead man, wiping the blood on his clothing. He stood up again and held out the knife to Olson. “You going to be okay?” 
 
    “Y-yeah,” Olson said, carefully putting the knife back into its sheath. “Never… never killed anybody before. Not face-to-face.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Jason.  
 
    “If it makes you feel better,” Creed said, “those men died twenty-two hundred years before you were born.” 
 
    Olson glared at him. 
 
    “All right, so it doesn’t help,” said Creed. 
 
    “No, you’re right,” said Jason. “These men were always going to die like this. Had already died like this.” 
 
    “So we don’t bear any responsibility?” Olson asked. 
 
    “They gave us no choice,” Creed said. 
 
    “Maybe they had no choice,” Olson said. “If they were always going to die like this, they were always going to attack us. How can we blame them for something they were predestined to do? We’re the interlopers here. If their deaths are anybody’s fault, it’s ours.” 
 
    “They were bandits, Olson,” Jason said. “They tried to rob us and they got killed for it. My only regret is that most of them got away. Now let’s get the hell out of here before somebody comes to investigate those gunshots.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Look,” said Ashgi, holding up a knuckle-sized chunk of metal in the dim light of dusk. “This is what caused the wound.” 
 
    The others, crowding around the body of Nusku, one of the two fallen men, stared at the object Ashgi held between his thumb and forefinger. It was coated with blood; Ashgi had cut it out of Nusku’s back. The projectile had apparently gone through the dead man’s heart and chest cavity and had only been stopped by one of his ribs. 
 
    “It is like the bullets the Jews use with their slings,” said the oldest member of the band, Lahmu. Slings were common weapons among bandits such as they, but bandits usually used rocks as projectiles. The Jewish rebels, however, were known for using balls of lead or iron. These were said to be more accurate and more deadly than stones. 
 
    “It was no mere ball of iron that tore through my shoulder!” cried Martu, who was still clutching his right arm just below the shoulder with his left hand. “It was more like a bolt of lightning!”  
 
    “Quiet, Martu!” Lahmu growled. “You haven’t stopped whining since the foreigners left.” 
 
    “It is smaller than the Jewish bullets,” Ashgi mused, rubbing the thing on his robe to remove the blood. “Did you see the device the man held? That is what made the noise. Fire and smoke burst forth from the thing. It was like a machine to produce lightning.” 
 
    “Lightning, yes!” Martu cried. “Tell them, Kus!” But Kus, half-deafened by the sound of the weapon that had taken a chunk out of his ear, sat on the ground some distance away, paying no attention. 
 
    “I think it was the lightning blast that propelled the bullet into Nushku’s chest,” said Ashgi. “By the gods, what a weapon! And did you see the knife the other used to kill Hani? It shone like a piece of jewelry but it cut like a Roman gladius. Can you imagine what other treasures these foreigners have hidden inside their tower?” 
 
    “As I have told you before,” said Lahmu, “it is not a tower, but a kind of ship. That is what we saw fall from the sky.” 
 
    “The star was only an omen,” said Martu, forgetting the pain in his shoulder for a moment. “The ship came up from below the Earth. Did you not see how the ground was broken up and burned around its base?” 
 
    “Wherever it came from,” Ashgi said, “I do not think the foreigners intend to stay long. I followed them into Damascus two days ago, and they spent two hours at the market before going home with one of the food merchants there. I think they have only stopped here to buy food before tearing down their tower and returning home.” 
 
    “It is not a tower!” Lahmu insisted. “It is a ship!” 
 
    “A ship that sails in the seas below the Earth,” said Martu. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Martu. Your wound is making you delirious.” 
 
    “Enough!” Ashgi snapped. 
 
    “Why would men with such treasures come to Damascus for food?” asked Lahmu. 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Ashgi. “Perhaps there is a famine in their land. Perhaps they desire delicacies they cannot get there. What does it matter? I saw how much silver and gold they gave to that merchant, and I am sure they were carrying more.” 
 
    “They also carry weapons that can do this,” said Lahmu, gesturing toward the corpses. 
 
    “We will need to be smarter,” Ashgi said. “When they return, we will target the leader with slings. He seems to be the only one with a thunder-weapon. If we kill him, we can overwhelm the others.” 
 
    “They will be on their guard next time,” said Lahmu. “If they are smart, they will bring more men with them from Damascus.” 
 
    “Then we will wait for them to be careless,” said Ashgi. “They will make a mistake, and then we will fall upon them with fury. We will take their silver, their gold, and their weapons. And then we will see about their tower.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-two        
 
    Jason was pleased with the progress Aziz was making. Aziz had rented a warehouse in Damascus as a temporary storage place for the goods to be delivered, and to store the iron, copper and fabric he would be receiving. He had negotiated individually with a dozen different merchants and trading houses, swearing each of them to secrecy. Aziz explained (in a long, halting conversation in Latin and improvised sign language) that if any of the merchants knew the quantities he was buying, they would hike up their prices, anticipating a shortage. His goal was to get as many of them as possible to commit to a sale at current prices before word got out. Aziz welcomed the spacemen to accompany him, but insisted that they not speak, and that they wear the more mundane clothing that he had acquired for them. They went along for a few of these meetings, but they could understand little of what was happening, and their presence gave rise to a lot of questions that Aziz could not—or would not—answer. They saw that it was better to let Aziz handle the negotiations on his own, which was clearly Aziz’s intention all along. The spacemen would have to trust Aziz’s business acumen and self-interest. 
 
    So the spacemen spent their time almost entirely in Aziz’s small house, with his wife, Istir. Creed’s injuries were minor; Istir cleaned and bandaged the gash on his head and gave him some kind of tea that was supposed to help with the pain. Istir, thankfully, had warmed to them since seeing the purses of gold and silver they had produced, and she was a fine cook. Aziz had purchased a variety of meats, grains, oils and spices from the market the day after they arrived, so they spent their days sleeping and feasting on roasted lamb and other delicacies. They remained in contact with Freedom via their comms.  
 
    The spacemen didn’t tell Aziz about Freedom. He knew only that he needed to arrange for the provisions and supplies to be delivered to a rendezvous point in the desert several miles away. Aziz hired twenty wagons, along with sixteen oxen and twenty mules, for the purpose. Six drivers and forty slaves were sworn to secrecy. The slaves, borrowed from a nearby rock quarry, were Slavs who spoke even less Latin than the spacemen. The foreman was given a purse of silver ingots to do with as he saw fit. The goods would be transported in several trips over the course of a night to a staging area just west of the ship. At night, Freedom’s silhouette blended into the hills behind it. At dawn—or whenever the last shipment had arrived—the goods would be moved into the ship, with the help of the colonists and crew. The idea was to keep Aziz and the others from seeing the ship until the spacemen were nearly ready to leave.  
 
    The bulk of the provisions was made up of wheat and barley flour. Several thousand kilograms of lentils, beans, rice, chickpeas and peas were stockpiled in the warehouse, along with a thousand kilos of salt, twelve hundred liters of olive oil and hundreds of kilograms of dried herbs, including mint, parsley, cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, cumin, black pepper and coriander. Fresh fruits and vegetables would go to waste, but Aziz bought every piece of dried fruit—figs, raisins, apricots, apples and pomegranates—that he could find. Freedom’s holds could be depressurized and cooled to near absolute zero, making them perfect for long-term food storage.  
 
    He also acquired all the dried and salted meat in the city, but this amounted to only a few hundred pounds. The colonists’ diet would be almost entirely vegetarian—and it would be lean: even with all the food Aziz could put his hands on at any price, it would not last them seven years. He told them he could get more if he traveled to Qanawat, about thirty miles south, but they were already risking discovery by the authorities staying near Damascus for five days. They would either have to make another stop for provisions or ramp up farming on the ship faster than planned. 
 
    For farming stock, Aziz turned to an uncle of Istir’s, named Ibrahim, who own a large estate just outside the city. Ibrahim, it seemed, was something of a horticulturalist; in addition to farming native plants, Ibrahim maintained a greenhouse in which he raised plants that would not thrive in a desert climate. Ibrahim provided them with seeds or root stock for every variety of crop they had purchased, and dozens of others. He also acquired chickens, goats, sheep, pigs, and—under some protest—dogs and cats. 
 
    There were less than twenty of each of the larger varieties of animals, making it unlikely the species would survive long-term. The minimum viable population for the animals was somewhat less than for humans, but within a few generations, they would probably run into problems with inbreeding and genetic drift. Even in the worst case scenario, however, they would be able to supplement the colonists’ diet with meat for a few years. 
 
    By the afternoon of the spacemen’s fifth day in Damascus, the warehouse was completely full, and last-minute deliveries were still arriving. Crates and sacks were piled in the street, requiring Aziz to spend some of his silver mollifying the neighbors. The carts, drawn by oxen or mules, began to arrive, and the slaves were put to work loading the cargo. The first load departed just after sundown, Aziz leading the way through the darkness with a torch.  
 
    The mules and oxen moved much more slowly than the spacemen expected; it soon became clear that they would be lucky to complete two round trips in a night. After a frustrating exchange with Aziz, it turned out they had misunderstood his estimate: he intended to complete the delivery the following night. Aziz planned to work all night and the following, take a break during the hottest part of the day to allow the animals (and humans) to rest, and then work through the night again. 
 
    There was nothing to do at this point but continue with the transport of goods. The drivers and slaves would see the ship and would have plenty of time to run and tell the authorities if they wished to. It would be impossible to watch all of them all the time. They would just have to trust that Aziz was paying them enough not to break their agreement. 
 
    The sun was well above the horizon by the time they arrived at the rendezvous point with the second load of cargo. Aziz, walking at the head of the caravan just behind the spacemen, peered at the strange obelisk on the horizon. “Yeh-son,” he said at last. 
 
    “Yes, Aziz?” 
 
    Aziz asked a question, which Jason had to ask him to repeat. The second time Jason made out a word he recognized: templum. 
 
    “Num illud templum,” Jason said. “Sed nonne navis est.” 
 
    Aziz scowled, obviously under the impression Jason had misspoken. Why would a ship be in the middle of desert, miles from water? 
 
    After a few more minutes of travel, the details of Freedom became discernable. “Num gens tua fecit?” Aziz asked, astounded. The drivers and slaves murmured to each other in awed tones. Some of the slaves appeared frightened, but so far none had run away. 
 
    “Illud est non aedificium,” Jason said. “Illud est navis.” 
 
    Aziz stopped in the road, staring open-mouthed as the first team of oxen passed by. “Navis?”  
 
    “Caelum navis,” Jason said. He came and stood next to Aziz, standing awestruck next to the road. The heavy-laden carts continued to roll slowly past, the drivers staring at the obelisk in the distance. Aziz turned to look at Jason’s face. Seeing no hint of mockery of jest, he turned back to Freedom. After a moment, he took off running toward it.  
 
    Jason began walking back toward Olson and Creed at the front of the caravan, pulling his comm from a pocket inside his robe. “Nichols, this is the captain. Do you copy?” 
 
    “Copy, sir.” Ensign John Nichols was in charge of security at the rendezvous point, about half a klick ahead. 
 
    “In about a minute, you’re going to see someone running past you, about a hundred meters north, toward Freedom. It’s just Aziz. Let him go.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Should I warn Commander Schwartz?” 
 
    “That would probably be a good idea. Captain out.” He put the comm back in its hiding place. 
 
    “You’re going to let him see the ship up close, Captain?” Creed asked. 
 
    “Not much choice,” Jason replied. 
 
    “What if he runs back to town and tells everyone?” 
 
    “He won’t,” Jason said. “Come on, let’s get to the staging area and figure out what we’re going to do with this stuff.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Olson, “Isn’t the cat out of the bag at this point? Why not just start loading cargo directly onto the ship?” 
 
    “No,” said Jason. “Stick to the plan. Nobody else gets close to Freedom.” 
 
    “And if someone tries?” 
 
    “Just yell ‘prohibere!’ at them.” 
 
    “Prohibere!” Olson shouted at the lead driver, who raised an eyebrow at him but did not stop. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s right?” Olson asked. 
 
    “No,” said Jason. “But try it, and if it doesn’t work, shoot them. They’ll get the idea.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-three                        
 
    They reached the staging area—just a piece of flat ground that the crew had cleared of vegetation—a few minutes later. Nichols and two other crewmen stood guard over the crates, barrels and sacks that had already been delivered. Several of the colonists and crew members were already at work moving the cargo by hand the last two hundred meters to Freedom. To finish the job they would need the help of the slaves, but Jason didn’t want to let any natives inside the ship until it was absolutely necessary. Seeing Freedom from two hundred meters away was one thing; looking around inside her holds was another. The sight of electric lights, automated doors and hydraulic lifts might prove so overwhelming to second century Middle Easterners that they would panic and run off or feel the need to inform a priest or government official. 
 
    The carts began to arrive, and the drivers climbed down and tied their oxen to the posts that had been set up for the purpose. Several of the slaves had begun to wander toward Freedom, but Olson headed them off, waving his gun in the air and shouting at them in a combination of profanity-laced English and poorly conjugated Latin to get back to work. The men reluctantly walked back to the carts and began to unload them. 
 
    Olson holstered his gun and walked back to Jason and Creed. 
 
    “Nicely done, Olson,” Jason said. “It’s people like you that got the pyramids built.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” muttered Olson. “Sir.” 
 
    Aziz returned a few minutes later, still looking awestruck. “Caelum navis?” He made a motion with his hand like a bird flying through the air. 
 
    Jason nodded, pointing at the heavens. “Ab astris.” 
 
    Aziz asked a question, of which Jason could only understand the word dei.  
 
    Jason shook his head. “Homines. Non dei.” 
 
    Aziz nodded, although he seemed a little disappointed. He asked another question, pointing at Freedom. 
 
    “Non intellego,” Jason said, using a phrase he had repeated countless times over the past few days. 
 
    Aziz tapped his chest and then pointed to Freedom. “Ut eneam?” 
 
    “Non,” said Jason. “Laboras.” 
 
    “Statim laboro,” replied Aziz. “Sed post? Intrare mihi dabisne?” 
 
    Jason suppressed a smile. He had expected this. Aziz, a naturally curious sort, would not be able to resist the desire to see the inside of the ship. He sighed heavily and turned to Olson. 
 
    “He wants to go inside the ship.” 
 
    “That seems like a bad idea, sir.” said Olson. 
 
    “I’m thinking of letting him.” 
 
    “I thought you were worried about him encountering twenty-third century ideas.” 
 
    “Ideas, yes. I’m not sure what ideas he can get from LED lights or air conditioning. I’m sure it’s occurred to everyone in the Middle East that it would be nice if you could make houses cooler or brighter at night, but the actual technology is so advanced, there isn’t much he can do with it. I’d be more worried he’d pick up the idea for something like a hand truck.” 
 
    “Don’t they have those?” 
 
    “I have no idea. In any case, I don’t think we have a choice. We need a bargaining chip to ensure that Aziz will see the project through.” 
 
    “You don’t trust him?” 
 
    “I think he’s got two driving motivations. One of them is maximizing his profits. Maybe that means selling us out to the Romans. Maybe it means not paying these drivers enough to keep them from selling us out to the Romans. But he’s got another motivation too, and that’s curiosity. I’m betting that if we promise to let him see the inside of Freedom, but only after all the cargo is on board, he’ll see the job through.” 
 
    “Makes sense, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Now, act like you’re strenuously objecting, so I can overrule you.” 
 
    “Damn it, sir!” Olson shouted. “It’s a damn fool idea, letting this primitive fuckhead onto our ship! How was that!” 
 
    “Stick to slave-driving, Olson,” Jason snapped. “You’re not going to win any awards with acting like that.” He turned to Aziz. “Vero, post laborem, tu intrabis. Post laborem.” He gestured to the piles of stuff, then to the carts, and then to the direction of Damascus. “Post omnia.”  
 
    “Postea,” said Aziz, nodding. 
 
    Jason held out his hand, and the two shook hands. “God,” he said to Olson with a weak smile, “I hope we’re agreeing on the same thing.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It took nearly two hours to get the carts unloaded, with Jason, Olson and Creed pitching in. Other crew members and colonists continued to carry goods to Freedom while Creed and the other two sentries kept watch. They had seen no sign of bandits since the three were waylaid, but they were undoubtedly being watched. Fortunately, the gold and silver had already been transferred to the warehouse, which was under constant guard.  
 
    The carts were loaded with copper wire, various hunks of steel (mostly pieces of disassembled machinery), and piles of spare clothing, and then the caravan started back to Damascus, with Aziz reluctantly leading the way. The three spacemen accompanied him. 
 
    It was past noon by the time the third shipment was unloaded, and the animals and humans were exhausted. Resisting the urge to take a shower and a nap aboard Freedom, Jason returned again with Creed and Olson to Aziz’s house, where they spent the afternoon trying to sleep on mats in the stifling heat. Jason was anxious to continue with moving the cargo, but the animals needed to be rested and watered, and working in hot desert sun in the middle of the afternoon was a recipe for heat stroke. So he lay on his mat between Olson and Creed, staring at the cracked stucco of the ceiling, blinking away sweat while Aziz and Istir snored a few steps away. He had just dozed off when Aziz roused him. “Yeh-son. Oportet nos laborare.” 
 
    Groaning, Jason got to his feet. They ate a dish of lukewarm couscous together and then Azis and the three spacemen made their way back to the warehouse. Aziz aroused the slaves and drivers, who had been napping on the cool floor of the warehouse, and work commenced. The warehouse was now half-empty; one corner was piled high with copper wire, scraps of steel and synthetic fiber clothing. There was a tense moment when a Roman officer leading a group of stationarii stopped Aziz in the street to inquire about the unusual amount of goods being moved out of the warehouse, but he was distracted by a local baker (who had been handsomely bribed by Aziz) claiming to have accidentally baked far more bread than he could sell. The officer gave Aziz a stern warning not to block the street, and then his men spent an hour filling themselves with freshly baked bread before staggering away down the street, moaning contentedly and patting their bellies. 
 
    It was almost sundown by the time the carts were once again loaded, and Jason breathed a sigh of relief as the caravan exited the city to head out across the desert. They met neither bandits nor Roman soldiers on the way to the staging area, and they unloaded the cargo without incident. Freedom was now visible only as a dark outline against the near-black desert sky, and the natives—with the exception of Aziz—seemed to have largely lost interest in it. Aziz kept stopping to glance over at the ship, as if to confirm it was still there. “Post labores,” Jason would remind him, and Aziz sighed and went back to work. 
 
    They returned to the warehouse some time in the middle of the night, Jason and the other two spacemen popping stimulant pills to keep going. After the last of the goods was loaded into the carts, a few of them remained empty. Aziz once again led the caravan outside of town, this time taking a different route. They stopped at Uncle Ibrahim’s estate to load the empty carts with cages full of young chickens, as well as crates containing dozens of kittens and puppies: Ibrahim’s young grandchildren had spent several days scouring the city for stray animals. There was a hive of honeybees in one crate, and another crate—which seemed to be packed full of soil—was said to contain earthworms. The spacemen weren’t sure how much Ibrahim understood of their mission, but he seemed to think earthworms would be helpful. The caravan set out across the desert once more, with dozens of sheep, goats, and semi-tame dogs tailing it.  
 
    Ibrahim asked Aziz a question in Aramaic as they were leaving, to which Aziz responded with a chuckle. Jason raised an eyebrow at Aziz, who explained, “Qui quaerit, si nomen tuum non est certus sum Noach.” 
 
    Jason smiled. “Ego non sum Noach. Ego sum Jason, sicut nauta Argonis.” 
 
    Aziz’s eyes lit up, as if realizing the connection for the first time. “Yeh-son!” he exclaimed. “Not Yeh-son. Yeh-son!” 
 
    Jason nodded. Aziz seemed to think he was saying two different names, but they sounded identical to Jason. 
 
    “Cupidis terga aurea?” said Aziz. When Jason shrugged, Aziz pointed to a large sheep behind them.  
 
    “Yes, it’s a very nice sheep,” Jason said. “I’m not sure it’s going to contribute much to our long-term survival, though.” The big sheep would take up too much space relative to its value and would most likely have to be killed for food within a few weeks. 
 
    Aziz shook his head. He went to the sheep and ran his hand along its coat. “Vellus. Aurum.”  
 
    “Oh,” said Jason, suddenly getting the joke. “Yes, I’m looking for the golden fleece.”  
 
    Aziz said something to Ibrahim, who shrugged. “Fabulam nescit,” Aziz explained.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Jason said. “Most people in the twenty-third century don’t know the story either. Can we get going? Nunc nos abimus?” 
 
    “Bene, bene,” said Aziz. He bade goodbye to his uncle and they set off again across the desert. 
 
    The animals slowed their travel even further, and Olson suggested they might be better off without the sheep, which walked slowly and tended to wander off the road.  
 
    “You can’t, sir!” Creed exclaimed, coming up behind them, with something large and woolly hanging over his shoulders. 
 
    Jason did a double-take at the young man. “Creed, is that a lamb on your shoulders?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Creed. “The dogs kept nipping at her, and she looked like she was about to bolt.” 
 
    “How much does that thing weigh?” Olson asked. 
 
    “Not that much,” Creed said. “She’s mostly fleece. Feel it.” He scratched the lamb under her chin, and she let out a contented baa.  
 
    “Get away from me,” Olson said. “That thing smells like damp wool.” 
 
    “Are you really going to carry that lamb all the way to the staging area?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Is that all right, sir? Her name is Genny. It’s short for Geneva.” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “It’s your back.” With his scruffy beard, Creed looked like an old paining he had seen of Jesus carrying a lamb on his shoulders. 
 
    “I guess we’re not ditching the sheep,” said Olson. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it,” said Jason. “You’re a natural shepherd, Creed.” 
 
    “Do you think so, sir? We didn’t have many animals on Clovis, where I grew up. I always thought it would be nice to have animals around. I could help care for them aboard Freedom.” 
 
    Jason suppressed a laugh. Creed was so serious most of the time that sometimes Jason forgot how young he was. Around the animals, he was just like a little kid. “We’ll see, Creed.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    It was mid-morning when they finally reached the staging area. The crew and colonists had been working all night, and most of the goods had already been loaded onto the ship. Rather than have the animals carry the last load directly onto the ship as they had planned, Jason decided to continue with the staging process. The cargo would have to be stowed by hand anyway, and some of the holds were getting a little crowded for a pair of oxen drawing a cart to maneuver in. Additionally, with the sheep, goats, dogs, cats and chickens, the area near the holds was already beginning to sound and smell like a zoo. Aziz seemed disappointed; he’d hoped to catch a look at the inside of the ship while they were loading the cargo. “Post laborem,” Jason reminded him again. 
 
    By noon, all the cargo had been unloaded from the carts, and Aziz gave the exhausted drivers (who had been helping move cargo along with the slaves) permission to take the equally exhausted animals back to the city. Nineteen of the slaves remained to help carry the cargo onto Freedom; one man had succumbed to heat stroke and died. His body was loaded onto one of the carts to be brought back to the city for burial.  
 
    Aziz seemed mildly disappointed with the ship’s holds. Yes, the lights were remarkable and the air conditioning was amazing, but surely there was more to the wondrous ship than this? 
 
    “What do you think, Schwartz?” Jason asked the weapons officer, who was coordinating the stowing of some crates. 
 
    “I don’t see the harm in it, sir,” said Schwartz. “The man kept his word and did a hell of a job getting all this stuff on such short notice.” Aziz looked from Schwartz to Jason, as if he’d understood the gist of what she’d said. 
 
    “All right,” Jason said. “Give him a quick tour of levels four and five. Don’t let him out of your sight, and don’t let him touch anything. Keep explanations to a minimum.” 
 
    “I know about three hundred words of Latin, sir. If he picks up any twenty-third century ideas, it’s not going to be from me.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mika Schwartz returned with Aziz just as the slaves were depositing the last of the cargo into the holds, to be stowed by a crew member or colonist. 
 
    “Bene reddere eos,” said Jason to Aziz, motioning toward the exhausted men. He couldn’t do anything about slavery in the second century, but he could at least make sure that Aziz compensated the men fairly. 
 
    “Bene,” said Aziz distractedly. He was clearly still trying to process all the wonders he had seen on the ship. “Iam amplius dies tres quam mercedem dedit.” 
 
    “Bene,” replied Jason. “Gratias tibi.” 
 
    Aziz nodded. “Te gratissimum.” 
 
    The slaves, having completed their work, left the ship and began to trudge back toward the city. Their awe of the spaceship had given way to the need to get back to the city before the peak of the afternoon heat. 
 
    “Vos quoque consurgite,” said Jason, pointing to the departing slaves. 
 
    “Animalia!” exclaimed Aziz. “Animalia non video!” 
 
    “What’s he saying?” Schwartz asked. 
 
    “He’s stalling,” Jason said. “I think he wants to see where we’re keeping the animals.” 
 
    “No harm in it,” said Schwartz. “As long as he doesn’t mind risking heat stroke on the way back. It’s going to be damned hot in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “Bandits are a bigger problem,” Jason said. He turned to Aziz. “Periculosum iter facire solum.” 
 
    Aziz brushed off the warning. “Tardi sunt. Consequar.” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “Nihil,” he said. “We’ve kept our bargain. It’s time for you to go. Tempus abire tibi.” 
 
    “Quid est?” Aziz gasped in awe. A few paces away, Olson was examining a stack of crates and tapping numbers into a handheld calculator.  
 
    “Damn it, Olson,” Jason grumbled. But it was too late: Aziz had darted to Olson’s side. “Quid est?” he asked again, looking over Olson’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s all right, Captain,” Olson said. “I don’t think he’s going to figure out how to build a pocket calculator.” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Olson. If you—” 
 
    “Captain!” cried Nichols from the door to the hold. “One of the dogs has gotten loose in the hold where we’ve got the chickens! It’s a massacre, sir!” 
 
    “Hell, Nichols. Can’t you get Endo or Gutierrez to help you?” 
 
    “Endo is corralling sheep and Gutierrez is dealing with the bees, sir.” 
 
    “All right, all right. Schwartz and I are coming. Olson, get rid of our merchant friend. Now.” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” said Olson, but as Jason and Schwartz left, he was still talking to Aziz. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Aziz ibn Batnaya walked across the desert ground in a daze, barely aware of the blinding sun overhead pounding him with its heat. He had seen countless wonders today, but the most astounding of all had been the last, which the man called Olson had explained to him. The device was miraculous, to be sure: the calculator was like a tiny abacus, except that it moved the beads for you. But that wasn’t the truly wondrous thing. What was making Aziz’s head spin was the way the device used figures to represent numbers. The figures themselves seemed to be arbitrary; they resembled the figures he’d seen used by Indian merchants. Like the Hindis, the spacemen used a symbol to represent the idea of nothing—in the case of the calculator, a simple empty circle, which Olson called “zero.” 
 
    But the calculator did something else with the zero, something remarkable. Olson’s explanations, in fractured Latin, were incomprehensible to Aziz, but as the strange figures danced across the little screen, inspiration struck him like a thunderbolt. The calculator, he realized, used the zero as a placeholder, to indicate multiplication by a factor of ten. 70, then, was ten times as much as 7. With such a system, you could represent any number from zero to infinity. It was so simple, so obvious, and yet entirely new in the way that every revolutionary idea was. The fortune Aziz had acquired from the spacemen would change his life, certainly, but this—this would change everything! With his newfound wealth, Aziz would start his own trading house, and he would fill it with accountants trained in the use of the zero. He had no doubt that within ten years, he would be the wealthiest man in all the Levant. The other trading houses would steal his idea eventually, but that was all right: they would all know his name. In fact, there was no reason the zero had to be called that. It could be called the Aziz! His name would be known throughout the Roman Empire and beyond! 
 
    So enraptured was Aziz by the idea of the zero and his impending fortune and fame that he did not realize how far he had fallen behind the group of slaves heading back to the city. Nor did he hear the bandits as they crept up behind him, clubs in hand. They had been watching the caravan in frustration, waiting in vain for an opportunity to attack, but there had been too many men. It didn’t matter to them that Aziz had no money or treasure on him; at this point they would kill him simply out of spite. 
 
    Aziz heard a footstep and he turned and let out a cry just as they fell upon them, but there was no one to help him. And so Aziz ibn Batnaya was killed for nothing. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-four      
 
    Freedom launched just before evening of her seventh day on Earth. She would go straight up until she reached the stratosphere and then turn east, with the intention of orbiting until they found a suitable landing site in sub-Saharan Africa. There they would find colonists to continue their mission and hopefully supplement their food supply.  
 
    She had barely leveled off, though, when the strain on the reactor began to show. “We’re showing stress fractures in four of the eight reaction chambers,” said the voice of Kyra Gleeson over the bridge speakers. “I may be able to repair them, but we need to set down now. The longer we wait, the worse it’s going to get.” 
 
    “You can’t repair it in orbit?” asked Jason. 
 
    “The problem is,” said Gleeson, “we’ve got a lot of heat to vent.” 
 
     “Damn it,” muttered Jason. He’d thought they were in the clear once they reached orbit, but in space, the accumulated heat of the reactor had nowhere to go. They needed to get back into the atmosphere, and fast. 
 
    “All right. Mr. Olson, find us somewhere to land.” 
 
    “Somewhere cold, if possible,” said Gleeson. “We need to lose some heat.” 
 
    “Do you want now or do you want cold?” Olson asked irritably. “There’s nothing but desert for hundreds of klicks in any direction.” 
 
    “What about the Mediterranean?” Jason asked.  
 
    “That could work,” Gleeson said. “The water is probably pretty warm, but it will conduct heat better than the air.” 
 
    “You want me to set down in the Mediterranean Sea?” Olson asked incredulously. 
 
    “Any reason we can’t?” asked Jason. 
 
    “We’ll have no anchor and no propulsion. We’ll just float on the surface, at the mercy of the tides. And there’s a lot of boats out there. Somebody will see us go down and they’ll sail out to investigate. Not exactly low-profile.” 
 
    “We may not have a choice,” Jason said. 
 
    “What if we flood the empty holds?” Gleeson said. “With the loss of ballast, we’ll sink like a rock. The water should be colder down at the bottom anyway.” 
 
    Olson shook his head. “So now we’re landing on the bottom of the Mediterranean?”  
 
    “Freedom’s hull is rated to withstand a hundred atmospheres,” Jason said. “How deep is the Mediterranean?” 
 
    “Looks like 5,000 meters at its deepest, sir,” said Gleeson, who had apparently anticipated the question. “That’s about five hundred atmospheres. But most of it’s more like 1,500 meters. If we land within a few klicks of shore, we should be okay.” 
 
    “How much is ‘a few’?” asked Olson. 
 
    There was a pause. Then Gleeson said, “The bathymetric map I have says it drops off pretty quickly on the eastern edge. We’ll have a bigger margin of error if we go a little farther south, near the Nile delta.” 
 
    “That’s almost two hundred klicks from our current position,” said Olson. “I can get you there, but it’s going to take a good twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I can’t guarantee we have twenty minutes,” said Gleeson. “The reactor could blow any minute.” 
 
    “How quickly can you get us down if we make a beeline for the water?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Less than ten minutes. We’re practically over the shore now; we can get there as fast as we can safely descend.” 
 
    “Your call, Gleeson,” said Jason. “We risk a reactor meltdown or we risk imploding on the sea floor.” 
 
    “My gut says to get her in the water as fast as possible.” 
 
    “You heard her, Olson. Get us down.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” He input the course, and they were pulled hard to the port side as Freedom turned toward the west. He tapped the ship-wide intercom button and announced they would be making an emergency landing in the water. The sensation of free-fall came a few seconds later, followed by the low hum of the air against the hull. “We’ll hit the water just north of Gaza,” said Olson. “What does your gut tell you about the depth there, Gleeson?” 
 
    “Aim for between one and three klicks from the shore,” Gleeson said. “Depth should be enough to submerge without crushing us.” 
 
    “That ‘should be’ isn’t exactly reassuring, Gleeson.” 
 
    “Make it at least two klicks out,” said Jason. “We’re going to attract enough attention without landing on top of a fleet of fishing boats. Thank God it’s the middle of the night.” 
 
    A few minutes passed. The sound of the hull against the atmosphere was now a dull roar. Gleeson’s voice came over the bridge speakers again. “We’re way too hot, Olson. You’ve got to cut the engines!” 
 
    “If I cut the engines now,” Olson said. “we’ll hit the water at five hundred kilometers per hour. Even if the ship holds together, the impact will kill everyone on board.” 
 
    “We’re looking at a reactor meltdown in less than two minutes,” Gleeson said. “Fire or water, you pick.” 
 
    “Just give me one minute,” Olson said. “I think I can do this.”  
 
    “What’s the plan, Olson?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Going to try a swan dive, sir.” 
 
    Jason sat back in his chair. “Jesus,” he murmured, realizing what Olson intended: rather than continuing to decelerate with Freedom’s main thrusters, nose-up, he was going to try to flip her around, so she would dive head-first into the water. That way, Freedom could theoretically hit the water going much faster without breaking up. He considered communicating the plan in a general announcement, but there really wasn’t anything he could say to prepare the colonists and crew for what was about to happen. If the colonists had followed orders, they were still strapped in from takeoff. If not… well, they were going to need more colonists. 
 
    The main thrusters cut out, and Jason felt a sickening sensation in his gut as Freedom suddenly spun one hundred eighty degrees. He half-expected her to keep spinning until she broke apart, but she quickly stabilized. She was now falling headfirst at several hundred kilometers per hour. The overhead display said they were less than ten klicks up; the view from the front-facing camera was a field of turquoise water bordered on the right side by a yellowish-brown land mass. The stabilizing thrusters, oriented forward, kicked in, and the restraints pulled hard against his shoulders as the ship began to slow. Soon, rows of whitecaps were visible on the screen. The land slipped off the edge, so that all they could see was the brilliant blue of the Mediterranean—dark blue on the left and a faded turquoise on the right. They were headed right for the middle of the gradient between the two colors, and Jason wondered what the depth was where they were going to hit. Fifty meters? A hundred? Five hundred? Suddenly being seen by a few fishermen didn’t seem like such a big concern. For every ten meters of depth, the pressure would increase by one atmosphere. If the sea floor was more than a thousand meters down, Freedom would be crushed like a tin can—assuming she didn’t break apart the moment she hit the surface. 
 
    Freedom shuddered as the hull tore through the atmosphere, the stabilizers firing at maximum thrust. “Velocity fifty meters per second and slowing,” said Olson. “General announcement,” he said to activate the ship-wide intercom. “Brace for impact in twenty seconds.” Jason breathed deeply, willing his muscles to relax. “Ten seconds,” said Olson. The water now appeared to be a uniform blue; Jason could make out individual waves. “Five… four… three…” Jason closed his eyes and leaned his head against his headrest. “…two… one.” 
 
    Weight came down on Jason’s shoulders like a sledgehammer, supernovas exploding in his eyes and brain. The sound was like a freight train hitting a mountain. A second later, a second thunderclap sounded as the water closed in around them. The pressure on his shoulders disappeared, and Jason had the sudden sensation of floating. Then gravity asserted itself, and along with it came pain like a shockwave that started in his shoulders, shot into his skull, and then echoed down the length of his body. Jason tried to groan, but found that his lungs were empty. His mind flirted with unconsciousness for a moment as he fought to draw breath. At last his diaphragm responded, and he sucked in a chest full of air. As the oxygen returned to his cells, his body responded with a renewed wave of pain. He kept his eyes closed, forcing himself to breathe deeply. 
 
    Gradually the pain eased enough for him to begin taking stock of his situation. He opened his eyes and looked around. Creed and Schwartz looked alert and unhurt, but Olson’s eyes were still closed. Jason pulled against his restraints and winced. The tissue was tender, but nothing seemed to be broken. The four of them hung upside down in their chairs; there was no sound but the ventilation system. 
 
    “Everyone okay?” Jason asked the others on the bridge. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” said Josh Creed. 
 
    “Hell of a headache,” Mika Schwartz groaned, “but I think I’m all right.” 
 
    “Olson?” said Jason. 
 
    Olson groaned. 
 
    “I think he’s hurt, captain,” said Creed. He put his hands on the latches of his restraints. 
 
    “Hold on, Creed,” said Jason. “Let’s not move him until we hit bottom.” He couldn’t tell whether Freedom was still moving, but they would have felt the impact if they’d hit the sea floor. Checking his console display, he saw that the ambient pressure was twenty-two atmospheres and climbing. The sensors, apparently surprised to find themselves underwater, were not yet reporting the depth of the sea floor. “Engineering, report,” said Jason. 
 
    “All good down here, sir,” said Kyra Gleeson after a moment. “All systems online, no major hull damage. Reactor has stabilized. You did it, Olson!” 
 
    “Olson is taking a breather,” Jason said. “Creed, can you give me an estimate on the depth?” As he spoke, gravity shifted, and he realized Freedom was pitching, her heavy stern falling toward the sea floor as the lighter prow was pulled upward. Over the next minute or so, as Freedom slowly righted herself, she continued to fall until she suddenly came to a halt with a thunk against the ground.  
 
    “We’re on the bottom, sir,” said Creed. 
 
    “Thanks, Creed,” Jason said. “What’s our depth?” 
 
    “Looks like… forty-one meters, sir. Sea floor is pretty level; minimal current at this depth. I think we’re stable.” Freedom seemed to be pointed directly up; the floor was now level beneath them. 
 
    “Good. Help me get Olson out of his chair. Schwartz, get Dr. Zotov in here. And get a status report from Nichols on the colonists.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-five         
 
    There were few serious injuries among the crew and colonists; most were badly bruised from the restraints but otherwise fine. Olson had a broken collarbone. There were some concussions, cracked ribs, detached retinas, a punctured lung, and a ruptured spleen. Olson was the only high-ranking officer with a major injury. Bree Cooper had a concussion, but her counterpart was uninjured. Both doctors on board, Lauren Foley and Adam Zotov, were free of major injuries, as were the two nurses. The animals, which had been restrained (and in some cases, sedated) prior to the launch fared better than the humans. 
 
    The news on the reactor was less promising. The reactor would need an overhaul, which would be tricky forty-one meters underwater. Other than Kyra Gleeson, only three of the crew had any training in working on proton reactors; the six engineers with the appropriate credentials, along with the rest of the IDL personnel who would have rounded out the crew, had been left on Geneva. Gleeson estimated that under their current conditions and with their current personnel, the overhaul would take at least six weeks.  
 
    Worse, Gleeson said that even after the overhaul, she could not guarantee the reactor would be able to safely generate the amount of thrust they would need to launch. “The reactor is an array of eight proton reaction chambers,” Gleeson explained. “Four of the chambers are damaged, two of them irreparably. I can run the ship on four chambers, but to reach escape velocity from a planet with one Earth gravity, we need to run at eighty percent for at least nine minutes. That means I need at least seven of the eight chambers online. You see the problem.” 
 
    “We’re a chamber short,” said Jason. He sat across a conference table from Gleeson. To his left was Devin Olson, his right arm in a sling. Josh Creed said on Gleeson’s right; on her left was Mika Schwartz. 
 
    “Yes. Now I ordinarily wouldn’t even consider doing this, but circumstances being what they are….” 
 
    “Disclaimer noted, Gleeson,” said Jason. “What’s your idea?” 
 
    “We could conceivably use the two damaged chambers for a very brief amount of time, by removing the control rods entirely. If we do that, though, they will melt down. And a proton reactor meltdown isn’t like a fission reactor meltdown. The reaction will continue until so much energy builds up that the atoms of the chamber are torn apart. In other words, big explosion.” 
 
    “How long will we have?” 
 
    “No more than five minutes per chamber.” 
 
    “The reaction chambers can be jettisoned individually, can they not?” asked Jason. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Gleeson. 
 
    “So we launch on seven chambers, jettison the damaged one halfway through launch, switch to the eighth chamber, and then jettison that one when we’re in orbit.”  
 
    “That sounds, um, exciting,” said Olson. 
 
    “It’s lunacy, is what it is,” said Gleeson. “But it’s the only way we’re going to get off planet.” 
 
    “It also means we only have one shot,” said Olson. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Gleeson. “Sir, I know the plan was to land again in sub-Saharan Africa, but I would strongly recommend against it.” 
 
    “We don’t have to achieve orbit to get to Africa, though,” said Schwartz. “We could launch and fly low.” 
 
    “It won’t make any difference,” said Olson. “Freedom isn’t an airplane. Without constant thrust, she will drop like a rock. We’re going to need eighty percent of our reactor output just to get off the ground.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Gleeson. “Once we fire one of those damaged chambers, we either reach escape velocity in ten minutes or we die on Earth.” 
 
    “Then we have to find our colonists here,” said Schwartz. 
 
    “At the bottom of the Mediterranean?” Creed asked. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “Here in Israel, genius,” Schwartz said. “It shouldn’t be too hard to find refugees. My people weren’t exactly treated well by the Romans.” 
 
    “Judaea,” Jason said. “And I caution you against thinking of them as your people, Schwartz. The IDL is your people. The residents of Judaea are people from another planet and another time, who don’t even speak your language.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Schwartz. “New Jerusalem is a signatory of the IDL. I only meant ‘my people’ in terms of ancestry.” 
 
    “In any case,” said Olson, “unless we’re looking to recruit the rare deepwater Jew, we need to get to land.” 
 
    “Can Freedom make it to shore without lifting off?” asked Josh Creed. 
 
    “No,” said Gleeson. “That is, we could purge the water from the holds to give us some ballast and use the aux jets to move us closer to shore, but we’ll end up dragging the stern on the sea floor and falling over. In any case, until we get the reactor overhauled, the twenty-degree water we’re immersed in is the only thing keeping us from melting down.” 
 
    “A spaceship lying on the shore like a gigantic beached whale is going to draw attention we don’t want,” said Jason. “And I assume it’s going to take some time to acquire our genetic payload.” This was the euphemism they’d settled on for the group of colonists and the sperm samples they would need to ensure the survival of humanity. “We’ve got the perfect hiding spot here, and we might as well take advantage of it. While Gleeson’s team works on the reactor, we’ll have another team working on the acquiring the payload.” 
 
    “We’re two klicks from shore,” said Josh Creed. “That’s a long swim, but not impossible. But how do we get to the surface?” 
 
    “Space suits will suffice for diving gear,” said Gleeson. “We can turn one of the airlocks into a compression chamber. Pump it full of water and gradually increase the pressure to four atmospheres. As I recall from diving instruction a few years back, a safe rate of ascent or descent is about ten meters per minute. So figure five minutes in the airlock and then another five minutes to reach the surface. That should be enough to prevent pressure trauma and decompression sickness.” 
 
     “Okay,” Creed said. “So we get a team to the surface, and they manage to swim to shore. Then what? Assuming they can acquire the genetic payload, how do we get it… them… aboard Freedom?” 
 
    “We’ll have to bring Freedom to the surface,” said Olson. “We can bring her a little closer to shore, but we’ll have to ferry people by boat.”  
 
    “And we’re expecting to avoid making the history books?” Creed asked. 
 
    “UFO reports were common in the twentieth century,” Jason said. “They rarely made the news, much less the history books. If we rendezvous at night, all most people in the area will see is a momentary rocket plume. In any case, as Olson says, there’s no way around it. We have to take the risk.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Over the next two days, as work began on the reactor, Kyra Gleeson also oversaw the conversion of one of the airlocks to a compression chamber. When the chamber had been adequately tested, an ensign was sent outside the ship in a space suit to secure the end of an umbilical cable to a communications port on the hull. The other end of the cable was then attached to primitive buoy constructed from two empty steel storage drums that had been welded together. The buoy was released to float to the surface.  
 
    “We’ve got eyes on the surface,” said Creed, looking at his console display. “Not the most exciting view.” The buoy had been equipped with four tiny cameras to give a panoramic view of the area around it. At present, all four cameras showed only water and sky. Occasionally the camera pointing east caught a glimpse of land. The buoy also carried a radio transmitter and receiver, which Freedom could use to stay in contact with the away team.  
 
    When it had been verified that all the equipment on the buoy was functioning correctly, Jason, Schwartz and Creed entered the compression chamber in space suits. Olson, recovering from a broken collarbone, remained behind. Jason still had his doubts about bringing a woman along on a mission in second century Judaea, but his team was, after all, going to have to convince thirty women to leave with them on a spaceship, so having a female along could be helpful. Schwartz’s familiarity with the Jewish religion and customs might prove useful as well, even if she didn’t speak Aramaic. 
 
    They spent seven minutes in the compression chamber as it filled with water and the pressure was gradually increased to four atmospheres. Then the door opened overhead, and they floated outside, using their helmet lights to see. They had all gone through underwater training in space suits, so this was not entirely unfamiliar. The suits were weighted to give them minimal buoyancy; with no resistance, the three would float to the surface at about ten meters per minute.  
 
    “We’re outside,” Jason said into his helmet radio. “Heading for the umbilical.” He pointed toward the cable. His feet no longer touching the hull, he performed an awkward breaststroke to propel himself toward the cord. It was only a few meters away, but the current was against him, and actually swimming in a space suit proved to be far more difficult than he’d imagined. By the time he reached the umbilical a minute or so later, he was breathing hard, and sweat was pouring down his face despite the cold water pressing all around him. Schwartz and Creed arrived a moment later.  
 
    “Made it,” Jason gasped. 
 
    “Good to hear, Captain,” said Olson. “Take your time.” 
 
    Jason didn’t need to be told that. The three remained there for another minute, clutching the umbilical and panting. “Ready?” he said at last. 
 
    “Aye, sir,” said the others together. 
 
    “Beginning ascent,” Jason said. “All right, nice and slow. We’ve got plenty of air.” They were breathing a tailored mix that substituted helium for some of the nitrogen, to reduce the chances of nitrogen bubbles forming as the pressure on their body decreased. He loosened his grip on the umbilical and began to slide slowly upward. Gleeson had said ten meters per minute was safe, but he didn’t want to take any chances. Five minutes later, he judged they were about halfway up. He no longer needed the helmet light; the surface shimmered brightly twenty meters overhead. “Everybody okay?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re fine, sir,” said Creed. Jason thought he sensed some impatience.  
 
    “Relax, Creed,” Jason said. “Nobody up there is waiting for us. We’re two thousand years early.” 
 
    They continued slowly upward, finally breaking the surface almost ten minutes after leaving the ship. The three clung to the handholds that had been welded onto the buoy as they were gently rocked by the waves. It was late afternoon, and a blazing sun hung low over the Mediterranean. Opposite the sun, the hills of Judaea could be seen over the swells. 
 
    “We’re at the surface,” Jason said.  
 
    “Copy that,” said Olson. 
 
    “May I, sir?” Creed asked. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Jason, who was in no hurry to get moving. The process of getting to the surface had been surprisingly tiring. 
 
    Creed pulled himself out of the water and onto the top of the buoy. He began the laborious process of removing his space suit. When he’d finished, he stripped off his t-shirt and underwear, sparing a wink for Mika Schwartz, who had been doing a poor job of pretending not to watch. “Just remember,” said Creed, stretching his lithe, naked body in the sun, “you’re next.” 
 
    Schwartz muttered something and turned to face the shore. 
 
    “Focus, Creed,” said Jason. “Can you see anything up there?” 
 
    “Not really, sir. A few fishing boats near the shore.” 
 
    “All right. Finish up before you get a sunburn.” 
 
    Creed extracted a backpack from one of the three airtight plastic bags that had been secured to the top of the buoy.  He stuffed the spacesuit into the bag, sealed the bag, and then slung the backpack over his shoulders. The packs, acquired from Aziz, contained tunics, robes and sandals that they would put on once they reached the shore. Each pack also contained a small leather air bladder that would provide some buoyancy. The bladders would be deflated while they swam, but they could be quickly filled with air to allow them to rest without having to constantly tread water. Creed jumped into the water, disappearing for a few seconds under the swells. “Ah!” he exclaimed as his head and shoulders burst from the water. “That feels amazing!”  
 
    “All right, Schwartz, you’re up. Creed, don’t tire yourself out. We’ve got a long swim ahead of us.” 
 
    Schwartz pulled herself onto the buoy and stripped down while Jason and Creed clung to the handholds, looking away. A few minutes later, there was a splash as she leapt into the water. Jason climbed onto the buoy, stripped off his suit and underwear, extracted his own pack, and then stowed the suit. He pulled a small plastic bag from the pack, opened it, and pulled out an earpiece comm. He stuck the thing in his ear and tapped a button on its surface. “Olson, do you copy?” 
 
    “Loud and clear, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s hope it works as well when I’m not standing on top of the receiver. Suits are stowed. Going radio silent while we swim to shore. Talk to you in a few hours.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir.” 
 
    Jason put the earpiece into the pouch and slid the pouch into a hidden pocket inside the backpack. He slung the pack over his shoulders and jumped into the water. Creed was right: after baking in the sun atop the buoy, the water felt amazing. Refreshing but not cold. The salinity of the water gave them enough buoyancy that even Creed, who seemed to have no fat on his body, could stay afloat with minimal effort. 
 
    “Follow me,” said Jason. “Stay close.” He turned and began to swim toward shore. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-six             
 
    When General Sextus Julius Severus arrived at the port of Caesarea, it was one of the few cities in Judaea that was still under Roman control.  
 
    Severus had arrived on one of thirty galleys, each of which carried a century of Roman troops. Over the next few weeks, the galleys would ferry most of the rest of the Roman forces: two full legions and several additional cohorts, for a total of nearly fifteen thousand men. The Ninth Legion, which was coming all the way from Northern Britain, would arrive shortly after. By that time, Severus expected to have the rebellion well in hand. 
 
     At present he stood regarding a map of the region that took up an entire wall of a large room in the seaside fort where he and most of the troops would reside for the time being. With him were the commanders Legio X Gemina and Legio II Traiana Fortis, as well as several other officers, who had arrived in advance of their troops to plan the Roman strategy for retaking Judaea. Felix Marcus, the provincial governor and commander of the legions currently in the area, was briefing them on the current status of their attempts to contain the rebellion. The situation appeared rather dismal for the Empire: the Jews held nearly every key strategic point except for the Temple Mount itself. Much of the Roman force was bottled up at garrisons, and the latest intelligence suggested that the rebels were amassing a force large enough to crush the two legions at Aelia Capitolina. Meanwhile, the rebel headquarters at Herodium was considered unassailable. Marcus recommended immediately moving several cohorts to Aelia Capitolina in an effort to discourage such an attempt while they awaited the rest of the Roman forces. 
 
    Severus listened patiently, seeming to consider the tribune’s plan. But when he spoke, he said, “Tell me more of this Rabbi Akiva.” 
 
    “He is a spiritual leader, not a military officer,” said the tribune, obviously thinking the general was confused. 
 
    “I am aware of this,” said Severus, the slight furrowing of his brow revealing his impatience. 
 
    “Yes, well,” said the tribune. “I must confess I know little about him. He is a recent convert to the rebels’ cause. He goes from town to town, proclaiming Simon ben Kosevah as the moschiach. That is, the savior of Israel whose coming was foretold in the Jewish scriptures.” 
 
    “And you have not apprehended him?” 
 
    “He stays within the Jewish-controlled areas, sir.” 
 
    “You have two legions at your disposal, do you not?” 
 
    “But sir, we have our hands full holding onto what territory we still control! It is suicide to send men into the towns controlled by the Jews.” 
 
    “This is why you are losing,” Severus said. “You fight for land. The Jews fight for minds. We must capture this Akiva ben Yosef.” 
 
    “But Aelia Capitolina….” 
 
    “The Jews cannot take Aelia Capitolina.” 
 
    “They nearly did once before, sir. An extended siege—” 
 
    “There will be no extended siege. We will break the spirit of the people. Then, when the full force of our army has arrived, we will take Herodium.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. How will we do this?” 
 
    “We will capture any other rabbis who speak publicly in favor of the revolt. They will be tortured, forced to recant, and executed. Where is Akiva now?” 
 
    “I do not know, sir, but he makes no secret of his whereabouts.” 
 
    “Good. Find out where he sleeps tonight. Tomorrow we will make good use of our legions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-seven                    
 
    Akiva ben Yosef was not surprised when word reached him that the Romans marched on Beneberak. The city had no strategic value and was minimally defended. There was only one possible reason for a legion to come to Beneberak. 
 
    The attack was slow and methodical, as was the Roman way. Akiva’s wife and his students implored him to flee. The Romans had blocked the roads, but they could make use of the tunnels that led to caves in the hills. 
 
    “No,” said Akiva. “I will not flee. I am old, and my work is done. “Let the Romans take me and subject me to their devices, that I might prove the truth of my words.” 
 
    It was near morning when the soldiers came for him. Akiva sat on the floor of his house, so intent on his prayers that the centurion charged with apprehending him hesitated to interrupt. At last Akiva opened his eyes and smiled at the man. “May the Lord remember your patience and kindness,” he said. “I will not resist, but I would ask one more indulgence. Could you, perhaps, help an old man to his feet?” 
 
    The centurion helped Akiva to stand and then escorted him outside, where a score of soldiers waited. Torches blazing up and down the street attested to the presence of an entire cohort, which had been dispatched in case Akiva’s neighbors offered resistance. The only resistance, though, came from Akiva’s wife, who fell at the foot of the centurion, weeping. 
 
    “Do not demean yourself in this way, woman,” Akiva said gently. “You may as well beg a stone for mercy as ask for clemency from this one. Address your entreaties to the Lord, not to the Romans. Rather, offer Him thanks for sending Simon bar Kochba to us and giving me the opportunity to proclaim him the moschiach.” 
 
    The centurion, who had been awed of Akiva’s composure, stiffened at the name Simon bar Kochba. “Speak not that name,” he snapped, cuffing Akiva across the cheek with the back of his hand. Akiva reeled and nearly fell. When he recovered, he said, “As long as I have breath, I will proclaim the goodness of the Lord,” he said. “And I will proclaim Simon bar Kochba the savior of Israel.” 
 
    The centurion turned away. “Seize him,” he said to the men standing nearby. “Our task is only to get his body to Caesarea. Breaking his spirit will be left to the Emperor’s experts.” 
 
    Akiva was carried away and never seen again by those who knew him. Years later, a man who claimed to have been imprisoned in a dungeon in Caesarea along with Akiva said that the Romans had spent many months trying to force the rabbi to renounce his support for Simon bar Kochba. Even as his skin was slowly torn from his body with iron combs, Akiva refused to recant. He prayed incessantly, finally provoking the torturer to accuse him of being a sorcerer. “I am no sorcerer,” said Akiva, “but I rejoice at the opportunity now given to me to love my God ‘with all my life,’ seeing that I have hitherto been able to love Him only ‘with all my means’ and ‘with all my might.’” Rabbi Akiva’s last words were said to be “God is One.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-eight                        
 
    “My patience wears thin,” said Simon bar Kochba to the three strangers, who stood before him in his quarters. They were not bound, and they had been well-treated and well-fed over the past weeks, but they were kept under guard and not allowed to leave the fort. Some progress had been made in teaching them Aramaic; Eleazor was the only man at Herodium who spoke any Latin, and he had trouble making sense of the foreigners’ oddly accented speech. But as their facility with Aramaic grew, it became clear that the strangers either did not know anything of use to the rebels or they did not wish to reveal it. If they were messengers or prophets, they were of the most reticent variety.  
 
    “Leave Herodium,” said the tall one, who was called Yeh-son. He did most of the speaking for the three, although he frequently sought counsel from the others, particularly the woman, Schwartz. The young man, Creed, rarely spoke. The exhortation to leave their fortress was the only message the strangers had delivered since proclaiming Simon bar Kochba the moschiach—if indeed that was what they had intended to do. 
 
    “Why?” Simon bar Kochba asked, for perhaps the tenth time. “The Romans cannot take Herodium.” 
 
    “Romans conquer Herodium,” said the man. “Go to Betar.” 
 
    “I cannot orchestrate a rebellion from Betar.” 
 
    “Romans conquer. Save people. Go to Betar.” 
 
    “If you see what will happen, why do you not tell me how to beat the Romans? How can I take Yerusalem?” 
 
    The man shook his head. “No take Yerusalem now. Go to Betar.” 
 
    Simon sighed, turning to Eleazar, who stood at his side. They had had some version of this conversation with the strangers many times. It always turned out the same. “What shall I do with them?” he asked in Hebrew. 
 
    “I do not know, Nasi. I begin to think they know nothing that can help us.” 
 
    “Perhaps they need some encouragement.” 
 
    “I cannot condone torture, Nasi. Think of the strangers who came to visit Lot.” 
 
    “Then you still think the strangers are angels in disguise?” 
 
    “I do not share the fervor of the esteemed Akiva ben Yosef, but I would not tempt the wrath of God in this way.” 
 
    Simon appeared amused. “Tell me, Uncle. Do you even believe that I am the moschiach?” 
 
    “I believe you are the right man for this time.” 
 
     “An answer befitting a pharisee,” said Simon with a smirk. “The will of God is what we make of it.” He turned back to the strangers. “Tell me where you are from,” he said. 
 
    The strangers stared at him, saying nothing. Did they not understand, or were they pretending? 
 
    “Are you angels sent from heaven?” He pointed to the ceiling. 
 
    The tall one nodded. He pointed to the ceiling and said something in his own language. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” Simon asked. 
 
    The man seemed to understand. “Save people,” he said. It was the same answer the strangers always gave to such questions. 
 
    “Which people?” Eleazar asked. “The Jewish people?” 
 
    The tall man nodded. “War kills all. Save people.” 
 
    “It is always the same,” Simon said. “Take them away.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi,” said the guard. “Come,” he said to the strangers, and they followed him to the door.  
 
    When they were gone, he said to Eleazar, “The Romans have arrived in force. A general named Severus has come all the way from Britain, bringing with him three legions.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi.” 
 
    “We can hold the rest of Judaea for a time, but… Uncle, I confess I am uncertain of the way forward. The Romans have a seemingly endless supply of troops, and with the capture of Rabbi Akiva, the faith of our men falters.” 
 
    “All their legions must be pulled from elsewhere in the Empire. They cannot spare them forever. If we take Yerusalem, word will spread quickly to disaffected people across the Empire, and they too will rise up—” 
 
    “We do not have the men to take Yerusalem!” Simon roared. “Such fantasies avail us nothing!” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi. Perhaps you are right that they need some encouragement to tell us what they know….” 
 
    “No, it is pointless. A man under torture will say anything.” 
 
    “But if we separate them and compare their answers….” 
 
    “No, there is no time. We must look elsewhere for answers.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi.” 
 
    “Do you think it is true? That we are in danger here in Herodium?” 
 
    “If Herodium is unsafe, then there is no safe place for is in all Judaea.” 
 
    Simon nodded, seeming to come to a decision. “Uncle, tomorrow we will put these angels to a test.” 
 
    “How so, Nasi?” 
 
    “We will ask them one last time for their counsel in taking Yerusalem.” 
 
    “And if the answer is the same?” 
 
    “Then they shall die.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “If you are truly messengers of God,” Simon bar Kochba said, “tell me how to take Yerusalem.” 
 
    The tall man shook his head. “No take Yerusalem now. Much later.” 
 
    “How much later?” 
 
    The man hesitated. Simon had never gotten an answer to this question, but this time the tall man seemed to sense the direness of his situation. “Eighteen hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Eighteen hundred years!” Simon howled. “You mock me with your prophecies.” 
 
    The man did not respond. 
 
    “Uncle, they mock me.” 
 
    “Or they prophesy the truth.” 
 
    “Do you believe this?” 
 
    “I do not know what to believe, Nasi.” 
 
    “You are a coward and a fool,” said Simon. He looked at the guard and spoke in Hebrew. “Take them to the yard. Cut their throats.” 
 
    The guard nodded, betraying nothing in his expression. “As you command, Nasi.” He turned to the strangers. “Come.” They followed him out of the room. 
 
    “You should not do this, Nasi,” Eleazar said. 
 
    “You have become like a millstone tied to my neck, Uncle,” said Simon. “Or a nattering crow, good for nothing but picking at the flesh of better men who died for our cause.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi.” 
 
    “Leave me.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi.” Eleazar moved toward the door. As he did so, it was flung open, and a man entered, sweating and gasping for breath.  
 
    “Nasi!” the man cried. “The Romans march toward Herodium. We must flee!” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “At least three legions, Nasi. The first cohorts are now less than three miles from the gates of Herodium.” 
 
    “Then it is true,” Simon murmured. “Herodium will fall.” Louder, he said, “We must retreat through the tunnels toward the west. We shall take refuge at Betar.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi,” said the man. “I will give the order.” 
 
    “What of the strangers?” Eleazar asked. 
 
    “Wait,” said Simon, as the man exited the room. “Instruct the men in the courtyard that the strangers are not to be harmed. They are to come with us to Betar.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Forty-nine   
 
    Jason, Creed and Schwartz were held in a small room beneath the main fortress at Betar, the fiction that they were “guests” of Simon bar Kochba having evaporated. They had been allowed to live once because Jason had unwittingly referred to Simon as the “son of a star” before anyone in Judaea had thought to give him that name. They had been spared a second time because he had predicted the fall of Herodium. Now, though, they had nothing more to offer their captors. Simon bar Kochba would not want to hear how the siege of Betar was going to end. 
 
    Three weeks earlier they had marched the seven miles to the hilltop city of Betar along with Simon’s personal guard and a hundred or so of the other troops who had been at Herodium. Much of the city resembled a shanty town, with every available space between the existing buildings occupied by shacks and tents; with the advance of Severus and his legions across Judaea, thousands of refugees had fled to Betar. All considered, the spacemen’s accommodations were nothing to complain about.  
 
    For the first few days of their imprisonment at Betar, they had been visited regularly by Simon ben Kosevah’s uncle, Eleazar, who seemed eager to for advice on how to withstand the impending siege and win the war. His visits became less frequent and then stopped altogether when it became clear that they had nothing to offer him. They no longer saw anyone but the guard who stopped by once a day with water and gruel. It began to seem as if they’d been forgotten, which was far from the worst possible outcome. They knew little of what was going on outside; from Eleazar’s questions, they knew that Severus’s legions had begun to assemble around the city. In the past few days, activity outside their window had increased, suggesting that defensive preparations had accelerated.  
 
    Fortunately, Jason’s earpiece comm had not been discovered, and by standing a few paces from the one small window high in the cell’s western wall, he could occasionally get a signal from Freedom after the sun had set. Gleeson’s overhaul of the reactor was nearly complete; within a few days Freedom was going to be ready to launch—or at least as ready as she was ever going to be with two irreparably damaged reaction chambers. Olson, now in command of the ship, was talking about sending a rescue team after them. Jason had managed to tell Olson where they were headed when they’d left Herodium, so Olson knew they were being held somewhere in Betar, but Jason couldn’t see such a rescue attempt ending in anything but disaster. Somehow they had to get out of this cell, and they were running out of time. 
 
    On the morning of their twenty-second day in the cell, a pair of women stopped briefly just outside their window, speaking in hushed tones. The spacemen’s Aramaic was still rudimentary, but they were able to make out the name Masada. Sixty years earlier, the Roman siege of the fortress by that name had ended in mass suicide. A group of men walked by, talking loudly and drowning out the conversation. When they had passed, the women were gone. 
 
    “This is our fault,” said Schwartz, sitting on the stone floor, her back against the wall. She stared blankly at the tiny window, through which poured a narrow shaft of sunlight. Jason and Josh Creed sat with their backs against the opposite wall. The cool stone provided some relief from the sweltering heat of their prison. The air smelled of old sweat and urine.  
 
    “How do you figure that?” Creed asked. 
 
    “If we hadn’t proclaimed Simon ben Kosevah the messiah, the Romans would have put down the revolt quickly. We got the people’s hopes up, and because of that, thousands more will die.” 
 
    “The outcome of this war was determined before we ever got here, Schwartz.” 
 
    “Then this is all a big joke,” Schwartz said bitterly. “We can’t change anything.” 
 
    “We can’t change Earth history,” Jason said. “But that was our assumption from the beginning. In changing it, we caused it to unfold exactly as it was always going to. But we can still change the future.” 
 
    “How?” Schwartz asked. “We’re in a dungeon underneath a fort that’s about to be overrun by Roman legions.” 
 
    “We know the rebels have tunnels all over the place,” said Jason. “I’d bet my pension that there are escape routes from this fort that the Romans don’t know about. Right now Simon ben Kosevah is still in denial about his chances in this war, but he’s not stupid.” 
 
    “I get the impression he doesn’t even buy all this moschiach business,” Creed said. “He’s just using religion to prop up his political agenda.” 
 
    “He does care about the Jewish people, though,” Jason said. “We can use that. Eventually, he’s going to realize there’s no victory scenario for him here, and he’s going to get desperate to preserve something of his legacy. I wish we knew exactly how long this siege lasts.” Having overrun Herodium, Severus’s troops had begun to mass around Betar. They had already blocked the roads and seized the fort’s water supply. Refugees from Herodium and many nearby towns had fled to Betar, swelling its population to nearly ten thousand. Unless they could break the siege, Betar would run out of food and water in a matter of weeks. 
 
    “The historical record is unclear,” said Schwartz. “All we know for sure is that the Romans eventually take the fort and slaughter hundreds, if not thousands. There is a story of the brains of three hundred children being found smashed on a rock.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” murmured Creed. 
 
    “The question is,” said Jason, “do we tell Simon what we know?” 
 
    “If he knows his rebellion is doomed, he has no reason to keep us alive,” said Schwartz. 
 
    “On the other hand,” said Creed, “it could cement our status as prophets.” 
 
    “That’s the quandary,” said Jason. “If we play it safe, we’ll probably end up dead or prisoners of the Romans. Better to go out with a bang, I suppose.” He got to his feet and walked to the window. In his best Aramaic, he yelled to the guards that he had information for Eleazar of Modi’im. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty                
 
    “Nasi, we cannot hold out much longer. Perhaps we should consider the strangers’ offer.” 
 
    “Their offer to carry fifty of our women to heaven aboard their sky ship,” said Simon, with a smirk. 
 
    “Three times they have prophesied. They pronounced you the moschiach, setting our movement afire throughout the Levant. They warned you of the fall of Herodium. And now, though locked in a cell, they tell us that Betar too will fall to the Romans. You and I have seen the legions assembling, Nasi. We do not have long.” 
 
    The Romans had set up camp in the hills to the southeast, overlooking the city. They had quickly located the spring and set up a picket to prevent those in the city from replenishing their water supply. Another cohort had begun erecting a siege wall to seal off the city. The mood among the people inside the walls of Betar was tense. 
 
    “So it would appear to one with little faith in the moschiach.” 
 
    “You fall under the spell of your own propaganda, Nasi.” 
 
    “You deny that I am the savior of Israel? Speak with care, Uncle.” 
 
    “I believe you are an agent of God, Nasi. Perhaps you are even the moschiach. But does not the Torah teach us that the ways of God are not our ways? Perhaps the Lord intended for you to preserve the Jews through these strangers.” 
 
    “You suppose that God has delivered us into the hands of our enemies so that we would be forced to give our women over to these strangers, who do not know our ways nor speak our language?” 
 
    “Only fifty women, Nasi.” 
 
    “Yes, fifty young, nubile women! Such mercy these strangers show us. Have they offered to carry away our gold and silver as well?” 
 
    “My understanding, Nasi, is that they intend to take the women to their land to ensure the survival of their kind. There are too few of the foreigners to maintain their line. They ask as well for seed from our men. They intend to keep it on ice, as is sometimes done to preserve meat, to maintain its potency.” 
 
    “They ask not only that we give up our women, but that our men commit the sin of Onan for their amusement? The strangers are mad, Uncle, and they have infected you with their insanity. You are not to speak with them again. I shall have them executed in the morning.” 
 
    “You must not do this thing, Nasi. I do not know if the strangers are angels, but there is something strange about them—something that fills me with a sense of foreboding. I’m afraid that if we were to kill them, something terrible will happen.” 
 
    “Did they tell you this as well?” 
 
    “They told me only that their people will perish.” 
 
    “Let them. I have enough trouble worrying about the Jews.” 
 
    “They did tell me one other thing, Nasi.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Eleazar hesitated. “They told me that if I remain with you, you will kill me.” 
 
    “Dearest Uncle!” cried Simon, moving to throw his arms around Eleazar. “Now you must know for certain that they are liars or madmen. You have been my staunchest ally. Never would I do such a thing.” 
 
    “As you say, Nasi.” 
 
    “It is late, and the burdens of the day have muddled your thinking. Go to bed, Eleazar. We shall deal with the strangers tomorrow.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Nasi.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Uncle.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Mika Schwartz had been dozing on the floor of the cell when she was awakened by the sound of Olson’s voice over the comm. Jason had removed it from his ear and activated the speaker so they could all hear it. “Gleeson says Freedom is ready to launch,” Olson said. “We’re going to surface tomorrow just before sundown and then head for shore. I’ve got a team ready to get you. We’ve been considering our options, and I know you’re wary about interfering with history, but I don’t think we have any choice. If Simon bar Kochba is at Betar, the war is almost over. The Romans have got to have the city surrounded by now. Going native isn’t going to cut it. We don’t know the terrain and we don’t speak the language. I’m sending a team equipped with twenty-third century tech. Ten men with rifles, radios and night-vision goggles. They’re going to take the main roads, and if anybody tries to stop them, they’re authorized to shoot to kill. With any luck, they’ll be at Betar by morning. If there’s any way you can get a signal to us, it would be helpful in determining your exact position. Otherwise, hold tight and we’ll get to you.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” Jason muttered. “He’s going to get us all killed.” 
 
    Schwartz sat up, now completely awake. By the faint moonlight coming through the window, she could just make out her companions’ faces. “I don’t think Olson has a good sense of the sort of opposition his team is going to face,” she said. “His team can punch through a group of Roman sentries, but word is going to spread fast. By the time they reach Betar, they’ll be facing down an entire legion.” 
 
    “Well, I guess we’ll get to see once and for all whether it’s possible to change history,” said Creed. 
 
    There was the sound of footsteps. “Shh!” Schwartz hissed. “Somebody’s coming.” 
 
    Jason turned off the comm and slipped it inside his robe. A moment later, the door to their cell opened. Eleazar stood in the doorway. “Come,” he said, beckoning to them. 
 
    The spacemen glanced at each other, unsure what was happening. Eleazar seemed to be alone. If they were going to be tortured or executed, he would have brought soldiers with him. Did he intend to let them go? 
 
    Eleazar moved away down the hall, and they followed, Jason in the lead. They went up a flight of stone steps and down another narrow hall. Eleazar opened a door and they followed him outside to a moonlit courtyard. He glanced about as if checking for sentries and then continued across the courtyard to another building. They followed as he went inside and down into a cellar. He grabbed a torch from a basket and lit it from another in a wall sconce, then handed it to Jason. 
 
    “Go,” he said, gesturing toward a narrow opening in the far wall. As Jason held up the torch, Schwartz realized it was the mouth of a tunnel. Eleazar said something about the passage going to a cave west of the city. “Speak my name,” he said, followed by another sentence Schwartz couldn’t decipher. 
 
    “There are men at the cave?” asked Jason. 
 
    “Men, yes. Speak my name. They will help you. Go to your sky ship.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jason. 
 
    “It is not safe here. Go.” With that, he turned and went back up the stairs, leaving the three spacemen alone. 
 
    Jason glanced at the others and then turned, taking a step toward the passage. He could feel cool air coming from it. 
 
    “Sir?” asked Creed, as Jason hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Jason said. 
 
    “What’s not to like, sir?” asked Schwartz. “He’s letting us go!” 
 
    Jason pulled out the comm and tapped the transmit button. “Olson, you read me?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Olson. Anyone aboard Freedom. This is the captain. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Still there was no response. 
 
    “We’re probably too far underground, sir,” said Creed. “We can contact Freedom when we get to the other side.” 
 
    “If we leave now,” Jason said, “our mission is doomed.” 
 
    “It’s also doomed if we don’t leave,” Schwartz said. “Once Olson dispatches his commando team, all hell is going to break loose.” 
 
    “Suppose we get to the other side of this tunnel in time to tell Olson to call off his rescue mission,” said Jason. “Then what? The moment Freedom comes ashore, the clock is ticking. We can’t leave her parked on the shore while we go look for colonists. She’ll be overrun by Roman soldiers in a matter of hours. Setting aside the problem of interfering with history, we don’t have the manpower or the guns to wage war with the Roman Empire. We’ve got one chance to launch, but if we leave Earth now, we’re in the same position as we were before we arrived. With a little luck, we can last a few generations, but then we’re done. Humanity’s insurance policy is officially canceled.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative, sir?” asked Creed. 
 
    “We follow the plan. We leave here with the payload. You saw Eleazar’s face when I explained it to him. He understood. More importantly, he understands what a Jewish defeat in this war will mean.” 
 
    Schwartz nodded grimly. “Hadrian tries to eradicate Jewish nationalism in Judea. He outlaws the Torah and the Jewish calendar and executes hundreds of scholars, as well as massacring thousands of ordinary people. The Temple is never rebuilt. Jews are forbidden to enter the city built on the site of Jerusalem, and the sacred scrolls of Judaism are ceremonially burned on the Temple Mount. Judaea is renamed Palestine. Israel doesn’t exist as an independent entity until after the Second World War.” 
 
    “Hadrian does his damnedest to wipe the Jewish people off the map,” Jason said. “We know that he doesn’t ultimately succeed, but from Eleazar’s perspective, it looks very much like impending genocide. And he’s not far off.” 
 
    “I get it,” Creed said. “From Eleazar’s point of view, handing over a bunch of his people to strangers from an unknown land is starting to seem like a pretty good option. He may even think this is the salvation promised in the Old Testament. Judaea is destroyed, but descendants of Israel live on.” 
 
    “The problem is,” said Schwartz, “we’re not just dealing with Eleazar. Somehow we have to convince Simon.” 
 
    “Presumably Eleazar tried,” Creed said. “What makes you think we can succeed where he failed?” 
 
    “We have to try,” said Jason. “We have no other options. Let’s go.” He went back up the stairs, the other two reluctantly following.  
 
    “I’m not afraid to die,” said Creed quietly, as they ascended, “but I really don’t want to be tortured.” 
 
    “With any luck,” said Schwartz. “Simon’s men are too busy to torture us. Most likely we’ll face quick execution.” 
 
    “I was thinking of the Romans,” said Creed. 
 
    “Oh. Just swear your allegiance to Jupiter and the Emperor and you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “They’ll let me live?” 
 
    Schwartz laughed. “No, but they might not torture you before they execute you.” 
 
    “Quiet!” snapped Jason. They had reached the door to the outside. He opened it and he scanned the courtyard for sentries. He saw only a lone figure kneeling in the courtyard. 
 
    “Is that…?” Creed asked. 
 
    “Eleazar,” Jason said. “Looks like he’s praying. Wait here.” He handed the torch to Schwartz and walked quickly across the courtyard. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” said Schwartz, as he receded into the darkness. 
 
    “What is it, Schwartz?” asked Creed. 
 
    Schwartz considered calling out to Jason but, spotting a sentry across the courtyard, remained silent. “It’s just…” she said, watching Jason stop before Eleazar, “this reminds me of a story I heard once.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-one            
 
    Simon bar Kochba looked down from the tallest tower in Betar on the distant torches of the Roman encampment. Hundreds of lights, each of them representing a hundred or more soldiers. He smiled. He had done this—forced the greatest empire the world had ever known to send tens of thousands of men across the world to put out a fire he had started. There had been a time when he could have negotiated for terms, but that time had passed. Now there could only be victory or defeat. 
 
    It was becoming increasingly difficult, he had to admit, to imagine circumstances in which the Jews prevailed. Fleeing to Betar had been an act of defense and desperation, and his men knew it. Their fervor had faded as the siege went on, supplanted by worry and an unease that hung over the city like a miasma. Even Eleazar, who had been a rock for him to lean on since the beginning of war, had begun to lose hope. The capture of Rabbi Akiva had been a blow, but without Eleazar, Simon was not certain he could carry on. Eleazar had always been there to steady him, at moments when his revolutionary passion would have prompted him to take brash actions and during the times his melancholy threatened to overwhelm him. 
 
    He pulled himself away from the view of the hillside and made to descend the stairs to his quarters. As he did, though, movement in the courtyard caught his eye. A tall man he could not immediately identify was cutting across the grounds, carrying neither lantern nor torch. Simon went to the window to see what the man was up to. 
 
    The tall man stopped before another, who was kneeling in the center of the courtyard. Why, that was Eleazar! Had he not instructed his uncle to go to bed? What was he doing with this other man? Eleazar remained kneeling while the other man spoke to him. Eleazar did not respond, but… was he nodding? Simon could not be sure. Suddenly he realized who the man was: he was Yeh-son, the leader of the foreigners! And there, huddled in a doorway with a torch, were the two others, the young man and the woman. Had Eleazar freed them? The thought enraged Simon. Betrayed by my closest friend and advisor, my own blood! Fearing that if he called out, the two would flee to the building where the others wait and escape through the tunnel, he made his way rapidly down the stairs to confront them. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Schwartz watched as Jason left Eleazar kneeling in the courtyard and walked quickly to where Schwartz and Creed waited. They went inside the little building and he closed the door behind them. They huddled in the dim, flickering light of the torch, which Schwartz had placed in a sconce on the far wall. 
 
    “What did he say?” Creed asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jason replied. “He’s praying. It was like he didn’t hear a word I said.” 
 
    “Hell,” said Schwartz, looking out a window to the courtyard. “Now what?”  
 
    Jason came up next to her. “I told him we’re not leaving. Said we would wait for him here.” 
 
    “For how long?” Creed asked. 
 
    “Until he’s done praying, I guess,” Jason said. He’s our best chance to get through to Simon.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Schwartz, “This may not mean anything, but according to an old legend, Eleazar—” 
 
    “Someone’s coming!” Creed said.  
 
    Schwartz turned again to look out the window. “Oh no. Oh no.” 
 
    Simon burst out of the door into the courtyard. Eleazar, still deep in prayer, was perhaps thirty paces away. Simon ran swiftly and silently across the stone. As he neared his uncle, be began screaming words at Eleazar the spacemen couldn’t understand. Eleazar, eyes closed and hands clasped, did not stir. Slowing to plant his left foot on the ground, Simon raised his right to kick Eleazar hard in the chest. Eleazar was thrown sprawling by the blow. Arms flailing, he fell to the ground, his head striking the stone with a crack that could be heard throughout the courtyard.  
 
    “Oh my God,” said Creed. He had opened the door slightly, and the three of them had watched the scene unfold.  
 
    Simon backed away from Eleazar, staring at the man’s body in shock as if he had just come upon it. Several men came running from across the courtyard. One of them leaned over Eleazar, putting his ear to the man’s chest. After a moment, he shook his head.  
 
    Schwartz watched in mute horror. She had known—or at least suspected—Simon was going to kill Eleazar. According to tradition, Simon had killed Eleazar in a rage, thinking his uncle had betrayed him. Still, it was a shock to see the scene unfold exactly as it had in a half-remembered story from her childhood—and to know they had been instrumental in bringing it about. 
 
    “What do we do?” she asked, feeling like an actor in a play who couldn’t remember her next line. Jason stood next to her, too stunned to reply. 
 
    Simon murmured something, looking toward the building where the three spacemen hid. 
 
    “Sir,” said Creed, “if we’re going to go, we should do it now.” 
 
    “He’s right, sir,” Schwartz said after a moment. “Eleazar’s dead. We failed.” 
 
    Still Jason did not speak. 
 
    “Sir?” said Schwartz.  
 
    “Go,” said Jason at last. He pulled the comm from his robe and gave it to Creed. “Contact Freedom. Tell Olson to call off the rescue. Bring the ship to the surface. If I’m not back by tomorrow at dawn, launch without me.” 
 
    Creed stared at him. “What are you going to do, sir?”  
 
    “I’ve got to see this through,” Jason said, moving to the sconce were the torch burned. “I will probably fail, but I have to try.” He took the torch and handed it to Schwartz. “Go. Now. That’s an order.” With that, he opened the door and slipped outside. 
 
    “Damn it all,” Schwartz said. “Come on.” She turned and went back down the stairs toward the tunnel, and Creed silently followed. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Several men now stood over Eleazar’s body. Two of them held torches, and in the flickering light Jason could see a pool of dark fluid under his head. Simon was on his knees next to Eleazar, sobbing. As Jason approached, Simon looked at him and shouted something Jason could not understand. Soldiers moved to seize Jason, and he did not resist. His fate—and the fate of humanity itself—was now in the hands of Simon ben Kosevah, warrior, prophet, hero, murderer and perhaps madman. 
 
    “Let me see him,” Simon said, getting to his feet. The soldiers brought Jason face-to-face with their leader. Simon’s face was wet with tears. His remorse, it seemed, was real. But there was something else on his face as well. Anger? Fear? He shouted something at Jason. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jason. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Simon said the phrase again. When Jason still didn’t understand, he repeated it once more, slowly, and this time the meaning penetrated. “If you knew, why didn’t you stop it?” 
 
    “I could not,” said Jason. “I am sorry.” 
 
    “I killed him,” said Simon, agony in his voice. “Just as you said. I killed him.” 
 
    Jason did not speak. Simon again sank to the ground. He threw his arms around his uncle’s neck, sobbing and speaking quietly to him. For some time Jason stood there, flanked by two Jewish soldiers bearing spears, not knowing whether he would live through the night. At last, Simon stood again. He wiped away his tears with his sleeve and spoke a phrase to the soldiers, who released their grip on Jason. 
 
    “We will lose this war,” Simon said. 
 
    “Yes,” said Jason. 
 
    “But Judaea will live.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Jason. 
 
    “What do you ask for?” 
 
    “Fifty women,” said Jason. “Young. To have children.” 
 
    Simon nodded. “You will take them to your land. They will live?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jason said. “They will live.” 
 
    “Promise me, Yeh-son. Promise me they will live.” 
 
    “I promise to you that they will live.” 
 
    Simon called to a man whom Jason recognized as one of his trusted lieutenants. The man hurried over, and Simon spoke instructions to him. The man’s eyes went wide, and he cast several dubious glances at Jason, but when Simon had finished, the man saluted and then hurried away, calling several more men to him. 
 
    “We also need—” Jason started, but at that moment, someone across the courtyard shouted Simon’s name with some urgency, and Simon turned and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Go from door to door,” said Simon to his lieutenant, Masabala. “Tell the citizens that Simon bar Kochba requires all girls from the age of fourteen to seventeen to come to this courtyard immediately. They are not to pack anything or to say any goodbyes. Tell them that this is so that the girls may be saved from the hands of the Romans.” 
 
    “Nasi, you intend to send the girls with this stranger?” 
 
    “He is a prince from another land. He will take them on his ship and carry them to his home, far away, where they will be safe.” 
 
    “Yes, Nasi. If the families resist, should we take the girls by force?” 
 
    Simon hesitated. It hadn’t occurred to him that the families might object. He was accustomed to unquestioning obedience, and after all, he was offering these girls salvation! “If there is resistance, do not force them, but rather go on to the next house. If in an hour your men cannot bring me fifty women, then go to the tents and shacks and bring any unmarried women you can find.” 
 
    “Any women, Nasi?” 
 
    “That is what I said. Go!” 
 
    Simon turned back to Yeh-son, who was trying to tell him something. But then Yeshua ben Galgula, who had taken charge of the city’s defenses, shouted to him from across the courtyard. Yeshua, a veteran warrior and commander, would not interrupt him without good reason. Had the Roman assault on Betar begun? The stranger would have to wait. Simon turned and went to meet Yeshua. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Within an hour, some two hundred women had assembled in the courtyard, ranging in age from their early teens to their thirties. The women stood blinking the sleep out of their eyes and murmuring quietly among themselves as they cast nervous glances at Jason and the score of armed men at the perimeter of the courtyard. Many of the men held torches, illuminating the courtyard with a faint yellowish glow. Eleazar’s body had been carried away, but a dark spot on the stone attested to his death. 
 
    It was not clear to Jason whether the women had come of their own volition. He wasn’t even entirely certain what that term meant under the circumstances. Most of the women, he was certain, had come to Betar fleeing the advancing Roman army. Whatever threats Simon’s men may have made toward them, they faced worse at the hands of the Romans.  
 
    The women were dirty and poorly dressed, even by the standards of war-torn Judaea. Simon’s men evidently had some trouble securing volunteers from the respectable families of the city. As the rebel’s chances of victory faded, so had Simon’s authority in Betar. Probably the families the men had first approached suspected some act of desperation on Simon’s part, such as offering two hundred young Jewish women to the Romans in exchange for ending the siege. Those who came either had no one to protest on their account or simply couldn’t imagine their lives getting any worse.  
 
    Simon, whom Jason hadn’t seen for the last hour, suddenly appeared, striding quickly across the courtyard. He barked something at his lieutenant, who responded in an apologetic tone. Simon continued to Jason, stopping a few paces in front of him. “These women are…,” he started, and then, after a pause, said a word that Jason didn’t recognize. 
 
    “It is all right,” Jason said, guessing the meaning. Wasn’t there a story in the Bible about a prostitute helping two Israelite spies? Far be it from him to turn up his nose at such an offering. A much bigger concern, from the point of view of their mission, was the lack of male gametes. “We also need… seed,” said Jason, feeling ridiculous. “From men. Our people—” 
 
    “You need men?” asked Simon, his face contorted in puzzlement. 
 
    Jason sighed in frustration. Hadn’t Eleazar told him what they needed? Was Simon pretending not to understand? Or was he simply distracted? “No,” he said. “Yes. Not to go on the ship, but to….” He felt like a fool. He wasn’t even sure what he was asking for. There was no way they could transport sperm samples across Judaea to Freedom. They would need the men to accompany them to the shore. They would ferry the men aboard Freedom, and then…. 
 
    “No men,” said Simon. “Men fight.” 
 
    As if in response to his statement, there were shouts from the direction of the main gate. Jason could make out enough to understand what was happening: the Roman assault on Betar had begun. 
 
    “Go,” said Simon, pointing to the building through which Schwartz and Creed had accessed the tunnel an hour earlier. “Take women to sky ship.” He turned and shouted to a man holding a torch not far off. The man jogged over, and Simon spoke briefly to him. The man nodded, saying, “Yes, Nasi.” Simon shouted orders, and the other men standing at the perimeter of the courtyard began to move in, corralling the women toward Jason.  
 
    “Come,” said the man with the torch. He shouted something to the group of women and then went into the building. Jason, not knowing what else to do, followed. The man with the torch went down the stairs and plunged into the tunnel. Jason hesitated a moment at the tunnel mouth. The women, chattering nervously amongst themselves, began down the stairs behind him. Feeling like he was on a carnival ride that he couldn’t control, Jason ducked into the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Simon bar Kochba ran, rallying men to him as he went. The news was not good: the Romans had breached the gate. If it were true, it meant certain doom for the rebels at Betar. It also meant Simon had been betrayed. The Romans could not have broken through the gate so quickly, and with so little warning. While Simon had been lashing out at Eleazar, the guards at the gate had let the Romans in—no doubt in exchange for clemency. 
 
    Fury once again arose in Simon’s breast—fury at the traitors for betraying their cause, fury at the Romans for their presumption to rule a proud and free people, and fury at God Himself for failing to live up to His promise to redeem Israel. Well, if God could not be relied upon to deliver a miracle, Simon would bring one about through sheer will.  
 
    “To the gate, men!” he roared as he ran, the power of his voice seeming to be lent strength by exertion. Few soldiers were stationed in this area; most were in one of the towers or guarding the wall. But word had begun to spread of the breach, and Simon was heartened to see hundreds of men pouring out of side streets and alleys toward the gate. Some wore armor and bore spears and shields, while others carried only staves, clubs or slings. Many were little more than boys. This is why you will never defeat us, thought Simon. The spirit of Israel burns like a furnace in the heart of each of these men. 
 
    He saw them now: the Romans advancing toward him in a wedge, shields held high. They moved as one, their movements as coordinated as those of the segments of a caterpillar. Simon could not help but admire them, in the way a man admired the harmonized tensing of the muscles of a powerful horse in motion. But these phalanxes, like a workhorse, were driven by habit and by fear. Maybe the Jews would lose this war, but people across the Empire had seen the Romans could be beaten. No—they had been beaten. Severus and the Emperor might not know it yet, but their legions had been dealt a mortal blow in this war. From Britain to Arabia, people across the Empire had learned the one truth that Rome had striven for a thousand years to keep from them: they did not need to live in fear. 
 
    Men with spears and clubs launched themselves at the wall of shields with cries of Rak Chazak Amats! Though haphazard and chaotic, the Jewish counterattack was so ferocious that the Roman line was almost immediately broken. More rebels poured through the gaps, swinging wildly with swords or clubs. The advantage was fleeting: the rebels died quickly, run through by sword or spear, and the Romans, seemingly infinite in number, soon regrouped. The fervor of the Jews, though, was undiminished. You may take Betar, Simon thought, but today you will know what it is to face free people in battle, and you will know fear. 
 
    “For Yerusalem!” Simon roared, throwing himself at the shield wall, sword raised overhead. “For Eleazar of Modi’im!” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-two            
 
    Creed and Schwartz made their way through the tunnel, which snaked back and forth through the hills, sometimes so narrow they had to turn sideways to squeeze through, sometimes opening to natural caves the size of a house. The first of these larger chambers had a barrel that contained a dozen or so torches; taking the hint, Creed took six of them.  
 
    Several times they went down what seemed to be the continuation of the passage only to find themselves in a chamber with no exit. Some of these were strewn with bones, broken weapons, or other signs of an ambush. Each time they retraced their steps to find a less obvious passage that seemed to take them deeper into the hill. They were down to their last torch when they at last emerged into a torch-lit cavern where a man with a long gray beard sat slouched on a boulder, snoring, a spear leaning against the stone wall behind him. The torch flickered in the cool air emanating from a man-sized opening in the far wall. 
 
    “The sentry, I take it,” said Schwartz, not bothering to lower her voice. 
 
    “Guarding the way in or the way out?” 
 
    “Neither, it looks like.” 
 
    “Should we wake him?” 
 
    “We don’t have much choice. We’re thirty klicks from Freedom. No way we get there without help.” 
 
    With some difficulty, they awoke the sentry, whose name was Malachi. Far from being startled by the presence of visitors, he seemed happy to have company. Presumably he’d have been more circumspect if they’d been wearing Roman insignia, but perhaps not. Schwartz spoke the name Eleazar almost as an afterthought, and Malachi nodded, as if expecting them. He instructed them to leave their torch in the cave and led them outside, where the light of dawn was just visible above the hills. He pointed them down a narrow path that was barely discernible in the dim light, and over the course of a long, confusing exchange in broken Aramaic, they came to understand that they were to follow the path until they reached a dry creek bed and then turn right, following the creek bed until they came to an impassible rock wall. Satisfied that his instructions had been adequately understood, Malachi disappeared back into his cave. 
 
    Schwartz produced the earpiece comm the captain had given her and tapped it. “This is Commander Mika Schwartz to Freedom. Come in, Freedom. Olson, you there?” 
 
    “Schwartz! You’re alive! Where are you? Is the captain with you?” 
 
    “Creed’s here. Captain is still at Betar. We’re in the hills somewhere about two klicks to the west.” 
 
    “Freedom is going to surface tonight at sundown,” Olson said. “The team is ready to come get you,” Olson said. “Stay put and keep the comm transmitting and they’ll pinpoint your location.” 
 
    “No, Olson. Tell the team to stand down. There will be no rescue. Captain’s orders.” 
 
    The comm was silent for a moment. “Are you in contact with the captain?” 
 
    “No, but those were his final orders. No rescue.” 
 
    “All right. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “We’re going to try to get to you. Captain is still trying to acquire the payload.” 
 
    “He’s… how is he going to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Olson. Creed and I need to get moving. We hope to get to you sometime tomorrow night. If we’re not back by dawn, launch without us. Captain’s orders.” 
 
    “But Schwartz—” 
 
    “I’ll update you when I can, Olson. Schwartz out.” She turned off the comm and put it away. “Let’s go.” 
 
    As the sun peeked over the hills, Schwartz and Creed started down the path, hoping they hadn’t misunderstood Malachi’s directions, and half-expecting at any moment to be set upon by bandits, rebels, Roman soldiers, or wild animals. About an hour later they came upon a narrow impression running perpendicular to the trail that might have been the creek bed Malachi mentioned. While they stood debating whether or not to follow it, a man shouted at them from behind a nearby boulder. They turned slowly, keeping their hands visible. The man—older and frailer even than Malachi—stepped out from behind the boulder, clutching a spear. He shouted at them again. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Schwartz. “Eleazar sent us.” 
 
    The man muttered something, seeming annoyed but somewhat mollified. Two boys who looked to be in their early teens came into view, also holding spears. The old man motioned for them to follow the creek bed. They did so, the old man and the two boys following. After another twenty minutes or so, the man directed them toward a narrow opening in a rock wall. They made their way through this, coming into a deep, roughly oval-shaped crevice, perhaps twenty meters wide at its widest point. They were directed into another narrow opening, which led to a cave. A sentry—a boy who looked no older than twelve—met them at the cave, shouting incomprehensible challenges at them. The old man shushed the boy, who stepped aside to let them in. 
 
    They found themselves in what was evidently a rebel hideout. It looked like it had housed at least forty men at one point, but at present there were only half a dozen, and all of these were either old men or young boys. All the men of prime fighting age were at Betar or fighting the Romans somewhere else in Judaea.  
 
    The old man asked them a question. After several repetitions, they realized he was asking where their ship was. Evidently Eleazar had told them something about the spacemen.  
 
    The question was directed at Creed, whom all the rebels seemed to assume was in charge. Schwartz answered. “The Mediterranean,” said Schwartz, using the Aramaic word. “Near Ashkelon.”  
 
    The man nodded. They were given food and water and told to wait. For what or how long they did not know. 
 
    Sometime in the afternoon a young man, whose name they eventually learned was Yosef, arrived at the cave. After a brief conference with the old man, Yosef beckoned to Schwartz and Creed. The followed him out of the cave.  
 
    For the rest of the day and into the night they followed Yosef along paths that snaked around, over, and sometimes through the hills. Sometime after dusk they reached another cave hideout, which was unoccupied. Yosef found a small stash of fresh water and dried fish. They ate and then slept as best they could on the cool stone floor. Just before dawn, Yosef led them over the hills to a spot from which they could see the blue water of the Mediterranean in the distance. Schwartz scanned the horizon, trying to make out anything she recognized. Somewhere down there, hidden under that field of blue, was Freedom. She knew only that they had come ashore about three kilometers south of the city called Ashkelon. 
 
    “Ashkelon?” she said to Yosef. 
 
    He pointed to a collection of buildings nestled in the hills to the north. Good, thought Schwartz. We must have been within two or three klicks of here when we came ashore. 
 
    “Hurry,” said Yosef. “More Romans come from Caesarea.” He pointed to a road that ran along a ridgeline overlooking the sea. “They take the road south. Many more.” He looked at Schwartz’s face to make sure she understood. She met his eyes and nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “We will hurry.” 
 
    “Goodbye,” said Yosef. “May the Lord bless your voyage.” With that, he turned and started back down the hillside. 
 
    “Did I hear that right?” Creed asked. “Still more troops arriving?”  
 
    “Rome’s not taking any chances,” said Schwartz. She pulled the comm from her robe. “Olson, can you get a read on my location?” 
 
    “Yeah, hold on.” After a moment: “Looks like you’re about thirty-four hundred meters southeast of us.” 
 
    “Okay, we’re headed to you as fast as we can.” 
 
    “Lucky for you, we had a mechanical problem with the air pumps that delayed the launch.” 
 
    “You haven’t surfaced?” 
 
    “Not yet. We’re working on it.” 
 
    “No wonder I can’t see you.” She had been scanning the water for signs of Freedom’s nose cone. 
 
    “Gleeson’s doing a final test of the pumps. If that checks out, we’re good to go. We should be topside by the time you get here.” 
 
    “Copy that. See you soon.” 
 
    They hurried over the hills, across the wide, Roman-constructed road, and down the steep ridge toward the beach. The sun was now fully above the hills. The beach was deserted; a handful of fishing boats lingered near shore. They made their way north along the water’s edge to what they estimated was the closest point to Freedom. Still there was no sign of her. The buoy, if it was still afloat, was too small to be seen from this distance.  
 
    “Olson, what’s your status?” 
 
    “A few more minutes,” said Olson. 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    Schwartz and Creed stood on the beach, looking back and forth between the sea and the road running along the ridge, feeling very exposed. They could try to swim out, but they didn’t know exactly where Freedom was, and if she surfaced nearby when they were in the water, they might be swamped by the swell. As they waited, one of the fishing boats began back toward the shore. 
 
    “Think they’d be willing to give us a ride?” Schwartz asked. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” said Creed. “The question is, how do we explain—” 
 
    A vast swell arose about two kilometers out from the shore as if portending the surfacing of some primordial leviathan. A gleam of metal pierced the top of the swell, followed by a gunmetal grey cone that soon became a tower. Waves swept outward in all directions from the tower, sending nearby boats rocking. Shouts carried across the water, and fishermen could be seen pointing at the strange metal beast. Freedom’s ascent slowed and then came to a halt; the waves gradually dissipated. Roughly the top thirty meters of her was visible, the bulk of her mass remaining underwater. Once the swells died down, the metal cone was barely visible from the shore, but the fishermen farther out had to be awestruck. If only they realized just how big the leviathan truly was!  
 
    The men on the boat that had been heading into shore stopped for a few minutes to stare at the thing and then, evidently deciding it wasn’t going to do anything else of interest, continued rowing. A few minutes later, the boat arrived at the beach, several of the men leaping into the water to pull her onto the sand. Her nets, covering most of the deck, were full of hundreds of fish. 
 
    One of the men, brown-skinned, with a shaggy beard and wearing only a cloth wrapped around his loins, greeted Schwartz and Creed with a cheerful wave. 
 
    “Good morning,” said Schwartz. 
 
    The man looked from Creed to Schwartz and back to Creed again. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Creed said in English. “She’s in charge.” 
 
    “We need to go to that… thing,” said Schwartz in Aramaic. She didn’t know the word for ship and doubted it would help if she did. 
 
    The man replied with an excited string of syllables, pointing at Freedom’s prow still protruding from the sea like the spire of some undersea temple. Some of the other men approached, adding their own thoughts to the discussion. None of it was comprehensible to Schwartz. 
 
    “Yes, very exciting,” she said in Aramaic. “We need to go to it.” 
 
    A puzzled exchange between the fishermen followed. The man who had spoken first then asked something a question that Schwartz took to be confirmation of her question. 
 
    “Yes. We go on your boat to… the new thing?” 
 
    The man shook his head, saying something and gesturing toward the fish in the boat. 
 
    “Fish wait,” Schwartz said. “We pay much copper.” They still had a few rolls of copper wire left; each of them had to be worth several boatloads of fish. 
 
    The men conferred again. Schwartz heard the Aramaic words for evil and dangerous. 
 
    “No,” she said. “It is not evil. It is not dangerous. We pay. Much, much copper.” 
 
    The men conferred again, staring out at the pointed thing protruding from the sea. A few of the fishing boats were cautiously rowing toward it; one looked to be less than fifty meters away, and nothing terrible had yet befallen it. 
 
    The bearded man turned to Schwartz. “Yes,” he said. “We will take you close to it.” 
 
    “Good,” said Schwartz. “We go now?” 
 
    “Soon.” He pointed again to the fish. 
 
    Schwartz nodded, and the men went to the nets and began to haul them out of the boat. Schwartz turned away and walked a few paces up the beach, pulling out the comm. “Olson, we’re….” She trailed off, looking up at the ridge. “Hold on.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” said Creed, following her gaze. “He did it.” 
 
    Some two hundred women were making their way down the ridge toward them. At the head of the group was their captain. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-three   
 
    “Schwartz, are you there?” said Olson’s voice from the comm. 
 
    “Prepare for some additional passengers, Olson,” said Schwartz. “A lot of them.” She turned off the comm and palmed it, walking back to the bearded man. He looked at her quizzically, and she pointed at the women coming down the hillside. “We need more boats,” she said, having picked up the word from the men’s conversations. 
 
    The man asked a question that she half-understood. 
 
    “Yes. More people go to… the new thing.” 
 
    “Much copper?” 
 
    “Much, much.” 
 
    The bearded man grinned. He ran down the beach toward another boat that was coming into shore. After an exchange with the men of this boat, the bearded man turned back to Schwartz and shouted something that she took to be an affirmative. By this time, a few boats had reached Freedom. They were too distant for Schwartz to make out what they were doing, but she supposed they couldn’t do too much harm; it wasn’t like they were going to break through the hull with second century fishing gear. They would return home with an interesting story that would not be believed and would soon be forgotten. 
 
    A few other boats began to make their way to the shore. As they approached, the bearded man shouted and beckoned to them, pointing to the women, who were now starting across the beach. 
 
    “Olson, you’ve got some visitors,” said Schwartz into the comm. 
 
    “I see that. What did you say about passengers?” 
 
    “The captain is on his way back. He’s got… looks like close to two hundred women with him. I’m arranging transport with some fishing boats. How many rolls of that heavy gauge copper wire do we have left?” 
 
    “Five or six, I think.” 
 
    “That should be plenty. Expect the first group of passengers in about half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Jason arrived on the beach, trailed by the refugees, to find that Schwartz had already begun arranging for transport of the women to Freedom. Over the next hour, she and Jason enlisted five more fishing boats. Some of the fishermen had already seen Freedom up close and, having grown bored of banging on her hull, joined the effort. The boats were brought up alongside the hull and the passengers climbed a ladder that had been lowered from a hatch about three meters above the level of the water. The women were cautious but surprisingly calm, although Jason heard screams when Freedom’s stabilizing rockets fired to keep it from pitching to the side, producing a deep rumbling underwater followed by a burst of bubbles on the surface. The stabilizing burns only lasted a few seconds, though, and when they finished the loading continued. 
 
    Schwartz had gone along on the first boat to reassure the women that there was nothing to be afraid of, and she remained at the hatch for the next hour to assist them in getting aboard. Jason and Creed remained on the shore to oversee the process. About half of the women were still on the beach when Creed gave a shout. Jason turned toward the ridge and cursed. Roman soldiers—thousands of them—were marching up the road from Caesarea. Even if they couldn’t make out Freedom from such a distance, they would certainly be interested in a couple hundred Jewish women fleeing Judaea in boats. At this point, more than half of the women still waited on the beach. It would take them another hour to get them all on board. The Romans were at most a twenty-minute march from them. 
 
    “Olson, this is the captain. Come in.” 
 
    “I’m here, Captain. What’s happening?” 
 
    “We’ve got trouble. An entire legion heading our way. Is your rescue team still ready to go?” 
 
    “They can be. But Captain, they’re only ten men.” 
 
    “Ten men armed with automatic weapons,” said Jason. 
 
    “Still, they can’t face down an entire Roman legion!” 
 
    “They just have to hold them off for a few minutes.” 
 
    “Sir, we’re already short of men. Even if we get all those women aboard, our mission—” 
 
    “Our mission right now is to get those women aboard Freedom,” said Jason. “Maybe I can’t save humanity, but by God, I can save two hundred people. Get that team to shore, and send all the weapons and ammo you have. Creed and I will be joining the effort.” 
 
    “Aye, Captain. They’ll be coming to you on the next boat.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The defenders took cover behind a cluster of waist-high rocks about fifty meters inland from where the refugees waited. They each had an automatic rifle and, between them, five thousand rounds of ammunition—enough to take out every single Roman soldier, if none of their shots missed, Jason ruefully noted. Each of them wore a helmet and a suit of body armor that would be more than adequate protection from arrows and javelins. They all had combat knives, and five of the men, including Jason and Creed, also wore pistols. They had no grenades, explosives, or larger caliber weaponry; most of their weapons had been ditched when they were running from the Cho-ta’an. 
 
    The fishermen ferrying the men and equipment had marveled at their clothing and artifacts but seemed more fascinated than frightened. The sight of a Roman legion on the road, however, had filled them with trepidation. Several of the men fled; only the promise of the rolls of copper (Olson had brought the rolls to the airlock so the fishermen could see them) kept the rest of them working. Jason fully expected the rest of them to flee in their boats if the Romans reached the water. 
 
    A cohort of Roman soldiers had broken off from the main group and was making its way down the steep hillside toward the beach. Most of the legion was out of sight, probably taking a respite while the smaller group dealt with the refugees on the beach. That was a relief: five hundred men was still way too many, but it was better than five thousand. Unfortunately, the remainder of the troops would undoubtedly follow when they heard the sounds of automatic weapon fire.  
 
    Women continued to be ferried to Freedom; there were now only eighty or so left on the beach. Each fishing boat could carry at most twelve women, and each round trip took about forty minutes. Jason needed to hold the legion off for at least an hour. 
 
    He regarded the eleven men crouched behind the rocks, nervously checking their weapons. These were not combat-hardened troops; they were spacemen who spent their days overseeing janitorial robots or running diagnostics on faulty equipment. They’d been at war their entire lives but had never fired a shot at the enemy. There was a holographic training range aboard Freedom, and all the crew were required to maintain their firearms certification, but even the most realistic simulation was a far cry from actual combat. Jason had been involved in several ship-to-ship battles but had never used a handheld weapon in combat before his party had been attacked by bandits in Syria. The men they were facing, on the other hand, were some of the most experienced, disciplined and bloodthirsty warriors ever known. More than two thousand years after the Roman Empire’s zenith, its legions were the stuff of legend.  
 
    “All right, men,” Jason said. “Our mission is to protect those women until they can get aboard Freedom. We are not going to defeat a Roman legion. We are not going to try to defeat a Roman legion. These men are better trained, better disciplined, and all-around better soldiers than we are. Our only advantage—and it’s a considerable one—is technology. Use it wisely.  
 
    “In about five minutes, five hundred Roman soldiers are going to come marching down the beach. Do not fire until I give the order. At this point, the enemy doesn’t have a clue what we’re capable of, but the moment any one of us fires a shot, we’ll have their attention. There are another forty-five hundred soldiers on the road, and a gunshot is going to send them pouring down that ridge right toward our position. It’s a twenty-minute march from the road to here. In case that’s not a hundred percent clear: twenty minutes from the first gunshot, we are going to be surrounded by several thousand men who have been training to kill you since they were old enough to lift a spear. I swore an oath to protect those women. That means that none us is getting on a boat until every single one of them is safely away from shore. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Aye, sir!” 
 
    “Good. Creed, keep an eye on the boats. If our fishermen start to get skittish, your job is to convince them to keep ferrying passengers.” 
 
    “Convince them, sir?” 
 
    “Use whatever profanity you’ve picked up in Aramaic, for starters. Then fire a few rounds into the sand. Make them more afraid of you than they are of the Romans.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    “Schwartz, you there?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “How are things aboard Freedom?” 
 
    “Chaotic, sir. But Olson and I have things under control.” 
 
    “Good. Olson may have to manage by himself. I need you.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “You’ve still got your Galil seven sixty-two?” 
 
    “Um….” 
 
    “It’s all right, Schwartz. I didn’t figure you’d jettison an antique sniper rifle. You’ve got ammo for it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. A few hundred rounds.” 
 
    “That should be plenty. I need you to climb on top of Freedom and fire a few shots over the bow of any boat that tries to skip out on us.” 
 
    “Is that going to be an effective deterrent, sir? They aren’t even going to know where the shots are coming from.” 
 
    “Creed is going to tell them.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. On my way.” 
 
    Jason turned back to his men. “The moment the last refugee gets on a boat, we’ll make an orderly retreat. Head for the nearest boat. We’re all going to get out of this and give the Romans a hell of story for the people back home. Nichols, take Gutierrez and Shelby and go to those boulders over there. Tsao, take Davich, Silvers and McCourt to those rocks to the south. If we’re spread out, maybe it will take them a little while to figure out there are only a dozen of us. All right, move out!” 
 
    The two groups of three made their way north and south, respectively, and took up position behind cover. The defenders were now spread across about forty meters of beach, with the evacuation going on fifty meters behind them. The cohort, meanwhile, having made its way down the ridge, had reformed into a square formation, twenty men across. The Romans marched directly toward the shore, sure of their ability to dispatch any opposition. Good, thought Jason. Overconfidence will work in our favor. He wondered what the Romans thought they were dealing with. Probably a few dozen rebels with slings and spears hidden amongst the rocks. Jason wasn’t at all sure he wouldn’t have preferred a force of a hundred hardened Jewish rebels equipped with stone age weapons, but he would have to make do with twelve spacemen armed with rifles. 
 
    The cohort continued to advance toward the water. If they were allowed to continue, they would pass directly between Jason and Tsao’s men. The Romans no doubt had seen them moving between the rocks but showed no sign of wariness. Having traversed most of the beach, they probably thought they were in the clear: No more than forty men could be hiding behind the rocks that still lay between them and the water, and a cohort of Roman soldiers had nothing to fear from a handful of men toting slings.  
 
    Tsao’s group was a few meters farther inland than Jason’s; the first line of Romans had now closed with thirty paces. If Jason waited too long to give the order to fire, his men would be caught in the crossfire, but if they fired too soon, the Romans would manage an orderly retreat without breaking formation. To his left, Jason heard the shaky breathing of Ensign Pirelli, one of the youngest members of the crew. All the men were nervous, guns at the ready. Jason wouldn’t be surprised if one of them started shooting before he had a chance to give the order. Then all hell would break loose. 
 
    But the men waited as the Romans closed within twenty paces of Tsao’s position. Fifteen. Ten. Five. 
 
    “Fire!” Jason shouted, and squeezed the trigger of his rifle.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-four          
 
    The rifle recoiled against his shoulder as a staccato burst of bullets left the gun. To his left, another half-dozen bursts sounded, and more gunshots rang out from farther away, from Nichols’s group to his left and Tsao’s group to the right. The dull tink! of bullets striking metal reached him between the bursts. The Romans began to fall, sometimes with a yelp or grunt, but more often without a sound. The Romans’ breastplates were meant to repel stones and arrows, not bullets traveling at a thousand meters per second. Ten, twenty, thirty men pitched forward into the sand. A few, hit in an arm or leg, scrambled out of the way as the juggernaut continued to advance. 
 
     Such was the discipline of the Roman soldiers that, although their comrades were falling by the dozen to mysterious, deadly weapons that roared with the sound of thunder, their advance did not slow. The commander, near the front ranks shouted something and pointed directly toward the rocks behind which Tsao’s group were hidden. A group of perhaps twenty men broke off from the main formation and hurried to the far side of the rocks. Jason directed a burst of fire toward them, but only managed to drop two before the rest were behind cover. Meanwhile, the main group continued to advance. 
 
    Jason cursed to himself. This was exactly what he’d been hoping to avoid: the front of the cohort was now between Tsao’s group and the other two groups, forcing the defenders into a crossfire. Worse, Tsao’s group would soon be facing attack on two flanks: the main group on its left and the eighteen or so coming around the rocks to their right. 
 
    The evacuation had stalled, the fishermen standing beside their boats and looking as if they were trying to decide whether to flee by boat or on foot. Creed signaled to Jason, and Jason gave him a nod. Creed ran off toward the fishermen, gun in hand. 
 
    The men in Jason’s squad, along with Nichol’s squad, continued to fire bursts more-or-less at random into the main group. It was like shooting fish in a barrel, but there were too damn many fish in too big a barrel. Ideally they’d have directed their fire at the front lines, trying to push the formation back, but that would put Tsao’s group at risk of taking friendly fire, and in any case it was too late: the first ranks—what was left of them, anyway—had already gotten past them.  
 
    The cohort’s commander fell to a lucky shot—Jason couldn’t say for certain whose it was—and this probably saved them. There was a moment of confusion during which the Romans continued to advance straight toward the water when they might better have pressed the attack against Jason’s group. The cohort’s right flank was exposed, and Jason’s group made the most of the opportunity, dropping men by the score. Jason and two of the others ran out of ammo at almost the same moment, and the defenders’ barrage relented for a few seconds while they replaced magazines, but by this time the cohort had already been sliced in two: one group, of perhaps forty men, had made it almost to the water, while the bulk of the cohort remained some thirty paces back. The frontal assault having ceased for the moment, Tsao’s group were able to direct their fire toward the group rounding the rocks. The attackers fell, gladii in hand, so close that the defenders were sprayed with blood and sand.  
 
    A new commander had arisen among the group that had made it to the water, and he managed to get his men into a wedge that was now advancing toward Jason’s position. The rear of Jason’s group was now exposed, and several of the men turned to face the smaller group of attackers. Jason pointed ahead, screaming to be heard over the gunfire, “Face front! Push them back!” The main group was on the verge of rallying, and if they pressed the attack, the defenders were finished. The men in Jason’s group reluctantly did as instructed, letting loose another barrage at the main group. Another dozen Romans fell. 
 
    A volley of javelins hurtled toward Jason’s group. Most of them clattered against the rocks, but two of the men cried out as they were hit. Jason, intent on pushing back the main attack, didn’t turn to look. His group and Nichols’s group rained bullets on the group in front of them. A centurion took charge of the cohort, urging the soldiers forward, but he fell before his order could be followed. A few men hesitantly advanced and were cut down. The cohort, now numbering less than three hundred, retreated. 
 
    Jason spun around, expecting to be set upon by the group behind them, but he saw that nearly half of them were already down. Tsao’s men, not having a good view of the main cohort, had directed their fire at the smaller group. Jason fired at the nearest man, puncturing his breastplate half a dozen times before he finally staggered and fell, his sword piercing the sand not half a meter from Jason’s feet. The others in Jason’s group had now turned as well, and were directing their fire at the remaining twenty or so men behind them. Several more attackers fell before the last of them finally scattered, running toward the water and then heading north or south along the shoreline. Gunshots continued to ring out, and two men fell into the surf before Jason’s shouts of “Cease fire!” were obeyed.  
 
    Turning again toward the ridge, Jason saw what he had feared: the rest of the legion was making its way down the hillside toward them. The bulk of the cohort that had attacked was retreating toward their companions; the defenders would soon face almost an entire legion. They had killed perhaps a hundred men, out of nearly five thousand. 
 
    Turning, Jason saw that Creed had had some luck rallying the fishermen. At present, he was helping women onto the last boat still on the beach. A few of the boats seemed to be lingering some distance from shore, but two had embarked with a full load of refugees, and at least three more were on their way back.  Perhaps fifty women remained on the shore. Jason wondered if they knew how to swim.  
 
    “Check your weapons!” Jason shouted. “Anybody hurt?” 
 
    There were a few minor injuries, mostly bruises and contusions from javelins. One man had twisted his ankle in the sand. None of the Romans had gotten close enough to strike with their swords. 
 
    Jason set one man atop the rock as a lookout, while the others rested. The remainder of the cohort showed no sign of continuing the attack; they marched straight toward the foot of the ridge and then halted, waiting for the rest of the legion to reach them. Unless the legion’s commander took his time—or decided the refugees weren’t worth the trouble—the defenders would be facing the entire legion in about fifteen minutes. If their first engagement was any indication, the battle would be over very quickly. 
 
    “Schwartz, you there?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain.” 
 
    “How’s the shooting?” 
 
    “I took a few shots, but frankly I’m a little out of practice and was afraid of hitting someone by accident.” 
 
    “At this point, we’re going to have to take that risk. I need all those boats dawdling offshore to haul ass back to the beach. Wing a few fishermen if you have to. If those boats don’t get back here soon, a lot of these women are going to face worse at the hands of the Romans.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir. I’ll take some practice shots at seagulls while we’re waiting for them.” 
 
    “Captain out.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Between Creed threatening and cajoling the fishermen and Schwartz backing up the threats by putting small holes in their boats from a thousand meters, they managed to get most of the boats back to shore for one more load of refugees ahead of the legion’s arrival. By the time the Romans were in rifle range, only twenty women remained on the shore.  
 
    This time, the defenders wouldn’t wait for the attackers to close. The Romans now knew what the spacemen’s weapons could do, and the defenders had no hope of forcing an entire legion to panic and rout. The best they could hope for was to hold them off long enough for the rest of the women to escape. 
 
    Having reached the foot of the ridge, the legion assembled into a square formation eighty men wide and began to march toward the defenders’ position. When they were two hundred meters out, Jason ordered his men to fire. At this range, burst fire would be ineffective, but they might be able to take out a few men by aiming carefully. Fortunately, the beach had a bit of a slope, so a shot that went over one man’s head had a good chance of hitting the man behind him. Jason allowed himself a modicum of hope as several soldiers fell to the sand. If the Romans held their tight formation and advanced slowly and methodically— 
 
    The hope vanished as the men in the first several lines spread out into a loose formation, leaving some three meters between them, and then broke into a run. “Switch to automatic fire!” Jason shouted, flipping the switch on his own rifle. He leveled it at the oncoming men and fired a burst. Then another. And another. Bursts of fire erupted from the men around him and farther up and down the beach. His rifle clicked empty, and he swapped out the magazine for another. Glancing behind him, he saw that another boat was on its way to Freedom, and two more had reached shore. Creed and the fishermen were helping the women into the boats. Another couple of minutes and they would be safely away. Jason saw no more boats near the shore, however: the fishermen were taking their chances dodging fire from Schwartz’s rifle rather than face a Roman legion. Jason’s men would either have to swim for Freedom or die on the beach.  
 
    The vanguard of the legion was now less than fifty meters from them and advancing quickly. Jason’s men had killed nearly half of them already and another man fell with almost every burst of gunfire. “Incoming!” shouted one of the men to his left, and Jason became aware of a flicker of movement overhead. He had just enough time to put his head down before a rain of javelins came down all around them. Some thudded into the sand, some skittered against the rocks, and some, judging by the grunts and yelps from his men, reached their targets. One struck Jason’s helmet, knocking him to the ground. He lay there dazed, unable to get his limbs to respond, for what must have been only a few seconds but seemed much longer. He got to his knees and, leaning on the rock in front of him, pulled himself to his feet. The sand was littered with dead and wounded Roman soldiers; his men had broken the vanguard.  
 
    Jason’s mind barely had time to register this news when he saw movement in the distance to his right: a group of Romans was coming around the rocks to flank Tsao’s men. Jason called out, but his warning was lost in the gunfire. Another group was undoubtedly in the process of flanking Nichols’s squad to his left, but Jason didn’t have time to look before a new barrage of javelins came down around them. Again most of the javelins missed, but they were effective in distracting Jason’s men and throwing off their aim. One man, struck in the shoulder, fired several bursts wildly as he staggered and fell, prompting Jason and the other three men nearby to fall prone to the sand. When Jason got up, he saw another detachment of several hundred men sprinting across the sand between his men and Tsao’s. Jason’s squad managed to drop maybe a dozen of them before the Romans passed between the two squads. The group split as it passed the rocks, some turning to advance toward Jason’s squad, some continuing to the sea. 
 
    Creed, standing alone, up to his waist in the water, was all that was standing between the Romans and the two boats bearing the last of the refugees, which had embarked only seconds earlier. Jason was close enough to see the fear on the young man’s face. Creed raised his weapon to his shoulder, firing burst after burst, dropping a Roman soldier with each squeeze of the trigger. Bodies fell on the sand and then in the surf, the juggernaut rolling inexorably forward. Soon a score of Romans were only a few paces away, splashing toward him, gladii drawn. Their advance was slowed by the water, and it looked for a moment like Creed would be victorious. Then his gun ran empty and the soldiers pressed so close that Jason lost sight of him.  
 
    Meanwhile, Jason and the rest of his squad continued to fire at the men pouring around the rocks toward their position. Corpses piled two or three high on the sand before them, and men continued to fall almost as quickly as they could clear the rocks. At last there was a pause in the onslaught, and Jason glanced back toward Creed, who was miraculously still standing. Three men were nearly on him, their swords drawn, and another four waded toward him through the surf. Jason took aim and dropped three of the men before his ammo ran out. While he swapped magazines, Creed discarded his rifle and drew his side arm, dispatching three men in quick succession. But two more had flanked him, one on each side. He turned to fire a shot into the chest of the man on his right, and the man on his left thrust with his gladius. Creed fell, disappearing into the water. Jason fired several bursts, killing the rest of the soldiers in the water, but Creed did not resurface. The nearest boat was now some thirty meters away and moving quickly out to sea. Creed had done it: the refugees were safe. 
 
    Jason ran to the water and splashed toward the place where Creed had fallen. “Creed!” he shouted. The corpses of several Roman soldiers floated in the surf, but there was no sign of Creed. He waded toward one of the bodies and pushed it aside, thinking one of the men might have fallen on top of him. “Creed!” He reached another corpse, still saw no sign of his communications officer. “Creed!”  
 
    A wave of guilt and despair washed over him. It had been a mistake to leave Creed by himself to manage the evacuation. If he’d assigned two men to the task, they might still be alive. Jason wasn’t a ground tactician; he’d been improvising as well as he knew how. And because of that, Creed would never get a chance to take care of his beloved sheep aboard Freedom. Jason’s father wouldn’t have made this mistake. He heard the Admiral’s voice in his head: It’s your own fault for not being prepared to face a Roman legion with twelve men!  
 
    Jason scanned the waves one last time for any sign of Creed. If this were the movies, he’d come upon Creed’s body just before he breathed his last breath. Creed would say something selfless and life-affirming, and Jason would grimly carry on.  
 
    But this wasn’t the movies, and there were ten men on the beach who still had a slim hope of getting out of this alive. What’s done is done, said his father’s voice in his head. “Shut the fuck up, Dad,” Jason muttered. He turned and made his way back to his men.  
 
    Jason’s squad had taken advantage of the reprieve to distribute their remaining ammo. They each had, at most, a single magazine left. As Jason rejoined them, the watchman shouted that several hundred men were advancing rapidly toward their position. Jason’s men moved to take up their positions behind the rocks, but a hail of javelins drove them back. A moment later, Roman war cries indicated another group of soldiers had cut them off from Nichols’s squad. Yet another cohort began to pour through the passage to their south, rounding the rocks to swarm toward Jason’s squad and Tsao’s squad to the south. Jason took out four of them before his gun ran empty. “I’m out!” cried Bachman, to his left. One by one, their guns fell silent. Those with side arms drew them and did what they could, but they couldn’t fire fast enough to halt the Roman advance. Jason fired until his gun clicked empty and then drew his knife. He had no intention of being taken alive. He knew what the Romans did to prisoners of war, and he had a feeling he and his men would be singled out for special treatment: the Emperor would be quite interested in learning where he could get his hands on more automatic weapons, and he would be unlikely to accept that the technology wouldn’t be available for nearly two millennia. Bachman cried out as a gladius pierced his body armor. Pirelli fell with a scream as the flat of a blade stuck his outstretch forearm, shattering the bone. As the Romans surrounded his squad, Jason raised his knife to his own throat, just above his armor and below the strap of his helmet. One clean cut across the jugular and that was it. He’d done his best. He couldn’t save the human race, but at least he’d rescued two hundred women from the hands of the Romans. At this point, there was nothing more he could do. He hesitated just for a fraction of a second, but it was enough: something hard hit him across the back, knocking the wind out of him and sending him sprawling onto the sand. The knife blade scraped across his throat, drawing blood but missing the vein. He fell awkwardly on his elbow, and before he could reposition the knife, a boot came down on his wrist, weakening his grip. A leathery hand tore the knife from his hand. He felt the strap of his helmet come loose, and something hard hit him in the temple.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-five             
 
    “Captain. Captain, are you there?” 
 
    The voice came to Jason like a faint memory through his earpiece. He was lying on his back, sans helmet and body armor. Something tickled his neck. He tried to brush it away, but found he could not move his hands. His fingers were numb, tied tightly behind his back. He opened his eyes but the effort was met with pain. He saw only a bright yellow blur. For some time, he did nothing but blink in the sunlight, tears pouring down his cheek as the sand gradually cleared. Sand was everywhere. In his mouth, his nose, his ears. He tried to roll over, failed, was content to spit, cough and blink until enough of the sand in his membranes and the fog in his head were gone that he could focus on where he was. 
 
    “Captain. This is Commander Olson. Do you read me? Please respond.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Jason managed. Looking to his right and left, he saw three of his men, lying on the sand, stripped and bound as he was. Their eyes were closed, but presumably they were alive. Were they the only ones left? He tried to sit up, but thought better of it when he saw group of soldiers standing a little farther down the beach. Better for them to think he was unconscious for now. Some distance away stood a standard bearer holding a flag depicting a golden eagle, under which was the numeral IX. 
 
    “Is that you, Captain?” said Olson’s voice in his ear.  
 
    “It’s me,” said Jason. The soldiers were not close enough to hear Jason over the surf. “I’m tied up, along with Gutierrez, Pirelli and Nichols. Creed is dead. Don’t see any of the others.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
     “What’s the status on Freedom?” 
 
    “We’ve got a bit of a situation, Captain.” 
 
    “The women didn’t make it aboard?” The pain in Jason’s head was momentarily overwhelmed by despair as he considered the possibility that they had failed even in saving the Jewish refugees. 
 
    “They made it, Captain. All two hundred of them. But we’ve got some other guests as well. While you were occupied with the main body of the legion, a group apparently broke off farther up the beach to the north. They commandeered several boats and got to Freedom while we were still bringing refugees aboard. They surprised us, sir. Forced their way onto the ship. Schwartz was so busy trying to keep the fishermen from fleeing to the south that she didn’t even notice them until it was too late.” 
 
    “Holy hell, Olson,” Jason groaned. “You’re telling me you’ve been boarded by Roman soldiers?” He resisted the urge to sit up to get a look at Freedom.  
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s not as bad as it sounds, though. They’re confined to the colonist areas. We still have control of the ship.” 
 
    “Then we have a ship-wide hostage situation.” 
 
     “The colonists and refugees are isolated on the garden deck. The elevators are disabled, and the doors between decks are all locked.” 
 
    “How many Romans are we talking about?” 
 
    “So far? Around fifty.” 
 
    “So far?” 
 
    “They’re still boarding, sir. Schwartz says there are at least ten more boats on the way.” 
 
    “Where is Schwartz now?” 
 
    “Still atop the ship, sir. I told her to hold her fire rather than reveal her position. There are too many of them for her to take on alone anyway. I don’t think the Romans know she’s up there. They banged on the door to the bridge level for a while, but couldn’t get through it, so they’re working their way down. Looks like they’ve got control of three levels.” 
 
    “You can’t close the hatch?” 
 
    “They’ve got it wedged open somehow, sir. Both the inner and outer doors. We tried locking some of the interior doors, but they just hack through them with axes. The bridges between levels give them a little more trouble, but they’ve learned to pry them open.” 
 
    Jason closed his eyes, trying to concentrate. The doors in the colonist area were lightweight; they were designed to provide a modicum of privacy, not to withstand battering. The doors to the bridge, engine room and all the other sensitive areas were reinforced with carbon steel. It would take a hundred years to bash through them with iron axes. The doors between levels were strong, but they were designed to stand up to extreme pressure, not attempts to pry them open.  
 
    “Are the colonists all right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We’ve got eyes on the garden deck, and everyone is unhurt and accounted for.” 
 
    Jason heard a snap, and he turned his head to see the flag of the Ninth Legion billowing in the breeze. The Ninth Legion, thought Jason. He had read about the Jewish rebellion before they had landed in Syria, but the historical record was unclear on exactly what Roman forces were deployed to the area and when. On top of that, there were so many Roman legions (sometimes two with the same number!) that they were difficult to keep straight. There was something important about the Ninth Legion, but he couldn’t remember what it was. “Can you patch me through to Lauren Foley?” 
 
    “If she’s got her personal comm on her, sir.” 
 
    “Stand by,” said Jason. “I’ve got to go silent for now.” 
 
    “Copy that, sir. Good luck.” 
 
    A young Roman officer, flanked by two soldiers, had approached. “You are the leader?” asked the officer in Latin. How he knew this Jason couldn’t begin to guess. 
 
    “I am the leader,” he acknowledged.  
 
    The officer made a motion, and the two men lunged forward and hauled Jason roughly to his feet. The officer walked away, and the men half-dragged Jason after him. They went fifty paces or so inland to a small tent. Jason was dragged inside and tied to a stake in the sand so he was forced to sit crouched over. The officer stood before him, while the two soldiers stood just inside the tent door. 
 
    “I am Flavius Decius, Tribunus Laticlavius of Legio IX Hispana,” said the officer. “You will answer my questions. You speak Latin?” 
 
    “A little,” said Jason. He struggled to remember how Roman Legions were organized. The legion commander was the Legatus Legionis. The tribunes were of slightly lower rank. Laticlavius meant broad band, which was superior to angusticlavius, or narrow band. So this man was perhaps second in charge of the legion? Where, then, was the commander? 
 
    The man asked him a question in a language Jason did not recognize, then tried a third language, which sounded something like German. Seeing no understanding in Jason’s eyes, he switched back to Latin. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Captain Jason of ship Freedom,” he said. 
 
    “Where is your ship?” He spoke slowly and clearly. 
 
    Jason nodded toward the opening of the tent, which faced the sea. 
 
    “Your ship is at sea?” 
 
    Not knowing how to answer this, Jason remained silent.  
 
    “You are a Jew?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You take Jewish women as slaves?” 
 
    “No. Save women.” 
 
    Decius asked a complicated question, which Jason took to mean something like “By what right do you build a tower in Judaea?” 
 
    “Not a tower,” Jason said. “Ship.” 
 
    Decius sighed and spoke a brief command to the men at the door. The men took up positions on either side of Jason. Each seized one of his arms and held it tight. Decius stepped forward, having produced a small dagger. He spoke a word to the man holding Jason’s left hand, and the man pulled Jason’s arm straight.  He clutched Jason’s hand tightly, straightening his little finger. Decius stepped toward Jason, took hold of his little finger with his left hand, and then carefully inserted the tip of the dagger beneath his fingernail. Jason screamed until his breath was used up, but the pain continued as the dagger sliced deeper and deeper into the soft flesh of his finger. At last Decius withdrew the blade and the pain faded a bit. 
 
    “You will answer questions,” he said. What is the purpose of the tower?” 
 
    “It is not a tower,” Jason said, his voice quavering. “It is a ship.” 
 
    Decius spoke again, saying something like, “It doesn’t look like any ship I’ve ever seen.” He sounded skeptical, but Jason’s insistence intrigued him. 
 
    “Not a water ship,” Jason said. “A sky ship.” 
 
    “Your ship travels in the sky?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Decius nodded to the man clutching Jason’s hand. Jason struggled, but the man once again straightened Jason’s little finger. The blade went deeper this time, and stayed there for some time. Jason screamed himself hoarse. At last the pain receded. 
 
    “Your ship travels in the sky?” 
 
    Jason nodded his head wearily. 
 
    “You come to save the Jews?” 
 
    Jason nodded again. 
 
    “Speak!” 
 
    “Some of them, yes.” 
 
    “But you are not a Jew?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Decius walked to the door of the tent and held the flap aside, staring out at the water. “It does not look like a ship.” 
 
    When Jason didn’t respond, Decius approached him, tapping his palm with the dagger, its tip coated with Jason’s blood. 
 
    “It is a sky ship. It is not made for water.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” 
 
    “Another world,” Jason said.  
 
    Decius considered this, holding the dagger with its point up, watching a crimson bead run down its edge. “You have sky ships in this world?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And weapons that throw slugs of metal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Where is this world?” 
 
    “It is….” How the hell was he going to explain light-years and hyperspace gates? He could lie, saying he was from India or China or Atlantis, but that strategy seemed unlikely to improve his situation. Decius would keep asking questions and eventually catch him in a lie or a contradiction. If he told the truth, he didn’t have to keep track of anything. “It is in the future,” he said. Did ancient people even have a concept of time travel? He couldn’t remember any myths about Roman gods going backwards in time, and the Roman gods did some pretty crazy stuff. 
 
    “You come from a place called Futurus?” Decius asked, misunderstanding Jason’s use of the world. 
 
    “Not a place. A time. The future.” 
 
    “You claim to be an oracle? You have visions of the future?” 
 
    “I live in the future.” Communicating the concept of time travel wasn’t made any easier by his lack of facility with Latin conjugation. 
 
    “What is my destiny, oracle?” Decius asked, either misunderstanding or ignoring Jason’s response. 
 
    “I do not know your destiny,” Jason said. 
 
    “Will I be Emperor?” 
 
    So, Flavius Decius was an ambitious one! Jason supposed it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility. Decius looked to be in his early thirties, and he was already second in command of a legion. He tried to recall an Emperor Flavius Decius but failed. A comforting lie might be the best tactic, but Jason couldn’t bring himself to stroke the tribune’s ego. If only he could remember what was special about the Ninth Legion, he might be able to impress the man. “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    Decius nodded to the man gripping Jason’s hand. “Wait, wait!” Jason cried. “Yes. Emperor Flavius Decius. I remember now!” 
 
    “Who will be Emperor after Hadrian?” 
 
    “Uh,” Jason said. “Marcus Aurelius?” 
 
    This was evidently the wrong answer. Decius couldn’t possibly know who the next Emperor was either, of course, but Marcus Aurelius was apparently not in the running. Decius brought the dagger to Jason’s finger. There was a shout outside, and Decius straightened. He sheathed the dagger and went to the door. A brief conversation with another officer ensued. Decius spoke an order, and the two men stood and followed him out of the tent. For the moment, Jason was alone. Suddenly he remembered what he had read about the Ninth Legion. A calm came over him. He knew what he had to do. 
 
    “Olson, you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Captain. Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m alive. Is Dr. Foley there?” 
 
    “She’s here, Captain.  
 
    “Stay on the line, Olson. I need to talk to both of you.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. Hold on.” 
 
    A moment later, Foley’s voice came over the comm. “Hello, Captain. Are you having fun?” In the background, Jason could hear other voices—scared, agitated, frightened.  
 
    “Not the word I would use,” said Jason. “I’m not going to make it back aboard Freedom.”  
 
    “My God. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—” 
 
    “I know, you thought we were partying it up on the beach while you and the other colonists were trapped aboard the ship. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry you never got a chance to see it. It’s something to see, old Earth. Unfortunately the price of admission is steep. Currently I’m being held prisoner by an officer who seems to think I was sent from heaven to advance his political career.” 
 
    “Oh my God. What about your men?” 
 
    “Most of them are dead, as far as I know. If my treatment is any indication, the rest of them are going to be tortured for information.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain. I don’t know what to say. From what Commander Olson tells us, though, our situation isn’t much better.” 
 
    “The Romans have no reason to hurt you, Dr. Foley. Make sure you don’t give them one.” 
 
    “What are you saying? You’re not giving over control of the ship to these thugs!” 
 
    “Not the entire ship, no.” 
 
    “Captain, you can’t—” 
 
    “We don’t have the weapons or manpower to eject those men from the ship. Moreover… Dr. Foley, could the human race survive with four hundred progenitors, half male and half female?” 
 
    “I don’t…. Captain, you can’t be considering….” 
 
    “I wasn’t able to get you your sperm samples. But you’ve got two hundred women of childbearing age, and I think I can get you close to two hundred fertile men.” 
 
    “Captain, this is outrageous. Absurd! We’re being boarded by bronze age ruffians, and you’re talking about… mating with them!” 
 
    “Captain,” said Olson’s voice, “I have to agree with Dr. Foley. You saw what men like these did to the Jews who resisted. You saw what they did to your own men. They’re bloodthirsty killers. They’re—” 
 
    “They’re human,” Jason said. “Most of them are just kids. They were conscripted or they volunteered because it was the only choice they had. The fact is, they’re human, and that’s good enough. Our mission wasn’t to select the kindest and most altruistic humans; it was to ensure the survival of the race. I don’t have to tell either of you that we’re all the products of war and rape. Our ancestors did what they needed to do to survive. And that’s what you’re going to do.” 
 
    “You’re talking about condoning rape,” said Dr. Foley. 
 
    “No. I’m talking about putting a group of men together with a group of women and letting nature take its course.” 
 
    “Forced sex will be the inevitable result.” 
 
    “No more inevitable than it is in any group of men and women.” 
 
    “Rape is endemic in wartime, Captain. You know this.” 
 
    “Yes, which is why it is critical to make the soldiers understand they aren’t at war anymore. They’re stuck with these women for the rest of their lives. These are their prospective wives, the mothers of their children. In circumstances like those, rape is not a good strategy, either for procreation or social acceptance. As soon as a few of the men realize that they’re in this for the long-term, they’re going to start to enforce rules against those who violate the community’s norms.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that we have an age of chivalry to look forward to?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m telling you, Doctor. And the sooner you accept it, the less sexual assault you’re going to have. I’ve got a centurion headed my way, so you two are going to have to work out the details. Back to my question: will two hundred males and two hundred females be enough?” 
 
    “Under these circumstances? Unlikely.” 
 
    “Without stasis,” interjected Olson, “it’s going to be pretty crowded with more than four hundred people aboard.” 
 
    “Forget the politics and interpersonal dynamics for a moment, Doctor,” said Jason. “On a purely genetic level, is it enough?” 
 
    “Theoretically,” said Dr. Foley. “With careful pairing and ruthless enforcement. But Captain, a moment ago we were talking about trying to prevent widespread rape. The idea that we’re going to be able to take control of the reproductive faculties of—” 
 
    The flap of the tent was pushed aside, and the two men re-entered, followed by Flavius Decius. 
 
    “Like I said, you two work out the details. Olson, I’m officially transferring command to you. Captain out. Silence comm.” 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” Decius demanded, striding toward him. 
 
    “Jupiter,” said Jason. “Your mother says hello.”  
 
    Decius’s hand went to Jason’s cheek, and Jason flinched, anticipating a blow. But Decius pulled his hand away, holding the comm earpiece. He held it to his own hear for a moment, but it made no sound. He threw it in the sand. 
 
    “You will answer questions,” he said, drawing his dagger.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-six                  
 
    Gleeson’s voice came over Olson’s comm. “Sir, the soldiers have breached the colonists’ quarters. I’ve got Taylor in an access shaft with a welder to seal the door on the next level, but they broke through the last couple faster than we thought. He may not be done before they get there.” 
 
    “Forget it, Gleeson. Get him out of there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Should I send him to the garden deck? We can probably hold them there for a while.” 
 
    “No. Open the doors.” 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “We’re going to let them in. Captain’s orders. We can’t stop them anyway, so we might as spare the remaining doors. The Romans will be allowed free rein throughout the ship except for the crew-restricted areas. Is that understood, Gleeson? Just keep them out of the bridge and the engine room.” 
 
    “Understood, sir. Sir, do we have a plan?” 
 
    “More or less. You’re not going to like it, though. Hell, I don’t like it. Prepare to launch.” 
 
    “With the Romans on board, sir?” 
 
    “That’s the part you’re not going to like.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay, sir. Understood. I’ll get to work.” 
 
    Olson sat on the bridge, watching as men in bronze breastplates and iron helmets roamed the passages of Freedom. He wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it, but there was no time to be amused. The captain had put him in charge, and now the survival of everyone on board Freedom—and perhaps of humanity itself—was his responsibility. When he’d counted close to two hundred men, he tapped his comm. “Schwartz, you there?” 
 
    “I’m here, Olson. Just getting some Mediterranean sun.” 
 
    “We’re good to go.” 
 
    “You hit the magic number?” 
 
    “They keep moving around, so I may have counted a few twice, but yeah, we’re close to two hundred. Can you cut them off?” 
 
    “I think so. There’s nobody on the ladder now, and the nearest boat is about fifty meters out.” 
 
    “All right. Get to work. And don’t dawdle. Clear the airlock and then get to the bridge.” 
 
    “Roger that. Getting to work.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Schwartz lay on her belly on top of her body armor, naked except for her boots and her underwear; the metal surface of Freedom’s nose was so hot that she needed insulation more than protection from projectiles—both to protect her skin from burns and to prevent the waves of heat emanating from the metal from distorting her vision. The sniper rifle was set up on a tripod in front of her, aimed in the direction of the approaching boats. She lay at the center of Freedom’s nose, a shallow dome that was nearly level at the center and grew gradually steeper until it was near-vertical about twenty meters from her in all directions. Just below her field of vision was a row of inset ladder rungs that led down to the main hatch and continued into the water far below. 
 
    From her vantage point, she saw four boats on their way, and more were being loaded on the shore. It was unclear what the Romans’ strategy was regarding the spaceship, but presumably it was roughly the same strategy they had pursued in putting down the Judaean revolt: keep throwing soldiers at it until they had it under control. 
 
    Schwartz took aim at the man nearest her in the prow of the boat. For the past half-hour, she had been practicing tracking the sea swells with her scope, developing a feel for the rhythm. Still, precise shots would be difficult; she would have to aim for the center of mass and hope for the best. No one with officer insignia presented himself, so she trained her sights on the man farthest up the prow. She didn’t have ammo for warning shots and doubted they would do any good anyway. She squeezed the trigger, and a moment later the man reeled and fell to the deck. While the oarsmen continued to row, the men in the prow tended to the fallen soldier or looked toward Freedom, trying to determine where the shot came from. Several of them had bows at the ready. One man pointed right at Schwartz, and she shot him next. The boat was now less than twenty meters out, and the oarsmen continued to row. 
 
    “Come on,” Schwartz murmured. “Turn around.” She fired again, winging an oarsman on the starboard side. The others continued to row. A man near the center of the boat was shouting orders and pointing toward Freedom. She made out the phrase Modo unus homo. The Romans knew they were facing a single sniper, who couldn’t cover all sides of the ship. The open hatch was on the opposite side; if they could get past her line of fire, they could reach the ladder and climb up to her. It wouldn’t take her long to reposition her rifle, but more boats were on their way. If she didn’t stop the first one, she’d soon be overwhelmed. Olson was the only one with a gun left on Freedom, and he was safely ensconced on the bridge, his right arm in a sling. She knew too that just inside the hatch waited several Roman sentries, who would have heard the gunshots. Very soon, someone would climb up to investigate.  
 
    She managed to take out two more men before the boat slipped out of her field of fire. Twelve men remained on the boat, eight of them manning the oars; the wounded oarsmen had been replaced by one of the others. Schwartz pressed herself flat against the hull as a volley of arrows clattered around her. When she looked up, the boat was hidden behind the hull. Grabbing her pistol from beside her, she got to her feet and moved quickly down the gradual slope of Freedom’s nose until the boat came into view again. She aimed her pistol at a man drawing a bead on her with an arrow, but as her finger touched the trigger, a sound behind her prompted her to turn. She put three rounds into the breastplate of a soldier not two steps away from her. He staggered backwards, dropping his gladius, which fell with a clang against the hull and then slid into the sea. Another man, just to his left and a step behind, charged toward Schwartz, gladius leveled at her naked belly. She fired three more shots, and he fell too. The two corpses slid down the hull and disappeared. 
 
    Glancing in the direction from which the two had come, Schwartz saw no more men climbing up; hopefully these had been the only two sent to investigate the shots. By now, the lead boat had to be approaching the ladder, but she had a minute or so before they could get to her. She flopped on her belly and oriented the rifle’s scope toward the next boat, which was now only thirty meters away. Another tailed it fifty meters back. No more shooting to intimidate; she would just have to slow them down.  
 
    She took aim at the nearest oarsman on the starboard side and fired. He fell, and she fired at the man behind him, and the next man, and the next. Let them row in circles for a while. She grabbed the pistol again and got to her feet, turning just in time to see a man on the far side of the nose loose an arrow. She arched her back and let her legs go limp; the arrow whizzed past, a finger’s width from her cheek. She landed hard on her rear, firing several shots at the man. Her aim was wide, and the man pulled another arrow from his quiver and strung it.  
 
    Schwartz took a breath, aimed, fired again, hitting him in the chest. The man grunted and fell to his knees, dropping his bow and arrow. Trembling and panting, he tore off his helmet, revealing a thick mat of red hair. For a moment, it looked like he might get to his feet, but then he convulsed, vomited onto the hull, and collapsed. Another man, also armed with a bow, came up behind him, and a third was ascending the ladder. Schwartz fired four shots at the man with the bow, and he staggered to the side, blood gushing from underneath his breastplate in torrents to the hull. He lost his footing in the slippery mess and fell, his helmet clanging against the hull before he rolled and slid off the side into the surf. 
 
    The pistol was empty; Schwartz tossed it aside. The man directly ahead of her was drawing an arrow from his quiver. The man behind him reached the top of the ladder and drew his gladius. Schwartz leapt to her feet, sprinted across the hull, and launched herself into a full-body kick, slamming her heel against the center of the front man’s breastplate. He grunted, let his arrow loose in a wild shot, and stumbled backwards into the man behind him. The second man, desperate not to fall into the water, dropped to all fours. The archer, still trying to get his footing, backed into the second man, lost his balance completely, and tumbled over the side, taking a third man, who was just coming up the ladder, with him.  
 
    Schwartz landed on her side and rolled several times before managing to splay her arms and legs wide to keep from tumbling over the edge herself. She lay for a moment on her back, panting from exertion and adrenaline, hot metal scalding her skin. The man with the gladius, still on his hands and knees, grinned as he crawled toward her.  
 
    Mika Schwartz, one hundred fifty-eight centimeters and fifty kilos, was under no illusions that she could go toe-to-toe with a well-trained male soldier—particularly when she was nearly naked and unarmed. She knew holds and throws that a Roman soldier wouldn’t be familiar with, but one mistake was all he needed. And even if she managed to dispatch him, there were countless more on the way. She needed to finish this quickly. 
 
    The man crawled slowly up the hull toward her, knowing time was on his side. Another helmet came into view at the ladder. Schwartz got to her feet and glanced around her. The sniper rifle was too far away, and her knife lay on her body armor next to it. Her eyes fell to the bow lying at the side of the redheaded man, some ten paces away. The man with the gladius followed her gaze and smiled again, tempting her to try it. He cautiously got to his feet, wary of the smears of blood from his fallen comrade. 
 
    Schwartz sprinted at him. When she was only a few steps away, she threw her upper body backward and twisted. Her hip hit the hull, blood and sweat commingling beneath her as she slid toward the man. He swung downward with his gladius, too slow: her ankle hooked behind his boot and her leg snapped backwards. The boot slid sideways, and the blade of the gladius slammed harmlessly against the hull. The man fell on his rear, arms and legs splayed, but he managed to hold onto his sword and arrest his slide. He grinned again. Schwartz got to her feet, trying to get to the bow.  
 
    The man swung his foot, tripping her and sending her sprawling. She tried to grab the bow, but it bounced off her knuckles, skittering toward the edge. Something hard and sharp bit into her breast. She clutched at the thing and rolled onto her back. The gladius came down next to her with a crash. The man was on his knees, scrambling toward her. He pulled the sword back to strike again, but this time she lunged at him, gripping an arrow shaft tightly. Before he could strike, she plunged it into his quadricep, just above the knee. The man howled, and she rolled away from him. Another man approached, stepping cautiously over pools of blood, gladius drawn. She grabbed the hilt of the redheaded man’s sword, still in its sheath at his side, and drew it in time to parry a blow intended to take her head off. Now off balance, the man took a moment to steady himself rather than press the attack. Staying low, Schwartz swung at the man’s legs. He took a step back, and Schwartz hurled the gladius at him. He threw up his hands, slipped in blood, and fell again. He slid a short distance but stopped before sliding off the edge. Yet another man was making his way up the ladder. 
 
    Meanwhile, the other man had pulled the arrow from his leg and advanced toward her. Schwartz scrambled toward the body of the redheaded man, pulled the quiver off his shoulder, and then lunged for the bow. Bow in hand, she pulled an arrow, nocked it, and turned just in time to loose it toward the man. It bounced harmlessly off his breastplate, and he stepped toward her, bringing down his gladius. She fell to the side, and the tip of the blade sliced into her arm just below the shoulder. Crying out, she scrambled away, bloody fingers desperately clutching at arrow feathers. She was now perilously close to the edge; there was nowhere left to run. The man with the gladius advanced slowly, limping on his injured leg. At last Schwartz’s fingers closed around an arrow. She pulled it from the quiver, nocked it, and turned her body to face the man. He brought the sword back for a backhanded swing. Her fingers shaking, she took aim.  
 
    The man laughed. He let his arm fall and then slid the gladius back in its sheath. He stretched out his arms, facing her. “Incipe,” he said, tapping his chest. “Aditum solum do, pulchrae.” 
 
    Schwartz breathed deeply, willing her muscles to relax. A center mass shot wasn’t going to do it this time; she needed to hit bare flesh. “This is for Jerusalem, asshole,” she said, and let the arrow fly. It hit him in the soft flesh under his chin, penetrating clear into his brain. The man stared at Schwartz for a moment, pure shock on his face, and then slumped to the hull with a thunk. “Requiescat in pace.” 
 
    There was no time to celebrate: three men with gladii approached, and no doubt there were others coming up the ladder. She had taken too long. By this time, the other boats would have arrived. There were two hundred soldiers aboard Freedom and more on their way. Olson had given her a simple task: cut off the stream of men heading toward the ship and get the hatch closed. But she had failed. Freedom couldn’t launch with its hatches open. The Romans would take full control of the ship and take everyone aboard prisoner. Freedom itself would fall under the control of the Emperor, and she couldn’t begin to imagine what horrors that would precipitate. Twenty-third century technology in the hands of the Roman Empire! 
 
    The three men closed on her. Her last shot had been a lucky one; she might take out one more man if her luck held, but not three of them. The quiver only had a few arrows left, and many more men would be on the way. She’d backed up as far as she could; any farther and the slope would be too steep for her to keep her footing. She considered throwing herself over the edge but rejected the idea. She’d never escape by swimming. Better to cut an artery and bleed out than let the Romans capture her. She took the arrow she’d been about to nock, flipped it around and gripped it in her fist just under the head. She took a deep breath to steady her shaking hand, preparing to plunge the arrow into her jugular. 
 
    Several gunshots sounded in quick succession. The man in the center staggered toward Schwartz and fell; she had to roll to the side to avoid him. He hit the hull with a clang, slipped and scrabbled in pools of his own blood for a moment, then skittered down the side. The man farthest to Schwartz’s right tried to turn to face the gunman, got tripped up by his own feet, and fell over the edge. The last man, on more level ground, managed to get turned around, but took a bullet in the face before he could attack. The gladius fell from his hand, and he sank to the hull and collapsed. 
 
    “You should see what I can do with my good hand,” said Olson, standing before her, gun in his left hand. His right arm was still in a sling. 
 
    Schwartz got to her feet and ran to him. “Give me that,” she said, extracting the gun from his hand. 
 
    “Ow! Jesus, Schwartz, you’re wel—” 
 
    She brushed past him and stopped to fire a shot through the helmet of another man coming up the ladder. The man went limp and fell. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said, stepping carefully toward the ladder. Peering over the edge, she saw several more men ascending. She fired at the top man until he fell, then dispatched the man below him. The slide shot back, empty. 
 
    “Ammo?” she shouted. 
 
    “That was the last magazine,” said Olson. 
 
    “You didn’t really think this through, did you?” 
 
    “I cleared the airlock!” Olson protested. “But they keep coming!” 
 
    “You should have closed the hatch when you had a chance.” 
 
    “And leave you up here?” 
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    Schwartz watched as the men continued to climb, hand over hand toward her. They reminded her of ants: dumb, but persistent and seemingly infinite in number. The hatch was some five meters down, the nearest man another five meters below that. She could probably get to the hatch before they did, but Olson, with his broken collarbone, would move slower.  
 
    She moved to the body of the man Olson had shot in the head. “Help me with this!” she shouted, grabbing the man’s ankles. Olson took one of the man’s wrists and did his best to help her drag the man across the hull. When they got to the steeper part, the corpse slid easily, and Schwartz had to jump to keep from being pulled down with it. The armored body fell, crashing into the man farthest up the ladder. Schwartz glanced over in time to see several men splashing into the water. Nearby were two boats, both full of more soldiers. The ladder, for the moment, was clear, but one of the boats was almost under it. 
 
    “Quickly!” Schwartz shouted, allowing her body to slide down the blisteringly hot hull toward the ladder. She caught the top rung and swung her body over until her feet caught another. She climbed down as quickly as her limbs would move. Praying that the airlock was still clear, she descended past it. Olson followed, climbing one-handed. By the time he was halfway to the hatch, the boat had gotten into position and three men were on their way up the ladder.  
 
    “Schwartz, get inside!” 
 
    “You first! I’ll hold them off!” 
 
    “With what?” Olson shouted, but he kept descending. He was almost to the hatch now. 
 
    The first man was now within arm’s reach of her. Muscles rippled in his arm; if he got a hold of her, he’d tear her off the ladder like Olson pulling open a mealpak. He snatched at her right ankle, but she pulled it away a fraction of a second before his hand could close on it. He grabbed for her left, and again she evaded his grasp. Tiring of the game, the man went for his gladius. Schwartz let go of the ladder and let her full body weight come down on him, her bare feet slamming into his breastplate just under his chin. 
 
    The man’s feet slipped off the rung, and he hung one-handed, his right hand clutching his sword, with a small, nearly naked woman standing on his chest. He tried to swing the gladius at her, but the breastplate constrained his movement too much to consummate the blow. Schwartz gripped a rung at forehead-level with both hands, pulled herself up as high as she could, and then let her weight come down on the man again. He grunted but still did not let go. Above her, Olson had reached the hatch and was trying to maneuver his body inside the airlock. The man beneath her discarded his gladius, realizing it was not going to help him. Schwartz pulled herself up again as the man reached for her. She came down hard, willing herself to weigh more than fifty kilos. The man’s left hand slipped from the rung, but his right clamped tight around her ankle.  
 
     Schwartz, her hands slick with blood and sweat, clung desperately to the rung, a hundred kilos of Roman soldier hanging from her ankle. She tried to kick at his hand, but her bare foot just slid ineffectually along his fingers. He twisted and writhed, trying to get his other hand locked around her ankle as well, but she kicked it away. Schwartz saw Olson looking helplessly down at her from the airlock. 
 
    “Close… the… damn… hatch!” she gasped. 
 
    “Not without you. Come on, Schwartz, fight!” 
 
    Again the man clutched at her ankle with his left hand and she kicked it away, every motion causing pain to shoot through her joints and tendons. Her shoulders were being pulled almost out of their sockets. Just let go, she told herself. Make it easy on Olson. Fall to the water, taking two or three men with you. Try not to hit the boat. The water is deep here; just swim down until you pass out and you’ll drown. No danger of the Romans torturing you for your knowledge of automatic weapons or the internal combustion engine then. 
 
    She’d almost gotten up the nerve to do it—for the second time in the past few minutes!—when she felt the man’s fingers slipping. He made one last desperate grab for her foot with his other hand, and she kicked it away, feeling her own fingers beginning to give out. Just a few seconds longer…. 
 
    Then it was over: the man’s hand slipped free and he was falling. The men below him on the ladder pressed themselves against the hull as he fell and managed to keep their grip as he tumbled past and landed with a crash in the boat. Men continued to pour up the ladder toward Schwartz. 
 
    She got her feet on a rung and clambered up, fighting numbness and pain in her arms. Olson helped her into the airlock. He hit a button on the wall, and the outer door slid shut. Schwartz collapsed on the floor, drenched with sweat and blood and gasping for breath. The dull clang of metal against the thick carbon steel of the airlock sounded around them. “Come on,” Olson said, holding out his good hand to her. “We’re safe from the ones outside, but more will be on their way from the lower levels.” 
 
    She groaned and took his hand, getting to her feet. They exited the airlock into the corridor, and Olson closed the inner door. They ran down the hall toward an access tunnel that would take them to the bridge. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-seven                         
 
    Lauren Foley stood with the other colonists gathered around the fountain on the garden level, holding a sedative pill in her hands. She had already given one to each of the other colonists, per Olson’s orders, but was resisting taking one herself. As usual, she had been left in the dark about the plan. New captain, same as the old captain. “It will reduce your oxygen consumption,” Olson had explained, as if she didn’t know how a sedative worked. “But why?” she had asked. He’d abruptly cut the communication, evidently having more important matters to attend to. 
 
    She regarded the newcomers, dressed in dirty, ragged gowns, most of them barefoot. At first, many of them had wandered around the park in awe while a few others huddled terrified at the base of the fountain. Now, though, the sedatives had started to take effect, and most of them were asleep, probably exhausted from their journey through the hills from Betar.  
 
    She was still having trouble believing Captain Huiskamp seriously intended to salvage the human race by absconding with a group of Jewish prostitutes and Roman soldiers. How the hell did he think that was going to work? These people didn’t even know what a spaceship was, for Christ’s sake. How was she going to explain to them that they were going to be aboard one for the rest of their lives? That in all likelihood, their descendants for the next ten or more generations were going to live and die aboard this ship? Not only were the concepts completely foreign; they couldn’t even talk to each other about more basic things. Most of the women spoke only Aramaic, and most of the Romans presumably spoke only Latin or the language of whatever province they’d grown up in. She’d been practicing Latin, but she was far from fluent, and she didn’t know a word of Aramaic, and the two groups were going to have a hell of a time trying to communicate with each other. 
 
    Languages could be learned, of course, and maybe the soldiers could be convinced that violence was not going to get them anywhere. The crew would have to sequester the Romans somewhere at first, separate from the other colonists. As the leader of the colonists, she would of course be in charge of the process of acclimating both groups to their new environment and gradually introducing them to each other. It would be tough to keep them segregated, given the close quarters, but hopefully they could begin allowing some contact between the two groups within a few weeks after launch. Before that happened, she would have to figure out how they were going to handle birth control. It wouldn’t do to have conceptions occurring as the result of random couplings before they’d even cataloged the DNA of everyone aboard. No, if they were going to have any chance at all of keeping humanity alive, all reproduction would have to be tightly controlled. 
 
    Foley sat down on the grass next to the fountain, trying to work through the problem. Ideally, they would get sperm samples from each of the Romans as soon as feasibly possible. That way, even if some of them died before…. Hm, now that was a thought. Once you got sperm from the men, you wouldn’t really need them anymore, and space was so limited aboard Freedom that it might make sense to…. She laughed to herself. The captain had been so worried about selective abortion. How would he feel about selective murder? But then, the captain was dead, wasn’t he? Or at least imprisoned by the Romans. There was a new captain now. New captain, same as the old captain. God, my head hurts. Why can’t I concentrate? 
 
    Two hundred men, two hundred women, give or take. The women were Jewish. Fairly insular group, genetically speaking. Not ideal. Risk of Tay-Sachs, Gaucher’s Disease and other lipid transport disorders, Riley-Day syndrome…. But those diseases are only prevalent in Ashkenazi populations. When did the Ashkenazi split from the Sephardic and Mizrahi? Will need to research. Romans…. Well, who knows where this legion came from? Northern Europeans were pretty insular too. Africa would have been better. Sickle cell, yes, but immunity to malaria. Probably not a lot of malaria in space. Malaria abhors a vacuum. Head is killing me. So tired. 
 
    A door opened, and Roman soldiers began to pour into the park. They only got a few steps before they started to stumble and fall, panting as if they couldn’t catch their breath. Foley saw now that the women and the other colonists were all asleep. She looked down, saw the pill in her hand. Someone had told her to take it, but why? Something about oxygen. The soldiers continued to fall. Better take the pill, she thought, and tried to bring it to her mouth, but her hand was so, so heavy. She fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Legatus Gaius Aemelius Numisius awoke with a start in a strange room filled with moving pictures and tiny lights of many different colors that blinked on and off in a rhythm too precise for any flame. He sat in a chair that would have been quite comfortable were his forearms and ankles not secured to it with straps. The straps didn’t look like much, but fighting against them had no effect but intensifying the pain in his head. His armor had been removed, and he’d been disarmed. 
 
    How had he gotten here? He remembered marching with his legion southward on the road from Caesarea to Betar. A sharp-eyed scout had pointed out the strange silvery cone protruding from the water, and not much later he had seen a group of people on the beach. Women, mostly, apparently Jewish refugees. They were fleeing on boats to… the tower? He didn’t know what the tower was or where it had come from, but he knew it needed to be claimed in the name of the Emperor. He’d sent a single cohort to take the tower, but they’d been routed by men wielding powerful weapons. The defenders seemed to be few, though, and they only held one small stretch of beach. He sent the bulk of the legion to crush them while directing a single cohort to seize the boats along the shore to the north. When the vanguard reported back that they’d met no resistance on the way to the tower and had secured the first two levels, Gaius came over to see it himself. His men had not seen any of the scores of women who had gone inside, suggesting that most of the tower was underwater. Unless it was built on pontoons like some Roman bridges, it had to be incredibly vast. What a treasure for Rome! A steel tower, as tall as stadium was wide, most of it underwater, would be an impregnable fortress if one had the sense to keep the doors closed. The Emperor might even want to make it into his personal palace and the new center of the Empire. 
 
    Gaius’s men had descended from one level to the next with impunity, their advance slowed only by one of the odd sliding doors that proved simple enough to pry open. Despite the lack of resistance, many of Gaius’s men were panting by the time they reached the fifth level down. By now they had to be beneath the level of the water; he wondered if the air was thinner at such depths, as it was in the mountains. At last they reached a vast indoor garden, where they found the refugees, as well as several other strangely dressed women, all lazing about on the grass. Most seemed to be asleep; none showed any fear of the soldiers advancing across the lawn toward them. 
 
    One of the men stumbled and fell to his hands and knees in the grass. Gaius intended to order the man to get up, but he was suddenly overcome with dizziness. Two more men fell, and Gaius realized too late that they had walked into a trap. The builders of the tower had released some kind of poison into the air. If that were the case, though, the refugees would die too. Why bring them to this place just to kill them? It was the last coherent thought that went through his head before he lost consciousness. 
 
    A woman’s voice spoke behind him, a language he did not recognize. A man, his left arm in a sling, stepped into view. The man was big and fair-skinned like the Northmen Gaius had seen. The man said something in the same strange language, whether to him or the woman, Gaius didn’t know.  
 
    “I am the Legatus of the Ninth Legion, operating in Judaea with the full backing of the Emperor himself,” said Gaius, with as much authority as he could muster. “Release me now and your deaths will be swift.” 
 
    The man smiled grimly. He tapped his chest. “Captain Olson,” he said, “of ship Freedom.”  
 
    Ship? thought Gaius. What ship? Was he speaking of the tower? The name was odd, too. “Frijadom?” he asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “Freedom.” 
 
    “You speak the language of the Saxons?” he asked in that tongue. 
 
    The man stared at him.  
 
    Evidently not. Still, there was definitely a hint of the Saxon language in the man’s speech. He seemed to want to speak Latin, however, although his vocabulary was clearly limited. “This is a ship?” 
 
    “A ship, yes,” said the man who called himself Olson. “Not water ship. Sky ship.” 
 
    Sky ship? He wondered if Olson understood what he was saying. “This ‘ship,’” said Gaius, “belongs to the Emperor. You will release me and surrender Frijadom to me.” 
 
    Olson shook his head. “Freedom leave. You leave on Freedom.” 
 
    So that was their game! They intended to take him back to their kingdom, either to torture him for information or to ransom him. Either way, they would be disappointed. Gaius would never betray the Empire, and the Emperor would not pay a single denarius in ransom. More likely, he would declare war on them. But from what kingdom did they hail? He had heard of the wonders of Chinese engineering, but he doubted even the Chinese could build a tower—ship?—like this. “Where do you plan to take me?” 
 
    Olson smiled again. “I show you,” he said. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-eight   
 
    “Are we ready to launch, Commander Gleeson?” 
 
    “Aye, Captain. Ready as we’ll ever be.” 
 
    “Power up the reactor.” 
 
    “Aye, sir. We’ll be running on chambers one through seven for the launch. I’ll bring number eight online just before we reach the stratosphere, and then I’ll jettison three. God willing, we’ll reach escape velocity before eight blows, or this is going to be a short trip.” 
 
    “Think positive, Gleeson.” 
 
    “Aye, sir.” 
 
    Olson and Schwartz took their seats and secured their restraints. A few minutes later, Gleeson informed him that reactor chambers one through seven were online. Ordinarily, there was a series of checks they would go through before engaging the thrusters, but with chamber three well on its way to melting down, there was no time. They would just have to engage and hope for the best. 
 
    The bridge rumbled as the main thrusters engaged. Schwartz sat next to him, and just ahead of them was the man who called himself Gaius Aemelius Numisius, the commander of the Roman Ninth Legion. Probably thinking the ‘tower’ was about to shake itself to pieces, Gaius fought anew against his restraints, again without success. Acceleration pressed them into their chairs, and Gaius forgot to struggle. He stared open-mouthed at the various screens ahead of him, which depicted the views from cameras placed inside Freedom and on her hull. One, still underwater, showed the plume of fire blasting from Freedom’s tail. Another showed the clear blue sky above them, and another a view of the rest of the Ninth Legion, gathered a short distance off the shore, watching the launch.  
 
    The amount of information on the screens had to be overwhelming for a man from the second century; Olson could only hope Gaius understood on some basic level what was happening. There had been no point in trying to explain it to him. Even if Olson had possessed the requisite vocabulary, Gaius never would have believed him. Ultimately, all Gaius needed to know was that he and his men were never going to return to Judaea, nor to Rome, nor even to Earth. The sooner he stopped thinking in terms of his loyalty to the Roman Empire, the easier it would be for them all. 
 
    One of the screens showed the garden level, where his men slept, along with the refugees and the other colonists. After the oxygen content had been restored to normal levels, Schwartz, Olson, and the other remaining crew members aboard Freedom had used hypo syringes to administer sedatives to those who weren’t already sedated. It would have been impossible to get them all restrained properly for the launch; sedation and a soft bed of artificial turf would have to do. Hopefully none of them would suffer any long-term effects from hypoxia. The refugees and colonists—with the exception of pig-headed Lauren Foley—had at least been sedated before Gleeson dropped the oxygen level throughout most of the ship. 
 
    A jolt of acceleration pushed Olson deeper into the padding of his chair, and most of the cameras were obscured for a few seconds as Freedom left the water. When they could see again, a massive cloud of steam hung over the water below them, billowing toward the beach. The soldiers fled inland en masse but couldn’t escape it. By the time the steam cleared, Freedom was too far up for them to see what had happened to the men. The captain and the other men were down there somewhere, but there was nothing Olson could do for them anymore. 
 
    Just over two minutes into the launch, Gleeson’s voice came over the comm again: “Olson, we’ve got a problem.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Chamber three is getting hot faster than expected. I’m going to have to jettison it early.” 
 
    Olson looked at the nav display. It would take at least another seven minutes of near-maximum thrust to reach escape velocity. “Can we make it the rest of the way on number eight?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. Maybe. But number three isn’t going to last another three minutes.” 
 
    “Understood. Wait as long as you can, then jettison it.” 
 
    “Sir, there’s something else. If we jettison it at this altitude….” 
 
    “Jesus,” said Olson, realizing what Gleeson was getting at. There was no way around it, though. Either they dumped the damaged reactor chamber before it melted down, or Freedom would explode with everyone on it. “Do what you need to do, Gleeson.” 
 
    “The captain….” 
 
    “The captain would want us to complete the mission,” Olson said. And he and the others would probably thank us for a swift death at this point. “Do what you need to do. I take full responsibility.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A roar like persistent thunder sounded in Jason’s ears, distracting him from the pain in his hand. Flavius Decius straightened and made it two steps to the door before the tent was torn from its stakes by a blast of hot wind. Jason fell face-first to the sand as scalding steam and sand whipped over him. A few seconds later, the wind died and the steam dissipated. Decius and the other two men were on their hands and knees, groaning. Their skin not covered by the armor was red with burns. Most of Jason’s body was burned, but the sharp pain was almost a relief from the incessant throbbing in his hand.  
 
    The roar lessened a bit, and Jason could hear screams from the men closer to the water. Blinking sand from his eyes, Jason sat up and turned to see Freedom arcing into the sky on a plume of flame. All around him, soldiers were slowly getting to their feet, staring in awe at the silver needle receding skyward. Thoughts of escape faded as Jason glanced around to see hundreds of soldiers in all directions. Their distraction wouldn’t last much longer, and in any case, there was nowhere to go. Better to look for an opportunity to filch a gladius to fall upon than to waste time fantasizing about escape. 
 
    Flavius Decius stood next to Jason, amazement on his face giving way to a realization that Jason had been telling the truth. “Sky ship,” he murmured. 
 
    Freedom was now just a speck in the sky. We did it, thought Jason. Humanity wasn’t saved yet, but at least we have a chance. 
 
    But as he watched, Freedom began to fall, the mid-morning sun glinting off its hull as it arced toward the Mediterranean. 
 
    No, thought Jason. No. Please, it can’t be. 
 
    It wasn’t. What he saw was not Freedom, but one of her proton reaction chambers falling to Earth. They must have jettisoned it early, Jason thought. It wasn’t the glint of the sunlight he had seen; it was the glow of a proton reactor melting down. It would get hotter and hotter until it exploded with the force of a small sun. The good news was that it looked like it was going to explode somewhere over the Mediterranean. The bad news was that Jason and his men were going to be well within the blast area. 
 
    “Do you want to know what happens to the Ninth Legion?” Jason asked Flavius Decius, who was transfixed by the glowing object dropping like a fallen angel from the heavens. 
 
    “Yes, oracle,” said the tribune in an awed voice. 
 
    “This,” said Jason. For a split-second, they were enveloped in pure white light. Then it was over. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Fifty-nine        
 
    Freedom reached escape velocity with seconds to spare. Gleeson jettisoned reactor chamber 8, which detonated several hundred kilometers up. The flash would be momentarily visible from the surface, but it was too far up to cause any damage. That was not the case with chamber 3. 
 
    “We killed them,” Olson said, staring at Freedom’s display of the surface. Nearly two hundred kilometers up and another five hundred kilometers east, they could still make out the mushroom cloud on the eastern edge of the Mediterranean. “The captain. Gutierrez. Nichols. Pirelli. All those soldiers. My God, thousands of them.” 
 
    “And the fishermen,” said Schwartz. “Anybody within a kilometer of ground zero. But we had no choice, Olson. The people aboard this ship are the only chance humanity has.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Olson, sounding unconvinced. “This is what happens when you fuck with history, I guess.” He glanced over at Gaius, whose face had gone completely white. He sat, mute and unblinking, staring at the screens.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I think the Captain was right, whether he realized it or not. History rejects paradoxes. Whatever we did was always going to happen. You know about the Ninth Legion, right?” 
 
    “The lost legion, yeah. They disappeared sometime around the Bar Kochba Revolt. Historians never figured out what happened to them.” 
 
    “Now we know.” 
 
    Schwartz shook her head. “I saw it happen, and I still don’t believe it. The Ninth Legion was taken out by a jettisoned proton reactor?” 
 
    “Sure looks that way.” 
 
    “But even if that explosion explains one thing, doesn’t it also leave a lot of loose ends? Thousands of people must have seen that blast. Wouldn’t something like that make it into the historic record?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Not many people in the second century could write, and whatever written accounts there might have been probably wouldn’t have survived. Also….” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I was thinking about what you told me earlier, about seeing Simon killing his uncle, just like in the story you heard.” 
 
    “It’s in the Talmud,” Schwartz said. “Somebody observed the event and wrote it down.” 
 
    “Right, but they wrote it down because of how it fit into the bigger story of Simon bar Kochba’s rebellion against the Roman Empire. Maybe that’s what history is. Just a bunch of stories. Sometimes events get twisted to fit the story. And events that don’t fit into the story get left out altogether.” 
 
    “A Roman legion getting miraculously wiped out by fire from heaven doesn’t fit into the story?” 
 
    “Very few people even knew the legion was here. And they arrived after Jewish defeat is already certain. Why would God strike down a single legion but let the others crush Judaea?” 
 
    “What about radiation?” 
 
    “Relatively little radiation from a proton reactor explosion, and it was over water, so the currents would have carried it away. There would be no evidence of the explosion after a few years. Hell, Hiroshima was rebuilt within a few decades.” 
 
    “So an entire Roman legion just disappears, and somehow nobody wrote down what happened to them.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Olson. “Well, not the whole legion.” He looked again at Gaius, who had regained some of his color and began fighting anew against his restraints.  
 
    “Do you think he has any idea what happened to the rest of his legion?” Schwartz asked. 
 
    “I doubt it,” Olson said. “You couldn’t see much on the screen but a big cloud over the beach.” 
 
    “Probably best not to tell him then.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Olson undid his own restraints and got to his feet. Between Freedom’s acceleration and Earth’s pull on them, they were back to normal gravity. He went to Gaius, who glared at him with rage and awe. 
 
    “I let you go,” the one called Olson said. “You no fight, or Schwartz….” He indicated the woman standing behind him, who held one of those marvelous steel knives the foreigners used. Olson dragged his thumb across his neck. 
 
    Gaius nodded. “I will not resist,” he said. For now. They had taken his weapons and armor and stowed them somewhere. 
 
    Olson undid the straps on his arms and legs and then motioned for him to stand. Gaius did so. Olson towered over Gaius. All the foreigners he’d seen were tall, and Olson was built like a bear besides. No, Gaius would not resist until he understood more and the foreigners had relaxed their guard. 
 
    Olson pointed to one of the screens, which showed a swirl of blue and white that slowly receded from view. Each screen, Gaius had come to understand, was like a window that somehow held a viewpoint from somewhere else on the ship, either inside it or out. He assumed this was done with a complex system of mirrors, but it was strange that he had seen no evidence of such a system on his way into this room.  
 
    “World,” said Olson. 
 
    Gaius had been watching this screen in particular; unless it lied, the vessel he was on was now somewhere far above the Earth. This must be what it’s like for the gods looking down on people, he thought. “We are going to heaven?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Olson. “We fly through the sky.” 
 
    Gaius nodded. The Latin words for heaven and sky were almost the same, but clearly Olson meant to say they were traveling through the sky to somewhere else, not flying to heaven. “Where do you come from?” 
 
    “Another star. Far away.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I do not know,” said Olson. “Somewhere very, very far away.” Olson pointed to another screen, which looked in on the garden room that Gaius had barely glimpsed before fainting from the poison the foreigners had pumped into the air. “Your men,” Olson said. The soldiers lay scattered on the ground near the door; the Jewish women and a few of the foreigners lay closer to the fountain near the center of the room.  
 
    “Dead?” Gaius asked. 
 
    Olson shook his head. “Sleep. Come.” 
 
    Olson led Gaius to the door of the wondrous room with all the screens, and the woman, Schwartz, followed, still brandishing her knife. The door slid open, seemingly of its own accord, and Gaius suppressed his amazement. Clearly the foreigners were used to such marvels, and he had no desire to play the role of the awed native. He’d led five thousand men through the heaths and hills of England, provoking fear and awe in the uncivilized tribesmen of that land, wresting order from chaos. He was not about to submit to subjugation at the hands of these people merely because they possessed tools and machines of sorts he had not seen. 
 
    He was led down a corridor to a door, which slid open to reveal a small room. They went inside, and Gaius felt a strange sensation in his gut as the room began to fall. Panic subsided as he realized the two foreigners remained placid—they had been expecting this. The room, he realized, was a sort of car used to travel vertically through the sky ship. He had almost acclimated to the falling sensation when the room slowed to a halt. The door opened, revealing the garden. Olson stepped out, and Gaius followed. Schwartz walked just behind him. 
 
    Not waiting for permission, Gaius ran across the grass toward his fallen men. He stopped before the closest one and knelt next to him, listening for his breath. After a few seconds, he was satisfied the man was still alive. He glanced back at Olson, who was walking toward him. Gaius saw worry in the big man’s face, and Gaius realized Olson hadn’t been completely certain the poison wasn’t fatal.  
 
    Gaius went to another man, and then a third, and a fourth. All were alive, although sleeping so deeply that Gaius couldn’t wake them either by shouting or shaking them. He stood and turned to Olson. 
 
    “They will recover from the poison?” 
 
    “Not poison,” said Olson. “We… take air.” He gestured toward the women. “All sleep.” 
 
    “Why?” Gaius asked. 
 
    “We leave. Stop fight,” said Olson, clearly struggling with the limits of his Latin. 
 
    “Why?” Gaius asked again. He gestured widely around him. “Why do you do all this?” 
 
    Olson sighed deeply. “Our people die. Bad enemy. War. We run away. We need more people. Women. Men. We need you.” 
 
    Gaius looked around him at the people dozing in the grass. There were, he realized now, almost exactly the same number of men and women. Of these, very few were dressed as the foreigners were. The mission of the foreigners suddenly became clear to him. They had come to Earth because their own people were too few to ensure their survival. But Olson spoke of an enemy. Did the foreigners really expect to raise a new generation of warriors by breeding Roman soldiers with Jewish whores? What reason would the offspring of this unholy union have for continuing this war? More likely, they would rebel against the foreigners themselves. Surely the foreigners had to know that. 
 
    “Who is your enemy?” he asked. 
 
    Olson seemed to be expecting the question. “We show you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Gaius understood. The woman named Schwartz had shown him pictures of the beings they called Cho-ta’an, and of the destruction those demons had caused. She sat across a table from him in a small room as he held a portable screen showing battles fought with awesome weapons across strange landscapes, and battles fought in the sky between ships like Freedom. Some of the pictures moved, as if these scenes were unfolding in the present, but he understood from Schwartz’s comments that the screens could depict events that occurred days or even years in the past. Many of the pictures seemed to show other worlds, but some, Schwartz told him, were of Earth. It was no Earth that he recognized, though. She showed him cities full of buildings grander than anything in Rome, and then those same cities after the Cho-ta’an had attacked. If such cities existed, then the Roman Empire itself was, at best, a second-rate power. How was it possible that he, Gaius Aemelius Numisius, who had seen more of the world than almost anyone, knew nothing of such cities, nor of the war that had destroyed them? Was the great Roman Empire beneath the notice of the Cho-ta’an? The idea was mind-boggling. Schwartz seemed to recognize his shock and confusion, but her explanations made no sense to him. She spoke of time as if it were a stream, and he recalled the writings of Heraclitus, who taught that the world was in a state of constant flux. 
 
    At last, as he watched the destruction of some unknown world at the hands of the Cho-ta’an, he understood: just as these moving pictures showed something that occurred years ago as if it were happening now, another set of pictures might show events on Earth in Gaius’s time. To the soldiers on the screen, it must feel as though the battle is happening now, but in fact it ended many years ago. Perhaps the same is true of the war with the Jews. It seems to me as if it is happening now, but in reality perhaps it ended some time ago. What a strange idea. It reminded him of Plato’s cave, in which all that we experienced was just shadows on a wall. Had he lived his entire life as figure on these screens, never suspecting there was another world outside? Maybe Plato had been taken aboard a sky ship too. If so, he had been allowed to return to write about it. 
 
    “We will go back to Earth?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” said Schwartz. “We go to another world, very far away.” 
 
    We shall see about that, thought Gaius. He’d been plotting since they’d removed his restraints to find a way to make them turn the ship around. Would Rome still be there when they arrived? He would find out. 
 
    “The war is over?” 
 
    “The war against the Jews, yes.” 
 
    “What of the Empire?” 
 
    “The Roman Empire falls.” 
 
    “The Cho-ta’an?” 
 
    “No. Other humans. Barbarians.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    Schwartz frowned the way she did when her knowledge of Latin wasn’t adequate to explain a concept. She tapped a button to clear the screen, and then dragged her finger across it, producing a line. Below the line, she wrote TEMPUS. Then she made several perpendicular ticks along the line, labeling them Julius Caesar, Rebellionis de Judaea and Cadunt de Roma. She looked to Gaius, who nodded. Then, far to the right, she made another tick and labeled it Cho-ta’an Impetum. She looked at him again, but this time he shook his head. “No,” he said. “What of this?” He dragged his finger along the section between Rebellionis de Judaea and Cho-ta’an Impetum. If the line was meant to show the passage of time, and the finger’s width between Julius Caesar and the Jewish revolt was meant to signify the hundred or so years between Caesar’s death and the second Jewish revolt, then the duration between the Jewish revolt and the war with the Cho-ta’an was something like two thousand years! Unless Gaius had slept for twenty centuries in the ship’s garden, that was impossible. 
 
    And yet… if he accepted that the people on the screen lived in the past even though they felt as if they were in the present, then they could just as well be two thousand years in the past as two years. Applying this principle to himself, why could his own experiences not be two thousand years in the past? Still his mind rebelled against the idea. If his life before coming aboard Freedom was in the distant past, then what happened to the years in between? For that matter, how could he know that he was currently in the present and not in another layer of the past? Were other people, in the distant future, watching him through this very screen? The thought enraged him, and he hurled the screen against the wall behind Schwartz. It clattered to the floor. 
 
    Schwartz got calmly to her feet and turned to pick up the device. Gaius lunged over the table toward her—and was hurled headfirst into the wall. He managed to throw his hands up before he struck, softening the impact. He crumpled to the floor, dazed. By the feet of Mercury, she was quick! She’d tricked him, feigning distraction to get him to attack, and then used his own momentum against him. 
 
    Schwartz bent over, picked up the device, and stepped back. “The door is locked,” she said. “I cannot open it. Olson will not unlock it for you. He will take the air. You understand?” 
 
    “I understand,” he grunted. She wanted him to know that even if he could get his hands on her, taking her hostage would do him no good. Olson wouldn’t open the door, and they would just suck the air out of the room as they’d done before. 
 
    “Good,” she said. She motioned for him to take his seat.  
 
    His dignity bruised but otherwise unhurt, Gaius got to his feet. He walked to the chair and sat down. 
 
    Schwartz put the screen in front of him again. The display hadn’t changed. She drew another line, just to the right of Cho-ta’an Impetum and labeled it Tempore Anomalia. Then she drew a line that curved from this point back to Rebellionis de Judaea. She labeled this line Freedom. This was, he had learned, how the foreigners spelled the name of their ship. She sat back, waiting for him to react. 
 
    He stared at the screen, unable to make sense of it. Was Schwartz trying to tell him that Freedom had traveled from the future to the past, like a boat rowing upstream? It seemed absurd, but perhaps that was how Schwartz had known he was going to attack, and how she had countered him so quickly. She knew his future! 
 
    No, he couldn’t accept it. Better to think that he had slept for two thousand years. As hard as that was to believe, at least it didn’t require time to flow backwards. But if he’d somehow lost two thousand years, then what of his legion back on Earth? Were they all dead? Had Rome really fallen? That, too, seemed preposterous.  
 
    He put the matter out of his mind. He needed to deal with reality, not philosophical ideas. The reality was that he was trapped aboard a metal ship that flew through the sky, along with some two hundred of his men—men who were just as confused as he was. 
 
    “I must see my men,” he said. 
 
    Schwartz nodded, taking the screen away. “Very soon,” she said.  
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter Sixty               
 
    “How did it go?” Olson asked as Schwartz entered the bridge. 
 
    “You weren’t watching?” 
 
    “I knew you had it under control.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring. Gaius is, well, disoriented. He’s pragmatic at heart, though. I think he’ll come around.” 
 
    “Meaning what, exactly?” 
 
    “Meaning he’ll realize he’s stuck here, so he might as well make the best of it.” 
 
    “You don’t think he’ll organize a mutiny or a hostage situation?” 
 
    “Oh, I’d count on it. When he realizes we’re looking at a voyage of several hundred years, he’ll do whatever he can to get us to turn around. And he’ll have every single colonist on his side.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “Definitely. You and I know that history can’t be changed. They don’t. Even the refugees are going to start getting pretty homesick in a few weeks. ‘And all the children of Israel complained against Moses and Aaron, and the whole congregation said to them, ‘If only we had died in the land of Egypt!’’” 
 
    “The grass is always greener. I always thought I wanted to helm a starship, and now I’d give anything to have the Captain back. He always knew what to do.” 
 
    “He was a man of action, I’ll give him that much.” 
 
    “You think this was a mistake? Bringing all these people aboard Freedom?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I suppose it could still turn out okay.” 
 
    “What exactly did you mean when you said Gaius would come around?” 
 
    “I just meant he’s not going to do anything crazy. He won’t try another ill-thought-out attack. He’ll take charge of the colonists and institute some kind of law and order. But once he’s got them under his thumb, we need to watch out.” 
 
    “What can we do about it? The crew is outnumbered fifty to one, and we’re out of ammo. How are we going to keep control over four hundred colonists?” 
 
    “We aren’t,” Schwartz said.  
 
    “I’m going to need you to elaborate.” 
 
    “Suppose Gaius threatens to kill all the refugees unless we turn around. What do we do?” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “Exactly. No response. No negotiation.” 
 
    “Then he starts killing hostages. We still do nothing?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. He’ll get the idea after a few hostages. We’re not going to turn around. We’re not going to negotiate. We’re not going to give him anything at all. Sure, he could keep killing hostages, but why? It’s not going to get him anywhere with us, and it’s not going to win him any friends among the refugees. Let Gaius do what he wants. If he really goes nuts and starts murdering colonists left and right, we can suck out their air again and drag him out of there, but I don’t think it will be necessary.” 
 
    “You’re talking about holding those people prisoner.” 
 
    “They are prisoners, Olson. So are we. What I’m talking about is maintaining an absolute firewall between colonists and crew, so there’s no chance of the colonists compromising our mission. The doors separating the crew areas from the colonists are six-centimeter-thick carbon steel. You know how long it would take to break through those with nothing but hand tools? We could get halfway across the galaxy before they get to us.” 
 
    “They’ve got the materials to make bombs.” 
 
    “To blast through six centimeters of steel? They’re not going to be able to do that with a barrel of black powder. Besides, if they ever do develop the means to get through those doors, we just suck their oxygen out and go in with space suits to confiscate any contraband and throw the ringleaders in solitary for a few weeks.” 
 
    “You sound like you’ve thought this through.” 
 
    “I worked a stint as prison guard on Tarchon before I joined the IDL.” 
 
    “Is it feasible to keep the two populations completely segregated? We need to get Gleeson in on this conversation. Gleeson, are you there?” 
 
    Kyra Gleeson’s voice came over the comm a moment later: “I’m here, Captain.” 
 
    “Gleeson, Schwartz and I need your help with a, um, logistical problem.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Their discussion with Gleeson confirmed Schwartz’s thoughts: Freedom had been designed to allow complete and indefinite segregation of the crew from the colonists, in case of mutiny or outbreak of contagious disease. The crew area had a separate food pantry and galley, although the former was currently almost empty; they would need to raid the cargo holds for supplies. 
 
    “How long are you planning to maintain this arrangement?” Gleeson asked. 
 
    Olson looked to Schwartz, who shrugged. “Indefinitely.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Gleeson said. “The Captain never would have gone along with this.” 
 
    “Trust me,” said Olson, “nobody wishes the Captain were here more than I do. But he’s not, and we’re stuck with the situation he created. What exactly was his plan, Gleeson? Get a bunch of Roman soldiers and Jewish prostitutes on a spaceship, and then what? I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Look,” said Gleeson. “It just doesn’t work, in practical terms. This voyage could last five hundred years. The crew will all be dead in seventy. There won’t be anyone left to land the ship even if we do find a suitable planet.” 
 
    “We’ve got eight people and six stasis pods,” said Olson. “Three quarters of us can be in stasis at any given time. That gives us…” 
 
    “Maybe two hundred years,” Gleeson answered. “Then what?” 
 
    “We’ve got some time to figure it out,” said Schwartz.  
 
    “Freedom requires minimal maintenance while in transit,” Gleeson said, “but we’re going to need a trained crew of at least five to manage a landing.” 
 
    “Eventually we’ll probably have to start bringing over a few colonists to keep up our numbers,” Olson said. “Like Schwartz said, we have time.” 
 
    “What about the original colonists?” asked Gleeson. “The Genevans?” 
 
    “There are too many of them to bring all of them over to the crew area,” said Schwartz. “We can’t produce our own food, and the cargo holds will be empty in a few years. We’d have to raid the colonists for provisions, which would be risky. And keep in mind that every body that we add to the crew is one fewer person raising crops or caring for livestock.” 
 
    “Or having babies,” Gleeson added. 
 
    “That’s right,” Schwartz said. “As things stand, it’s not clear whether we have enough genetic material to ensure humanity’s survival. We can’t afford to subtract people from that pool because we’re lonely.” 
 
    “It sounds like we need to include Lauren Foley in this discussion,” Gleeson said. 
 
    Schwartz and Olson exchanged glances, but neither spoke. 
 
    “Oh,” said Gleeson after a moment. “You’re not planning on bringing Dr. Foley over.” 
 
    Schwartz and Olson hadn’t spoken of the matter, but they’d both come to the same conclusion. “We need her expertise,” said Olson, “but we can’t trust her.” 
 
    “You think she’ll try to convince the crew to bring Freedom back to Earth?” 
 
    “There’s no telling what she’ll do,” Schwartz said. “In my unprofessional opinion, she’s a narcissistic sociopath. She already orchestrated a hostage situation, and we still don’t know how the hell she even managed to get aboard. In any prison I’m running, I know which side of the bars I want her on.” 
 
    “Then the question is,” said Gleeson, “can we use her expertise without pulling her out of the general population?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Olson. “She’s a narcissist, yes, but she also has a messiah complex. In her mind, she’s the savior of humanity. She will do her damnedest to see her mission through, no matter which side of the bars she’s on.” 
 
    “To be clear,” Gleeson said, “you think you can get Foley to implement a selective breeding program among the colonists?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can get Foley to do anything she doesn’t want to do,” said Olson. “But if we leave her to her devices, she’ll do what she does.” 
 
    “You think two hundred Roman soldiers are going to take orders from a woman?” 
 
    “No,” said Olson. “I think they’ll take orders from their general. And I think that if we send Gaius back in there, Dr. Foley will have him wrapped around her finger in a matter of days.” He glanced at Schwartz. “The general has a weakness for strong women.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” said Gleeson, “but you’re betting a lot on that personal dynamic, as well as the ability of Gaius and Foley to maintain some semblance of control over the others.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Olson. “But this is the hand we’ve been dealt. Do you think our odds of success are greater if we bring Dr. Foley in?” 
 
    The line was silent for a moment. “No,” said Gleeson. “I think your instincts are correct. If we didn’t have a doctor among the crew, I might have said otherwise, but with Dr. Zotov aboard, we can get by without her. If we do this, though, we will need full buy-in from the crew, officers and enlisted.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Schwartz. “With only eight people left in the crew, we can’t afford to have any weak links.” 
 
    Olson frowned. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. “All right, as soon as we’re out of Earth’s gravity well, I want all hands in this room for a vote.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Lauren Foley stood beside the fountain at the center of the garden level, trying to will away her headache. The other Genevans were still asleep, but several of the Jewish women had woken up and were looking around groggily. Toward her left, a few of the soldiers—now disarmed, thank God—were beginning to stir as well. In a few minutes, all hell was going to break loose. 
 
    “Olson, are you there? Olson, come in.” No response. “Captain Olson, please come in.” 
 
    Foley took several deep breaths. Her anger was only making her headache worse. Calm down, she told herself. Everything is going to be fine. They can’t leave you in here with these people. You were in charge of this mission, for Christ’s sake. You spent two years planning it. Yes, it all went to hell, but they still need you. If humanity is going to survive, they need your expertise.  
 
    “Olson, come in. This is Doctor Lauren Foley. Answer me, God damn it.” Still there was no response. 
 
    What the hell was Olson doing? Had the Romans taken over the bridge as well? She’d been told that was impossible. Hell, she was the one who had insisted on the reinforced carbon steel doors separating the crew areas from the colonist decks. Even if something had happened to Olson, somebody would be in charge. “Schwartz, are you there?” she said. “Gleeson. Anybody. Please come in. This is Dr. Foley. I’m still on the garden level, and there are about two hundred very confused and angry men here who are coming out of sedation. I need to be extracted immediately.” 
 
    They’re doing this on purpose, she thought. Reminding me who’s in charge. Trying to make me sweat. Don’t give them the satisfaction. Stay calm. Remember, they need you. 
 
    She walked calmly toward the elevator door, skirting the Roman soldiers who sat rubbing their heads and peering after her. Any moment now, that door will open, and crew members with guns will escort me to the bridge. I’ll have a terse conversation with Olson or whoever is in charge now, and then take a shower and get some sleep. And then I’ll get to work on figuring out how to save the human race. 
 
    As she neared within ten paces of the door, there was a chime, and it began to slide open.  
 
    “Thank God,” she said. “I was beginning to think you people were going to—” She stopped, her mouth hanging open, as a man with stern, aquiline features stepped out of the elevator. A simple deep blue tunic lay over his tanned, sinewy flesh. He stopped before Foley, meeting her eyes with a merciless gaze. 
 
    “Ego Legatus Gaius Aemelius Numisius,” he said. “Hic impero.” 
 
    Foley raised an eyebrow at the man. “We’ll see about that,” she said. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Epilogue 
 
    Captain Rachel Beaulieu sat in semi-darkness in one of the dilapidated chairs on the bridge of IDLS Freedom, knowing this was the last time she was going to put herself through this. 
 
    Fourteen times Freedom had approached promising star systems. Fourteen times Freedom had continued on her way, the captain having judged the planets of the system to be uninhabitable. The first three of these encounters had occurred before Rachel was born. Two were barely remembered events from her childhood. Two happened while she was in training to become an officer. Three occurred after she had taken on a more-or-less official (whatever that word meant) role in maintaining Freedom’s various systems. The last four had been on her watch as Captain, the most recent having been over six years ago. Three days ago, Freedom’s sensors had alerted the crew to the existence of a promising planet orbiting a yellow dwarf star a few million kilometers ahead of them. A probe had been sent out, and it was expected to report back with its findings at any moment. 
 
    Rachel Beaulieu had spent her entire life—two hundred eighty years, by ship’s reckoning—on Freedom. Ah, the irony of that name! Every second she traveled farther than most people in history traveled in a lifetime, but she was forever trapped in the two thousand cubic meters that made up Freedom’s “crew area.” At least the colonists, although they had less space per person, had the garden level—something that at least vaguely resembled the surface of a planet. She knew the colonists resented the crew, but she would switch places with any of them without hesitation. 
 
    But Rachel had been born to an ensign, Garret Beaulieu, and a refugee woman named Leah, who had been brought over to the crew side in the early days of Freedom’s voyage. She never completely understood the circumstances that led to the transferring of seven refugee women from the colonist area to the crew area. Her parents never talked about it, and the other original crew members would only make vague comments about there being a lot of chaos and violence in those days. The result was to solidify what came to be called the Olson Doctrine: there was to be zero contact between the crew and the colonists. 
 
    Captain Olson and the other original crew members were all dead now, and of course the original colonists, who did not have access to stasis pods, had been dead for several generations. The Olson Doctrine, although it had been violated a number of times over the past two hundred years, had nevertheless been elevated to a statute of near-religious significance. Most of the colonists alive today had never seen a crew member; Rachel supposed the colonists thought of the crew as some combination of demigods and prison wardens. They had stopped calling themselves “colonists” four or five generations ago; now they were just “the people” or sometimes “Etruscans,” a reference to the homeland of their beloved forefather, General Gaius. Unlike the crew, who spoke English, the Etruscans spoke a version of Latin now thoroughly bastardized with Aramaic. 
 
    Meanwhile, the crew (there were eight of them at present, just as there had been at the beginning) regarded the colonists with some combination of envy, pity and condescension. In many ways the colonists had regressed culturally and technologically; Dr. Foley and the other Genevans with knowledge of twenty-third century technology had died without transferring much of their knowledge. On the other hand, they had become remarkably skilled at eking out an existence with the minimal resources they possessed. Most of the animal species had survived, and, after a few rough years, the colonists had learned which plants could be cultivated to best effect. Dr. Foley had managed to get sperm samples from nearly every male aboard, and this bank was still used by the colonists for procreation.  
 
    Foley and Gaius had, after an initial rough start, formed an uneasy alliance that eventually led to the formation of a rudimentary government, the primary function of which was to ensure the long-term survival of the colonists. As Rachel understood it, Foley had ceded any claim of authority over the colonists’ day-to-day lives in exchange for a pledge from Gaius that she would have absolute control over reproduction. There was a lot of “uncontrolled coupling” in those days, but the colonists quickly learned that the fruit of unapproved unions would not be allowed to live. In the beginning, almost no babies were allowed to be born, as there simply wasn’t room aboard Freedom for any more people. After several years had passed, as some of the older colonists began to die, a few births were allowed. The colonists learned that their odds of being approved for a child were much greater if the union met the standards of the Reproductive Committee, and after a few generations nearly every colonist had become something of an expert in both genealogy and genetics. The elders of the group became adept at matchmaking, and in cases where genetic factors made the production of offspring inadvisable, artificial insemination and surrogate parenting was used.  
 
    Had these draconian policies been imposed on the colonists by the crew, they might have led to rebellion. But because they had been handed down by their revered leaders, General Gaius and Dr. Foley, they were accepted as gospel. Gaius, in fact, made it clear that ensuring the future of the colonists was a revolutionary policy: although they lacked the power to overthrow their jailers at present, someday their descendants would do so. 
 
    The crew had observed these developments with nervous approval. If the cost of ensuring the survival of humanity was allowing the colonists to entertain revolutionary fantasies, then so be it. The crew had assured themselves that the Olson Doctrine—and six centimeters of carbon steel—would ensure that such ideas remained in the realm of fantasy. And so it had, for two hundred and eighty years. There had been countless attempts to break through those doors or manipulate the crew into opening them, but none had been successful. Attempts had become less frequent over the past century, but the colonists still plotted and dreamed. 
 
    It’s the nature of humanity, thought Rachel. We hold onto hope long after the rational basis for it has slipped away. Here I am, sitting on the bridge, waiting for a report whose contents are predetermined. What will it be this time? Not enough oxygen. Too much ammonia. Too hot. Too cold. Unstable climate. No arable soil. Too much gravity. Not enough gravity. It was always something. 
 
    She hadn’t asked for this. She’d never intended to become Captain. She had just been trying to make the best of her situation, like the other children unlucky enough to be born into the crew of IDLS Freedom. She had always thought Jack Olson, the previous captain’s oldest son, would become Captain when his father died. But Jack had been more interested in biology, and he’d eventually taken over as the crew’s resident physician after Dr. Zotov died. There hadn’t been a lot of other candidates. Two of the older members of the second generation had committed suicide, unable to accept that they would be spending their entire lives trapped on a spaceship. A third had made unapproved contact with a group of colonists who were planning mutiny. He was transferred to the colonist area permanently. When Devin Olson died of a heart attack one hundred and thirty-four years into the voyage, Mika Schwartz had taken over as Captain for the next seven years. Before succumbing to dementia, she had selected Rachel as her successor. Kyra Gleeson, the ship’s engineer, had died a few years earlier when her space suit had malfunctioned while she was repairing a sensor. The rest of the surviving original crew members were not in good enough health to take over the job. That left Rachel and three other second-generation crew members, any of whom, in Rachel’s opinion, would have made a better captain. 
 
    When Rachel asked Mika Schwartz why she had picked her, Schwartz had cited Rachel’s “indomitable spirit.” Rachel had accepted the compliment and the charge with aplomb and then gone to her quarters to cry. She had no indomitable spirit. She had just gotten really good at pretending to keep the younger crew members from worrying. Half a year later, she had officially (whatever that meant) taken the role as captain. That was two hundred and four years ago, ship’s time. Three quarters of that had been spent in stasis, but fifty-one years as the captain of a ghost ship was more than enough.  
 
    Rachel Beaulieu was tired. The other remaining members of the crew were almost as old as she was. There had been no third generation. It was hard enough to spend your life trapped on a spaceship without being burdened with the knowledge that your children and grandchildren would suffer the same fate. The colonists faced the same bleak future, but at least they had some semblance of normal life. They had family. They had a community. They farmed crops and cared for animals. And they could imagine a better future, even if that future was based on a fantasy. She knew the sorts of myths and legends that had arisen among the colonists about what was beyond the Steel Doors. If they only knew! 
 
    So here she sat, awaiting the sensors’ report on star system number fifteen. She knew she wouldn’t make it to sixteen, and there was no one to take her place. She and the others had agreed that this was the end of their watch, one way or another: if this planet wasn’t inhabitable, they would open the doors. 
 
    She wondered what they would do? Would they murder the crew in a frenzied rage? Put them on trial? Demand to know why they had done what they had done? 
 
    And then what? Would they force the crew to turn Freedom around so they could spend the next three centuries voyaging back to Earth? Would they keep going in a vain hope of finding a habitable world? Would they commit mass suicide when they learned the truth—that they had struggled for two hundred and eighty years only to escape into a slightly larger prison? That their gods had no answers? 
 
    The door to the bridge slid open, and she turned to see Abel Schwartz enter. The son of Mika Schwartz and one of the original enlisted men (rules regarding procreation were considerably laxer among the crew than among the colonists), Abel was the youngest living crew member. He was, by ship’s reckoning, two-hundred and forty-four years old. Rachel had always admired his positive attitude, but maybe he was just pretending as well.  
 
    “Any word yet from the probe?” Abel asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet. Have a seat.” 
 
    Abel sat in one of the few chairs on the bridge that were still usable. “I have a good feeling about this one,” he said. 
 
    Rachel laughed bitterly. This was their fifth time through this routine together. Abel always had a “good feeling.” 
 
    “I’m just glad it’s almost over,” Rachel said. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be,” Abel replied. “If this isn’t the one, I mean. We can keep going.” 
 
    “Are you volunteering to take over as Captain?” 
 
    “Not unless you want to take a stint as chief engineer. This whole ship is held together with duct tape and bailing wire at this point.” 
 
    “At least you have something to do. All I do is worry.” 
 
    “You’re so good at it, though.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “So we’re sticking with the plan?” 
 
    “Yes. If this isn’t the one, we open the doors and let the chips fall where they may.” 
 
    “Those people are going to be so disappointed when the doors open and all they find is a handful of old codgers trying to keep a three-hundred-year-old spaceship running.” 
 
    “People have to give up their illusions eventually. It’s time for the ‘Etruscans’ to grow up.” 
 
    Rachel’s console beeped, and a burst of text flooded the screen. She scrolled through the data, picking out the high points, refusing to get her hopes up. She had never gotten even halfway through one of these reports before finding multiple problems. 
 
    “Well?” asked Abel. The console in front of him, like most of the electronics on the bridge, no longer functioned. 
 
    “Point nine four Earth gravity, but we knew that. Average distance to sun, obliquity to orbit, blah blah… well, the mean temperature looks okay, seventeen degrees Celsius… huh.” 
 
    “What? Something wrong?” 
 
    “Not yet,” said Rachel. Ugh, why did she put herself through this? Just scroll to the bottom, you sadomasochist. “Plenty of surface water, most of it liquid. Volcanic activity suggests an older planet…. Wow. Looks like plant life, and maybe some primitive rudimentary animal forms. Atmosphere seventy-six percent nitrogen, twenty-three percent oxygen, one percent argon.” 
 
    “Sounds like Earth’s twin.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Rachel, absently. Don’t let yourself believe it. Don’t do it. 
 
    “Toxins? Radioactivity?” 
 
    “Minimal carbon monoxide, some arsenic, but not prohibitive. Radioactivity low.” 
 
    “So what’s the problem?” 
 
    Rachel stared at the screen. “There… isn’t one.” She took a deep breath and scrolled to the bottom of the report. The last line read: 
 
      
 
    Probe Finding: Habitable 
 
      
 
    “My God,” she murmured. 
 
    “What? What is it?” 
 
    She turned to Abel, her eyes wide. “We’re going home.”  
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